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        Good versus Evil is not a war.

        It is a battle,

        Fought within each of us,

        Every day.
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      Liz sat on the edge of the rooftop, her feet dangling over empty air. Her body tensed as she looked out at the city, her gloved hands gripping tight to the concrete lip. Skyscrapers rose up around her, dwarfing the nondescript apartment building on which she sat. The first glow of the rising sun lit the horizon, but San Francisco remained in shadow, all color leached away. With strict power rations in place, there was hardly a streetlight left to cast back the gloom.

      It made the night perfect for hunting.

      Four weeks had passed since their time at the university. Hardly a day had gone that she did not curse herself for fleeing, for running away and leaving Chris to die. Never mind that there had been nothing she could have done to save him; she blamed herself anyway.

      After all, Ashley had found the courage to stay and fight. Poor, broken Ashley, who just days before had frozen at the merest sign of danger. She had been through more than any of them, had suffered alone at the hands of Doctor Halt; yet when their backs had been against the wall, it was Ashley who’d stepped up. Alone, she had fought off the Chead, and given Liz and Jasmine the chance to escape.

      Liz almost hated her for it.

      It should have been me!

      She stood suddenly, her boots balancing precariously on the thin ledge. Fists clenched, she stared down at the hundred-foot drop, her stomach swirling.

      Again she saw Chris’s face—tight with pain, his lips drawn back in a snarl, his broken wing hanging limp. Injured and outmatched, he had thrown himself between the Chead and Ashley, determined to sacrifice himself for his friend. But Ashley had remained, and the two of them had perished in the massacre that followed.

      Liz’s only comfort was that they’d died believing their sacrifice had meant something—that their deaths had allowed their friends to expose the truth about the Chead, that the government was behind the creation and spread of the deadly virus.

      Battling through their grief, Liz and Jasmine had carried the thumb drive the professor had given them back to the safe house. Tears streaming down her face, Liz had told the old woman about her grandson’s fate, and offered her the thumb drive.

      But Maria had turned away, rejecting her grandson’s sacrifice. At the time, Liz couldn’t begin to understand her reaction. Between the thumb drive and students who’d witnessed Professor McKenzie’s discovery, not even the Director of Domestic Affairs could silence the truth this time.

      Or so she had thought.

      Lost and confused, Liz had looked to her friends for an explanation. Only then had Sam told her what had happened.

      The story had hit the news before they’d even reached the safe house. “Texas” had launched a counter-attack—supposedly in retaliation for the capture of their operative—and had slaughtered hundreds of students at the University of San Francisco.

      In response, the Western Allied States had declared war on the rogue state, allowing it to enact emergency wartime legislation. The media had been censored, a nationwide curfew set between the hours of 7p.m. and 7a.m., strict rations placed over the nation’s resources, and soldiers now patrolled the streets of San Francisco.

      Worst of all, they had resumed the draft, requiring all able-bodied men and women to report to their nearest military recruitment office. One in five were to be conscripted and trained for the coming war. The process was supposed to be random, but in reality, it was rural youth they were taking.

      Or so the rumors went.

      Liz winced as pain flared in the palms of her hands. Fingers shaking, she saw the blood staining her white gloves. Her nails had cut straight through the fine material and pierced her skin. Sucking in a breath, she forced herself to relax. Rage bubbled in her chest, but she refused to set it free. A cold breeze blew across the rooftop, but her long black hoody and pants kept her warm. Spring was well underway, but this was San Francisco, and the wind rarely let up.

      The massacre at the university had at least taught Liz one lesson—the President, the Director, the government, they would stop at nothing to win this war. No deed was too low for them, no act too foul. If the resistance wanted victory, they needed to be just as ruthless.

      Watching the alleyway, Liz bent her head, listening to the telltale crunch of gravel beneath boots. The soldiers were growing closer, just a few minutes away now. Liz quickly tucked her curly black hair behind her ears, readying herself. From the noise they were making, she guessed there were no more than six.

      She smiled. They didn’t stand a chance.

      Spreading her wings, Liz watched as the patrol turned the corner and started down her alleyway. The wind caught in her feathers, trying to pull her from the roof, but she crouched slightly, resisting its call. Her heart pounded in her ears as the soldiers drew closer. Dressed all in black, her wings the color of night, she was all but invisible to those below.

      Without a sound, Liz stepped out into open space. Air whistled in her ears as she fell. She only had eyes for the soldiers. She could see them clearly now. Their youthful faces scanned the shadows, their eyes nervous, movements jumpy. It was obvious most were fresh recruits. Their sun-kissed skin proved the rumors were true—that her rural countrymen were being plucked from their beds to fight the government’s war.

      The two marching at the back were different, though. They moved with confidence, their backs straight and eyes hawkish. Their rifles were held with the casual indifference of professionals, and their pale skin betrayed their urban upbringing.

      These were the men she wanted to speak with.

      By now Liz was almost on them. Ten feet above the ground, her wings snapped open. They gave a sharp crack, slowing her descent abruptly, giving her time to adjust course. The men below looked up at the sound, alerted to her presence, but it was far too late.

      As her boots struck the asphalt, Liz spun, her wings lashing out to catch the two leading recruits in the head. They dropped without a sound as those behind them screamed and lifted their rifles, but Liz was already moving. She leapt through the air and landed on the back of her next victim. Her weight drove him to his knees, and a single blow sent him face-first into the ground.

      Standing, she searched for the fourth recruit, and found her further down the alley. She couldn’t have been older than Liz’s own seventeen years. Snarling, Liz stepped towards her, and the girl dropped her gun and fled.

      Ignoring her, Liz leapt skyward as the rattle of gunfire came from behind. Bullets flashed past, tearing chips from the stone walls. Tumbling head over heels, she watched as the two soldiers tried to track her flight, but they were far too slow to catch her. Grinning, she landed between them. Her hands flashed out, catching both by their collars. She lifted them as though they weighed no more than pillows, and tossed them backwards into either wall of the alley.

      One collapsed to the ground, unconscious, but the other staggered to his feet and tried to flee. Liz was on him in an instant. Catching him again, she drove him back into the wall. Teeth bared, she pressed her face close to his.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” she growled. “I thought you were looking for me?”

      The man continued to struggle, trying to break free, until she lifted him and slammed him into the wall again. Air hissed between his teeth as his lungs emptied, and he gasped like a fish out of water. When he finally caught his breath, he slumped in her grasp, apparently accepting his fate.

      “Where’s the Director?” Liz leaned forward, whispering the question in his ear.

      When she pulled back, the man cleared his throat, then spat in her face.

      Liz’s brow hardened, and without thinking, she tossed him across the alley. He flew several feet before slamming down into a pile of garbage. A can rattled along the concrete as Liz strode after him, struggling to lock her rage back in its cage. Silently, she wiped the spit from her face, then watched in amusement as the soldier tried to pull himself clear of the trash.

      When he finally staggered out, she leapt forward and grabbed him by the throat. Forcing him to his knees, she towered over him.

      “They didn’t tell you much about me, did they?” she hissed. “Now, where is she?”

      Since the massacre, neither the Director nor the President had been seen in public. Instead, they hid within the television, broadcasting their propaganda to the nation from behind locked doors. No one knew where they were hiding, only that they were well-protected. Liz didn’t care. She had only one desire now, one objective.

      To kill the woman who had taken Chris from her.

      The soldier’s mouth opened and closed, but no words came out. Rolling her eyes, Liz loosened her grip around his throat, and waited for him to speak. He gave a muted choking sound and started to cough.

      “Go…to hell—”

      Whatever else he might have said was cut off as Liz slammed her boot into his unprotected crotch. He crumpled without a sound, his sudden convulsion tearing his throat from her grasp. Not that it mattered—he wasn’t going anywhere now. Lying on the ground, the man gave a low, almost inhuman moan as he clutched his groin.

      Liz knelt beside him. Her anger was raging again, begging to be released, and she felt a desperate need to indulge it. How satisfying would it be, to watch this man die, to feel his life slowly drain away, smothered by her touch?

      Her glove was off before she realized what she was doing. Only as she reached for his unprotected throat did she stop herself.

      “Tell me where she is,” Liz said, her voice husky, “or die in agony.”

      On his back, the man stilled. His eyes flickered up at her, then down to her naked hand. He swallowed, visibly afraid. Apparently word had spread about the awful pain and death her touch brought.

      “I don’t…” He shook his head, his voice little more than a squeak. “I don’t know.”

      Liz sighed. “That’s too bad.” She reached for his throat.

      The man flinched, raising his hands to fend her off. “Please! I’m telling the truth,” he stammered.

      Smiling, Liz nodded. “I know.”

      Before he could respond, she caught him by the throat again. His eyes bulged and he managed a strangled cry that faded to a squeak. He batted weakly at her arms, struggling to break her iron hold, but it was already too late.

      Liz watched dispassionately as purple lines spread up the man’s neck. He gaped at her as a low gurgling started in his chest. His feet beat helplessly at the concrete and his hands gripped her wrist, as though even now he might break her death grip. A wild ecstasy swept through her as she watched him, as she felt his life slowly drain away. She could almost taste his fear, his panic, as death took him.

      When he finally stilled, Liz released him and stood. There was still one soldier left to interrogate, but as she turned towards him, she heard the click of steel on concrete. She froze, catching sight of the rifle in the man’s hands, pointed straight at her chest. For a second, time seemed to stand still. She was too far away to reach him. In the narrow alleyway, he couldn’t miss.

      The soldier grinned as he pressed a finger to the trigger.

      Before he could fire, a whisper of feathers came from overhead—then an emerald-winged banshee dropped from the sky and landed on the man’s neck.

      The audible crack of the soldier’s spine breaking was still echoing through the alleyway as Jasmine settled down beside her victim. Her wings thumped one last time, scattering garbage across the alleyway, before tucking neatly behind her back. Folding her arms, she raised an eyebrow.

      “You missed one,” Jasmine commented.

      Liz eyed the other girl. At five foot five, Jasmine was taller and more muscular than her, despite Liz being one year older. Jasmine was wearing her black hair in a ponytail, giving her a more youthful, innocent look. Of course, these days none of them were anything close to innocent.

      “I was getting to him,” Liz said, a little too sharply.

      “Looks like he almost got you,” Jasmine replied with a smirk.

      Liz let out a long breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. “How long were you watching?”

      “Long enough.”

      Liz glanced around at the five soldiers scattered amidst the garbage. There was no sign of the one who’d fled. The three recruits she’d dropped still seemed to be breathing. Finally, she looked back at Jasmine. “You could have given me a hand.”

      “And deny you the chance to let off some steam?” Jasmine laughed. “I don’t think so. We don’t need that kind of anger bottled up in our little prison.”

      Liz scowled. “You weren’t so different…not long ago.”

      Jasmine stilled. “Yes…” She glanced away, the mocking smile slipping from her lips. “And look where that got us.”

      A strained silence hung over the alleyway, until Liz kicked a can, sending it rattling across the concrete. With a sigh, she let the subject drop. “Well, what do you want?”

      The only time Liz saw Jasmine or the others on her nightly forays was when they needed something. Unfortunately, their heightened sense of smell meant these days tracking each other down was becoming easier and easier.

      “What? Can’t a girl enjoy an early flight to stretch her wings?”

      Now it was Liz’s turn to raise an eyebrow. “What is it, Jasmine?” she pressed. “What’s happened?”

      Jasmine shrugged and spread her wings. They filled the alley, her emerald feathers catching in the first rays of daylight. “I’ll explain on the way.” She grinned. “You’re not going to like it.”

      She lifted off before anything more could be said, and all Liz could do was follow.
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      Sam’s wings creaked as he settled on the smooth granite surface. The stone was slick beneath his feet, still wet from the night’s dew, and he took a moment to balance himself. The top of the obelisk on which he stood formed a half pyramid, with the tip sliced flat rather than the usual point. He supposed someone had suggested the change to differentiate Independence Monument from the Washington Monument—although by then that old relic would have been long gone, burned away by the nuclear blast that had engulfed the American capital two decades ago.

      Skyscrapers towered around the obelisk, their silent glass walls staring down at Sam’s solitary perch. Absently, he wondered if today would be the day someone finally noticed him, but he doubted it. He had been coming here for weeks now, winging his way through the skies before the dawn’s light broke over the city. It was a good place to think, to watch and listen to the activity taking place below. With his enhanced senses, he had little trouble see those below, while it would be all but impossible for his audience to spot him perched seven hundred feet above them.

      Now he scanned the crowds, wondering how the world had spiraled so far out of control. Thousands of refugees packed the square, camping out on the cold tiles, beneath the trees surrounding the obelisk, on the sidewalks and benches—wherever they could find even a hint of shelter. They had come from all across California, from small rural towns and villages, fleeing the scourge of the Chead. Rumors abounded of great packs of the creatures roaming the countryside, driving people from their homes, slaughtering them with wanton abandon. Desperate and afraid, those who survived had abandoned their homes and fled to the one place they believed safe.

      San Francisco.

      But their plight had made them easy targets for the government’s draft. Thousands of their youth had already been conscripted into the army. Many even went willingly, believing the official line that Texas was behind the spread of the Chead virus.

      Those below were the ones who had escaped selection—people too old or young to be of use. Yet after their long journey in search of shelter, they now found themselves shunned by a city and a people unmoved by their plight. Ruled by fear, the urbanites had slammed their doors in the faces of their fellow citizens. No one dared risk inviting a soon-to-be Chead into their home.

      So, homeless and alone, the refugees gathered in the streets and parks, making homes for themselves wherever they could.

      Watching the first of them stir, Sam couldn’t help but think they might be the lucky ones. It was the fate of their children that worried him, that kept him up at night, haunting his dreams.

      Because he knew all too well what the government was capable of, what they would do with all those young bodies. Halt might be dead, but his project lived on. Sam had seen to that. Somewhere out there, in the mountains, beneath the earth, somewhere, the experiments continued.

      How many of the conscripted youth would find themselves in cages instead of battlefields?

      He closed his eyes, shivering as Ashley’s words echoed in his mind.

      Halt used me, Sam. He used me to get to you. If any other kids die in their vile experiments, it will be my fault as much as yours. We have to stop them, before they hurt anyone else.

      Gritting his teeth, Sam carefully lowered himself onto the cold granite and dangled his legs over the side. He tried and failed to ignore the awful pain of Ashley’s loss. How long had it been now, since that fateful day? Three weeks? Four?

      He pushed his hands deep into the pockets of his jeans, trying to keep the tears from his eyes. Hard as it was, he had to move on, had to focus on living. It was the only way he would find the strength he needed to fulfill Ashley’s final wish—to put an end to the government’s vile experiments. Spreading the truth about what the others had discovered at the university had been his sole purpose since recovering from his bullet wound.

      For decades, the people of the Western Allied States had suffered the scourge of the Chead. For decades they had suffered, battling an enemy they could not see. Texas had been blamed, but the Lone Star State had never had any hand in the virus.

      It had been their own government all along. The leaders of the WAS had needed a distraction from their own malicious deeds, and a patsy on which to blame all the ills that befell their young nation. Texas and the Chead had served their purpose well, giving the President and his Director the pretext to increase their powers time and again.

      Broadcasting that truth to the nation had become an obsession for Sam, but it mattered little. Apart from the Madwomen and their limited allies, he was pretty sure everyone else in the world thought he was insane.

      I miss you, Ash.

      He cast the thought into the void, wondering if somewhere, she was thinking the same thing—though he knew it was impossible. He had held out hope for days after the university massacre. After everything they had been through—the trials and the torture, the bullet wounds and imprisonment, how could she possibly be alive?

      Days had turned to weeks, and the only story to emerge was that two fugitives had been involved in the attack on the university and had been killed by government operatives. They’d plastered Ashley and Chris’s faces all over the television, as the Director crowed of their demise.

      Beside her always was the translator Jonathan, with his trustworthy face and easy smile. He would nod along to everything the woman said, before stepping up to play his role in their little act. With teary eyes he would explain how hard the government was working to bring his family’s murderers to justice, how much it meant for him to see their deaths avenged.

      It made Sam sick to his stomach that he’d ever trusted the man.

      In the end, he’d been forced to admit the truth. If Ashley or Chris had been captured, the Director would have happily staged an execution for the whole world to see.

      No, Ashley was gone, her life snuffed out, as if it had never been.

      If only I had been there…

      He forced the thought back down. Wallowing in regret would not help him now. With the bullet wound in his leg, he had been in no state to go with the others to the university. He would have only been a liability. If he’d joined them, no one would have gotten out alive.

      Sam sat up as the tone of the whispers below changed. Leaning out over the ledge, he watched a group of old women make their way through the crowd. His heart lifted as the Madwomen returned to their station around the base of the obelisk. In silence, they began their solemn march, eyes fixed straight ahead, ignoring the soldiers stirring around the square. The green-uniformed men readjusted their rifles, but they made no move to intercept the protesters.

      Since the official story about the attack on the monument had painted the Madwomen as innocent victims, the group had returned to their march in force. With hundreds of refugees now packing the park as witnesses, there was little the government could do to stop them. Only the women still on the wanted list stayed away—such as Chris’s grandmother, Maria.

      Their courage gave Sam hope that things might still change, but their defiance hadn’t come without cost. With the prospect of open war on the horizon, few citizens were willing to stand with them. Even the refugees below, persecuted as they were, directed their hatred at the Texans, for the plague the Lone Star State had supposedly unleashed on their lives. It was a narrative the President and his people had used successfully in the past, and without a way to prove their involvement with the Chead, there was little way to counter it.

      Still, Sam wasn’t about to give up without a fight. Swinging his backpack from his shoulders, he unpacked the shortwave radio and placed it on the granite surface. He quickly looked over the steel box, ensuring everything was still in one piece, then picked up the transmitter. It wasn’t much, but it was a start. Each morning he had been broadcasting to anyone who would listen, although he had no way of knowing how many that might be. He might be talking to ghosts for all he knew.

      Clearing his throat, Sam lifted the transmitter and spoke: “Good morning, America! Testing, testing, one…two…three. Is anybody out there? Hey, isn’t that from some song about a war? Someone with the internet look that up for me would ya…” He paused and then laughed. “Yeah, that’s what I thought, phone lines are dead. Guess you’re all in bed still or something. Come on, it’s only…oh my god it’s 6a.m., maybe I should go back to bed myself.”

      Standing, Sam moved to the edge of the platform. He still held the transmitter, its long cord stretching out behind him. “On second thought, it’s a beautiful morning here in San Fran. Why don’t you make a start to the day instead? There’s a lot of people here in Independence Square who’ve had a hard night’s sleep—come down and see for yourself! Or are you still listening to our noble dictator’s wild tales of covert operatives and foreign spies?”

      Sam sighed audibly into the microphone. “Yeah, thought so. Sad to think we’ve all become such suspicious creatures. Time was a madman could claim he’d build a 2000-mile-long wall and we’d believe him. Maybe I should ask the President for an interview…think he’d let me talk this time? Haven’t you wondered why I never said anything, standing there beside him with my wings out, like some pet chimp?”

      He paused, remembering that day on the stage, the crowds thronging the streets around Fisherman’s Wharf. What if he’d said something then? If he’d stepped forward and told them all it was all a scam?

      Don’t look back. He took a breath and forged on.

      “I was in Independence Square too, when the attack went down. But I wasn’t fighting for the government. I took a bullet fighting off their soldiers, protecting the widows of our veterans. Just come down and ask the Madwomen, they’ll tell you the truth.”

      Releasing the transmit button, he chuckled to himself. No doubt he was coming off as stark raving mad to anyone listening. “Still not convinced? How about if I told you the government was behind the Chead? That they created them twenty years ago, and have been using them to control us ever since? What’s that? You think I’m crazy? That I should be locked up in a mental asylum?”

      He paused to take a breath before continuing: “Too bad, budget cuts got rid of ‘em all. Guess a shift in Alcatraz will have to do. Maybe I’ll fly over and hand myself in. That’s right, I have wings remember?”

      Taking a break, Sam leaned out over the edge. A touch of vertigo swept through him, despite the wings sprouting from his back. His lips tightened as the Madwomen continued their march. Sadness touched him as he counted their numbers and noted several more absentees. He shook his head, wondering where they got their courage.

      The fact that the Director couldn’t act openly against them had only slowed her crusade. Over the past four weeks, dozens of the Madwomen had gone missing. At first they’d thought the women had merely given up. But when their houses were found empty, it became clear something more sinister was behind their disappearances.

      Still the marches continued. Some had taken refuge in safe houses dotted throughout the city, but most refused to be driven from their homes. They stood in open defiance against the threat of violence—and paid for it with their lives.

      Sam bit his lip as he lifted the microphone again, taking on a more serious tone. “Look, I know you have no reason to believe a disembodied voice on the radio. Heck, a few months ago I would have been at the head of the queue baying for my blood. But I’m telling you, every word I’ve said is true. I know you don’t want to believe it, that you want to stay safe in your own little world, ignoring the voices outside screaming for help. But it won’t work. They’re coming for us, for all of us, and whether you stay in your bubble or not, one day it’ll be your turn. So come down to Independence Square, look at what’s happening here. Speak to the Madwomen, listen to their stories. And decide for yourself what the truth is.”

      Sam sucked in a long breath and switched off the shortwave. Exhausted by his outburst, he sat down too quickly and almost slid off the side of the pyramid. Recovering, he leaned forward and placed his head in his hands, feeling the oil in his long brown hair. He needed a haircut, but there had been no time to keep up with things like personal grooming. His palms brushed the soft fuzz of his beard, and he wondered what Ashley would have thought of it.

      Lying on his back, he rested his head against the cold stone and closed his eyes. Despite his weariness, he fought the pull of sleep. It wasn’t safe to stay here—not in daylight. He had to leave, had to return to the safe house before it got any brighter. Even so, he was loath to desert his friends below.

      His ears twitched, catching the faint whisper of wings from overhead. Opening his eyes, he watched as Mira’s small form settled down beside him. Her mismatched blue and green eyes watched him closely as she folded her slate-grey wings behind her back. The wind gusted around her, lashing at her grey hair until she reached up and pushed it to the side.

      “What are you doing here, Mira?” Sam asked, sitting up. “You could have been spotted.”

      Mira stood on the edge of the obelisk and looked down at the crowd. “They don’t see good,” she commented. “What are you doing…up here?”

      Sam sighed. “Thinking. Watching.” He forced a smile. “What about you, Mira? To what do I owe the honor?”

      “Honor?” Mira’s brow creased as she returned and seated herself beside him. “What do you mean, honor?”

      Sam sighed. “Never mind. I just meant, what brings you up here? My captivating radio show?”

      Mira wrinkled her nose. “Liz is more fun.”

      Sam rolled his eyes. “Just because she spends her nights beating up soldiers…” He trailed off as he saw the glimmer in Mira’s eyes. He scowled as a mischievous smile spread across the girl’s face. “Okay, troublemaker, what’s the news?”

      “Not supposed to say.” Smiling, she lay back and looked at the sky. “Secret.”

      “So what are you doing here?” he sighed. Talking with the strange girl was like conversing with a brick wall.

      Mira had lifted her legs until they were perpendicular to her hips, but now they flicked back down, her wings extending at the same time, propelling her to her feet. Sam raised his eyebrows, waiting for a response.

      Instead, she wandered back to the edge of the obelisk. “You have to promise…not to get mad,” she said, glancing back at him, “that’s what Jasmine said.”

      Groaning, Sam lifted himself to his feet. “I promise.”

      “Good.” Mira smiled, her face lighting up like Christmas. “Let’s go.”

      She stretched her wings and crouched at the edge of the obelisk, but before she could take off something below caught her attention. “Oh,” she murmured, casting a sheepish glance over her shoulder. “I think…they’ve seen us now.”

      Sam muttered a choice curse under his breath as the first shout carried up to them. Stepping up beside Mira, he shook his head. The soldiers at the edge of the square were gesturing up at them. Several began pushing their way through the crowd towards the obelisk, as though that would somehow bring them closer to the winged fugitives seven hundred feet above them.

      Scowling, Sam glanced at Mira. “Brat,” he muttered.

      She only grinned back at him. “Shall we go?
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      Mike’s head whipped back with an audible thud as the guard’s fist slammed into his forehead. He slumped forward in the chair, blood dripping from his cracked lips, a faint moan escaping his emaciated chest. Before he could recover, the guard swung again, a left hook that sent the imprisoned Texan reeling sideways. Only the steel shackles strapping Mike to his chair kept him from falling.

      Chris watched on, a silent spectator to the Texan’s torture. A steel helmet with a full-faced visor concealed Chris’s features, and the skintight polyester uniform he wore made him a clone to the other guards standing around the room. Only the wings sprouting from his back gave him away. Those, and the steel collar strapped tight around his neck.

      On the other side of the room, Ashley stood in a matching outfit. The sleek black material clung to her figure, leaving little to the imagination. Red hair tumbled down from the back of her helmet, and her wings were half-spread, the slightest of tremors running through her white feathers. Around her neck, the collar shone in the harsh glow of the overhead lights.

      Mike coughed blood as the guard drove a punch into his stomach. Chris’s heart went out to the man. In the four weeks since their capture, he had watched Mike wilt before his eyes. His bronzed Texan skin had faded to grey, and it seemed now that a man in his sixties sat in the chair. There was little left of the man who had bounded around the safe house back in San Francisco.

      Chris made no move to aid him as the beating continued. He had learned during his first week it was every man for himself here. Even while his wing and ribs were still healing, the Director had brooked no disobedience. No transgression, however small, went unpunished. And while she lacked Doctor Halt’s deranged taste for violence, she was well-versed in the art of breaking men—mind and body.

      She stood beside Chris now, arms folded, watching the Texan with a disinterested frown. As the guard stepped up to continue his assault, she lifted a hand to stop him, then strode forward to stand in front of the Texan. Her thin frame moved with overt confidence, her authority over the room unquestionable. Her hazel eyes stared down at Mike, her short blond hair carefully dyed and styled to mask her age. Crouching beside the chair, she took a handkerchief from her pocket and gently dabbed at the blood dribbling down the Texan’s bearded chin.

      Groaning, Mike lifted his head. Uncertainty flickered through his eyes when he saw her. “What do…you want?” he croaked.

      The Director smiled. She dropped the handkerchief in his lap and stroked his cheek.

      “We only want the truth, Mike…” she said softly. “Where have they gone, these renegades of yours? We know you’re hiding them.”

      “Please…” Mike sobbed, his eyes rolling around in his skull as though searching for a way out, “I already told you…where they are.”

      Chris shivered. He had—after a week of enhanced interrogation had left Mike a broken man. The Director had ordered the house raided and everyone inside killed. Chris had tried to stop her. It had been the last time he tested the Director’s patience. Thankfully, the house had been empty when the soldiers arrived.

      Yet the Texan’s interrogation continued. Once he had been left in this windowless cell for almost a week. They’d given him a bottle of water, and one meal a day, but otherwise he’d been alone in the darkness. Chris still shuddered at the thought of the blubbering creature who’d emerged at the end.

      By now, Mike had nothing left. No lingering secrets, no hidden safe houses. Nothing, that is, but the pride of his nation.

      “That’s right,” the Director murmured, her hand still caressing the Texan’s cheek. “How could I have forgotten? Such a good boy. But you were too slow, Mike. You betrayed us!” Her voice turned hard as she gripped Mike by the hair and pulled back his head.

      She moved behind the chair, still holding Mike by his long hair, forcing him to stare into the bright fluorescent lights.

      “No, no, please,” Mike croaked, his voice half-mad with terror.

      The Director leaned down until her lips were an inch from Mike’s ear. “You must confess, Mike,” she whispered. “It’s the only way to redeem yourself, to save yourself.”

      Tears ran down Mike’s face. “No…”

      Abruptly, the Director released her captive’s hair and stepped away, nodding to the guard as she did so. The man’s face revealed no emotion as he drew a baton from his belt.

      “No, no, no, please!” Mike screamed, but still strapped to the chair, he had nowhere to go.

      The baton descended again and again, smashing into his shin, his elbow, his jaw. Chris closed his eyes, unable to watch any longer, but there was no hiding from the sounds. A sharp crack marked each blow, followed by the Texan’s shrieks.

      When the guard finally ceased, all Mike could do was slump in his chair and sob. Across the room, Ashley stood as tense as an iron rod, fists clenched at her sides. She looked on the brink of mutiny, though they both knew there was nothing they could do for the Texan. One step out of line would see them crumple to the floor in agony—and that would only be the beginning.

      “Come now, Mike,” the Director was speaking again, “be reasonable. We know you were behind the attack in Independence Square. We know you’re here as a spy, infecting our food supplies with your vile virus.”

      Mike lifted his head to look at her.

      “Do you really think my confession will make a difference?” His eyes were bloodshot and his jaw swollen, but there was a surprising clarity to his voice. “You think it will save you? That it’ll stop the vultures from circling?”

      The Director slammed her fist into his face. His head whipped back in the chair, but she retreated, cursing under her breath as she cradled her hand. Thin as her arms were, it was likely she’d hurt her wrist. Chris smiled beneath his visor.

      When she’d finally finished swearing, the Director swung toward the nearest guard. “Give him a good workover,” she said through clenched teeth, “then throw him in the hole again for a couple of days.”

      “No!” Mike strained against his bindings, his eyes wide with panic. “No, please, not again!”

      But the Director was already walking away. A guard opened the door, and Chris quickly stepped after her. Ashley was a second behind him, her head still half-turned to watch the Texan. Chris nudged her, nodding at the retreating back of the Director. They hurried to catch up, all too aware what would happen if she saw them hesitating.

      The Director was halfway through the door when Mike screamed again.

      “I did it!”

      She froze in the doorway, before slowly turning to look at the hapless prisoner. “Keep going.”

      Mike gasped great lungfuls of air, as though with those three words he’d scaled a mountain. Finally, he lifted his head. Chris saw the darkness of self-loathing in his eyes as he spat out the words.

      “I did it. I conspired with Texas. I brought the Chead here. I killed the Madwomen.”

      A grin spread across the Director’s face as she stepped back into the room. “Very good, Mike. You’ve earned a reprieve.” She looked at the guards. “Skip the beating. Throw him straight in the hole. He can spend some time in the dark while we get things ready,” she said, before addressing Mike again: “Wouldn’t want you having second thoughts before your big debut.”

      The Texan seemed to wilt at the Director’s words. He shook his head, face ashen, but his pleas were ignored.

      Chris’s legs trembled as he followed the Director outside. Ashley fell into step beside him, and silently he reached out and took her hand. He squeezed her fingers, the only reassurance he could offer, then released her again.

      Together they followed the Director down the long corridors of the facility.
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      The Chead roared as another man leapt at her. He held a baseball bat in one hand, but from her perspective, it seemed to move in slow motion. She skipped back as the bat swung in a lazy arc, then lunged forward and tore it from his grasp. The man was still standing there gaping when she slammed the bat into the side of his head. The wood gave a loud crack as it shattered against his skull. He toppled without a sound, and she strode on, already seeking out fresh prey.

      Her nostrils flared at the scent of blood. It mingled with the acrid tang of smoke, masking the revolting stench of humanity permeating the town. The Chead’s keen eyes scanned the shadows as she continued down the dusty street. Firelight flickered in the windows of a nearby building, but otherwise the town was dark. Her brethren had cut the power before their assault. Without light, the humans were stranded, like helpless sheep waiting for the slaughter.

      She glanced around as the thundering of hooves came from behind her. A horse and empty carriage raced down the street, eyes wild as it fled the strange smells of the massacre. The other Chead moving through the streets ignored it—they were not here to slaughter humanity’s mindless creatures.

      Then the Chead saw a man leap from an alleyway. Running forward, he tried to catch the wagon, but cried out as the horse outpaced him. His mouth fell open when he turned and saw her in the street.

      Fire stirred in the Chead’s stomach. She started forward, the red haze spreading across her vision, washing away all thought but the need for blood. The man watched her approach, seemingly unable to move, even to save himself. Only at the last second did he come alive and turn to run.

      The Chead bounded into the air and crashed onto his back before he could take two steps. Her weight bore him down, slamming him face-first into the ground. Now he found the will to fight, and twisting, he swung at her face. With casual ease, she caught his fist in her dainty hands.

      She grinned down at the helpless man. “Trying to leave…the party?”

      The Chead tore out his throat before he could respond. Sitting on his chest, she watched in ecstasy as the blood bubbled from his mouth. He started to thrash, but she held him down, waiting until the last drop of life had drained from him.

      Standing, she surveyed the chaos, savoring the taste of victory. The Chead were everywhere, slipping silently through the narrow streets, moving from building to building, seeking out the humans wherever they hid. The signs leading into the town had called it Sutter Creek, but when they were done it would be like all the others—a ghost town, empty, abandoned by all but the corpses they left behind. It was the fifth they’d struck in as many weeks, and the largest.

      A smile spread across her lips as one of her brethren forced a family from a nearby house. The man died choking on his own blood, while the woman and son were dragged away.

      Feeble creatures.

      She shook her head. Humanity, in its arrogance, had grown weak. Watching the woman meekly being led away, the Chead felt only contempt for her own past. The memories that still flickered in her mind showed a weak and cowardly woman, a timid doctor who had bowed to lesser creatures.

      But that woman was gone, burned away by the fury of the Chead, and she was free.

      The rage rose again as she watched the human woman. She longed to embrace the anger, but fought the urge. Her body shook and pinpricks trailed along her skin, raising the hairs on her arms. Gritting her teeth, she turned away, seeking a fresh victim to spend her rage on. Talisa had been clear—the women were hers, and hers alone.

      Susan’s nose twitched as a fresh scent drifted across the street. She raised her head, scanning the neighboring buildings, and caught the slightest shift in the curtains of a house. She moved towards it, heart racing.

      The door crumpled like paper beneath her boot, exploding into the hallway with the shriek of splintered wood. She stalked inside as someone screamed. Tasting the air, she savored the scent of her quarry’s fear. Her fingers bent like claws, ready to rend and tear as movement came from the room ahead. She started towards it.

      The occupant fled into an adjoining room as Susan stepped through the doorway. Laughter hissed from her lips and she leapt over the sofa in pursuit, the Chead rage already taking hold.

      Bounding into the next room, the Chead ducked as a vase flew at her head and shattered on the wall. Teeth bared, she clenched her fists and advanced on her prey. Her heart pounded in her ears, flooding her veins with rage, the red haze rising, washing away all reason.

      In the corner, the woman she had chased through the house sank to her knees and buried her head in her hands. She sobbed softly as the Chead approached. Pausing above the woman, the Chead drank in the woman’s fear. The room reeked of it. Curled up in a ball, crying into her hands, a human had never seemed so pitiful. Raising a fist, the Chead readied herself for the kill.

      Before the blow could land, an iron hand caught her by the wrist and dragged her back.

      “Susan…” a voice whispered. “Stop…”

      She spun and swung at her attacker. Hecate caught the blow with the same ease she had caught the human's earlier. She screamed with a desperate rage and tried to break free, but her mate only embraced her, smothering her in his arms.

      As the scent of him filled her nostrils, the fury fell from Susan as quickly as it had come. She stilled, the tension fleeing her in a rush. Taking another breath, her mind swam with the sweetness of her mate. Her eyes were caught in Hecate’s cool gaze.

      A smile tugged at his lips. Lifting his finger to her chin, he leaned towards her. This time she did not resist. She shivered as their lips met. The last traces of the red haze fell away, though her racing heart did not slow. A fresh yearning burned in her stomach as she wrapped her arms around him, pulling him close.

      Chuckling, Hecate broke away. He growled, the sound familiar, holding a promise for later.

      Susan stepped back from Hecate, her mind returning. She reached out to stroke her mate’s chest, her breath slowing. Then, together, they looked down at the woman she had cornered.

      “Talisa…wants you,” Hecate said softly.

      Susan nodded. “We had better…join her.”

      Idly, she twisted her fingers through the woman’s auburn hair. A scream echoed through the room as she hauled the prisoner to its feet, but Chead rage or no, Susan felt no compassion for her prey’s pain. Pain was weakness. Pain was human. And she had no patience for either.

      Talisa was waiting.
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      The sun was still low in the sky as Liz followed Jasmine down into the backyard. The flight had only taken twenty minutes, but after a long night hunting the streets for stray soldiers, Liz was nearing exhaustion. There was no sign of movement below, but even so they came in low and fast, wings retracted as they swept between the towering pines lining the property of the safe house.

      Liz let out a long breath as she settled on the damp grass. They were onto their third safe house now. The first they’d left after Mike’s capture, and the second had been abandoned as a precaution when a strange van was spotted several times parked in the street. With soldiers marching through the city and the public on high alert, they couldn’t be too careful. Especially after word had reached them that their first location had been raided.

      Their current house was well outside the city center, almost in Daly City, but at least the heavy tree-coverage offered good protection from eyes on the ground. Not that Liz had exhausted much time in the safe house lately. With her nights spent prowling the city, she often couldn’t make it back before daylight, in which case she would find an abandoned building to spend the day in. And when she did return, she preferred to sleep in the treehouse out back.

      Turning towards the house, Liz found Jasmine still standing where she’d landed, watching Liz with folded arms.

      “What is it, Jasmine?” she sighed. “Whatever you’re not saying, spit it out.”

      Jasmine blinked as though leaving a trance, then smiled. “But there’s so much to choose from, where would I begin?” When Liz only raised an eyebrow, Jasmine’s smile faded and she went on, “Well, for starters, you look like crap, Liz.”

      Liz scowled. “You’re not looking so hot yourself. A ponytail? Really?”

      Ignoring the taunt, Jasmine stepped in close. “That’s not what I meant and you know it.” Her eyes softened. “We’re worried about you, Liz. You’re out all hours of the night, disappearing for days. Most of the time we don’t know if you’re alive or dead. Not unless we risk ourselves looking for you. I’m getting tired of tracking you down.”

      “Then stop looking,” Liz snapped. She made to step past, but Jasmine held out a hand and caught her.

      “You’re the one who said we’re a family, Liz,” Jasmine remarked softly.

      “And you’re the one who said it was everyone for themselves,” Liz retorted. She threw off Jasmine’s hand and stalked towards the house.

      “Liz, wait!”

      Something in Jasmine’s tone gave Liz pause. She glanced back at her friend. “What now?”

      Jasmine started after her. “There’s something you should know before we go inside.” She walked past Liz, waving her on.

      “And what’s that?” Liz asked, matching her stride for stride.

      “We have a…visitor,” Jasmine offered cautiously. “A doctor.”

      “A doctor?” Goosebumps tingled on Liz’s arms. She paused mid-stride and looked at Jasmine. “You don’t mean…?”

      “Not one from our…facility.” Jasmine’s eyes flicked down, then back to Liz. “He’s from another place, but…yes, I mean one of the doctors involved with our experiments.”

      Liz’s mouth opened and shut again, unable to voice her disbelief. Spinning on her heel, she hauled open the back door, then slammed it behind her. She was halfway down the corridor before Jasmine could follow her inside. Blood pounding in her temples, she stepped into the dining room and looked around, seeking the monster someone had invited into their house.

      Her fellow rebels sat around the dining table, their own eyes wide as they stared back. Maria occupied the head of the table, her hands clasped in front of her. Chris’s grandmother looked as exhausted as Liz felt. The wrinkles on her face had deepened in the last few weeks, and there was a sorrow in the way she carried herself, as though she were simply going through the motions of life.

      To the side of Maria sat Harry, an army veteran who had recently joined their fledgling resistance. He was close to Maria’s age, a man who, by luck or skill, had survived the ravages of the American War. His kind was a rarity these days—most men of his generation hadn’t lived past sixty—but he’d appeared not long after the government’s condemnation of the attack in Independence Square.

      Together with Maria, they were coordinating the resistance. Looking at the two of them now, Liz could not help but think that had been a mistake. Both were old and tired, well past their prime. They didn’t have the energy to fight this war, or the resolve to do what was needed to win. The proof of that was sitting at the table beside them, staring at her with unconcealed awe.

      Jasmine had been right about one thing—she didn’t recognize him. He hadn’t been there, hadn’t been amongst the doctors who had imprisoned them, who had systematically gone about culling hundreds of innocent children. It hadn’t been him who’d held her down, who’d injected her with the awful serum that had changed her life forever. It had not been this doctor who’d thrown her, still weak from a coma, into a room with a Chead, to watch and see whether she would survive.

      But he had done it to others.

      Ignoring Maria and Harry, Liz strode around the table. Her whole body was shaking, and without even thinking her wings had opened, stretching out to fill the room. The wonder had fallen from the doctor’s face now, and he shrank down in his chair as she approached. Coming to a stop in front of him, Liz leaned forward, until their faces were only an inch apart.

      “So, you’re the doctor?” she hissed.

      The man swallowed visibly, and nodded.

      “How many children have you killed?” Liz growled. Her hands shot out and caught him by the shoulders, shoving him. He yelped as his chair tilted backwards, but she held him still. He hadn’t answered, and with a snarl that rumbled up from the depths of her soul, Liz lifted him into the air.

      “How. Many?” she shrieked.

      The color drained from the doctor’s face. “I…I…” He closed his eyes. “I don’t know. Too many to count.”

      Liz released him so suddenly he crumpled to the floor beside his fallen chair. Clenching her fists, she struggled to control herself. Flames burned her stomach and she fought the urge to tear the man limb from limb. Obviously, the Madwomen wanted him for something, though she couldn’t think what.

      “Why is he here?” she grated.

      “I…I…I want to help,” the doctor stammered from the floor.

      “Did I ask you?” Liz snapped, glaring at him. He promptly shut his mouth.

      “He has information we need,” Maria said, drawing Liz’s eyes back to the table.

      Liz stared at Chris’s grandmother for a long moment. Her words came out in a shriek, “You can’t trust anything these people tell you!” Taking a breath to calm herself, she cast a disgusted glance at the trembling doctor. “They’re scum. We should kill him now, before he betrays us.”

      The doctor whimpered and scrambled away. Grabbing the chair, he jumped to his feet and thrust it in front of him like a shield.

      Liz sneered. “You really think that will stop me?”

      “Liz…” Jasmine’s voice came from behind her. She crossed the room, until she stood between the doctor and Liz. “Hear him out.”

      “You’re protecting him?” Liz asked softly.

      Jasmine didn’t back down. “If that’s what it takes to get the Director.”

      Liz paused at that. “The Director?”

      Nodding, Jasmine turned to the doctor. “Speak, now. Do it quickly, before I change my mind.” Despite her interference, there was no mistaking Jasmine’s hostility.

      Still shaking, the doctor lowered himself back into the chair. He closed his eyes, as though summoning the courage to face them, before looking at Liz.

      “My name is Edwin Reid,” he began, “until a few months ago, I was working in a top-secret laboratory near Seattle.”

      “How many of these foul places are there?” Liz spat.

      The doctor shook his head. “I have no idea. For a long time, I thought we were the only one. I guess they keep it all separated–”

      “Just get on with it.” Jasmine said, advancing a step.

      The doctor yelped and almost fell off his chair. Liz waited impatiently for him to right himself, her foot tapping against the porcelain tiles.

      Finally, Edwin took a long breath and went on: “Like I was saying, a few months back, the Seattle operation was closed down…”

      “What a shame for my hometown economy.” Liz spun as a new voice came from the entranceway. Sam stepped into the room, Mira shadowing him. A broad grin split his face. “Someone start the party without me?”

      “You kids really can’t keep a secret, can you?” Maria said wearily, scowling in Mira’s direction.

      Smiling, the girl wandered across the room, past the doctor and Harry, to Maria. Pulling up a chair beside Chris’s grandmother, she took a seat, placed her arms on the table, and leaned her chin on her arms. At just four feet in height, her head barely reached the tabletop.

      Maria stared at her for a second, then shook her head and laughed. Leaning back in her chair, she waved a hand at Sam. “Come in, Sam. Sit down. The good doctor here was just about to tell us why he’s come.”

      “Doctor, ay?” Sam said as he took the last seat at the table. He looked at Liz—where she still stood with Jasmine—then at the doctor. “You’re either really desperate or really stupid, buddy. You know how many of your colleagues we’ve killed?”

      The doctor frowned at Sam. “You…you’re the one from the–”

      “Don’t say it.” Groaning, Sam threw his arms in the air. “I thought it was meant to be thirty seconds of fame. How long is that damn joke of a press conference going to haunt me?”

      Doctor Reid coughed. “I was actually going to say the radio. There’s a receiver in the staff quarters at the new facility I was transferred too. You’re quite popular.”

      Liz raised an eyebrow as Sam burst into laughter. “You’re kidding me?” he managed finally, wiping tears from his eyes.

      The doctor’s gaze switched to Sam’s wings and then back to his face. “Most of us thought you were a nutcase. Guess we were wrong.”

      Sam stilled. “Wrong about a lot of things.” He turned to Harry. “How did he get here?”

      Until then, Harry had watched the exchange in silence, his dark eyes giving away nothing. Now, he leaned forward in his chair, his hands clenched in front of him as he studied the doctor.

      “He contacted the Madwomen in Independence Square yesterday afternoon. Said he could give us the Director of Domestic Affairs if we helped him. We spent the night transferring him from location to location, making sure he wasn’t being followed or monitored. He still hasn’t told us exactly how he can lead us to the woman, though.”

      Edwin cleared his throat. “Yes, well, the interruptions...”

      Tired of his excuses, Liz snarled and started towards him. Still standing between them, Jasmine held out an arm, barring Liz’s path. Their eyes met. For a moment Liz contemplated batting her aside, but decided it wasn’t worth it.

      “Get on with it.”

      “I’m trying!” the doctor said. “Where was I? Yes, the Seattle facility. I was recruited there after university, worked my way up through the ranks before they transferred me to the Evolution Gene project. My predecessor had failed to reduce the psychological stress caused by the virus’s integration with its host’s DNA. Sadly, I wasn’t any more successful. It wasn’t much of a surprise when they shut us down.”

      “Out of a perverted curiosity, what do you mean by psychological stress?” Sam asked, his voice dangerous.

      The doctor let out a long sigh. “It means the subjects who survived the physiological alterations…suffered the same fate as the Chead. They were driven mad by the strain on their nervous system, succumbing to fits of rages that–”

      “They became Chead,” Jasmine cut in. “Tell me, Doctor, I’m curious too. What exactly brought you here? When were you finally convinced the government had crossed a line?” She snorted. “Obviously not murdering kids.”

      “It’s amazing, the things you’ll do, when your back is against the wall.” He looked around, though his eyes didn’t seem to register them. “So many came and went, all their faces have blurred into one. It was easy to justify, when it came down to it. Why not? It was their parents who had sentenced them to death, not me. There was nothing I could do to save them—only offer a purpose to their passing.”

      “They died in agony!” Jasmine said, choking on the words.

      “They died for a cure,” the doctor shot back, then bowed his head. “At least, at first. That’s how we all started. I learned that later, when I arrived at my new laboratory a few weeks ago. They’ve brought doctors there from all over the country. Each of us began our careers studying the Chead virus in search of a cure, but after years of research, sooner or later we all realized it’s impossible. That’s when they would switch us to their so-called Evolution Gene, their plan to ‘fight back’.”

      “You seem bitter, Doctor Reid,” Harry spoke before anyone could respond. His cool blue eyes watched the doctor with detached curiosity. “I take it you no longer buy the company line, as they say?”

      The doctor’s eyes returned to Jasmine. “You asked me what my line was? When it all became too much? It was the day I arrived at the new facility, right here in San Francisco, and realized we were no longer working on the ‘children of traitors.’ It was the day I first walked along those underground corridors and realized who my new candidates were. It was the day the government started conscripting young men and women to use as their guinea pigs.”

      “Some line,” Sam muttered as Liz’s heart sank.

      She closed her eyes, despair for her fellow countrymen welling in her chest. Her suspicions were true: the government was using the draft as an excuse to find fresh candidates for their experiment. Chris had died to stop exactly this—the continued abduction and slaughter of the nation’s youth.

      Quick as thought, she side-stepped Jasmine and leapt at the doctor. He yelped and tried to escape, but she had him before he could leave his chair. Shoving him back down, she towered over him.

      “So, where are they?” she snapped. “These children who so damaged your pathetic conscience?”

      The doctor swallowed. “I’ll tell you, gladly,” he paused, eyes traveling around the room, directed anywhere but at Liz, “but first…I need your help.”

      Liz’s hand flashed out and caught him by the throat. Jasmine stepped towards her, but froze when Liz fixed her with a glare. Returning her attention to the doctor, she leaned in close. “Where?”

      “I…please…” the doctor choked, and she momentarily loosened her grip. “Please, you can do whatever you want with me. But you have to help my family!”

      Liz paused. “Your family?”

      The doctor nodded desperately. “Yes! My wife and sons. I’m not supposed to be here—not even supposed to leave the facility. They’ll know I’m missing by now. Please, I’ve already been gone a day. I don’t know how long before they…” He shook his head. “Just…protect my family, and I’ll tell you anything you want to know.”

      Liz studied the man. It had to be a setup, a trap to lure them out of hiding. He seemed sincere, but she knew better than to trust appearances. They had been betrayed far too many times for that. She knew one way of getting the truth from him. Tugging off her gloves, she tossed them aside and reached for him again.

      “Liz, stop!” Jasmine caught her around the waist and hauled her back.

      Hissing, Liz spun, extending her wings to thrust the other girl back. Jasmine staggered away before straightening. “Don’t do this, Liz.”

      Liz scowled. “You of all people should know he can’t be trusted!”

      “Maybe, but this isn’t the way. Chris wouldn’t want this,” Jasmine countered.

      “Chris is dead,” Liz said flatly. “I don’t think he cares–”

      “Enough!” Maria’s voice cut through their argument.

      Liz turned, and quickly looked away again, shocked at the rage on Maria’s face. Her hands dropped to her sides as she clenched her fists.

      “Harry,” Maria went on, her voice calm now, “choose some men to observe the family, see if there’s anything suspicious. If nothing is amiss, we’ll grab them tonight. So long as you’ve told us the truth, doctor, your family should be safe within twelve hours.”

      Her eyes swept the room, daring any of them to object, before returning to the doctor. “But if you’re lying, I’ll drive the knife through your heart myself.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      Sam groaned as he leaned against the wall of the treehouse. Rays of sunlight bathed his face, streaming down through the cracks in the poorly-constructed roof. His eyelids drooped, the pull of sleep irresistible. With only the cover of night offering them a chance to stretch their wings, they had all taken on a nocturnal lifestyle, and it was now well past his bedtime. Still, he was glad Mira had dragged him to the meeting. Too often, the Madwomen and their handful of allies made decisions while Sam and the others slept.

      Despite his exhaustion, he found sleep would not come. His mind kept returning to Maria’s rescue plan, going over the details, over everything that might go wrong. According to the doctor, his wife and two sons lived in a condo in Sea Cliff, one of the most expensive suburbs in the city. Apparently working for the government came with a few perks.

      Unfortunately, it made surveillance difficult, and the prospect of removing them without being spotted became all but impossible. Thinking of the task ahead, he found himself wondering whether Liz had been right after all. The cold, logical solution to their problem was to force the doctor to tell them what he knew.

      That was what the Director would do.

      Sam pushed the thought from his mind. Whatever happened, they had to be better than their enemy. If they allowed themselves to sink to the government’s level—to be corrupted by the very forces they fought—what was the point? Ultimately, they would only succeed in replacing one evil with another.

      Maybe that was why he’d volunteered to go with the team to bring back the family. He needed to remind himself they were fighting for more than just themselves, that there was more at stake than their own pitiful lives. After all, wasn’t that what the students at the university had sacrificed themselves for? Wasn’t that what Ashley and Chris had died believing?

      However, there was a more compelling reason to take Liz’s option. The government was continuing its crackdown against dissenters, and just last night another safe house had been burnt to the ground. Its owner, a kindly woman who’d recently joined the cause, and everyone else inside had been killed. The news this morning had shown their bodies as they were carried out one by one, labeling each an enemy of the WAS.

      The traitor Jonathan had been there, explaining how joyful he was at the government’s progress against the rebels, and Sam had switched the television off in disgust. Jonathan was all over the news now, adding weight to the Director’s crusade against the rebels, reminding everyone just what they stood to lose.

      But it hadn’t been Sam and the others who’d killed Jonathan’s family. Doctor Halt had murdered his wife and daughter to ensure their silence. Now the man stood beside Halt’s successor, spouting her accolades like a pet chimp.

      Hearing the thump of wings, Sam sighed and sat up, surrendering all pretense of sleep. Wind swirled as Mira landed on the wooden deck, followed a second later by Jasmine. Mira wandered across the half-finished treehouse and settled herself beside him. Her soft grey wings stretched out, warming in the sun.

      Sam grinned. It had taken two bedridden weeks for them both to fully recover from being shot. Now that they were fighting fit, there was no fighting to attend too. Well, not unless they wanted to spend their nights ambushing soldiers with Liz.

      Sighing, he turned to Jasmine, aware of the uneasy tension that still lay between them. She wandered across the wooden boards and leaned her arms against the makeshift windowsill. Her wings hung limp behind her, emerald-green feathers trailing along the ground.

      Watching her, Sam struggled to recall the girl he’d first met back in the facility. She had been easygoing then, lighthearted despite the cruelty of their imprisonment. But that was before they’d been forced to choose their own lives over those of their friends. Jasmine and Chelsea had gone into a room together, but only Jasmine had walked out.

      Except the girl he’d known had never really come back.

      Jasmine looked at him now, eyes hard, as though reading his thoughts. Sam only smiled back. Whatever bitterness still lay between them, he was done with it. They needed each other, now more than ever. Richard and Chris and Ashley were all gone, and Liz was falling into a pit she might never climb out of.

      Pushing himself to his feet, he joined her at the window. A sharp pain came from his palm as he placed his hands on the raw wood. Cursing, held up his hand and saw the splinter. The flesh was already starting to swell around it.

      “That looks nasty,” Jasmine murmured.

      Sam shook his head. “Think I should sue?”

      Smiling, Jasmine took his hand. Sam said nothing as she inspected the damage. Before he had a chance to object, she pinched his palm with her long nails. Sam swore and jerked his hand away.

      Jasmine arched an eyebrow. “Really? You took a bullet just a few weeks ago…”

      Sam gave a sheepish grin and extended his hand again. Jasmine bent to the task again, her brows knitted together in concentration.

      “Mira seems to have taken a liking to you,” Sam offered, distracting himself from the pain in his palm.

      “Yes, well, with Liz going all psycho-soldier and you busy with your gadgets, I seem to be the only one with the time.” She paused, looking up from beneath a fringe of black hair. “Although she seems quite fond of you as well.”

      Sam shrugged. “I’m a likeable kinda guy.” He glanced at Mira. Her breathing had already softened and she appeared to be asleep. “She’s a curious creature, actually seems to love the radio. But I’m still getting used to her.”

      As he spoke, Jasmine gave an exclamation of triumph and held up a finger. At its tip was a tiny black splinter of wood.

      “Thanks, doctor,” Sam chuckled. “Think I’ll live?”

      Jasmine waved a hand. Leaving the window, she wandered across the treehouse, the boards creaking beneath her feet, her black hair dangling down around her shoulders. She leaned against the wall where Mira was sleeping and sat beside her. Running a hand through the girl’s grey hair, she looked up at Sam.

      “She’s a little odd, I’ll admit. But she’s family,” she said.

      “What does that make us?” Sam joined her in the sun, leaning his head against the wall. “Her mom and dad?”

      Jasmine snorted. “At this rate, we might be the only sane ones left.”

      “Wasn’t so long ago you were the one going mad,” Sam replied carefully.

      A strained silence followed his comment. Biting her lip, Jasmine shook her head and looked across at him.

      “Yes,” she said, then took a deep breath and continued in a strained voice, “and in Independence Square, I almost killed those people, almost lost control of who I was. If Liz hadn’t stopped me…”

      “Hey, that’s what family’s for, right?” He gave her shoulder a squeeze.

      She nodded, looking miserable. Sam could sense there was more.

      “I’m worried Liz is going down the same path,” she said, eyes to the floor. “She’s already changed once, when the soldiers tried to…take her. Now she’s on a one-woman crusade, and I don’t think she sees the line anymore. She’s becoming like that doctor—willing to do whatever it takes to get what she wants.”

      “To be honest, I wasn’t far from agreeing with her.” Sam shrugged. “Can’t say I feel much sympathy for the doctor.”

      “Maybe not.” Jasmine pursed her lips. “But they weren’t all bad, remember? If it wasn’t for Angela Fallow, we’d still be prisoners. Or worse—dead.”

      Sam nodded, remembering the kindly doctor who had freed them from the facility in the mountains. “You think he’s the same?”

      “Maybe not…but maybe we should give him a chance to put things right, to balance the scales. When this is all over, he can face justice. But we can’t be judge, jury and executioner.”

      “Look who’s gone soft,” Sam teased.

      “I’ve seen the alternative,” Jasmine replied. “This morning…I found Liz choking the life out of a man with her bare hands. He died in agony. And her eyes…I could swear they were beginning to turn.”

      Ice spread through Sam’s stomach. “She changed?”

      Jasmine shrugged. “No. Or at least, I don’t think so. But she’s losing control. She’s taking too many risks, running around like Rambo.”

      Sam chuckled. “You’ve been watching those movies, too?” On the days they couldn’t sleep, there was little else to do but watch reruns of old movies on the CRT television.

      “I’m serious, Sam,” Jasmine replied. “I don’t want to lose her as well.”

      Sam squeezed her shoulder again. “I know.” He smiled, trying to reassure her. “I’m glad we don’t have you both going off the rails, though.”

      The hint of a smile tugged at Jasmine’s lips. She looked down at Mira. “No time for that, between babysitting the two of them,” she whispered, before her eyes turned serious. “What about you, Sam? How have you kept it together? Ashley was everything to you.”

      Sam’s chest tightened at the mention of Ashley’s name, and he sucked in a deep breath before answering. “You’re right.” He paused, fighting back tears. “That’s why…that’s the only thing I’ve got left to hold onto. She might be gone, but she still needs me.”

      “Sam…” Jasmine’s face betrayed her concern. “You can’t think she’s still alive?”

      His heart lurched again, but he forced himself to look Jasmine in the eye. “No…” he croaked, swallowing his grief. “That’s not what I meant.”

      “Then what?”

      He sighed, wondering how to explain himself. “What the doctor said downstairs, about the project being restarted, about the conscripted kids—it’s all my fault. You know that.” He looked at her, daring her to argue, but she remained silent. Not long ago, Jasmine had accused him of that very crime. Releasing his breath, Sam forced himself to go on, “If I hadn’t stood with Halt and the President, hadn’t let them use me to strengthen their hold over the people, this might have all been over by now. Instead, things are worse than ever. Ashley…she couldn’t stand the role she played, that Halt used her to get to me.”

      “So you’re keeping it together for her?” Jasmine murmured.

      Sam nodded, his vision blurring. “When the time comes, when I’m finally face-to-face with the Director, with the President, they’ll see my anger. Until then, we have to be smart, have to outthink them, have to play their game and win. If we don’t, we’ve already lost.”

      He looked at Jasmine for a response, but for once, she did not speak. Shadows ringed her eyes, her lips were pulled tight, but finally, she shrugged.

      “We still need to do something about Liz,” she said. “She’s hurting.”

      “I know.” Sam’s heart ached for his friend, but since the university, Liz had steadily pushed everyone else away. “She’s frustrated. It’s been four weeks, and we’ve gotten nowhere. But if Doctor Reid is telling the truth, this might be our chance.”

      “Or maybe Liz is just unstable enough to get us all killed,” Jasmine shot back.

      Sam looked away at that, unable to argue with her reasoning. What Jasmine said was true—she was living proof of how unstable they could be, after what had happened in Independence Square. But then, they all might just be bombs waiting to go off. That same rage lurked inside each of them. He had felt it himself, when he was imprisoned. He was sure of that now.

      And while Liz might be the most at risk, they had no chance in hell of convincing her to stay behind if they went after the Director. After all, no force on earth would stop him from going on that mission.

      Finally, he sighed. “I’ll talk to Liz.”
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      “Knock, knock.” Liz looked up as the door to the bedroom creaked open and Sam’s face appeared.

      Sitting up on her bed, she raised an eyebrow. “It’s your room too, Sam. You don’t have to knock.”

      The narrow space held two sets of bunk beds. Sam and Mira had claimed the bottom bunks. Liz still wasn’t sure how she’d ended up with top bunk again, but she wasn’t too bothered. Most days she didn’t even step foot inside the house, and the sparse plaster walls and rickety bunks reminded her too much of the prison cell they’d shared in the facility. But the safe house was a refuge for more than just the four of them—there were almost twenty people crammed into the little villa—and there was no room for luxury.

      “I thought you might need some time to yourself,” Sam offered as he sat on his bed.

      Liz shrugged, although that was exactly why she’d retreated to their dormitory. “Not from you, Sam.”

      “Well, that’s good to hear.” Pulling off his shoulder bag, he removed his radio and set it on the table between the bunks. Plugging it in to charge, he looked up at her. “You lost control back there.”

      A strand of hair drifted across Liz’s face. She blew it away with an angry exhalation. “I didn’t lose control.” She gestured in the direction of the dining room. “That man has information we need. Instead of dragging it out of him like they would us, we’re risking our lives for a family that may or may not even exist.”

      “So you’d leave them to die, and torture the information out of him?” Sam asked softly.

      Liz swung her legs over the side of her bed and dropped to the floor. Lowering herself onto Mira’s bed, she scooted back until she could lean against the wall. She stared at Sam, wondering how he could stay so calm.

      “Whatever it takes,” she replied finally. “I’m going to kill her for what she did to Chris and Ashley, for what she did to those students. If that means going through that monster, so be it.”

      “He’s just a pawn, Liz,” Sam argued, his eyes boring into hers. “And that performance back there was about more than just getting information out of him.”

      Liz’s cheeks warmed. “Maybe it was,” she said, pursing her lips, “but you of all people know what they did to us.”

      Leaning his head back against the plasterboard wall, Sam closed his eyes. “I do. But killing him won’t change what happened, and it won’t help save all those other kids who are suffering.”

      Liz’s stomach twisted. “If they’ve started the project…then it’s already too late for them.”

      “You don’t believe that…”

      “I do!” Liz interrupted. Her lips drew back in a snarl. “Don’t you see? It’s too late for everyone. The Madwomen are slowly being picked apart. Jonathan is spreading propaganda all over the airwaves. Chris and Ashley and Richard are dead. We’ve already lost, Sam. We just don’t know it yet.”

      “Then what are you still fighting for, Liz?” Sam stared at her, his lips turned down, sadness in his dark eyes.

      Liz’s shoulders slumped and she struggled to keep the tears from her eyes. “Revenge,” she murmured. “That’s all there is left. She’s already stolen whatever life Chris and I might have had. I intend to take hers before they come for me.”

      “And to hell with everyone else?” Sam asked.

      “Maybe,” Liz replied.

      Climbing out of bed, Liz moved to the window. Outside, the sky was a dark grey, the wind blowing through the treetops. She could feel the cold air seeping through the thin glass. There was a storm brewing, and who knew if any of them would survive it? Swallowing, she thought of Ashley and Chris, and the awful hole in her chest.

      She shivered as a hand settled on her shoulder. Liz found Sam standing behind her, his lips drawn tight, his jaw clenched. She embraced him, burying her face in his broad chest. A tremor ran through him too, fed by his silent sorrow, a mirror of her own. They stood like that for a long time, drawing what comfort they could from each other’s presence. But in the end, all it did was make Liz lonesome. His arms around her were just another reminder of what she’d lost; that without Chris, she would never feel the true warmth of human touch again.

      When they finally separated, Liz forced a smile. Sam returned it, tears on his cheeks. “I know what Chris would do,” he said.

      “Me too,” Liz said, wiping away her tears. “He’s not here now though, is he?”

      “No, but he believed we could be better than them.”

      “Maybe.” Liz slumped onto her bed. “But at what cost? How many more of us have to die doing the right thing?”

      “I don’t know,” Sam replied, “but I know they didn’t die so we could become the monsters we’re fighting, Liz.”

      “Then what do you propose we do?” she asked, her heart pounding. She felt at once drowsy and energized, exhausted from her night’s activities, but stressed by the confrontation in the living room. And now the conversation with Sam.

      “What Maria said,” he replied. “We think things through, take our time, do this the right way. Tonight, if it’s safe, we’ll bring his family here, make sure they’re protected. Then we’ll find out where the Director is holed up and make a plan. We’ll save the kids she’s taken, and find the base of operations she broadcasts from.”

      Liz looked up at that. “What do you mean?”

      Sam smiled. “You didn’t stick around long enough for that part. Apparently the Director has hardly left the doctors’ facility over the past four weeks. She’s managing everything from there. Which means those broadcasts she gives each day, they’re coming from the same place.”

      “So that means…” Liz breathed.

      Reaching into her pocket, Liz pulled out the thumb drive Chris had handed her back at the university. Without a computer, they hadn’t been able to access the information, but if what Professor McKenzie had said was true, it contained everything they needed to prove the government’s responsibility for the Chead epidemic. But after the university massacre, regular news broadcasts had been shut down. A constant stream of reruns and the government-mandated news was all that remained.

      Sam saw the thumb drive and nodded. “That’s right. Not only do we have a shot at her, we’ll have a chance to put things right, to give meaning to Chris and Ashley’s sacrifice.”

      Liz carefully put the drive back in her pocket. “You really think he can lead us to her?”

      Sam shrugged. “We’ll soon find out. I’m going with them tonight, to bring back his family.”

      “Why?” Liz asked with a frown.

      Sam grinned. “Thought it was my turn for a midnight escapade.”

      Despite herself, Liz flushed. “I had to do something…” she murmured.

      “Maybe,” Sam said, “but was beating up helpless conscripts really the best way of fighting back?”

      “I only hurt the ones who put up a fight.”

      “I don’t doubt it,” Sam replied, “but can you say the same thing for your other half?”

      Liz shivered. She didn’t bother denying Sam’s words. It was a constant presence now, a force bubbling just below the surface of her consciousness. All it would take was one slip, one moment of weakness for it to break free, for the Chead to take over.

      Clenching her fists, she took a deep, shuddering breath. “It’s under control.”

      Sam eyed her a moment. “Good,” he said finally. “Save it for the Director. I know I am.”

      Silence fell between them then as Liz drifted into her own thoughts, daydreaming about what was to come. Whether the doctor was telling the truth or not, Sam and whoever went with him tonight were likely to be in danger. If the doctor had truly slipped away, they would be watching his family by now, waiting for him to return. No one just walked away from the government, not once it got its claws in.

      She thought, too, about Sam’s plan to use the Director’s own broadcast and tell the world the truth. Despite her words, she could find little hope there. It would take all their resources just to infiltrate a government facility. Other than them, there were maybe ten fighters in their safe house—disenfranchised men and women from across the city who were prepared to put their lives on the line to set things right. Harry had given them some training, and there was plenty of weaponry left over from Mike’s stash, but his people were untested. They would never be able to hold the broadcast room for long enough.

      No, whatever Sam said, she would be going for one thing, and one thing only.

      Revenge.
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      Chris kept his gaze fixed straight ahead as they followed the Director down the brightly lit corridor. From beneath his visor, he counted the rows of iron bars, glimpsed the pale, desperate faces of those trapped inside the cells. They called out as the Director and her silent protectors passed, begging for help, pleading their innocence. Their cries fell on deaf ears. The Director had no interest in her prisoners—only what they would become.

      A group of doctors waited at the end of the corridor. The four of them stood with their hands in the pockets of their lab coats, watching the Director’s approach. Beside them, a familiar steel trolley gleamed in the overhead lights. On its surface, an array of scalpels, syringes and vials lay waiting to be used.

      “There’s still no sign of Doctor Reid?” the Director asked as she joined the waiting men and women.

      The doctors exchanged nervous glances before shaking their heads. Chris caught the glint of anger in the Director’s eyes, but she only waved a hand. “No matter. If he thinks he can leave so easily, the man’s a fool. He will be found.” She looked at the collection of instruments on the trolley and then back at the doctors. “Are we ready to proceed?”

      Chris shivered. Glancing at Ashley, he tried to read her reaction. She no doubt knew as well as Chris did what was coming, but the reflective visor revealed nothing of her expression.

      The doctors around the trolley took up their instruments and stepped towards the first cell. Chris caught the glint of perspiration on the leader’s forehead as he addressed the Director.

      “Yes, ma’am,” he hesitated, “but…I feel it’s imperative you know we’re still not convinced this is the best way forward. The framework followed by Doctor Halt and Fallow…we believe it was integral to their success.”

      “The framework was used to filter out weak candidates, correct?” the Director asked blankly.

      The doctor nodded. “That is correct, ma’am.”

      “What do you think will happen if an inferior candidate receives the virus?”

      “Fallow’s notes…mention only those with the strongest mental and physical constitutions will survive the change…intact.”

      “The rest will die?” the Director pressed.

      “That or…change.”

      “No matter. The tests would kill them anyway. And what about the immuno…the immunoresponse?” Her tongue tripped over the last word, but the doctor wisely ignored it.

      “From their notes, we believe Halt and his team were able to correct the flaw in the virus, before…before they were attacked. This is the last strain they were working on. From what we can tell of its genetic structure, it should be undetectable to the host’s immune system.”

      “Excellent.” The Director clapped and nodded to the first cell. “Shall we proceed then?”

      Still the doctor hesitated. “Will your guards be assisting us?” he asked. Other than the Director and her personal guards, they were alone.

      The Director laughed. “They’re too well-paid for that.” She looked at Chris and Ashley. “My dears, would you be so good as to help the doctors prepare your soon-to-be brethren?”

      Ice spread through Chris’s veins. The four occupants of the first cell stood watching him. Three sported the sun-kissed tans of the rural population, while the fourth had the pale complexion of an urbanite. Each wore a steel collar clasped tightly around their neck.

      Looking at them, Chris remembered being the one locked up, waiting with Sam and Ashley and Liz as the doctors made their inexorable way through the prison block. He recalled the screams, the agony as a syringe injected the fateful virus and changed his life forever.

      Ashley still hadn’t moved. He could hear her breathing growing shallow, could see the trembling in her fists as she looked at the Director. She was just seconds away from doing something reckless, something that would see them both punished.

      Swallowing his memories, Chris approached the cell. Behind the bars, the children retreated from his masked figure. They stumbled over one another in their haste to get away, until they stood between the two sets of bunk beds.

      There was nowhere for them to go from there, no escaping their fate.

      He glanced at the Director, and she reached down to touch her watch. A buzzer sounded somewhere above the door as the steel bars rattled open. Inside, the four teenagers flinched.

      “Chris, don’t,” Ashley called as he made to step inside.

      The pain in her voice froze Chris in place. Bowing his head, he weighed his options. He could still choose to fight, to turn and throw himself at the Director and her doctors. But he knew where that choice led. The collar would drop him before he could take two steps. Then he would spend the night writhing in agony, unable to sleep, to rest, to think. The pain had almost driven him mad the last time.

      He shook his head. “I’m sorry, Ash,” he whispered, his voice barely audible.

      There was no saving these teenagers—just like there had been no saving the students back at the university. Unbidden, the scene played out again in his mind. He heard again the click of the collar as it fastened around his neck, saw the smile that spread across the Director’s face. The roar of machine guns had followed as the soldiers turned on the helpless students.

      Shuddering, Chris tore himself from the waking nightmare and again cursed his foolishness. He should have stood his ground, should have died before allowing the woman to trap him. Instead, he had sacrificed his freedom, his body, and for what?

      The students had died anyway.

      He had learned his lesson now. There was no helping anyone in this awful world, no protecting the weak, no saving them from the cruelty of the powerful. Every time he tried, every time he interfered, he only made things worse, only added to his own suffering.

      So why should he try anymore?

      He looked at each of the prisoners in turn. “Lie down. Resisting will only make this worse.”

      “There’s only one of him,” the boy at the front said sharply. “We can take him!”

      Chris gave a sad smile beneath his visor. He remembered his own last stand, when he—along with Ashley, Liz and Sam—had tried to fight off a pack of guards. They’d almost managed it, but numbers had overwhelmed them in the end. If there’d been just one, he would have liked his odds as well.

      Unfortunately for these four, he was no ordinary human.

      Arms crossed, Chris let the first teenager slide towards him. The boy had his hands raised like a boxer, but from his stance, Chris could see he was no fighter. His feet were so close together a weak breeze would knock him over.

      Chris let the boy throw a punch anyway, though he hardly had to move to avoid it. Then, faster than thought, his hand swept out and tapped the boy on the side of the head. The blow sent his opponent reeling. Stumbling back, the boy tried to recover, but his legs no longer seemed to obey him, and finally he slumped down against one of the beds. Cradling his head in his hands, he began to sob.

      “I’m sorry,” Chris said as he faced the others. “I don’t want to hurt you, but I can’t let you go. They have plans for you.” He nodded at the doctors waiting outside.

      The only girl in the cell swallowed. “Please…” she said, her head down, her big brown eyes reminding him inexplicably of Liz. “Help us. You could stop them…”

      Chris waved at the collar around his throat. “We both know better. Trust me, it’ll go…easier, if you don’t fight it.”

      The girl shivered, her eyes darting past Chris to the doctors. “What…what is it?”

      Chris followed her gaze, his keen eyes lingering on the syringe a doctor was preparing. “The future.”

      The girl bit her lip and retreated to where her remaining cellmates waited. Chris stood in the space between the bunks to hem them in. Then he gestured to the boy.

      “He won’t put up a fight now,” he said to the doctors.

      The boy sat with his back against the wall, still moaning softly, one hand clutching his head where Chris had hit him.

      Wary, the doctors held back, until a look from the Director sent them scuttling into action. Three of them entered the cell, one holding a syringe, the others holding the boy in place. Only one remained outside, preparing the next syringe.

      Chris’s eyes drifted to Ashley. She stood with her arms crossed, and he quickly looked away again. He couldn’t understand where she found the courage to resist. Since their capture, the terror-stricken girl they had rescued from Halt had vanished. In her place was the Ashley Chris remembered from their imprisonment, the girl whose will never wavered, who had never given up despite the odds stacked against them.

      And while he was glad to have her back, seeing her only reminded Chris of his own failed courage.

      He watched the three prisoners in silence as the doctors finished their work. Fists clenched, he waited for what came next.

      It took thirty seconds, but the boy’s first scream was as sharp as he remembered. Despite himself, Chris flinched. Something inside him recoiled from the agony contained in that cry. He closed his eyes, resisting the urge to slap his hands over his ears. It was happening all over again—the torment, the death. Only he was no longer the prisoner, but the perpetrator.

      “The next subject, Christopher,” the Director called from outside the cell.

      A tremor went through him as he looked back. The boy’s screams echoed off the concrete walls, deafening, especially to his sensitive ears. He stared at the Director, teeth clenched, rage building in his chest.

      Then his gaze caught the woman’s eyes, and he knew it was hopeless. Whatever he did, she was always a step ahead, waiting to catch him out, to punish his transgressions. Even were he to somehow succeed, if he managed to break her little neck, the torment wouldn’t cease. She had taught them that their first day, when she had taken off her watch. Instantly, their collars had given a harsh beep, and sent them crashing to the ground.

      She had left them there for ten minutes, writhing in helpless agony, before finally strapping the device back to her wrist.

      “If my heart stops, those collars will choke the life out of you. That should be motivation enough for you to keep me alive.”

      And with that, she’d made them her guards. She seemed to take a perverted enjoyment in having them around, though Chris suspected it was more than that. She had deliberately worn him down to the point he would do anything to avoid more pain.

      Even if it meant subduing innocent teenagers for the government’s experiments.

      Facing the huddle of prisoners, Chris caught another boy by the hand. The kid yelled and tried to pull away, but there was no resisting Chris’s strength. He dragged the next candidate out as though he weighed no more than a sack of potatoes.

      When the doctors had finished with him, Chris went back and took the third. His eyes caught the girl’s as he dragged her last friend away. She had retreated to the back of the cell, her cheeks wet with tears. Her curly black hair hung around her face, and again Chris was reminded of Liz. He watched the girl as the doctors finished their work on the last boy, wondering absently where Liz was, what she was doing.

      He knew by now their gambit had failed. They’d had no contact with the outside world since their capture, but surely they would have heard if the truth about the Chead had reached the public. Not even the President could survive if the entire country rose against him.

      The third boy’s voice joined the chorus of screams. Knowing the order was coming, Chris started towards the girl.

      “Your turn,” he said, offering his hand.

      She shook her head, her eyes wide, pleading for his mercy. He had to grab her by the waist and haul her out, kicking and screaming. As he cleared the bunk beds, her elbow caught him in the face. Off-balance, he staggered past the doctors, out into the corridor. They crashed into the trolley, sending equipment flying as the doctors and the Director retreated out of range.

      Still struggling to get a firm grip on the girl’s twisting body, Chris cursed as her knee came dangerously close to his groin. Finally losing patience, he lifted her up and hurled her down on the concrete. The impact drove the breath from the girl’s lungs, and she lay back, mouth wide and gasping.

      Turning, Chris found the Director, flanked on either side by her guards. The other doctors had left the remaining candidates in the cell and followed him into the corridor. The first boy had finally passed out, though the occasional convulsion still raked his body. The second’s screams were beginning to fade, while the third still writhed on the floor.

      The Director smiled as she approached. “You’ve done well, Christopher. I—”

      A scream cut her off. Spinning, Chris saw the girl spring to her feet. She’d managed to grab a scalpel from the fallen trolley, and now she leapt, eyes fixed on the unarmed Director. With her guards behind her, there was no one left between the Director and the girl.

      Chris acted without thinking. Stepping in front of the Director, his fist flashed out to catch the girl square in the chest. A sharp crack echoed down the corridor as the blow brought the girl to a sudden halt, then hurled her backwards. She struck the ground with a thud. Her eyes flickered closed, and a long sigh hissed between her lips.

      For a moment, no one moved. They all stared down at the fallen girl. Then, as if on cue, the doctors and guards rushed forward, one picking up the discarded scalpel while the others gathered around the girl. One of the doctors put a finger to her throat, checking for a pulse, but a few seconds later she shook her head.

      Chris choked and stumbled back. Tearing his eyes from the girl, he looked at his trembling fist. There was no trace of blood, no hint of the life he had just taken. Desperately, he shook his head, as though that might somehow take back what he’d done.

      He flinched as a hand brushed his hair. “Very good, Christopher,” the Director whispered, her breath hot in his ear. “Very good.”

      The doctors quickly gathered up the instruments that had fallen from their trolley. Two took the girl between them and dragged her from the prison block. Another pressed a finger to her watch, and the cell door slid closed.

      Standing amidst them, all Chris could do was stare at the pale concrete. He didn’t need to look to know that Ashley’s eyes were on him, that beneath her visor she was watching him, hating him.

      When the doctors were done cleaning up, the Director strode forward. Placing a finger beneath his chin, she forced him to look up. Grinning, she nodded at the next cell.

      “Shall we continue?”
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      Susan shoved the woman through the barn door and followed her inside, Hecate one step behind. Within, the heady scent of the Chead swept over them like a blanket. Its cloying sweetness calmed her racing heart, and she drew in another breath, savoring its ecstasy. Then she pulled the roller door shut, the metal wheels squealing.

      The few dozen women and teenagers kneeling on the concrete floor flinched at the sound. Their soft sobs echoed from the tin walls, interspersed by the rumbling of the generator outside. A ring of Chead surrounded the prisoners, while in the corner the cylindrical refrigerator unit gleamed in the faint light. The Chead had carried it faithfully across the countryside, from farmhouse to town, ensuring its precious contents remained viable. Now it was all but empty. If things went well, this would be its final stop.

      Turning, Susan found her captive standing nearby. Her eyes wide, she had stumbled to a stop. Seeing Talisa waiting, Susan grabbed the woman by the hair and dragged her to where the other prisoners knelt. The women and teenagers scrambled back from her until the barn wall brought them up short. Soft laughter came from the other Chead. Smiling, Susan strode to where Hecate waited with Talisa, and bowed her head.

      “You are late, my child,” Talisa whispered in admonishment.

      Susan shivered as the elder Chead’s milky white eyes bored into her. “I’m sorry…Talisa,” she stammered. The change had robbed her of speech, and she was still struggling to regain her words. “The rage was…on me. Hecate…brought me back.”

      The lines on Talisa’s aging face deepened as she smiled. “You must learn control, child.” She gripped Susan by the arm. “Come, you are needed.”

      Talisa led Susan past the kneeling women. Her eyes drifted over the faces of their captives. They were all young, in their late teens or early twenties. Most kept their eyes fixed to the ground, but a few had the courage to stare back, defiant, the dried tears on their cheeks the only sign of their fear. The few males present had been herded into one corner. They would face the choice last—if there were any vials left.

      She counted thirty prisoners in all—too many. But no doubt some would refuse; they always did.

      The refrigerator unit waited for her in the corner. The steel casing had seen better days; its sides were streaked with mud, and several dings now marked the metal where its minders had been less than careful.

      Talisa nodded for Susan to proceed. She knelt beside the unit, her hands trembling, eager to do the ancient Chead’s bidding. There was an aura about Talisa, a power that demanded obedience. Taking a deep breath, Susan waited until her hands stilled before opening the lid.

      Licking her lips, Susan counted the remaining vials. Once there had been hundreds inside—now there were only a few dozen left. Quickly, she checked the power level on the side, then waved at the two Chead who guarded the contraption. Each took one handle and followed her to the waiting prisoners. Several whimpered as the Chead set the unit down in front of them.

      Susan smiled, tasting the bitter tang of their fear. Outside, distant screams could still be heard, as her brethren continued their wanton slaughter. Watching the pitiful creatures huddle on the ground, Susan wondered how she had ever been so weak. Memories drifted through her mind, of a woman lost and alone, scared to live. Those emotions now seemed as foreign to her as the moon.

      Hecate crossed the barn to stand beside her, his arm curling around her waist. Her own hand drifted to her stomach, to the life growing there. It was already beginning to swell, the accelerated growth of the Chead taking hold. She recalled their reproductive cycle from her other life, though her small mind had never contemplated experiencing it herself.

      Almost always in heat, the Chead could have anything from one to eight eggs attach to the uterus at one time. And once fertilized, gestation took only six weeks before birth. Her children would then continue growing at an accelerated rate, reaching the size of teenagers within two years.

      Detaching herself from Hecate, Susan smiled up at him. It had been four weeks since their night in the cave. The birth would not be long now, and she was glad this would be their last stop. Shortly, they would set out for the underground labyrinth Talisa had made home for the wild Chead. There her children would be safe. Warmth filled her stomach at the thought of holding them in her arms.

      But for now, there were new souls to welcome into the ranks of the Chead.

      Susan delved into the cylinder and retrieved a syringe and the first vial. The captives watched as she prepared the needle, silent now. The process only took a few seconds. Holding it up to the light, she checked for bubbles, before nodding at Talisa to proceed.

      Striding forward, the elder Chead grasped the nearest prisoner by the shirt and hauled her to her feet. The woman tried to resist, but she was only human, her strength like a mouse before the cat for the Chead. Talisa slapped her hard across the face. The blow whipped the woman’s head to the side, and she sagged in the elder Chead’s arms. Scowling, Talisa tossed her at Susan’s feet.

      “Stand,” Susan growled.

      Sobbing, the woman scrambled to her hands and knees. Blood ran from her lip, but when she saw Susan’s cold grey eyes, she quickly nodded. Her legs trembled beneath her weight, but somehow she managed to stand.

      “What is…your name?” Susan whispered, moving forward until her face was just an inch from the prisoner’s.

      The woman swallowed, her eyes darting around the room before returning to Susan.

      “My name…my name is Lucia.” The woman barely managed to get out the words. “How…?”

      “Lucia…” Talisa murmured, ignoring the question. “Do you wish to live?”

      The woman moaned, looking from Talisa to Susan. For a moment it seemed she would bolt, but finally her shoulders sagged and she shook her head.

      “I don’t want to die,” she said, the words barely audible.

      The soft laughter of the Chead whispered around the barn. Holding out the syringe, Susan offered it to the woman. “Then join us.”

      The color drained from Lucia’s face as comprehension came. The liquid inside the syringe gleamed in the moonlight streaming through the slits in the ceiling. The other Chead stood in silence, watching with their cold grey eyes, waiting.

      Lucia started to back away, but Susan’s hand whipped out to catch her by the shirt, bringing her up short. Lucia shook her head, her mouth gaping, still trying to break free, but no words came out.

      “Is that your final…answer?” Susan asked.

      A tremor passed across Lucia’s face as a single tear slid down her cheek. “Please…” she whispered.

      “There is only…one answer,” Susan replied.

      She tightened her grip around the woman’s shirt, pulling her closer. A growl rose from Susan’s chest as she bared her teeth. She could sense the woman’s terror; she was on the brink of panic. If she cracked, if she succumbed to it, she was worthless to them. The Chead needed to be strong, to cast off the weakness of humanity, not continue its follies.

      “Don’t do it, Lucia!” one of the captives shouted, leaping to her feet. “They’re m—”

      Whatever she’d been about to say ended abruptly as Hecate sprang. Catching the woman by the throat, he lifted her into the air and hurled her at the wall. She managed a brief, bloodcurdling scream before slamming headfirst into a steel beam. A sickening crack came from her skull as she slumped to the ground.

      The prisoners screamed and scrambled away from Hecate, but there was nowhere for them to go.

      “Silence!” Talisa’s voice cut through the high-pitched cries.

      As one, the voices died away. The prisoners turned to stare at Talisa, their eyes wide, mouths open. Not one of them moved as the old Chead’s gaze passed over them. A long moment stretched out before Talisa nodded for Susan to resume.

      Susan smiled at Lucia. “What is…your choice?”

      The woman swallowed visibly. Her eyes were red from crying, but she didn’t hesitate now. With a trembling hand, she took the syringe and stabbed it into her arm. Susan waited until she pressed the plunger, sending the virus whirling into her bloodstream, before releasing her. The woman shivered as Susan brushed the hair from her face.

      “Welcome, Lucia.”

      A Chead stepped up and gently led Lucia across the concrete floor. They only made it a few steps before Lucia crumpled to the ground and started to scream. Lifting Lucia in his arms, the Chead carried her the rest of the way, even as the woman thrashed in his grip. Her gut-wrenching shrieks were loud enough to rattle the walls, but Susan ignored them.

      She turned to the remaining prisoners. “Who…is next?”
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      “So, just the girls tonight?”

      Liz looked up from the sofa at Jasmine’s voice. The other girl stood leaning against the doorway, a smile on her face as she surveyed the room. Liz was sitting on the couch with Mira, a worn book cradled in one hand. The title read “1984,” which hardly seemed relevant in 2052. She had been trying to read it for half an hour, but with Sam out on his mission, her mind was elsewhere, and she’d hardly managed a couple of pages.

      “I guess so,” Liz replied, forcing a smile.

      Jasmine wandered into the lounge and took a seat on the couch across from Liz. “You still don’t think it’s a good idea, do you?”

      Liz shrugged. “No, but there’s not much I can do about it.” She eyed Jasmine before going on. “What about you? I’m surprised you haven’t torn his head from his shoulders yet, after what they did to Richard.” She felt a sense of satisfaction when Jasmine looked away, but shame quickly rose to swamp it. “Sorry,” she murmured, biting her lip. “I didn’t need to bring him into it.”

      “It’s amazing how much they still affect us,” Jasmine murmured, pulling her knees up to her chest. “I can still hear his voice sometimes, whispering to me.”

      “What does he say?” They both looked around as Mira spoke. She sat up on the couch, her dual-colored eyes looking at each of them in turn.

      “Mostly the opposite of what I’ve been doing,” Jasmine laughed. The smile fell from her face. “I think he’d want me to run, to take you and anyone else who’ll come and leave the city, before it’s too late.” she shrugged. “Or maybe that’s just my subconscious talking.”

      Silently, Mira left Liz’s couch and went to Jasmine. Snuggling in beneath her arm, she murmured, “But I like it here.”

      Liz hardly heard the girl. She sat staring at a hole in the plasterboard, remembering Richard. He had said more than once that they should do just as Jasmine said. But at the end, he’d done the opposite. Instead of running from danger, he’d charged straight into it, sacrificing his life for theirs.

      Shifting on the couch, Liz stretched her wings, feeling the pain beginning in her back. She would need to go for a midnight flight soon, or her muscles would start to cramp and spasm.

      “I don’t know what Chris would want anymore,” Liz said finally. “Not really. I don’t hear him, don’t see him. It’s like he was never here.”

      “Maybe that’s just your mind’s way of protecting you,” Jasmine offered.

      “He wouldn’t want you to die,” Mira said quietly.

      Liz opened her mouth, then closed it again as a lump caught in her throat. Swallowing hard, she tried to keep them from seeing her tears.

      “She’s right, you know,” Jasmine said. “He wouldn’t agree with you going off alone like you’re some one-woman army.”

      Liz scowled. “You’re one to talk.”

      “I know I sound like a hypocrite,” Jasmine replied, “but that was before we met the Madwomen. Before I saw just how far they’re willing to go to make things right. Before their courage gave me hope.” There was fire in her eyes as she spoke. “They don’t have wings or super strength. They can’t heal from bullet wounds in a matter of weeks. They aren’t strong enough to fight back when the soldiers come for them. But they’re out there anyway, marching, fighting for a better future.”

      “And they’re losing, dying by the dozens, because of it,” Liz shot back.

      “Yes,” Jasmine said, her eyes shining, “but unlike us, they have a choice. They could stay at home and live out the rest of their lives in peace if they wanted. But they’re not, and that gives me hope that others might do the same. Then maybe, just maybe, we might have a future.”

      “It’s too little, too late though, isn’t it?” Liz asked sadly. “The government is all but untouchable.” She leaned back in the sofa and eyed the other girl.

      “Maybe, but better late than never,” Jasmine replied halfheartedly.

      Liz snorted. “I suppose you feel the same way about the doctor?”

      Jasmine looked away. “He’ll face justice, eventually.”

      “Not if Sam’s caught. Not if we’re all killed. He’ll be praised as a hero,” Liz snapped.

      Jasmine shivered at that. A tear rolled down her cheek, quickly wiped away, but not before Liz had noticed. She frowned and bit her lip, wondering what she’d said to upset her usually staunch friend.

      “What’s wrong, Jas?”

      Standing, she crossed to the other couch and sat beside Jasmine. Mira seemed to have drifted off to sleep, apparently bored by all their talk of rebellion and the government. Reaching out a gloved hand, Liz squeezed her friend’s shoulder.

      Jasmine’s eyes were brimming with tears now. “I don’t want to lose anyone else, Liz,” she croaked. “I know you loved Chris, I know Sam loved Ash…but they were my friends too, and now you three are all I have left.”

      “Jas…” Liz said, struggling to speak through her own tears.

      Shaking her head, Jasmine hiccupped and forced a smile. “Why do girls’ nights always end in tears?” she laughed, but the grief remained in her voice as she continued, “Just, swear to me you’ll be careful, Liz. I don’t want to lose you, one way or another.”

      “I swear,” Liz whispered back, though she wasn’t sure she could keep the promise. If tomorrow she had the Director in her sights, if she had the chance to end the woman once and for all, she would take it—even if it meant giving up her life.

      “Knock, knock.”

      Liz and Jasmine looked up as Maria appeared in the doorway. Liz swallowed as the old woman’s eyes took in the sleeping Mira and Jasmine’s tear-streaked face, before settling on her. The two of them had hardly spoken over the past few weeks—not since Liz had told her about Chris’s death. It was as though the pain of their shared loss was too much, as though the combined weight would crush them.

      Or, if Liz was honest with herself, it was because she was afraid to face the woman. Strong as Maria was, Chris’s death had almost broken her. And however much Liz told herself otherwise, she felt responsible. She was the one who’d left him behind, who’d turned her back and fled while Chris and Ashley fought to the death.

      “Liz,” Maria said, pulling the girl from her inward spiral, “a word?”

      Holding her breath, Liz glanced at Jasmine, then nodded. She stood and followed Maria out into the corridor.
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      Sam sighed as he reversed a chair and sat down. Leaning his arms against the backrest, he looked at the terrified family huddled together on the white leather sofa. The doctor’s wife sat in the middle, her two young children clutched tightly against her sides. The boys were sobbing, but only quietly. The presence of men with guns and a boy with wings had terrified them half out of their minds, and they seemed to have lost their voices.

      We should have brought the doctor, Sam thought to himself.

      But Maria had immediately vetoed that option when he’d suggested it. If the man was telling the truth, he was too valuable to risk. Especially with the government no doubt aware by now that he was missing. The men Harry had sent to scout out the condominium hadn’t seen any suspicious activity, but even so, they had to assume someone was watching. That meant quietly breaking into the parking garage after dark to allow them access to the elevators, while Sam surveyed the building from above.

      They had made it inside without trouble, but their first misstep had come when Sam’s fellows broke down the front door to the woman’s apartment. They had charged inside before Sam could object, rifles at the ready, as though they were storming a terrorist hideout.

      Too much television. Even now, Sam couldn’t help but shake his head.

      It had taken precious minutes just to calm the woman down enough so she would sit quietly on the couch. He just hoped the neighbors hadn’t heard her earsplitting shrieks.

      Now, Sam couldn’t help but glance out the fourteenth story window. Anxiety gnawed at his stomach, and he half expected a helicopter to appear, machine gun at the ready. But the night sky remained empty, and turning back to the family, he cleared his throat.

      “Look, I’m sorry about the door. My friends here were just a bit overeager.” He scowled at the four men. “But as we’ve already said, your husband sent us.”

      The woman’s eyes flicked in the direction of the men with guns, lingering on his half-folded wings before returning to his face. She swallowed. “I…I know you. You…you work for the government.”

      Sam bit back a curse. It seemed his involuntary media appearance would never cease to haunt him. He’d become a household face—synonymous with the government and their war on the Chead. A symbol of hope, of the strength and bravery of their hallowed President.

      Never mind that Sam had only been there to save Ashley, or that the government had actually created the Chead.

      “Yes…no…look, it’s a long story, all right? Here, your husband wrote you a note, see?” He handed over a piece of paper. “You recognize his handwriting?”

      The woman stared at the piece of paper as though it might bite her. Finally, she reached out and took it, scanned over the words, then folded it up and put it in her pocket.

      “How do I know he wasn’t forced to write this?” she asked softly.

      “You don’t,” Sam replied. Concentrating on his back, Sam spread his copper wings. They stretched across the room, brushing the kitchen counter and almost knocking a lamp from a table. “But he must have told you what he does? Some of what he’s seen? You know the truth, or parts of it. The question now is, will you choose what’s right, or what’s easy?”

      “I haven’t seen my husband in weeks…” the woman murmured. “Not since we moved here, and he started work in his new…laboratory.”

      Sam narrowed his eyes, catching the pause. “He hasn’t been back here?”

      “No.” The woman pursed her lips, glancing at her children. “My boys…what happens if we go with you?”

      “They will be protected,” Sam reassured her. “Trust me, enough children have suffered at the government’s hands. I’ll die before I let anything happen to them.”

      The woman studied him for a long while before nodding. She stood, lifting the children with her, though they still held desperately to her skirts. One looked to be around twelve, the other a few years younger. Their scared brown eyes watched him cautiously from beneath mops of blonde hair.

      “How much time do we have?” the woman asked.

      “None,” said Leo, the man Harry had selected to lead the team. He crossed the room, rifle held at the ready. “We’ve already wasted—”

      “Enough, Leo,” Sam spoke over him. Getting to his feet, he barred the man’s path, a smile tugging at his lips. Leo was just five-foot-eight and Sam towered over him. “Call the van, have them drive up to the parking garage. By the time they’re in place, we’ll be heading down in the elevator. Trust me.”

      Leo scowled, clearly upset at being overruled, but he finally nodded and turned away. Drawing the radio from his belt, he began speaking into the transmitter.

      Smiling, Sam turned his attention back to the woman and her children. Despite his calm words, he was aware of the time ticking away. He glanced out the window again, wondering where the watchers were. Surely they wouldn’t have left the doctor’s family unguarded?

      “Grab your things, quickly,” he said finally. Across the room, Leo held up five fingers. “You’ve got five minutes,” Sam added.

      The kids looked from him to their mother, eyes uncertain until she nodded her permission. Not needing to be told twice, they fled into their bedroom. One of the men made to follow, until a look from Sam stopped him in his tracks.

      “Leave the gun,” Sam said. The man was right about keeping an eye on them, but even Sam didn’t feel safe with all the guns being waved around.

      “They won’t be long.” The woman straightened and started towards the second bedroom. “My name’s Jocelyn, by the way. I’d better pack a few things for myself.”

      Sam followed close on her heels. He didn’t trust the kids alone, and he certainly wasn’t going to leave the woman to her own devices. One phone call was all it would take to bring the government’s wrath down on them. Liz and the others had already made that mistake once, and he wasn’t about to repeat their errors.

      “He talks about you, you know.” Jocelyn’s voice carried across the room. She had pulled a duffel bag from the closet and was busy stuffing clothes inside. “After we saw you on the TV. He couldn’t believe someone had actually succeeded. He’s been trying for ten years…” She trailed off with a shrug.

      Sam frowned. “Do you know where he worked?”

      Jocelyn laughed. “As I said, I haven’t heard from him since he started the new job.” She pulled out a jacket. Sam thought he detected a strained note in her voice.

      “There wasn’t even a hint of where they were taking him?” he pressed.

      Her lips stretched in a wide smile. “Not a word.” She bent her head back to the task of shoving the jacket into the duffel bag. “What about you? Where are the Madwomen planning on hiding us?”

      Sam started to answer, before breaking off with a frown. “How do you know about the Madwomen?” he asked sharply.

      Jocelyn stilled, then gave a nervous laugh. “You mentioned them out in the living room, remember?”

      “I don’t think so…” Sam took a step towards her.

      The woman’s eyes moved around the room as though searching for an escape route. The master bed took up most of the space, coupled with a heavy wooden dresser. A wide inset window took up most of one wall, revealing the pitch black of the night’s sky. There were no stars out tonight, and the city was dark. Curfew had started hours ago. Only the richest neighborhoods were allowed to use electricity at this hour.

      Neighborhoods like Jocelyn’s.

      Sam advanced across the room, fists clenched as she backed away. “You’ve…what have you done?”

      “No, we never, please I swear, he told you the truth.”

      “How do you know what he told us?” Sam growled.

      Suddenly, strength seemed to abandon the woman. She sagged against the bed with a heavy exhalation. “I lied,” she whispered. “He came by yesterday, told me what he was going to do, about the Madwomen. He told me to stay put, in case things went wrong. He said someone would come and collect us.”

      Sam shook his head, the tension slowly leaving him. Her words had a ring of truth about them. He let out a long breath, his mind going over the new information, considering the implications. It might not be so bad. Obviously, the apartment hadn’t been under surveillance then, or they would have arrested the doctor immediately. They couldn’t have a traitor running around the city, blabbing to whoever would listen…

      “Oh no,” Sam breathed.

      He started towards the door before reconsidering, grabbing Jocelyn, and hauling her out with him. The other men looked up as he emerged, the doctor’s wife limp in his grip.

      “Get the kids,” Sam ordered, already moving towards the door.

      The two boys were just appearing from the bedroom, little backpacks hung over their shoulders, blonde hair dangling across their faces. When they saw Sam, his wings half extended, they darted into their mother’s arms.

      “What’s the sudden rush?” Leo asked, his voice raised. “The van should be just pulling in.”

      Ignoring him, Sam pushed Jocelyn towards the door. “Come on, get moving! Do you want your family to live? It’s only a matter of time before they come back!”

      “Come back?” Leo called after him. “Sam, what’s going on?”

      Sam shoved the terrified family into the elevator and faced the men, his arm holding the door open. “Get them to the van, there’s no time to explain.” He took the radio from his belt and waved it in their faces. “I’ll be in touch. Keep them safe, Leo. Especially the kids.”

      Then he was running back into the apartment, past the perfect white sofa and sleek tiled floors, to the sliding door leading out onto the balcony. It was a tiny thing, big enough for a hammock and little else. Tall railings ensured the children couldn’t climb over, but they were no barrier to Sam. Without hesitating, he leapt over the side, his copper wings snapping open.

      The muscles along his back strained and his wings beat down, lifting him higher. Below, treetops flashed past as he raced over the suburbs. Condos dotted the neighborhood, towering alongside vast mansions and individual houses. Trees lined the roads, their fresh green leaves providing shelter against anyone who might be breaking curfew. Not that Sam was concerned about being spotted.

      It had taken him fifteen minutes to fly from the safe house to the condominium.

      He made it back in ten.

      He was still too late.
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      Liz wandered along the corridor after Maria, still wondering what the old woman wanted. She peered into each room as they moved passed, taking in the safe house’s occupants as they prepared for their mission. Half were members of the Madwomen, driven from their homes by the threat of government persecution. Despite their advanced years, they did not seem daunted by the coming fight. They worked alongside the rural refugees and other disillusioned citizens—young and old in concert, united by their desire for change.

      The whole house was a hive of activity. In one room, Liz glimpsed a frightening array of weapons that were being lifted from a heavy case brought from Mike’s safe house. Rifles were handed to those preparing the ammunition, then placed on a rack, ready for use. There were also several handguns on a table, and to Liz’s horror, what looked like a belt of grenades.

      In other rooms, people were packing clothing and supplies. Those who weren’t joining the mission were moving to a new house, where they would be safe if anyone was captured and tortured for their location.

      Finally, Maria led Liz into the dining room and waved towards the table. Liz eyed Maria before taking her place, still uncomfortable in the woman’s presence. Putting her hands in the pockets of her jacket, she waited as Chris’s grandmother sat across from her.

      “You loved him,” Maria said abruptly.

      Liz jumped at the pronouncement, her mouth falling open, then snapping closed again. She shivered, seeing the sadness in the crinkles around the old woman’s face, the downward turn of her lips.

      Slowly, Liz nodded. “I did.”

      “I’m glad he had someone, before…” Maria’s voice cracked.

      Liz licked her lips, lost for words, but the old woman only smiled. Her eyes shimmered, but no tears fell.

      “It seems my family is destined for heartbreak,” Maria murmured. “First my husband, then Chris’s father, now Chris. Anyone would think we were cursed.”

      “I don’t think that, Maria,” Liz murmured. “If Chris…dying…is anyone’s fault, it’s mine.”

      “No.” Liz looked up at the sharpness to Maria’s tone. The old woman’s tears had vanished and her eyes were hard now. “You cannot blame yourself, Liz. It was that spiteful woman who took my grandson from us, not you. Your only crime was loving him.”

      Despite herself, Liz grinned at the old woman’s fierceness. “Crime?”

      Maria waved a hand. “An old expression, my dear.” She sighed. “I just mean, I can see the truth. You feel you need to be punished for losing him. It’s not true. You’re a brave girl, but that’s not your burden to bear, Liz.”

      Liz’s own vision blurred. “We should never have gone there,” she murmured, staring at the striped grain of the wooden table.

      “I am as much to blame for that as anyone,” Maria replied. “I was afraid of what Chris had become, of what you all had become. I should have accepted you, rather than set off, searching for a cure.”

      “I wanted it as much as you,” Liz whispered. “I goaded Chris to act…”

      “And you were right. We couldn’t just keep standing around with our hands in our pockets. Someone had to shock us out of our reverie. The longer this fight goes on, the more time they have to crush us.”

      Liz toyed with the thumb drive in her pocket before looking up at Maria. “Then why are we delaying now? Why not force the doctor to tell us where she’s hiding?”

      Maria leaned back in her chair. “If that’s what you truly want to do, Liz, I won’t stop you.”

      Liz looked away, unable to meet Maria’s gaze. She remembered the soldier in the alleyway, the one who had died screaming in her hands, and bit her lip. “What I want doesn’t matter,” she answered. “It’s what’s necessary.”

      “And what about Chris?” Maria countered. “Would he want you to do this?”

      “Doesn’t really matter now, does it?” Liz said, standing suddenly, her lips pulled back in a snarl. “He’s gone.”

      “Maybe, but…”

      Liz raised a hand before Maria could finish, her eyes drawn to something outside the window. The old woman trailed off as Liz stared out into the darkness. The girl held her breath, waiting. Her ears twitched at an unfamiliar sound. She frowned. Was Sam back already?

      “What is it?” Maria asked.

      Outside, a sudden flash lit the front yard. Liz spun on her heel as the first bullet shattered the window and went shrieking through the room. Diving, she tackled Maria from her chair and they slammed into the kitchen table. It splintered like paper and they went crashing to the linoleum floor.

      Then the whole world turned to thunder.

      The outside wall exploded into pieces as bullets sliced their way through, hammering into the kitchen furniture. The hiss of their passage was deafening, amplified by the crash of breaking glass and splintering wood. On the other side of the room, the high caliber rounds made short work of the drywall, tearing their way into the hallway beyond.

      Liz caught a glimpse of a man standing in the entrance to the hall. His body jerked as blood blossomed from his chest. Eyes wide, he lifted a hand to the wound, before two more bullets sent him tumbling back.

      Clenching her eyes shut, Liz pressed Maria flat against the floorboards and spread her wings to shield them from the flying splinters and glass. There was nothing she could do about the bullets, but most seemed to be aimed at chest height. Helpless, she waited for a break in the fire.

      When it came, Liz leapt to her feet, dragging Maria with her. They stumbled across the room, Liz cursing as broken glass cut her bare feet.

      Half-carrying Maria down the hallway, she staggered towards the back door. They stumbled over a bullet-ridden body, then another. Dust drifted in the air as the only remaining lightbulb dangled from its cord, sending light scattering across the hallway. Liz had counted five bodies by the time they reached the corner of the corridor. There was no sign of Mira or Jasmine. She prayed they were in the treehouse.

      Reaching the corner, Liz glanced back, her ears picking up the slightest rustle of clothing. She squinted through the dust, wondering if someone had survived. The crunch of breaking glass followed. This time she recognized the familiar tread of combat boots. Cursing, she gathered Maria over her shoulder.

      “Wait!” Maria gasped, struggling in her grasp. “The doctor!”

      Liz paused with sudden indecision. The back door was just around the corner. It was their only way out now, although what was waiting on the other side, she couldn’t say. Glancing back the way they’d come, she listened for the approaching boots. They had a few seconds yet, but she’d already passed the doctor’s room.

      She swore and bounded back down the corridor. Ducking into the doctor’s room, she hunched her shoulders, expecting to be met with gunfire, but the strained silence continued.

      Unfortunately, the doctor’s room hadn’t been spared. Holes riddled the walls and dust choked her lungs.  Through the broken window, Liz could see flashlights in the garden.

      Ducking low, she set Maria down. Her keen eyes swept the gloom and found the body propped up against a set of bunks. His chest had been torn open, but a streak on the floor showed where he had dragged himself from the middle of the room. He wasn’t moving now, though.

      “He’s dead, let’s go,” Liz said quickly, but Maria was already up and moving towards the ruined man.

      As she knelt beside his body, the doctor coughed. Blood gushed from his chest as something rattled at the back of his throat.

      Leaning over, Maria gripped him by the shirt. “Listen to me, Reid.” To Liz’s surprise, her voice was devoid of compassion. “Tell me where she’s hiding.”

      The doctor coughed again, his head lolling on his shoulders as Maria shook him. Liz watched, lips pursed, shocked the man was alive at all. With the hole in his chest, that wouldn’t be the case for long. Maria dragged him up, and a half-muffled shriek tore from the man’s throat.

      “Where is she?” Maria growled.

      The doctor groaned, a long, drawn-out hiss whistling from his throat. For a moment Liz thought he had spoken, but the exhalation went on and on, until it died away to nothing. As the last whisper of breath faded, his eyes rolled back in his head, and he slumped sideways in Maria’s hands.

      Maria released him and made her way back to Liz in a half-crouch. Liz raised an eyebrow at the old woman, but Maria shook her head and continued into the hall. She moved confidently now, recovered from the initial shock of the attack, although she kept her eyes carefully averted from the bodies of her friends. Before they reached the corner, she diverted into another room.

      “Maria,” Liz hissed, glancing back at the dining room, where the crunch of breaking glass was growing nearer. There was no doubt now—the soldiers were in the house. In seconds they would reach the doorway at the end of the hallway and see them.

      A moment later, Maria re-emerged, a handgun in one hand and a spare clip in the other. More shocking still, she had slung the belt of grenades over her shoulder.

      Liz raised an eyebrow. “Ah…” Her words deserted her as Maria strode past, the hint of a smile on her lips.

      “Let’s go, Liz,” the old woman whispered.

      Moving quickly, they turned the corner in the corridor, taking them out of view from the dining room. The back door loomed, but as Liz reached for the handle, Maria pulled her back.

      “Wait,” she said. She took a grenade from the belt and studied it, before handing it to Liz.

      Liz hesitated for half a second before accepting the weapon with cautious hands. She swallowed, looking from the grenade to Maria. It looked different from the ones she’d seen in the movies—more like a steel cylinder than the typical ball-shaped grenades. The pin at the top was familiar, though.

      “If memory serves, that’s a flash grenade,” Maria said, casting a nervous glance behind them. “If there’s anyone out there watching, they’re probably using night vision goggles. That should blind them long enough for us to get away.”

      “And how do we get you away?” Liz asked. If it came to it, she thought she could fly with the old woman, but it would take a long time to get airborne. They would be easy targets.

      “There’s a getaway car, one block over,” Maria replied. “We just have to get through the back fence and across the neighboring property. The keys are in the sun visor.”

      “Okay.” Liz gripped the grenade tightly in her hand, before nodding to the door. “You open it, I’ll throw.”

      “Don’t forget the pin,” Maria whispered as she grasped the door handle.

      Liz tore the pin from the grenade as Maria hauled the door open. A shout came from outside, but Liz had already hurled the grenade. Maria dropped to the ground beside Liz as gunshots rang out.

      Then a flash of light erupted through the backyard.

      Liz had already covered her eyes, but even so, the light burned through her eyelids. Stars danced across her vision when she looked up again, but they quickly faded to shadows.

      Outside, someone was screaming, and she grinned at their small victory. There was no time to enjoy it, though. She picked up Maria and slung the old woman over her shoulder. Breath held, half-expecting a dozen bullets to riddle her body, Liz leapt outside.

      Silence greeted her.

      Struggling to contain her relief, Liz raced across the dewy grass. Maria barely weighed a hundred and twenty pounds—nothing for her enhanced strength, and she was across the backyard in a heartbeat. The tall wooden fence loomed, but Liz didn’t even bother stretching her wings. She bounded forward and sprang, her powerful quads sending her soaring over the seven-foot barrier.

      They crashed down on the other side with a squelching thud. Her feet sank slightly into the soft earth, but she pulled herself out and ran on, hardly breaking stride. She felt Maria struggling on her back and heard a half-muffled curse—something about putting her down—but they weren’t clear yet. Liz could carry Maria far faster than the old woman could run.

      The lights were off in the neighbor’s house, but Liz recalled from earlier flights that it was occupied. She kept her head low as she raced past the windows, though she doubted anyone would be venturing outside. They could not have missed the gunshots. They’d probably switched off the lights and were huddling somewhere inside, praying that whoever was shooting left them alone.

      Too bad they had us for neighbors, Liz thought wryly.

      Ducking beneath a low-lying tree, she moved into the bricked courtyard that was the front yard. Free of weeds and moss, the owners obviously took great care to maintain their property. A row of tall oaks trees marked their boundary with the road. Liz rushed towards them, glimpsing the dim sheen of a car beyond their wide trunks.

      As she reached the center of the courtyard, the trees seemed to shift, and two soldiers stepped from the shadows. Liz froze, praying they hadn’t seen her. The click of their safeties being released shattered her thin hope. Neither said a word, but both raised their rifles. Weighed down by Maria, trapped out in the open, Liz was too far away to reach them. Gritting her teeth, she closed her eyes and thought of Chris.

      A thud and a thwack followed. Liz’s eyes snapped back open, and she stood gaping as Jasmine and Mira strode towards her, the soldiers now lying slumped on the cobbles. Jasmine grinned and raised an eyebrow.

      “You really are getting slack, Liz,” she smirked.

      Liz let out a long sigh and smiled back. “Thank you, Jasmin—”

      Boom.

      The words died in her throat as the gunshot rang through the night. Jasmine’s eyes widened, her mouth falling open. She swayed, her gaze dropping to the blood that blossomed from her chest. Her emerald wings, still extended, trembled as she looked back up at Liz with fear on her face.

      Screaming, Mira threw herself at the man on the ground. Barely conscious, he had somehow managed to swing his rifle around and aim it at Jasmine’s back. Mira tore it from his hands before he could fire again and embedded it in his face.

      Then Jasmine’s legs gave way, and she was falling, her eyes rolling up into the back of her head.

      And Liz was stepping forward to catch her, a single word screaming on repeat in her mind.

      No, no, no!
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      Chris shivered as the frigid blast of the air conditioner struck his naked body. Extending his wings, he wrapped himself in their soft embrace. On the other side of the room, Ashley was already doing the same. The white feathers hid her nudity, though he noticed now there were patches on her wings where she had begun to molt. It had been weeks since they’d seen sunlight, since they’d been able to stretch their wings and soar. Their captivity was beginning to take its toll.

      The whine of the air conditioner changed, and Chris braced himself for the return of the icy blast. The chain attached to his collar rattled as he moved. Ashley sported an identical chain, a steel leash that ran from her collar to a solid bolt in the floor.

      This was how they had slept for weeks—stripped naked and chained like dogs at the foot of the Director’s bed. He could hear the shower now, could see the steam billowing from the ensuite bathroom. It drifted across the room, forming a light fog over the massive king-sized bed. At the sight of the cotton sheets and silk duvet, Chris’s stomach twisted with yearning. He longed for a hot shower and a proper bed, to escape the hard tiles and freezing air conditioner—if only for a night.

      The two walls against which he and Ashley leaned were plain white concrete, their surfaces unadorned, but the far wall was taken up by a massive LED screen. There was not a single window in the facility, but the screen almost made up for it. At the moment, it showed the towering trunks and tangled branches of a forest. Brilliant green leaves swayed in the breeze, so detailed that even Chris’s hypersensitive vision could barely tell the difference from reality. As he watched, a brown squirrel darted across the leaf-strewn ground and raced up a tree trunk.

      He quickly looked away, wishing he could join the furry forest creature. His gaze settled on Ashley, and he swallowed as her eyes found his. She shifted position and her wings fell away a moment, giving Chris a clear view of her body. The weeks of sparse food and sleepless nights had lessened her, but there was still no denying Ashley’s beauty.

      “How could you do it, Chris?” Ashley asked softly.

      “I didn’t mean to—” Chris began.

      “Not the girl,” Ashley interrupted. “If anything, you did her a favor.”

      Chris pulled his knees up to his chest and leaned his head against them. He knew what Ashley was asking. “What else could I have done, Ash?”

      “You could have not helped them,” she hissed.

      Chris spread his hands. “They were doomed either way.”

      Ashley clenched her fists into little balls. “But you know what happens next. How many kids did you just sentence to death, Chris?”

      Swallowing, Chris tried to keep the pain from his face. He managed to suck in a breath, trying to stall, but when he looked up, Ashley was still waiting.

      “What else could I have done, Ash?” he repeated. “She’s broken me. I can’t fight her anymore. I don’t know where you get the courage.”

      Ashley turned away at that, and for a minute there was silence. Chris leaned back, listening to the roar of the shower, wondering how much time they had left. Five minutes? Ten? He dreaded what would come next—though he wasn’t the one who would suffer tonight.

      “When they caught us, when they had us cornered in that lecture hall, I’d never been so frightened.” Ashley’s whisper carried across the room. “It was Independence Square all over again. I froze on that stage, Chris. All I could think was that my worst fear had come true, that I was going to be caught and thrown back in a cage.” She drew in a breath before continuing: “Then you screamed for my help, and I saw you all fighting for your lives, and I realized it didn’t matter. That I’d already faced the worst they could throw at me and survived.”

      “But why did you stay, Ash?” Chris asked, eyes fixed to the floor. His voice broke. “Why didn’t you run? You could have saved yourself.”

      “I know,” Ashley replied, “but I couldn’t let him kill you, Chris. As foolish, as hopeless as it was, I couldn’t leave you to fight him alone.”

      “And now you’re trapped here with me, suffering your worst nightmare, and somehow you’re the one with the courage to resist her.” Chris’s voice was bitter, filled with self-loathing.

      “It’s not courage if you’re not afraid,” Ashley replied. Chris’s brow creased at that but she continued, “I realized something else in that lecture hall. As awful and cruel and tormented as Halt was, it wasn’t those things that terrified me. It was that feeling of being powerless, of being used. So she can torture me all she likes, it won’t make a difference. I will never let them use me like that again, Chris. Never.”

      Staring into Ashley’s eyes, Chris frowned. Despite the dim light, they seemed to glow with a light of their own. For a moment, she seemed something else, someone else. Then she blinked, and it was just Ashley again.

      “Well, well, well.” The lights brightened as the Director stepped out from the bathroom. “Do I hear my pets talking?”

      Pressing his lips firmly closed, Chris shook his head.

      The Director smiled, her naked body still dripping water. Her short blonde hair clung to her neck, but otherwise there was not a hair on her body. She patted herself dry in front of them, taking no care to hide the tight mounds of her breasts. Finally she tied the towel around her hair. Putting her hands on her hips, she looked from Chris to Ashley.

      “No?” She smiled. “Very good.”

      She crossed to the bed and threw herself down on her stomach, then turned to face them. She leaned her chin on her hands and studied them with a curious smile.

      “Such interesting creatures,” she murmured. “You have no idea.”

      “What do you mean, ma’am?” Chris whispered.

      The Director laughed. “I’ve been reading Halt’s writings. I’m no scientist, but it’s fascinating stuff.” Her voice was light, almost friendly. “The things that he and Doctor Fallow did, the genes they managed to recombine into your genetic makeup. Those reflexes you showed today—you saw the girl, reacted, moved, killed, all before even my best guard could blink. According to Halt’s notes, those traits—your speed, agility, reflexes—they come from the genes of Bassariscus astutus and Suricata suricatta.”

      “And what the hell are those?” Ashley asked flatly.

      The Director turned to look at her. Her brow hardened, and there was a distinct warning in her tone as she replied, “The ring-tailed cat and the mongoose.” Slowly, she stood from the bed and walked over to Ashley. “Which certainly explains your stubborn tendencies.”

      Ashley glared back. Eyes locked, the two faced each other for a long moment, neither willing to retreat.

      Then Ashley suddenly laughed. “Go ahead, do your worst.” She spread her wings, though crouched on the floor, she wasn’t particularly imposing. “You couldn’t hold a candle to Halt when it comes to torture.”

      Chris flinched, cursing Ashley’s recklessness. Her punishment would be bad enough without provoking the woman.

      The Director only shook her head. “Whatever am I going to do with you, my pet?” She tapped her watch and moved away. Chris shared a glance with her friend as lights flashed on her collar. Despite her brave words, Chris saw the shadow pass across Ashley’s face.

      “You’ve been bad.” There was pity in the Director’s voice now. “You know I don’t enjoy this, but you leave me no choice.” She pressed her watch again.

      Ashley shrieked and collapsed, the chain rattling as she convulsed. Her wings beat against the floor, dislodging white feathers that drifted through the air. Her legs kicked out blindly and her back arched, her fingers clawing the tiles.

      Seconds later it was over, leaving Ashley gasping. Blood dripped down her chin where she’d split her lip hitting the ground face-first, and it was a long time before she managed to sit upright again. Her wings hung limp behind her now, her feathers still trembling. She glared at the Director, her teeth clenched with the aftershock of pain.

      “As usual, the timer has been set,” the Director said, ignoring Ashley’s hate-filled stare. “The collar will remind you of your transgressions every thirty minutes. Enjoy your night, my pet.”

      Chris shuddered. He watched Ashley pull her knees up to her chest and lean back against the wall. Her wings wrapped around her again as their eyes met. Chris’s heart went out to her, but he kept his mouth shut. He had no wish to share her fate.

      How many nights had he lasted, before succumbing? He could hardly remember now, though he had resisted through several nights of sleepless agony. It was not just the pain, but the anticipation, the creeping dread of it that broke him. By the end, his eyes had been red from lack of sleep, his mouth filled with ulcers where he’d bitten himself, and he could resist no longer. The next command the Director gave, Chris had obeyed. And the next, and the next, until today he had killed an innocent girl.

      Looking down, Chris sucked in a breath. His ears twitched, listening to the soft tread of the Director’s feet as she crossed the room. He tried not to flinch as she knelt beside him, unable to avoid her hazel gaze. The hardness in her eyes was gone, the anger replaced by warmth. She reached out with a slender hand and stroked Chris’s cheek. He shuddered at her icy touch but did not pull away.

      “Such a good boy.” She stroked his hair, as an owner would her dog. “You did well today. Very well. Perhaps you’re finally ready.”

      “Ready?” Chris croaked.

      Her hand trailed down past his ear and under his chin. He swallowed, feeling the cold bite of the collar around his neck. Her scent filled his nostrils, a rich, perfumed aroma of flowers. But it was artificial, sickly, overwhelming. She forced his chin up, so that their eyes met.

      They were close now, her naked body almost pressing against him. Despite himself, Chris felt a stirring of desire. Her breasts rose with each breath and her pupils had narrowed to slits.

      Chris swallowed, thinking, One blow, that’s all it would take.

      One punch, and the world would be free of her.

      But Chris and Ashley would not be released. When her heart stopped, the collars around their necks would trigger, and they would suffer a long, agonizing death. Not quickly—she liked to remind them of that. The collars would switch on and no one would be able to deactivate them. The current wouldn’t kill them, at least not immediately. They might even change, might succumb to the mindless rage of the Chead, before the end came.

      Despite the consequences, Chris still felt tempted. He clenched his fist, willing himself to do it, to summon the courage to act. She was so bold, so confident that she had crushed his will, that she had him wrapped around her little finger.

      If only it weren’t true.

      Chris unclenched his fists, the tension flooding from him like water down a drain. A flicker of a smile tugged at the Director’s lips as she wiped the unspilt tear from his eye.

      “My dear Chris,” she breathed, her face close to his. “Would you like to sleep in a bed tonight?”

      Shuddering, Chris felt again the cold tiles seeping through his skin, chilling his bones. He clenched his jaw shut, willing himself to ignore her.

      “Say the word, and you can join me,” she continued, then laughed gently. “I promise I don’t bite.”

      There was a suggestion in the woman’s eyes now. He jumped as her hands slid down his back, trailing across his skin, exploring the joints where his wings met his spine. They continued along the limbs, sending electric jolts up his neck.

      With an awful yearning, Chris looked at the bed. For weeks he had slept on this floor, freezing and exposed to the relentless air conditioner. Each morning he woke to numb legs and cramping muscles. To be warm, to sleep in comfort…

      His eyes drifted past the Director to where Ashley sat in misery. She would spend the night screaming, in endless anticipation of the collar’s bite. The Director would not hear her—she wore special steel earplugs, ensuring her sleep did not suffer along with her pets. Chris’s stomach twisted with shame at even considering the idea, and slowly he shook his head, hardly daring to look at her.

      Her eyes narrowed as she stood. “I’m disappointed.” She towered over him for a moment, as though weighing his fate. Finally, she crossed to the desk beside her bed and rummaged inside, returning a moment later. Chris flinched as she tossed a set of earplugs in his lap.

      “Loyalty must be rewarded,” she said, her face expressionless.

      At that, the Director retreated to her bed and crawled beneath the covers. A tap to her watch plunged the room into absolute darkness. Shivering, Chris lay down on the cold floor. He kept one wing beneath him, protecting against the cold tiles, while the other covered him like a blanket. He was already beginning to regret his decision.

      In the darkness, he could hear Ashley making the same preparations for sleep, though her efforts would be in vain. They did not speak. There was no need. They both knew their lot.

      Curling up, Chris clutched the earplugs in his hand, but refused to use them. He may have given in, may have surrendered to the Director’s will, but that didn’t mean abandoning his friend. If he wore them, he would be leaving her alone in the darkness, alone with her torment. No, he would rather suffer a sleepless night with Ashley than desert her now.

      He closed his eyes.

      Ashley’s first scream came twenty minutes later. He listened to the sounds of her thrashing, his enhanced vision unable to pierce the absolute black. After thirty seconds, Ashley stilled, though her desperate gasps were audible in the silence.

      “Are you okay?” Chris whispered. With her earplugs, the Director would not hear them now, but he had no wish to tempt fate.

      Ashley gave a low whimper, but didn’t reply. Sighing, Chris closed his eyes and sought sleep once more. He was just beginning to drift off when Ashley’s scream came again. This time he didn’t bother to speak.

      He pressed the earplugs into place.

      And slept.
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      The dark slope stretched out ahead of them, the long grass overgrown from years of neglect. It crunched beneath Susan’s feet as she jogged, parched from drought. This was rugged country, abandoned by humanity as the climate shifted, driving them down towards the coast. Only the stubborn remained now, their numbers dwindling with each passing year.

      Her brethren intended to quicken that process.

      So far, the Chead had kept to these far-out pastures, close to the shelter of the mountains and the network of tunnels crisscrossing the plains. They were safe here, confident in their power, untouchable by the foolish humans.

      Yet it was not enough. There was little food in this country. As their numbers grew, they would need to spread into the lowlands, where humanity numbered in the thousands rather than hundreds. When that time came, they would need a plan.

      Susan looked around as she jogged. The night was alive with the movement of the Chead. They had travelled long miles since their last raid, and Susan was beginning to flag. Her belly weighed her down, the new life within draining her strength, though she refused to give in to her weakness.

      Hecate ran beside her, his sweet scent feeding energy to her failing legs. Despite his years in captivity, he was tireless, his long strides carrying him effortlessly across the rolling hills. Somewhere behind them, Talisa and her guardian Chead brought up the rear. Ahead, the latest batch candidates who had chosen life lurched along. Some ran with the mindless strength of the Chead rage, while others stumbled, their consciousnesses still at war with the change.

      Watching them, Susan wondered how long it would take for the last to succumb, to release the final treacherous emotions of humanity and embrace the Chead. How long had it taken her? Her memories of that time were blurred, like trying to glimpse a familiar face through water. But as she sucked in a fresh breath, the images crystallized, and she saw a woman’s face staring back at her, blue eyes wide with fear.

      She staggered midstride and started to fall. Before she could strike the ground, Hecate’s arm shot out and steadied her. Glimpsing him in the moonlight, she felt a moment of remembered terror, before the scent of her mate blanketed her, and it all fell away.

      “Come. We are almost…there,” Hecate said.

      Susan smiled back. Using Hecate’s arm, she regained her feet. Most of the Chead were past them now, their passage flattening the grass around them. Untouched by the lights of humanity, the moon was bright in the sky and a thousand stars stretched from the mountains to the distant horizon. A breeze blew past where they stood at the top of the hill and down towards their brethren.

      Warmth wrapped its way around Susan’s chest as she turned back to Hecate. Her hand was still in his, she pulled him close. His arms went around her as she pressed herself against him. She tilted back her head and felt a tingle of electricity as their lips met.

      Boom.

      Hecate stiffened as an explosion rocked the night. Springing apart, they turned to stare down the slope. At the bottom of the hill, orange flames had erupted from the earth, flinging Chead in all directions. Their remaining brethren scattered in every direction, blinded by the flames. But the curve of the valley hemmed them in, slowing their flight.

      Movement appeared on the opposite hill, followed by the flash of gunfire.

      “Humans,” Susan whispered.

      A guttural howl came from Hecate. Then he was racing away around the hillside, screaming unintelligible words to the fleeing Chead fleeing. Still high on the hill, the flames shielded him from view of the soldiers, but the Chead in the valley were sitting ducks. An orange ball erupted from the soldiers’ vantage point, racing downwards. Another explosion shook the ground.

      Susan shuddered as the screams of her brethren traveled up to her. Rage flooded her chest and she ran after Hecate, bounding through the long grass, a demon in the night.

      The soldiers were positioned on the opposite hillslope, looking down into the narrow gulley the Chead had been traversing. With the men downwind, the Chead had been unable to scent them and had stumbled straight into the trap. But the humans had not been as successful as Susan had first thought. The Chead were resilient, and nothing short of a bullet to the brain or heart would stop them. Already her people were regrouping, their eyes adjusting to the firelight, picking out the flash of gunfire above. They melted into the long grass and raced uphill towards the enemy.

      The soldiers saw the danger and started to pull back, but Hecate and the Chead who had joined him were quicker still. While those below had charged up the slope, Hecate had followed the curve of the valley, circumnavigating the flames in the gulley. Reaching the crest of the slope, they moved onto the flat ground beyond, cutting off the soldiers’ retreat.

      Susan chased after them, just a few steps behind now. The soldiers were nearing the top of the hill now. Glimpsing the dark gleam of their vehicles, a growl rumbled from her chest.

      Bounding forward, she narrowed the gap between herself and Hecate, as the Chead below caught up with the slowest of the soldiers. She grinned as screams carried across the valley, but the fastest men were already closing on the vehicles. They had thrown away their weapons in their haste to escape, thinking only of the danger behind.

      Hecate reached the Jeeps as the first soldier leapt into the driver’s seat. The engine roared to life, but before the man’s comrades could throw themselves inside, Hecate smashed a fist through the plate glass window and tore the soldier from his seat.

      Then the other Chead were there, those above and below converging on the fleeing soldiers, cutting off their only escape route. Susan joined them, driving a man from his feet to land on his chest. The coward had already discarded his weapon, and died screaming as she tore him to pieces.

      Her vision stained red, Susan searched for a fresh victim. A soldier nearby still carried a rifle. As she watched, the gun flashed, and somewhere behind her a Chead howled. Screaming, Susan leapt forward and tore the weapon from the soldier’s hands. Raising it like a bat, she readied herself for the kill, then froze.

      The soldier’s helmet had been knocked loose, revealing a mop of long curly hair. A woman. Stumbling back, the woman tripped on a patch of grass and crumpled to the ground. Susan kicked the woman in the stomach, winding her and pinning her down.

      Silently, Susan waited as her brethren finished off the last of their enemy. Cornered, the soldiers put up little fight. The loss of the vehicles had broken them, and they fled in all directions, only to be brought down by the chasing Chead.

      When silence finally returned to the night, Susan crouched beside her captive. The woman had caught her breath now, but said nothing—only lay staring up at Susan with hate-filled eyes. Susan smiled back. Many of the prisoners back in Stutter Creek had declined life, and there were still a few doses left. Perhaps this creature would prove smarter than those in the town.

      As the Chead gathered on the top of the hill, Susan allowed her gaze to drift back to the flames. The scent of blood and ash was thick in her nostrils, though the flames were already beginning to die. The bodies of soldiers dotted the hillslope, their camouflaged uniforms blending in with the long grass. But it was to the bottom of the valley that her eyes were drawn.

      Dozens of Chead lay dead amidst the embers, many riddled with bullets, others burnt and torn by the explosive rockets used by the humans. In the center of the carnage were the women they had taken from the last town, their bodies broken, their new lives cut short. They had been among the first to fall, their lingering humanity hampering their instincts, slowing them enough for the soldiers to pick them off. Only a few had survived the slaughter.

      Susan’s eyes turned to the woman at her feet, and she felt the rage threatening, begging to be released.

      It could have been me!

      Gritting her teeth, she forced the rage back down. Now was not the time. She needed Hecate, needed Talisa, needed to protect her children. Silently, she picked the woman off the ground and dragged her through the Chead.

      She found Talisa and Hecate at the edge of the hillside, looking down at the slaughter below. Talisa’s white eyes glowed in the moonlight as Susan approached.

      “My child,” she murmured, her eyes flicking to the soldier. “What have you brought me?”

      Susan forced the woman to her knees at Talisa’s feet.

      “A gift,” she whispered.
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      The car screeched around the corner and straightened out. With the headlights off and the streetlights out, the only light came from the full moon. In the back, Liz held on for dear life as Maria took another corner. Mira sat in the front seat looking back at them, a low moan coming from the back of her throat. But Liz had no time to worry about the girl now.

      Jasmine’s head lay in Liz’s lap, long black hair dangling across her face. Her breathing was shallow, coming in desperate gasps, and her eyelashes fluttered as she struggled to remain conscious. There was blood on Jasmine’s lips. She stared up at Liz with unmasked terror.

      “Hang in there, Jas,” Liz whispered, pressing the ruined bundle of her shirt to the gaping wound in her friend’s chest. Blood was already seeping through, and Liz knew more would be dripping from the smaller entry wound in her back.

      “Doing…my best…” Jasmine coughed. A flicker of pain passed across her face as Maria spun the wheel again. She was going far too fast for the suburban streets, but it wouldn’t take long for their enemies to realize someone had escaped. They needed to get as far away as possible, before the soldiers could close a net around them.

      Fortunately, the broad oak trees lining the streets in this part of the city provided shelter from eyes above. Liz searched for the lights of a chopper, but there was nothing yet. They had to get off the streets before backup was called in.

      But none of that mattered if Jasmine bled out in the back seat of the car. Twin Peaks Hospital was close. Going there would mean giving Jasmine over to the authorities, but Liz couldn’t face watching another friend die. It had taken a few dire threats, but Maria was heading there now. They would have to leave Jasmine with the first doctor they saw, but it was better than the alternative.

      As if reading her mind, Jasmine’s eyes flickered open. “Where are we…going…Liz?”

      Liz stroked the hair from her friend’s eyes. “It’s okay, we’re taking you to a hospital. You’ll be alr—”

      “No.” Jasmine’s hand shot out and caught Liz by the wrist. Despite her injuries, she was still shockingly strong.

      “Jasmine…” Liz began.

      “No,” Jasmine repeated, her eyes wide. “I’m not going…back…Liz. No hospital.”

      Tears shimmered in Liz’s eyes, but there was no give in Jasmine’s voice. “Maria,” she croaked finally.

      “I heard her,” Maria replied softly. “There’s a park nearby. We’ll hide out there for the night.”

      Liz’s stomach tied itself in knots as the old woman did a U-turn. Jasmine was worse than Ashley had been after being shot out of the sky. Only Doctor Halt and the resources at the facility had saved Ashley from death then. What chance did Jasmine have of even surviving the night?

      It took them another ten minutes to reach the park. By then Maria had slowed down to avoid unwanted attention, though just being outside so late meant they were breaking curfew. The sign at the entrance named the place Lake Merced Park.

      They parked the car beneath a grove of peppermint willow trees to hide it from circling helicopters and bailed out. A toilet block hid the vehicle from the road. Liz hoped that would be enough to conceal it from any search parties. Otherwise, it wouldn’t take long for the soldiers to realize that the back seat was stained with blood. Then the whole weight of the government would come crashing down on them.

      Lifting Jasmine into her arms, Liz carried her through the park after Maria. They walked for ten minutes before coming to a grove of pine trees. Ducking beneath the low hanging branches, they entered the shelter of the trees.

      Dry pine needles crunched as Mira set about making a bed, and then Liz carefully lowered Jasmine down. Her emerald wings fell limply against the ground as Liz released her. The bleeding seemed to have slowed, but the bullet had left a gaping inch-wide hole in Jasmine’s chest.

      A harsh cough tore from Jasmine. Blood bubbled between her lips, and it was several minutes before she recovered. Maria offered a pocket handkerchief as Jasmine’s breathing turned to a strained wheeze. Liz used it to wipe the blood from her friend’s face, feeling an awful helplessness in the pit of her stomach. Jasmine’s eyes were closed now, though her body was still taut, her fingers clenched in claws. The harsh lines of a scowl marked her forehead.

      We should have taken her to the hospital.

      It was too late for second thoughts now. Liz doubted Jasmine would survive another wild ride in the car. Sweat beaded Jasmine’s forehead and goosebumps stood up on her skin. Liz used the other side of the handkerchief to wipe her friend’s face, then stretched her wings to cover Jasmine like a blanket.

      “I don’t want to die, Liz,” Jasmine whispered in the darkness.

      Her eyes were open again. A tear ran down her cheek. Seeing her friend’s terror, Liz entwined a gloved hand around Jasmine’s fingers.

      “Not going to happen,” Liz said with as much conviction as she could muster. “You’re going to be fine, Jas. You’re strong. A little bullet won’t stop you.”

      Jasmine smiled, but the movement triggered another fit of coughing, and it was several minutes before she had the strength to speak again.

      “It hurts so much,” she said at last, breathless. “Do you think it hurt…for him…at the end?”

      Liz shivered. She didn’t need to ask who Jasmine was talking about. Richard’s last stand played itself out in her mind, and she saw again the dozen bullets strike his body. “I don’t know.”

      “I guess…no one does,” Jasmine said, her voice barely a whisper, “at the end...”

      “Jasmine…”

      “Promise me,” Jasmine said, cutting her off. Liz blinked, not understanding, until Jasmine’s head turned and her eyes found Liz’s. “Don’t…lose yourself…Liz. We need…your heart.”

      A smile touched Liz’s lips. “I won’t,” she insisted, “but you’re not going anywhere, Jas. Just…save your strength.”

      Nodding, Jasmine closed her eyes. Her breath softened, and for a while Liz thought she slept. She sat in the darkness, Jasmine’s hand wrapped in her own, watching the slow rise and fall of her friend’s chest. The bleeding had stopped now—at least outwardly—but her usually tanned skin had lost all its color.

      “I didn’t hesitate…you know.” Liz jumped as Jasmine spoke again.

      She glanced down, but Jasmine’s eyes were still closed. Before she could ask what Jasmine meant, her friend went on.

      “It was me…or Chelsea. She was my friend…but I didn’t even hesitate.”

      “We all chose ourselves, Jas,” Liz said softly. “That’s why we’re here.”

      “Not…Richard.” She sighed then, a long, harsh exhalation that seemed to go on and on.

      Liz couldn’t find the words to argue. What more could she say? Tears burned her eyes and she squeezed Jasmine’s hand. But something had changed in their little grove. A heavy silence hung over the trees. She looked around, searching for the difference.

      Heart pounding, she turned back to Jasmine.

      “Jas?” She leaned closer, waiting for a response. Only then did Liz realize why it was so quiet.

      “Jasmine!” she shrieked.

      Liz grasped Jasmine by the shoulders and shook her. Jasmine’s head lolled to the side, but her eyes remained closed. A thin trail of blood ran from her mouth. Her chest was still, her breath silent.

      “Jasmine!” Liz screamed again.

      But Jasmine did not reply.

      She was already gone.
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      Sam sat and held his hands out to the tiny flame burning on the concrete floor. It was all they could manage in the abandoned basement, and soon even that would be gone. The little collection of old magazines and newspapers they’d found in the corner wouldn’t last long.

      Looking at Jocelyn and her children, he cursed under his breath. He shouldn’t blame her, but there was no helping it. It was her husband’s fault. If he hadn’t met with her, the government would never have found him, never been able to follow him back to the safe house. But he had already suffered for his stupidity. Yet here Jocelyn sat, the one thing the man had cared about, while Sam’s friends were dead, their hopes of striking back at the government in ruins.

      At least the children were safe. He could not hold the crimes of their father against them. How exactly the government agents had tracked the doctor—despite Harry’s precautions—he might never know. Unlike their fledgling resistance, the Director was not limited to twentieth century technology. Satellites or street cameras or GPS tracking; any one of them could have done it. All Sam knew was, they’d been found.

      He’d arrived at the safe house well before the van. Lights and vehicles had been everywhere. From his vantage point high in the sky, Sam had taken in the destruction wrought on the house. The walls looked more like a cheese grater than solid wood. He hadn’t lingered; there’d been no point.

      Turning in the air, Sam had returned to the van and diverted them away from the house. They’d found an abandoned building nearby and hidden the van around back. It was the best they’d been able to do by that point. They wouldn’t have gotten far with the soldiers crawling over the neighborhood.

      Now morning was fast approaching, and Sam was no closer to knowing what had happened. He could hear the choppers circling outside and hoped that meant at least someone had gotten away. There was another safe house they could have retreated to—though only those not involved with the next attack knew its location. Sam cursed as he realized none of the rebels with him knew where it was.

      “It’s all over,” Leo was saying, his voice low, though the children would have no problem hearing him. “They’ve won.”

      “Looks that way,” another of the men replied.

      “Maybe the girl was right,” Leo muttered, looking at the family, “maybe the doctor betrayed us.”

      “Not deliberately.” Sam’s feathers bristled as he spoke over their muttering,

      “How do you know?” Leo snapped.

      “Because we’re alive. If it’d been a setup, we would have all been dead the moment we stepped into the apartment,” Sam growled. He nodded at the doctor’s wife. “They were watching her, waiting for her husband to show up. They probably listened to their conversation about the Madwomen and followed him. Whatever precautions you took bringing him to the safe house weren’t enough—he led them straight to us.”

      Leo snorted. “So what now?”

      “Any of you know the location of the next safehouse?” Sam asked.

      None of them answered. “Thought so. We have to—”

      “We don’t have to do anything,” Leo said, standing. “You may not see it, but I do. We’ve already lost. There’s nowhere left to run. May as well give ourselves up now.”

      “Rubbish,” Sam hissed.

      He stood and stared at the man until Leo looked away. Grabbing the last stack of newspaper, Sam tore it to pieces and slowly fed them to the flames.

      “They’re on the defensive,” Sam mused. “Can’t you see that? Refugees filling the streets, protesters at their doors. Dissent is spreading. We can’t let them quash it now, not when it’s just beginning.”

      “Why does it have to be us?” Leo asked miserably.

      Looking at the man, Sam realized for the first time Leo wasn’t much older than his own eighteen years. Sam had grown so used to the constant danger, he’d forgotten it hadn’t been the same for others. Leo was little more than a boy, and Sam felt a moment of empathy for him.

      “Because we’re here, Leo,” he said. “Because no one else will. Because we’re the ones fate chose to make a stand. It doesn’t matter why—just that we do it. This is important, this fight. You all know that, otherwise you wouldn’t be here. We have to stop them, now, while they can still be stopped.”

      “But they’ve already won,” another man whispered.

      “No,” Sam replied firmly, “they can’t win, not while we’re still here, not so long as someone continues fighting.”

      “Do you truly believe that?”

      They all looked around at Jocelyn’s voice. She sat with her back against the concrete wall, her legs stretched out towards the flames, a boy asleep under each arm. Her eyes pierced the shadows of the basement, watching them by the light of the fire.

      “I do,” Sam replied

      Jocelyn nodded, her lips tight. “Maybe if more of us believed the same, we wouldn’t be in this mess.” Her eyes drifted to her children. She ran a hand through the youngest’s mop of hair. “It’s so easy to ignore the suffering of others, when it means protecting the ones you love. My husband never spoke much about his work, but I know it changed him. Even from the little I learned in the last few years, I knew something wasn’t right, that something was rotten.”

      Sam didn’t respond. He’d heard the same story over and over, of people trapped by fear, disturbed by what they’d heard, what they’d seen, but too afraid to act. Without an independent media, without an open internet, there was little people could do to organize themselves. Every five years they could vote, but even that was a farce. Each state chose an Elector from two candidates, but it didn’t matter which one you chose. Both inevitably elected the same President.

      Now though, the Madwomen’s protest in Independence Square had provided a rallying point. And bit by bit, a resistance was growing around them. So long as this setback hadn’t destroyed the emerging movement.

      “He tried to quit once, you know.” Jocelyn gave a little laugh, though it held no humor. “Only once, mind you. I’m sure the thugs would have done worse to me if he’d tried again. Not that they ever admitted who’d sent them.” There was steel in her eyes as she looked up. “But maybe now’s the time we do something.”

      “That was our plan,” Sam murmured. “Your husband…he told us the Director runs the new facility he was working at. He wouldn’t tell us where it was though, not until you were safe.”

      A wry smile twisted Jocelyn’s lips. “Some job you’re doing,” she said. “He told me where it was…his lab…when we met. Just in case.”

      Sam’s jaw dropped. “Where?”

      Jocelyn was staring down at her boys, her eyes sad. “Whatever crimes my husband has committed, whatever crimes I’ve been a party to, they’re innocent.” She looked up at Sam, eyes wide. “Will you still protect them, even now?”

      Sam pursed his lips. He could offer Jocelyn the world, but what position was he in to fulfill those promises? Who knew if the resistance even existed still, after last night’s attack?

      “I honestly don’t know, Jocelyn. We might be all that’s left now. If the worst has happened and our friends are dead, I don’t know if there’s anything I can do to protect you…”

      “I’ll do it,” Leo said from his place in the corner.

      Sam raised an eyebrow. Leo smiled back as the other men nodded.

      “You will?” Jocelyn whispered.

      “You have my word, ma’am,” Leo replied. “They’re just kids, after all. If we’re not fighting for them, what’s the point?”

      “Thank you,” Jocelyn said, choking on the words.

      Sam could hardly breathe. “Then you’ll tell us where he worked?”

      Jocelyn nodded. “I will, but you’re not going to like it.”
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      Liz sat high in the treetops and watched as the sun slowly climbed into the sky. Its light stained the horizon red, so that it seemed San Francisco’s towering skyscrapers wore a coat of blood. Shivering, Liz looked at her hands. Dried blood stained her gloves and clothing. She fought back her tears.

      For half the night she had sat by Jasmine’s side, talking into the darkness. She had begged her friend to come back, to not leave her alone, but her cries had fallen on deaf ears. Her friend was gone, her soul had fled. All that remained was an empty shell, a lifeless husk. Jasmine’s fight was finally over.

      Now, as Liz watched the sun rising, she wondered about the promise she’d made to Jasmine.

      Don’t lose yourself.

      Liz swallowed her grief and stood. The branch swayed beneath her as she watched the helicopter buzzing in the distance. Fire flickered in her chest. Liz longed to tear it from the sky, but she had made a promise.

      Stepping from the branch, Liz’s wings caught the air, and she drifted lightly to the ground. She stumbled slightly as she alighted on the dewy grass, but recovered in a few steps. When she looked around, she found her two comrades standing in the shelter of the trees.

      Mira walked forward, her grey wings trailing behind her. As she approached, tears spilled from her multicolored eyes. Liz opened her arms and the girl threw herself into the waiting embrace.

      “Liz,” she sobbed.

      Liz held her tight against her chest. “I know, Mira. I know.”

      She could feel the tremors running through the girl, the silent sobs of her grief. Gently, Liz stroked Mira’s silver-grey hair, whispering soft consolations, even as her own grief spilled. She could feel the dampness of Mira’s tears on her shirt but made no effort to pull away. The two of them stood like that for a long time, united in their loss.

      Finally, Mira released her with a sniff. “Where’s Sam?”

      Liz bit her lip. “I don’t know,” she replied, looking at Maria. “Will they go to the next safe house?”

      “They don’t know where it is,” Maria said. She gestured towards the trees. “Come into the shelter. There are still helicopters out looking for us.”

      Staring at the dark shadows beneath of the grove, Liz hesitated. Somewhere beyond the leafy branches, Jasmine’s lifeless body waited. Ice wrapped around her throat and she squeezed her eyes shut, barely able to breathe.

      A new set of arms gripped Liz—gentle, but firm—then she was burying her face in Maria’s cardigan, and all her grief and pain and fear came pouring out. It had been so long since she’d been held, since she’d allowed anyone to comfort her. Even with the long sleeves and gloves, she was terrified of the harm she might cause. Yet she needed the comfort now, more than she could have ever imagined.

      First it was Richard, then Ashley and Chris, now Jasmine. Maybe even Sam. She couldn’t take it, couldn’t bear the thought she might be all alone in the world. That she and Mira might be the only survivors left—from the hundreds who’d once graced the corridors of Doctor Halt’s facility.

      When they finally separated, Liz took a deep breath. Maria gripped her by the shoulder, a smile wrinkling the skin around her eyes.

      “You’re not alone, Liz,” she whispered, as though she’d read Liz’s thoughts. Taking Liz’s hand, she gestured to the trees once more. “Come on, she’s waiting for you.”

      Liz shook her head but didn’t resist the old woman’s gentle tug. Breath held, she allowed herself to be led meekly back into the grove.

      Jasmine lay where Liz had left her, eyes closed, black hair merging with the shadows. She seemed to have shrunk in the past few hours, as though that last memory of life had left her body. Her skin had turned a pallid grey, and the sheen had gone from her emerald feathers.

      An involuntary sob tore from Liz’s throat. Hot tears stung her eyes. Angrily, she wiped them away and knelt beside Jasmine’s body. Mira sat cross-legged on the ground nearby, staring at Jasmine, as though still waiting for her to wake.

      Removing her gloves, Liz took Jasmine’s hand in hers. She shivered, surprised at how quickly the warmth had fled her friend. Closing her eyes, she remembered Jasmine as she’d been—passionate and strong, unyielding, unrelenting, never willing to back down.

      “Goodbye, Jas,” she said.

      Liz stood then, her eyes still closed. She didn’t open them until she’d turned away. Maria sat waiting on a nearby log, and Liz strode across to join her.

      “I’m sorry for your friend, Liz,” Maria offered in a low voice.

      Liz took a seat beside the old woman. “Thank you, Maria.” She sighed and looked away. “Curfew’s over now. I should take you to the next safe house.”

      “That could be difficult,” Maria replied. “Given I don’t know its whereabouts.”

      “What?” Liz’s head jerked up.

      Maria offered a sad smile. “You didn’t think I was going to let you go after my grandson’s killer without me, did you?”

      “You were planning on coming with us?” Liz asked incredulously. When Maria only shrugged, she swore. “I guess it doesn’t matter now, anyway. I’ll take you to Independence Square, then. You can wave down some of the Madwomen when they’re leaving.”

      “No.” Liz raised an eyebrow at the tone in Maria’s voice. The old woman sat staring off into the distance, to some unseen place beyond the tree branches. “I’m not going back,” she continued.

      Liz shifted nervously on the leaf-strewn ground. “I don’t understand. Where will you go?”

      Taking the handgun from the log, Maria drew back the rack and released it, chambering a round. “I had it in mind to kill the woman who murdered my grandson.”

      Liz blinked. “And how do you intend to do that?”

      Maria grinned. “So you didn’t hear the last thing Doctor Reid said, before he died?”

      “What?” Liz’s heart began to hammer.

      Laughing, Maria set aside the gun and lifted the grenade belt. There were still five grenades left. “I know where the Director is hiding.”

      Liz’s chest tightened. “Where?”

      “It won’t be easy, getting to her,” Maria said, her face turning serious. “You and Mira will have to carry me.”

      “Carry you?” Liz asked, confused. “But…you can’t come.”

      It was Maria’s turn to raise an eyebrow. “And why not?”

      Liz blanked. Her mouth opened and closed like a fish out of water. Finally, she managed to stammer, “You’re…you’re too old!”

      To Liz’s surprise, Maria threw back her head and laughed. Liz winced, but after a few seconds the laughter died away. Maria wiped tears from her eyes. “Oh, my dear,” she said, “you don’t pull your punches, do you?”

      Not having an answer, Liz decided it was best to keep her mouth shut this time.

      Maria chuckled. “You’re right, of course.” She still held the grenades in her hand. “But then, you would have never made it out of the house without me.”

      “Yes, but—”

      “They trained us all to be soldiers, you know,” Maria said over her objection. “Back in the war. The men all went off to battle, but we never knew what would happen next, if the US would send troops behind the front lines to invade our cities. So even we regular citizens had to train, to ready ourselves, in case the fight ever came to us.”

      “You’ll only hold me back, Maria,” Liz argued. “Even the men back at the safe house, they would only slow me down.”

      “Perhaps,” Maria replied, “but then, this fight won’t be won by brawn alone. The Director is cunning, ruthless. Do you really intend to take her on all by yourself?”

      “I won’t be alone.” Liz gestured at Mira. “You think she’d let me go without her?”

      At that, Mira looked up. She wandered across to them and sat in Liz’s lap. After a few seconds of wriggling, she leaned against Liz’s chest and closed her eyes.

      “We’ll make them pay, Liz,” she murmured sleepily.

      Liz stroked the soft down of Mira’s wings. “We will, kid.”

      “I think you’ll find I’m just as stubborn as that one,” Maria announced into the silence that followed.

      A long moment stretched out as Liz and Maria held each other’s gaze, testing one another’s resolve. Finally, Liz sighed. In truth, she didn’t want to go alone. She prayed Sam was still out there somewhere, but she had no idea how to find him. Trying would take precious time—time they didn’t have. Every day they waited was another chance they gave the government to wipe them out.

      Even so, bringing Maria wasn’t an option. Chris would have her head if she let his grandmother walk into the middle of a government stronghold.

      “Maria, I can’t…Chris…”

      “Is gone.” Maria reached out and gripped Liz by the arm. “Don’t you see, Liz? I have to do this. I’ve lost everything because of that woman—my home, my daughter, my grandson. I have nothing left to lose. So let me do this. Let me do something to put things right. If I have to die, let my death have meaning.” She smiled then. “Besides, you might need someone with a cool head if you’re going to break into The Rock.”

      It took several seconds for the old woman’s words to sink in. Liz stared at Maria, her mouth hanging open, a chill spreading through her chest. Her fingers dug into the cold dirt as she struggled to steady herself.

      “You’re saying…you’re saying the Director is in Alcatraz?”

      Maria grinned. “Aren’t you glad you’ll have company?”
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      Chris staggered to a stop as a wave of putrid air struck him like a blow. Bending in two, he breathed through his mouth as a keen wailing carried through the open door. Ahead, even the Director had halted, overwhelmed by the sight that greeted her. Only the man beside her seemed unaffected.

      Striding past the massive steel door, the President surveyed the rows of cells before turning to stare at the Director. His jaw clenched and there was anger in his hazel eyes. Despite his greying hair, his skin was unmarked by age, and there was no mistaking the power he carried in his massive shoulders. This was a man who ruled with an iron fist, who for over twenty years as President had faced challenges from friend and foe alike, and left them all for dead.

      He was not a man one crossed lightly.

      Watching him now, Chris couldn’t help but suspect the Director’s position was teetering on the brink of oblivion.

      “Seventy five percent mortality, you said?” the President asked.

      The Director’s face was pale. Chris had never seen her so rattled, but at the President’s words she straightened. Pushing the hair back from her face, she nodded. “Yes.”

      “Halt’s mortality rate was forty percent,” he murmured, his voice so low even Chris had to strain to hear him. “What happened?”

      Swallowing, the Director glanced around as though searching for someone to blame. “The doctors in his facility…they modified the virus before the Chead came. They thought they’d managed to prevent host immune systems from rejecting the virus. But the modifications, they…” Grimacing, she gestured at the cellblock, apparently lost for words.

      The President started down the hallway without saying another word. The Director trotted after him, Chris and Ashley following close behind.

      “They were correct—the virus was undetectable to their immune systems,” the Director was saying now, her voice emotionless. “Accelerated viral reproduction rates meant it spread through their bodies in a matter of hours. The problems started post integration…” She trailed off, her eyes flicking into the nearest cell.

      Within, the fit, healthy teenagers they’d seen just yesterday lay dead. Some had collapsed against the bars, their hands stretched out in desperate beseechment. Others had never moved from where they’d fallen after receiving the injection. A few had managed to drag themselves to the toilet in the back of their cells, where they’d thrown up bile and blood, before surrendering to the inevitable.

      Among the dead, the few living still writhed in helpless agony, their foreheads beaded by sweat, their moans whispering through the cellblock like the voices of ghosts. They lay in their beds, on the concrete, in each other’s arms, each just barely clinging to life.

      The doctors were already present, masks covering their faces as they went from survivor to survivor. Guards went with them, lending their strength to the grim task of removing the dead.

      “Once the virus was integrated, their immune systems could no longer recognize their own cells,” the Director was saying. “Fallow’s strain of the virus apparently reprogrammed the host’s immune system, so the altered cells wouldn’t be rejected. However, the process takes time to establish, until which time their immune systems continue to attack the altered cells. Inadvertently, the immunosuppressants Fallow’s candidates were given prevented this from happening.”

      “And the candidates are still alive?” the President snapped.

      “It appears…it appears only those with ineffective or compromised immune systems survived the change.”

      “This is unacceptable, Director,” the President said, continuing his march along the corridor. “I expected more from you. We need these creatures. The public was buoyed by our initial presentation, but perceptions are changing. We need a symbol of hope, before the Chead become any more disruptive.”

      “Why the rush?” the Director countered. “This could have been avoided if we’d been given time. The Madwomen are certainly no longer a threat. The idiot doctor that snuck out on the shipping barge led us to another safe house last night. Their numbers are dwindling.” She hesitated. “Or is it the Chead that concern you? Surely you cannot believe the rumors?”

      The President snorted. “No, I have sent our best recruits to deal with that overblown gossip. They’ve tracked a group on our infrared satellites. They’ll make short work of them.”

      “Best recruits?” the Director questioned.

      “Yes. Did you think I had entrusted you with all the conscripts?” he asked. “And no, it’s not the Chead that concern me—it’s Mexico. They’ve stayed neutral until now, but they’re calling for an investigation into our claims concerning the Chead and Texas. There are some who claim they have proof we are behind the plague.”

      “I told you, that was taken care of at the university,” the Director replied demurely. She leaned her head to the side and smiled. “As for proof of Texas’s involvement, I have made headway in that matter.”

      “Tell me.”

      The Director strode on, seeming to regain confidence with every step. “The spy is ready to talk. I have scheduled a conference for tomorrow morning. He’ll confirm the Lone Star State created the Chead, and that he played a role seeding it into our food chain.”

      “It won’t be enough,” the President interjected.

      “Perhaps not, but it should buy us time.” The Director gestured into one of the cells. Inside, a girl was being attended to by one of the doctors. “We still have forty-odd candidates left. In a few days they’ll be ready for the homeotic activator injection. You’ll have your symbol.”

      “It’s an army I need, Director,” the President pressed.

      The Director leaned against the bars of the cell and looked up at the towering man. “Bring me more candidates, and you’ll have it.”

      At that, she started down the corridor towards the exit. Shaking his head, the President followed her, his anger apparently mollified. Chris went with them, until he realized Ashley had stopped outside the open door to the girl’s cell. He continued a few more steps before coming to a stop. Cursing under his breath, he darted back towards Ashley.

      “Ash, what are you doing?” he hissed.

      Ashley disappeared into the cell before he could reach her. Glancing back, Chris found the Director watching him, her brow hard, arms crossed, and he staggered to a stop. Beside her, the President’s face remained expressionless.

      Swallowing, Chris moved to the door of the cell. Inside, Ashley had shoved the doctor back and was kneeling beside the bed. The girl’s eyes were open, but there was a faraway look to them. She was mumbling under her breath, a string of nonsensical words interspersed with occasional curses.

      “Please…don’t want to…where am I…are my parents…the Chead!” She shuddered and her eyes suddenly focused on Ashley’s face. “Who are you?” she croaked.

      Ashley stroked her hair. “It’s okay.” Her voice cracked as she spoke. “You’re going to be okay.”

      A shudder went through the girl. Her eyes rolled back into her skull and she began to convulse. The doctor quickly returned to her side as Ashley stepped back, her face a mask of horror. Chris looked away as a needle was pressed into the girl’s neck. When he looked back again she’d stilled, though her teeth were still clenched and her chest rattled with each breath.

      “Get out of there.” Chris jumped as the Director’s voice came from behind him.

      Ashley looked up from where she still knelt on the concrete. Her eyes shone as she stood and stepped towards the Director. Seeing the strange glow to her eyes, Chris retreated from her path. He had seen that look on her face before—back in the university, when she’d beaten Paul into submission without breaking a sweat.

      “This is my fault,” Ashley said as she emerged from the cell.

      Chris stood on the far side of the corridor as Ashley faced the President and the Director. The two had taken a step back at her appearance. Apparently, he wasn’t the only one who’d noticed the change. Her eyes might not have turned grey, but there was clearly something different about her.

      “I should never have let Sam do it,” Ashley continued, starting towards the Director. A tear spilled down her cheek. “I should have died.”

      “Stay back.” There was fear in the Director’s voice.

      When Ashley didn’t stop, the woman pressed a finger to her watch. Ashley flinched as her collar lit up, but to Chris’s shock, she didn’t collapse. Baring her teeth, Ashley took another step, a low growl rasping up from her throat.

      “I. Won’t. Let. You. Do. This,” Ashley panted, each step slow now, as though she were wading through a swamp.

      The color drained from the Director’s face as she tapped her watch again. The President started backing towards the door, but the Director stood her ground, scowling as she played with the settings on her controller watch.

      Fists clenched so tight her knuckles had turned white, Ashley continued to advance. The tendons in her neck stood up like iron cables as the collar around her throat flashed red. It made no sound, and Chris could only guess how much electricity was flowing through Ashley’s tiny body.

      Finally, the Director retreated a pace, but she was so focused on her watch that her feet tripped. She cried out, crashing to the floor. Ashley’s eyes glowed and redoubling her efforts, she reached for the Director’s throat.

      On the floor, the Director screamed and slammed her palm down on her watch. Chris’s collar gave a shrill beep. He had a split second to realize she’d activated a panic button, before a ripple of electricity coursed through his body, worse than any he’d felt before. His jaw locked in place, silencing the scream in his throat, and he dropped to the floor, paralyzed. From the corner of his eye he saw Ashley fall, finally overwhelmed by the collar’s power.

      The collar’s bite ceased within a few seconds, but it took a long moment for Chris’s senses to return. He lay on his back, dark spots dancing across his vision, the brilliance of the fluorescent lights drilling into his skull like sharp screws. Finally, he groaned and forced himself to sit up, though it only made the pounding in his head worse. Fire wrapped around his throat as he swallowed.

      His eyes settled on Ashley. She lay on the ground nearby, her wings splayed out around her, her scarlet hair tangled in the white feathers. Her breath came in short gasps and every few seconds her body spasmed, her back arching against the concrete. A light still flashed on her collar, but as the Director walked up and tapped her watch, it clicked off. Ashley’s body relaxed with a sigh.

      “I’m disappointed, Director.” The President had almost reached the exit to the prison block, but he approached again now, one cautious eye on Ashley. “I had expected your pets to be under control by now.”

      The Director scowled, obviously trying to cover her fear, though her hands were still shaking. “They’re not my pets,” she snapped, still staring at Ashley. “They’re Halt’s. His methods made them feral.”

      “Yes, well, you had best improve with the next batch—or I might begin to question whether you’re truly the best candidate for this position.” He strode out the open door, leaving Chris alone in the corridor with the Director and the unconscious Ashley.

      Fear twisted around Chris’s heart. Holding his breath, he forced himself to look at the Director, steeling himself for what was to come.

      The woman still stood over Ashley. “You disappoint me,” she said, her eyes catching his. “I expected more of you. After yesterday, I thought you were ready. Now, I wonder if you ever will be.”

      She stared at him until Chris lowered his gaze, unable to match the power in her eyes. Huddled on the ground, he tried to find his voice, and failed. The sound of marching boots came from the entrance to the prison block as guards raced towards them, having apparently been summoned back from body disposal duty.

      “Take her to my room,” the Director snapped, waving at Ashley. Turning, she looked down at Chris. “I’m done with you for the day. The guards will escort you. I will deal with you both tonight.”

      Chris glanced at Ashley, then back at the Director, hesitating.

      “Go!” she snapped.

      Chris went.
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      Susan fell back against the gravel, Hecate’s weight pressing down on her. His mouth met hers, their tongues entwining. Wrapping her arms around his powerful shoulders, she pulled him closer, digging her nails into his back like claws. Their lips separated and she gasped, sucking in a fresh lungful of air. The tang of blood lingered in her nostrils, fueling her lust.

      She shuddered as Hecate’s lips moved to her neck. His long black hair hung across her face, and she could feel his power, sense his desperate desire—though it was tempered with caution now, by the need to shelter her swollen belly.

      But the life growing within Susan had not stemmed her lust, and she gripped Hecate by the waist and toppled him. Straddling him before he could sit up, she leaned down and nipped at the soft flesh of his neck. He shivered and pulled her to him. She went gladly, sliding down, burning with heat, with desire.

      Susan gasped as he entered her, her hips thrusting down to draw him deeper inside. A wild howling filled the cavern as their bodies moved in concert, driving each other to greater and greater heights. Her hands tangled in Hecate’s long hair, Susan threw back her head and screamed her ecstasy.

      Pressure built in her stomach as Hecate grabbed her by the hips. Before she could react, he lifted Susan and pushed her to her hands and knees. Crouching there, Susan trembled, waiting for him to claim her.

      His arms went around her from behind, stroking her flesh, circling the sensitive points of her nipples. A rumble came from her chest, a warning for her mate to be quick, to sate her growing need. Hecate’s laughter whispered in her ear as he slid between her lips. She cried out as he began to thrust, edging him to higher passions, and they both gave way to the desires of the Chead within…

      Afterwards, they lay in each other’s arms, the rush of their passion slowly draining away. Susan lay with her head on Hecate’s chest, listening to the quick pounding of his heart. Her hands drifted to her stomach, and she shivered as her children kicked. She took Hecate’s hand and placed it on her naked belly.

      A protective growl came from his chest. Smiling, Susan wriggled closer to her mate.

      Safe.

      They had travelled through the rest of the night to reach the home caverns. It had been a long journey, and for the first time since her rebirth, Susan had felt the cold touch of fear. Not for herself, but the children growing inside her.

      But they had found no more soldiers waiting for them, no more explosions or bullets to tear away their lives. They had slipped into the outer tunnels as the first light of morning lit the sky, traveling the final miles in the darkness, relying on scent and sound and touch rather than sight. Talisa and her people knew the way, but even Susan could have followed the scent home. The cloying sweetness of the Chead had grown stronger with every passing mile, until the tunnels finally opened out to reveal the great expanse of a limestone cavern.

      It was there that Talisa’s Chead had made their nest. Those who’d remained behind gathered around their returning brethren, offering food and water, while Hecate led Susan to where a crack in the cavern led to the antechamber that he had made his home.

      Lying in his arms, Susan finally allowed herself to take it in. The Chead must have been raiding nearby settlements for some time, as Hecate had lit several candles when they’d first entered. The chamber was maybe ten feet wide, with smooth limestone walls and a gravel floor. Water trickled down the rock in a far corner, before disappearing beneath the stones. A pile of rags served as a bed, although in their haste it lay forgotten.

      Home.

      Susan frowned at the thought, her hand drifting again to her stomach. It would not be long now before her children took their first steps into the world. Would they truly be safe here, deep beneath the earth, while humanity roamed above? Could they truly prosper in a world where they were despised, where they would be hunted and killed on sight?

      “My children…” Susan flinched as a voice spoke from the entrance to their chamber. She sat up as Talisa entered, the gravel crunching beneath her bare feet.

      “Talisa,” Hecate said, standing. “What brings you…here?”

      Silently, Talisa took a seat on an outcropping of rock. It was the only place in the cavern to sit. Uncomfortably aware she was still naked, Susan’s cheeks flushed as the woman’s milky eyes settled on her. Though the ancient Chead appeared blind, Susan was sure by now she wasn’t. But Hecate seemed unconcerned by her inspection of their bare bodies.

      As though reading her thoughts, Talisa chuckled. “You forget, my child.” Her voice whispered through the cave. “You are Chead. Your body holds no shame for us. Especially not with the precious gift you carry.” She held out a wrinkled arm towards Susan.

      Susan hesitated before taking it. Talisa pulled her to her feet, the old woman’s strength belying her age. A shiver ran up Susan’s spine as the Chead placed a cold hand on her swelling stomach.

      “You are progressing well.” A smile cracked her ancient face. “Soon your children will join with mine.”

      Susan grinned, joy washing away her fears.

      Removing her hand, Talisa returned to her seat. She swayed as she sat, and for a second it seemed she might fall.

      “Talisa.” Hecate placed a steadying hand on her shoulder. “What is…wrong?”

      “I am old, my child,” Talisa said. “My time approaches. Soon I will be gone. It is the price we pay for our existence.”

      Susan’s heart quickened and she wondered suddenly how long it would be before she faced the same fate. Talisa had said she’d been nearing fifty when the change came on her, but just a couple of years living as Chead had aged her decades. Susan was only thirty. Her best years should have been ahead of her. Now, she might be lucky to live another decade. Her stomach clenched at the thought.

      Sensing her distress, Hecate returned to her. Bending down, he stroked her cheek. “My mate…” he breathed.

      Her closed eyes at his touch, his scent stilling her racing heart. Drawing in a breath, Susan resolved to embrace her fate. At least as Chead, she could truly live. She might only have ten years, but they would be spent free of the shackles of humanity. Gone were her days locked in grey-walled rooms, far from the thrill of life.

      “There is still time,” Talisa continued, her voice strengthening. “Before I go, I intend to see my purpose fulfilled.”

      “Your purpose?” Susan pressed.

      Talisa nodded. “Humanity has proven time and again they will not tolerate us. They will hunt us to extinction, stop at nothing to destroy us. I will not die while my children still face that threat.”

      “But how, Talisa?” Susan asked. “How can we defeat them? Our numbers have grown, but humanity is legion. In just one battle we lost a tenth of our fighters.”

      Beside her, Hecate hissed. Standing, Susan took his hand, feeling the tension radiating from him, the wild heat of his anger. All his life he had been imprisoned, tormented by the creatures she had once worked alongside.

      “We must destroy…them all,” he rumbled.

      She shivered as the grey in Hecate’s eyes darkened. Still fresh from the passion of battle, he was teetering on the brink. She stood on her toes and kissed him on his beard. Her hands went around his waist as she pressed her body against him. He blinked, looking down at her. Smiling demurely, she watched the darkness fade, to be replaced with hunger.

      On her makeshift chair, Talisa laughed. “You are right, my child.” She stood and wandered around the cave, her fingers trailing over the smooth rock. In the corner, a candle flickered as a slight breeze passed through the cave, its flame burning low.

      “But we must not be reckless,” Talisa went on. “As you say, our enemy is legion. Our people must have a chance to grow, before we face them in open battle.”

      “We will not…fight them?” Hecate hissed.

      Turning, Talisa stared him down, her eyes aglow in the darkness. After a long moment, Hecate lowered his head in deference, and she went on, “Until now, they have been ignorant to our presence, but that is changing. If they come for us in strength, our people will be wiped away.”

      “What can…we do?” Susan asked softly.

      Talisa watched her, a smile on her lips. “You did well, my child, capturing the woman.”

      “The woman?” Hecate’s head whipped up. “She has…accepted the change?”

      “No…” Talisa replied, “she has refused.”

      “Then she has joined her fellow humans?” Hecate questioned.

      Talisa had finished her loop around the cavern and now stood before them again. “Patience, my child,” she said. “The woman may yet prove…valuable. She is the first of their warriors we have captured.”

      “All the more…dangerous,” Hecate growled. “You do not know…the things they are…capable of.”

      Talisa stilled. Face impassive, she stepped towards Hecate. She caught him by the throat before he could react and lifted him into the air. Stumbling back, Susan watched as Hecate’s legs kicked uselessly at empty air.

      “Do not question me,” Talisa snapped.

      With a flick of her wrist, she sent Hecate tumbling across the cave. He landed with a crunch of gravel near the entrance. Talisa didn’t move as he climbed to his feet, a snarl on his lips. His eyes darkened, but before he could speak, Susan stepped between them again. She placed a hand on her mate’s naked chest.

      “Enough,” she said, her eyes drilling into his.

      Hecate stared back at her, and she saw the madness flickering there. Silently she held him in place, waiting for the rage to die. When he finally sighed and nodded, Susan stepped aside.

      Bowing his head, Hecate approached Talisa. “Forgive me, Talisa,” he murmured. “This is your…domain. You are…master here.”

      “Yes…” Talisa murmured, her eyes turning distant. “When I first came here, we were nothing. Only my strength has brought us together, has saved us from the hunters.” She stared at the stone walls, as though seeking out each of the Chead she had gathered here beneath the earth. “Soon I shall die, and the fate of my children will pass to another.” Her voice turned hard. “But not before I have carved them a nation from the bones of this earth.”

      “How?” Susan asked.

      “With fire and fury,” Talisa replied.
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      Slumped against the wall, Chris watched as the guards marched outside, leaving Ashley and him alone in the Director’s apartment. On the other side of the room, Ashley’s chest slowly rose and fell. Her face had softened, losing the tightness of pain, and she seemed to be sleeping now. Chris was relieved that she lived, though he could not help but curse his friend for her recklessness.

      What were you thinking, Ash?

      Shivering, Chris recalled the look in Ashley’s eyes as she stalked towards the Director. In that moment, she had seemed unstoppable, as though no force on earth could prevent her from tearing out the woman’s throat. He wondered what it had taken, how much electricity had coursed through Ashley’s body to finally bring her down.

      He had already tried and failed to understand what had happened. Her eyes had not turned grey, and when she’d spoken, it had still been Ashley. Yet there was no denying that a change had come over her, a shift that had allowed Ashley to resist the collar’s bite like none of them ever had before.

      A moan pulled Chris from his thoughts as Ashley rolled onto her side and sat up. The thick chain rattled, pulling her up short as she tried to stand. Blinking, she looked around, taking stock of their surroundings.

      “What? Were we grounded?” she croaked, her throat sounding raw.

      Chris scowled. “Hardly the time for jokes.”

      Ignoring him, Ashley crossed her legs and lay back against the wall. Her forehead creased and she closed her eyes, a grimace on her lips. “Ahhh…but that hurts.” She reached up and touched her throat. The skin beneath her collar was inflamed, and she flinched as her fingers made contact.

      “Are you okay?” Chris asked, his voice softening.

      Ashley shrugged. “Better than those kids.”

      Chris bit his lip and quickly looked away, unable to face the accusation behind her words.

      “I’m glad you’re alive,” he replied.

      “For now.” He looked back up, alarmed by her words, and she continued, “I doubt she’ll want me around after that.”

      Chris started to argue, but she spoke over him. “I’m glad, really,” she murmured, glancing at the door, as if expecting death to come marching through at any moment. “I don’t know how much longer I could have lasted, screaming in the darkness, alone. Days, weeks, it doesn’t matter, she would have broken me in the end.” Ashley looked at him as she finished, her eyes sad.

      “It doesn’t have to end like this, Ash,” Chris choked out.

      “It does, Chris.” Tears shimmered in Ashley’s eyes as she smiled. “Don’t you see? Death is my only way out now.”

      “But it’s not,” Chris cried, his voice growing loud. He gestured at the door. “Aren’t you tired of putting everyone else first, Ash? Of sacrificing everything for others?”

      He waited for a reply, but Ashley’s eyes remained fixed on the ground, her scarlet hair hanging in greasy tangles across her face.

      Baring his teeth, he continued, “What does defying her achieve, Ash? When has anything we’ve ever done changed things, for that matter? Every sacrifice we’ve made, everything we’ve given up, it’s all been for nothing. Those students still died, the President is still in control, our parents, our families, they’re still gone. Yet here we sit, in chains, suffering every night, not even allowed a bed to sleep in.”

      As he spoke, Chris felt a weight lifting from his shoulders, his guilt and regret falling away. Seeing Ashley, at her haggard face and sallow skin, her red-stained eyes and molting feathers, he shook his head.

      “Look at what you’ve done to yourself, Ash, and for what?” he whispered.

      There was pity in Ashley’s eyes. “The Chris I used to know would understand.”

      “That Chris died with the kids at the university,” Chris retorted.

      She closed her eyes at that, and a tear dripped down her cheek. Regret twisted in Chris’s stomach, but he could not take back the angry words. After all, they were the truth. Ever since they’d escaped, he’d been punished again and again for helping others. He couldn’t do it any longer.

      A long silence stretched out as they both sat staring into space, each stewing in their own private misery.

      “You know what comes next, don’t you, Chris?” Ashley asked softly.

      Before he could respond, the door clicked and swung open. The Director strode inside, her face a carefully blank mask. Her eyes travelled around the room, lingering on Chris, then Ashley, before she let the door swing closed behind her. Her long legs carried her across to where Ashley crouched. Arms folded, she slowly shook her head.

      “I cannot forgive this, my pet,” she murmured.

      Lips pursed, eyes defiant, Ashley didn’t budge an inch. Chris waited, heart pounding, as the Director uncrossed her arms.

      “That’s it then? No excuses?” she whispered, then paused, as though waiting for a response. When none came, the Director nodded. “Very well. You have written your own fate. Guards!”

      Chris flinched as her shout echoed around him. The door slid open and two men stepped inside and joined the Director.

      “I’ve made my decision.” She waved at the doorway. “Take her back to the cells. I’m tired of looking at her. She can spend the night with the other experiments she deemed so precious. In the morning I’ll oversee her euthanization.”

      “No!” The scream tore from Chris’s throat before he could stop himself. He lunged forward, but the chain brought him up short, and he cried out as the collar cut into his neck.

      Ignoring him, the guards busied themselves detaching Ashley’s chain from the ground, but the Director turned and walked towards him. Behind her, Ashley had slumped against the wall, her eyelids half-closed, her wings limp against her back. There was no mistaking her terror, but in her weakened state she made no effort to fight back.

      One of the guards lifted the chain and gave it a tug. The chain went taut, pulling Ashley off-balance. She placed a hand down to steady herself, but the guard pulled again, half-dragging her across the floor. Coughing, she gripped the makeshift leash and yanked back. The guard stumbled, her strength taking him by surprise, but held on. Before she could try again, the other guard drove his steel-capped boot into the side of Ashley’s head.

      Still kneeling on the floor, Ashley couldn’t avoid the blow, and the kick sent her reeling back into the wall. She made to sit up, but the guard delivered another kick to her stomach before she could recover. The breath hissed between Ashley’s teeth and, gasping, she collapsed face-first to the ground. When she tried to crawl away, another boot caught her on the side of the head.

      All semblance of resistance left Ashley then, as she slumped to the floor, unconscious. Taking up the chain, the guard dragged her towards the door. Half-starved and sleep deprived, Ashley couldn’t have weighed more than a hundred pounds, and the man had no trouble lifting her. The second guard followed close behind.

      Chris watched from his knees, the collar tight around his throat as he strained to intervene. Now, as he caught his last glimpse of Ashley before she disappeared into the corridor, he felt hot tears on his cheeks.

      Why, Ashley? he screamed in his mind. Why?

      “Christopher.” He shuddered as the Director’s voice came from overhead. Swallowing his grief, Chris looked up and found her cold eyes on him.

      “What?”

      “You disappointed me today.” His stomach swirled at the tone in her voice. “Perhaps you are less evolved than I thought. I’m of half a mind to send you after your friend.”

      A shiver ran down Chris’s spine. Gone was the warmth she’d shown him yesterday—the Director meant what she said. He was teetering on the edge of a precipice: one wrong step, and he would tumble down into the abyss after his friend.

      He lowered his eyes. “I’m sorry, ma’am,” he breathed, “I…”

      “Yes?” the Director pressed. “Tell me, what excuse do you have for your failure?”

      Chris closed his eyes. “I have no excuse,” he said, blinking back tears. “I should have…I should have protected you…” He trailed off, his voice fading to nothing, and bowed, exposing his neck as though awaiting execution.

      Strong fingers gripped him by the chin and forced his head back up. The Director’s lips were drawn tight, her brow hard. He flinched as her fingers dug into his flesh.

      “Please,” he gasped, unable to keep the fear from his voice, “I don’t want to die.”

      The Director raised an eyebrow. “No?”

      He shook his head, though his movement was restricted by her hold on his chin.

      “Then perhaps you can redeem yourself.” She tapped a finger to her control watch. It beeped and the chain fell away, though the cold embrace of his collar remained.

      Standing, she offered him her hand. “Rise, Christopher.”

      Chris shivered as he looked up at her. A lead weight settled in his stomach. He knew what she was asking, what it would mean if he took her hand. It was a line that, once crossed, he could not return from. There would be no redemption.

      He would be hers—body and soul.

      But what choice did he have? To refuse was to join Ashley, to wait in a cell for the sun to rise, and the end to come. Even as he considered the idea, a gulf opened in his chest. With Ashley gone, he was truly alone now. Isolated from his friends, from his family, what darkness would he fall into?

      Yet he would be alive. He would be safe, free of the torments Ashley had suffered. In that moment, he made his decision.

      Chris took her hand, and rose.
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      Sam squinted into the darkness, his wings creaking as the San Francisco winds battered him. He was flying higher than he ever had before, and even his powerful muscles were struggling to keep his wings straight in the howling wind. They pushed him around like a ragdoll, but he only gritted his teeth and pressed on. He was almost there.

      He had wanted to set out earlier, when there’d still been light in the sky. But the government had proven relentless—continuing its hunt for the fugitives all through the next day. So instead, he’d been forced to remain in the basement with Jocelyn and the other resistance fighters, listening to the buzzing of helicopters outside, his nerves growing more frayed by the hour.

      Only when darkness fell once more did the hunters relent. Patrols still swept the streets, but the roaming helicopters had returned to their nests for the night. Sam had seen Jocelyn and the others safely out of the search grid, and then wished them luck. The fighters had waved him goodbye with grim faces—they all knew this would probably be the last time they saw each other.

      One simply did not break into Alcatraz and expect to survive.

      Despite the odds, Sam knew he had to try. They’d had no word from the Madwomen, no news about what had happened at the safe house. He didn’t want to think about what that meant. He still clung to the hope that Liz, Jasmine and Mira had made it out, but he couldn’t wait around to find out. The government was closing its net around the resistance, and if he delayed any longer, there might not be anyone left to fight for.

      Unfortunately, a storm had broken with nightfall and now he was beginning to doubt he could even make it to the island. Another gust buffeted him. Tensing the muscles along his back, he trimmed his wings and drifted lower. Through the clouds, the dark waters of the harbor appeared. White-capped waves churned the surface as salt spray drifted upwards. Thunder clapped and a patch of rain swept past, soaking him to the skin.

      Cursing, Sam searched the waters and finally found the orange glow of a lighthouse. As he flew closer, other shapes appeared from the darkness. Buildings rose from the steep cliffs of The Rock. The lighthouse was the tallest, and shifting direction, he headed towards it.

      When he was still some twenty feet out, Sam glimpsed a guard on the observation deck atop the lighthouse. The man was leaning against the rails, squinting out through the pouring rain with a sour look on his face. He carried a rifle slung over one shoulder, but Sam had no intention of giving him a chance to use it.

      Approaching from above, Sam ensured he was outside the guard’s line of sight. When he was still several feet above the tower, he folded his wings and dropped from the sky. A gust of wind almost threw him off-course, but with a twist of his wings he recovered, and crashed down on the man’s back. The impact of Sam’s two hundred pounds drove the guard face-first into the railing.

      Sam landed lightly and delivered another blow to the back of his victim’s head for good measure. Then taking hold of the man’s legs, he dragged him into the lighthouse tower and shoved him into the nearest closet.

      Returning to the observation deck, Sam took a moment to assess his surroundings. His vantage point on the lighthouse gave him a view over half the island. Lightning flashed, illuminating the stark concrete walls and barred windows of the prison block. A dark shadow was all he could see of the entrance, but as the lightning died away, he saw the dim glint of solid steel doors.

      His heart sank. Even with his considerable strength, he couldn’t break through that. Shivering in the rain, he continued his examination of the island. To his right, the ground dropped away in a sheer cliff, but beyond he could just see the rooftop of another building below. From its open windows and plain walls, he guessed it was the residential quarter for staff.

      Sam returned his attention to the main prison building. In the darkness, he could see no way to force his way inside. The grounds of the island were empty, without so much as a guard standing outside the main entrance. There might be others patrolling the island, but he guessed the majority were stationed within at night, where the real threat resided.

      After all, Alcatraz had been reopened to contain the most dangerous criminals of the Western Allied States, the traitors and terrorists who posed a threat to their very way of life. Or so it was said. Now, of course, Sam knew better. The prisoners inside were likely no different from his parents—falsely accused, locked away without trial, sentenced to death for the crime of questioning the government.

      His hands tightened on the railings as he studied the barred windows, wondering if he might force his way inside. But the bars were also solid steel, at least half an inch in diameter. He doubted he could do much more than dent them.

      No, he would have to wait until someone came or went. When the doors were unlocked, he would make his move.

      Retreating under the eaves of the lighthouse, he lowered himself to the steel deck and leaned against the wall behind him. Silently, he crossed his legs and settled in to wait out the night…

      Sam snapped awake to the crash of thunder. Cursing, he sat up, the harsh light of dawn burning at his eyes. In the distance, waves crashed. As he stood, a gust of wind pushed him sideways and almost tore him from the deck. Above, the storm had built itself up into a fury.

      A clang came from somewhere in the lighthouse and a voice carried up. “Jerry! You fall asleep again?”

      His heart pounding, Sam slid back inside the building. Cut off from the wind, he could hear the steady pounding of boots on the staircase now, approaching rapidly. He slipped across the room and peered over the rail into the stairwell. Below, a man was climbing the winding stairs.

      Crouching in the shadows, Sam waited for the guard to come to him.

      “Jerry, where you hiding, man?” the guard wheezed as he reached the top.

      Sam didn’t bother to reply. Leaping forward, he punched the man square in the chest, driving the air from his lungs and stealing his voice. A second blow to the head dropped the guard without a sound. Dragging his victim across to the closet, he tossed him in with his friend. The first man was beginning to stir, but another knock to the head returned him to sleep.

      Stepping outside again, Sam crouched on the observation deck and looked back out over the island. Despite the storm, the sky was quickly brightening, and he cursed himself for falling asleep. He was more exhausted than he’d realized, but it was too late to reconsider his plans. It was now or never.

      Movement near the residential block drew his attention. Squinting through the rain, he watched a group of three figures run from the building to a waiting golf cart. The three had barely scrambled into the vehicle before the driver took off. They went lurching along a muddy path before disappearing behind the lip of the cliff.

      A few minutes later, the cart reappeared at the top of the cliffs, having wound its way up the road from below. Sam caught the distant whir of an electric engine as it settled back onto flat ground. His heart surged as he realized it was headed towards the prison. A clang came from somewhere below. Leaning out over the edge of the platform, Sam saw the prison doors swing open. Two men in blue uniforms matching the ones in his closet stepped out into the rain. Both carried rifles, but they appeared at ease. They walked a few steps through the mud and waved at the cart.

      As the golf cart approached, Sam climbed onto the rails of the observation deck. He moved slowly so as not to draw the guards’ attention, but they were too preoccupied with the vehicle to notice the winged boy atop the tower. Stretching his wings, Sam waited until the cart pulled to a stop in front of the prison, and then hurled himself from the lighthouse.

      The passengers in the golf cart were just stepping off when he landed among them. He dropped the driver first, a blow to the man’s neck sending him sprawling against the steering wheel. Spinning, he took in the empty hands of the three passengers and then leapt at the guards by the door.

      They were still frozen in shock as he landed between them. One tried to lift his rifle, but Sam was already too close and a blow to his chest dropped him like a rock. The other turned and tried to make it through the steel doors. He managed two steps before Sam caught him by the collar and hauled him back. After finishing the man off with a cuff to the head, he turned his attention to the passengers.

      There were two men and a woman. As he’d hoped, they were civilians, unarmed and clearly terrified by his sudden appearance. They flinched as he stepped towards them. Before any of them thought to shout for help, Sam darted forward and caught one by the shirt.

      “Not a word, or you won’t live to see tomorrow,” he growled.

      The man struggled to break free, until Sam lifted him into the air and shook him. His head lolled like a bobblehead doll’s, and when Sam dropped him to the muddy ground, he didn’t make a sound. Scrambling back towards his colleagues, he stared up at Sam, lips clamped shut.

      Sam grinned. “Atta boy.” He glared at the others, inviting them to try their luck, before continuing. “Good, you’re quick learners. Do what I say, and you might just make it off this rock alive.”

      Eyes wide, the three of them stared back at him. After a moment’s hesitation, each of them nodded.

      “Great.” Sam waved at the doorway. “Shall we get out of this rain, then?”
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      Stepping through the giant steel door, Sam found himself in a grim, bleach-white room. Steel beams reinforced the walls and ceilings above, while a series of unidentifiable grey stains marked the linoleum floor. A metal detector like those used in airports stood waiting, and beyond it, a steel bench stretched down the middle of what looked like a waiting room. To the right, a window looked into a guard booth. It was empty now, but behind the glass a computer screen displayed camera feeds from around the facility. One showed the ground outside where the unconscious guards still lay, another the room in which he was standing.

      There was no one else in sight, but Sam doubted he’d seen the last of Alcatraz’s guards. The cameras needed to go. One was on the ceiling, in the corner. He leapt up and tore it from the wall, then moved outside and did the same to the one outside. He hoped this would buy him a few extra minutes.

      A new pair of double doors stood on the other side of the waiting room, but there was no obvious lock or handle on the steel panels.

      “How do they open?” he asked his guides.

      The woman swallowed and held up her arm. A familiar watch shone on her wrist.

      “What’s on the other side?” Sam pressed.

      The woman hesitated, but any thought she had of lying evaporated as Sam stepped towards her. “The control room,” she stammered. “There’ll be more guards.”

      “How many?”

      She only shook her head, her mouth hanging open, eyes wide. She’d obviously run out of words.

      “It varies,” the man Sam had attacked earlier answered in her stead. “Five, ten, depends who’s on duty, what’s happening with the prisoners and…” He trailed off, clearly realizing he’d said too much.

      “And the experiments, right?” Sam snapped. His eyes narrowed and he stepped towards the group, wings trembling. “What exactly do you three do here?”

      “We’re…we’re no one,” the man stammered quickly.

      Sam snorted. “I doubt that.” He gestured to the watches they all wore. “I recognize those. Pack quite a punch with the right prisoners, don’t they? Must be terrifying for you, having one of us free.”

      The three exchanged glances but wisely kept their mouths shut.

      Scowling, Sam held out his hand. “Hand them over, all of you. Now!”

      They obeyed, and Sam pocketed two of the watches, before nodding to the woman. “You, unlock the door for me.” He held out the third watch.

      The woman didn’t move, and Sam stepped forward and grabbed her by the wrist. She yelped and tried to pull away, but he didn’t budge. Shoving the watch into her trembling hands, he bared his teeth.

      “Do it,” he snapped.

      Sobbing, the woman tapped a few buttons on the screen. With a groan, the doors started to open. Sam took back the watch and released the woman.

      Sam started towards the double doors. “You might want to lock yourselves in the guard booth,” he called over his shoulder. “I’d say things are about to get ugly.” Then he darted through the gap that had appeared between the doors.

      “Problem with the camera, Je—”

      A guard was speaking behind the opening doors, but his words were cut off as Sam leapt inside and drove his foot into the man’s knee.

      Screaming, the guard went down, but Sam was already moving past him. The room he found himself in was cluttered with desks and chairs. Old CRT monitors sat on the desks, and filing cabinets had been pushed up against the far wall. It looked more like a downtown office in San Francisco than a prison. Except for the men with guns.

      They obviously hadn’t been paying attention to the cameras before he’d disabled them, but their shock was already evaporating as Sam stepped around the fallen man. They scrambled backwards, putting tables and chairs between themselves and the intruder.

      Darting forward, Sam glimpsed a window in the far wall. Behind the glass was a kind of visitor’s room, with rows of steel tables and chairs—although Alcatraz hadn’t allowed visitors in decades. Beyond the tables, thick steel bars separated the room from the prison proper.

      But he was getting ahead of himself.

      There were still half a dozen guards to deal with. Unlike those outside, these men only carried handguns, but the weapons would be no less deadly in the tight space.

      Sam ducked behind a desk as the first guard opened fire. It was a thick wooden thing, probably weighing forty pounds, and offered plenty of shelter. But Sam wasn’t about to let them pin him down. Gripping it in both hands, he gritted his teeth and sent it flying across the room.

      It slammed down among the guards, crushing one and scattering the rest. The momentary panic was all Sam needed to reach them. Even without his special gifts, he was larger than most men. Add two extra limbs, enhanced strength and reaction times, and the men were hopelessly outmatched.

      As one raised his gun, Sam’s wingtip flashed out and sent it flying. At the same time, he kicked out at another guard, hurling him into the window. To Sam’s surprise, the glass didn’t so much as crack, and the man slumped to the floor with a moan.

      A gunshot rang out and Sam ducked as a bullet whizzed past. Hurling himself sideways, he tackled another guard, knowing if he stood still they would have him. He used his momentum to pick up the man and charge the gunman. The guard in his arms screamed before the three of them crashed together and they went down in a pile of thrashing arms and legs.

      On the ground, Sam was hidden from the last gunman. He finished the two men with a few solid blows, catching a fist to the jaw in the process. Then he rolled to his knees and sprang, his wings beating down to carry him across the room, seeking out the final guard. A flash of movement came from Sam’s left as the man rushed for a red panel in the corner, but when he glanced back and saw Sam bearing down on him, he stumbled and fell.

      Sam was on him before he had a chance to recover, dragging him away from what must be the alarm. The man groaned and tried to fight him off until Sam punched him squarely in the stomach. Gasping, the man’s face turned white as he strained to suck in a winded breath.

      Crossing his arms, Sam took a moment to survey the room. None of the other men were moving, and satisfied, he turned his attention back to his new captive.

      “Listen very closely,” he whispered, leaning in. “I’m not going to kill you—even if you probably deserve it. Well, not so long as you cooperate.”

      The man had finally managed to catch his breath. Jaw clenched, he shook his head.

      Sam sighed and caught the guard by the wrist. Grasping one of his fingers, he began to bend it backwards.

      “A colleague of yours taught me this,” he said conversationally. The guard tried to bat him away with his free hand, but Sam was implacable. “Doctor Halt. I don’t suppose you know him.”

      The guard screamed as his finger snapped with a sickening crack. He tried to break away, but Sam caught him by the throat and pulled him forward.

      “Listen up,” he snapped, his face less than an inch from his prisoner’s, “I don’t have time to mess around. Next thing I break will be your arm. Now, tell me, how do I release all the prisoners up here?”

      The guard stared back at him, mouth open. “What?”  he croaked, aghast.

      “You heard me,” Sam said dangerously. “I’ve seen those prison movies. There’s far too many cells in Alcatraz to open them all manually. You must have electronic locks. So where’s the button?”

      The guard swallowed. “You’re insane. Don’t you know…who’s in there?”

      “Traitors? Terrorists? The worst of the worst? Or so I’m told,” Sam replied. “Seems like a fun bunch. So, how do I let them out?”

      It looked like the man would refuse, but he quickly gave in when Sam gripped him by the elbow and started to twist. Sam dragged him across the room to a computer, and watched as the man navigated through the menus, ensuring he didn’t set off any alarms. Sam had never used a computer before, and he was quickly lost in the complexity of the system, but his captive didn’t know that. Finally, the option to "open prison cells” popped up on the screen. With a last fearful look at Sam, the man pressed the “okay” button.

      The distant rattling of steel wheels came from the window to the prison. Sam gave the man a tap on the head, knocking him face-first into the computer. Leaving him unconscious at the desk, Sam strode into the visitor’s room and onwards through the chain-wire gate into the prison block.

      Striding across the concrete floor, Sam watched as the first prisoners stepped hesitantly from their cells. They looked around at each other, eyes wide and shoulders hunched, as though anticipating a trap. Sam rubbed his jaw where the guard had struck him and waited for them to notice him.

      Each wore an orange jumpsuit, although many were worn with age. The inmates were in poor shape, their eyes sunken pits in starvation-ravaged faces, more skin and bone than human.

      “Welcome to the greatest prison break in history,” Sam boomed when he thought enough prisoners had emerged from their iron shells.

      As one, the men and women looked around. Their confusion turned to open fear as he spread his copper wings. A few darted back into their cells, while the others sank to their knees.

      When no one spoke, Sam went on. “I mean all of you, in case that wasn’t clear.” He gestured at the open door behind him. “The guards are unconscious. You’ll want to take their guns before you go overrunning the rest of the island. Don’t kill too many people. Or do, I don’t care, they probably deserve it.”

      The prisoners still didn’t move. Rolling his eyes, Sam started forward. There were two levels to the prison, with cells on the ground floor as well as a second level of cells attached to a boardwalk above. He strode down the narrow lane between the two blocks. The men and women shrank back as he approached, but he ignored them now. The prisoners were just a distraction—though he was glad he’d helped them. Conditions obviously weren’t exactly humane in Alcatraz, and he doubted many were the criminals the government claimed them to be.

      No, these people were like his own parents, arrested for unfounded suspicions of treason—or for merely being related to someone accused. They were all older, at least in their thirties, and he supposed that in a way, they were the lucky ones. It was their children, rather than themselves, who would be tortured and experimented on, forced to fight and suffer and kill just to survive.

      Children like himself.

      He shuddered at the memories and focused on the task at hand. Ahead, an old elevator with iron grating for doors loomed in the wall. It was a far cry from modern, but he guessed the government had wanted it to blend in with the dated architecture of Alcatraz. If one didn’t know the prison’s history, one could easily believe it had always been there.

      Pulling open the iron grate, Sam stepped inside. There were only two buttons. He pressed the bottom and yanked the iron grate shut again. Somewhere above, a motor ground into gear. The elevator lurched and began to descend. Turning, Sam looked through the iron grating at the dimly-lit prison.

      Several hundred faces stared back.

      Grinning, he gave two thumbs up as he slowly dropped from view.

      Then he was alone in the darkness.
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      Liz shivered as she dropped through the clouds. The rain had long ago seeped through her clothes, soaking her to the skin. The flight had been a rough one, but at least it had been short. They’d spent the day building a pyre for Jasmine—placing her body inside the battered car and filling it with dried branches. With the fall of night, Liz, Mira and Maria had said their final farewells, and then set the car alight. They had fled the park as the first downpour broke over the city.

      But they had not anticipated the storm. Liz had only managed to fly a few blocks with Maria on her back before the powerful winds forced her down. And so they had traversed the winding hills of San Francisco by foot. Fortunately, Chris’s grandmother was fit for her age, and it wasn’t until they reached the harbor that Liz had to carry her again.

      Now, Liz’s wings creaked as she drifted down through the storm. The wind tore at her feathers, forcing her to retract her wings as close to her body as possible or have them torn off. On her back, Maria clung to her shoulders, further hampering her maneuverability. The old woman might only weigh a hundred and twenty pounds, but Liz was already counting the minutes, trying to estimate how much of the one mile between the mainland and the island remained.

      At least the storm hid them from prying eyes. With a thick fog hanging over the harbor, Liz could not make out the distant beacon of the lighthouse. Even Mira, swooping through the clouds somewhere to her right, was barely visible. Maria had given the girl the handgun and grenades to carry, but while Liz was glad to be relieved of the extra weight, the thought of Mira with explosives made her more than a little nervous.

      Finally, Liz decided they had to be close. Tucking in her wings, she drifted down through the clouds. Slowly the fog cleared, and she saw the waves crashing against stony cliffs.

      Bingo.

      She frowned as her keen eyes made out figures moving across the open ground. Hundreds of people were pouring from the main building in the middle of the island. Their orange jumpsuits stood out against the muddy ground as they swarmed across Alcatraz.

      What the hell is going on down here?

      With the howling wind, there was no time to ask Maria her opinion, and angling down, Liz searched for a place to land. She settled on the lighthouse. Standing several stories aboveground with only one entrance, it would be easily defensible if those below proved dangerous.

      Although it looked for all the world like the prisoners had somehow broken free of their cells.

      She scanned the walkway at the top of the lighthouse as she swooped down, but there was no sign of movement and she landed quickly, Mira just a wingbeat behind her.

      “Who were those people?” Maria shouted over the wind as she staggered down off Liz’s back.

      “They looked like inmates,” Liz yelled back.

      The old woman nodded, then smiled at Mira, who promptly tossed her the grenade belt. Liz’s heart lurched in her chest as the explosives tumbled through the air, but Maria caught them calmly. Looping the belt over her shoulder, she raised an eyebrow at Mira.

      “Cheeky.”

      Before Mira could reply, the distant whine of a siren carried across the island. Liz looked down as lights flashed above the entrance to the prison.

      “What now?” Maria asked.

      “You tell me,” Liz shot back. “You’re meant to be the brains, remember?”

      The old women pursed her lips but did not reply. Liz sighed. All they had to go on was one word—Alcatraz. That was all the doctor had managed before life fled his broken body. Which meant from this point on, they were going in blind.

      “Let’s take a closer look at those prisoners,” Maria said finally.

      The same thought had occurred to Liz, though she still couldn’t make heads or tails of what was going on. If the people they’d seen were really The Rock’s inmates, how had they escaped their cells? It couldn’t be a coincidence.

      They took the stairs two at a time and rushed across the muddy field towards the prison. Liz scanned the rooftops as they went, alert for prowling guards. Ahead, the open doors to the prison beckoned.

      Halfway across the muddy ground, a barrage of gunshots rang out, bringing them to a panicked halt. Ducking, Liz swung around, seeking out the shooter. The last of the orange-garbed figures were disappearing around the corner of the prison building, but otherwise there was no sign of movement. Whoever was shooting, they weren’t aiming at the three of them.

      They started out again, crossing the last few yards to the entrance. Liz took the lead, stepping inside and scanning the room, still expecting bullets to come hissing out of the shadows. Instead, she found half a dozen guards piled against the far wall, their hands cuffed behind their backs and mouths stuffed with rags.

      What the hell is going on?

      Liz glanced at Maria and raised an eyebrow, but Chris’s grandmother had already crossed the room and was staring through a window into what seemed like a tiny guard booth.

      Two men and a woman stood on the other side of the glass. It was obvious that the group of prisoners who’d just left had tried unsuccessfully to get to them. The steel door had taken a beating and cracks crisscrossed the window. Only the wire reinforcing had held it together.

      Joining Maria, Liz contemplated the door, before giving it a solid kick near the handle. It slammed open with the shriek of tearing metal. The three inside screamed and tried to climb over each other to get away. Stepping in, Liz grabbed the first one and hauled him out.

      Tossing him to the floor, she pinned him beneath her foot. “What happened here?”

      The man blanked, looking too terrified to speak.

      Liz crouched beside him. “I suggest you tell me.” She nodded in the direction the prisoners had taken. “Unless you want me to go fetch your friends out there.”

      “No…no,” he stuttered. Blinking, he looked at Liz as though seeing her for the first time. His eyes settled on her wings. “Your…friend, he’s already gone below.”

      “My friend?”

      “Yes, the boy, with the copper wings…the one from the television. I assume—”

      Liz hit him in the head before he could finish, knocking him unconscious. She’d heard enough.

      So, this was Sam’s doing. He was alive and already well ahead of them. But unlike her, Sam was alone. She shook her head at his hypocrisy for telling her to be careful and then doing this.

      So much for not going off like Rambo, Sam.

      More red lights were flashing as they made their way into the prison block. Marching past empty cells, Liz clenched her fists, the sight of the bunk beds inside summoning all-too-vivid memories of her own time behind bars. Taking a breath, she tried to banish the feelings of helplessness. She was strong now, strong enough for whatever waited within.

      Ahead, she could see the steel grating of an elevator and guessed that was where Sam had gone. The government seemed to enjoy hiding things underground. Bracketed by Mira and Maria, she pressed the call button. An engine whirred and the cable beyond the grating began to move, raising the cart back to their level. It took long minutes, and Liz didn’t waste any time pulling open the iron grate when it arrived. She stabbed the down button.

      “Sam’s here. How is Sam here?” she muttered as they lurched downward, more to herself than the others.

      Maria shook her head. “Had to have been the doctor’s wife. Somehow, she must have found out where her husband worked. I wonder if Sam brought the men he went with. We could use the extra firepower.”

      “I don’t think so.” Liz eyed the concrete scrolling past. “A boat wouldn’t have made it in that storm, and he can’t have carried them all. Either way, it looks like the Director might be the one who’s outgunned.”

      Maria pursed her lips. “We’ll see.”

      The elevator dinged. Gathering herself, Liz yanked open the steel grate and leapt into the corridor outside.

      And froze.

      The corridor might have been a replica of their facility back in the mountains, or the one below San Francisco, for that matter. A stark white hallway stretched away from them, lined on either side by steel doors.

      Only this corridor was littered with broken bodies. Blood and bullet holes splattered the white walls, and a distant chorus of moans and shrieks came from the fallen. Some were slumped against the walls, while others lay face down, their limbs bent at awkward angles. Most seemed to be alive, although a few lay deathly still, their faces drained of color. None of them looked like they’d be getting up any time soon.

      Liz swallowed hard. Her heart pounded against her ribcage and she took a deep breath, trying to calm herself. A cool breeze filtered down the corridor as the air ducts sucked up the humid air from the elevator shaft. It carried with it a strangely familiar aroma. She frowned, lifting her head, trying to recall the scent.

      Finally, she shook her head and started down the corridor after Sam.

      “Save some for me, Rambo.”
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      Chris stood in silence as the guards wheeled Mike into the room. He had lost more weight in the last few days, and now his eyes were little more than dark pits in the purple and blue mess that was his face. He made no effort to look around while the guards parked his wheelchair in front of the cameras. Not that he had any chance of escaping. His arms and legs had been cuffed to his chair.

      Watching the Texan, Chris tried and failed to feel pity for the spy. After all, hadn’t it been Mike’s own carelessness that had gotten him—and ultimately Chris—caught? Wasn’t it his fault that Chris now found himself standing there with the Director, used and broken, all alone in the world?

      No, let the man make his confession and pay the price for his treachery. At least his torment was almost over. For Chris, there was no such hope.

      Chris looked dispassionately around the room. The Director sat on a stool beside him, allowing a young woman to apply fresh makeup to her polished face. On her other side, a familiar face was going over notes with her. Chris had glimpsed Jonathan several times while in the facility, but the two had never made contact.

      When he’d first discovered the man’s betrayal, Chris had been enraged. Now though, he could only stare in silence at Jonathan, unable to summon the will to care. For his own part, Jonathan treated Chris with studied indifference—though it would be difficult to recognize Chris behind his steel helmet and visor.

      Nearby, the film crew was busy setting up. Large cameras and an entire wall of computer equipment were needed to make the broadcast. The Director intended to send a signal to the whole world this time.

      The soldiers were busy making sure the brakes on Mike’s wheelchair were properly secured. Beside the man, two vials of clear liquid and a jet-injector waited on a steel tray. A memory flashed before Chris’s eyes—of a boy, writhing on the floor, dying in agony.

      In his chair, Mike’s eyes fluttered as he lifted his head. Squinting against the bright lights, he looked around, as though seeking out a friendly face among those who had gathered to watch him die.

      “Christopher.”

      Chris swung around as the Director called him. His heart started to race as she waved away the makeup girl. Stepping from her chair, she tugged at Chris’s helmet. It came away with a click. She placed it on a nearby bench, then leaned in and kissed him.

      A moan whispered from Chris’s mouth as the void in his stomach widened. But despite his shame, he kissed her back, struggling to blot out the memories of the night before.

      When the Director finally withdrew, there was a smile on her lips. “Good boy,” she said softly, stroking his cheek. “Keep an eye on our guest. We’re almost ready for the show.”

      She moved away, and Chris crossed the room to stand in front of Mike.

      “What has she done to you, Chris?” the Texan mumbled.

      Chris looked down. He had no answer to that. His tension grew as the door clicked and swung open, but it was only one of the doctors arriving for duty. The woman crossed the room and began inspecting the equipment on the tray.

      “Is everything in order, Doctor?” the Director asked.

      The woman nodded nervously. “Before we begin…there’s been a new development with the subjects—”

      The Director waved a hand before she could finish. “Whatever it is, I’m sure your people are on top of it, Doctor. Or did I place the wrong person in charge?”

      The doctor swallowed and opened her mouth as though to object, before apparently thinking better of it. “Yes, ma’am.” She nodded. “I’ve left…instructions for the day staff. They should be arriving shortly.”

      Silently, Chris wondered what the problem was. For half a second his thoughts turned to Ashley, locked in the cells with the other subjects, before his mind shut down the thought.

      She’s gone. He repeated the words in his head. Gone.

      “Excellent.” The Director clapped her hands and faced the film crew. “Shall we begin?”

      The men with the cameras quickly moved into position. Chris retreated to the far wall, putting himself out of sight. There he folded his arms and watched in silence, happy for once to be no more than a spectator to the coming horror. The cameraman held up five fingers and quickly counted down to zero.

      “My fellow citizens of the Western Allied States,” the Director began, as a red bulb lit up on the equipment. “It saddens me to come to you in such grave times, when the very future of our great nation is under threat. Beyond our borders, enemies conspire against us, working their vile plots to sow dissent and terror.”

      “And yet, their efforts have only brought us closer together. Their hatred has made us stronger. Long may we continue to see the WAS as one country, one nation united against the chaos of the independent states. Let the cowards of the Lone Star State conspire. Let them send their monsters, their spies, their soldiers. Together, we will send them all screaming back into the holes they crawled out of.”

      She paused, then crossed the room until she stood beside Mike. The camera panned, revealing the broken man to the nation, and the world. Sagging in his chair, the Texan looked up with red-stained eyes. His lips parted, as though to speak, but after a long moment he only bowed his head again.

      The Director smiled. “As you know, this man is responsible for the attack on Independence Square. He appears before you today to give his final confession, before he faces justice.” At her words, she nodded to the guards behind the Texan.

      The men sprang into action, uncuffing Mike and lifting him to his feet. He swayed between them, eyes lowered to the ground. For a moment, Chris thought he would resist, that his honor would shine through and he would refuse to read the confession the Director had given him. He held his breath, cradling the spark of hope in his chest.

      “I did it.” The words were so soft, Chris thought he had imagined them. Slowly the Texan lifted his head until he was looking into the camera. “I did it. I infected them, all those innocent people, I turned them into Chead. I used them to attack the noble widows of your veterans.”

      He closed his eyes as he finished, sagging in the arms of the guards. They lowered him back into the chair and refastened the handcuffs as the Director stepped forward again.

      “Thank you, Michael.” She placed a hand on his shoulders and stared into the camera. “Your honesty has earned you mercy.”

      She nodded to the doctor. Stepping up beside her, the woman took one of the vials from the tray and inserted it into the jet-injector. She moved behind Mike and looked at the Director, awaiting her command.

      The Director shook her head. “Not you.” Her eyes settled on Chris. “Christopher, come here.”

      Chris’s heart fell into his stomach. A shudder swept through him, and somewhere in his mind a voice screamed, but his legs were already moving him. Crossing to where the others stood, he reached for the jet-injector. The doctor handed it over without argument and retreated, relief showing in her eyes.

      His heart pounding, Chris looked at the camera and realized for the first time that he was exposed. As far as the world knew, he was a renegade, an escaped prisoner from a maximum-security facility, hellbent on destroying the government. Beside him, the Director smiled and placed a hand on his shoulder.

      “Christopher Sanders, who worked with this man to attack Independence Square, will carry out the sentence today. For the past few weeks, he has been working tirelessly with me to put an end to his former comrades. This will be his final act of redemption.”

      Chris shuddered. He could hardly breathe, hardly think. The jet-injector in his hand shook as he stared down at Mike. The Texan’s head was bowed, his neck exposed, waiting for the end. A hiss issued from Chris’s throat as he stood taut. In his hand, the injector gun gleamed in the overhead lights, the clear vial of liquid waiting to be released.

      Finally, he let out a long breath and lowered the jet-injector until the steel tip pressed against Mike’s neck. The Texan flinched as the cold metal touched his skin. Then he seemed to relax, his shoulders slumping as he embraced his fate.

      “Do it, Chris,” Mike whispered.

      Closing his eyes, Chris squeezed the trigger.

      Then an alarm began to sound.
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      Sam slumped against the wall as the last guard screamed and fell back, clutching his shattered kneecap. Gasping, Sam struggled to keep his feet, and failed. He slid slowly down the wall, leaving a trail of blood and copper feathers on the whitewashed concrete. Stifling a groan, he closed his eyes and decided to take a moment and regather his strength. His wings hung heavy on either side of him, and it took an effort of will to re-tuck them behind his back.

      There had been more guards than he’d expected—definitely more than he could reasonably handle. Only the facility’s corridors had saved him. Their narrow width meant only two guards could come at him at once, and those waiting behind couldn’t get a clear shot at him.

      Of course, the long corridor had also almost been his end when he’d first stepped from the elevator. A guard had been stationed some twenty feet from the elevator doors. With only open space between them, Sam had had to employ some creative flying, but unfortunately the guard had been smarter than the others upstairs. He’d managed to activate an alarm panel before Sam could reach him.

      Things had only gone downhill from there.

      But Sam hadn’t been joking about saving his anger for the Director. Ever since Liz and Jasmine had returned from the university alone, it had been bubbling beneath the surface. So, as the corridor flashed with red lights and the alarm started to shriek, Sam gave his rage free rein.

      Reinforcements had been quick to arrive, tumbling from a door halfway down the corridor like lemmings, racing to their deaths. Some wore identical uniforms to the guards upstairs, others the green camouflage of the national army. Despite their awkward emergence, they formed up in seconds, lifting rifles to take aim.

      But Sam was already a step ahead. Picking up their fallen colleague, he charged. Gunshots cracked loudly in the narrow space and he felt the hard thwack of bullets as they struck the body he carried, tearing through his body armor and into flesh. A few whizzed overhead, and one found its mark, slicing Sam’s forearm like a hot knife through butter.

      Then he was among them. Driven by an instinctive fury, he moved without thought, little more than a blur to the soldiers. He had held nothing back, and body armor or no, the men he struck did not get back up.

      Two had managed to deal lucky blows—a knife to Sam’s hip and another bullet to his shoulder—but in the end, Sam was the only one left standing.

      Now, the facility was still but for the low moans of those he’d left conscious. A guard whose leg he had just snapped was trying to crawl away, his pitiful cries echoing off the concrete walls.

      “Oh, shut up,” Sam barked. He dragged the man back and knocked his head into the ground.

      Lying down again, Sam sucked in another breath. He could barely comprehend the wreckage of broken bodies he’d left behind. There were almost two dozen guards and soldiers lying around him. Most sported shattered legs or broken arms. The few still conscious were in no condition to continue fighting—and he’d broken their guns anyway. More lay comatose, dark bruises already swelling on their faces where he’d struck them.

      And a few lay dead, their lifeblood pooling beneath them on the concrete floor.

      Sam’s stomach swirled at the sight and he quickly looked away. He shook his head. They had chosen their side. Working in a place like this, they could hardly claim ignorance.

      As he breathed, he caught the whiff of a familiar scent. Turning, he frowned, sniffing the air again, sorting through the smell of blood and chlorine, seeking out the one he recognized. It was just the faintest trace, but somewhere in the back of his mind he could feel something respond to it.

      Gathering himself, Sam struggled back to his feet. Was it the scent of the latest subjects? Of a new batch of winged humans like himself and the others? Had they already completed their transformation?

      The thought of conscripted teenagers locked in cells rekindled his anger, and he quickly set off down the corridor. He’d caught glimpses of white-coated doctors fleeing as he fought the guards, but there was no sign of them now. The corridors had been abandoned, leaving him to explore the secrets of Alcatraz in peace.

      Coming to a crossroads, he tasted the air, seeking out the direction of the scent, and took the turn to his right. He made his way through the twisting corridors in silence. The shriek of the alarm had stopped now, but emergency lights still blinked at short intervals, staining the walls red. Each step sent fire burning through the gash in his hip, and he could feel the blood seeping from his other wounds. His left bicep throbbed and his arm hung limp at his side now.

      Thankfully, he didn’t encounter any more guards as he continued through the maze. Whoever had been guarding the deeper sections of the facility, they were obviously gathering elsewhere. No doubt the Director was making sure she had plenty of guns around to protect herself from the intruder.

      Finally, Sam found himself confronted by a heavy steel door inlaid with reinforcing bars, and knew he had the right place. He had expected guards to be stationed at the entrance to the cells, but if there’d been any, they had already abandoned their post.

      The door was closed, but he was starting to get the hang of the doctor’s watch, and after a few minutes of fiddling, the panel beside the door gave a loud beep. The door swung open, its well-oiled hinges shifting without so much as a squeak.

      Sam started forward, then staggered to a stop as a wave of putrid air struck him. He gagged and quickly covered his mouth with his shirt, though it did little to keep out the stench. Breathing through his mouth, he continued, already dreading what he would find within. It certainly smelled nothing like the pleasant scent he’d followed to get there.

      Beyond the doors, a smaller model of the prison block awaited. Rows of cells stretched out to either side of the corridor, only single story here, and only about twenty cells long. Inside, he glimpsed the same four-bunk-bed arrangement they’d had back in the Californian mountains.

      Which meant the prison block could hold up to one hundred and sixty tortured souls.

      Sam choked as he looked through the bars of the first cell. The two occupants had once been human, but no longer. Strange lumps had erupted from their backs, a cruel imitation of his own wings. Their skin was red and scaled in places, while long claws had sprouted from their fingertips. The familiar steel collars shone around their necks, but they were no longer needed. Both were dead. At the end, they hadn’t even been able to make it to the toilet in the back of their cage. The cell was a stinking mess of bodily fluids.

      His stomach rebelling, Sam slowly backed away. A dull cry left his throat, but there were no words to articulate the horror in his heart. He stumbled further down the corridor, looking from cell to cell, seeking out someone—anyone—who had survived. Most held only one or two occupants, though the unmade sheets on the bunks suggested there had once been four in each. It didn’t take much to guess the missing occupants hadn’t survived this far into the project.

      When Sam was halfway along the corridor, he noticed a boy lying in one of the cells who showed no sign of mutation. Frowning, he moved closer. The occupant lay on the bottom bunk, eyes closed and unmoving. Yet Sam could see no obvious sign of injury or deformation.

      Leaning his head against the bar, Sam closed his eyes. What had killed this one?

      Suddenly the hairs on his neck stood up. His eyes snapped open as in the cell, the boy sat up. Before Sam could react, the boy leapt, his hand shooting between the bars to catch Sam by the shirt. With terrifying strength, he dragged Sam forward, a wild snarl on his lips.

      Looking at his eyes, Sam recoiled as he saw the harsh grey of the Chead. He clasped his hands together and brought them down on the boy’s elbows. There was a sharp crack as the joint snapped. The Chead screamed and stumbled back from the bars. Staggering away from the cell, Sam listened in horror as the prison block came to life around him.

      Most died during the change, he thought, watching as the grey-eyed occupants threw themselves at the bars, and the others—the others succumbed to the madness.

      His shoulders slumped as he thought of Ashley, of her quest to put right the wrong he had committed. He had sworn he would do everything he could to save these kids for her, to make up for what he’d done at the President’s press conference, but he had failed. Guilt swirled in his chest, and falling to his knees, he vomited the last remnants of his stomach onto the concrete floor.

      “Sam?”

      Sam was so preoccupied, he didn’t hear the voice call his name at first. Only when it came again did he pause and look around.

      Ashley stood at the bars of a nearby cell, her amber eyes wide, one hand over her mouth. Her familiar white wings stretched out to either side of her, glowing in the fluorescent lights, and her fiery red hair tumbled down around her shoulders.

      “Sam,” Ashley repeated. Her voice was filled with disbelief.

      “Ash?” Sam whispered, his heart pounding like a runaway train.

      He stared at the ghost in the cell, unable to believe what he was seeing. How could it be true? Chris had sworn he would die before he was captured—Liz had told him so. And for Ashley, returning to captivity, to be used and abused again, would have been worse than death.

      Yet there she stood, her pale skin aglow with life, the murderous collar locked around her elegant neck.

      “You came,” Ashley breathed.
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      Liz ducked back around the corner as bullets tore into the concrete wall where she’d just stood. Her two companions in espionage waited behind her, eyebrows raised. Maria clutched her gun in both hands. She’d given the grenade belt to Mira again, much to Liz’s chagrin.

      “I’m pretty sure Sam’s behind the door at the end,” Liz said. When Maria’s doubtful look didn’t change, she went on. “I’m not nuts. I can smell him, I swear.”

      Despite her words, Liz wasn’t as confident as she’d been when they’d started out. She’d followed the familiar scent through the winding corridors, keeping an eye out for guards and the facility’s other occupants, but until now, they had encountered no one.

      Apparently that was because they’d all been here. At the other end of the corridor were a dozen men, and unlike the ones outside the elevator, these were more than capable of fighting back. Several wore the blue uniforms of guards, but the rest sported sleek, tight-fitting black uniforms with helmets that concealed their faces.

      Unfortunately, if her sense of smell was correct, they had captured Sam and were holding him behind the door at the end of the corridor.

      Silently, she cursed her friend for rushing in without backup—never mind that she hadn’t been much better. If not for Maria’s insistence, she would have come alone as well. Glancing at the old woman now, she wondered again whether bringing her had been the right decision. Much as Liz was enjoying the old woman’s company, the real fighting was about to begin, and she couldn’t help but think of Chris again. He would be horrified to know she’d let his grandmother go storming into battle.

      “You should wait here, Maria,” she said, making one last attempt to protect the old woman. “This is going to get ugly.”

      Maria only smiled. Turning, she took the belt from Mira and unclipped a grenade. “Use this one, my dear,” she said, offering it to Liz and passing the belt back to Mira. “Then we’ll see who’s left.”

      Liz swallowed as she took the heavy steel ball. This grenade had the more traditional shape, with a cross-pattern of grooves striping its circular surface. After a moment’s hesitation, she held down the safety lever and pulled the pin. Then she darted into the corridor and hurled it with all her strength.

      A good sixty feet away, the guards managed to get off a couple of shots before Liz could retreat to safety. She cursed as hot lead tore through her right wing, but took some satisfaction from the sight of a soldier’s head whipping back as the grenade struck him in the jaw.

      Panicked shouting carried down the corridor, followed by an earsplitting boom. She closed her eyes as the ground shook and a wave of heat swept around the corner.

      When the warmth dissipated, Liz stood and peered cautiously at her handiwork. She shuddered at the destruction left by the explosion. The men had been wearing body armor, but it had been no match for grenade’s power. The leading guards had been cut to pieces by flying shrapnel, and even those near the back of the group had been knocked from their feet.

      But several were already recovering. With sixty feet of open space to traverse, Liz didn’t waste another second. Leaping from cover, she sprinted down the corridor towards them.

      The surviving soldiers were shaking their heads, dazed, but several saw her coming. In their shock they hesitated, and Liz managed to close the gap to thirty feet.

      Then they raised their rifles.

      Cursing, Liz sprinted on. It was too late to retreat now. All she could do was pray they were terrible shots.

      She flinched as gunshots echoed loudly in the corridor, and waited for the pain to follow. Instead, one guard went down, then another, as bullets tore into their massed ranks.

      Gaping, Liz risked a glance back and took in the sight of Maria standing at the end of the corridor. Both hands clenched around her handgun, she emptied the clip into the soldiers. Pressed against the wall, she had an easy shot over Liz’s shoulder into the grouped men.

      As her gun clicked empty, Maria vanished back into cover, but she had given Liz the seconds she needed.

      Returning her attention to the soldiers, Liz counted four still standing. Less than fifteen feet separated them now, and she was upon them before they could fire a shot.

      She slammed into the first, hurtling him backwards into his comrades. In the chaos that ensued, Liz made short work of the others. The guards in their fancy uniforms were no more of a match for her than the others had been.

      Puffing lightly, Liz waved for her friends to join her. She grinned sheepishly as Maria walked up, Mira a step behind.

      “Thanks for your help,” she mumbled.

      Maria smiled. “Only one clip left. Let’s make it count. You think he’s behind there?”

      Liz sighed. “I honestly don’t know. I hope so.”

      They studied the door for a moment, wondering what was on the other side. Whoever hid within remained silent, leaving them no clue as to what waited. Beside Liz, Mira said nothing, her multicolored eyes staring into empty space.

      Liz’s heart contracted as she looked at the girl. Mira had seen far too much death for someone so young. Crouching, Liz squeezed the girl’s shoulder.

      “Hey, I want you to stay here and look after Maria, okay?” she whispered.

      Mira’s eyes flickered back into focus. Silently, she hugged Liz, who smiled and returned the gesture, gently stroking the girl’s hair. Then she pulled away and looked at Maria.

      “I’ll go in first. If anything goes wrong, the two of you can bail me out.”

      Maria snorted. The old woman’s eyes told Liz she wasn’t buying it, but even so she nodded her consent.

      Liz let out a long breath and she faced the door. It was paneled steel, but as long as there were no reinforcing bars on the other side, it didn’t look thick enough to keep her out. Taking a step back, she sprang forward and slammed her foot into the door near the latch.

      Just like upstairs, it gave way with a harsh shriek. She smiled as it swung inwards, and leapt through, wings flared.
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      “Cut the cameras.”

      A red emergency light flashed in the corner of the room. The Director strode across to the computer and picked up a radio, but Chris couldn’t tear his eyes away from the Texan.

      Mike sat in the wheelchair, arms straining against his bindings. Teeth clenched, tendons taught against his neck, he started to convulse. A low keening came from the back of his throat as the first traces of poison reached his vital organs.

      Chris still held the jet-injector in one hand. In horror, he tossed it aside. Glass tinkled as the empty vial shattered on the concrete floor. Looking at his hands, he retreated across the room until the wall brought him up short. He shook his head, as though that would somehow take back what he’d done.

      The alarm suddenly ceased, plunging the room into silence. Silence, except for Mike’s increasingly loud cries. Raised voices broke out as the camera crew began asking questions, but a scream from the Director cut them off.

      Opening his eyes, Chris watched the film crew flee through the door. He wished he could go with them. Opposite him, Jonathan had backed up against the camera equipment and now stood staring at the exit as though expecting a monster to come charging through. With a wave from the Director, guards took up positions around the door.

      “I want every gun we have at the transmission room, now!” the Director screamed into the radio and then slammed down the receiver. Her eyes settled on her guards. “Get out there and guard the door. Shoot anyone who comes down the corridor.”

      Her guards marched outside, the door swinging shut behind them with a harsh bang. The Director quickly swung the latch down to lock it. Then she faced the room.

      Mike was still moving, but his cries were fading now. His head slumped forward in the chair and he barely moved as the Director grabbed him by the hair. Tilting his head, she looked at his face, before nodding to herself and releasing him once more.

      “You did well, my pet,” she murmured, crossing to where Chris stood.

      Chris forced himself not to look away as she placed a hand on his chest. “What’s happening?” he whispered.

      “Terrorists have infiltrated the facility,” she said. Her hand stroked his cheek. “Will you protect me?”

      Looking from her to Mike, a moan built in Chris’s throat. The Texan’s eyes were drooping, his breath growing shallow as he swayed in the chair. The Director’s hand trailed through Chris’s hair, drawing his gaze back to her. His will crumbled. Eyes shimmering, he nodded.

      The Director pushed him towards the door. “Kill whoever comes through.”

      With that, she returned to the radio and began speaking into the receiver again. She tapped at a keyboard and the screen flickered. Out of the corner of his eye, Chris glimpsed what appeared to be a live camera feed of outside, but from his position by the door he couldn’t make out any details.

      Taking a breath, Chris steadied himself and looked at the steel-paneled door. Silently, he wondered who had the resources to attack them here. He still had no idea where here was—he and Ashley had been knocked unconscious after their capture—but this was the base of operations for the Director of Domestic Affairs, a well-guarded, top-secret facility. It would surely take a small army to storm the place. He wondered if Texas had sent troops to rescue Mike. If so, they were already too late.

      Half an hour passed before shouts erupted outside the door, the rattle of gunfire quickly following. Then a boom shook the floor beneath Chris’s feet. He staggered back as hot air swept beneath the door. More gunfire ensued, and he took a step closer to the entrance. Whoever had come obviously meant business.

      Chris cast a quick glance back at the Director as silence returned to the corridor outside. She still stood at the computer, her fists clenched and face pale as she watched the screen. Jonathan hid behind the camera equipment, eyes wide, making Chris wonder why he hadn’t fled with the others. It was too late now—not that Chris would mind throwing the man to the wolves outside. If only he could do the same with the Director.

      As he turned back, the metal door suddenly exploded inwards. He leapt sideways as the steel panels slammed into the concrete wall. Recovering, he spread his wings and hurled himself forward…

      …and froze as Liz’s bright blue eyes appeared from the darkness.

      Her name left him in a rush, “Liz!”

      Liz looked back at him, her curly black hair in wild tangles, eyes wide, mouth hanging open. She had frozen in the doorway, same as he. They stood staring at each other as though they’d both seen a ghost.

      “Chris,” she whispered. Tears brimmed in her eyes.

      The breath hissed between Chris’s lips as he stepped towards her and stretched out a hand. Then he paused, the awful bite of reality striking him. Shaking his head, he retreated from her, bitter bile rising in his throat. Liz watched him go, the light in her eyes turning to confusion. With his wings spread, she could not see what waited behind him.

      She could not see the man he had murdered.

      Or the woman he had betrayed her to.

      “Don’t move.” The Director’s voice cut through the silence like a knife.

      Chris froze at her voice, even as Liz tensed and started forward again.

      “I said, don’t move!” the Director shrieked.

      This time Liz stopped. Glancing back, Chris saw the Director standing beside Mike’s chair, a handgun pointed at Liz’s chest.

      “Good girl.” A smile twitched on her lips as she stepped beside Chris. “Elizabeth Flores. So you’re the one who’s been causing all the excitement.”

      “Not just her.” Chris staggered as his grandmother entered the room, gun outstretched. She calmly pointed it at the Director’s head. “Put it down, witch.”

      “You first, old woman,” the Director laughed. “I’m sure you don’t want to kill your grandson.”

      “What?” Maria scowled, her arm wavering.

      Lowering her gun, the Director tapped her watch. “If I die, the collar around Chris’s neck will kill him.” She looked from Maria to Liz. “I don’t think any of us want that, do we?”

      The two of them exchanged a glance, before Maria bowed her head. Smiling, the Director took the weapon from his grandmother’s limp fingers. Maria’s shoulders fell as she released the weapon, as though her will had gone with the gun.

      “There, isn’t that better?” A gun in each hand, the Director crossed to where Mike still lay slumped in his wheelchair. Turning, she waved to the newcomers. “Come in, come in, you remember Mike, don’t you? I’m afraid he’s not feeling too talkative today.”

      Chris lowered his gaze as Liz and Maria edged forward cautiously. Mike was no longer moving. His face had turned a pallid grey, and his lips were a sickly blue. There was no doubt now—he was dead.

      “Oh, Mike,” Chris heard his grandmother whisper.

      “You!” Liz growled, stepping towards Jonathan. She froze as the Director aimed a gun at her face, but her gaze never left the man. “How could you let her do this?” she demanded.

      Jonathan didn’t move from where he hid behind the camera equipment. “Let her?” He looked from Liz to Chris. “Why don’t you ask him how the Texan died?”

      Liz’s eyes found his. “Chris?” she whispered, starting towards him.

      Unable to meet her accusing stare, Chris backed away. “You shouldn’t have come here, Liz,” he murmured.

      “I thought you were dead,” Liz murmured. “What happened to you?”

      Chris swallowed as his chest grew tight. He felt a desperate yearning to go to her, to kiss her, to hold her in his arms. Never in his direst dreams had he thought he would see her again. Yet here she was, and he had nothing left to offer her.

      Laughing, the Director strode across to join him. He shuddered as she pulled him to her, her lips meeting his, unable to resist. When she pulled away, he lowered his eyes to avoid looking at Liz.

      “He’s mine now,” the Director mocked.

      “No,” Liz spoke in no more than a whisper. “Chris, look at me. Whatever she’s done to you, it’s over. We’re getting you out of here.”

      Chris wanted more than anything to believe her. But as he moved, the collar seemed to tighten, reminding him of his fate. His life was bound to the Director’s. There was nothing they could do to help him.

      And there was nothing he could do to help Liz.

      The Director was laughing again. “It seems we have a second renegade to execute.”

      “Vile witch,” Chris’s grandmother said sharply. “You think you’ve won? You think you can just get away with murdering innocent people, with torturing children?” She started towards the Director but froze as the woman pointed a gun at her. Shaking her head, Maria went on, “They’ll find out the truth—you can’t keep it from them forever.”

      “And what would this truth of yours be, old woman?” the Director asked with a grin.

      “That you created the Chead. That you murdered widows and innocent students to hide it,” Maria growled.

      “I did,” the Director cackled, “but you have no proof.”

      For half a second, Maria’s eyes flicked to Liz before she looked away again. “It’s out there. It’s only a matter of time before it comes out. When it does, your regime will crumble. Sooner or later, justice will find you.”

      The Director did not reply. She stood staring down the barrel of her gun at Maria, her eyebrows knitted in a frown. Slowly she turned the gun on Liz. “Ms. Flores, please turn out your pockets.”

      Liz’s face paled and she retreated a step. The Director advanced on her. “Jonathan, if you’d be so kind as to search the girl?” she snapped. Her eyes never left Liz.

      With the wall behind her, Liz had nowhere left to go. She glared at Jonathan as he stepped up beside her, but did nothing to resist as he rummaged through her pockets. It only took him a couple of seconds to find the thumb drive. Chris’s head spun as Jonathan lifted it up for the Director to see.

      “I’ll take that,” the Director said, holding out her hand.

      Jonathan handed it over, and she dropped it on the ground and smashed it beneath her boot.

      “No!” Liz breathed, tears appearing in her eyes.

      “Glad we got that loose thread taken care of. I take it you didn’t have the resources to make a copy of Professor McKenzie’s work? No? Excellent!”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Maria replied, though her voice was thick with despair. Her eyes shone. “How could you create such monsters…”

      The Director laughed. “The Chead were only ever a happy by-product of the war. We had been working on a virus, one that would make our troops unstoppable, but the war ended before we could perfect it. The Chead were as close as we got to success – until now.”

      “But why?” Liz asked. “My family, my people, we suffered for decades. How could you do that to us?”

      “After the losses rural communities took during war, they asked too many questions of us.” The Director shrugged. “We needed a new enemy, something to strike fear into the nation and silence our detractors. The Chead provided the perfect tool.”

      “You’re monsters.”

      The Director sneered. “No more than you, my dear.”

      “The truth will come out,” Maria repeated.

      “One day, maybe,” the Director replied. “By then it’ll be far too late. Soon we will have an army of creatures just like your grandson, ready and willing to obey our every command. Then it won’t matter what the sheep think. You’ll all do as you’re told, or die.”

      “Witch,” Maria said again. Before she could say anything else, the Director slammed the butt of the pistol into her cheek. Maria crumpled to the ground with a cry.

      “I’ve heard enough,” the Director sighed, pointing the handgun at Maria’s head. “For obvious reasons, you’re going to have to die off-camera, Maria.”

      Chris’s heart froze in his chest. His grandmother had gone completely still now. She crouched on the ground, staring up at the gun, her eyes sad. The rest of the room looked on, helpless to intervene.

      “Go on then,” Maria said softly. “Do it. Show everyone here how powerful you are, how you’ll murder a defenseless old woman in cold blood.”

      A twisted smile crossed the Director’s face. “Gladly.”

      “No!” Chris screamed as a gunshot echoed through the transmission room.
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      Reaching through the bars, Sam pulled Ashley into an awkward hug. He couldn’t believe his eyes, could hardly trust the feeling of her thin frame beneath his fingers. She had lost a lot of weight since he’d seen her last. Her ribs stood out through the thin cotton shirt she was wearing, and her face was pale and drawn. A dozen white feathers were scattered around the floor of her cell, and there were patches of skin showing on her wings.

      But none of that mattered just then. Despite everything he’d believed, everything he’d convinced himself of, Ashley was alive. He kissed her through the bars, the cold steel pressing against his cheeks as their lips met. He breathed in the scent of her, savoring the familiar taste of her tongue.

      They were both panting for breath when they finally broke apart. The screams of the Chead still echoed around them, but Sam only saw Ashley. He held her arms, staring into her amber eyes, seeing the pain there but also recognizing hope. Hope that her torment was almost at an end.

      “You’re alive,” he whispered.

      He cupped her cheek and pulled her in for another kiss. She trembled beneath his fingers, and Sam shivered as her hands went around his waist. Their tongues danced as they pressed hard against one another.

      There were tears in Ashley’s eyes as they separated. She angrily brushed them away. Hiccupping, she shook her head. “What…what’s that thing on your face?”

      Sam grinned and rubbed his beard. “You don’t like it?” Then he sighed and closed his eyes. “I thought you were gone, Ash.”

      He fought back tears as her hand stroked his cheek. “I’m here, Sam. I’m safe.”

      A sob tore from Sam’s throat. For the past four weeks he had mourned her loss, had cursed and berated himself for not going with her to the university, for not being there to save her.

      “What happened here, Ash?” he asked when he finally regained his composure.

      A tremor swept through Ashley. Her eyes drifted past him, to where the Chead still raged in their cages.

      “They messed with the virus,” she said. “It killed half of them in the first few hours. Then today…” She trailed off, her voice breaking.

      Sam cupped her cheek, offering his silent comfort, knowing she would go on in her own time.

      Finally, Ashley sucked in a breath. “The Director was impatient. She didn’t test them like Halt did with us, just ordered the doctors to administer the virus to everyone. Those who survived the first few hours…” She swallowed. “They weren’t strong enough, Sam. In the night they started going mad, throwing themselves around their cells, screaming about voices in their heads. I tried to help them, but one by one they either succumbed to the Chead, or…or mutated.”

      Sam nodded grimly. Images of the deformed bodies had been burned into the back of his eyes. Another thought occurred to him. “Where’s Chris?” He looked around, half-expecting to see his friend in another cell.

      “He’s…in trouble, Sam.” Ashley’s voice drew his gaze back to her. “She’s broken him. I don’t know what she’s going to make him do.”

      Sam frowned. Chris had always been so strong, Sam couldn’t imagine him giving in to the vile woman. “What do you mean?”

      “You’ll see.” Ashley looked around her cell, searching for a way out. “I don’t know how to open these things. I think they’re controlled remotely.”

      Sam held up the watch he’d taken from the doctor and started tapping through the menus. His spare hand dangled between the bars, and Ashley took it in hers. She kissed it, eyes fixed on the control watch.

      “So, they missed you at the safe house, Samuel.” Sam jumped as a crackling voice spoke from above.

      Releasing Ashley’s hand, he spun, seeking out the owner, but he was still alone in the corridor. On the ceiling, a camera swiveled in his direction. He glanced at Ashley. They both recognized the voice.

      “Honestly, I thought you’d be dead by now,” the President continued, the speakers clearer this time. “Especially with those dreadful radio broadcasts. The Director has a lot of explaining to do.”

      Sam smiled. He’d chosen to broadcast from the top of the monument for just that reason. Sure, they might track him to Independence Square. But with thousands of people cramming the grounds below, he had been like a needle in a haystack.

      “Still, I’m glad,” the President continued. “I never had the chance to thank you for helping me win back the public.”

      “I didn’t do it for you.” Sam’s anger flared and he spun, half-expecting the man to pop out of some hidden corner. “Come out and face me!”

      Laughter crackled over the speakers. “Oh, Samuel, if only I could properly thank you for everything you’ve done. Alas, I’m presently engaged elsewhere.”

      Sam paused. “You’re not even here?” A cold chill spread up his spine.

      “Of course not. I have a country to govern. I can’t spend all my time hiding under some old rock.”

      “Well, wherever you are, I hope your guards are better than the bozos you employed here.” He pointed at the ceiling. “Because I’m coming for you next.”

      Ashley pressed herself up against the bars to get a better look at the camera. “Aww, did the big bad President get cold feet?” she called mockingly. “Did I scare you away?”

      Silence met her taunts, and Sam flashed her a glance. Don’t piss him off, he mouthed, but she only shrugged.

      “I’m disappointed the Director did not deal with you as promised, Ashley,” the President said after a long pause. “I suppose it’s up to me to ensure you are adequately disciplined.”

      Ice spread to Sam’s stomach, but Ashley was undeterred. “Do your worst,” she laughed. “Wherever you’re hiding.”

      This time there was no answer, but before either of them could think of another taunt, a buzzer sounded, and all along the corridor the prison cells rattled open. Ashley blinked, staring at the open door to her cell for a moment, before stepping outside.

      “Some punishment,” she muttered.

      Sam didn’t respond. He was watching the other inmates emerge silently from their cells. He swallowed as the grey eyes of the Chead turned and found them standing nearby. Mad laughter carried down the corridor as their lips drew back into snarls. Growling, the Chead started towards them.

      Ashley stilled as she saw them coming. Her wings trembling, she turned and watched the Chead advance. There were maybe twelve of them in all, enough to tear both Ashley and Sam to pieces if they wanted. And from the dark glint in their eyes, he guessed there would be no reasoning with them.

      Taking a deep breath, Ashley stood on her tiptoes and kissed Sam on the cheek. “Stay here. You look like you could use a rest.” She wrinkled her nose. “And you’re shaving when we’re done here.”

      Ashley drew in another breath. A calmness settled over her face, an almost imperceptible change. Her jaw tightened as she looked at the Chead. And her eyes…staring into them, Sam wanted to run away, and pull her to him, all at the same time.

      She stepped towards the Chead without a backwards glance. Her wings spread to fill the corridor, giving even the Chead pause. Sam watched on, frozen with indecision.

      Overcoming their hesitation, the Chead started forward once more. They moved on ungainly legs, still struggling to control their altered bodies. Their inexperience was Ashley’s only advantage, but she was still badly outmatched by twelve of the creatures. Sheer weight of numbers would overwhelm her.

      Shaking free of his fear, Sam started after Ashley. His boot scuffed the concrete, and she shot a warning glance over her shoulder. The glow of her eyes brought him to an abrupt stop, and suddenly all he could do was hold his breath and watch as Ashley closed on the Chead.

      Roaring, the leading Chead bounded towards her. Its wild howl echoed down the corridor, and Sam yearned to leap to Ashley’s aid. Together, they just might have stood a chance. Instead, he remained frozen in place, unable to break whatever impossible spell Ashley had placed over him.

      Fortunately, Ashley had no need of his help.

      She twisted as the Chead leapt, leaving it stumbling through empty space. Before it could recover, she caught the creature by the back of its shirt and catapulted it back into its comrades. The other Chead leapt aside as it crashed onto the concrete with a hard thump.

      The Chead stared at their downed brother for a second, then turned to look back at Ashley. Folding her arms, she glared at them. Wings still spread, she contemplated each of the remaining Chead in turn.

      “You’re young,” she said suddenly. Her voice echoed loudly in the corridor. “I will forgive you your insolence.”

      A shiver went through the creatures as she took a step towards them. As one, they shrank back from her. She laughed, and for an instant Sam was reminded of the cold, grating laughter of the Chead.

      “Get back in your cages,” Ashley snapped. “I will deal with you later.”

      The Chead didn’t hesitate. Retreating down the corridor, they disappeared into their cells without looking back. The doors remained open, but none of the twisted inmates so much as poked out a head to check on them.

      As Ashley turned back towards Sam, he caught a last glimpse of the glow in her eyes. Then she blinked, and it was only Ashley looking out at him. She slumped suddenly, and he caught her as she fell.

      “What the hell was that?” he asked as she draped an arm over his shoulder.

      Ashley gave a dry laugh. “I’ll tell you when I figure that out.”

      “You do that.” He smiled and started towards the exit, doing his best to ignore the grey eyes watching as they stumbled past. “What are you, Lord Commander of the Chead now?”

      “Really, I have no idea.” Ashley wrinkled her nose. “I just…acted on instinct.”

      “Good instincts,” Sam snorted. Ahead, the exit loomed. “Guess we’ll figure it out later. Let’s just get out of here, before our luck runs out.”

      As they moved into the narrow hallways of the facility, Ashley seemed to recover enough to stand on her own. Taking back her arm, she paused. “We can’t leave yet. Chris needs us.”

      Grimacing, Sam glanced at her. Despite her show of strength against the Chead, she was clearly exhausted. Whatever they’d done to Ashley over the past four weeks had drained her strength. And if anything, Sam was in even worse shape.

      But however desperate they were, she was right. They couldn’t leave Chris behind.

      He nodded and gestured towards the corridor. “Lead the way.”
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      “No, no, no.” Chris crouched over his grandmother, shaking her in desperation. “Nana, no…”

      Liz could only stand and stare in horror at the body of her friend. She couldn’t look away, couldn’t move, couldn’t do anything other than watch, helpless. The Director towered over Chris and Maria, a triumphant grin on her face. Slowly she turned the gun on Liz.

      “I guess you’re next,” she said softly.

      Looking down the barrel of the gun, Liz didn’t move. She was still reeling, struggling to comprehend everything she’d seen.

      Chris, alive, waiting on the other side of the door. Chris, kissing the Director.

      Jonathan, taking the precious thumb drive from her pocket. The Director, crushing it beneath her boot.

      And Maria, reeling backwards as the bullet tore away her life.

      Liz shook her head as a tear streaked her cheek. “You’re…vile,” she grated, “you’re sick, twisted. You’re worse than Halt.”

      “Halt was an animal.” The Director smiled, the expression cold, devoid of emotion. “This? This was all just necessary.”

      “Necessary?” Jonathan spoke from across the room. Liz clenched her teeth as he walked towards them. “How was any of this necessary?”

      Frown lines crisscrossed the Director’s forehead. “Jonathan?” She raised an eyebrow. “What are you doing?” She still held the handgun pointed at Liz, its tip unwavering.

      “What is necessary,” Jonathan replied.

      “What?” The Director blinked. “What are you talking about?”

      His lips drew back in a sneer. “You finally made a mistake. All this time, I’ve been waiting for my chance. All I needed was an opening, a single chink in your armor. And you’ve finally given it to me.” He smiled, though the expression did not reach his eyes. “My family will have their justice.”

      “Justice?” The Director shook her head and turned the gun on Jonathan. “Justice? We already gave them justice, Jonathan.”

      “False justice.” Jonathan stared her down, unflinching.

      The Director curled her finger around the trigger. “So you wish to betray me? You have a poor choice of timing, Jonathan. What brought about this sudden death wish?”

      “You still don’t get it, do you?” Jonathan asked. “Six weeks ago I held the lifeless bodies of my wife and daughter in my arms, and swore I would do whatever it took to avenge them. At Independence Square, I saw my chance, realized you were my gateway to the truth. Now you’ve admitted that truth to the entire world.”

      Liz stared at the man, unable to understand what he was saying. The Director took a step closer to Jonathan.

      “What are you talking about?” she grated.

      But Jonathan was no longer looking at her. His eyes had travelled to where Chris lay crouched over his grandmother’s body.

      “I wasn’t quick enough to stop you,” he murmured sadly. “Or maybe I didn’t want to. There’ll be no coming back for you, not after murdering an innocent old woman.” He looked up at the Director then, eyes hardening. “The camera has been broadcasting this whole time, Director. I switched it back on when you were distracted by the explosion. Everything you’ve said, everything you’ve done, the whole world has been watching.”

      For a moment there was silence. Liz stared at Jonathan, her heart hammering in her chest. She hardly dared to breathe. Could it be true? Looking past Jonathan, she saw the tiny red light flashing on the camera. Easy to miss, when you weren’t looking for it.

      “No…” the Director croaked. Her arm wavered, the gun shaking in her hand. “You’re lying.”

      “See for yourself.” Jonathan nodded at the camera.

      But the Director didn’t move. The evidence was clear for all to see. Her lips drew back in a mad grin as she strode across the room and pressed the gun to Jonathan’s forehead.

      “You’ll die for this,” she hissed.

      There was sadness in Jonathan’s eyes as he shrugged. “Do it, I’m ready to join my family. It won’t change anything, though. It’s over. You’ve lost.”

      “It’s not over!” the Director screamed. Suddenly she was behind Jonathan. Her arm wrapped around his throat as she put the gun to his temple. “Christopher! Help me!”

      Chris looked up from his grandmother’s body. Tears streaked his cheeks and there was no missing the hatred in his eyes. He stared at the Director for a moment before turning to Liz.

      “Kill her,” he gasped to Liz. “Let me die. I don’t care anymore.”

      Then he bent back over Maria, leaving Liz to face the Director alone. Balling her fists, Liz stepped towards the woman.

      “If you kill me, Chris dies!” The gun left Jonathan’s head and Liz ducked as she fired, but the shot was wild and went well clear. The gun returned to Jonathan’s temple. He jerked as the hot barrel burned his flesh, but her grip around his neck held him in place. “The moment my heart stops, the signal goes out. He’ll die in agony!”

      Swallowing, Liz came to a stop. A tense moment stretched out as they eyed one another, locked in a desperate stalemate. Finally the Director sneered.

      “Good,” she hissed, “we understand one another.” She started to back towards the open door, dragging Jonathan with her.

      Liz clenched her jaw tight. Blood thumped in her ears, but she made no move to stop the woman. Silently, she cursed herself for a coward. This was the moment she had been waiting for, her chance to end the woman’s tyranny—whatever the cost.

      Yet Jasmine’s final plea echoed in her ears, and Liz knew she couldn’t do it. Not if it meant losing Chris again, not after she’d just found him. Her shoulders sagged as she realized the evil woman was going to escape.

      Movement came from the door, drawing Liz’s attention. With her eyes on her enemies, the Director didn’t notice as Mira stepped into the doorway. The girl’s multicolored gaze surveyed the scene, taking in Chris and Maria, before settling finally on Liz.

      Liz’s racing heart froze as Mira smiled. It was a small, hesitant thing, as though the girl wasn’t quite sure of what she’d done, as if she was still wondering whether she could take it back.

      Across the room, Liz started to cry out, but Mira was already stepping forward, opening her arms to embrace the Director. And the Director was turning, her eyes widening as she saw the grey-winged girl for the first time. The chime of steel pins striking the concrete seemed unbelievably loud in the silence.

      Then an explosion rocked the room, swallowing them all in its fiery embrace.
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      The young soldier was on all fours, lapping water from a stream as they entered, but when she saw them, she quickly darted back into the corner of the cave. Talisa strode after her, catching the girl by the foot and dragging her kicking and screaming across the sharp stones. She still wore her green and brown uniform, but it was filthy now, the badges and insignia streaked with mud.

      She gasped as Talisa threw her at Susan’s feet, her green eyes casting wildly around in the darkness. Her auburn hair clung to her face, wet with sweat.

      “Have you reconsidered, human?” Talisa asked.

      Susan glanced back at the two Chead who guarded the cave’s only entrance. They stood nearby, watching the girl closely, alert for any sign she might threaten the elder. But this girl was too terrified to even stand.

      Leaning closer, Susan wondered at the soldier’s fear. Earlier too, the girl and her comrades had fled when the Chead had charged. Such bad discipline was unusual among the soldiers of the WAS. Even the guards who’d protected her facility had been better trained.

      This girl reminded Susan more of her former self, of the fearful woman she’d been before the change. She had her arms wrapped around her own chest, as though that could somehow protect her from the Chead. Yet despite her fear, the girl still shook her head at Talisa’s question, even as she bit her lower lip to keep from crying.

      “You disappoint me,” Talisa rumbled.

      Leaning down, she gripped the captive by the hair and hauled her to her feet, then shoved her at Hecate. The human screamed as he caught her in his powerful arms, struggling to break free, but he gripped her around the waist and hurled her to the ground. Even then she tried to crawl away, but she was nowhere near fast enough to escape. Hecate’s foot slammed down on her ankle, and a harsh crack echoed through the cavern. Susan flinched as the girl’s scream followed.

      “You have chosen death,” Talisa said in a calm voice, as though nothing had happened, “but it will not be quick. First, we will have all you know.”

      Beside Talisa, Hecate slowly ground the girl’s ankle beneath his foot. Pinned to the floor, the girl gave a pitiful cry and started sobbing into the gravel.

      Susan watched the girl suffering, heart torn between pity and disgust. After a moment, she raised an eyebrow at Talisa. Normally the woman was quick to put her prisoners to death. Susan had never seen one tortured.

      “We have never captured a soldier,” Talisa said, answering her unspoken question. “I wish to know more of our enemy.”

      She waved to Hecate as she finished. He retreated to Susan’s side.

      “Where are you from, soldier?” Talisa asked as she crouched beside the girl. When the prisoner only whimpered, the elder Chead grasped a handful of hair and forced the girl to look at her. “Would you like him to start again?”

      The soldier bit her lip again and shook her head.

      “Then speak,” Talisa commanded.

      The girl’s eyes switched from Talisa to Hecate and back again. She nodded quickly. “I’m from…Oakdale,” she whispered, then her jaw hardened. “Or was…before you destroyed it.”

      Talisa chuckled and released her hair. Standing, she crossed her arms. “So why did we find you with that pitiful army, soldier?”

      The girl sat back and looked up at them. “I didn’t want to be there,” she spat, “but I’m glad we took some of you with us.”

      Hecate started towards the human, but Susan put out her hand to stop him. She nodded to Talisa. This was her interrogation.

      “You did not want to be there?” Talisa asked softly.

      “I was drafted,” she murmured. Her eyes flashed and she seemed to regain some of her fight. “After you drove us from our home, my family fled to the city. But my brother and I were taken by the army, to be trained for the war.”

      “The war?” Talisa pressed. “Against the Chead?”

      The girl snorted. “Against Texas. We know who your masters are.”

      Talisa raised an eyebrow. “Texas? What do they have to do with my Chead?”

      “They created you, didn’t they?” the girl snapped. “Sent you to kill us, to weaken the WAS so they can take our land.”

      Talisa began to laugh. “Such imaginative creatures. Who told you such a tale?”

      The girl bared her teeth. “The President himself,” she hissed.

      “The President?” Susan stepped up. “He sent you?”

      The girl blanked. “Well, no…we…we were just the ones he selected for special training at his base.”

      “And where was that?” Talisa pressed.

      But the girl had realized she’d said too much. Clamping her lips shut, she glared at them in defiance. Hecate stepped towards her, a dark grin spreading across his face, but Susan was quicker still. Placing herself between the Chead and their prisoner, she raised her hands.

      “Let me speak with her,” she asked softly. “Perhaps I can convince her to join us.” Her eyes moved towards Talisa.

      Talisa eyed her closely. “Cut off their leadership, and the humans will be too busy fighting amongst themselves to come for us.”

      Susan nodded. “Trust me.”

      After another moment’s hesitation, Talisa nodded back. Taking Hecate by the shoulder, she led him across to the entrance of the cavern, giving Susan and the girl space to speak.

      Susan let out a long sigh and faced the young soldier. The girl still knelt on the ground, her broken foot stretched out in front of her, twisted at an awkward angle. Susan sat down beside her.

      “What’s your…name?” Susan asked.

      The girl swallowed. She looked at Susan, then back at the doorway where the others waited. Apparently deciding it was better to talk with Susan than face Hecate, she answered: “Lisa.”

      “My name is…Susan. Nice…to meet you…Lisa,” she said, offering her hand.

      Lisa turned away with a snort of disgust. Susan sighed. “Defiance will…get you nothing,” she murmured, “but a long…and painful…death.”

      “What would you know, Susan?” Lisa snapped, her eyes flashing, “What does a monster like you feel anyway?”

      Susan’s anger flared and she fought the urge to strangle the life from the girl. Scarlet stained her vision as she took a long breath, her stomach straining against her shirt, and then exhaled.

      “I was…like you…not long ago,” she replied at last. “I too…was offered a…choice.”

      That got the girl’s attention. She looked from Susan’s face to her swollen belly. “You…you were human?”

      Susan’s lips twitched in amusement. “I was…a miserable creature,” she said. “The Chead…freed me.”

      Lisa snorted. “Looks like they did more than that.” Shaking her head, she went on, her voice incredulous. “You bred with these monsters?”

      Susan bared her teeth at the insult and wrapped a hand around the girl’s slim throat. It felt good beneath her fingers, and smiling, she started to squeeze. “Hecate is…my mate.” The words were softly spoken, but no less feral.

      The girl’s mouth opened and closed as she batted at Susan’s hand, but her human muscles were nothing to the strength of the Chead. The panic grew in the girl’s eyes as she choked. When Susan finally released her, Lisa bent in two, gasping in great lungfuls of air. Susan watched on, impassive, waiting for the girl to recover. She didn’t speak again until Lisa fell silent.

      “I was once like you…weak…miserable…alone,” she said. “Now you have…a choice. End your suffering…join us.”

      Tears streaked Lisa’s cheeks as she met Susan’s gaze. For a long moment she was silent, her lips pressed tightly together, her green eyes shimmering in the light of the nearby candles. Susan could see her fear, her desire to live, but there was something else too, something she did not recognize until Lisa’s lips drew back in a sneer.

      “Thanks,” she spat, “but I’m no coward. I’d rather die than become a whore for these monsters.”

      Faster than thought, Susan’s fist lashed out and caught Lisa on the side of the face. She heard a crack as the blow shattered the girl’s cheekbone and sent her reeling. Screaming, Lisa tried to scramble away, but Susan was on her in a second, fist raised to deliver the final blow. Before it could fall, Hecate caught her by the wrist.

      “Enough,” he said as she tried to pull away.

      Rage rumbled through Susan’s chest, but she was no match for Hecate’s strength. He dragged her back from the prisoner as Susan screamed at him. “She needs to die!”

      Silently, Talisa crossed the cave to stand beside the prisoner. “She will.” Her voice carried back to Susan. “But not before she tells us everything.”

      Lisa’s screams echoed from the stone walls as the elder Chead leaned down and twisted her broken foot. Watching from Hecate’s arms, Susan’s reason slowly returned. She sagged against her mate, and after a few more minutes, he released her. They stood in silence as Talisa went to work.

      Susan licked her lips, savoring the taste of blood in the air. Each time Talisa released her victim, the girl would try to crawl away, crying pitifully as the stones shifted beneath her broken bones. Her loyalty was impressive, her fortitude to be admired. Yet the girl had insulted the Chead, had called Hecate a monster, and Susan felt no pity for her now. She watched on, taking pleasure from each agonized scream.

      In the end, the girl’s resistance made no difference. Talisa would have what she desired. There was no resisting her iron will. When Lisa finally broke, she shouted the words so loudly they must have echoed through half the cave system.

      Lisa sobbed as Talisa released her. One last time she tried to crawl away. Talisa waved Susan forward. Her mouth watering, Susan obeyed. Talisa handed her a rock and nodded towards the girl. Crouching beside her, Susan brought the rock down on the back of Lisa’s head. There was a sickening crack as her skull shattered, and the pitiful sobs abruptly died away.

      Smiling, Susan stood and looked at Talisa, the girl’s final words still ringing in her ears. They sounded oddly familiar, like a place she should know, though the memory seemed half a lifetime ago now.

      Kirtland Air Force Base, Albuquerque.
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      Sam and Ashley heard the explosion a few minutes before they reached the transmission room. By then, the fight was already over.

      Turning the final corner, Sam stumbled to a stop. Bodies lay strewn across the corridor, their blood staining the walls and floor. Beyond, the air was thick with dust, and a gaping hole waited where a door had once stood.

      “Quickly,” Ashley said. She started down the corridor without waiting for an answer. Sam followed her, his exhausted legs barely able to keep up.

      The dust was clearing as they neared, revealing the full extent of the damage. A burn mark amongst the bodies showed how the first soldiers had died. Others they encountered sported bullet wounds and broken bones. None of them were moving.

      Ashley and Sam shared a glance. Reaching the ruined doorway, they waved away the last of the dust. There was little left of the transmission room. Part of the ceiling had collapsed, leaving rubble strewn across the little room. Ruined computer equipment and cameras lay scattered around the far wall.

      Sam glimpsed another scorch mark near the door, before his eyes were drawn to a body in the corner. He started towards it, and then stopped when he recognized her face.

      “Oh, Maria.” Ashley’s voice broke as she stepped past him and knelt beside Chris’s grandmother. She put a hand to her throat, but after a moment’s pause she met Sam’s gaze and shook her head.

      Hot pain stabbed Sam’s chest. Staggering forward, he dropped to his knees and took up Maria’s hand. Her skin was still warm. “What was she doing here?” he whispered.

      Before Ashley could answer, a piece of rubble shifted, sending a block of concrete crashing to the floor. Instantly, Sam and Ashley were on their feet. They stepped cautiously towards the pile, eyes alert for danger. But there was no more sign of movement, and after moment, Sam knelt and began lifting concrete from the pile.

      After a few minutes, he lifted a chunk of concrete and found a patch of pitch-black feathers beneath. The breath caught in his throat, and tossing the block aside, he redoubled his efforts. With Ashley’s help, they quickly removed the rest of the rubble covering Liz.

      She coughed as Sam lifted her out, a dim groan rasping from the back of her throat. Her wings had taken the brunt of the damage, and from the unnatural way they hung from her back, he guessed that she had broken several bones. A trickle of blood trailed from her mouth and her face was a mess of purple and black. But she was alive, and that was all that mattered.

      Ashley called out as Sam lowered Liz to the ground. Turning back, he watched as Ashley shifted another block of rubble, revealing Chris’s face. They dragged him out, and then Ashley lifted him over one shoulder. She stumbled as a jagged edge of concrete caught her boot, but quickly recovered. Silently, she set Chris down beside Liz. He didn’t move, but Sam let out a long sigh as he saw his friend’s chest lift.

      “What happened here?” Ashley asked softly.

      On the ground, Liz stirred, her eyelids fluttering. She whimpered as her wings shifted and Sam quickly placed a hand on her shoulder. Her clothes had been torn in the explosion and he had to take care not to touch her flesh.

      “Don’t move, Liz,” he said quietly. “You’ve been hurt, but we’re here, Ashley and me. It’s going to be okay. We’re going to get you out.”

      Liz’s eyes flickered open. “Sam?” she murmured.

      Sam nodded and squeezed her shoulder. “Where are the others, Liz?” he asked. “We found Chris. And Maria…she’s gone, I’m so sorry. But what about Jasmine, and Mira? Were they here?”

      A tear streaked Liz’s cheek, carving its way through the dust. Her blue eyes stared up at him, the whites stained red.

      “Gone,” she mumbled, even as her eyes slid closed again, “they’re all gone.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Part 4

          

          

      

    

    







            Rebellion

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            31

          

        

      

    

    
      Sam groaned as he lowered himself into the chair beside the hospital bed. His body creaked, his bones grating as the pillows took his weight. The injuries he’d taken in Alcatraz were healing quickly, but even his genetically modified body couldn’t recover from half a dozen bullet wounds in a week. At least he could still fly though. The girls had just taken off to test Liz’s freshly healed wings—her first flight since she’d been crushed by falling concrete.

      As for Chris…well, it was anyone’s guess whether he would ever fly again.

      Sam’s face sagged as he looked at his friend. Chris’s chest rose and fell in smooth succession, his eyelids fluttering gently. He had yet to open his eyes. The bruises had almost faded from his face, but the deeper wounds still lingered. Even now, a week since their prison break, Chris remained in a coma.

      Liz had done her best to protect him. In the video that had streamed across the globe, she had turned as the grenade exploded and hurled herself across his body. It hadn’t been enough. As the rubble came crashing down, a chunk of concrete had slammed into Chris’s head so hard it cracked his skull, only missing Liz by inches.

      It was a miracle any of them had survived. Even Ashley, freed from her cell, would have been killed had it not been for Mira. The grenades had engulfed the Director in a ball of flames, incinerating her control watch before it detected her death. Only that had spared Ashley and Chris an agonizing death from the collars fastened around their necks. Whether Mira had realized that or not, they would never know.

      A tear trickled down Sam’s cheek. Angrily, he wiped it away. Not for the first time, he cursed Liz for bringing the girl and Maria along. Alcatraz had been no place for either—and both had paid for the mistake with their lives. Yet, he knew Liz hadn’t had a choice. There had been no refusing either of them when they set their minds to something. And without poor, brave Jasmine, there’d been no one else for Liz to turn to.

      Sam took a deep, shuddering breath. Richard, Jasmine, Mira. They had lost so many friends, their families, their lives. When would it all end?

      Letting out his breath again, Sam stood and crossed to the window. They were in a stone building that had once been the embassy for Portugal. Parting the curtains, he peered out into the street. A crowd of protesters thronged the sidewalk, spilling out onto the road in places. A manicured hedge and tall cast-iron fence held them back for now, but it would do little to stop the protesters if they realized who was in the building.

      Chris was a wanted man after what he’d done.

      All hell had broken loose following the Director’s accidental confession. For decades the threat of the Chead had hovered over the people of the Western Allied States, uniting them in fear of a common enemy. With the revelation that their own government had been behind the epidemic…order had collapsed overnight. Haunted by two decades of suffering at the hands of the Chead, rural refugees had unleashed their pent-up rage against the capital.

      The foundations of their nation undermined, officials had tried gathering the remnants of the police and military, but their best efforts had been in vain. It hadn’t taken long for open war to break out on the streets of San Francisco.

      Urban citizens, terrified for their safety, locked themselves away in their apartments. But day by day, more refugees poured into the city, dislodged by the hordes of Chead ravaging the countryside. When the last emergency services collapsed, the rioters had turned on their urban neighbors. After suffering so long under the terror of the Chead, it was impossible to believe the urbanites in their sparkling cities hadn’t been involved in the conspiracy.

      So had begun the bloodiest week in the history of the Western Allied States.

      Outside, a few of the protesters were stirring, and Sam quickly drew back from the window. Despite his efforts in Alcatraz, Sam was quite sure he remained at the top of the public hit list. After all, he had stood beside the President all those weeks ago, offering his silent endorsement.

      The President himself had been the first to flee. The man was no idiot—he’d been long gone by the time the rioters reached Congress. Where, no one knew, but it wouldn’t be long before they tracked him down. With civilization itself on the brink of collapse, there weren’t many places left to hide.

      A hinge creaked, and Sam turned in time to see Harry step through the door. His crutches tapped on the linoleum floor as he shuffled across the room. A bandage covered his right leg from ankle to knee. Unbeknownst to Sam, the old veteran had survived the massacre at the safe house and been shipped off to a medical cell in Alcatraz.

      Luckily, Sam’s prison break had freed Harry before he could be interrogated.

      “Sam.” The old man smiled as he waddled around the bed and took Sam’s seat. “How is he?”

      “Still no change,” Sam replied, adjusting the radio on his belt and looking down at Chris. “The doctor says the swelling has gone down, but she’s not sure how much lasting damage the impact might have caused.”

      “Perhaps he won’t wake up,” Harry said with a sigh. “It might be for the best. It would make my job easier.”

      Sam grimaced, but he was too exhausted to argue. Harry might have fought in the American War, but he’d never experienced the trials that Sam and the others had been through. Harry couldn’t understand the power Doctor Halt and the Director had wielded over those in their thrall.

      Although, even Sam was still struggling to reconcile what Chris had done.

      Out loud, he said, “Your little council still hasn’t decided what to do with him?”

      Since being freed from Alcatraz, Harry had reconnected with the survivors of the Madwomen. Along with several other political prisoners he’d met among the inmates at Alcatraz, he had established a shadow government of sorts here in the embassy. Though his council held no official power, they’d been talking with the refugee leaders, along with some of the city’s more influential residents. And they’d gathered the remnants of the police force, restoring order to at least a few city blocks.

      Harry shook his head. “There are larger issues at hand. We will deal with him when he wakes.”

      “No doubt,” Sam mused. “What about the President? Any word on his location?”

      Leaning back in his chair, Harry eyed him closely. “We’ve narrowed it down to a few possibilities. He could be in San Diego, at the Naval Base there. Or Oregon. Or Albuquerque. Don’t worry, he can’t hide from us forever.”

      “And the reinforcements? Has there been any progress with Texas and Mexico?” Sam pressed. He knew Harry had reached out to a few of Mike’s old contacts in Texas, at least.

      “Those are details I cannot go sharing with just anyone, Samuel,” Harry replied wearily.

      Sam smiled. “But you’ll tell me, won’t you?”

      Harry laughed. “Your assistance at Alcatraz will only get you so far, my friend.”

      “Assistance?” Sam raised an eyebrow. “I’d call that a little bit more than just ‘assistance.’”

      The old veteran rolled his eyes. “You are persistent, aren’t you?” A pained look crossed his face as he stretched his injured leg. “Very well. Texas and Mexico are mobilizing their forces, but these things take time. The first peacekeepers will reach San Diego and Albuquerque in a few days.”

      “You think we can trust them?” Sam asked.

      Harry spread his hands. “There’s not much else we can do.” His gaze travelled to the window. The protesters were beginning their first chants of the morning. “Our police are outnumbered. The army is in tatters, divided between three wayward generals. We’re doing our best, but water, electricity, gas, they’re all just one bad day from shutting off. We need their help. If they decide not to leave…well, we’ll deal with that if it comes to it.”

      Sam nodded, but before he could reply, movement in the bed drew his attention. Chris still lay motionless beneath the white sheets, and the hospital machines continued their rhythmic beeping, unchanged. Perhaps he had imagined it. He was about to look away when Chris’s toe twitched. Then a finger. A sharp beep followed as his heartbeat spiked.

      Sam shared a glance with Harry. Then he reached for his radio.
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      Liz closed her eyes as the ground fell away, the powerful beat of her wings sending her soaring. Relief swept through her as the winds pushed her higher. Spreading her wings to their full extent, she drank in the freedom of flight, the release of gravity’s relentless pull. Gliding through the sky, far above the chaos below, she almost felt free, as though she could leave behind her awful past, and soar into a new future.

      If only it were so easy. But somewhere below, reality lurked, a truth that would not be denied. The radio weighed heavily on her belt, a constant reminder of the darkness waiting for her back at the embassy.

      Wind tugged at her hair and rustled in her feathers, racing around her, cutting off all sound of the city, stealing away the harsh scent of gasoline and humanity. She shivered as it sliced through her thin black top, but with the summer sun beating down on her back, it was almost a relief. Her long-sleeved blouse and jeans were insufferable in the Californian heat, and the gloves only made things worse.

      Liz watched the skyscrapers flash past. Green trees dotted the streets, their branches swaying in the breeze. There were only a few cars about. They crept through the rolling hills like mice eager to avoid a predator’s detection. The day was clear, and across the harbor, Liz could see Alcatraz rearing up from the white-capped waters.

      She shuddered and quickly averted her gaze. In the week since their final confrontation with the Director, Liz had barely left her bed. For the first few days, even the slightest movement would bring sharp pain to her wings. They had taken the brunt of the explosion as she’d spun and thrown herself over Chris. She couldn’t remember anything after that—at least not until Sam and Ashley had dug her out of the rubble that had crashed down on them.

      The others had tried to keep her company while she healed, but Chris also needed watching, and for long hours she’d been left alone to stew in her thoughts. In her grief, and pain.

      Chris…

      The air racing past her face whipped away Liz’s tears. She still felt the shock of stepping through the broken door and finding him standing there. For weeks she’d thought him dead—then suddenly he’d been there, alive, whole. In that one moment, all her hopes and dreams had come rushing back.

      Only to be torn to pieces an instant later.

      Liz shivered as she recalled watching the video of Mike’s execution, in the days after the prison break. A chill had spread down her spine as Chris stepped up and pressed the deadly jet-injector to the Texan’s neck.

      A moan built in Liz’s throat and she was filled by a desperate yearning—to twist in the air and race back to Chris’s bed, to grab him by the shirt and shake him until he roused.

      She needed an explanation, a reason for all of it. It was as though some part of her was still waiting for Chris to wake, to tell her none of it had been real, that he hadn’t really done the things she’d seen.

      That he loved her.

      Wings cracked next to Liz as Ashley drifted into formation. She smiled as her friend’s broad white wings struck the air, sending her spiraling ahead, red hair whirling.

      Ashley had recovered well in the last week. With proper food and sleep, she’d put some weight back on her skeletal frame. Fresh down was sprouting where her wings had molted, and life had returned to her amber eyes. There was a joy to her now, a freedom in the way she moved. But there was also grief, long silences during which she would stare off into the distance, remembering some moment lost in time.

      Ahead, the Golden Gate bridge loomed, its red pillars rising up from the harbor. Angling her wings, Liz aimed for the pillar furthest from the city. As she dropped, her wings beat faster, slowing her descent. She eyed the red beam cautiously as she approached, but clear skies and warm nights meant its surface was dry, and she landed easily. Folding her wings, she watched as Ashley followed her down.

      Turning, Liz sat on the edge of the beam and hung her feet over the seven-hundred-foot drop. A car rumbled across the bridge as Ashley took a seat alongside her. Then without warning, Ashley embraced her. So taken by surprise, Liz almost toppled from the ledge—only her firm grip on the girder kept her in place.

      When she recovered, Liz managed half a laugh and hugged Ashley back. Disentangling themselves, Liz eyed her friend. “What was that for?”

      Ashley smiled. “Because you’re here.” She sighed, her eyes creeping inexorably out towards Alcatraz, “Because for the first time since they took me, I feel like I’m really free.”

      Liz’s heart clenched and she gave Ashley’s shoulder a squeeze. “I’m glad, Ash.”

      Her friend wiped away an unspilt tear. “I just wish the others were here to enjoy it with us.” The howling wind seemed to steal away her words.

      Liz swallowed the sudden lump in her throat. Images flashed through her mind—Richard, collapsing beneath a hail of gunfire…Jasmine, the light slowly fading from her eyes…and poor, sweet Mira, engulfed by the blossoming flames. Her grip on the girder tightened until her arms shook.

      It was a long time before she found the strength to speak again. “Jasmine…she missed you. She told me…she hated how she never put things right with you.”

      Ashley’s eyes were distant. “I miss her too. We never should have let them drive us apart. We were all forced to do despicable things, but they don’t define us.”

      Knowing Ashley was talking about more than just Jasmine, Liz bit her lip. An image of Mike flickered through her mind, of the Texan convulsing in the chair, strapped down, dying in agony as Chris watched on.

      Ashley might be right—they had all done despicable things. But what Chris had done, that hadn’t been a fight to the death. His life might have been on the line, but it had still been cold-blooded murder.

      And then…then there was the kiss he’d shared with the Director.

      Her gut clenched as she forced the image from her mind. It shouldn’t matter—not beside his other crimes—but it did. At least to her. Her insides turned to liquid every time she thought of him. The passion, the love of just a few short weeks ago, was gone. In its place was an empty abyss that threatened to drown her.

      In her heart, she knew that whatever he said, whatever explanation he offered, it wouldn’t be enough. There was no coming back from what he’d done—not for them.

      “Did you ever think it would end like this?” Liz asked suddenly, still staring out over the harbor. “The last time we were up here…did you think this was how things would be? That we’d…that we’d lose Mira and Jasmine and Maria? That Chris would…” She swallowed, barely able to get the words out. “That Chris would betray us?”

      The wind shrieked again as it passed between the wire supports of the bridge. For a long time Ashley did not speak, did not move. She sat looking off into the distance, hair curled around her elegantly shaped ears, her soft white wings resting on the scarlet pillar.

      “Don’t give up on him, Liz,” she said finally. “You don’t know what it was like for him, locked down there with her, without any hope. You don’t know what it was like to be her prisoner, to have her slowly crush the life from you.”

      “But she didn’t crush you,” Liz replied.

      Ashley pursed her lips. “I had already been broken,” she said, then shook her head. “No, not broken. But I had survived the worst Halt could throw at me, and walked out the other side. Thanks to you, Liz.”

      “Me?” Liz asked, frowning.

      “When we last sat up here, you reminded me who I was, helped me find the courage to pull myself back together.” She looked away, her voice growing sad. “Maybe you can do the same for Chris.”

      Liz swallowed. The past week, she had felt as though a vice were closing around her heart, crushing the love from her. She didn’t have much left to give. “I don’t know if I can, Ash,” she murmured into the breeze. “I’m not sure he can come back from this. I’m not sure if…if I can forgive him.”

      Ashley’s hand settled on her shoulder. Looking up, Liz found herself trapped by her friend’s amber gaze. “Maybe you can, maybe you can’t.” Ashley’s voice was soft. “But at least give him a chance. Let him explain. And give yourself time to heal.”

      A sigh escaped Liz’s lips. She wanted more than anything to follow Ashley’s advice, but she wasn’t sure if it was possible, if she could find the strength. Watching the replay of the news broadcast, it had been as though her Chris had been in that chair with Mike, as though the boy she loved had died with the Texan.

      Liz didn’t know what kind of man remained now, but she didn’t think she wanted to find out.

      Before she could put her thoughts into words, the radio on her belt crackled. They both looked down as it started to squeal, then Sam’s voice whispered from the old speaker.

      “Hey girls, you there?”

      Liz’s heart lurched. There was only one reason Sam would be calling them. Hands trembling, she unclipped the radio and lifted it to her mouth. “Yes, Sam…we’re here,” she said, pressing the button on the side.

      “Great!” His voice came again, stronger now. “Well, wherever you are, I suggest you get back here pronto. It looks like sleeping beauty is waking up.”

      The radio went silent. Liz sat staring at Ashley. Her friend’s eyes were wide, shining with the light of the noonday sun. For a long moment they sat there, frozen by the news, by what it meant.

      Suddenly Liz felt as though she were suffocating. She gasped, sucking in great lungfuls of air. A fire lit in her stomach and every hair on her body stood on end. Her mind raced, searching for some way to escape the coming confrontation, to cling to the illusion of the past week, if only for a moment longer.

      “Liz,” came Ashley’s voice, calling her back. A firm hand gripped her by the shoulder. “Liz, it’s going to be okay.”

      Liz blinked and looked at her friend. She nodded slowly, though the movement felt detached from her mind. A passenger in her own body, she stood as Ashley took her hand and drew her up.

      “Come on, Liz,” Ashley whispered, holding her on the edge of the girder. “Let’s go see what he has to say.”
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      Chris’s wings beat harder, hurling him through the sky. The dense clouds churned, enfolding him in their cold embrace, until he could see nothing but the whirling black. His heart raced as he fled the unseen creature behind him. Its howls whispered in the darkness, chasing after him. Its stench filled the air, putrid, decaying, death.

      A shadow flashed at him, dark claws extended towards his throat. His wings twisted instinctively, sending Chris spiraling sideways. Pain seared down his back as something struck him. Screaming, he slammed his wings down, rising higher.

      “Chris!” a voice screamed.

      Choking, Chris spun, seeking the source. His wings beat the swirling clouds as he hovered, spinning, searching. The voice was filled with warmth, with love—but also a desperate fear. It was a voice Chris had never thought he’d hear again.

      “Mom!” he called as the clouds closed in.

      His throat contracted as a figure took shape. She strode towards him, her bare feet seeming to float on open air, green eyes aglow. Her curly auburn hair swirled in the breeze, though where Chris hovered, the air was still. She drew to a stop in front of him, a ghost from the nightmare of his past.

      “Son,” Margaret Sanders whispered.

      “Mom,” Chris choked. Hot tears streamed down his face.

      He drifted towards her, arms outstretched, desperate to hold her again, to be held. She smiled as he approached, a gentle warmth that reminded him of cold winter nights, of dinners by the fireplace, of the safety of childhood.

      Yet as he reached out to take her hand, her smile faded. Her face seemed to change, her lips turning hard, her eyes flickering to hazel, her hair growing straight, fading to blonde. And suddenly it was no longer his mother standing there, but the Director. Rage glinted in her eyes as she caught him by the wrist.

      “Christopher,” she growled. “You failed me!”

      Then Chris was falling, his stomach rising into his chest as he plummeted through empty air. Screaming, gasping, he tried to stretch his wings, only to find them gone. Helpless, he fell. All his old fears came rushing back, and Chris found he could do nothing but scream and scream and scream…

      “No!” Chris shouted as he sat bolt upright.

      Chains rattled as he thrashed, trying desperately to cling to some impossible ledge. Eyes shut tight, he fought the darkness that still held him, pulling him back down, drawing him into the abyss. He opened his mouth to scream again.

      “Chris!” a voice called, only this one was a man’s. A hand grasped him by the shoulder.

      A trace of sanity trickled into Chris’s consciousness. He realized he was no longer falling. Panting, he cracked open his eyes and was met by the harsh glint of fluorescent lights. Pain lanced through his skull and his vision flashed red. The strength went from him in a rush. He collapsed back on the bed.

      An ache began in his back as he landed on his wings, followed by relief that they were still there. Taking another breath, he tried opening his eyes again. This time it was almost bearable, though the light made his head pound like a drum. The room slowly came into focus, and he saw a familiar face staring down at him.

      “Sam?” he croaked.

      For a moment he was confused. His thoughts were a mess of splintered memories. He looked around, surprised to find himself in a hospital bed. Chains rattled again as he found his hands cuffed to the steel rails along the side of the bed. A trail of wires and tubes led from his arm to a host of machines behind him.

      He frowned, trying to piece together the memories. They returned slowly, as though trickling back through a sieve. He saw again his hellish captivity with Ashley, felt the slow dwindling of hope, the ghoulish deaths of the Director’s experiments. He remembered Ashley raging down the corridor, feral, unstoppable—then Ashley on the ground, helpless, being dragged to her death. And the Director, offering him her hand, pulling him to his feet, stripping the buttons from his shirt…

      He choked, trying to resist the flow now, but the memories continued to come. He saw the night he’d betrayed his heart, and the morning after, as he took the jet-injector and placed it to the Texan’s neck. He watched as Mike thrashed in his chair, saw his last agonized throes of death.

      Then Liz was there, and his grandmother—only for her to be stolen away forever. And Jonathan was speaking, revealing how he’d tricked them all, had exposed the truth to the world. And the Director was fleeing, escaping…until little Mira stepped up behind her, a grenade clenched in her tiny fist.

      Squeezing his eyes shut, Chris felt the tears streak his cheeks.

      “You remember?” he heard Sam ask.

      Shame welled in Chris’s chest, and for a moment he wanted to deny it, to pretend he couldn’t remember, that it had all been someone else. He couldn’t bear to look in his friend’s eyes, to face Sam’s judgement, not after what he’d done. He wanted to flee, to run and hide and escape the truth.

      Instead, Chris nodded. “I remember.”

      Sam exhaled loudly.

      Chris looked up at his friend. “Where are we? How am I alive?” His hand drifted towards his neck, to feel for the collar he had worn for weeks, but the handcuffs brought him up short.

      Sam’s eyes shimmered as he sat in the chair beside the bed. “Mira…” He swallowed. “The grenades…they incinerated everything. The Director’s watch was destroyed before it could activate either of your collars.”

      “Either?” Chris whispered. “Ashley…?”

      “She survived,” Sam said, though he didn’t smile. “And Liz. Jasmine didn’t.”

      “How?”

      “She was shot, when soldiers raided our safe house,” Sam replied. “It’s just the four of us left now.”

      “I shouldn’t be alive.” He looked up at Sam. “You know what I did.”

      It was not a question. Sam nodded.

      “The whole world saw,” Sam said. “You really messed up this time, buddy.”

      “I know…”

      “But I’m glad you’re okay.”

      Sam gripped Chris’s wrist. Their eyes met and Chris quickly looked away again. His vision started to blur. He didn’t deserve kindness, didn’t deserve anything but a bullet in the head. His stomach churned, and a dark gulf filled him, a sickly guilt that threatened to engulf him. He jerked his hand back from Sam.

      “I shouldn’t be alive,” he repeated, tears in his eyes. “I told Liz to end it, to kill the Director and end it,” he choked.

      A strained silence filled the room as Chris started to sob. He had killed a man in cold blood, had given himself to the woman who’d tormented them, then watched as that same woman killed his grandmother. In that instant, Chris had truly been lost, had lost his will to live. After everything he’d suffered, he could go no further.

      “Liz didn’t want to lose you, Chris,” Sam said finally, his voice soft, sad.

      Chris blinked the tears from his eyes. “Lose me?” His heart gave a little flutter, before the yawning gulf consumed it. “She already lost me, Sam.”

      Before Sam could respond, the door clicked and swung open. Chris shrank in his bed as Ashley stepped into the room, followed a second later by Liz. Their wings were still half extended, but they tucked them neatly behind their backs as their eyes found him in the bed.

      “Chris…” Liz’s voice was strained, her hands trembling at her side.

      Sam stood abruptly, looking from Chris to Liz to Ashley. “Why don’t we get some fresh air, Ash?”

      Without waiting for a response, Sam took Ashley by the hand and fled. Chris watched as they departed, begging silently for them to stay. Then they were gone, leaving him alone with Liz.

      Chris forced himself to look at her. “Liz…” he whispered.
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      The moment Liz saw Chris sitting up in bed, whatever doubts she’d had about her feelings for him vanished. Stepping across the threshold into the room, it was as though some veil had been lifted, and the fog impeding her judgement was swept away.

      She saw Maria again, Chris’s own grandmother, defying the Director to the death.

      And Mira, sacrificing her short life to end the woman’s evil.

      Then she saw the video of Chris, meekly following the Director’s commands, submitting to her power, murdering his own friend to survive.

      And Liz knew she could never love him again.

      “Liz…” he started after the others had left.

      “Don’t,” Liz spoke over him, her voice sharp as a knife. “Don’t speak. Don’t talk. Don’t try to explain, Chris.”

      She stalked across the room, her knee-length boots thumping loudly on the linoleum. Chris’s gaze dropped to the floor as she stopped beside his bed. He couldn’t even look at her. It only enraged her further.

      “Look at me!” Suddenly she found herself screaming, unable to contain her fury.

      Until this moment, Liz had clung to the hope Chris could somehow explain everything away. But now the thought of him even speaking made her tremble. She knew anything he said would only add gasoline to the flames of her rage.

      He had murdered Mike, had given himself to that vile woman, and done God only knew what with her. Whatever Ashley might have hoped, Liz could never forgive him for it.

      Still chained to the bed, attached to the whirring machines pumping him full of drugs, Chris slowly lifted his face to look at her. Tears brimmed in his hazel eyes. His face had grown thin and haggard in captivity, but it was still the face Liz knew, the one she had kissed, had loved. Now, it only made her sick to her stomach. They might share the same face, but the Chris she had known was gone, betrayed by the coward now lying before her.

      “Liz…” he tried again.

      “I said don’t speak!” she shrieked. Her vision blurred and instinctively her wings snapped open, beating down to send air swirling. A magazine someone had left on the coffee table shot across the room.

      Chris shrank down in his sheets, though with the cuffs chaining his wrists to the bed, there was nowhere he could go. She leaned over the bed, her wings casting him in shadow, until there was nothing but him and her and her rage.

      “How could you do it?” Her voice had dropped to a whisper. Their faces were only inches apart now. Slowly her anger slipped away, leaving only the empty abyss where her love for him had once been. “How?”

      Liz shuddered, biting back tears. Her whole body was trembling, her wings shivering as they fluttered. Something caught in her throat, and unable to look at him a moment longer, she turned away.

      Behind her, Chris wisely remained silent.

      “I thought you were dead,” she mumbled to the wall, hardly knowing what she was saying now. “You said you’d rather die than be caught. You made me leave. It broke my heart, but I did it.” She spun back, her anger returning. “You coward! Why couldn’t you just have died like you said? Like you promised!”

      She stood over him, fists clenched, teeth bared. Chris lay still in his bed, eyes wide. Words had apparently abandoned him.

      “Your nana would be ashamed of you,” Liz spat. “She would have despised you. She died for you. Mira died for you. And Richard. And Jasmine. They all died, but you’re still here, and for what? So you could kill their friend? So you could screw that vile woman?” The words tumbled from her mouth, an unstoppable stream of pent-up emotion. “They all threw away their lives, thinking they knew who you were, that you were good, believing you would make a difference. All those students, all those widows, they’re dead, and in their place, all we get is you!” Liz was screaming now, her words rattling the windows.

      Raging, she gripped the chair beside Chris’s bed in both hands. It was a heavy thing, all wood and cushion, but she hurled it across the room as though it weighed nothing. It smashed into the stone wall and shattered into a thousand pieces. Chest heaving, Liz turned on Chris.

      Red stained her vision and a desperate yearning rose within her, a desire to throttle the life from him. She felt as though that was the only way to end her pain, to quench her rage. Only with his death would she find peace, could she escape the sight of him.

      A growl rumbled from Liz’s chest as she towered over Chris. She half-expected him to try to flee, but he didn’t move. Reaching down, she took his throat in her hands. Her gloves had somehow been lost during her outburst, and she shivered at the warmth of his skin beneath her fingers. Through pain and bloody-minded determination, he had developed an immunity to her touch weeks ago, but that wouldn’t save him now. Slowly Liz began to squeeze.

      Chris didn’t try to fight back, although with his arms cuffed to the bed and the machines pumping him full of morphine, there wasn’t anything he could have done to stop her. His eyes stared up at her, sad and unblinking, almost begging her to do what he could not. A single tear crept its way down his cheek.

      As she took a deep, shuddering breath, the red faded from Liz’s vision. Shivering, she released him and stepped back, though their eyes never left one another. A long silence stretched out until finally, Liz could take it no longer.

      “Why, Chris?”

      Chris shook his head. “You should have let me die, Liz,” he croaked. “You’re right, I shouldn’t be here. It should have been me that died with the Director.”

      To that, Liz had no answer.

      Spinning on her heel, she fled the room.
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      In the darkness, all Susan knew was pain. It was her entire world now, her whole being. She could feel herself tearing up, her insides ripping apart. Her mind rebelled, wanting to flee, to depart her mortal shell and escape the red-hot coils of her agony.

      Instead, she gritted her teeth and clung on.

      “Breathe, Susan,” Talisa’s voice whispered in the darkness, drawing her back.

      Susan looked around, but the candles had burnt out long ago and none of the Chead had bothered to get more. She sucked in a breath, savoring the sweet scent of her brethren, and sighed as the pain receded for a second. A hand gripped her by the shoulder. She shifted on the stones to look for its owner.

      “You are almost there…my mate,” Hecate’s stilted words whispered in her ear.

      Susan nodded, though in the pitch-black, she knew he could not see her.

      “Light, please!” she gasped. Talisa would not be pleased—the Chead did not need sight—but in that instant, Susan hardly cared.

      A hand stroked her hair. Somewhere in the darkness she heard the faint whisper of a candle being lit. A flame appeared, its glow casting back the pitch-black. Talisa and Hecate sat on either side of her, their scent enveloping her, while a third Chead held the candle near her feet.

      She sensed the pressure building again. Clenching her teeth, Susan struggled to control her breathing. A wave of pain swept out from her abdomen. Her legs spasmed. A sharp cramp had begun in the small of her back hours ago, and it flared again now. Arching against the cold ground, she cried out as the contraction ripped through her.

      Suddenly she found herself in another place, another body, another time.

      Susan laughed as she wandered through the museum, her mom just two steps behind. The crowds pressed in around her, but she didn’t mind. This was her special day, her time in the sun, and she was going to make the most of it.

      After all, it wasn’t every day you turned ten.

      The day passed in a blur, as she led her mom through the countless exhibits detailing the history of the Western Allied States. How they had departed from the United States and set off to forge their own path. How the United States had attempted to undermine them. How for a decade, war had raged across the North American continent.

      And how the detonation of a nuclear warhead in Washington, DC had finally brought the devastating conflict to a close.

      At the end, Susan and her mother found themselves in the museum’s feature exhibit—an expose on the WAS’s nuclear independence. Newspaper articles had been blown up and plastered over one wall, featuring articles declaring “VICTORY” alongside images of a mushroom cloud rising from the wreckage of DC.

      Walking through the exhibit, Susan wondered at the life-sized rockets littering the room. For a ten-year-old, the sleek steel contraptions seemed the epitome of man’s accomplishments. How these strange devices could be sent hurtling thousands of miles through the sky was beyond her comprehension. Television screens around the room showed videos of glowing reactors and rockets soaring across vast oceans. In that moment, it seemed to Susan that her nation must be capable of anything.

      Slowly the vision faded, the edges turning to black. Feeling the pull of pain, Susan clung to the memory, desperate to remain. From a distance, she watched her ten-year-old self studiously reading her way through the exhibit, learning of the process of nuclear fission, the development of the triad, the map of the Western Allied States and their known nuclear bases.

      As the last traces of the memory vanished, Susan glimpsed the words inscribed beside “Albuquerque."

      Kirtland Air Force Base.

      Susan screamed as the pain came rushing back. Thrashing, she caught Hecate by the shoulder and hauled him towards her. He yelped as her nails dug into his flesh, but for once he lacked the strength to tear himself free. Panting, Susan shrieked again, her cries echoing through the cavern.

      “Almost there, Susan.” Talisa’s voice was disgustingly calm. Susan wanted to hurl a rock at the elder Chead.

      “Breathe, my mate,” Hecate whispered.

      With an effort of will, Susan lay back against the stones. Her chest constricted, reducing each inhalation to a desperate gasp. She clung to Hecate until she felt blood beneath her fingers, but now her mate did not pull away. Warmth flooded Susan as their eyes met, and she screamed one last time.

      A sudden rushing sensation came from between her legs. The pressure wrapping around her abdomen lessened, and Susan collapsed back against the stones, crying and panting, coughing as her chest relaxed. Finally, she managed to take a proper breath.

      For a second, there was silence in the cavern. Then a piercing cry split the darkness, and the Chead at her feet lifted something from the stones. Susan’s heart fluttered as she saw her baby in the Chead’s arms. She scrambled to sit up, though fire still burned in her stomach. Reaching out her arms, she cried wordlessly for her child.

      But the Chead only turned away. Before she could stop him, he disappeared into a side cavern, stealing her child from view. A strangled cry built in Susan’s throat as the warmth turned to rage. It cast aside the agony and fed strength to her limbs. Arms trembling, she started to stand.

      An iron hand gripped her shoulder and forced her back down. Snarling, Susan lashed out at Talisa, but the elder Chead caught her fist and shoved her back.

      “Down, child,” she commanded.

      With a pitiful moan, Susan slumped against the stones. Tears sprang to her eyes as her baby’s cry echoed through the caves. She twisted around, trying hopelessly to find him.

      “Enough!”

      Talisa’s weathered hand slapped Susan hard across the face. She started to cry. The pain was returning now, the pressure building once more.

      “Please,” she moaned.

      “No,” Talisa growled, murky white eyes flashing in the light of the candle. “Your child will wait. The others cannot.”

      Susan looked up at the elder Chead, uncomprehending. Seconds ticked past before it struck her. Agony had driven the knowledge from her mind, but now it came rushing back. The Chead did not have single child births. Like rabbits and cats, they had litters, multiple births. Except unlike their furry relatives, birthing was not easy.

      It was agony.

      Sobbing, Susan collapsed back against the cold stones.
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      Sam sighed as he fell back on the double bed. Placing his arms behind his head, he grinned up at Ashley.

      “A little early for bed, isn’t it?” she asked, eyebrow raised. “It’s three in the afternoon.”

      “Perfect time for a siesta.” Sam laughed, patting the empty space beside him. Even now, he couldn’t stop smiling, couldn’t stop looking at her.

      Ashley had been skin and bone when she’d escaped, her hair matted and eyes lined by shadows. She had slept for two days straight—and upon waking had wolfed down enough food to feed a lion. Even now, she became like a fox in a henhouse at the merest mention of food. But the extra sustenance had done its work, returning muscle to her lithe frame, the subtle curves to her hips.

      Taking a step towards the bed, a playful smile tugged at Ashley’s lips. To show his appreciation for his rescue, Harry had given them a room to themselves, and they were both still savoring the novelty of privacy. For months they’d lived in prison cells and cages or camped in tiny hideouts. To suddenly have a master bedroom and ensuite bathroom all to themselves was something of a shock.

      Of course, they had taken full advantage.

      Still on her feet, Ashley brushed the scarlet hair from her face and fluttered her eyelashes. “You want me to join you?”

      Impatient, Sam sat up and grabbed her around the waist. Ashley yelped as he threw her down on the bed, but she was too quick to be pinned. Twisting to the side, she laughed as he landed beside her. Then she wriggled closer and wrapped her arms around his waist. Leaning in, she planted a kiss on his lips.

      Sam kissed her back, tasting the sweetness of her tongue, the closeness of her body, but Ashley pulled away again before things could progress. He eyed her closely, seeing her mind wasn’t completely with him. He tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, to which she scowled and dislodged it again.

      “Don’t do that.” She tapped him on the nose like he was a bad puppy.

      “Where are you?” he asked softly, stroking her cheek.

      Ashley sighed. “What do you think…they’re going to do?”

      Sam exhaled. He didn’t need to ask who Ashley meant by “they.”

      “I don’t know,” he offered. “What Chris did…”

      “I tried to make her understand,” Ashley replied, absently stroking his chest. “What it was like for us…”

      “I think she knows…” Sam said with a shudder. He wished he could forget his time locked alone in Halt’s cell, powerless to resist the beatings by the guards. And Ashley’s terror as Halt had snapped her fingers, one by one. “But I’m not sure it matters.”

      “We’ve all done terrible, awful things though,” Ashley murmured, rolling onto her back to stare at the ceiling. Her chest rose as she sucked in a breath, drawing Sam’s eyes to the soft curves of her breasts.

      “In the heat of the moment, when it was them or us,” he muttered.

      Closing her eyes, Ashley nodded, and Sam knew she was seeing Chris on the screen, ending Mike’s life. He watched her face, wondering again how she had found the strength to resist, to defy the Director while Chris—always so strong, so determined—had crumbled.

      But then, Ashley herself was stronger than most. Even when she’d been struggling to overcome her own demons, Ashley had placed the wellbeing of her friends above her own life. When they’d needed her at the university, she hadn’t hesitated to help, despite her terror.

      “Chris…he lost himself in there,” Ashley was saying. “It wasn’t the torture that broke him, or the sleepless nights, or the cold or starvation or pain. It was the absence of hope.” Her voice cracked as she turned her head towards him. “All those kids, Sam, all those students. They stood up for us. And there was nothing we could do to save them. Chris couldn’t take that, couldn’t take knowing he’d given up his freedom to protect them, and they’d died anyway.”

      Sam nodded. Even after learning the government had been behind the Chead epidemic, the scenes of the university massacre had shocked him. Chris and Ashley had sacrificed their freedom to try to stop it—he could understand how that might have broken his friend.

      He could, but could Liz? Could Harry and his council?

      Shivering, he stroked Ashley’s hair again. Her eyelids slid closed at his touch. Leaning in, she nuzzled his neck. Tingles of fire ignited where her lips met his skin, and the heat of desire clutched him. Opening his arms, he drew Ashley into his embrace.

      She came willingly, her arms slipping beneath his shirt, touching lightly, taunting. He groaned as their lips locked together. Her tongue darted out, the taste of her filling him, fueling his desire. The heat in his chest spread, becoming a desperate yearning, an insatiable need.

      Her fingers were tugging at his shirt now, and he lifted his arms eagerly, allowing her to draw the thin material up over his broad shoulders. Then her hands returned to his naked chest, hungry, eager, even as he still struggled to pull the shirt over his head. As always, the slits at the back caught on his wings, and in a sudden fit of impatience he yanked at it. Fabric tore, and he hurled the ruined shirt across the room.

      Watching him, Ashley lay back on the bed, her white tank top hugging her body. A teasing smile crossed her lips as she spread her wings. With them extended, there was no way to remove her top intact. But the glimmer in her eyes told him what she wanted.

      Growling, he leaned over her, tongue tasting, teeth nibbling at the soft flesh of her neck, her shoulders. His fingers danced across her stomach, floating over the mounds of her breasts, coming to the thin strap at her shoulders. He took it between his fingers and tore it before moving on to the other side. Ashley gasped mockingly as the second ripped. Grinning, he gripped the fabric where it curved down to cover her breasts, and tore it clean in two.

      Sitting back, he took a moment to admire his work. Ashley still lay on the bed, wings still spread, her ruined top exposing the glorious curves of her body. Sam held himself on all fours, their naked chests just inches from touching. Face to face, they stared into one another’s eyes, their breath mingling.

      In a rush Sam kissed her, feeling Ashley’s lips melt beneath his, her body rising up to meet him. Her soft breasts pressed against his chest, igniting a primal moan deep in his throat. Her fingers were in his hair, pulling him down, holding him tight, desperate to ensure he wouldn’t escape. But he wasn’t going anywhere. Her scent was in his nostrils, her taste in his mouth. He wanted nothing more than to stay in this place with her forever, and let the world outside do what it would.

      She fumbled at his pants, and then they were gone. Hers quickly followed. Sam gasped as her hands gripped him by the waist. Grinning, she pushed him, and suddenly he was tumbling sideways. She laughed as she straddled him, her sleek breasts glittering in the fluorescent lights. Her amber eyes were aglow, shining with that light he’d seen in the corridors beneath Alcatraz. Leaning forward, she whispered in his ear.

      “Take me, Sam.” Her breath was hot against his flesh.

      He had no choice but to obey, his hips rising to meet hers. A gasp tore from his lips as he found her. Ashley’s lips parted, her breath quickening as she pressed her lips to his neck. Wrapping his arms around her waist, Sam moved slowly, feeling her respond, her hot gasps on his flesh.

      Ashley’s hands slid through his hair, her moans in his ear. He could feel her all around him, moving faster, every thrust of her hips encouraging him to greater heights. His own hands moved with a will of their own, trailing through her wings, down the small of her back, gripping her ass, her hair, her feathers.

      A ferocity built within him, a burning desire for more, a feral need to take control. Moving one arm behind her waist, he lifted her and spun. Ashley gasped, her eyes widening as she found herself beneath him once more. Her eyes narrowed, but he kissed her hard and felt her relent. Sliding his hand behind her neck, his other beneath her waist, he pressed close against her.

      Tearing her lips from his, Ashley groaned, her nails digging into the flesh of Sam’s back. He kissed her neck, breathing in the sweetness of her, and increased the pace again. All thought, all reason left them as they moved against each other, joined as one, ignorant to the troubles that had driven them to the room.

      When they finally collapsed back to the sheets, Sam was gasping. Ashley was still trembling as he drew her tight against him, her head resting against his chest. Suddenly heavy, his eyelids slid closed. Embracing the warmth of his mate, he heard the call of sleep, and welcomed it before the chaos without could intrude.
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      Chris lay in bed staring at the ceiling. His mind was adrift, set loose by the confrontation with Liz. His thoughts swirled, drowning in the cocktail of drugs being pumped into his arm. A deep sense of lethargy clung to him, a hopeless resignation to his fate. Thinking back, he could hardly believe what he’d done, the atrocities he’d committed. It seemed almost a dream to him now, an awful nightmare he could not wake from.

      But there was no escaping the truth. Mike was dead—his blood was on Chris’s hands. There was no changing that, no denying it. The whole world had seen him execute the helpless Texan. One way or another, he would have to pay the price for his actions.

      What form that price would take had yet to be determined. In the corner, the television buzzed as images flickered across the screen. They showed the riots engulfing San Francisco, the buildings burning and protesters marching in the streets. People were screaming for justice, for the fall of the government and all those involved with the spread of the Chead.

      Chris watched the rioting without emotion. After all this time, after everything he’d suffered at the hands of the government, he felt strangely disconnected from the outside world. Thinking back to the boy he’d been, to the teenager looking forward to finishing school and graduating with his friends was like looking into another life, another world.

      His grandmother had been his last connection to that life, to a time before Doctor Halt’s insane experiments. But now she was gone, and he felt more alone than ever. It was as though each new loss pushed him farther and farther from humanity.

      Without Liz, without Ashley and Sam, what would he become?

      He shuddered, recalling the raw hate in Liz’s eyes. Was that the price his crimes demanded? That he be left completely and utterly alone?

      Gritting his teeth, Chris forced aside his self-pity. If that was the case, if his friends and the world no longer wanted anything to do with him, so be it. He deserved no better.

      A harsh beep from the corner drew Chris’s attention to the television. He frowned as the screen flashed red. With a sigh, he reached for the remote. But flicking through the few available channels, he saw they were all the same. He was about to switch the television off when the screen returned to life. An image of a broad mahogany desk appeared.

      Chris’s blood chilled as a man stepped into sight and sat down. The President wore a broad smile as he straightened his tie and looked into the camera.

      “My fellow citizens of the Western Allied States,” he began. “It is with regret that I come to you today from hiding. Terrorists and political traitors have undermined our great nation, driving your elected representatives from government and inciting violence across the country. I have been forced to take leave from my office in fear for my own life.”

      He paused, eying the camera, and Chris swallowed. The glint in the President’s eyes was not one of a defeated man. If anything, he looked invigorated, as though this week of chaos had revitalized him.

      “It grieves me that our great nation has come to this. But fear not. I will not let chaos stand. I will not allow treacherous generals and foreign devils to overthrow our nation. This will not be the end of democracy in the Western Allied States.”

      Chris scowled, cursing the man’s hypocrisy. The President himself had been the first to undermine the country’s democracy. Who else could have been behind the spate of disappearances, the bribery scandals and treason charges brought against opposition leaders? By the first postwar election, the opposition party had plummeted to record lows in the polls. Eventually they had crumbled to infighting, fracturing into half a dozen minor parties who could never truly challenge the President’s party.

      “Myself and a few loyal souls have already begun preparations to restore order. While our armies are fractured, we will soon have the force needed to bring peace to New Mexico. We expect Arizona, California, Oregon and Washington to quickly follow.

      “In the meantime, I ask those of you who believe in this great nation to have patience. Have faith that this is not the end, that our union will win through. The chaos of today is not our fate—peace will be restored. Though our foes surround us now, their greed will be their downfall. We will prevail.”

      A shiver went through Chris. Gripping the rails of his bed, he tried to sit up. The steel cuffs cut into his wrists as he strained against them, teeth clenched with rage. Hands trembling, he searched for the remote to hurl it at the television, but somehow he’d lost it in the folds of the sheets. The speakers screeched as the President continued his address.

      “And to those who would oppose us, to the traitors marching in our streets, and those powers threatening our borders, I say this: defy us at your peril. Foreign acts of aggression will not be ignored. Any movement of troops across our borders will be met with swift and fatal recourse.”

      Leaning forward in his chair, the President stared through the screen, eyes alight. “I have taken refuge with loyal soldiers at the Kirtland Air Force Base. In doing so, I now have sole command of our nuclear defense system. Should foreign powers seek entrance into the Western Allied States, I will have no choice but to unleash these powers. Mexico City, Houston, Austin—every major urban center you possess will be wiped from the map.”

      At that the President leaned back and smiled. “And to those domestic traitors who desire my position, well, you know where I am.” He spread his hands. “I’m waiting.”
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      The setting sun stained the skyline red as Liz drifted down towards the city. For once, the San Francisco winds had died away, and she glided easily through the open air, her feathers making miniscule adjustments in the shifting air currents. Banking left, she slid between the skyscrapers, watching the hills rolling up towards the peak of Independence Square, then back down towards the suburbs.

      Breathing in the fresh salt air, high above the chaos, Liz struggled to relax, to forget for a few minutes about Chris and Mike, about Mira and Maria, about Jasmine dying in her arms. But it was hopeless. The ghosts of the past chased her wherever she went.

      The skyscrapers fell away as Liz soared over the suburbs. The hills flattened, the buildings changing to a miss-match of single-story villas and dense townhouses packed into the narrow San Francisco streets. Trees lined the sidewalks, their branches flourishing with the green of summer. A few cars dotted the roads, but most residents had retreated to their homes to wait out the night.

      Liz hadn’t left the embassy with a purpose or destination in mind, only in the knowledge she had to get out, had to escape the narrow hallways and rooms and put as much distance between herself and Chris as possible.

      Now though, she began to recognize the landscape below, the trees and twisting streets. With a jolt, she realized where she was going.

      It didn’t take her long to reach the park. Tucking her wings in close, Liz dropped from the sky, watching as the pine trees grew in her vision. When she was some thirty feet above the ground, her wings snapped back open, and she lurched to an abrupt, mid-air stop. The muscles along her back clenched, tying themselves up in knots, but in a way the pain was welcome. At least it was real.

      She drifted down to the ground, scanning the familiar parking lot, taking in the seedy public bathroom and the distant row of pines. The faintest whiff of ash drifted on the air. Steeling herself, Liz walked around the corner of the toilet block.

      The breath caught in her throat as the burnt-out car came into view, her chest swelling with anticipation. It was as though she expected to find Jasmine waiting there for her, eyebrow raised, foot tapping impatiently against the concrete.

      Instead, Liz found herself alone. Her gut clenched. Tears streaming down her face, she crossed to the car. A sob wrenched its way up from her stomach as she placed a hand on the blackened roof and looked through the shattered window.

      The flames had licked the old sedan clean, melting the paint from the exterior and leaving the steel frame a twisted wreck. The back seat where she’d laid Jasmine down and said her goodbyes was bare. There was nothing more than a pile of ash where her friend had been. It was as if Jasmine had never existed.

      A wave of nausea struck Liz. Staggering sideways, she dropped to one knee. Panting, her vision blurring with tears, she grabbed at the car to steady herself. Her stomach cramped, and she groaned as her legs turned to jelly. She sat down hard, pulled her knees to her chest and leaned back against the car.

      “You were right, Jas,” she whispered, her eyes fixed on the empty asphalt. “We should have listened to Richard, back in the mountains. We should have just disappeared, run away and never looked back.”

      A soft breeze blew through the parking lot, rustling the leaves of a nearby tree. She waited as the breeze died away, as though somehow her words might reach through the veil and draw back a response. The last glow of the setting sun had fallen beneath the treetops. Darkness pressed in around her. But there was no response, only the calm silence of night.

      Liz shook her head. “It’s all been for nothing. Everything we’ve sacrificed, everything we’ve done, it’s only made things worse.”

      Who could have imagined the truth would have such disastrous consequences? That it would turn rural on urban, and send the nation to the brink of another civil war? In the last week, she had witnessed the true depths of humanity’s evil, had watched as society unraveled and her country reverted to mob rule.

      Not that Liz could blame the refugees for their rage. After all, they were her countrymen. She had grown up alongside them, had suffered the same poverty and rampant depredation that had come after the American War. The postwar depression had crippled the rural economy, bankrupting farmers across the country. With their land lost to wealthy investors from the cities, rural communities had spent the last two decades scraping a living from the pennies left to them.

      Now, that brooding resentment had been set aflame by the Director’s confession.

      Slowly the pains in Liz’s stomach faded away. She sucked in fresh air as her grief relaxed its iron grip. Staring into open space, Liz remembered again her fiery friend, remembered the tears they’d shed together after Richard’s sacrifice, after they’d thought Chris and Ashley lost. Despite their rocky beginning, Jasmine had become like a sister to her. More than anything, Liz regretted pushing her away in those final weeks.

      She would have given anything to have her there, to talk with her about Chris. No doubt she would have ended up crying into Jasmine’s shoulder. Liz smiled at the thought. Closing her eyes, she bid a final farewell to her friend. Then she placed her hands against the asphalt and pushed herself back to her feet. Brushing the stones from her gloves, she gave the burnt-out car a final glance, and turned away.

      Wandering through the park, Liz found her thoughts drifting to the future. She wondered whether she was destined for the same fate as Jasmine. They had won the battle, had defeated the Director and driven the President from the western seaboard, but the war was far from over. So long as the madman lived, he remained a threat. The President had proven in his two decades of rule to be a man without rival. If he said he would return, Liz had no doubt he meant it.

      But with the President’s finger on the button of a nuclear arsenal, there was little anyone could do to act against him. Anyone that is, but Liz and her friends. They were the only ones who stood a chance of getting close, the only ones powerful enough to take on whatever forces the man had gathered around himself. Yet if they did, any one of them could be next on the funeral pyre.

      Shuddering, Liz gathered herself and leapt skyward. Her wings beat down, sending dust swirling around the empty parking lot. Airborne, she raced across the treetops, her wingtips barely missing the tallest branches. Her heart hammered in her chest, and an icy fear crept through her veins. Her wings moved faster, hurling her through the sky. The park flashed past below, then gave way to the dark waters of the harbor.

      Taking a breath, Liz forced all thought of the future from her mind. Her heart slowed as her fear fell away. Banking, she turned back towards the coast. The houses here had once been the pick of the city, golden mansions that looked out across the harbor to the scarlet expanse of the Golden Gate Bridge. Now they stood empty, great stone and metal monuments to the arrogance of man.

      Concrete seawalls had protected them from the incremental sea level rise of the last thirty years. But it had only been a matter of time before the warming oceans brought the devastating hurricanes of the tropics to San Francisco. Hurricane Huerta had spared most of the city, but its low-pressure eye and howling winds had driven waves up above the high tide mark, smashing seawalls to pieces and sweeping through the mansions below.

      With the storms only forecast to worsen, the owners had finally abandoned their properties to the ocean. For ten years they had stood empty, their lower floors inundated, their walls crumbling to neglect and decay.

      Looking at them, Liz realized a new group had taken up residence. The refugees who’d streamed into the city were quick to occupy any available space, and the upper levels of the mansions were still untouched by the rising waters. A shantytown now packed the spaces between the buildings, as desperate souls threw up makeshift walls and corrugated iron roofs to protect themselves from the elements.

      There, finally, Liz spied people. Unlike their urban cousins, the people below had no fear of the darkness. They stood in the open, gathered around flaming barrels and spreading out into the streets beyond the shantytown. Most looked harmless, wandering the maze of crude alleyways with empty hands, eager just to go about their lives safe from the hordes of Chead roaming the countryside.

      Then, as Liz drifted over the maze of crude alleyways, a scream pierced the night.
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      Susan settled back on the rags and closed her eyes. The weight of five tiny bodies lay across her stomach and breasts. Their fiery heat radiated through her, reassuring her that they lived, that her babies had survived. She could hardly believe she’d survived the ordeal herself. Yet here she was, alive and whole, basking in the warmth of her future.

      Three girls and two boys.

      Stones rattled, and Susan watched as Hecate entered their cavern. He slid through the shadows until he stood over her. His grey eyes glowed in the light of the candles, staring down at them.

      Smiling, Susan gestured to the empty rags. A smile appeared on Hecate’s face and he quickly settled himself beside her. She shivered as he embraced her, embraced them all. Closing her eyes, her worries faded away, a soft blanket of contentment wrapping around her.

      Resting her head against Hecate’s chest, she breathed in the scent of him, of their family, their life. Settled there, she could almost forget the trauma of the past hours, almost ignore the hot cramps still wrapping around her abdomen.

      “My congratulations, Susan, Hecate,” Talisa whispered in the flickering light.

      Susan’s eyes snapped open, her heartbeat quickening. Hecate stirred, and one of the boys on her stomach started to wriggle. She stroked his head as the elder Chead approached them. A flicker of red drifted across her vision. There was a bitter taste in Susan’s mouth as Talisa took a seat on the outcropping of rock beside their makeshift bed.

      Finally remembering herself, Susan nodded. “Thank you, Talisa.”

      A smile spread across Talisa’s aging face. “You have done well, ensuring our people’s survival. The Chead could not have asked more of you.”

      Lying flat on her back, staring up at the ancient Chead, Susan felt small. With the tiny bodies wrapped in her arms, she was vulnerable, trapped by their presence. She didn’t dare move for fear of waking them.

      “It’s not over,” Susan whispered, glancing at the sleeping faces of her children. “This world will never…be safe for them, not while…humanity hunt us.”

      Talisa’s bleached white eyes studied Susan closely. “That is a worry for others now, my child.” Her voice was dry, rasping as it echoed from the cold rocks. “Your children need you.”

      Susan frowned and she tried to sit up. A sharp cry came from one of the girls, and cursing under her breath, Susan stilled. But she wasn’t about to give in so easily. “I will not stand idle…while the humans plot against us. I cannot rest…until the world is safe for them.”

      “My child, we have warriors who will carry the fight to the humans,” Talisa replied, her voice hardening. “Tomorrow they will leave these caves and travel through the mountains. Hecate and I will lead them. We will kill this President and leave the humans leaderless. But you must remain.” She grinned. “We cannot risk such a fertile female beyond our safe haven.”

      Anger lit in Susan’s chest. She sat up, taking care to place her babies gently on the rags beside her. One of the girls started to shriek, but Susan only handed her to a surprised Hecate. Standing, she faced Talisa. “You think killing their leader will stop them?” she asked, the words coming easily for once. “You think they’ll leave us alone, now that you’ve revealed our strength?”

      Susan suppressed a shudder as Talisa stepped in close. The elder Chead’s eyes seemed to glow in the dim light, but Susan refused to bow down.

      “You would defy me, child?”

      The edge to Talisa’s voice raised the hairs on Susan’s neck. There was a warning there, a threat. Swallowing hard, she lowered her gaze, suddenly unable to meet the elder’s eyes.

      “No, Talisa,” she murmured demurely, “but…I have another idea…something I remembered.”

      A long silence stretched over the cavern, broken only by the soft murmuring of Susan’s upset children. Her heart wrenched as she looked back and saw Hecate cradling two of the girls to his chest. For a moment she was filled with a yearning to obey Talisa’s command. The desire to wrap her children in her arms, to give her life to them, was all but irresistible. It would be so easy to remain here, to forget the dangers of the outside world, the cruelty of humanity, and dedicate herself to the Chead.

      Yet even surrounded by the sweet scent of her brethren, a part of her still resisted.  A voice deep inside her called out, demanding her to act. Because if she did nothing, Talisa would lead them all to destruction.

      “Explain yourself, child,” Talisa said finally, her voice laced with anger.

      Susan glanced from Hecate to Talisa. “There’s something I remembered…” she repeated, slowly regathering her confidence. “A final piece to the puzzle of our survival.”

      “And what would that be?”

      “A way to defeat them,” Susan whispered. “A way to wipe humanity from existence.”
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      “No! Stop! Leave me alone!”

      The scream echoed from an alleyway running between two of the rotting mansions. Scanning the shadows, Liz found the silhouettes of two men and a woman advancing on a fourth figure. As the scream came again, she folded her wings and dropped from the sky.

      Stones crunched as Liz slammed into the ground, her jet-black wings flaring out to fill the alleyway. The three assailants flung themselves away from her, eyes wide. Shouts echoed off the narrow walls as they tripped and went down in a heap. A low growl rose in Liz’s throat as she stepped towards them.

      The three scrambled to their feet, but now that the initial shock of her appearance had worn off, they stood their ground. The tall walls of the alley cut off the last glow of the setting sun, but Liz had no trouble making them out in the gloom. Her eyes swept over the three, taking in their tanned skin and angry eyes. The woman with them held a pistol gripped tightly in one hand, while one of the men cradled a sawed-off shotgun. The last towered over the other two, a crowbar in hand.

      “It’s one of them freaks!” the woman with the pistol shouted. “You know, the old President’s lackeys?”

      “Yeah, we’re not blind, Sally,” the man with the shotgun replied. His eyes glinted in the darkness as he pointed his weapon at Liz. “What do you want, freak?”

      Liz could hear their victim whimpering behind her. Glancing back, she saw a girl on her knees huddled up against the wall. Cursing, she swung back to the assailants. Only a few feet separated them—she could cross that distance in the blink of an eye. Making up her mind, she gave a dark smile and folded her arms.

      “Leave now, and I won’t break your legs,” she said, flashing her most menacing grin.

      The three shared a glance and edged back a step, eyes wary. The public hadn’t seen what they could do, but these three came from the countryside; they would be all too familiar with the Chead. To her surprise though, they stood their ground, seeming to take confidence from their numbers and weapons. The two in the lead hefted their guns and pointed them at her chest.

      “What’s the girl to you, freak?” The man with the shotgun smiled and gestured at the terrified girl. “Pretty urban thing like that needs a lesson on how the world works now.”

      Fists clenched, Liz took a slow step forward. Stones crunched as the three took a matching step back, the guns wavering in their hands. Fury lit in Liz’s chest as she watched them, the bitter taste of disgust on her tongue.

      “You make me sick,” she spat. “What has she ever done to you? You think just because the government set the Chead on us, it gives you some right to take that injustice out on her? You think this is her fault, just because she’s from the city?”

      “What would you know, freak?” the woman with the pistol snapped. Anger seemed to give the woman courage. “Why don’t you go scampering back to your maker? I’m sure you’ve got things all nice and comfy, being his pet guinea pig and all.”

      “Is that what you think?” Liz growled. Her wings beat down, sending dust swirling through the alleyway. “You think I’ve had it good, do you?”

      The woman’s face paled as Liz approached, the handgun wavering. The man with the shotgun stepped in front of her. “Hey, stay back!”

      Liz ignored him. “You think it’s fun, being locked away for months? You want to try it? Maybe we should throw you in a cage and spend a few weeks prodding and poking you, tormenting you like some animal. Maybe then we’ll see who’s the freak!” Her voice rose to a scream as she lunged forward and tore the shotgun from the man’s hands.

      He stumbled back as she slammed the gun down on her knee. It snapped in two with a shriek of twisting metal. Hurling the pieces aside, Liz leapt as the woman pointed her pistol. The gunshots roared in the narrow space, but Liz was already airborne, her black wings merging with the night.

      Then she was among them, her wings flashing out, sending them reeling. Spinning on her heel, she jumped at the woman with the gun, driving her boot down into the woman’s knee. There was a satisfying crack as it gave way. A high-pitched scream filled the alleyway as she dropped her gun and staggered back.

      Recovering from his shock, the first man shouted and lunged at Liz. Pressed against the wall, she had no space to avoid him, but it hardly mattered. His fist flashed for her face, but she only reached up and caught it with a gloved hand. The color drained from the man as she grinned. Before he could pull away, she dragged him forward into a headbutt.

      He staggered back as she released him, hands on his head. When he didn’t go down, she leapt, wings beating to add to her momentum, and kicked him square in the chest. The blow hurled him back into the concrete wall. Groaning, he slid to the ground and did not get back up.

      Liz nodded with satisfaction and searched for the last man. He was already fleeing down the alleyway, his broad back disappearing into the shadows. Anger lit in her stomach. Baring her teeth she started after him, before a soft sob drew her attention back to the girl. Pausing, Liz sucked in a long breath, and dismissed the fleeing man as a coward.

      The woman with the broken knee was still cursing under her breath, trying to drag herself away from Liz. The pistol lay nearby and Liz quickly kicked it out of reach, before aiming a solid blow at the woman’s head for good measure. Only then did she approach the girl.

      Her blonde hair was a tangled mess, and when she looked up at Liz, there was naked fear in her eyes. Dirt streaked her pale face and covered her clothes. She couldn’t have been older than Liz’s own seventeen years of age.

      Liz offered a friendly smile as she crouched beside the girl. “Hey, it’s okay, they’re gone now.”

      Wide-eyed, the girl stared. “Please, no,” she stammered, shaking her head. “Please, just leave me alone.”

      Liz blinked, her brow creasing in a frown. “It’s okay, I’m not going to hurt you. Here, let me help you up.” She offered a hand.

      Screaming, the girl scrambled back. “Stay away from me, freak!”

      Liz flinched as the shout echoed through the alleyway. Slowly she straightened, the smile falling from her face. Where the men’s insults had slid from her like oil on water, this one cut straight to her soul. She opened her mouth, then closed it again, struggling to find the words to reassure the girl.

      “I…I’m only trying to help,” she stammered finally.

      “I know what you are,” the girl spat as she scrambled to her feet. She jabbed a finger at Liz like a knife. “You’re one of them, one of the Chead!”

      “What? No! I’m not Chead.” Liz gave a hesitant smile and nodded at her wings. They lifted gently from her back, though in the darkness her black feathers were almost invisible. “See?”

      The girl’s face only paled further at the sight of Liz’s wings. She backed away, her feet stumbling over the garbage littering the ground. “No, you are! I heard on the radio…you and that boy, you’re just the Chead in disguise, come to take us away, to make us all into freaks like you!” She was screaming at the top of her lungs now, gesturing wildly with her hands, her high-pitched voice drilling into Liz’s skull.

      Liz fought for calm. “What? That’s ridiculous, I don’t want to hurt you. I just want to make sure you’re okay.” She gestured at the unconscious man and woman behind her. Trying to keep her voice light, she continued, “Look, it’s not safe out here. Why don’t you tell me where you live, and I can take you home?”

      Smiling, she held out her hand again, but one look at the girl’s face told Liz she wasn’t buying it. Eyes wide and shining, the girl shook her head. “I’m not going anywhere with you.” Drawing herself up, she spat at Liz’s feet. “I’d rather die than become one of you.”

      All Liz could do was stand and stare. Hate and fear warred on the youthful face. Shivering, Liz glanced at the two she’d downed. With the chaos gripping the city, there was a good chance more like them were lurking in the streets. Could this girl really hate her so much? Was she really so afraid she’d rather risk being mugged, or worse, than accept Liz’s help?

      Blinking back tears, Liz shook her head. “I only want to help you,” she tried one last time.

      “I’m sure that works on rural tramps like you,” the girl sneered, “but us city girls aren’t so gullible.”

      The girl glared at Liz, as though waiting for a response, but Liz couldn’t find the words. She stood there in silence, eyes downcast, the wings hanging from her back like lead weights. Finally, the girl snorted and spat again, then spun on her heel and marched off down the alleyway.

      Liz watched as the girl disappeared into the shadows, leaving her alone in the alleyway. The rush of the fight had left Liz, and now she felt lost and empty. Loneliness clung to her like a dark shadow. She yearned for someone to hold her, for the warmth of love to fill her. Instead, there was nothing but a vacant hollow in her chest.

      She stood there for a long time, listening to the sounds of the night, the distant echoes, the whisper of voices. She tried to pick out the girl’s footsteps, but either she was too far away, or she had already made it home. Despite the pain in her heart, Liz hoped it was the latter.

      Finally, as the dim glow of the half-moon lit the alleyway, Liz faced the sky. A sudden yearning filled her, a need to see the man she had once loved, to go to Chris and listen to his story. Every day her hope for the future faded and the hole in her heart grew, the walls hardening. She didn’t want to be that person anymore, that girl who shut out the world.

      No, she needed to talk to Chris, to hear him out. She might never love him again, but maybe if she could just understand why he had betrayed them—why he had betrayed her—she could at least move on. Maybe then the jagged hole in her heart would start to heal.

      Taking a breath, Liz wiped the unspilt tears from her eyes.

      Then she spread her wings and hurled herself into the sky.
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      “So, I understand you want my help?”

      Sam sat quietly at the boardroom table, watching as the speaker paced the length of the room. The man wore a dark green military jacket sprinkled with an impressive array of medals and ribbons, which no doubt meant he held a position of some prestige. Not that military rank meant much these days. The thousand loyal troops the man commanded were an entirely different matter.

      “That’s right.” Though he spoke softly, Harry’s voice carried easily across the room. The veteran sat in a simple wooden chair at the head of the table, fingers folded in front of him.

      Reaching the end of the room, the commander turned and made his way back to the table. He stopped beside Harry and looked down at the old man. “And who are you to request my help?” There was no mistaking the disdain in his voice.

      Towering over the table, the man made an imposing sight, but Harry met his steely gaze with a calm smile. “Why, I’m just an old man, Commander. I am no one. I only hope to serve my country one last time. I believe I have earned at least a little trust in the community since the government’s collapse. Perhaps if we work together, your men can help me restore some peace to San Francisco.”

      The Commander eyed Harry, then gave a snort. He pulled out the chair beside the old veteran, then sat and looked around the table. Sam shrank in his chair, but the man’s eyes traveled past him without seeming to note his attendance. Most of the others present, Sam didn’t recognize, but he smiled as he met Jocelyn’s gaze. Hers at least was a friendly face—the rest regarded his appearance with either cold indifference or outright hate.

      The eight men and women at the table made up the “council” that Harry had brought together to help him restore order. They included a captain from the small group of police who’d fallen in with Harry, the new leader of the Madwomen, a doctor and several former politicians, Jocelyn, and a couple of self-appointed leaders from the rural refugees. It was they who had given Sam the darkest looks as he sat down. No doubt they recognized him from his press conference with the President.

      “And I suppose you’d like me and my men to fall under your command, Harry? Can I call you Harry?” The commander laughed and patted the old veteran on the shoulder so hard it almost knocked him from the chair. “I’m not sure that’ll work for me, Harry. You see, you’re just a civilian. My men, they don’t respect civilians, not with the way your lot have let things go to hell. I hear a general up in Portland has declared martial law, taken control of the city himself. Not a bad idea, if you ask me.”

      A strained silence fell over the room. The members of Harry’s council shifted uncomfortably in their seats. Harry said nothing, but took a moment to straighten his tie. Finally, a smile spread across his wrinkled cheeks and he nodded at the commander.

      “I suppose that’s fair,” he said in his soft voice. “I know how they feel, these men of yours. My comrades and I, we used to talk about the injustice of it all ourselves, back in the war. How we had to take orders that might very well get us killed, while those giving them sat back in the safety of San Francisco.”

      The commander’s eyebrows knitted together. “You fought in the war?”

      Harry’s smile spread. “Oh, yes. Lieutenant Harry McCrae, Third Division, Artillery, at your service. Well, that was my position for most of the war, anyway.” Placing his hands on the table, Harry pushed himself to his feet. Wandering around the room, he continued, “Not at the end, mind. You see, those politicians back in San Francisco were devious creatures. They came up with a plan, one that would have saved thousands, maybe millions of lives.”

      He had circumnavigated the table by now. Stopping behind his chair, he leaned against its back and stared down at the commander. “Only thing was, they needed a few brave soldiers to see it through. They needed a few men to face almost certain death, and light the fuse of the new world.”

      Sam’s heart hammered in his chest. All eyes were on the old veteran now. Slowly Harry pulled back his chair, its wooden legs scraping loudly against the tiles, and resumed his seat. Clasping his fingers together, he smiled grimly at the commander.

      “My friends and I, we were those men. I was the only one who made it out of DC, the one who drew the short straw. I got to live on, and see the world that my friends died for become corrupted. To watch as the rich and powerful turned it into their plaything.” His eyes drilled into the commander, unblinking. “So when you say your men won’t respect a civilian, after the mess the President and his Director have created, I understand.” Harry leaned forward in his chair, his voice turning hard. “Now you understand this, Commander. I will not let the Western Allied States fall.”

      Sam almost smiled as the commander’s throat contracted. The man’s eyes were wide, becoming great globes in his pale face. The silence stretched out as he stared at the old veteran, lost for words. It seemed to take an effort of will for him to finally tear his gaze away.

      “Yes, well, with certain conditions, perhaps we could come to an arrangement, sir,” the commander mumbled.

      Harry’s face brightened and the tension in the room melted away. “I’m glad to hear it.” He gestured around the table. “I’m sure my friends and I can oblige.”

      The commander nodded. After taking a moment, he continued, “I see you have one of them with you.” His eyes flicked to Sam. “Mind explaining to me why?”

      “Samuel is here at my invitation,” Harry replied. “He was instrumental in the Director’s fall. We are all in his debt for breaking open Alcatraz. I thought it appropriate he join us.”

      The commander said nothing, but a man sitting at the other end of the table had apparently had enough. “Rubbish,” he growled, pulling himself to his feet. Sam tensed as he looked at the refugee leader. “I’ll not sit here and discuss the future of our country while one of them sits listening.”

      Anger lit in Sam’s chest as a rumble of agreement carried around the table, but Harry cut across the whispers before he could respond. “We would not be sitting here at all, if not for him, Diego.”

      “We only have your word for that,” the woman beside Diego replied.

      “And in the brief time we’ve known each other, Margery, has my word ever been false?” Harry replied.

      Margery pursed her lips. “No, but these days that’s hardly much reassurance.”

      “Then let me reassure you,” Jocelyn cut in. “I can vouch for Samuel as well. He rescued me and my children, when the government would have executed us as traitors. I would, and have, trusted him with my life.”

      Still standing, Diego snorted. “You might trust him, but I don’t. Not after what I saw his friend do. His kind, what they can do, they’re not even human.”

      “My kind?” Sam asked, climbing to his feet.

      The man sneered. “Would you prefer ‘abomination’?”

      “Why don’t you come over here and say that,” Sam said dangerously. A tremor ran through his wings, and they rose slightly from his back.

      “Enough!” Harry hardly lifted his voice, but his command cut through the tension like a knife.

      Blinking, Sam glanced at the veteran, before running his eyes over the rest of the room. He realized with a start that his wings were almost fully extended now, their copper feathers throwing a shadow over the table. The other members of the council stared at him, eyes wide and faces pale. With his teeth bared and fists clenched, he must have looked a demon, ready to tear them all to pieces.

      Letting out a long breath, Sam quickly furled his wings and sat. On the other side of the table, Diego hesitated half a moment before resuming his seat. “I only want justice for my people,” he muttered.

      “Then we want the same thing,” Sam replied. Their eyes met across the table as Sam continued. “Do you think we had any choice in this? That I had a choice when I stood on that stage beside the President? They murdered my parents, kidnapped me, and threw me in a cage to be their guinea pig. There were hundreds of us, hundreds of kids just like me, who weren’t lucky enough to make it this far.”

      He fell silent then. Diego stared at him for a long moment before looking away. Sam doubted the man had heard a word of what he’d said.

      “You will have your justice, the both of you,” Harry said quietly. “The President will not escape the laws he swore to uphold. The Texan army is poised at the border, ready to strike when we give the green light. They can be at the Kirtland Air Force base in a matter of hours.”

      “That’s too long,” Jocelyn replied. “He’ll have eyes on them—they won’t make it a mile before he launches his arsenal. Unless you think he’s bluffing?”

      “He’s not bluffing.” Harry’s eyes took on a haunted look. Remembering Harry’s tale, Sam bit his lip as the veteran continued, “He was the one in charge, when we burned DC. He had no qualms then—he won’t now. He’ll wipe us all out in a heartbeat if he thinks he’s threatened.”

      “Then it’s a stalemate,” the commander replied. “We can’t act against him, and with my men, he doesn’t have the numbers to act against us. I say we leave him there to rot.”

      “Didn’t you hear what he said?” Sam cut in. “He already has the numbers to control New Mexico. If we leave him alone, he’ll only grow stronger. He’ll come for us, sooner or later. It’s what the man does.”

      The commander snorted. “No one in their right mind would follow him after the Director’s confession. He may not be bluffing about the nuclear codes, but he is about this so-called army of his. I doubt he has more than a handful of supporters left by now.”

      Sam gritted his teeth. “You’re wrong,” he grated out. “There were plenty who knew about what he was doing to us, but they still followed him. So long as he lives, so long as he holds an ounce of power, others will flock to it. It’s what you—what we—do.”

      Looking around the table, he searched for an ally, but the eyes of the others were downcast, avoiding his gaze. Even Jocelyn looked uncertain, but she nodded. “Sam’s right. We can’t forget how ruthless this man is. So long as he’s at large, the WAS will never be safe.”

      “We’re not safe right now!” a woman cut in. Her sleek black suit and manicured nails marked her as one of the elite—one of the few who hadn’t fled when the riots broke out. “Hooligans are marching in our streets, burning our property, threatening our lives. My husband was killed because he ran into the wrong people.”

      “Your people have been killing mine for decades,” Diego snapped.

      “How dare you—”

      “Enough,” Harry spoke over the top of them. His eyes swept the table, ensuring silence before he continued. “We will find a way to deal with the President in due course. But as you say, Grace, we must also restore order at home. Commander, we return to the reason I asked you here. Your men are the only organized force left who can help bring peace to San Francisco. Will you do your duty, and help us?”

      A smile flickered across the commander’s face. “I will, sir. But as I said, there are conditions.” His gaze wandered to where the refugees sat at the other end of the table. “Peace must also mean restoring law and order. How can that happen, when I am told you have a known traitor in your custody, sir?”

      Harry shook his head. “According to our illustrious government, I am a traitor, Commander. You might have to be more specific.”

      “The boy, his friend,” the commander said, nodding at Sam, “the one who killed the Texan on live television.”

      For a long moment, Harry said nothing. Sam held his breath, heart racing as he waited for the veteran to deny the accusation.

      “It’s true,” Harry said, finally breaking the silence. “We have Christopher in custody.”

      “I knew it!” Diego was on his feet again, his teeth bared. He looked ready to throw himself at Harry. “I knew you couldn’t be trusted, old man!”

      Harry raised his hands in a gesture of peace. “As I said, he is in custody, Diego. He’s not going anywhere. When the time comes, he will face justice for his actions.”

      “I want him to see justice now,” the commander cut in. “I want to see whether you really mean to uphold our laws, or if you intend to let the injustices of the old government continue.”

      Sam’s chair clattered to the ground as he leapt to his feet. “You can’t be serious!”

      Across the table, Diego sneered. “Guess we know where your boy’s true loyalty lies, Harry,” he snarled. “What about yours?”

      Sam started to reply, but Harry spoke over him. “Samuel, sit,” he said, even as he stood.

      “You cannot be considering this?” Sam snapped, refusing to back down.

      Harry met his gaze. “I’m sorry, Samuel. You saw the footage, the same as the rest of us. Do you deny Christopher murdered the Texan?”

      “None of you were there,” Sam replied. “None of you have gone through what we had to, just to survive.”

      “Maybe not,” Harry replied, “but this is real life, Samuel. The decisions we make have consequences. Like it or not, Christopher killed an innocent man. That cannot go unpunished.”

      Sam swallowed, his gut churning. “So what, suddenly it’s okay to punish people without a trial?”

      Harry’s eyes lowered half an inch. “Maybe,” he murmured, his voice suddenly weary.

      “I won’t stand by and let you do this,” Sam all but roared.

      “I know, Samuel,” Harry answered sadly, “but I suspected it would come to this. Which is why I took measures before this meeting to have Christopher moved.”

      Sam stared at the old man, breath held, unable to believe what he was hearing. “You betrayed us?” he whispered.

      Closing his eyes, Harry nodded.
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      The creak of hinges drew Chris’s attention to the door, but he quickly looked away again as Ashley stepped inside. Hours had passed since Liz had stormed out, and now darkness hung over the city beyond his window. With nothing but the television to keep him company, Chris had been drifting towards sleep. Now his heart raced as the patter of Ashley’s footsteps crossed the room.

      “Hello, Chris,” Ashley said as she came to a stop beside his bed.

      Chris steeled himself. “Ashley…” he began, then trailed off as he looked up.

      She was staring at the broken chair, but her amber eyes moved back to him as he spoke her name.

      “I see things went well with Liz,” she said, eyebrow arched.

      A lump rose in Chris’s throat. Swallowing hard, he managed to find his voice. “I’m sorry,” he croaked, fixing his eyes on the far wall. “I’m so sorry, Ash.”

      “Oh, Chris,” Ashley whispered, her voice cracking.

      Chris’s mouth fell open as he realized she was crying. Before he could react, she threw herself at him, drawing him into a hug. For a second he stiffened, shocked by her reaction. Then he was hugging her back, clutching awkwardly at her with chained hands, her warmth against his chest. Burying his head in her shoulder he started to sob. He clung to her as though she were his last grip on reality, as though if he let go, he would fall away into the darkness, would lose himself forever.

      “What have I done, Ash?” he gasped, eyes clenched closed.

      “It’s okay, Chris,” she cooed, stroking his hair. Drawing back, she pressed her forehead against his. “It’s okay. I’m here, I’m alive. We’re safe, we survived.”

      Chris nodded, still choking on his grief. With his hands fixed to the rails, he couldn’t reach his face to wipe away the tears, but in that moment, it didn’t matter. All that mattered was they were safe, free of their tormentor.

      When they finally broke apart, Ashley sat on the edge of the bed, her eyes shimmering. A soft smile touched her lips as she wiped the tears from Chris’s cheeks. Hiccupping, Chris nodded his thanks. A wave of nausea swept through him at the movement. Beside his bed, a machine continued to beep, delivering morphine through a plastic tube into Chris’s arm.

      “How do you feel?” Ashley asked finally, placing a hand on his shoulder.

      Chris shrugged. “Drunk, sluggish. At least it numbs the pounding in my head.”

      “Head wounds take the longest to recover from, apparently,” she replied, “but your last x-ray showed the fractures in your skull have all but healed.”

      “Well, that’s something,” he mumbled, then swallowed. “I don’t deserve your kindness, Ash. I don’t deserve your friendship.”

      “Nonsense,” Ashley replied tartly. She hit his leg, drawing his attention back to her. “We’ve all done despicable things, remember? Should be our motto.”

      “But Mike was…different,” Chris said, fixing his eyes to the floor. “He was a friend.”

      “So was Liam…but I still killed him.”

      Chris looked up, startled. Ashley never talked about her own fight back in the facility, about the boy she’d killed.

      After a moment’s hesitation, Ashley continued. “At least you and Liz weren’t friends with them. Liam…he was…he had become almost like a brother to me.” As she spoke, her eyes turned distant. “Whenever I fell in those first few weeks, he would be there beside me, lifting me back up, urging me on. Without him and Sam, I never would have survived.”

      “You always seemed so strong, when we were locked in our cell…” Chris said, remembering the girl he’d first met in the prison deep in the Californian mountains, the girl who’d told him they were all in this together.

      “I had to be, didn’t I?” Ashley was staring out the window now. “He told me I had to go on, to be strong without him.”

      “He refused to fight?” Chris breathed. “Like Jeremy?” Jeremy was the boy who’d sacrificed himself rather than fight with Richard.

      Ashley pursed his lips. “No,” she murmured, looking back at Chris. “Liam…made me kill him. He threw me around that room like a ragdoll, screaming for me to fight back, to attack him. Until…I did. At the end, when he lay there dying, he smiled…and told me to be strong.” Ashley’s voice cracked as she finished.

      “I never knew,” Chris breathed, squeezing her arm.

      “Not even Sam does.” She clenched her eyes shut. Her chest swelled as she inhaled. “I’m only telling you because you need to hear it, Chris.”

      Chris’s gut clenched. “It’s not the same. Even if it was, I still abandoned you, Ash. I left you to die alone.”

      “It was what I wanted, Chris.” Her eyes glinted. “If she hadn’t…if things had continued, she would have broken me—same as you.”

      Chris hung his head, unable to find the words to reply. He saw again Ashley being dragged into the corridor, felt again the last spark of hope dying in his chest. In that moment he had broken, had found himself truly, completely alone.

      “So what happens now?” he asked finally.

      “They’re going to execute you, Chris,” Ashley replied.

      Chris’s head jerked up, his eyes widening, but there was no trace of humor in Ashley’s face. Taking a breath, he bit his lip and nodded.

      “So be it,” he said. Turning, he stared out the window.

      Beyond the glass, the orange lights of distant skyscrapers lit the darkness, but overhead the sky was black, the stars hidden behind a blanket of clouds. Sadness weighed on Chris as he realized he would never soar through those skies again, never feel the wind in his feathers, or watch as the ground fell away beneath him. No, his end would be here, trapped in this concrete room, chained and helpless.

      “No,” Ashley growled. Chris turned at the anger in her voice, and flinched when he saw the fire in her eyes. “No, you don’t just get to give up, Chris.”

      “What are you saying, Ash?” He frowned. “I know what I did. I have to accept the consequences.”

      “So you’re just going to check out?” Suddenly Ashley was on her feet. She stood over Chris’s bed, wings spread, eyes aglow. “You’re just going to abandon us? Leave the world to wallow in the mess you created?”

      Chris blinked, shook his head. Opening his hands, he rattled the handcuffs. “What do you want me to say, Ashley?” he cried. “What do you want me to do? Fight my way out when they come for me? What good will that do, other than hurt more innocent people?”

      “I expect you to do something!” Ashley gestured wildly. “Your grandmother died for you. She stood up to the Director, gave away her life to show you the way, to remind you who you are, what you’re capable of. Now we finally have a chance to make this world a better place, to finally have peace, and you’re just going to give up?”

      “I deserve to die for what I did, Ashley!” Chris shouted, sitting up in bed. His heart was racing. Fists clenched, he strained against his cuffs. “Don’t you see, it’s the only way I can make up for it? The only way I can make things right!”

      “Coward!” Ashley shot back. “Your death won’t change anything. It’s the easy way out, to escape your own guilt. Why don’t you do something decent with your life for once, instead of running away from everything?”

      Metal rattled as Ashley tossed something at his chest. Chris looked down at the keychain lying on the sheets, then back at Ashley.

      “You’d better get moving,” Ashley said softly, her anger gone as quickly as it had come. “They’ll come for you soon. Sam just left for a meeting with Harry’s council. They’re going to take you while he’s distracted.”

      Chris stared for a moment longer at Ashley, then grasped at the key. Awkwardly he began to unlock his cuffs. While he worked, Ashley pulled the stent from his arm and then went to the wardrobe in the corner. Rummaging inside, she came back with a pile of clothes. Unlocking the second handcuff, Chris rolled out of the bed and tore off his hospital gown. After their time as the Director’s pets, he didn’t worry about Ashley looking. By now, they knew every intimate inch of each other’s bodies.

      When he was dressed, he stood before Ashley, still unsure. He’d followed her directions this far without thinking, his drugged-up mind hardly able to resist his friend’s urgent commands. But now he hesitated, looking from her to the window, wondering whether running away was the right thing to do.

      “What if…”

      “No,” Ashley cut him off. Stepping past him she pulled open the window. A cold breeze whistled inside, tugging at their feathers. “No more arguments, Chris. You want to make up for abandoning me? Then live! Get out there and do something, anything, to help. Don’t stay here and die for nothing.”

      Chris stepped up to the window. The muscles down his back twitched as he spread his wings. He shivered as his dream returned, and he wondered if he even had the strength to fly. If not, this argument would hardly matter in a few minutes. It was debatable whether he would survive the fall from five stories.

      His stomach twisted as he looked at the distant lights, old fears rising up from the past.

      Gritting his teeth, he pressed them back down. Silently, he reminded himself that if this was the end, if his strength failed him and he plummeted to his death, it was what he deserved. It was only right he pay for Mike’s death, for the deaths of the teenagers he’d helped the scientists murder. For betraying Liz.

      At the thought of the blue-eyed girl, Chris glanced back from the window.

      “Liz…” he murmured.

      Ashley stared back, eyes sad. “Fly away, Chris,” she said softly. “There’s nothing left for you here.”

      Hearing the message behind Ashley’s words, Chris nodded. Liz would never accept him now, never find it in her to love him again. Their future had died the night he’d accepted the Director’s offer of life. Nothing could change that now.

      “Goodbye, Ashley,” he murmured.

      Without another word, he stepped out into open air.

      And flew.
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      Flying back towards the embassy, Liz quickly realized her fight with the thugs had left her with more than just bruises. An itch started in the small of her back, and spread until it felt as though her skin was alive. By the time she landed on the rooftop, she was ready to tear off her clothes and hurl them into a furnace. Obviously, in addition to being idiots, the thugs didn’t know how to bathe, and now her clothes were infested with fleas or lice or some other awful insect.

      Muttering under her breath, Liz stalked through the rooftop door and raced down the stairs four at a time. It took her less than a minute to reach the fourth floor, where she slipped quickly into her room.

      There she tore off her infested clothes and hurled them at the waste bin in the corner. Without pausing for breath, she headed for the bathroom. Marching across the tiled floor, she stepped into the glass box and flicked on the shower. She cursed as a stream of cold water engulfed her, and fiddled with the knob until it warmed.

      Letting out a long sigh, Liz lifted her head and let the water pour down over her hair and feathers. The heat brought immediate relief to her itching skin, and closing her eyes, she allowed her mind to drift. A shiver went through her as the girl’s words whispered in her ears.

      Freak!

      Impulsively, Liz lashed out at the wall. Pain seared her knuckles as they struck the tiles. Biting her lip to keep from crying out, she looked down and saw the sliver of broken tile embedded in her flesh. Teeth clenched, she pulled it out, and then ran her hand under the water. The floor of the shower turned red as her blood swirled into the drain.

      When the bleeding finally stopped, Liz grabbed a bottle of shampoo and emptied it into her hair. She scrubbed herself down, praying the soap would kill whatever bugs still clung to her. Then she leaned forward and let the water run over her wings, sighing as the heat seeped through her feathers. They would take hours to dry, but the relief was instant.

      Afterwards, she wandered out of the bathroom with her wings extended, still drying her naked body, only to find Ashley waiting for her.

      “Did you have a good flight?” her friend asked, lips twitching.

      Rolling her eyes, Liz finished patting herself down and wrapped the towel around herself. They were both well used to seeing each other naked, but there was no point in being overly familiar. She seated herself on the couch beside her friend, taking care not to sit too close. Without her long sleeves and gloves, she didn’t want to risk poisoning Ashley with her touch.

      “They hate us,” Liz said softly.

      Ashley shrugged. “Harry said we shouldn’t go into the city.”

      “He was right.” Liz sat staring at the coffee table. “But I had to get away, had to clear my thoughts so I could think…”

      “About Chris?” Ashley asked.

      Liz shrugged. “Chris, Maria, Jasmine, Mira.” She shook her head. “It’s all too much.”

      Ashley pursed her lips. “Chris is gone.”

      For a moment, Liz wasn’t sure she’d heard her friend right. Slowly, the significance of Ashley’s words seeped through. Her fingers dug into the sofa.

      “What do you mean?” Liz croaked, her mind racing. Had the doctors missed something? Her chest clenched, her skin crawling at the thought her conversation with Chris might have been their last.

      Beside her, Ashley flinched and slapped her arm. “Ow!” she muttered, her eyebrows knitting in a frown. “Was that a flea?”

      Liz blinked, momentarily confused by the change of subject. She stared at her friend, and then angrily shook her head. “Never mind that! What do you mean, Chris is gone? He hasn’t…” She swallowed, unable to finish the question.

      Ashley’s eyes widened. “No, no, he’s fine. Or he was when he left,” she replied, then looked away. “But I told him to go. He couldn’t stay here any longer, not after what he did.”

      “What?” Liz spluttered. “But…I thought…?”

      Ashley stood and wandered around the room. Her eyes were distant, her steps hesitant as she circled the couch. Liz watched her, wondering what was going on in her friend’s head. Hadn’t Ashley been the one telling her all week to give Chris a chance?

      Making a loop around Liz’s room, Ashley returned to the sofa. Her hands trailed along the back of the cushions. Liz shivered as they touched her wings. Alarm prickled Liz’s neck as Ashley sat down beside her, their bare legs touching.

      “I can forgive Chris, but…” Ashley paused. “But not yet.”

      “Ashley…” Liz began, but words failed her as she saw Ashley’s amber eyes aglow.

      “He can’t be here, not now. They were going to come for him, Harry and his people. And…we need time. He needs to earn back our trust, but he can’t do that here. He would have been executed if I hadn’t set him free.”

      Liz hardly heard what Ashley was saying. She sat staring at their legs pressed together, unable to pull away. “Ashley,” she gasped. “Your leg, it’s touching me.”

      Ashley blinked. A frown creased her forehead as she looked at Liz. Finally, she seemed to realize what Liz was saying, and jerked away. Together they looked at where Liz’s leg had met hers, waiting.

      Several minutes passed before Ashley shook her head. “I don’t feel anything.” She looked askance at Liz. “Can you control it now?”

      “No,” Liz croaked. She was still watching Ashley’s leg. “I don’t…I…” She broke off as Ashley hugged her.

      Liz sat frozen in Ashley’s embrace. Unable to pull away, she went rigid, too terrified to breathe, to believe she might finally be able to hold someone again. Closing her eyes, she waited for Ashley to scream, for the deadly nematocysts in her skin to trigger, sending venomous barbs deep into Ashley’s flesh.

      The minutes trickled by and still nothing happened, until finally Liz started to relax. Hot tears gathered in her eyes, and sobbing, she threw her arms around Ashley. She clung desperately to her friend, feeling her skin beneath her hands, hardly caring that she was half-naked, that her wings might still be infested with fleas, or that the boy she was supposed to love had run away.

      Chris.

      The thought of him pulled her back. Sucking in a breath, Liz detached herself and watched Ashley through shimmering eyes. “I don’t know how this is possible.”

      Ashley’s lips twitched. “Neither do I. Sometimes it just feels like this is all too much, all the sadness and anger and pain, I feel like I’m about to burst. Then I take a breath, and all that stuff slips away. Everything becomes so clear, like I’m seeing the world through a whole new set of eyes. And I feel like I can do anything.”

      Liz laughed softly. “I’m starting to think that might be true.” Her smile faded. “Where has Chris gone?”

      “I don’t know,” Ashley replied. “I told him…I told him there was nothing left for him here.”

      Liz’s throat constricted and she closed her eyes, remembering Chris lying in the hospital bed, staring up at her, unable to speak. He had taken everything she’d said, all her accusations and insults, without objection. He hadn’t offered any arguments, any excuses, only his regret.

      She realized then how much she hadn’t said, how much more she needed to tell him. How she’d missed him every day, when she’d thought he was dead. How her heart had soared when she’d leapt through that door beneath Alcatraz and found him standing there. How she’d decided to do anything it took to kill the Director—and then spared the woman’s life to save him.

      How despite everything, a part of her still loved him.

      Suddenly she was standing.

      “What are you doing?” Ashley asked as Liz stalked into her bedroom.

      The room was plain and undecorated, with only a bed and dresser for furniture. She began extracting clothes from the drawers. Pulling on a top, she searched for a clean pair of underwear. Following her into the room, Ashley watched on in silence.

      “I don’t care what he did,” Liz muttered as she slid into a pair of jeans. “I’m not losing him again. He doesn’t just get to run away.”

      “He’s already gone, Liz. He can’t come back. They’ll kill him.”

      “Then I’m going after him.” Liz cursed as she tried to spread her wings and realized the top she’d pulled on was one of the new ones the council had provided them. She hadn’t had a chance to cut slits in the back.

      Rummaging in the drawer, she came up with a knife and offered it to Ashley. Her friend took it after a second’s hesitation, and Liz turned around to expose her back.

      “I thought you couldn’t forgive him,” Ashley said as she started to cut.

      Liz shrugged. Eyeing the clothes in the dresser, she wondered if she should pack a bag. She quickly dismissed the idea. Every minute she delayed, Chris only got further away. Sensing Ashley was done, Liz turned around again and spread her wings. A few feathers caught in the fabric before pulling free, allowing her wings to spread across the room. A tremor ran through them, spraying water through the air.

      “Hey!” Ashley shouted, holding up her hands.

      “Sorry,” Liz grinned wryly. Stepping past Ashley, she returned to the living room. “It’s going to be a long flight with wet feathers.”

      “You’re really going after him?” Ashley asked.

      “I think I have to,” Liz replied. Crossing the room, she pushed the window open and looked out into the night.

      “What will you say when you find him?”

      Liz sighed. Then she laughed. “I’ll probably yell at him some more.”

      At that, she turned and stepped out into open air.
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      “Chris is gone.” said Sam, adding several expletives to the statement as he stepped into his room and found Ashley waiting.

      Ashley sat up on the bed. “I know.”

      Sam paused in the doorway. “You do?”

      “Yes, well, I’m the one who let him go,” she said with a wink.

      Sam stared at her a moment, then pulled her quickly into a hug. She went willingly, her slim frame folding into his chest. The honeyed scent of her hair wafted in his nostrils as he kissed the top of her head.

      “You must have been just in time,” he said as they separated. “Harry betrayed us. He sent someone to move him while I was in his meeting.”

      “Did he?” Ashley smiled wanly. “I guess the other council members are going to be upset.”

      “Furious.” Sam grinned, though it quickly faded. “I guess we can’t really blame them. So many have spent their whole lives suffering from the Chead. All they know is conflict.”

      “You sound like Liz,” Ashley replied as he sat beside her and wrapped an arm around her waist. “She left, too.”

      Sam frowned. “With Chris?”

      “No…” Ashley sighed, “but she went after him, when I told her. It’s just the two of us now.”

      “Well that’s not entirely true.” Sam looked up as Harry’s voice came from the doorway.

      Clenching his fists, he stood and moved in front of Ashley. “What do you want, Harry?”

      The old man chuckled and swung the door shut behind him. “I came to make sure that Christopher got away safely.”

      “What?” Sam croaked.

      Ashley pushed off the bed and stepped around Sam. “Thanks to you, Harry.” Grinning, she patted Sam on the shoulder. “He warned me how the meeting would go. I made sure Chris wasn’t there when they came looking for him.”

      Sam blinked, looking from his mate to the old veteran. “You…you…”

      “I am sorry for the deception, Samuel,” Harry said quietly, “but I needed your anger to be convincing. They won’t be happy Christopher escaped, but with luck your display will have them convinced I was not involved.”

      “You used me?” Sam managed to stutter.

      “Sorry I didn’t tell you, Sam.” Ashley squeezed his arm. “Harry came to me just before the meeting. There wasn’t any time to warn you.”

      Sam let out a long breath. “They’re not going to be happy.”

      “I know.” Harry smiled. “But life is full of disappointments. I just hope Chris is smart enough to get out of the city. We’ll have to send out search parties. They’ll insist on it.”

      Ashley frowned. “Liz is out there too. That could be dangerous.”

      “I will make sure they have instructions to capture only,” Harry responded.

      “I meant for them.” She snorted, before her face turned serious. “What about us?”

      Harry sighed. “I think it’s best if you continue to lie low,” he said. “It’s not just the refugees who are angry. The public has been deceived for so long, and like it or not, your kind have become the face of that deceit. It’ll be bad enough with just Elizabeth and Christopher out there.”

      “And what are you going to do about the President?” Ashley asked.

      “Unfortunately,” Harry replied, “nothing. We cannot act against him just now. Hopefully he’ll stay where he is until we can restore order.”

      “In that case, we’re going to have to decline your invitation, Harry,” Ashley said. Sam raised his eyebrows, but she pressed on without answering his silent question. “Sam and I have a job to do.”

      Crossing to the sofa, Harry sat down with a weary groan. Gripping his cane in both hands, he looked up at them, dark eyes peering out from his wrinkled face.

      “You’re thinking about going after him alone,” he stated matter-of-factly.

      “Yes.” Ashley nodded. Sam looked at her sharply and opened his mouth to speak, but a glance from beneath her long lashes shut him back up. Her eyes were aglow again. There was no arguing with Ashley when she was like that.

      “This won’t be like Alcatraz,” Harry murmured. “The Director underestimated you—the President won’t make the same mistake. The Kirtland Air Force base can host up to 10,000 active troops. If he’s managed to staff it to even a tenth of its capacity…”

      “I wasn’t the one who broke into Alcatraz.” Ashley flashed Sam a grin. “We’ll try to be a little more subtle this time.”

      “Even so…you can’t honestly think you’ll succeed?” Harry pressed.

      “We have to,” Ashley said, turning the golden glow of her eyes on the old man.

      To Sam’s surprise, Harry didn’t so much as blink. “Why?” he questioned. “Why not leave it to us? Haven’t you and your friends done enough? You revealed the truth, stopped the Director. Why not sit this one out?”

      Ashley stared at him for a moment, as though weighing up the idea, before shaking her head. “Because we’ve seen what he’s capable of, Harry. Because I don’t believe we’ll ever be safe while he’s alive. You think he’s sitting there twiddling his thumbs? You think he’ll stop because you have him surrounded?” She blew a strand of hair from her face and went on, “You think he isn’t working on a plan to take back what he’s lost? That he won’t try and create more of us? No, even now he’s probably experimenting on more innocent people, doing anything he can to give himself an edge. We have to end this before it’s too late. And if you can’t act, it’ll have to be us.”

      A faint smile crossed Harry’s face. “You know, if I were a gambling man, I might just put money on you pulling it off.” He shook his head. “But you can’t seriously think the two of you can take on a thousand trained soldiers?”

      Sam laughed at that. Stepping up beside Ashley, he placed a hand on her shoulder. “Let’s just say I wouldn’t want to be one of those soldiers.”

      Lifting her head, Ashley stood on her toes and kissed Sam on the cheek, before turning back to Harry. “Wish us well?”

      Smiling, Harry leaned on his cane and used it to push himself to his feet. He shuffled across the room and placed a hand on Ashley’s shoulder.

      “Always,” he said.
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      Chris sat on the ledge, his legs hanging over the narrow canyon. His mind was lost in a rush of memories. Beside him, the stream roared along its stony bed before plunging over the edge into empty space. There it was caught by the swirling winds and torn to pieces. Mist swirled down into the canyon, settling on the broken scree and trickling over rocks to reform the stream below.

      Staring into the canyon, Chris remembered again their desperate race up the riverbed. Their escape seemed a thousand years ago now, another life. Back then they’d all been so innocent, had still believed in things like mercy and right and wrong. Back then, Liz had begged him to spare Doctor Halt’s life, despite everything the vile man had done to them.

      Chris doubted anyone would have stopped him now.

      Not that there was anyone left to offer their opinion.

      His gaze travelled up the winding valley, to where the jagged hill of rocks leaned against the canyon wall. He remembered their desperate climb up its side, gripping at thorny bushes and wriggling between boulders, only to reach the top and find a sheer rock-face barring their escape.

      And he remembered standing on the edge of the cliff with Liz, looking out over the valley, at the guards approaching with their high-powered rifles. Together they had taken a leap of faith, had stepped out into the void and plummeted towards the valley floor. And together they had flown, their new-grown wings halting their fall, propelling them upwards.

      One by one the others had followed, and together Ashley and Sam, Jasmine and Richard and Mira had soared up to join Liz and Chris in the heavens.

      Then Ashley had fallen, shot from the sky, and her blood had stained the pure-white snow of the mountains. They’d thought her lost then, but Ashley was a survivor. Now Chris knew that if any of them was going to survive this bloody war, it would be her.

      If only the others had been so lucky. Sitting on the ledge, he could almost see the ghosts of his fallen friends, darting through the whirling clouds, dancing in the air, free of the horrors of life. A part of him yearned to join them, to fold his wings and hurl himself from the ledge. It would be so easy to end it all, to escape the pain and suffering.

      Angrily, he shook his head. Tears streaked his face as he stood. Despite the summer sun, the cold mountain winds bit into his flesh. Ashley had been right. His death would change nothing—it was the coward’s way out. No, he had to go on, had to be strong, endure and make things right.

      He sucked in a breath through his nose, tasting the air, searching for the lingering sweetness of the Chead. They were lurking somewhere in these mountains. It wouldn’t be long now before he found them.

      He had spent the last few days tracking them across the Californian plains. While their passage seemed to leave no physical trace, the sickly sweetness of their aroma hung thick over the countryside. At first, he had struggled to make sense of it—the scent seemed to come from all directions. He soon realized his senses were not deceiving him. The deadly creatures were everywhere now, stalking through the forests, hiding beneath the earth, spreading through the hills. Yet those he’d encountered in his first few days were alone, nothing like the roaming packs described by the refugees flooding into San Francisco.

      Alone, an individual Chead was no threat to humanity. But someone—something—had clearly begun organizing them. It wasn’t until Chris scented a distant, familiar tang that he guessed the truth.

      Hecate.

      He still remembered the Chead’s words, back in Liz’s house. Somehow, Hecate had known what lurked out on the Californian plains, about the hordes of Chead waiting to be brought together. Wherever they’d been hiding, Hecate had obviously found them, molded them to his purpose. The torture he’d suffered at the hands of humanity had lit an awful hatred in Hecate’s heart. The boy would stop at nothing to have his revenge.

      At the top of the cliff, Chris spread his wings and hurled himself off the ledge. He smiled as the crisp mountain air caught in his feathers, propelling him upwards. Unlike his first flight, his wings and body were in tune now, their adaptation complete. His powerful, high-density muscles tensed and his wings beat down, hurling him upwards. Before, he had struggled just to make the short flight to the clifftops.

      Within minutes, the valley was left far behind. Chris glimpsed the shining walls of the facility as he flew past but did not stop. He had no wish to revisit those dark corridors, no desire to see the cell he and his friends had shared for so many weeks and months.

      The scent of the Chead drew him on. Lifting higher, he glided between the mountain peaks. He hardly felt the cold now. With the sun high overhead and the muscles all along his body working in concert, he was almost overheating. But it didn’t matter. His quarry was close, his hunt almost at an end.

      Below, bright red rocks glowed in the heat of the sun. Spindly scrub clung to the flats of the valley floors, while overhead the white-capped peaks glinted in the noonday sun, so bright Chris had to avert his gaze. The roar of a river echoed from the cliffs, its banks packed to bursting with the summer melt.

      Not for the first time, Chris found himself wishing they’d never left this towering mountain range. Here, divided as they’d been, at least the five of them had been free. He could still see Mira’s youthful joy as she had danced through the clouds, diving down to inspect the frozen streams, quiet but happy. And Richard, as he’d smashed through the ice to catch a trout. Liz, doing her best to forage in the barren country. He could even see Jasmine, always so stoic and withdrawn, smiling at some secret joke Richard had whispered in her ear.

      But instead they had left, had returned to civilization, and died for it.

      Or lost themselves.

      Tears blurred Chris’s vision, but he quickly blinked them away. There was no point dwelling on the past. Ashley had challenged him to do something with his miserable life, and he didn’t intend to disappoint her. Not again.

      His eyes scanned the earth, taking in the folds of the mountain slopes. They were starting to fall away now, as the mountains dropped towards Arizona. The snow-capped peaks were behind him, giving way to mountains that seemed to wind together like some ancient tapestry. Chris squinted, studying the shadows cast across the rocky valleys. The scent was strong now. He was almost on them.

      Movement shifted in the shadows. Angling his wings, Chris headed towards it.
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      Susan lay in the shadows staring up at the mountain peak. Her head rested on Hecate’s shoulder, but her mate was fast asleep, his soft snores whispering through the night, merging with the rumblings of the other Chead. Talisa had brought a hundred of her best warriors with them—a small army that would tear through whatever resistance humanity might offer.

      It had taken every inch of Susan’s will to convince Talisa to bring her along. Even after Susan’s revelation, the elder Chead had been adamant she remain behind. Her children needed her, Talisa had argued with cold eyes, even as she sought to steal away their father.

      But in the end, the prize Susan had promised was too tempting, and Talisa had yielded.

      Now though, in the cold, unforgiving mountains, Susan found herself plagued by doubt. Her heart ached, the absence of her children like a physical blow. She had left them in the caverns, in the care of another Chead—one with her own litter. They would be safe with the other newborns, protected by the maze of tunnels, and the Chead who had remained behind.

      Still, Susan could not dismiss the uneasiness in her stomach, the fear she had made a terrible mistake. What if the humans came for them, if they unleashed their deadly weapons on the Chead’s hidden tunnels? Her children would be helpless, would die in agony, knowing their mother had abandoned them.

      Shivering, Susan rolled on her side and stared at Hecate’s sleeping face. The movement disturbed him, and his eyelids fluttered open, revealing the grey sheen of his eyes.

      “My mate,” he breathed, “why do you…not sleep? Night will come…soon.”

      Susan nodded, but the sorrow still lodged in her throat, and she struggled to find the words to respond. “I…am…worried,” she murmured, “about our…future.”

      A rumble came from Hecate’s chest as he stroked her cheek. A shiver ran through Susan as his scent caught in her nostrils. The fiery tendrils of desire wrapped around her throat, but for once she fought them back, desperate to cling to the remnants of her sanity.

      “No…” she whispered as Hecate’s fingers drifted down her throat.

      Her mate stilled, his hand lingering on the small of her chest. A frown creased his forehead. “No?” he asked, his voice soft.

      Susan shook her head, struggling to keep a grip on the train of her thoughts. Hunger slivered through her mind, distracting her, but she forged on.

      “Humanity…is cruel...without mercy…what if…they come for them?” she pressed.

      Laughter whispered from Hecate’s lips. “Then we shall avenge them…a thousand-fold.” Susan’s eyes widened at the power in her mate’s voice. His arms wrapped around her, pulling her on top of him. This time she lacked the will to resist. A smile spread across his lips. “The fire you shall light…will burn them all away.”

      A moan built in Susan’s throat as Hecate’s fingers danced along her back. She found herself nodding to his words, her worries assuaged, her path determined. Feeling him beneath her, flames filled her chest, and leaning down, she pressed her lips hard against his. She gasped as his taste washed away the last of her fear.

      Suddenly Hecate stiffened beneath her. His hands gripped her hard and tossed her to the side. She gasped as the cold mountain stones cut at her. Hecate clambered quickly to his feet.

      “What are you doing?” she hissed, her lust turning to rage.

      Her mate shook his head. He looked out over the other Chead, to where the mouth of the canyon opened out. There, the light of day shone brightly on the hillside.

      “We have…a visitor,” Hecate said finally.

      He set off through the sleeping Chead, his bare feet making no noise on the sharp stones. Susan stared after him, anger churning in her chest. Without waiting for an invitation, she rose and followed him.

      It only took them a few minutes to traverse the Chead. A hundred sleeping bodies dotted the ground between the towering cliffs, tucked into crevices and between boulders, wherever they could avoid the howling mountain winds. In the shadow, they were all but invisible.

      Susan’s heart raced as they made their way out into the sunlight. What did Hecate mean by a visitor? The Chead had hidden their tracks well, only traversing the wide Californian plains by night, hiding during the day, ensuring the humans remained unaware of their passage. Yet now Hecate was saying someone had found them, had managed to slip through their scouts and come within yards of their nest.

      On the gravel slope, Hecate lifted his head and stared up at the mountains. Susan stood behind him, her eyes following his gaze. The sky was empty, but Hecate clearly knew something she didn’t. Yet he did not seem concerned—in fact, there was the slightest of smiles on his face. Gritting her teeth, Susan settled beside him.

      They did not have to wait long.

      Within minutes, a speck appeared in the sky. Susan held her breath as it grew, waiting for the roar of an engine. She glanced at Hecate, expecting him to act, but still he did not move.

      Slowly the speck grew larger, and Susan realized the visitor was not one of humanity’s deadly aircrafts, but something else entirely.

      The strange boy with tawny brown wings drifted towards them, finally settling on the slope below. The stones gave way beneath his boots as he landed, almost sending him face-first into the ground.

      Hecate snorted as the boy’s curses carried up to them. “Welcome, cousin,” he barked in greeting. “I thought…you were dead.”

      Scowling, the boy folded his wings behind his back and straightened. A tingle of recognition shot through Susan as his hazel eyes met hers, but after a moment he turned his gaze back to Hecate. Frowning, she tried to place him. The memories rose like shadows from her mind, blurry and indistinct, but she could not find his face among them.

      “No thanks to you,” the boy said, “and you’re no relative of mine, Hecate.”

      Her mate grinned. “My apologies…Chris, yes?” He trailed off, and then shrugged. “We did not mean…to lead the humans…to you. They proved…persistent. Have you finally come…to join us?”

      “No, I’ve come to stop you,” Chris shot back.

      Hecate chuckled. The sound echoed off the surrounding cliffs as he spread his arms. “You think…you stand a chance?”

      The boy bared his teeth, his wings lifting slightly from his back. Susan eyed him, her lips pursed, but did not move. This was Hecate’s fight to enjoy; her mate had no need of her help.

      The boy twisted so he was standing side-on to Hecate, fists outstretched. “Why don’t we find out?” he growled. “I’ve been dying for a rematch.”

      “Gladly,” Hecate sneered.

      At that her mate charged, his powerful legs sending up a shower of stones behind him. The boy Chris had only a split-second to react before Hecate was on him. Her mate’s meaty fist swung at his face. Susan grinned as the blow sent the boy reeling.

      But unlike so many humans before him, the boy did not go down. His feet shifted deftly in the loose gravel, steadying him. He tried to straighten, only to catch a foot square in his face. This time the impact flung Chris backwards across the rocky ground. He bounced several times before a boulder brought him to a stop. Blood trickled down his chin as he staggered back to his feet.

      “Had enough?” Hecate asked lightly.

      Chris didn’t answer. Spreading his wings, he leapt into the air. Her mate crouched as the boy’s shadow raced across the slope towards him. Eyes narrowed, he watched the tawny wings fold, sending Chris into a dive. At the last second, Hecate hurled himself to the side.

      The boy cursed, but his wings were already shifting, redirecting his course. Hecate had no time to recover before Chris’s boot struck him in the chest. This time it was Susan’s mate who was sent hurtling backwards. But Hecate twisted as he fell, landing easily on his feet. A savage growl rumbled from his throat as he rubbed his chest and glared at Chris.

      Rage lit in Susan’s stomach as she sensed her mate’s pain. She glared at the boy, though she did not move. This was still Hecate’s battle—she would not intervene unless asked. No matter how much she longed to tear the hideous wings from the boy’s back.

      Raising a hand, Chris beckoned Hecate forward. “Come on, show me what you’ve got, Chead.”

      A sharp hiss came from Hecate, but this time he did not rush the stranger. The two circled one another, grey and hazel eyes unblinking, never leaving their opponent for even a second.

      Finally, Chris broke the stalemate. Lurching forward, his fist flashed for Hecate’s face. Hecate reached up to catch the blow, but at the last second Chris dropped his shoulder. Instead of a fist, the boy’s body slammed into Hecate’s chest, sending him stumbling back. Using his momentum, Chris spun, and his wing snapped out to catch Hecate clean in the face. The force of the blow whipped her mate’s head back with a sickening thud. Tumbling backwards, Hecate lost his footing and fell—just in time to avoid a second blow from Chris’s boot.

      On the ground, Hecate rolled as the winged boy gave chase. Gravel rattled down the slope as Chris leapt. His fist caught Hecate again as he regained his feet, but recovering, Hecate managed to catch the next wild kick. Digging in his fingers, Hecate locked the boy’s leg in an iron grip.

      Hecate grinned at his helpless opponent, but Chris only smiled back. Leaping off his other leg, he twisted mid-air, his free foot coming round to catch Hecate in the side of the head. Susan’s mate staggered, his feet suddenly unsteady, his eyes whirling.

      Chris landed lightly, his wings beating slightly to keep him upright. Folding his arms, he shook his head. “Not so fun when it’s a fair fight, is it?”

      Susan caught the steely glint in her mate’s eyes as he straightened. She smiled to herself. Hecate was beyond reason now, caught in the red-hot insanity of the Chead rage. The imposter didn’t stand a chance.

      Roaring, Hecate charged. Chris fell into a crouch, wings outstretched, fists raised to guard his face. Even so, the ferocity of Hecate’s attack drove him back. Chris gasped as the Chead batted away his feeble blows and grasped him by the waist. A cry echoed off the cliffs as Hecate lifted the boy above his head, preparing to slam him into the gravel.

      Before Hecate could strike, Chris’s wings beat down, sending dust swirling across the mountainside. The power of his wings yanked them both off their feet, allowing Chris to twist around and punch Hecate in the face.

      Losing his grip, Hecate fell. He grasped at Chris’s wing, and the boy shrieked as a handful of feathers tore free. The great wings beat down again, but off-balance now, Chris went spinning sideways and slammed into the loose gravel.

      Hecate stalked after the fallen boy. Cursing, Chris rolled, narrowly avoiding being stomped into the side of the mountain. Coming to his feet, the boy narrowed his eyes as Hecate came after him.

      Susan watched on from the slope above, the blood thumping hard in her skull. She could almost taste her mate’s triumph now, could almost see the boy’s face as his life trickled away, as he died alone in these merciless mountains. Breathing in, she savored the tang of blood in the air. Lust rose in her throat as she watched Hecate beat his way through the foolish boy’s defenses.

      Blood streamed down both their faces now, and half a dozen cuts marked their flesh. But Chris was slowing, his strength worn down by the fight, while Hecate seemed to find fresh stores of energy. The Chead rage was unquenchable, unstoppable. The pathetic creature would not prevail.

      The two closed on each other again. Sensing his opponent’s weakness, Hecate launched a flurry of blows. Chris staggered back, his reflexes barely able to keep stock of the Chead’s fury. Dark bruises appeared on his arms and his shirt was in pieces. It would not be long now.

      Then, as Hecate readied himself for another blow, the boy’s foot slipped on the loose stones. He struggled to regain his balance, but Susan’s mate was on him in an instant. Hecate clenched his fists together and swung at the boy’s head.

      Except Chris was no longer there. Spinning on his heel, he dodged Hecate’s double-handed blow, allowing the Chead’s momentum to carry him past.  Suddenly the boy was behind Susan’s mate. Before Hecate could react, Chris’s arm was around his throat, hauling him back, tightening until the veins on both their necks were bulging.

      Choking, Hecate struggled to break the boy’s hold, but his phenomenal strength was rendered useless with his center of mass pulled off balance. His hands slapped at Chris’s arms, his iron fingers digging into flesh, but the boy did not flinch. Teeth bared, he held on for dear life.

      On the slope above, Susan shook herself free of her shock. Fists clenched, she started forward, the flickering of the Chead rage beginning in her stomach. The familiar red haze settled over her vision as she closed on the boy. His attention elsewhere, he did not notice her approach.

      But as Susan closed on him, a sharp crack came from overhead, and a black-winged girl fell from the sky to land between them.
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      For three days, Liz had tracked Chris across the Californian plains, winging her way from abandoned farmhouse to rundown shack to open pasture. His distant scent drew her on, close, yet always just out of reach. However fast she flew, somehow he managed to remain one step ahead of her.

      Only when she followed him into the mountains did Liz sense she was closing on him. Unfortunately, another scent was also growing, a sickly sweetness that tainted the crisp mountain air and set her stomach on edge.

      The Chead.

      Now, as she stood between the creature and Chris, she wondered what insanity had brought him here. Why had he come all this way to confront the Chead? What had he hoped to achieve out here, all by himself? She could smell the sweetness billowing from the dark canyon above—the stench of a hundred Chead, all gathered in one place.

      On the slope above Liz, the female Chead had frozen, but now her lips drew back in a snarl and she started forward again.

      “Enough!” said a gruff voice from behind Liz.

      Risking a glance back, she realized her appearance had given the other Chead a chance to break free of Chris’s hold. Liz blinked as she recognized him. It was the same creature they’d fought in the facility, who had escaped into the mountains and saved them from the soldiers.

      The one who had led the government to her childhood home.

      Hecate took a step back from Chris, his eyes gleaming in the dying sunlight. His gaze flickered up past Liz, to where the other Chead lurked. “Enough, Susan,” he repeated.

      Stones rattled as Susan came to a stop. A low growl came from the woman’s throat and Liz saw the hunger lurking behind the grey eyes, the desire to tear her limb from limb. A long minute stretched out before the woman gave a curt nod.

      Smirking, Liz turned her back and started down the slope towards Chris and Hecate. They watched her come, Chris with wide eyes, Hecate wearing a slightly bemused grin. Both were looking worse for wear. The fight had left their clothes in tatters, and dark bruises were swelling on their arms and faces. Approaching them, all Liz could do was shake her head. It seemed boys, whatever their species, would be boys.

      Hecate’s grey eyes looked her up and down as she reached him, and his grin spread. He opened his mouth to speak, but Liz was faster still. Stepping in close, she slammed her knee into his crotch, and the youthful Chead crumpled to the ground with a pained squeak.

      “That’s for my house,” Liz snapped.

      Stones rattled, and she turned in time to see the second Chead leap. Hands bare—she’d left her gloves in the embassy—Liz reached up and caught the woman by the fist. The Chead swung at her again, but she was obviously not accustomed to fighting someone with matching abilities, and Liz easily sidestepped her. She quickly drove a blow into the woman’s stomach, forcing her backwards.

      “You might scare humans,” Liz laughed, “but you’re no fighter.”

      Growling, the Chead started climbing to her feet. She made it to her knees before a convulsion shook her, bending her in two. A sharp scream echoed from the surrounding cliffs as the Chead collapsed on her side, clutching a swollen hand to her chest.

      So I’m still venomous, Liz thought wryly. It was good to know—although it didn’t explain why Ashley had been unaffected.

      Hecate remained crouched on the ground, but now he slowly pulled himself to his feet. Concern marked his forehead as he looked at the woman.

      “What…is happening to her?” he rumbled.

      “She’ll be fine,” Liz replied. “Just give her a few minutes for the poison to wear off.”

      “Poison?” Hecate repeated.

      “Yeah, it packs a real bite,” Chris muttered as he joined them. Her stomach twisted as his hazel eyes found hers. “Liz…what are you doing here?”

      “Looking for you,” she replied.

      Chris swallowed visibly. Wisely though, he chose not to respond.

      “Humanity must be…desperate…if they have sent you,” Hecate commented in a mocking tone.

      Liz raised an eyebrow. “What makes you think we were sent?”

      Laughing, Hecate only shook his head. He crouched beside the moaning Susan and lifted her into his arms. Leaning down, he kissed the red and purple mark left by Liz’s touch. The woman’s cries faded slightly, and she seemed to regain some of her composure.

      “I know her…” Chris said as he stepped up beside Liz, “but she wasn’t one of the Chead who escaped with you.”

      “No…” Hecate smiled. “We took her…from the facility. She chose…to join us.”

      Liz blinked at the creature’s words as Chris paled, his eyes widening. “I do know her!” His jaw hardened and he pointed a trembling finger at the woman. “You’re the one who gave us the second injection! You told me it was antibiotics!”

      Susan wriggled in Hecate’s arms, and the Chead hesitantly placed her back on her feet. A smirk twisted her pained face. “You are…truly gullible creatures.” She laughed. “At least I…have left that misery…behind.”

      Liz looked from Hecate to Susan, struggling to catch up. She didn’t recognize the woman, but then, she had been unconscious at the time. Chris had mentioned the doctor who’d come to their cell after their fight with Hecate, though Liz had never seen her. But if Chris was right, this woman was the one responsible for giving them their wings. Even after all this time, Liz still wasn’t sure if that was a gift or a curse. Growing them had been the most painful thing she’d ever experienced. And now…now they marked them as outcasts, abominations, freaks.

      Beside her, Chris was glaring at the woman, apparently lost for words. Smiling, Hecate stepped carefully between them. “It seems we have…much to discuss. Perhaps our kinds can…come to a resolution.” His eyes lingered on Liz as he spoke, and she found herself shivering.

      “A resolution?” she asked quietly. “What kind of resolution?”

      Hecate shrugged. “That is not…my decision to make.”

      Chris frowned. “You aren’t in control here?”

      Hecate’s laughter came again, its soft rasp slithering across the mountainside. He started towards the shadow of the canyon. His voice carried down to them as he glanced back. “Come…there is someone…you must meet.”
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      Chris watched as the two Chead disappeared into the shadows, then, steeling himself, he started after them. His body ached from the fight with Hecate, but he did his best to keep the pain from showing. He didn’t want the Chead to realize how much the fight had cost him. And, if he was honest with himself, he didn’t want to seem weak in front of Liz.

      The soft crunch of her footsteps came from behind him, but Chris didn’t glance back. His mind was still reeling from her sudden appearance. He couldn’t understand, couldn’t comprehend why she’d followed him. The sight of her dropping from the sky had given him such a shock he’d released Hecate.

      Thinking of the Chead, he wrenched his thoughts back to the present. Ahead the shadows loomed. He could see the dark-haired Chead waiting for them there, the former doctor close beside him. When they was still a few steps away, Liz moved up beside him, her footsteps matching his own. Chris shivered as her hand brushed his and he found her eyes on him.

      “Liz…” he croaked. The words died in this throat, but he forced himself to continue. “What are you doing here? It’s too dangerous.”

      For the briefest of seconds, a smile twitched on her lips. Her hand caught Chris’s fingers and gave a soft squeeze. “Let’s just see what they have to say.” Her crystal eyes met Chris’s. “We can talk later.”

      Before Chris could reply, her hand was gone and she was moving in front of him. Chris sucked in a breath and tried to still his racing heart. The gloom of the canyon swallowed them up.

      Chris blinked, while ahead, Hecate continued over the hard ground. His vision slowly cleared, adjusting to the darkness. He clenched his jaw as, for the first time, he realized just what a mess he’d gotten them into.

      Dozens of Chead lay sleeping around them, their soft snores echoing ominously from the towering cliffs. Swallowing, he edged his way between the sleeping bodies, following the retreating backs of Hecate, Liz and Susan.

      Grey eyes flashed as Susan glanced back. He saw again the memory of her poised with a needle back in the facility. He could still recall the scene clear as day: Susan, young and nervous, eager to complete her task and flee their cell. Even at the time he’d been suspicious, but neither he nor Liz had been in any state to resist.

      But it seemed that karma had found the young doctor in the end. Chris’s gaze switched to Hecate, and he shivered, wondering at the relationship between the two. It was clear Hecate cared for the woman, but from the way they walked close together, the shared glances and closeness between them, he suspected it went much deeper than that. The thought made him nauseous.

      “You don’t remember giving us the injection?” Chris asked, momentarily forgetting where they were.

      Liz flashed him an angry glance, nodding at the sleeping Chead, but Susan only shrugged.

      “The Chead…has burned that foul creature away,” she replied. Her hand drifted out to take Hecate’s. “My mate…has shown me the way.”

      Hecate growled his agreement and stroked Susan’s hair affectionately. Chris was suddenly reminded of the way the Director had treated him, as though he had been some pet to toy with. Even at the end, when she had taken him…

      Bile rose in his throat and he pushed the memory back into the abyss.

      Chris couldn’t help but think about the fire burning in the woman’s grey eyes. Remembering the demure woman from the facility, he wondered how her nature could have changed so unequivocally. The creature standing before him, draping herself over the towering figure of Hecate, could not have been more different from the terrified doctor she’d been.

      Still, the transformation went some way to explaining the reports of the Chead taking villagers captive. Chris shuddered as he imagined the fate of those poor souls, to be stolen away by the Chead, forced to join them, to breed with the very creatures they’d spent their whole lives fearing.

      Ahead, Chris’s keen eyes made out a darker patch on the cliff-face. Hecate and Susan headed towards the cave, though they needed to half-climb, half-scramble up a steep slope to reach it. Shaking his head, Chris bounded into the air, his wings beating quietly in the darkness. Liz followed him, and together they settled down at the top of the slope. Smiling lazily, they watched Hecate and Susan finish their climb.

      The two Chead said nothing as they pushed past, and chuckling to himself, Chris followed after them. Inside, the gloom deepened, but Hecate and Susan pressed on as though a thousand candles lit their way. Chris and Liz stumbled the first few feet, still waiting for their eyes to adjust. When things finally came into focus, they found themselves in a narrow tunnel, its ceiling and floor marked by the thin slivers of stalactites and stalagmites.

      Weaving their way along the corridor, Chris wondered where Hecate was leading them, who they were supposed to be meeting.

      Finally, the soft glow of candles appeared in the darkness ahead. Chris squinted at the flickering light. A Chead stepped forward to bar Hecate’s path. Whispers, barely audible, passed between them, and the newcomer disappeared again.

      “She comes,” Hecate said, turning to face them. “The journey has been long…and her strength is not…what it was. She is sleeping.”

      “Who’s sleeping?” Liz asked.

      Hecate only smiled and turned away. Across the cave, movement came from an adjoining tunnel as a woman stepped into the cavern. Striding past the candles, she took a seat on a small boulder.

      Chris shuddered as the woman’s milky white eyes traveled around the cave. Grey hair tumbled down her shoulders. Her face was wrinkled with age, the skin hanging in folds from her cheeks. Her shoulders were twisted and shrunken, her muscles shriveled. Yet there was a wordless strength in those white eyes, and Chris found himself unable to look away.

      “Talisa…I have brought…guests,” Hecate whispered.

      “You have.” The ancient Chead’s voice echoed through the cave. Her milky eyes never left them. “Step into the light, my children.”

      Chris found his legs obeying without thought. “Who are you?”

      The woman did not answer, only sat studying him, her cold eyes taking in his half-folded wings and muscular shoulders. Only when her gaze flicked to his side, and he saw at the empty space beside him, did Chris realize Liz had not moved.

      “And you, my child?” the ancient Chead questioned.

      Hesitantly, Liz stepped into the light. Her blue eyes were wide, her mouth hanging open as she stared at Talisa. Fists clenched, a shiver went through her, and the wings half-lifted from her back. Her face was pale, and she looked ready to flee, as though a terrible fear had gripped her. A low moan came from her throat. Her eyes never left the ancient Chead.

      “Mom?” Liz whispered.
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      Sam groaned as he shifted on the rocky ground, cursing as a new stone dug into his backside. Across the fire, Ashley giggled. He shot her a scowl. Giving up on finding a comfortable spot, he stood and walked around the fire. Flashing Ashley a grin, he attempted to sit in her lap.

      “Hey!” she squealed, scrambling out of the way.

      Laughing, Sam quickly stole her spot.

      “Oy!” Ashley shrieked, clambering to her feet. “I’d just finished brushing away the stones!”

      Wriggling his bottom, Sam nodded appreciatively. “You did a good job.” He laughed as her eyes flashed, and quickly opened his arms. “Come here, I’m more comfortable anyway.”

      She kept up her scowl for a moment longer, and then promptly folded her wings and settled in his lap. He wrapped his arms around her as she snuggled in close to his chest. Her hair dangled beneath his nose, the smell of dust and smoke mingling with the familiar scent of the girl he loved.

      “How long did Chris and Liz say they’d been in the mountains for?” Ashley mumbled into his shirt.

      Sam chuckled. “A week?”

      “Don’t know how they survived.”

      Feeling the rumble of Ashley’s stomach against his chest, Sam laughed again. He reached out and turned the stick they’d propped up over the fire. A skinny rabbit was slowly browning in the flames.

      “It’ll be ready soon,” he murmured.

      Like Ashley, Sam had never spent much time in the outdoors. Once upon a time, his father had liked to take him camping. But with the price of living in Seattle spiraling out of control, his parents had soon found themselves too busy working for weekends away. The only skill he remembered nowadays was how to navigate using Orion’s Belt.

      “Poor little conejo,” Ashley whispered. “Hope he’s tasty.”

      As Sam stroked her hair, he smiled. Ashley was the one who’d caught the poor thing. After two days without food, she’d spotted the rabbit mid-flight, and had been on it in seconds. The little critter had never stood a chance against the starving girl. “Since when do you speak Spanish?”

      Ashley flashed him a youthful grin. Sam loved these quiet moments with her, away from the rush of the world, from the pressures of life. Only when they were alone did Ashley drop her guard, becoming the sweet-hearted girl that lurked beneath her tough façade. He liked the Ashley who could stop a Chead with nothing more than a glare, but this was the part of her he loved most.

      “That was the name of my pet rabbit growing up,” she mumbled. “We didn’t eat him, but if he was here now, I would. We should have brought food.”

      “Probably, but who would have carried it?” Sam asked.

      She nudged him in the ribs. “Thought that was why I brought you along.”

      “Is that so?” Grinning, he slid his hand up her hip and squeezed her side. Ashley yelped and tried to spring away, but with his arms encircling her, there was no escape. She burst into laughter as he tickled her, until a wild beat of her wings flung them both into the air. They landed together in a pile of tangled limbs and feathers.

      “Never do that again!” Ashley panted as she picked herself up from the dirt.

      Sam laughed. “Never.”

      Pointing her finger, Ashley took a step towards him. “I swear to God, Samuel.”

      Sam raised his hands in surrender. “Okay, okay.” He grinned. “You win!”

      “That’s better.” Turning on her heel, she marched back to the fire.

      Crouching, she inspected the rabbit, then picked up the branch on which it was impaled. Returning to her spot on the dusty ground, she sat and started tearing at the meat with her teeth.

      Sam raised an eyebrow. “Going to leave some for me?”

      Ashley paused, looking him up and down before returning to her meal. A long strip of meat tore away and disappeared into her mouth. She chewed slowly, looking at him thoughtfully. “You’ll be lucky,” she muttered between bites.

      “Oh yeah?” Quick as thought, Sam snatched the rabbit from her hands and sank his teeth into the hot flesh.

      Yelping, Ashley leapt after him, and they went down in a heap again. Sam rolled, pinning her with his weight as he held the rabbit up out of reach.

      “Truce?” he said.

      Her amber eyes stared up at him, drawing him in. He shook his head, breaking the spell, and she pouted. “You know I could throw you off if I wanted,” she muttered.

      “Okay, Supergirl.” Smiling, he released her and held out his empty hand. “Truce?” he repeated.

      Rolling her eyes, Ashley took his hand, and they settled back down beside the fire. Sharing the skinny rabbit, they fell into a comfortable silence, lost in their own thoughts.

      “Do you really think they’ll change?” Ashley asked eventually, a piece of greasy meat held precariously between two fingers.

      “Who?” Sam replied, staring into the fire.

      “People,” Ashley murmured. “With everything that’s happened, do you think…they’ll ever accept us?”

      “I don’t know…” Sam answered. “I think maybe they have different expectations than we do.”

      “Expectations?” Ashley put her head on his shoulder. “What do you mean?”

      “I just mean…well, they think things will go back to normal, don’t they? Back to the old days, before the Chead or people with wings ever existed.”

      Ashley fell silent at that. Finally, she shrugged. “I don’t know about the Chead, but I’m not going anywhere.”

      Sam tightened his hand on her shoulder. “Neither am I.”

      “Then I guess they’re stuck with us.”

      “Guess so…” Sam murmured. “Have you smelled them, the Chead?”

      Ashley nodded. “Now that we’re away from the city, I can. They’re…everywhere.”

      “I don’t think anyone realizes just how many are out here,” Sam said, lips pursed. “Or that they’re…sentient. Harry wants to kill them all, once he has things under control in San Francisco.”

      “Genocide,” Ashley said softly. “That’s what they want, isn’t it? You’re afraid we’ll be caught up in it too.”

      “Maybe. Maybe I just don’t like the idea of exterminating an entire species. It’s not their fault, the deaths they’ve caused. The government was using them, just like they used us.”

      “They’re dangerous, Sam. You know that as well as anyone.”

      “So are tigers, but we don’t go around trying to murder all of them. At least, not anymore.”

      Ashley sat up. “You really think it’s the same?” She frowned, uncertain. “Yes, they’re sentient, but look what they’ve done with it! Driving people from their homes, slaughtering entire towns. We can’t just let them keep doing it.”

      “Of course not,” Sam replied. “You’re right, they have to be stopped. But…I guess what I’m saying is, does that necessarily mean they have to be exterminated? What if that very fear is what’s driving them? What if they’re only attacking us because they’re afraid we’ll do the same?”

      A long silence stretched out as Ashley rested her head against Sam’s shoulder again. She picked at the bones of her rabbit, pulling the last tendrils of meat from the carcass. “I don’t know…” she said, “but, I guess they’re a worry for another day. It’s the President we should be concentrating on.”

      “Of course.” Sam smiled, pulling Ashley closer. The fire had died to embers now, but Ashley’s eyes still gleamed in the light of the stars. “When we get that far.”

      He pressed his lips to hers. A soft “oh" whispered up from the back of Ashley’s throat, and then she was kissing him back, her arms going around his waist, her body pressing against his. He gasped as her fingers twisted in his long hair, pushing him down.

      Together they fell back on the hard ground, limbs entwined. Dust rose around them as they rolled, tongues dancing, hands tearing at each other’s clothes. Ashley gasped as the buttons of her shirt popped open. Sam broke off their kiss, his mouth moving to her neck. She moaned as he nibbled at her flesh. His hands drifted across her naked skin, touching, tickling, feeling the heat in her skin, the racing of her heart.

      Then she was sitting up, her hands tugging at his shirt, pulling it over his head. A second later it was gone, and now it was Ashley’s hands on his naked chest. He shuddered as her cold fingers trailed along his body. Opening his wings, he wrapped them in a feathery embrace. Her head lifted as he leaned down. Their lips met again in a hard, desperate kiss.

      Growling, Sam pressed Ashley down. She went willingly now, falling back on the dusty ground. Leaning in, he drank in the sight of her bare body, the glow of her skin in the starlight. Her lips parted, and he saw the invitation in her eyes, the naked lust.

      Crouching on all fours, Sam poised his body over hers, until they were only inches apart. She stared up at him, eyes wide and expectant, but still he lingered. Pinned between his arms, there was no escape for Ashley now, and he wanted to savor this moment.

      Finally, he lowered himself as Ashley lifted to meet him. He moaned as her breasts brushed against his chest. Her hand went around his waist, pulling him down, drawing him in, until he could feel her all around him. Burying his head in her shoulder, he gave himself to the rhythm of their bodies, his mind falling away in a rush of ecstasy.
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      “Mom?”

      The word seemed to come from nowhere. It echoed through the cave, lingering in the darkness long after Liz had spoken it.

      No one moved, no one spoke. Every eye in the cave was fixed on her, but Liz hardly noticed. She couldn’t tear her eyes from the old woman sitting on the boulder, couldn’t bring herself to believe what she was seeing.

      Because it was impossible, wasn’t it? She had seen her mother change, becoming the bloodthirsty creature that had torn away her father’s life. She had watched the soldiers disappear into the woods, rifles at the ready, prepared to shoot her mother on sight. Not once in the last two years had she considered the possibility that her mother had survived.

      Yet here she was, aged far beyond her years, but still unmistakably her mother. The milky white eyes were frighteningly different, but the shape of her face, the curls of her hair, even the way she carried herself, all were unchanged. And her voice…her voice had transported Liz back in time, to quiet nights spent around the kitchen table and long days in the fields. It was a voice Liz had never thought she would hear again.

      Slowly, the old woman climbed to her feet and started forward. Watching her come, Liz found herself fixed in place, trapped in the gaze of the old Chead, by the eyes of her mother. The Chead came to a stop just a foot away. Long seconds stretched out as they stared at each other.

      “Mom,” Liz croaked again, barely able to get the word out.

      After everything she’d been through since that day on the mountain, everything she had suffered, it was all too much. Her vision shone as the ancient Chead reached out and cupped her cheek. White eyes drank her in as her mother slowly shook her head.

      “My Elizabeth,” she whispered. “My daughter.”

      A shrill keening began in the back of Liz’s throat. She didn’t know whether to scream or cry. Emotion welled within her, the swirling memories of her grief, the rush of sudden hope. Love and despair crashed together, filling her until Liz thought she might drown in it.

      She saw again her last memory of her mother—of a grey-eyed creature covered in blood, standing over the body of her father. It had been the moment Liz had lost both of her parents.

      Yet now here she was, the woman who had raised her, who had loved her and held her tight on cold winter nights, who had cared for her when she was sick and had kissed her bruises better.

      A tremor started in Liz’s legs. It spread until her whole body was shaking. “How…how is this possible?” she managed.

      A smile wrinkled her mother’s cheeks. She stroked Liz’s face before turning to Chris. Talisa circled him, her lips pursed in the same way she had once inspected livestock at the market. Catching Chris staring at her, Liz quickly looked away.

      Completing her circuit, her mother returned to Liz. “This is your mate?”

      “I…I…” Liz opened her mouth and closed it again, unable to answer. Her cheeks flushed, and she carefully avoided meeting Chris’s eyes.

      Chuckling, her mother returned to Liz’s side, and reached out to stroke the jet-black feathers. “What have they done to you, my daughter?”

      Liz swallowed as tears welled in her eyes. She fought the urge to throw herself into her mother’s arms and sob the whole awful story to her.

      It’s not her. She grated the words in her mind. It can’t be her.

      And yet it was. She could see it in her eyes. Gone was the mad glint of the Chead, the ferocious hunger of the creature that had killed her father. In its place was a shining warmth, a softness that could only be the love of a mother for her child.

      This was her mother, the one who’d been stolen from her, taken away by the government’s heartless cruelty.

      Liz clenched her fists, swallowing her pain, her grief. “It’s…” She shook her head. “It’s a long story…Mom.”

      The word tasted strange in her mouth, like she’d almost forgotten how to speak it.

      A withered hand stroked her cheek again. Liz closed her eyes, shivering at the warmth of her mother’s fingers. A soft, sweet scent danced in her nostrils, at once familiar and foreign. Breathing it in, Liz’s heart slowed. She felt her body relaxing, the racing thud of adrenaline beginning to cool.

      Then Liz’s eyes snapped open as she realized her mother had touched her skin. Stumbling back a step, she gaped, staring, her heart tumbling into her stomach. “No…” she whispered, her hand going to her mouth. Her mother was so aged, the venom would surely kill her…

      Her mother leaned her head to the side and frowned. “What is the matter, my daughter?”

      The keening built in Liz’s throat again. “You…you touched me,” she gasped finally.

      The pale eyes studied her for a moment. Then, smiling, her mother lifted her hand and inspected it. Liz stared at the wrinkled flesh, searching for the redness that marked her touch, the purple that followed. But her mother’s skin remained a pale white, unmarked by sun or venom. She lowered her hand and looked at Liz again.

      “You have the touch?” she asked.

      Not knowing what to say, all Liz could do was nod. Her mother’s eyes danced as she pulled Liz into an embrace. Liz tensed as the wrinkled arms wrapped around her. A tremor ran through her wings, her feathers standing on end. She held her breath, eyes squeezed shut, hardly daring to move. Breathing in, the sweet scent of her mother filled her nostrils. Memories flashed through her mind, of her mother kissing her goodnight, hugging her goodbye on her first day of school.

      Finally, Liz could fight it no longer. Shuddering, she hugged her mother back. “Mom,” she choked into Talisa’s shoulder, “I missed you so much.”

      Strong hands stroked her back. “There, there, my daughter. I’m here now. You are home.”

      “Home?” Hiccupping, Liz managed to regain some of her composure. Pulling back slightly, she looked at her mother.

      “Home,” her mother repeated. “Is that not why you are here?”

      Liz swallowed, not knowing what to say. She thought of Chris, of the compulsion that had drawn her after him, that had led her across the sprawling plains of San Francisco, back up into those icy mountains. But staring into her mother’s face, into her strange-yet-familiar eyes, those thoughts drifted away, and finally she shook her head.

      “I don’t know,” she whispered.

      “Oh, my daughter,” her mother murmured. “We must find your way.”

      Shivering, Liz closed her eyes again. Pressure grew in her chest as she struggled to breathe.

      “We’re here to stop you.” Chris’s voice echoed through the cavern.

      The words cut through the haze blanketing Liz’s mind, through the shock of her mother’s resurrection. Blinking, she looked around. Chris still stood nearby, his face pale. He watched them with wide eyes.

      Soft whispers spread around the cave as the Chead laughed. Her mother turned to look at Chris, her milky eyes hardening, though the smile never left her lips. “Stop us from doing what, child?”

      Chris swallowed visibly. His wings started to tremble, but he lifted his head in defiance. “Stop you from slaughtering innocent people.”

      “I see.” Talisa stepped towards Chris, her wrinkled legs carrying her slowly across the cavern.

      Jaw clenched, Chris stood his ground. Liz watched on, feet fixed in place, unable to move or even speak. She found herself a silent observer to the conflict between her mother and Chris.

      “Do you not want revenge, child?” Talisa whispered as she reached Chris. She brushed a hand through his feathers. “On the ones who did this to you? Who locked you in cages, who tortured you and so many others? Hecate has told me of humanity’s experiments.”

      Chris frowned. “They’re…already dead,” he croaked. His eyes moved to the girl, Susan. “You killed them.”

      Talisa’s laughter echoed through the cave as she left Chris where he stood. With slow steps, she returned to the boulder and sat. A sigh escaped her lips as she shook her head.

      “Not all of them,” she said, eyes moving from Chris to Liz. “Not the one responsible for my people’s suffering.”

      “What do you mean?” Chris asked. “Hecate said you destroyed the facility up here in the mountains.”

      “We did,” Talisa replied, “but those pathetic creatures were only pawns, child. Do you not wish to punish those truly responsible? To destroy the one who had you taken, who has hunted you all this time?”

      Forehead creased, Chris took a step closer to Talisa. “What do you mean?”

      “Are you truly so clueless?” Talisa chuckled. “Has your time with the humans taught you nothing? Their leader still lives. Only with his death will my people have their retribution.”

      “You mean the President?” Chris breathed. “How can you…”

      “President, Master, Butcher, his name does not matter. He will die regardless, so that my people may have peace.”

      “Peace?” Liz spoke up, her mind finally beginning to work again.

      “Yes, my daughter.” The milky eyes switched to Liz. “My time is short, but I shall not rest until this world is safe for all my children.” She gestured around the cave, encompassing the silent host of Chead.

      A lump rose in Liz’s throat. “What do you mean, your time is short?”

      “It is the curse of the Chead, my daughter.” Sadness touched her mother’s words now. “We burn brightly, and then we die.”

      Liz blinked back tears as she tried to put her emotions into words. But they would not come, and finally she shook her head, grasping at the message behind her mother’s words. “You want peace?”

      “We do,” her mother replied.

      Liz nodded, steeling herself. She glanced briefly at Chris, then turned back to her mother. “Then we’ll help you.”
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      Susan’s teeth grated as she watched the strangers leave the cave. Fists clenched, she struggled to control her anger. She could still see the boy attacking Hecate, humiliating her mate, though he had cheated with those cursed wings of his. And the girl…her arm still itched where Liz had touched her. Susan’s lips drew back in a snarl as she imagined tearing the black feathers from those wings, one by one.

      Only Hecate’s presence kept her under control. Despite his encounter with the boy, he remained strangely calm, unperturbed by Talisa’s welcoming of the two strangers. Even during the fight, he had not seemed to take the boy seriously—at least, not until the end, when the deceitful creature had almost killed him.

      The girl’s revelation about Talisa had shaken him, though. It had shaken Susan as well. An inexplicable rage had overtaken her as the elder Chead embraced the girl. Teeth clenched, she’d watched in silence as the two conversed, exchanging declarations of love and affection. The sudden emotion, the humanity in Talisa’s expression made Susan sick to her stomach.

      Even now, she could hardly bear to look at the elder Chead.

      “Why, Talisa?” she growled as the two disappeared around the bend in the cave.

      Talisa’s milky eyes turned towards her. “What do you mean, my child?”

      Susan shivered, her fingers turning to claws as she approached the old Chead. “How could you…tell the strangers our plans? How could you invite them into our ranks?”

      Sitting on her outcropping of rock, Talisa did not respond. Her eyes had returned to their normal, unreadable hardness. “She is my daughter,” she murmured. Standing, she stepped up to Susan.

      Susan bared her teeth. “They cannot…be trusted—”

      She broke off as Talisa lunged. Her feet scrambled on the loose stones, but the elder Chead’s hand shot out and caught her by the wrist before she could retreat. Pain shot through Susan’s arm as iron fingers dug into her flesh, dragging her forward until only an inch separated them.

      “You would have me spurn my own child?” Talisa hissed in Susan’s ear.

      A lump lodged in Susan’s throat as she locked eyes with Talisa. She tried to pull away, but her will fled, and suddenly she found herself on her knees. Talisa stood over her, eyes aglow in the darkness.

      “You would have me kill her?” she growled.

      Susan bowed her head. “No, Talisa.”

      The iron hold on her wrist did not relent. “You disappoint me, girl,” Talisa murmured. “I should return you to your own children.”

      Tears stung Susan’s eyes. Shivering, she looked up at the elder Chead. The ache in her chest told her what such a fate meant. She would lose her place at Talisa’s side, would become little more than an incubator for a new generation of Chead. And she would be without Hecate, without her mate—the one thing holding her to sanity.

      Somewhere deep inside, a flame lit the darkness of her despair. Suddenly she found herself able to meet Talisa’s gaze. Gathering herself, Susan climbed back to her feet and faced the ancient Chead.

      “No.”

      The word rang in the darkness, a declaration, a promise. Looking into the Talisa’s eyes, Susan thought she saw something change, a sudden doubt, quickly gone.

      The wrinkles deepened in Talisa’s forehead. “Who are you to refuse me, child?”

      With a jerk of her wrist, Susan tore her hand free. “I am Chead!” Her words echoed through the cave, gaining power, restoring her will.

      Seconds turned into minutes as Talisa stood staring at her. Susan held her breath, fists opening and closing, clinging to the strength that had propelled her to her feet.

      Finally, Talisa gave the slightest of nods. “Very well, child,” she whispered. “You may remain.”

      Relief swept through Susan. Her shoulders sagged, her eyes fluttering closed in sudden exhaustion. “Thank you.”

      A smile twisted her elder’s lips. “Perhaps you can help us deal with my daughter and her mate.”

      “What do you mean, Talisa?” Hecate asked, joining them.

      “There is more of the Chead in them than they realize, child,” Talisa replied. She returned to her seat on the rock. “My daughter will come to accept our world, given time.”

      “Then why…did you not tell them…everything?”

      “They are not ready,” Talisa murmured. “The boy may never be, but my daughter, I can sense the Chead within her. She must embrace her true nature, must accept the change and become one of us. Only then can she learn the truth.”

      “And until then?” Susan pressed.

      “Our plans must remain secret,” Talisa whispered. “You have done well to give us hope, child, but the stench of humanity still clings to my daughter and the boy. If they discover our true goal, they will rebel.”

      Hecate grunted. “They did not seem…concerned about their President’s death.”

      “No,” Talisa mused. “It is strange, but still, they may balk when faced with humanity’s execution. They cannot yet see the true nature of their former species, that humanity will never tolerate an equal. Only their extinction can bring the peace we seek.”

      “Yes,” Susan bowed her head. “We will do as you say, Talisa.”

      She turned away, her eyes drawn to the shadows around the cave’s entrance. The strangers were long gone, but her lips pulled back in a snarl as she thought of them. An orange glow lit her mind as she imagined the flames that would soon engulf humanity. She smiled, thinking of the winged girl burning alongside them.

      Yes, let them all perish, she thought. And the freaks with them.
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      Chris staggered sideways as a Chead pushed past him. His feet slipped on a loose rock and he almost fell. Only a slight flutter of his wings kept him upright. Straightening, he glared at the creature, but the perpetrator was already moving off, winding between the faded stone buildings of the abandoned settlement. It had hardly spared him a glance as it shouldered past.

      Gritting his teeth, Chris headed in the other direction. The darkness was just beginning to give way to the light of day, and Talisa had finally called a stop. Though Chris would never admit it, the news had come as a relief. They had left behind the mountains a few days ago and were now somewhere out on what he guessed were the plains of Arizona. Dry, inhospitable land stretched out all around them, and he had no desire to spend another day exposed to the unforgiving summer sun.

      It would have been easier if they could fly, but out of respect for their flightless cousins, Liz had decided they should run alongside them. Not wanting to argue, Chris had agreed, though by now he was long past caring if he insulted the Chead.

      As Talisa’s daughter, Liz had been welcomed by the deadly creatures as one of their own. Chris, however, was treated with cold indifference. Only Hecate seemed to enjoy his company, though Chris wasn’t sure why. Perhaps he’d won the young Chead’s respect in their fight—or perhaps Hecate simply found it amusing to watch Chris struggle with the grueling pace set by his kind.

      Shaking his head, Chris dismissed the dark-haired Chead from his thoughts and turned his attention to the buildings around him. Liz had headed this way a few moments ago, though she hadn’t bothered telling him where she was going. Still weighed down by guilt, Chris hadn’t said anything, but he was quickly becoming irritated by her behavior since joining the Chead.

      When she’d appeared out of nowhere to save him, Chris had allowed himself to hope they might have a future after all. Her whispered promise that they would talk as they crept through the sleeping Chead had only reinforced that hope.

      But the reappearance of Liz’s mother had changed everything. She had taken to spending all her waking moments with the old Chead, though Chris had no idea what they discussed. He was rarely invited to join them. Instead, he was left to wander their campsites alone, surrounded by the hostile grey eyes of the Chead.

      Ahead, he caught a glimpse of Liz through the old mud-brick buildings, and picked up his pace. The settlement must have been a mining village once upon a time—he couldn’t think of anything else that could have drawn so many people out into this barren place. The buildings were probably a hundred years old, but in the dryness of the desert, they remained in good condition. A few had collapsed from the slow corrosion of time, but most still stood as they had been built. Inside, the floors were dirt, most of the furniture long removed, but they at least offered protection from the sun.

      “Liz!” Chris called as he turned a corner and saw her in the doorway of one of the buildings.

      Her blue eyes widened when she saw him. A frown marked her forehead as she turned away from the door. “Chris? What are you doing?”

      Chris closed the remaining distance and came to a stop in front of her. Tucking his hands into his pockets, he stared at her boots, struggling to find the words he wanted to say. “I…” He bit his lip, then forced himself to look at her. “I’m not sure,” he finished lamely.

      Liz stared at him for a full second, before rolling her eyes and turning away.

      “Wait!” Unbidden, Chris’s hand shot out and caught her wrist. “Wait…Liz…can we talk?” As Liz spun to glare at him, he quickly added, “Please?”

      “Talk?” Liz’s lips twisted into a frown. “What is there to talk about, Chris?”

      Chris swallowed, his nerve failing him. But gritting his teeth, he forced himself to say the words. He needed to know, one way or another. He couldn’t stand this in-between, this being caught between hope and despair.

      “About us,” he mumbled. “About why you came after me.”

      A softness appeared in Liz’s eyes, and for a moment his heart lifted. Then a steely hardness came over her face. Her jaw tightened, and she gave a curt shake of her head. “There is no us, Chris,” she said. “Not anymore.”

      Throwing off his hand, she disappeared into the house. There was no door to keep him out, but Chris made no move to follow her. He stood staring into the shadows of the doorway, then turned away. His legs shook as he stumbled through the settlement, ignoring the stares of the Chead still out in the streets. Their sweet scent pressed in around him, and his stomach twisted with nausea. The need to escape rose in his chest, a desire to spread his wings and fly away, to flee the girl he loved, escape the truth of her rejection.

      The Chead made no effort to stop him as he leapt into the air. His auburn wings beat down, hurling him skywards, and he raced up towards the harsh glow of the sun. As the stench of the Chead fell away he sucked in a breath, savoring the crisp, dusty scents of the desert. Angling his wings, he circled the settlement, watching as the last of the Chead disappeared into the buildings. Marking the spot in his mind, he turned away, wings beating hard.

      Soaring out over the vast desert, Chris almost felt free.

      He knew he’d lost Liz for good, that she could never forgive what he’d done in Alcatraz. He didn’t blame her. Even now, among the clouds, Chris could not escape his own guilt, his own bitter self-loathing.

      All that was left for him was Ashley’s command—that he make his life worth something. He had thought by coming here, by stopping Hecate’s slaughtering of innocent people, he might make a difference. But nothing had been as he’d expected. Hecate, the dark, powerful monster from his past, was only a pawn.

      It was Liz’s own mother who controlled the Chead.

      Chris shuddered and dipped slightly as he remembered Liz’s tale of how her mother had turned. Liz had found her mother standing over the body of her father, in the middle of her ruined house. Outside, all her childhood friends were already dead.

      Yet even then, Talisa had spared her daughter.

      And now the ancient Chead had welcomed Liz into a new family, a new life.

      Tucking his wings, Chris dived. His stomach lurched into his chest as he plummeted towards the distant ground. Blood pounded in his ears and adrenaline flooded his veins. For just a second he felt alive, almost his old self again.

      The ground raced up towards him, swelling until it filled his whole vision. Gritting his teeth, Chris snapped open his wings. Pain tore along his back as he lurched to a stop. His wings beat down, stabilizing him.

      For a while he drifted close to the ground, his mind lost in thought. Moving into a thermal, he let the hot air gather beneath his feathers and send him soaring upwards. High above the desert, he looked around, a distant flicker of movement catching his attention. Turning towards it, he spotted the dark, glimmering streak of a highway. A van rumbled along the road, a cloud of smoke billowing up behind it. He guessed it must be heading towards Las Vegas.

      More movement appeared on the road ahead of the truck. Chris stared as the roadside seemed to come alive. A dozen figures swarmed across the asphalt, barring the van’s path. The squeal of brakes carried up to Chris as the vehicle slammed to a stop. His jaw dropped as he realized a group of Chead had intercepted the van.

      Shouts rang below as the Chead tore open the doors of the van. Without hesitating, Chris folded his wings and raced towards the Chead and their prey.

      By the time he reached them, the Chead had the occupants of the van surrounded. Kneeling on the scorching asphalt, they looked around at the bloodthirsty creatures, faces pale with fear. There were four of them in total—a middle-aged man and woman, plus two women in their twenties.

      The Chead jumped as Chris slammed into the ground nearby. He swallowed as their cold grey eyes turned towards him, counting four of the creatures—until Hecate wandered out from behind the van to make it five.

      “Chris.” Hecate laughed. “What are you doing…so far from your babysitters?”

      “What are you doing with these people?” Chris replied, ignoring the taunt.

      On the road, the humans squirmed on their knees. Chris could feel the heat radiating from the asphalt. It was late in the morning and the temperature had already climbed well above a hundred degrees. The road would be hotter still. They looked at him, mouths clenched closed, probably trying to work out if he was there to help them or kill them.

      “Making war,” Hecate growled.

      Chris’s eyes returned to the Chead. “These people aren’t any threat to you.”

      Hecate’s lips twitched as he raised an eyebrow. “No? Well, let us see.”

      Before Chris could move, Hecate grabbed the kneeling man by the scruff of his shirt. Helpless, the man screamed as Hecate lifted him into the air. Chris moved to intervene, but Hecate only laughed and tossed the man at another of the Chead. Leaping, the creature caught the man mid-air.

      Gasping, the man tried to break free, but he was no match for the Chead’s strength. As Chris turned towards the creature, it laughed and passed their victim to a third Chead.

      Chris staggered to a stop and looked around, realizing the Chead had encircled him. The man screamed as he was sent soaring again. His face had lost the last of its color and he looked close to throwing up. Standing his ground, Chris turned to face Hecate.

      “You’ve had your fun,” he grated through clenched teeth. “You’ve proved he’s harmless. Now let him go.”

      Laughter whispered around the circle of Chead as the man was passed again. This time though, he twisted as the next Chead caught him, his foot sweeping up into the creature’s groin. Roaring, the Chead hurled the man at the ground. He bounced once on the asphalt before coming to a stop. Groaning, he tried to crawl away, but the Chead he’d struck bounded forward and drove its foot down on his skull. A sickening crunch ended the man’s cries.

      As one, the remaining passengers screamed and scrambled back towards the van. Hecate leapt to intercept them, but Chris was faster still. He tacked Hecate to the ground and slammed his fist into the Chead’s face. Before he could land a second blow, Hecate rolled, sending Chris toppling sideways.

      Coming to their feet, they squared off against one another. Chris sneered. “You want to try your luck again?”

      Hecate straightened and chuckled. “Perhaps.” He shook his head and nodded at the cowering family. “But not today. What are these…humans to you? You know…what they did to us. To you.”

      “Not these humans,” Chris replied.

      “They are all the same. Such pitiful creatures…do not deserve our mercy.”

      “Leave them be,” Chris pressed. “They have nothing to do with your war.”

      Hecate laughed. “They have everything to do with it.” He licked his lips, eyes drinking in the sight of the three women. “But perhaps…you are right. The young ones…do not have to die.”

      Chris’s stomach twisted at the look in Hecate’s eyes. He edged slightly forward. “What do you mean?”

      The cold grey eyes returned to him. “The Chead are still…too few. We need…mates…to prosper.”

      “They’re human,” Chris managed to stammer, mere words unable to express his horror.

      Hecate chuckled. “Yes…and we have no more…virus,” he mused, “but…the Chead are strong. If the offspring…are weak…they can be culled.”

      Bile rose in Chris’s throat. The girls whimpered, clinging to the older woman that could only be their mother.

      Standing in the middle of the road, Chris gathered himself. “I won’t let you touch them. This is wrong.”

      “Wrong?” Hecate asked, starting towards the group.

      Chris tried to intercept him, but two Chead leapt in and grabbed him by the arms, pinning them behind his back. He fought to break free as Hecate approached the huddled humans. Quick as lightning, he had one of the younger girls by the hair. He pushed her towards Chris.

      “Your mate…has abandoned you,” he said, head tilting to the side. “Would you not like…a fresh one?”

      Chris growled, trying to throw off his assailants, but together they were more than his match. “Let me go!”

      “Not to your liking?” Hecate smiled.

      His arm shot out and caught the girl by the neck. The girl opened her mouth to scream, but his hand gave a sharp jerk. A sickening crack broke the desert’s silence as the girl went limp. She toppled face-first to the asphalt when Hecate released her.

      “No!” Chris screamed, but Hecate was already dragging the second girl towards him.

      “What about…blonde?” the Chead cackled, shoving the screaming girl at Chris.

      The girl fought to break Hecate’s hold. Her hands lashed out, her fingernails digging into his arms, but the Chead didn’t seem to notice. He pushed her forward until her tear-streaked face was an inch from Chris’s own.

      Her big brown eyes suddenly found his. “Please,” she croaked.

      “I…” Chris gaped, hardly able to breathe.

      “No?”

      Before Chris could reply, Hecate drove his fist into the girl’s back. The sickening squelch of tearing flesh and breaking bones followed. The girl’s mouth fell open in a silent scream. A shudder ran through her body as her eyes rolled back in her skull. As Hecate released her hair, her head lolled forward, but she remained on her feet, propped up by the fist embedded in her back. With a jerk of his hand, Hecate let her body fall.

      Chris sobbed as he stared at the dead girls. He hung limp from his captives’ arms now, but behind Hecate the woman screamed and charged the grey-eyed boy. Hecate batted away the woman’s fists with casual ease, then downed her with a blow to the forehead. She collapsed without a sound, dead before she struck the ground. Wiping his bloody hand on his shirt, Hecate grinned at Chris.

      “You’re right, Chris,” he said, stepping in close. “These creatures were…beneath us. I’m glad…you set us straight.”

      Laughing, Hecate nodded to the Chead holding him. Chris sagged to the ground as they released him. The hot asphalt burned his palms, but he hardly felt it. Unable to tear his eyes from the slaughtered family, he listened to the crunching of stones as the Chead moved away.

      Only when silence returned did Chris climb to his feet. Swallowing his horror, he closed his eyes, then forced them back open. He looked at the dead women and man one last time.

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t save you,” he whispered.

      Then he was turning, spreading his wings, throwing himself into the sky. The wind caught in his feathers, hurtling him back towards the settlement. As the ground fell away, there was only one thought in his mind.

      I have to warn Liz!
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      Liz smiled as her mother dismissed another group of Chead. She was still struggling to accept this new reality, this impossible dream come true. How many days had it been now? Three? Four? She’d already lost count, swept away in the wonder of it all. She was afraid to pause and take a breath, lest she wake and the dream end.

      Crossing the room, her mother settled down on the crumbling couch alongside Liz. The foam cushions had rotted away long ago, but Liz had found some moth-eaten blankets in the cupboard. Folded up beneath them, they weren’t exactly comfortable, but were still better than the dirt floor.

      Liz shivered as Talisa pulled her into a gentle hug. A part of her still flinched at the touch, fearing the deadly nematocysts lacing her skin cells. But like Ashley back in San Francisco, her mother seemed immune, and closing her eyes, Liz returned the embrace. Breathing in, she drank in the familiar scent of her childhood. She hardly noticed the pungent sweetness of the Chead anymore.

      “How can you touch me?” Liz croaked when they finally broke apart.

      Her mother smiled, the wrinkles spreading across her face. “I am Chead, my daughter,” she replied. “I have spent years wandering the wilderness, gathering our people, providing them shelter. In that time, I mastered our true nature, harnessed my potential. Your venom holds no bite for me.”

      “What do you mean, ‘harnessed your potential’?” Liz asked, frowning.

      Her mother sighed. “You have witnessed the rage, the uncontrollable madness of our kind?”

      A tremor went through Liz. She remembered that anger all too well, the rage that had flooded her mind, burning away all thought and reason. In that moment, she’d felt all-powerful, as though no feat was beyond her strength—even as her control was stripped away, and she found herself in the grip of some inner beast. In that state, she had torn grown men apart, leaving them in bloody pieces on the laboratory floor.

      “I have felt it,” she whispered finally.

      “You have?”

      Liz looked up at the sharpness of her mother’s voice. But the ancient face only offered another smile.

      “My poor child,” she murmured, stroking Liz’s cheek.

      Liz bowed her head, her eyes fluttering closed at her mother’s touch.

      “When unleashed, our rage is a terrible thing,” her mother continued. “In its grip, our true potential is revealed. Our power, our strength is unrivaled. But the madness consumes us. Without our minds, we become mere beasts, unrestricted by the feeble limits of humanity, yet unable to think, to plan, to truly rival our makers.”

      Liz looked away. “It was terrifying. I never want to feel that way again.”

      Her mother chuckled. “But you must.”

      Liz’s head snapped up. Her chest clenched and she found herself struggling to breathe. Her mother stared back, the smile still on her face.

      “What do you mean?” Liz asked, her heart pounding. She glanced around, suddenly aware again of where she was. The windows of the abandoned building had been boarded up, but sunlight streamed through the empty doorway.

      She shivered as Talisa’s soft voice called her back. “Relax, my daughter, you are safe here.”

      Liz found herself caught in the cool white eyes of her mother. A warm blanket settled over her mind and the pounding in her ears slowed. Letting out a long breath, Liz nodded. She took her mother’s hand, drawing reassurance from her touch.

      “The rage is only one step on a great journey, my daughter,” Talisa continued. “With time, the beast inside you can be controlled, mastered, tamed. Only then will you reach your true potential. Then there will be no fury, but a state of bliss, of mindfulness, that allows you to move beyond the limitations of humanity. It is a state of mind humans have sought for millennia—that their monks and pilgrims spend entire lives seeking. It can be yours, if only you have the courage to grasp it. With it, you can command the world.”

      Liz’s fear cut through the warmth entrapping her mind. “It almost consumed me, Mom,” she whispered.

      “You are my daughter,” Talisa pressed. “You will not succumb.”

      Pain sliced Liz’s palm as her mother’s fingers tightened. Gasping, she tried to pull away, but her mother’s grip was like iron.

      Then a shout came from outside. The pressure vanished as they both turned towards the door. Half a second later, Chris burst inside, several Chead hot on his heels.

      “Liz!” he cried out, stumbling to a stop. Spinning to face the Chead behind him, he spread his wings. “Liz, we need to leave!”

      Liz had sprung to her feet at Chris’s appearance, but now she paused, looking from Chris to the Chead who had followed him inside. Relief swept through her as she recognized them as Talisa’s guards. They stood in the doorway glaring at Chris, obviously annoyed at his unannounced entry, but otherwise made no move towards him.

      Scowling, she shifted her attention to Chris. “What are you doing in here?”

      Ignoring her, Chris turned on Talisa. “You’re monsters!” He jabbed a finger at Liz’s mother. By the door, the Chead started to edge around the room, placing themselves closer to Talisa.

      Talisa stood and waved the guards back. “Christopher, what is the meaning of this intrusion?” Her voice was quiet, but laced with iron.

      “Don’t give me that,” Chris growled. His hands were shaking, and his eyes were dark with rage. “Hecate and some of your other so-called children just slaughtered an innocent family! You’re telling me you don’t know anything about that?”

      Liz frowned, taking a step closer to her mother. “Mom, what’s he talking about?”

      Talisa sighed, looking from Chris to Liz. “What would you have us do, Christopher?” she asked. “Should the humans spot us, more will come. Soldiers with guns and other far more dangerous weapons. We are only a hundred—if the humans are forewarned, we could be wiped out.”

      “Then go around them!” Chris shouted back. “And they weren’t just going to kill them…” He trailed off, swallowing, as if unable to get out the words.

      Eyes narrowed, Talisa walked to where Chris stood. She studied his face for a moment, then turned her back on him. Rejoining Liz near the couch, she reached out and gripped her daughter by the shoulders.

      “Do you trust me, my daughter?” Talisa asked softly.

      Staring into her mother’s ghostly eyes, Liz felt suddenly lost, her mind frozen.

      “Liz, they’re killing innocent people!” Chris said hotly. “You can’t stay here!”

      “My daughter,” Talisa continued, lifting her hands to cradle Liz’s head. “Do you not see, we only do what we must. The humans were a threat. They had seen us. If we let them go, more would have come to kill us. They had to die, so we could live.”

      Liz struggled to think, to reason, but her mind was trapped in the tangles of a hot blanket, and she could not put the pieces together. The harder she tried, the tighter the tangles became, the less anything made sense.

      Then, unbidden, an image of the woman from the alleyway rose in her mind, and she heard again the spiteful words.

      Freak.

      Tramp.

      Chead.

      Liz’s eyes watered as the final word rang in her mind. Humanity had rejected her, pushed her away when all she’d ever wanted was to help them. Yet here, amidst the monsters she had feared all her life, she had found acceptance. They had embraced her, welcomed her as family, despite their differences.

      Now Chris was telling her she had to leave, that her mother was evil. A red-hot rage swept through her as she looked at him. She moved away from her mother. Images flashed through her mind, of Chris murdering the Texan, of him kissing the vile Director. Even now, he cowered away from the Chead, from her family.

      A growl rose in Liz’s throat as she stepped towards Chris. Red clouds obscured her vision as she closed on him, teeth bared. In the middle of the dusty room, Chris stood his ground and watched her come. Only when she spread her wings did he waver, his foot sliding back half an inch.

      “Liz, what are you doing…?” he asked, jaw clenched. They were alone now. The other Chead had retreated to the walls and stood watching in silence.

      Liz blinked as he spoke her name, a distant bell sounding in her mind. But the red clouds continued to swirl. Somewhere deep within she could hear a voice screaming, though the words were muffled by the pounding of blood in her ears. Sucking in a breath, she struggled to control herself, to master the rush of emotions.

      Finally, she looked at Chris. “Go, Chris,” she ground out the words, her voice taut with the effort it took not to tear him in two. “Get out. There’s nothing for you here.”

      “Liz, please don’t do this,” Chris begged, his eyes wide. He reached out a hand for her.

      Liz’s lips drew back in a snarl. Hissing, she stepped towards him. Chris yanked back his hand as though she’d bitten him, but her advance continued. He lingered half a moment more, eyes shimmering as he watched her come. For a moment it seemed he would remain, offering himself up for the slaughter. Then his courage failed, and turning on his heel, Chris fled.

      Watching him go, Liz fought the waves of anger washing over her, resisting the desire to chase after him, to tear the wings from his back and watch him plummet from the sky. In the end, it was only her mother’s hand on her shoulder that stopped her.

      Liz shivered as her elder’s voice whispered in her ear. “Well done, my daughter.” The words curled around Liz’s consciousness, pushing her down, eating away at her. “You truly are Chead.”
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      Sam crouched beneath the scraggly bushes and peered out into the darkness. Headlights flickered in the distance as the convoy reached the top of the hill and started down the other side. The roar of engines carried through the night, growing louder as the trucks made their ponderous way along the metal road. Whoever was driving obviously felt no rush to reach the airbase. Either that, or they were rightfully wary of potholes in the poorly-maintained road.

      Whatever the excuse, Sam was tired of waiting. On the other side of the road, he could just make out Ashley’s shadow. To the ordinary eye, she would be no more than a smudge in the darkness. Only the slight glint of moonlight gave her away to Sam’s enhanced eyesight.

      Between them, the herd of cows was making its slow way along the side of the road. The soft crunch of dirt beneath their hooves mingled with the whisper of the engines. The beasts did not seem to have seen the approaching vehicles yet. Hopefully the soldiers would at least notice the cows.

      Quickly, Sam checked the distant glow of the Kirtland Air Force Base. Lying some ten miles outside of Albuquerque, it was the only industry keeping the war-torn city afloat. The once prosperous city had formed the frontline of the American War, changing hands half a dozen times before finally coming under the umbrella of the Western Allied States. Unfortunately, by then there hadn’t been much left of the city’s 500,000 inhabitants. Today, Albuquerque housed maybe a tenth of that number.

      Of course, the Kirtland Air Force Base was an entirely different matter.

      Sam and Ashley had spent the last two days staking out the base from the nearby mountains. Their observations had quickly confirmed Harry’s warning—there would be no winning in an all-out attack. A ten-foot chain-link fence surrounded the fifty-thousand-acre base. It would have been no barrier to a winged assault, but for the manned guard towers stationed every two hundred yards around the fence. Their mounted machine guns would pick them from the sky before they even got close.

      Then, of course, there were the five hundred soldiers they’d counted on the parade ground yesterday. Admittedly, that was far less than Harry had predicted, but it was still beyond their ability to match. Unfortunately, even genetically engineered mutants had their limits.

      Within the walls, buildings sprawled across the base, a massive maze of iron and concrete that would be almost impossible to navigate. Half of the place seemed to consist of giant aircraft hangers. Over the last two days, they had watched a steady stream of jet-fighters, helicopters and transport aircrafts come and go. Some buildings sported a bewildering array of radar dishes, while others simply appeared to be military barracks. In the very center of the base, a sleek steel and glass building rose several stories above the others. The guards manning its door at all hours suggested it was the base’s headquarters. If they were going to find the President anywhere, it would be there.

      They’d ruled out a frontal assault within a few hours, but it had taken another two days before a way in had finally revealed itself. During that time, their hunger had steadily grown, until no amount of scavenging could fill the holes in their stomachs. When the midnight convoy had rumbled through last night, Sam had barely dared opening his mouth around Ashley, lest he risk getting his head bitten off.

      Not that Sam’s temper was much better. He was looking forward to taking out his hunger pangs on a few of the President’s unsuspecting guards.

      Hoping another convoy would appear tonight, they’d managed to wrangle half a dozen cows from a nearby paddock out onto the road. Now, they just had to hope the convoy would stop long enough for them to sneak aboard one of the trucks.

      Sam had to admit, it wasn’t a great plan. But starving stomachs didn’t tend to offer the best ideas, and they were growing desperate.

      The rumble of engines grew to a roar as the first truck topped the rise above them. The gleam of headlights swept the road, catching on the wide eyes of the waiting cows. Brakes screeched as the leading truck slammed to a stop. More screeches followed, then a sharp bang as someone in the convoy reacted too slowly. Red lights lit up the road behind the convoy.

      Sam cursed under his breath. The trucks were still a dozen yards away—they’d stopped too soon. If he and Ashley were to slip onboard, they would have to move, and hope the soldiers didn’t spot them.

      He was just lifting himself off the ground when the crack of a gunshot tore through the night. Sam threw himself flat against the earth, covering his head and folding his wings tight against the back. Heart pounding, he stared through the bushes, desperate to see if Ashley was okay.

      On the road, a cow screamed, the harsh sound rending the darkness. Another gunshot followed, then the thunder of fleeing hooves. Lifting his head a fraction, Sam watched the cows stampede down the road away from the convoy. Two of the beasts lay on the ground. Stones crunched and Sam ducked back down as several soldiers stalked past, rifles pointed at the fallen beasts as though they might leap up and attack them. An awful cry came from one of the cows as it tried to stand.

      A third gunshot rang out, and the beast’s cries ceased.

      Laughing, the soldiers fired a couple more shots after the fleeing herd. Sam gritted his teeth. He’d thought the men would just chase them off the road—it would have been easy enough. Instead they’d decided to use the herd as target practice.

      Out on the road, the soldiers swung their rifles over their backs and waved at the convoy. A moment later several more soldiers joined them. The group gathered in the middle of the road. Their whispers carried across to Sam.

      “Food for a week…” one was saying.

      “Can’t risk the delay,” another argued.

      In the bushes, Sam could only hold his breath and wait. With the headlights illuminating the roadside, the soldiers would spot even the slightest of movements. He and Ashley needed to wait until they returned to the vehicles to make their move. Even then, the drivers might still see them.

      Finally, the soldiers decided to leave the cows where they lay. Several grumbled as they started back towards the trucks, while one turned and fired several rounds into one of the bodies. When the last man finally turned away, Sam rose to his knees and crawled after them, expecting at any moment for gunshots to ring out and hot lead to tear through his body.

      He kept his head down as he moved, and prayed Ashley was doing the same. Up ahead, the truck waited, its headlights shining like the eyes of some dragon in the darkness. He could feel its bulk looming over him, a deadly threat he could not fight. He watched from the wiry bushes as several soldiers piled into the truck’s side door, while the rest continued around the vehicle. A steel door rattled, and the men disappeared into the back of the truck.

      Sam’s heart sank. Their only chance of catching a ride had just been ruined. They’d planned on breaking the latch and concealing themselves in the back of one of the trucks, but obviously whatever this convoy was transporting warranted additional security. Dropping to his stomach, Sam ground a fist into the dirt, cursing their luck.

      The rumble of engines grew as the lead driver put his truck in gear. Sam watched as it started off. It was still a few feet up the road, but just as it passed them, Sam caught a glimpse of Ashley as she leapt from the bushes on the other side of the road. His heart lurched in his chest as she rolled across the gravel and disappeared beneath the truck.

      Sam’s jaw dropped, but there was no time to question Ashley’s plan. Scrambling up, he dived onto the road. The engine roared again as the truck picked up speed. Looking up, he saw the wheels racing towards him. Rolling, he was plunged into shadow as the truck thundered over him. He scanned the underbody, then steeling himself, snatched at a metal bar as it passed by.

      The sudden jerk as its momentum caught him almost pulled his arms from their sockets. Instantly, he went from lying still to being dragged over unrefined gravel by a ten-ton truck. Within seconds, the road cut his jeans to tatters, and he swore as stones sliced into the flesh of his calves.

      Taking a better grip, Sam desperately clenched his abdomen and hauled his legs up off the ground. Hanging there, he scanned the underbody again, and managed to jam his feet into a narrow space above the wheels. Letting out a long breath, he made sure his wings were tucked securely against his back. Then he finally looked around.

      Ashley’s amber eyes glowed in the darkness as she looked back at him.

      “Not exactly my ideal ride,” Sam commented wryly.

      Ashley’s teeth flashed as she grinned. “I improvised.”
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      Liz cursed as she slipped on the steep slope. They were in the mountains again—somewhere in eastern New Mexico, she guessed, from the little she recalled of her geography classes. Here the mountains were smaller, their red peaks free of snow, mere children to the great beasts they had left behind in California.

      A steadying hand gripped her by the shoulder. She smiled as the Chead continued past, nodding her thanks. Somewhere in the lead, Liz knew her mother would be waiting. For just a moment, she felt a yearning to spread her wings and soar over the heads of the Chead. The thought made her tingle with excitement. Her wings lifted slightly, her feathers standing on end, before she caught herself.

      Biting her lip, she tucked them neatly back into place. Talisa had ordered her to remain on the ground, where she wouldn’t be spotted by prying eyes. In the sky she was vulnerable, isolated, alone. But down here, in the ranks of the Chead, with the sweetness of her family all around, she was safe.

      She shivered as Chris’s face flickered into her thoughts. Two days had passed since he’d left. Idly, Liz found herself wondering after him, how he would survive all alone. Had he fallen victim to the desert’s heat, to starvation or dehydration? Out here, all it took was one mistake for death to find you.

      Shaking her head, Liz forced the image of Chris dead in some ditch from her mind. Anger gave her strength, and picking up the pace, she overtook several of her brethren. Chris had made his choice, had sided with those who wished to harm them, to harm her mother. Liz could never forgive him for that.

      Slowly the Chead wound their way down the slope towards the distant plains. On the horizon, the gleaming lights of a city could be seen. It could only be Albuquerque, and the Kirtland Air Force Base where the President was hiding.

      A glow appeared at the ends of the earth as they entered the foothills. Liz watched as the plains took shape through the gloom. Great, blackened circles appeared, staining the red soils—remnants from the desperate battles of the American War. Thousands upon thousands had fought and died here for principles long forgotten by their descendants. Now the plains were all but empty, and even the once great Albuquerque was but a shadow of its past.

      A shout carried up from below. As though acting by some pre-arranged plan, the Chead drifted across the slope towards the shadows of a valley. Slipping into the darkness, they settled in for the day. So close to their goal, they could not risk being seen by the enemy’s spies.

      Relief swept through Liz as she staggered to a stop, her wings hanging heavily from her back. She stood swaying on her feet, darkness swirling at the edges of her vision.

      They had been running for twenty hours straight now, all through the day and night, and even her enhanced body was reaching its limits. It had been the same since the first day she’d joined the Chead. Liz was sure the endless journey would have driven her mad, if not for the strange passage of time as they ran. At times she would set out, watching as the sun lifted into the sky, only to blink and find the scarlet globe falling towards the other horizon.

      Hands on her hips, Liz tried to focus her vision. Her stomach swirled, nauseous from the day’s exertion, until she became afraid she might throw up. Sinking suddenly to her knees, she put her head in her hands.

      “Liz,” Talisa’s voice whispered, cutting through the fog.

      Liz blinked, shocked to now find herself standing in a cave before her mother. Talisa’s white eyes shone as she waved for Liz to sit on the rocks beside her. “Rest, my daughter. Your body is still adjusting to our ways.”

      Looking around the cave, Liz struggled to focus her thoughts. Her mind was sluggish, but she could have sworn she’d just been watching the last stars fade from the sky…It was pitch-black inside the cave, with only the flicker of a candle for light, and she could not tell what time it was.

      She looked again at her mother. The sharp ache in her legs reminded Liz of her exhaustion, and nodding, she took a seat beside the ancient Chead. Without thinking, she lay down and put her head in her mother’s lap, the way she had as a child.

      “My daughter,” Talisa’s voice whispered through the cavern. “How I missed you, all these years.”

      Liz shivered, tears springing to her eyes. Closing them, she allowed her mind to drift, safe in her mother’s embrace. The familiar sweetness of the old woman wrapped around her, comforting her as soft fingers stroked her hair. Her mother’s immunity remained beyond her understanding, but she had long since given up questioning it.

      For a while, time seemed to stand still. A soft tranquility settled around Liz. Exhausted, she gave herself over to sleep. Darkness swirled and images flashed through her mind, bordering on dreams. Movement came from the shadows, a flickering light that threatened to tear the sweet blanket of sleep away. She tried to rise, to lift herself from her fatigue and concentrate on the shadows, but her body resisted. Chains wrapped around her spirit, and it wasn’t until they finally fell away that she returned to the light.

      Liz smiled. Her mother’s warmth still lay beneath her head, the soft fingers in her hair.

      “Elizabeth…” a voice whispered from above.

      A tingle of alarm touched Liz. The voice had not been her mother’s. Breathing in, she tasted a new scent, a harsh, raw sweetness that set her heart racing. Her eyes flickered open, but shadows still clung to her vision. She struggled to think, her mind rebelling against the cobwebs clogging her thoughts.

      “My daughter, wake.” The words this time were her mother’s, but they came from across the cave.

      Throwing off the last shackles of sleep, Liz blinked the shadows from her eyes. She found her mother immediately, standing in the center of the cavern, watching Liz with her murky gaze. Frowning, Liz looked up as the hand stroked her hair again.

      Hecate smiled down at her, his grey eyes glowing in the light of the candle.

      Inwardly, Liz recoiled. A voice deep in her mind cried out, yet her body did not respond. To her horror, Liz realized she was no longer in control. With agonizing slowness, a hungry smile spread across her lips. Her head lifted from Hecate’s lap. She felt him stir with the movement.

      “What is this, Mother?” she croaked, her voice stiff as iron.

      Talisa smiled back. “My time approaches, daughter,” she whispered, moving slowly towards them. “You must take my place and lead our people against humanity. But first, you must truly become Chead.”

      Liz shivered. Hecate’s fingers were trailing their way down her chest, plucking at the buttons of her jacket, igniting fire wherever they touched. Her mind swirled, struggling to think past the desire burning in her stomach. She looked from Hecate to her mother, mouth open, hardly able to breathe, suffocated by the scents filling the cave.

      “How?” she murmured.

      Hecate’s hands were inside her jacket now, slipping beneath her shirt, sliding rough fingers across her skin. A groan rumbled up from her throat.

      “Be my mate.” Hecate’s mouth was at her ear, his breath hot. “Join with me, and we will watch humanity burn.”

      Liz shuddered as his hand cupped her breast, and then she was gone. A haze swept across her vision, washing away all thought and reason. Suddenly her lips were locked with his. Her hands tore desperately at his clothes, ripping away his shirt and pants.

      A savage growl came from her mate as he responded. In seconds her jacket vanished. Her shirt followed, and Hecate’s lips were on her neck, and all she could do was dig her fingers into his muscular back. A moan tore from her throat as his kisses trailed down, drifting towards her breasts. She shuddered, her hands gripping at his hair, desperate to sate the fire burning inside her.

      Then Hecate was withdrawing, his hands retreating. Anger flaring, she tangled her fingers in Hecate’s hair, pulling him down, desperate now. Flames scorched her stomach, demanding she satisfy them..

      Hecate shuddered beneath her fingers, but still he resisted her.  She could hear his breath in the darkness, its rugged gasps. A growl rattled in Liz’s throat as she realized he was taunting her. Her fingers dug into his scalp, insistent.

      A scream echoed through the cave, horribly loud in the rocky confines, and suddenly Hecate was gone. Liz gasped as the heat of his touch vanished, leaving her alone. Sitting up, she bared her teeth and searched for the cowardly male.

      He stood transfixed in the center of the cave, eyes wide, his whole body shaking. Purple lines streaked down his face and arms, and a strangled cry tore from his lips. His feet went out from under him, and he collapsed in a heap on the cavern floor.

      Liz’s lust turned to confusion. Her heart lurched as she noticed her half-naked state. With horror, she realized what she’d been about to do. Her mind swam and she staggered to her feet, then dropped immediately to her knees and threw up on the rocky ground.

      Acid burned her throat as she gasped, but her stomach was not done. Another spasm rocked her. Tears stung her eyes, but for the first time in days, her thoughts were clear. The fog fell away, and with it she saw again Chris in the abandoned building, begging her to leave, to come with him. Her stomach lurched, and sobbing she bent in two, though only bile came up now.

      When Liz had finally recovered enough to look around, she found Talisa still standing nearby. Her mother’s brow was knitted in anger as she watched Hecate writhe, the stinging venom of Liz’s nematocysts burning through him.

      “I thought he was strong,” Talisa muttered, turning back to Liz. “I will find a better mate for you, my daughter.”

      Mind rebelling, Liz leapt to her feet. Her stomach ached, and waves of revulsion set her body trembling. “I’m leaving,” she gasped defiantly.

      Laughter whispered through the cave as Talisa moved towards her. “Oh, my daughter, I am sorry I chose one so unworthy. But do not despair, the Chead are strong.”

      The cloying sweetness in the air grew stronger as she neared, blanketing Liz. Her thoughts swirled, beginning to calm, blunting the crisp horror of her memories. She shook her head violently, fighting the fog, and retreated a step.

      “Stay away from me!” she shouted, more for her own benefit than anything. The words did nothing to halt her mother’s approach. Slowly Liz retreated to the corner of the cave. She could feel the scent pulling at her, drawing her consciousness back down, feeding the Chead raging within. “Please,” she croaked, desperate.

      “Do not fight it, my daughter,” Talisa whispered. “You are one of us now.”

      Talisa opened her arms to embrace Liz, and then froze. Her eyes widened, the eerie glow abruptly fading away. She swayed on her feet, a low moan coming from her lips. Without a word, she toppled to the ground, dead.

      Behind her, fist red with the elder Chead’s blood, stood Susan. Liz’s heart lurched as she looked from her dead mother to the woman. A sneer spread across Susan’s lips, her eyes now a murky white.

      “You tried to steal my mate,” Susan growled.

      Bloody fist raised, she stepped towards Liz.
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      Susan smiled as she stepped towards the winged girl. Her heart was aching for her mate, sorrow for his pain mingling with rage at his betrayal—but those emotions quickly fell away, vanishing back into the abyss. A sense of calm gripped her as she stepped over Talisa’s broken body and continued towards the treacherous girl.

      Earlier, Susan had watched Liz collapse on the side of the mountain. Her heart had lifted at the sight, at the knowledge the imposter had finally revealed her weakness. She was no Chead, was not worthy of her place beside Talisa. Teeth bared, Susan had started towards her, eager to end the pathetic creature’s life.

      But Talisa had appeared first. Crouching beside her so-called daughter, the elder Chead had called Liz back, the power in her voice lifting the abomination to her feet. Together they had wandered across the slope, the winged girl staggering along in a listless stupor, following Talisa’s lead.

      It was then that Susan had recalled her first night with Hecate, her joining with the Chead. Talisa had led her away from the others, given Susan to Hecate. Filled by a sense of premonition, Susan had followed them, hiding in the boulders outside the cave when the two disappeared inside. There she had waited, knowing the male would come later, if that was what Talisa intended.

      Only when Hecate appeared had Susan realized the depth of Talisa’s betrayal. Wrapped in the grips of a terrible rage, Susan had silently followed Hecate into the cave. There, she’d watched in a helpless horror as her mate seduced the abomination.

      Then Hecate had lurched away from the winged girl. His screams had torn Susan from her shock, bringing her back to herself. Yet still she’d hesitated, uncertain. The rage had built within her, threatening to tear her in two, but a desperate fear held her back. She could not go against Talisa. The elder Chead’s power was unquestionable; if she wished, she could stop Susan with a glare.

      Just as it seemed that Talisa’s daughter would be trapped again, Susan’s gaze had fallen on Hecate. His grey eyes had pierced her through the darkness, unblinking. His writhing had slowed by then, though his breath still came in ragged gasps. As their eyes met, a silent message had passed between them. Susan had seen the depth of his regret, his sorrow.

      A strange calm had come over Susan then, her rage falling away. She had stepped up behind the old woman. Talisa had been so focused on her own daughter, she hadn't even sensed the blow coming. Susan had hardly blinked as she drove her fist through the elder Chead’s spine, had hardly felt the soft flesh giving way, the bones snapping beneath her strength.

      Now, watching the cowering girl, Susan still felt that strange calm. Deep within, her anger raged, demanding retribution for the girl’s treachery, but outwardly she felt nothing. The freak would pay for seducing her mate, for trying to take Susan’s place. She would die in agony for harming Hecate, for daring to believe she was worthy of the Chead.

      “You tried to steal my mate,” she said.

      Elation washed through Susan as she saw the girl’s fear. Black wings trembled in the darkness as Liz shook her head. “Please, no. I didn’t want him.”

      Whatever fire, whatever courage the girl had once possessed had abandoned her now. Susan smiled. In the end, Talisa had been a fool. Blinded by her own blood, she could not see the girl’s weakness, or Susan’s strength. Not that it mattered now. The girl would not survive the night.

      “I saw you,” she hissed, moving closer. “You tried to take him.”

      “No, I was…lost. I never meant to. Just let me go, I don’t want anything to do with you!” She finished the sentence with a shout.

      Straightening, the girl spread her wings. It seemed her fire was not entirely extinguished.

      Susan laughed. “Can’t have you warning the humans.”

      “I won’t warn them,” Liz shot back, clinging to Susan’s words. “I want the President dead.”

      “The President means nothing to me,” Susan smirked. “His death was Talisa’s design. I only wanted his help, so that I might burn humanity from this earth.”

      It was strange, with the peace that had settled over her, the words came easily to Susan now. For the first time since the change, her mind and mouth worked as one.

      The girl held up her hands as she retreated. “Just let me go, Susan. We don’t have to fight—” She broke off as her back touched the wall of the cave.

      Her hands pressed at the cold stone, and the jacket Hecate had torn fell open. Liz quickly pulled it back into place, but the sight of the girl’s breasts brought back images of her in Hecate’s arms. Growling, Susan stalked forward until only an inch separated them.

      “I’m sick of the sight of you.”

      Her foe blinked, then apparently decided the time for talk was over. Lurching sideways, she threw a punch at Susan’s face. Susan grinned as she stepped back, allowing the blow to strike empty air. Off-balance, Liz staggered, and Susan caught her by the joints of her wings. Spinning, she hurled the girl at the wall.

      Screaming, Liz held up her hands to break the impact. A harsh crack echoed through the cave as she slammed into the rock, and then slid listlessly to the ground. A low moan came from Liz as she regained her feet, clutching at her arm.

      Susan stepped mercilessly after her.

      Now the girl spread her wings. The cave’s ceiling was only a few feet above their heads, and Susan quickly moved to block the exit. Black feathers struck the air, sending the girl streaking towards Susan.

      A boot flashed towards Susan’s face, but twisting, she calmly caught the abomination by the ankle. Liz shrieked as Susan slammed her into the rocky floor, before the breath whooshed from her chest, leaving her voiceless. Smiling, Susan released Liz and watched as she folded in two, gasping desperately.

      Her gaze was drawn to the wings flapping uselessly against the ground. Susan sneered. Before the girl recovered, she stomped down on the nearest limb, and laughed as her enemy screamed. Bloodied and bruised, the girl tried to crawl away. Her sobs echoed through the cave as Susan followed her.

      The slightest whisper was the only warning Susan had before the boy appeared. Whirling towards the sound, she tried to grasp the flickering shadow, but a fist caught her in the chin and sent her tumbling backwards. Wind swirled through the cavern as great wings beat down.

      Susan gritted her teeth as she struck the wall. Catching herself, she landed lightly on her feet and looked around for her assailant.

      The boy was already kneeling beside the girl, lifting her into his arms. Before she could leap at him, he hurled himself towards the exit. His wings beat hard, their tips brushing the narrow walls as he shot up the tunnel and disappeared around the bend.

      Then he was gone, leaving Susan standing alone in the cave with Hecate.
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      Chris was panting hard by the time he settled on top of the narrow cliff. He had flown hard and fast from the cave, fleeing into the sky and out across the plains as far as his wings would carry them. Unfortunately, with Liz dangling from his arms, that wasn’t half as far as he would have liked.

      But he could go no further without rest. He had chosen the narrow escarpment in the hope the steep cliffs would slow the Chead if they gave chase. He had no doubt they would have tracked his flight across the cloudless sky, but there was nothing he could do about that. At least it would take the creatures a few hours to traverse the few dozen miles he’d placed between them.

      Crouching, Chris lowered Liz gently to the ground, watching as her head rolled loosely to the side. Not long after their escape, he’d felt her go limp in his arms, overwhelmed by the pain of her injuries. Now, he shuddered at the sight of her wing, remembering the agony when his had been broken. It would take at least a week to heal.

      Another shiver went through Chris as he watched the slow rise and fall of her chest. He moved to the edge of the escarpment and looked out over the plains. To his left he could see the bleak buildings of Albuquerque rising from the desert, bleached grey by the unending sun. His eyes were drawn westward, to the scarlet mountains rising from the plains. He watched them for a long time, seeking movement, searching out signs of pursuit.

      But there was nothing, and giving up, he returned to Liz’s side. Lying down beside her, he lifted his wings to shield them both from the sun. The stifling heat radiated up from the ground, but exposed as they were, it was the best he could do. Chris swallowed as he watched Liz sleep, his mind drifting to what she would say when she woke.

      After their last encounter, he wasn’t sure she’d be pleased to see him.

      He was glad he’d stayed close though, shadowing the Chead from a distance. He still didn’t know what had happened to Liz, how Talisa had corrupted her. When Liz had chased him from the abandoned settlement, she’d been hardly recognizable, more Chead than the girl he loved.

      But Talisa was dead now. They had Susan to thank for that, though from what he’d seen, the girl may yet prove more dangerous than the elder Chead. Chris had caught a glimpse of her eyes as he raced into the cavern. They had shifted to a murky white, a color he’d only ever seen in Talisa’s eyes.

      What that meant though, Chris wasn’t sure. But Susan had reacted far faster than he’d expected. Despite being taken by surprise, she’d still almost caught Chris when she’d spun on him. He didn’t want to think about what might have happened then.

      A moan called his attention. Chris watched as Liz’s blue eyes blinked open.

      “Hey there,” he said, sitting up. “Don’t move. Your wing is broken.”

      Liz lay still for a long moment, her eyes unblinking, fixed on Chris’s face. Chris sat waiting, breath held, heart hammering in his chest.

      “Chris…” Liz croaked finally, her voice filled with warmth. A tear streaked her cheek. “You came back.”

      Chris swallowed as he opened his mouth, then closed it again, the words dying in his throat. He wanted to tell her he had never left, that he couldn’t bring himself to abandon her, couldn’t stomach the thought of living the rest of his life alone without her. He wanted to say he’d been a coward, that he didn’t deserve to sit there with her after everything he’d done.

      But he was finished with the self-loathing, with clinging to his mistakes, with condemning himself to misery.

      Instead, a smile touched his lips. He reached out and brushed the tear from her cheek. “I’ll always come back for you, Liz.”

      Liz scrunched her eyes closed as a sob tore from her. “What have I done, Chris?”

      Chris shifted closer, opening his arms to embrace her. She flinched at his touch, but when she nuzzled her face into his shoulder, he realized it was only from the pain of her injuries. He took her in his arms and rocked her gently against his chest. Hot tears seeped through his shirt, but he said nothing, only held her, only waited. Liz would speak when she was ready.

      Finally, she pulled back and wiped the tears from her face. “I’m sorry, Chris,” she said. “I’m sorry for chasing you away.”

      “There’s nothing to be sorry for, Liz,” Chris replied. “It wasn’t you. I don’t know what your mother did…”

      “That thing wasn’t my mother,” Liz said, her voice cracking. She turned her head away. “I don’t know what that was, but she wasn’t my mother, not anymore.”

      Chris nodded. He reached down and squeezed her hand. Only then did he realize that Liz’s left arm hung limp at her side. Dark bruises radiated up from her wrist.

      “Are you okay?” he asked, nodding at her arm.

      “I’m fine,” Liz replied.

      Her face tightened as she placed her good arm beneath her and pushed herself into a sitting position. The color fled her face as her wings shifted, and a moan grew in her throat. She managed to complete the maneuver without complaint, though she kept her injured arm clutched protectively against her stomach.

      “I think it’s broken,” she said quietly, looking at her darkening wrist.

      Chris nodded. “What happened down there, Liz?”

      In the darkness, he had only caught glimpses of the cave’s occupants. Earlier, he’d watched from a distance as Talisa led Liz into the cave. When Hecate entered sometime later, followed separately by Susan, he’d known something important was happening. Slipping closer, he’d heard Liz scream. The sound had sent him barreling into the cave without a second thought—though even then, he’d almost been too late.

      Liz’s eyes fell to the ground. “She wanted Hecate to take me as his mate,” she whispered. “I…I couldn’t stop myself. I wanted…no, I needed him.” Her fists tightened into balls. “Only my touch saved me.”

      Chris’s fingers dug into the dirt beneath his palms. A rumble came from his chest and his stomach clenched at the thought of Hecate with Liz, at the image of them naked, bodies pressed against one another, limbs entwined…

      Gritting his teeth, he forced the thoughts from his mind. This was no time for jealousy—Liz had been attacked, almost taken, by the darkness of the Chead. He remembered Hecate’s laughter as he slaughtered the innocent people from the van. Hecate was a vile, soulless creature that deserved only death. At least he’d suffered for trying to force his will on Liz.

      He gripped Liz by the shoulder. “I’m glad you’re okay.”

      A smile flickered across Liz’s lips. “I’m glad he’s not.” She took Chris’s hand in hers and pressed it to her lips.

      Chris shivered at the gesture. Looking up, he found Liz’s big blue eyes watching him. A lump swelled in his chest, and he savored the touch of her hand around his, her presence so close. There, high on the escarpment, in the quiet New Mexican wilderness, they were utterly alone. In that moment, it felt as though their past did not exist, as though everything that had come before was just a figment of their imagination.

      Slowly Liz leaned towards him, her eyes unblinking. Chris found himself responding. A jolt of electricity rippled through him as their lips met. The kiss was soft, cautious and tender, neither of them quite sure of themselves, of what they were doing.

      Shivering, Chris fought back tears. Even as the taste of Liz filled his mouth, he could hardly bring himself to believe they were kissing, that they’d found their way back to one another. Her scent wafted to his nostrils, a rich, almond aroma he would never forget.

      She shivered as he took her in his arms, but Chris was careful not to jolt her broken bones. Lips still locked, they fell gently to the ground, wrapped in each other’s embrace. Chris swallowed as Liz’s good hand drifted through his hair. He trailed his fingers across her neck, felt her trembling against him.

      For a long time they lay like that, eyes closed, touching and tasting, breathing in the scent of one another. It was as though they hadn’t seen each other for years, as though they were long-lost lovers, finally reunited. They made no effort to remove their clothing—high up on the escarpment, there was no urgency, no need to rush. They could lie like that forever, free from the outside world.

      Eventually, sleep tugged at Chris, and he drifted into a dream. With the warmth of Liz’s body beside him, the nightmares of the last few days fled, leaving him at peace. Eyes closed, he slept.

      It was dark when he woke again, though it felt as though only minutes had passed. Liz was sitting up beside him, her face aglow in the moonlight. She glanced back as he rose from the ground, a smile crossing her lips.

      “Hey there,” she said.

      “Hey there,” Chris replied, wrapping an arm around her waist.

      Some of the color had returned to her face now, though her arm and wings were still a mess. He would need to carry her closer to the city soon if they were to find food and water. His heart quickened as he remembered the Chead were still out there. The creatures could be creeping up the cliffs towards them at this very instant.

      “They’re not here,” Liz said softly, as though she’d read his mind. “You looked so peaceful, I thought I’d let you sleep. But I’ve been keeping a lookout.”

      Chris leaned his head against her shoulder. “You should have woken me, but thank you.”

      Liz nodded. Her eyes returned to the dark plains. In the distance, Chris could just make out the lights of Albuquerque.

      “There’s something I’ve been wondering,” Liz said suddenly. “Something about what Susan said to me at the end.”

      “What do you mean?” Chris asked, frowning.

      “She said she was going to burn humanity from the earth.”

      Chris snorted. “Hecate said the same thing, back at your farmhouse, remember? The Chead are dangerous, but even now, they don’t have the numbers to overthrow humanity.”

      “Maybe not.” Liz pursed her lips. “But I don’t think that’s what Susan meant. She said killing the President was Talisa’s plan—so what is she hoping to achieve out here?”

      Chris frowned, distracted by the way the moonlight played over Liz’s body. Her jacket had been torn in the…conflict with Hecate, and he could just make out the curves of her breasts beneath. Shaking his head, he tried to focus on what she’d said.

      “What else could they want?” he asked.

      “What if she knows about the President’s threat? What if she wants to use his nuclear arsenal to cripple humanity?” Liz replied.

      Ice tingled down Chris’s spine at Liz’s words. Their eyes met in the darkness. Said out loud, the idea didn’t seem so outrageous. No, it seemed a certainty. After all, as Chris had just said, the Chead did not have the numbers to match humanity.

      Unless something were to level the playing field.

      The two of them came to their feet as one, turning to face the distant city. The glow of the Airforce Base remained unchanged, but as they watched, lights began to flash between the buildings.

      Through the darkness came the far-off wail of an alarm.
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      “You think he’s even here?” Ashley whispered, her voice echoing from the narrow walls.

      Squinting, Sam could just make out her shadow in the darkness. He sucked in a breath, trying to focus his thoughts in the stifling heat.

      “We’ll soon find out, Ash,” he offered, finally.

      Closing his eyes, he sat back and tried to ignore the suffocating darkness. Every inhalation brought with it the stench of gasoline—an unwelcome reminder of the hour they’d spent latched onto the bottom of the truck. Ashley’s improvisation had quickly turned into the most uncomfortable ride of Sam’s life.

      Pelted by rocks flung up by the tires, Sam’s wings and back were now one giant bruise. Dust had clogged his lungs, making it difficult to breathe, and by the time the truck finally pulled to a stop, it was all Sam could do to keep from groaning out loud.

      Instead, he’d held his breath, listening to the men whispering over the rumble of the engine. Boots had crunched on gravel as a pair of guards circled the truck. Hinges screeched, followed by laughter as the men inside conversed with the guards. The stench of cigarettes soiled the crisp night air.

      Then a buzzer had sounded, and the clang of metal announced the opening of gates. The engine picked up again as they moved off.

      Ten minutes later, Ashley and Sam had found themselves alone in what Sam assumed was a vehicle hangar. They’d listened to the soft patter of retreating footsteps, the distant bang of a door opening and closing, then silence.

      After a second’s hesitation, they’d both dropped to the concrete. Sam groaned as he struck, the sound surprisingly loud in the darkness, but in that moment he hadn’t cared. He clenched his fists, wincing as pins and needles shot down his arms. Stifling another groan, he rolled out from beneath the truck and slowly climbed to his feet.

      He’d half-expected to find himself surrounded by soldiers, but instead there was only Ashley, still looking all-too-fresh for someone who’d just spent the better part of an hour being dragged along by a truck. Two-hundred-foot-tall iron walls stretched up around them, curving at their apexes to meet in a giant ceiling above their heads. The first light of dawn was just beginning to shine through the skylights, revealing all manner of vehicles.

      Their convoy had parked in a line along the side of the hangar, probably to be unloaded in the morning, but the other vehicles in the hangar were not so mundane as their simple truck. From fighter jets to tanks, the President’s base looked far too well-armed for Sam’s liking.

      With daylight rapidly approaching, there’d been no time to linger on what the madman’s stockpile meant for the rest of humanity. Ashley and Sam had shared a glance, then headed for the nearest hiding place.

      An M3A3 Bradley tank—according to the label on the exterior.

      But after spending eight hours cooped up inside the thing, Sam was sure they’d picked some outdated model, long since retired from service. Even in the shade of the hangar, the air inside the tank had quickly risen to boiling point. Within a few hours they’d stripped down to their underwear, and for once Sam was too uncomfortable to be distracted by Ashley’s body.

      Now, silence had finally returned to the hangar outside their iron tomb. He prayed that meant night had fallen once more.

      Sam shared a glance with Ashley. “Think it’s time?”

      Ashley pursed her lips, her shoulders rising and falling as she took a breath. “Let’s go.”

      She went first, pulling on her clothes and clambering up the ladder to crack open the lid. Sam followed her, his body aching from the long hours spent cramped in the tiny compartment. Fresh air wafted over him as they emerged from their cocoon. He took a moment to savor the sudden cool, before Ashley’s whispers drew him back.

      Jumping down beside her, he raised an eyebrow. “Where’s the exit?” It was almost pitch-black inside the hangar now, but he could still pick out the dull shadows of the other vehicles.

      He looked around for a door, but Ashley was already moving, grabbing him by the hand and dragging him along with her. Together they threaded their way across the concrete floor, taking care not to disturb anything that might make a noise. Sam kept his ears peeled, listening for the slightest hint of movement, but all was silent.

      The exit Ashley had spotted turned out to be a regular door fashioned into the wall. Beside it, a staircase ran up the side of the building, leading to a catwalk that weaved its way between the larger planes. Ignoring the stairs, Sam pressed his ear to the door.

      For a moment, all he could hear was the thudding of his own heart. Taking a breath, he tried again. Seconds ticked by and he could feel himself growing anxious. His fingers curled around the door handle, preparing to hurl it open.

      Then he heard it—the soft crunch of footsteps.

      Retreating from the door, he looked at Ashley and mouthed, “Guard.” Her lips tightened and spreading her wings, she readied herself. Moving back into position, Sam gripped the door handle, and with a last glance at Ashley, yanked it open.

      Outside, there was a low gasp as the guard staggered back. He had half a second to fumble for his rifle before Ashley struck him like a sledgehammer. The sound of his body hitting the ground was loud in the night’s quiet.

      Darting after Ashley, Sam grabbed the unconscious man by the ankles and dragged him inside the hangar. Then he stepped back into the moonlight and closed the door behind them. Outside, the building didn’t seem half as large. The smooth outer wall stretched up behind them, concealing its size—along with half the airbase.

      Ashley was already scanning their surroundings, searching for the glass tower they’d decided was the President’s headquarters. Joining her, Sam took up her hand. Her skin was like ice, but she flashed him a smile when he squeezed her fingers.

      “No one in sight,” she whispered. “Most of the guards should be stationed on the fences.”

      “Let’s hope,” Sam replied.

      He scanned the nearby buildings, but there was no sign of the tower. Sam cursed as he realized it had to be on the other side of the hangar. They shared a glance, their gaze traveling skywards.

      “Do we risk it?” Sam asked, staring at the distant watch towers.

      Ashley was looking in the same direction. “They’re focused on things happening outside—I think we’ll be safe.” Her wings snapped open and she leapt into the air.

      Already second guessing himself, Sam cursed and leapt after. Ashley’s white feathers all but glowed in the moonlight; there would be no missing her if those in the watchtowers happened to glance in their direction. But there was no turning back now.

      Muscles working hard, Sam joined Ashley as she hovered above the roof of the hangar. His wings brushed hers as they turned, seeking out the elusive tower, and found it several rooftops over.  Its sleek glass panels towered over the dull metal and concrete of the other buildings. Angling their wings, Ashley and Sam shot towards it.

      They were halfway there when the first siren began to screech. Sam lurched in the air as red lights flashed across the base. He swore and drew his wings tight against his body. Diving towards the rooftop, he leveled out with barely a foot between himself and the hard steel. Ashley was faster still, her white wings flashing in the darkness.

      Sam glanced around, expecting bullets to tear them to shreds at any moment. Instead, he caught the flash of gunfire from a distant watchtower. He frowned, staring as dark figures swarmed the fence. Screams echoed through the darkness and the gunfire ceased.

      A few seconds later it started again—only now the shooter was targeting the neighboring towers. Sam gaped as guards fell tumbling through the darkness.

      “Ashley, wait!” he called. His wings flattened out, bringing him to a mid-air stop.

      “Sam! What are you doing?” Ashley screamed back to him. The crack of feathers on air announced her return. “What are you doing?” she repeated, her voice barely audible over the gunfire.

      Sam nodded at the shadows now swarming into the compound. “Something’s happening,” he murmured. “I think it’s the Chead.”
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      Susan squinted through the darkness, taking in the wire fences and looming guard towers. There was no sign of power lines or a power plant they might sabotage. Arriving beneath the cover of night, they had seen little of the base, but it was clearly larger than any of the towns they had slaughtered.

      It did not matter. The humans would fall. At the first sign of trouble, they would turn tail and flee. It was their nature.

      Beside her, Hecate was silent. Since the encounter in the cave, he had not dared raise a word against her. After the boy had fled with Talisa’s daughter, Susan had taken Hecate there on the floor, as he still lay recovering from the venom lacing his body. He had submitted meekly, bowing to her newfound power. A day later, he still showed the cuts and bruises Susan had left, to remind him of his place.

      The other Chead had fallen into line without quarrel. That Susan had killed Talisa did not matter—only that she had the power to command them. Now, Susan’s hundred warriors were aligned behind her,.

      From the moon’s position in the sky, Susan guessed they were passing midnight. Time was marching on and she dared not wait another day. So close to the base, the Chead would not go undetected for long, and the element of surprise was their greatest weapon.

      She would let her Chead overwhelm the guards and keep their reinforcements occupied while she and Hecate tracked down the President. Only he had the power to accomplish her plan, to unleash humanity’s vile weapons on its own cities.

      A smile flickered across Susan’s face. In a matter of hours, humanity would be brought to its knees. She licked her lips, savoring the thought, then pointed at the closest guard tower.

      Silently, the Chead started towards it.

      The humans did not notice the impending horde until the Chead leapt onto the chain-link fence. Standing ten feet tall, with the guard tower stretching up another fifteen, it was an imposing feature. Razor wire curling along its top made the fence almost impossible for a human to scale; the Chead were over it in seconds. As the guards swung searchlights towards the rattling of steel, the first of Susan’s warriors were already nearing the top of the tower.

      Screams rent the night as the Chead swept over the railings and tore into the guards. A few gunshots followed, then silence. Searchlights from the neighboring towers swept towards them, as somewhere in the base an alarm started to screech.

      Before the other guards realized what was happening, the Chead at the top of the tower leapt onto the machine gun turret and swung it around. White flashes lit the night as they opened fire. A deadly barrage of bullets ripped through the nearest guard tower.

      Susan smiled, and with Hecate at her side, joined the stream of Chead scaling the fence. Those in the lead had already used their immense strength to tear the razor wire free, easing her passage. The Chead scattered through the base ahead of them. Screams drifted through the night, mingling with the roar of automatic gunfire. Unprepared, two towers had already fallen; the others were too far away to interfere.

      Gunshots rang out from deeper inside the base as Susan reached the compound. Crates and vehicles littered the yard near the fence, and ducking down, she raced into cover. Most of the Chead had already vanished. Silence fell as the humans lost track of their targets.

      Susan crept through the stillness, eyes wary for movement. The thump of running boots on pavement announced the arrival of human reinforcements. Peering out from cover, Susan watched as two dozen soldiers edged their way through the junkyard. Rifles held at the ready, flashlights cutting the gloom, they moved as one, taking each corner with painstaking care. Helmets and heavy body armor covered them, but it would do little good against the power of the Chead.

      A howl sounded in the darkness.

      Amidst the wreckage, the soldiers spun, seeking the source. Shadows came alive as their torches caught the grey eyes watching them. Gunfire roared and flashes lit the yard.

      Screams followed, then silence.

      Susan grinned as the Chead slipped back into the night, leaving the dead soldiers in a bloody pile. Several of her people had fallen, but they were only the weak, those too sluggish to avoid the humans’ bullets. The Chead would only grow stronger without them.

      She started from cover when a sharp crack came from overhead. Susan ducked as a shadow rushed at her. The rustle of feathers followed as the winged creature turned and came at her again. Rage built in Susan’s chest. Teeth bared, she leapt to meet it.

      A fist swung at her face, but she deflected the blow and caught the creature by the wrist, then hurled it into the ground. A male voice cried out. She leapt on his chest, eager to punish the boy who had stolen her prize.

      A dark face stared back at her. It was not the boy who had fled with Talisa’s daughter. He gave a choked cry and tried to push her off. She brushed off his blows and leaned in.

      “Where is Elizabeth?” Susan growled.

      The boy’s mouth opened and closed. “Wh…what?”

      Susan broke off her questioning as a scream came from nearby. She watched another winged shadow drop from the sky and land on one of her people, snapping the Chead’s neck before it had a chance to react. More winged figures appeared as the creature leapt back into the air, darting down at the Chead as they dove for cover.

      A hiss exited Susan’s lips. The boy’s eyes widened as she lifted her fist. He tried to raise his arms to defend himself, but she tore out his throat all the same. Leaving him choking in his own blood, Susan rose and rejoined Hecate.

      “How many are there?” she asked.

      The Chead had melted into the darkness, but wings still fluttered overhead, circling. Hecate shook his head. Scanning the sky, Susan tried to count the flitting shadows, but it was impossible to keep track. There might be a dozen, or half a hundred. But she was sure the Chead still outnumbered them.

      With whispered instructions, she ordered her people to spread out and gather the humans’ weapons. The Chead might not have wings, but they could adapt. The winged abominations would fall soon enough. She just hoped Talisa’s daughter was not among them. Her life belonged to Susan.

      Finally, she turned back to Hecate. The Chead would keep the winged creatures at bay, but she and her mate had another task. Another alarm sounded in the distance as she took his hand.

      “Let’s end this,” she breathed.
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      The door on the rooftop gave way on Sam’s second kick. He stumbled inside, dragging Ashley with him, then slammed the remnants of the door back into place behind them. From outside came the bloodcurdling howls of the Chead as they tore the soldiers to pieces.

      After the first guard tower had fallen, they’d hovered in place long enough to count the creatures swarming over the fence. The darkness made the task difficult, and Sam had given up at eighty. The creatures had swept away a squadron of guards like ants before a flood. That was all the motivation Sam and Ashley had needed to get out of their way, and turning, they raced for the tower. Whatever the Chead were here for, Sam and Ashley wanted nothing to do with it.

      Fortunately, the door on the tower’s rooftop had offered little resistance. Now, as they moved deeper into the stairwell, Sam wondered what fresh horrors awaited. Outside, the Chead were tearing men to pieces, but somewhere in this building, the President lurked—or so they hoped. The man had commanded the devotion of both Doctor Halt and the Director. Who knew what fresh depravities they might find here?

      Red flashes of emergency lights lit their way as they moved down the concrete stairwell. Within minutes, they found a fire door barring their way. They paused behind it and shared a glance. Sam caught the golden light in Ashley’s eyes and smiled. So close to their objective, the sight gave him strength, gave him hope they might just both get out of this alive. With her eyes aglow, Ashley had done incredible, impossible things.

      Grabbing her, he pulled her into a kiss. He shivered as her lips pressed against his, all fire and passion, and for just a second he forgot where they were. His arms wrapped around her, a moan echoing up from his throat as she responded, her body melting into his, trembling beneath his hands.

      Then she was pulling away, turning towards the door, kicking it from its hinges, and they were charging together into the room beyond.

      Sam blinked and stumbled to a stop, his eyes struggling to adjust to the sudden brightness of the fluorescent lights. Squinting, he struggled to comprehend the vast, elaborately decorated apartment they’d found themselves in. Soft red carpet covered the floor, spiraling out from the stone wall from which they’d emerged. Other than where they stood in its center, the apartment had no walls, only windows looking out over the dark expanse of the airbase. The room took up the entire floor of the tower, with the circular wall behind them holding the elevators, stairwell and bathrooms.

      A smattering of furniture dotted the space, almost like an afterthought, except where the massive mahogany desk sat on the far side of the room. Its sleek wood gleamed in the overhead lights, dominating the room. A large man stood behind the desk, his shoulders square and arms clasped firmly in front of him. At their appearance, a look of pure panic had swept across his features—but an instant later it was gone, replaced by a smooth, contemplating smile.

      Sam swallowed, unable to tear his eyes from the President. He was almost as shocked to see the man as he obviously was to see them. Flicking his eyes around the room, Sam checked for guards, but the President appeared to be alone. A smile tugged at Sam’s lips as he gathered himself. They’d expected to spend half the night rummaging around dark rooms searching for the man, but it seemed they’d finally had a lucky break.

      “Ashley, Samuel, you’ve come at a rather inconvenient time.” Despite the smile, there was a slight quiver to the President’s voice.

      “I bet,” Ashley hissed, starting towards him.

      Sam caught the flicker of movement a second before the creature leapt from a nearby sofa. He lifted his fists to defend himself, but Ashley was faster still. She spun on her heel, a boot lashing out to strike their assailant in the chest. The blow caught the girl mid-leap and sent her tumbling across the room.

      The girl scrambled to her feet. Silky auburn hair dangled across her face as hazel eyes locked on Sam and Ashley. Her face contorted into a snarl as she faced them.

      And spread her wings.

      Sam gaped as the golden feathers appeared, stretching until they seemed to fill the whole apartment. Teeth bared, the girl started towards them again. She moved with confidence, suggesting she was already well-adjusted to the weight of her wings. The President had obviously been busy with a few experiments of his own.

      Ashley moved to meet the girl.

      “Pascaline, that’s enough,” said the President, bringing both girls up short.

      Sam shivered as he glanced at the President. The man had taken his seat and was now leaning back in his chair, watching them. For a man they supposedly had cornered, he looked awfully calm.

      “I can take care of them, sir.” The girl’s voice rang with anger. “Then I’ll find whichever of your guards let them inside.”

      “I think the Chead have already found them, my dear Pascaline,” the President laughed before turning on Ashley. “And I’m not altogether sure you could take Ashley here—at least, not while she’s worked up like this.”

      Ashley stepped towards the President. Alarm tingled in Sam’s stomach. He quickly moved after her and caught her by the wrist. Something wasn’t right.

      “Smart boy, Samuel,” the President murmured.

      The President’s words lit a fire in Sam’s chest. Memories of his own time in captivity rose, the beatings, the terror of seeing Ashley chained to her hospital bed, the helplessness, the agony. Ignoring his own warning, he started forward. This time the girl, Pascaline, made no move to stop him, but the President leaned forward and placed his hand over something on his desk.

      “San Francisco. Houston. Vancouver. Los Angeles,” He boomed, his voice echoing from the windows. Outside, red lights still flashed across the base. “Mexico City. London. Buenos Aires. Tokyo.”

      Sam slowed. Closer to the mahogany desk now, he could see a steel panel beneath the President’s hand. Between his fingers was a silver key.

      “What are you saying?” Ashley demanded, joining Sam. Pascaline retreated to the President’s side and sat on the mahogany desk. It was so big she could spread her wings, and they still wouldn’t touch the President.

      “You hold a billion lives in your hands, my girl,” the President replied coldly.

      Ice trickled through Sam’s veins. “That’s not possible, there are safeguards—”

      “You think I’d leave anything to chance?” The President broke off into laughter. “This is the only safeguard. This key here—and the one my dear, faithful Pascaline now holds. Two keys, two turns, and the world burns.”

      Sam threw a glance at the winged girl. Beside her on the desk, another panel reflected the glow of the overhead lights. Pascaline took a key from her pocket and inserted it into place, then offered them a wicked grin.

      His heart sank as he realized the President’s bluff. They’d had half a chance—just a moment where they might have reached him before the girl could use her key. That door of opportunity had just slammed closed in their faces. The man could still be lying, but judging by the dark glint in his eyes, Sam didn’t think so.

      Sam tried to reason with the madman. “You wouldn’t kill all those people, your people…”

      “The people who threw me away like yesterday’s trash?” the President sneered. “Let them burn.”

      “Please, Pascaline…that’s your name, right?” Beside him, Ashley turned to face the golden-feathered girl. She took a tentative step closer, but a warning growl from the girl brought her up short. “Please, Pascaline, you don’t have to do this. Just take the key and walk away.”

      At Ashley’s words, Sam realized with a start the girl wasn’t wearing a collar. Hope surged in his chest as he added his voice to Ashley’s. “He hasn’t got anything over you, Pascaline. We can help you, protect you from him. All you have to do is walk away.”

      Pascaline looked from Ashley to Sam, then back again. A smile spread across her tanned face. Throwing back her head, she howled with laughter. “You can help me?” she gasped finally. “How, exactly, could a couple of failed experiments like you possibly help me?”

      Feathers bristling, Ashley spread her wings. “Do we look like failures to you?”

      The girl raised an eyebrow. “You look broken,” she said, levering herself off the desk. “Like a thin breeze would push you over. You wouldn’t even stand a chance against the Chead! Good thing you’re not out there, with my brothers and sisters, or they’d tear you to pieces.”

      Sam risked a glance out the window. Darkness still hung over the base, lit only by the whirling red of the alarm and distant flashes of gunfire. Shadows rushed between the ground and sky. Squinting, Sam took a step closer to the window and shivered as the silent battle drew to a close. Chead rushed across the ground, wielding rifles taken from the fallen guards, while overhead, winged warriors darted at them.

      Swallowing, he turned back to the President. “How many more of us did you create?” he whispered. “How many more did you kill?” Fists clenched, he would have leapt at the man if not for Ashley’s sudden hand on his shoulder.

      Behind his desk, the President waved a hand. “As you can see, my methods inspire a great deal more loyalty than those employed by my Director or the good Doctor Halt. I always did find honey more effective than the stick.” He rose from his chair. “Of course, the stick is necessary at times, with uncooperative subjects such as yourselves.”

      Sam’s heart beat frantically against his ribcage as the President walked out from behind his desk. Gathering himself, he waited for his chance. Only a dozen feet separated him from the President—he could cross that distance in a second. But the President and Pascaline were still close enough to turn their keys.

      The President came to a stop in front of his desk. A baseball sat on a stand there, an autograph scribbled down its length in black marker pen. He picked it up. “The question is, who goes first?” Holding the bat aloft, he took a practice swing. Then he stepped away from the desk.

      In that moment Sam sensed the trap, but it was already too late. Ashley’s wings snapped open and she leapt before Sam could stop her. Wind swirled around the room as Ashley propelled herself forward. She only made it half a dozen feet before her wings folded, sending her crashing down into the floor.

      Cursing, Sam started after her, but his vision swam with the movement. He staggered sideways, clenching his eyes closed and opening them again, but it did nothing to halt the swirling lights. His feet turned to lead as he took another step, then his legs collapsed beneath him. His head jarred as he struck the ground. Gasping, he found himself on his side, watching as the President wandered across to the fallen Ashley.

      “What have you done…to us?” he managed to croak, his words slurring.

      “Sarin gas,” the President laughed as he stopped beside Ashley’s prone body and tapped a finger to his watch. Somewhere in the room, something went beep. “There, the gas release is closed again. Pascaline and I have been inoculated, but even that won’t last forever! Now, where was I? Ah yes, the gas. It’s been specially altered to induce paralysis, without causing any other nasty side-effects. I had my office rigged weeks ago, in case of unexpected visitors. All I had to do was keep you busy until it took effect.”

      He nudged Ashley with his boot. A rasping noise came from her throat as she toppled onto her back, but she made no move to resist.

      “You…bastard,” Sam managed.

      Smiling, the President hefted his bat. “It takes a few hours to wear off in a normal human. Even with such fine specimens as yourselves, we should at least have a few minutes.” A dark glint shone in his eyes as he looked at Ashley. “I’m going to enjoy this.”
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      “Leave her alone,” Sam cried from where he lay.

      Grinding his teeth, he tried to sit up, but his limbs were like lead, his muscles refusing to obey.

      Ignoring him, a smile played across the President’s lips.

      “Not so strong now, are you, bitch?” he shouted.

      At the words, he drew back his boot and slammed it into Ashley’s stomach. Unable to defend herself, Ashley went tumbling across the carpet like a ragdoll, her wings lolling limply around her. She gasped, clutching at her stomach as the President strode after her.

      “Thought you could kill me, did you?”

      His boot caught Ashley again with an audible crunch. Her head whipped back as blood splattered from her nose. Groaning, she managed to roll onto her stomach. Fingers like claws, she tried to drag herself away, but before she could go half a foot, the President’s foot slammed down on her back. The breath exploded from between Ashley’s teeth as she collapsed.

      Laughter slithered through the room as Pascaline joined the President. “They’re more pathetic than you led me to believe,” she said, shaking her head.

      The President smirked, then grabbed Ashley by the foot and dragged her across the room towards Sam. Watching them come, Sam managed to pull himself to his hands and knees. Panting with the effort, he looked at the President with what he hoped was disdain.

      “You really are…pathetic,” he managed, still slurring. “Harry…and the rest…will finish you in the end.”

      “Harry?” The President tossed Ashley down beside Sam. “You can’t mean Lieutenant Harry McCrae, surely?”

      Sam blinked, unsure whether to admit the truth or not, but the President had already seen it on his face. Throwing back his head, he howled with laughter.

      “Oh, my dear Samuel, obviously you haven’t seen the news. Here, allow me to crush your last pathetic remnants of hope.” Returning to his desk, he picked up a remote and pointed it at one of the windows. The world beyond the glass vanished, replaced by the flickering image of a woman in a news chair. The picture distorted as the video rewound, then a woman’s voice erupted into the room.

      “Clashes between rural and urban populations continued to mount today. Rioting has now spread to LA, San Diego and Seattle. Tensions reignited several days ago when it was revealed that the fugitive Christopher Sanders had escaped custody with the help of the self-styled ‘San Francisco Council’. The leader of the council, one Lieutenant Harry McCrae, was not available to comment. However, soon after learning the news, protesters stationed outside the council’s center of operations stormed the building. It is thought no one inside survived.

      “Meanwhile, General Thompson of Oregon has—”

      The voice was interrupted as the screen flashed, turning back to a window. Sam sat staring out at the night, hardly able to believe what he’d heard. Harry and the others were dead. The protesters had torn them to pieces, and none of Harry’s careful planning or quiet authority had been able to save them. And all because they’d helped Chris…

      “I guess a free press has its uses,” the President mused. Wandering back to Ashley’s prone figure, he crouched, addressing Sam, “Do you finally see the truth now, Samuel?”

      “What are you…talking about?” Sam murmured, struggling to meet the President’s gaze.

      “Are you truly so blind, that you cannot see it?” He gestured at the blank screen. “That is what you’ve all been fighting for, that is what your precious freedom means, Samuel. Chaos!  Two hundred million people free to tear each other to pieces, to riot and rise up against their betters. Can you see now why they needed to be manipulated, why they needed an enemy to fear, to unite them?”

      “You slaughtered thousands,” Sam grated.

      “And how many lives has your alternative already claimed, Samuel? How many of your friends have already died in this brave new world of yours? How many helpless mothers and children?” He shook his head. “Do you really think the people are happier now, living in the world your truth has given them?”

      Sam closed his eyes, trying not to listen, to allow the man to manipulate him. The darkness in his mind’s eye swirled and his stomach clenched. Wheezing, he bent in two, struggling not to bring up yesterday’s dinner.

      “The best part is, even this so-called freedom of yours won’t last,” the President continued. “My former generals, those who still command the loyalty of their men anyway, are already lining up to take my place. It won’t be long before the nation dissolves into individual states, each ruled by a new dictator for you to fight.”

      Swaying on his knees, Sam could hardly make sense of the man’s words. Even so, he looked up at the President and spat at his feet.

      “Better them than you,” he snapped. “You tortured…and mutilated children. Spread a plague…across the country, all so you could…control us.”

      “So I could unite us,” the President boomed. “So I could bring strength to our fledgling nation. You think we would have survived this long if I hadn’t? Even now, the remnants of the United States are circling. Texas, Florida, Ohio, they can’t wait to take a piece out of us. They hate us for what we did to them, for destroying their precious union and casting them out into the wilderness, for razing their cities and obliterating their economies when they refused to bend. If we had not stood together, we would have fallen.”

      “I don’t believe that.” Somehow, Sam managed to climb to his feet. “It’s your deception, your lies and manipulations that have torn us apart. But this is not the end. We’ll find a way to continue, to unite. We don’t need your fear to force us together.”

      “We?” The President smiled. He moved forward until they stood face-to-face. “Have you not heard what they’ve been calling you, Samuel? They may fear the Chead, but they despise the lot of you. You’ll never be one of them, never be human. Not so long as those things hang from your back.”

      Sam’s stomach curdled, but he stared back into the man’s eyes, unflinching. A long silence stretched out as they glared at each other, each unwilling to back down, to give an inch.

      Then Ashley, still lying in a pile on the floor, lurched forward and sank her teeth into the President’s ankle.

      A high-pitched scream rattled the windows as the President stumbled back. His foot lashed out, catching Ashley on the side of the head and sending her sprawling, but Sam saw his chance. Gathering his fading strength, he lunged, arms outstretched…

      Only for the golden-winged girl to catch him by the throat, and slam him face-first into the carpet.

      “Too slow, Samuel,” she muttered, before turning to check on the President.

      Sam groaned as delayed pain shot through his body. His wings lay like deadweights to either side of him, and he found he no longer had the strength to even sit up. Across from him, Ashley had curled up in a ball. A fresh bruise swelled on her forehead where the President’s blow had caught her.

      A roar came from the President as he grabbed a fistful of Ashley’s hair. She cried out as he yanked back her head. Tears stung Sam’s eyes as he met her gaze. There was no mistaking the fear shining from her amber irises.

      “Stupid. Stubborn. Bitch.”

      With each word, the President slammed Ashley’s face into the ground. Even with the carpet, Sam could feel the thud of each blow through the floor.

      “Leave her alone!” he gasped, struggling to rise.

      An awful moan rose from Ashley’s throat. She tried to push the man away, but her strength had fled. Blood streamed from her nose, bubbling as she struggled to breathe. She gave a gurgling cry as the President hauled her to her feet, his fingers still tangled in her hair.

      “Ashley…” Sam managed to croak.

      “Sam…” she cried back, her voice laced with agony. Only the President’s grip kept her upright.

      Laughing, the President shoved Ashley at his desk. Her feet crumpled as he released her, and she toppled headfirst into the mahogany. A sharp crack rang through the room, and a bloody streak appeared on the wood as Ashley fell.

      The President shook his head. “Do you think she’s still breathing, Samuel?” He swung the baseball bat loosely in his left hand. “Probably, you freaks are tough to kill.”

      Heart in his throat, Sam managed to pull himself back to his hands and knees. Ignoring the President’s taunts, he dragged himself across the carpet, eyes locked on Ashley. From his vantage point, he couldn’t see if she was breathing or not—but he could see the dark smear of blood on her forehead.

      The President kept track with him as he crawled. “I warned you,” he said conversationally. “I was surprised when you survived the Chead, back in Alcatraz. You should have called it a win and left it at that. I would have spared you, you know. Now…now you’ll have to pay.”

      Sam was almost at Ashley’s side, but as he reached for her arm, the President knocked his hand away. Stepping past him, he loomed over Ashley, bat held aloft.

      “I really am sorry about this, Samuel,” the President said, glancing at him. “I know you were fond of her. But really, the girl is a danger to everyone around her. It’s better this way.”

      He lifted the bat above his head. Ashley lay unmoving on the ground, her scarlet hair matted with blood, eyes closed, face pale. Sam’s heart dropped into the pit of his stomach as the President took aim.

      “No!” he screamed as the bat descended. Desperately, he threw out an arm, as though by will alone he could move himself into the path of the blow.

      The soft thud as the bat struck Ashley’s head was horribly loud in the vastness of the apartment.
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      Susan paused in the stairwell as a shout echoed down from above. She glanced back at Hecate, eyebrows raised, then continued upwards. Above, light billowed from a partially open door, beckoning.

      It hadn’t been hard for them to skirt the battle between the Chead and the winged mutants. Threading through the junkyard, Hecate and Susan had disappeared into the maze of buildings. From there, they made their way towards the only destination that remained unaffected by the chaos unfolding across the base.

      The glimmering tower of glass rising into the night.

      Keeping to the shadows, they skirted the patrols racing towards the conflict, and made their way steadily towards the tower. Once there, it had been a simple matter of walking through the front door.

      The dozen guards stationed in the entranceway had stared in shock at their sudden appearance. It was all the opportunity the two Chead had needed.

      Now they were nearing the uppermost floors of the tower, and Susan had begun to worry they’d come to the wrong building. The lower floors had been empty, filled with an assortment of desks, computers, and laboratory equipment. The last level had been packed with beds. The familiar stench of the winged creatures had wafted out into the stairwell when she’d opened the door, but the room was empty.

      At least now they knew where their assailants outside had come from.

      Susan smiled as they reached the open door, taking a moment to sniff the air. She recognized the stench of humanity and their winged rivals. There was something else too, but it was faint, already fading. Hecate shifted beside her, teeth bared, eyes eager. They shared a glance, then Susan pushed the door open.

      Three pairs of eyes swung around as they swept into the room.

      “Well, well, well, what have we here?” Susan growled as she took in the scene.

      The first thing she noted was the man standing in the middle of the room. Clutching a bloody baseball bat in one meaty fist, he exuded a power those around him could not match. Despite his obvious humanity, he was clearly in charge. At his feet, a girl with white wings lay still, blood matting her face, while another winged boy lay with an arm stretched towards his fallen companion. A third freak stood silently nearby, arms crossed.

      Turning to the man, Susan grinned. There was no mistaking him. “Mr. President, it’s so good to finally meet you.”

      Uncertainty flickered across the President’s face as she started forward, Hecate just a step behind. Paling, he backed away, and stumbled over the fallen girl. The shock seemed to snap him back to reality, and straightening, he pointed his bat at Susan’s chest.

      “Pascaline, stop them!” he snapped.

      Laughter came from the golden-winged girl as she stepped between Susan and the President. “That’s far enough, Chead,” she said, barring their path. “Allow me to introduce myself—I’m your replacement.”

      Susan stopped a few feet from the girl. Her eyes swept the arrogant creature up and down, taking it in, before looking into its dim hazel eyes.

      “My replacement?” Susan questioned. “My dear girl, your kind are but children to the Chead.”

      “Children?” The girl bristled. Her wings snapped open, the feathers quivering. “I am superior to you in every way!”

      “Oh yes?” Susan tilted her head to the side, an amused smile playing across her lips. “Then why don’t you try me?”

      Growling, the girl sprang, her wings sweeping down to propel her forward. The smile never left Susan’s face as she watched her come. Feet fixed in place, she leaned back as a fist flashed at her, allowing the blow to sweep harmlessly past. Straightening, she savored the sudden surprise on her opponent’s face. Overbalanced and within inches of Susan, Pascaline could not avoid what came next.

      Susan drove her knee into the girl’s stomach, crumpling her in two. Mouth wide, she clutched at her chest, desperate for breath. Still smiling, Susan locked her fists together and brought them down on the back of the girl’s head. The blow drove her opponent face-first into the carpet.

      Satisfied, Susan watched for a moment as the girl twitched listlessly on the ground, before turning back to the President.

      The man had turned a ghostly white. He backed towards his desk, as though something there could possibly save him. Susan leapt after him, her powerful legs propelling her across the dozen feet in a single bound. Courage fled the man and he tried to flee, but she caught him by the collar and hauled him back. He gave a strangled scream as she lifted him off his feet.

      “Mr. President, as I was saying, I am pleased to make your acquaintance.” She grinned as the supposedly most powerful human on earth squirmed in her grasp. “The Chead send their regards.”

      “Please!” he cried, clawing at the fist clenched around his collar. “Let me go!”

      “Very well.”

      With a flick of her wrist, Susan tossed him to the floor. He bounced once before coming to rest in a tangled heap against his desk. He tried to scramble up, but Susan was on him in an instant.

      “My dear President, where do you think you’re going?” she asked pleasantly. “You wouldn’t be so rude as to leave your guests unattended, would you? After all, we need to talk.”

      “Ta…talk?” he stuttered.

      Susan sneered. Whoever this man had been, he was nothing now. Stripped of his power and authority, he had reverted to humanity’s natural state—a pitiful, cowardly excuse for a creature. It took all her willpower not to snap his neck right there.

      “Yes…” she breathed, pulling him close, until their eyes were only an inch apart. “About our place.”

      “Your place?” The President repeated her words like a trained parrot.

      Susan laughed. “Yes. I come to negotiate a place for the Chead in this world you affect to rule.”

      The President stared at her, uncomprehending. “What…do you mean?”

      An exasperated groan rattled up from Susan’s throat. She risked a quick glance around, but only the winged boy was moving. He had almost managed to drag himself across to the red-haired girl. Whatever had happened to them, they were obviously no longer a threat. Hecate hovered behind her, his eyes alert.

      Satisfied they were safe for the moment, Susan crouched beside the President. “We only wish to assure our survival, Mr. President,” she said quietly. “We are not so numerous as humanity—if you wished, you could wipe us out within a year. I cannot allow that to happen.”

      The President swallowed. “So what do you want from me?” Despite his predicament, he seemed to be recovering some of his confidence. He took a moment to straighten his shirt and then lifted himself to his knees. “Some kind of peace treaty?”

      Susan smiled. “I was one of you once. I know what peace treaties mean to you. No, I need a stronger guarantee.”

      “Anything,” the President gasped.

      “Well, aren’t you cooperative?” Susan murmured. “Very well. I wish to know how to unleash your nuclear arsenal.”

      The President went deathly still. A strained silence fell suddenly across the room, as though her words had flicked a switch. Whatever color the President had left fled from his face. His mouth opened and closed as he struggled to find the words to reply.

      “The nuclear…arsenal?” he managed, finally.

      “Yes, Mr. President.” Susan carefully lifted him back to his feet. “My memories are imperfect, but I recall the President is traditionally the one who commands your nuclear capabilities.”

      “Yes…yes that’s…correct.”

      The smile faded from Susan’s face, her voice taking on a dangerous tone. “Then you won’t mind showing me how that works.”

      The President swayed on his feet, as though her words had rocked him to his very foundations. He blinked rapidly and seemed to come back to himself.

      “I would need…assurances,” he replied in a quiet voice.

      “Assurances?” Susan growled, stepping in close.

      This time the man did not flinch. The faintest hint of a smile crossed his lips. “My life, for one,” he said.

      Susan almost laughed. The man’s sense of self-preservation was something to behold. Instead, she raised an eyebrow. “So you can continue to murder my people? To use us in your vile experiments?”

      The President shook his head. “I will lead the survivors.” he replied resolutely. “There will be peace between our peoples.”

      This time Susan allowed herself a smile. The man was naïve beyond all imagining. She knew humanity’s nature. They were parasites, feeding off the world’s life for their own selfish ends. If they were allowed to prosper after the destruction, war between their peoples would be inevitable.

      No, far better the Chead wipe your kind from the Earth¸ she thought. Out loud she said, “Your conditions seem…reasonable.” She offered her hand. “We have a deal.”

      Some of the color returned to the man’s face as they shook hands. “Deal.”

      “Monsters!” a voice croaked from behind them.

      Susan glanced back and saw the winged boy sitting up on the floor. He stared at them, eyes shining with rage. Slowly, painstakingly, he climbed to his feet.

      “Monsters!” he repeated. “You’ll kill millions.”

      Heat swirled in Susan’s stomach, her rage flaring at the boy’s nerve. Glancing at Hecate, she made a gesture. Grinning, he started towards the boy.

      Susan turned back to the President. “So, where do we begin?”

      The President was still watching the boy, but her voice brought him back. “Oh, it’s simple.” He pointed at his desk, where Susan now noticed two silver panels inlaid on the wooden surface. A key had been inserted into each. “All the safeguards have been removed. We only have to turn those keys together, and…well…the targets are already set…That’s…it…” He trailed off as the boy screamed.

      “So it takes two,” Susan mused. She glanced behind her, where Hecate had just tossed the boy halfway across the room. “Hecate, leave him. I need you.”

      “What do you need him for?” the President asked. “Let him finish off Samuel. We can end this together, my new friend,” he said with a smile.

      Susan looked up at the towering man, a smile of her own on her lips. “Thank you, Mr. President. But the Chead can take things from here.”

      She wrapped her fingers around the President’s throat. His eyes widened, but before he could open his mouth to shout, Susan wrenched her hands violently sideways.

      The crack his neck made as it shattered was music to her ears. It was still whispering through the room when the ding of the elevator came from behind them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            63

          

        

      

    

    
      Liz shivered as the elevator dinged, announcing their arrival at the Presidential suite—or so the label above the buttons read. Beside her, Chris took her hand. She forced a smile, even as she tried to conceal her pain. Her left arm hung uselessly at her side, while her wings were a mess of red-hot agony.

      He had tried to convince her to stay behind, but even injured, she couldn’t let him face Susan and the Chead alone. The idea was suicide, and Liz couldn’t stomach the idea of losing him again. Not after finally getting him back.

      Yet even now, as the elevator doors slid silently open, she still had no idea how they were going to stop Susan. Below, a dozen guards had been torn to pieces, and outside a war was raging between the Chead, humanity, and a host of winged teenagers that appeared to be the President’s private army. Their presence had made it easy for Chris to fly into the base’s airspace unnoticed—even if his wings had finally given in when they were still a few hundred yards from the tower.

      Stepping from the elevator, Liz braced herself for the carnage the Chead left wherever they walked. She wasn’t disappointed. The breath caught in her throat as she took in Susan standing over the broken body of the President. Closer to them, Hecate stared back at her, his eyes dark with hatred. Movement came from beside his feet, and Liz gaped as Sam sat up.

      “Liz?” Sam croaked.

      Blood pounded in Liz’s head as she found two more winged bodies lying nearby. One was unfamiliar, but the other she recognized immediately by the scarlet hair and white feathers. A moan built in Liz’s throat as she started towards Ashley’s prone body.

      “Elizabeth.” Susan’s grating voice drew Liz’s attention back to the Chead. “So good to see you again. I was disappointed our playtime was cut short.” The Chead’s eyes slid to Chris, her lips drawing back in a snarl.

      Liz shuddered, remembering how easily the woman had batted aside her attacks in the cave. She had no desire to let Susan get that close again. Yet if the Chead had killed the President, she must already have what she needed. Despite her pain, Liz plucked up her courage and sneered.

      “Why don’t you try your luck again, then?” she hissed.

      Susan laughed. “Have you recovered so quickly, my dear? I will have to make your injuries more permanent this time. Yes, I think it would give me great pleasure to tear those pretty wings from your back.” The Chead stepped towards them, then caught herself and shook her head. “Alas, you will have to wait. First, there is the matter of humanity’s extinction. Hecate, come.”

      Hecate turned and started towards Susan. Heart hammering in her chest, Liz looked from the Chead to the President’s body. Obviously, whatever Susan had in mind required Hecate’s help.

      “What, are you still afraid I might steal him?” Liz asked mockingly. Hecate paused and looked back, his eyes darkening. Batting her eyes, Liz blew him a kiss. “Promise I won’t bite this time, Hecate.”

      A growl rumbled across the room, but it didn’t come from Hecate.

      “Stay away from him.” Susan’s voice was sharp enough to cut glass.

      Eyes flashing, the Chead stepped away from the mahogany desk. Liz stood her ground, though it took all her will not to turn and flee. Even Hecate paled as his enraged mate stalked past him.

      “Did you really have to piss her off?” Chris hissed as she closed on them.

      Forcing the pain in her arm and wings from her mind, Liz braced herself. “Did you have a better plan?”

      Susan was on them before Chris could respond. One second she was gathering speed, the next she was among them, fingers flashing like claws for Liz’s throat. Liz leapt back, her wings flaring out instinctively, and the blow missed her by inches. Then the pain of her broken bones struck, tearing through her like wildfire. Her legs buckled. Hissing, Susan came for her again.

      Brown feathers flashed as Chris collided with the rampaging Chead, driving her sideways. Susan snarled and turned on him. Her knee flicked up, catching him square in the stomach as he struggled to overpower her. Air hissed between Chris’s teeth as he staggered back. Susan leapt, her foot swinging around to slam into his head.

      Screaming with agony, Liz forced herself to her feet and back into the fray. Susan heard her coming and turned to meet her, a dark smile twisting her lips. Liz feinted with her good hand, then kicked out at the Chead’s ankles. Susan cackled and leapt over the blow, then drove her boot into Liz’s face.

      Stars burst across Liz’s vision. Crying out, she tried to recover. The room faded in and out of focus, and she didn’t even see the next blow coming. It slammed into her chin, lifting her to her toes and sending her reeling. Coughing, Liz tasted blood in her mouth.

      Somewhere, a voice roared. Squinting through the stars, Liz watched a dark shadow slam into Susan’s back. Copper wings beat down as Sam lifted the Chead above his head and hurled her across the room. Laughing, Susan twisted in the air and landed easily on her feet.

      Still struggling to see, Liz stumbled forward to join Sam. A second later Chris was at her side. The three of them exchanged a glance. Questions raced through Liz’s mind, but try as she might, she couldn’t make sense of her friends’ presence. The answers would have to wait. Together they faced the white-eyed Chead.

      A smile spread across Susan’s face. “Three? Are you sure that’s enough?”

      Liz swallowed, in too much pain to answer. The Chead had already proven Chris and herself were no match for her in their current state. From the look of Sam, he wasn’t much better off than them. But there was still one way they might subdue Susan’s insanity.

      Liz clenched her bare fists, readying herself.

      Susan caught the movement and grinned. “You think your little trick will work a second time?”

      “Let’s find out.”

      Teeth bared, Liz lunged, desperate to lay a hand, a finger, even a kiss on the insane creature—anything that would allow her venom to work its magic. Susan made no move to avoid her, but stood fixed in place, eyebrows raised, and let Liz come. At the last second, her hands shot out and caught Liz by the wrists.

      “No!” Liz shrieked, her heart plummeting into her stomach.

      She fought desperately to break free, but Susan’s fingers were like iron shackles around the cuffs of her jacket, protecting the Chead from her skin. The hairs on Liz’s neck tingled as the white eyes fixed on her. Lips twitching with amusement, Susan studied her as the others watched on, helpless to intervene. Then, laughing, the Chead leaned in and licked Liz’s cheek.

      “Argh!” Liz choked, pulling away. To her surprise, the hands around her wrists vanished. Overbalanced, she toppled back and slammed into the ground.

      Liz quickly scrambled back towards the others. With Chris’s help, she managed to regain her feet. Together, they stared at the mad creature that had once been a doctor in their facility. Breath held, they waited to see whether Liz’s venom would work.

      Seconds turned quickly to minutes, and their hope withered and died.

      “Are we done?” Susan asked finally, her eyes darkening. “I am the Chead, foolish children. Your tricks are nothing to me.”

      Before they could respond, she lunged. Liz had half a second to register the movement before Susan’s hand closed around her throat. She gasped as the woman hoisted her off her feet. Iron fingers dug into her windpipe, choking off her air. With a strangled cry she kicked at the Chead and felt the blow connect, but Susan only sneered.

      “Are you ready to die, daughter of Talisa?” she whispered, pulling Liz close.

      Darkness obscured Liz’s vision as she beat desperately at the Chead, but it made no difference. Blood pounded in her ears, all but deafening her. She could feel the power radiating off Susan, crushing the life from her, as though it were some physical force.

      Through the dancing shadows, she watched Chris charge, Sam just a step behind. Her heart lurched as she realized with sick certainty that they didn’t stand a chance. Susan would snuff the life from them as easily as Liz would blow out a candle.

      Then she would do the same for the whole world.

      One hand still locked around Liz’s throat, Susan turned to meet Sam and Chris. Her mouth opened as she shouted a command. Liz barely heard what was said over the pounding in her ears, but the word rang in her mind, smothering her last thoughts of resistance.

      “Stop.”

      Liz watched in horror as Sam and Chris staggered to a halt. A sly smile spread across Susan’s lips, and her grip around Liz’s throat loosened. Liz gasped, the darkness retreating for a second as fresh air flooded her lungs.

      “Well, well, well. Your mother was right, Elizabeth,” Susan mused. Liz moaned as the fingers clamped tight again. “Your kind are have more of the Chead in them than I thought. Now, kneel.”

      Eyes shining with unspilt tears, Chris and Sam fell to the floor, and Susan turned her attention back to Liz. The white eyes flashed, haunting, terrifying—yet now Liz found herself unable to even look away.

      “You tried to take my place,” Susan whispered as she choked the life from Liz. “You tried to steal my mate!”

      Liz’s head rolled violently on her shoulders as Susan shook her. Her vision had shrunk to tiny pinpricks of light, until all she could see was the haunting glow of the Chead’s eyes. Somehow, the glow inexplicably reminded her of Ashley.

      “Don’t worry, Elizabeth,” Susan breathed, her face just inches from Liz’s. “Your friends will join you soon.”

      “Wanna bet?” a voice came from behind Susan.

      Susan’s eyes widened. Releasing Liz, she spun to face the voice.

      The baseball bat caught Susan in the side of the head before she could raise an arm to defend herself. Blood sprayed Liz’s clothing as Susan reeled back, one hand clutching at her forehead. Snarling, the Chead swung around, seeking out her assailant.

      Golden eyes glowing, Ashley strode after her. Blood covered her face, knotting her flaming hair, and her white wings flared out to fill the room. Before Susan could recover, Ashley swung the bat again. The wooden weapon became little more than a blur as it caught the Chead square in the face.

      This time Susan went down, her strength fleeing in a rush. But she was far from done. Sagging to the ground, she snarled up at Ashley, white eyes wide, aglow with the power of the Chead.

      “Stop, child! You are mine!” she screamed.

      For a second, Ashley paused. The golden light in her eyes seemed to flicker. Liz’s heart lurched in her chest, but Ashley only blinked and shook her head. The glow returned as she towered over the cowering Chead.

      She shrugged. “Guess not.”

      The bat descended a final time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            64

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s finally over. The thought swept through Sam like a whirlwind as he watched Susan fall.

      His body sagged as whatever compulsion she’d placed on him vanished. Sucking in a breath, he stared at Ashley, unable to look away. Wings flared, blood still dripping from the gash in her forehead, she dropped the bat and turned towards him. The glow in her eyes flickered and went out. Suddenly she was falling.

      Sam was on his feet in an instant. Rushing forward, he caught Ashley and pulled her into his arms. Panic constricted his ribs as he fell to his knees.

      “No, no, no,” he whispered, cradling her in his arms.

      Her wings hung limply against the red carpet. Her skin seemed unbelievably white beneath the fluorescent lights. A trickle of blood ran from her forehead. He couldn’t tell if she was breathing.

      She couldn’t be dead.

      He’d just watched her beat a rampaging Chead to death with hardly a pause for breath.

      She couldn’t be dead.

      Hugging Ashley to his chest, a sob rattled up from his throat. His eyes burned as he clenched them tightly shut.

      “Hey, not so hard,” a muffled voice came from the vicinity of his chest.

      Blinking, Sam lifted his head. Ashley’s amber eyes stared up at him, streaked with red. “That’s better.”

      Choking with relief, Sam leaned down and kissed her on the forehead. “I thought you were gone,” he whispered. “Twice.”

      Ashley gave a faint smile. “Not yet.” Her eyes flickered closed again.

      Movement came from across the room. Sam’s throat constricted as he saw Hecate still standing, his grey eyes fixed on the body of his mate. In the rush of their fight with Susan, Sam had forgotten about the other Chead. Now he tensed, readying himself for one last battle. He wasn’t about to let the creature avenge its fallen mate.

      But Hecate did not seem to notice them. Shoulders slumped, the Chead staggered across to Susan and fell to his knees beside her. “I’m…sorry,” he croaked, taking the woman’s hand in his. “I should never…have betrayed you…my mate.”

      A lump lodged in Sam’s throat. Swallowing, he blinked back tears of his own, a wave of compassion sweeping over him. Watching Hecate, Sam saw his own grief from a moment before reflected in the Chead’s eyes. Only there would be no respite for Hecate, no reprieve from his loss.

      Ashley had made sure of that.

      Sobs racked Hecate and a low keening filled the apartment. Sam stared, mesmerized by the Chead’s pain, by its humanity. Finally, he forced himself to look away, unable to watch any longer.

      Liz still lay where Susan had dropped her, just a few feet from the grieving Chead. Climbing to her knees, she stared at Hecate, as though still not quite able to believe they’d won.

      Beyond Hecate, Chris stood poised, ready to leap if the Chead moved, until it became obvious the creature had eyes only for its dead mate. His shoulders slumped, his wings sagging to either side of him as he looked away.

      Sam let out a long sigh as looked back at Ashley. Her eyes were closed, but the soft whisper of her breath reassured him she lived. He just hoped the President’s blow to her skull hadn’t left any lasting damage.

      “We did it,” he said softly.

      Eyes still closed, Ashley nodded. A smile played across her lips. “We did.”

      Sam’s eyes travelled to where the President lay. “We have to tell the world,” he said.

      “Redemption,” Ashley murmured back.

      His stomach clenched at that. Redemption. The word rang in his mind. He glanced at Chris, nodding slowly to himself. Ashley was right—this news would bring redemption for both of them. Whatever crimes they’d committed would be wiped away when the world learned what they’d done, when the people heard that the so-called winged freaks had put an end to the tyrant.

      They would no longer be demons, but heroes.

      “Redemption,” he repeated finally. “For all of us.”

      Movement came as Liz staggered to her feet. Stumbling slightly, she looked down at Hecate. “I’m sorry, Hecate.”

      The Chead looked up at her, grey eyes blank. “You…” He growled, blinking. Lines creased his forehead as he frowned. “This is…your fault. You…tempted me.”

      “No, that was Talisa,” Liz whispered. “I never wanted any of this.”

      “Liar!”

      Growling, Hecate climbed to his feet. Liz’s eyes widened. She shuffled backwards, but her wing snagged beneath her boots, sending her staggering sideways. A shriek started in her throat, quickly cut off as Hecate charged, his arm wrapping around her neck.

      “Stay back,” he hissed, eyes wild. Holding Liz in front of him, he backed away.

      Sam was already on his feet. He shared a glance with Chris and the two edged slowly apart, though Sam made sure to keep himself between Hecate and Ashley. Breath held, they shuffled after the retreating Chead.

      Teeth bared, Liz stared back at them, her face a mask of agony. Her wings hung limply behind her, crushed against Hecate’s chest. From the way she’d moved earlier, Sam guessed they were broken. Her left arm, dangling uselessly at her side, definitely was, but her right was already clasped tight around Hecate’s wrist. Her eyes flashed as she looked from Sam to Chris.

      Sam gave the slightest nod. He understood. It was only a matter of time before her venom incapacitated Hecate. They just had to make sure he didn’t do anything rash before it took effect.

      “Let her go, Hecate,” Chris said, his voice shaking. “Take Susan and go, we won’t stop you. Just let Liz go.”

      Hecate’s eyes switched between the two of them. Behind him, the mahogany desk brought him up short. Uncertainty flashed across the Chead’s face, but his hold around Liz’s neck did not relent.

      Sam tried to judge the distance between them. His strength was growing by the second now, as the last traces of sarin gas left his system. All he needed was a second, a moment to close the gap and pull Liz to safety.

      “Hecate!” he shouted, taking another step. “You heard what he said.”

      But now Hecate grinned. Pulling Liz tight against his chest, he snarled. “Stay back. Or I snap…her pretty little neck.”
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      “Just let her go, Hecate,” Chris whispered. His legs shook, and suddenly those were the only words that would come to him. A sick sense of helplessness wrapped around his stomach as he watched the vile creature hold Liz hostage.

      Hecate stood in front of the President’s desk, eyes wild, a dark smile on his twisted face. He didn’t seem to care that Liz’s fingers were wrapped tightly around his wrist. It only added to Chris’s terror. The scene in the desert played itself out over and over in his mind, Hecate murdering the innocent family. His stomach swirled. It was all he could do not to fall to his knees and throw up.

      This couldn’t be happening.

      “What do you want, Hecate?” Sam asked calmly.

      Relief washed through Chris. He wasn’t alone. Sam was with him—strong, reliable Sam, the one who had never let them down. Sam would find a way out of this.

      He had to.

      Because Chris’s mind had come to a sudden, grinding halt.

      “Please, Hecate, just let her go,” he said again, his words a broken record now.

      “No,” Hecate laughed. The Chead was gaining confidence, his eyes filled with a sick sense of joy at their fear. “At least, not yet.”

      “Don’t hurt her,” Chris croaked.

      Grinning, Hecate stroked a lock of Liz’s black hair. She flinched from his touch, but his grip pulled her back.

      “Oh, I won’t,” he said, turning on Chris, “at least, not if you give me what I want.”

      “And what do you want?”

      “What she wanted,” Hecate whispered, nodding at Susan. “What she…gave her life for.”

      Chris stared into the mad eyes of the Chead, then staggered as the full meaning of Hecate’s words sank in. Nausea filled his stomach and he croaked out something unintelligible.

      “The keys are…in their places,” Hecate continued. In his arms, Liz had gone still. She stared at Chris, eyes shimmering. “All I need…is someone to help me.”

      The words shook Chris to his core. Tears stung his eyes. He could hardly breathe. Fists clenched, he watched, helpless, as Hecate dragged Liz around the desk until they stood in front of the silver panel. The keys still sat in their locks, the dull black metal gleaming with the promise of death.

      “We don’t have…much time,” Hecate rasped, his voice slithering through the room. “I can already…feel her venom. Do not wait too long…Chris. Not like last time.” His laughter echoed around the room, taunting him.

      “Hecate, please,” Chris gasped.

      He saw again the murdered family, their blood staining the asphalt.

      Beside him, Sam stood fixed in place, frozen by the creature’s words. Somewhere behind them, Ashley lay on the floor, but she couldn’t help them now. Chris had seen her after facing down Susan. His friend had used up everything she had.

      It was just Chris and Hecate now.

      “Come now…Chris,” Hecate breathed. “What do they mean to you? What have they ever done but use you? But hurt you? Join me. Use the key. Save your mate. Help me end the tyranny of those who created us.”

      “I can’t,” Chris said in a shaking voice. He said the words, but he didn’t know what they meant.

      He couldn’t help the Chead end the world. He had come here with Liz to stop them.

      But he couldn’t face a life without Liz. Not again.

      The first traces of pain appeared on Hecate’s face. His lips drew back in a snarl, revealing yellowed teeth. “Hurry, Chris. Time is running out!” The fingers of his spare hand trailed down Liz’s cheek. This time she didn’t flinch.

      Instead, her crystal eyes found Chris’s, soft, fearless. A sob tore from him as somewhere deep inside a part of him broke, torn asunder by the impossible choice before him.

      His love.

      Or the world.

      “Time is wasting, Chris,” Hecate whispered.

      Chris looked at Liz one last time, taking in every inch of her, freezing her forever in his mind. The silky curls of her pitch-black hair, the sweet crinkle of skin at the corners of her mouth, the curves of her long neck. Her dark feathers hung behind her, limp and broken. She must have been in terrible pain, standing there with Hecate pressing against her broken bones. But when she looked at him, a smile touched her lips, a silent farewell.

      Closing his eyes, Chris made his choice.
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          Two Years Later

        

      

    

    
      Chris smiled as the wind caught beneath his wings and lifted him higher. Air rushed past his face, tugging at his long hair and cutting through his jacket. Sucking in a breath, he savored the crisp winter air. In his arms, the baby goat began to squirm, and he tightened his grip around its tiny legs. One thousand feet above the Californian plains, he didn’t think it would survive the fall.

      He’d found the goat wandering alone in a field as he scouted for food. Unable to resist such a golden opportunity, Chris had swooped down and plucked up the kid before it could realize what was happening.

      Ahead, the towering peaks loomed, calling him home. His wings beat down as another gust swept around him, trying to pull him from the sky. He glanced back, checking the progress of the storm. The sky was dark, almost pitch-black, and gathering himself he picked up the pace. He wanted to be home and indoors long before it struck the mountains.

      Feathers cracked alongside him and he smiled as Ashley drifted into view. Her white wings swept down, propelling her into the lead. Chris sighed as her voice called back.

      “Told you a goat was too much.”

      Rolling his eyes, Chris picked up speed. The plains fell away behind them, turning to the rocky slopes of the foothills. Chris shivered as he saw the dark pines rising from the mountainside ahead. In his mind, he watched again their desperate flight through the trees, all those years ago. He recalled the fear in the eyes of Richard and Jasmine as the soldiers encircled them.  It all seemed so long ago now.

      Tearing his gaze from the forest, Chris focused on the white peaks stabbing up into the murky sky. Thunder rumbled, echoing from the cliffs. Screaming, the baby goat started to kick again. Cursing his own foolishness, Chris kept on. He wasn’t about to abandon the thing now, not after carrying it all this way.

      Below, the trees gave way to the stark grey stone of the mountains. Here the soil was thin, and only scraggly bushes were able to survive. He winced at the memory of their thorns. Scrambling up the side of the mountain, guards hot on his heels, he’d hardly noticed them at the time. But the things had ached for weeks afterwards.

      Fortunately, the miracle of flight meant he no longer had to worry about such trivialities. He watched as a blanket of snow turned the barren rock to white. Light shone from all around them as they soared deeper into the mountains. Watching the snow, he remembered the day he’d seen Ashley fall, how her blood had stained the snow red.

      But Ashley had survived, had endured torture and torment where so many others had crumbled, and emerged stronger for it. From the very start, she had been their strength, always the first to offer encouragement, the one with the words to keep them going, whatever the odds.

      Yet it wasn’t until that day in the Kirtland Air Force Base, when all had seemed lost, that Ashley had shown her true strength. When all of them had failed, when he and Sam and Liz had succumbed to the Chead’s power, Ashley had stepped up. Even injured and broken, she’d prevailed where no one else could.

      If only I’d had that strength. Chris’s heart twisted. He forced the thought from his mind.

      Chris squinted, trying to make out the way ahead. Even with the darkening sky, the glare off the snow threatened to blind him. Ahead, Ashley’s wings seemed to merge with their surroundings, almost disappearing into the storm. His strength flagging, Chris fixed his gaze on her scarlet hair and chased after her.

      Hours passed as they raced between the jagged peaks, every wingbeat bringing them closer to the facility where they had been reborn, nearer to home. The thought still brought a smile to his face. Once the place had been a prison to them, a ghost that haunted their dreams, hovering over their lives like some invisible force.

      After everything they’d been through in New Mexico, they’d needed a sanctuary, a place to escape from the chaos—if only for a while. It had been Ashley’s idea to reclaim the facility, to take the nightmare and make it their own. They’d tried to dissuade her, but by then there’d been no arguing with Ashley. Not when her eyes were glowing, anyway.

      Now though, Chris had to admit that she’d been right. The Chead’s raid had left the facility silent and abandoned. With the Director running the laboratory beneath Alcatraz, Chris guessed the government had had no need for such a remote outpost. But it had served their purpose perfectly.

      Together they’d made their slow way back across New Mexico and Arizona, following their instincts, retracing their steps back to the place where they’d been created. Thinking of that time now, Chris couldn’t help but feel they’d been reborn within those cold walls. It was as though from the moment he’d woken in that steel cage, his old self had died, and a new Chris had emerged into the world.

      He shivered at the idea and turned his thoughts back to those long days after Susan’s death. Outside, they’d found the Kirtland Air Force Base in mid-evacuation, the Chead fled and the President’s winged experiments in disarray. Sam had flown across to face them. A few short words had passed between him and the other experiments, and most had turned and fled to the skies. But a few had remained, joining Sam and the others as they took to the air.

      Chris smiled as he thought of them now. Dalton, Angela, Marcus, Rebecca, Abby, Josephine. Their new friends. Their new family. The six almost made up for everyone else they’d lost.

      Almost.

      The boom of thunder pulled Chris back to the present. He swore as rain swept past, drenching him to the skin. Ashley’s white wings reflected the clash of lightning overhead. Beyond, Chris caught the faint glint of light on the mountainside.

      His heart lifted and drawing on his last reserves of strength, Chris forced himself on. Pulling level with Ashley, the two shared a grim smile. Misery was etched across Ashley’s soaking face. Chris felt a pang of guilt as he realized she probably would have beaten the rain if he hadn’t slowed her down. Still, he consoled himself, she would thank him when they had fresh meat for dinner.

      Finally, they found themselves above the bright glow of the facility. Angling their wings, they spiraled down through the darkness. Water dripped from Chris’s feathers, dragging on his wings, but it didn’t matter now. They were almost home.

      The courtyard in the middle of the facility beckoned. Chris breathed a sigh of relief as they touched down. Quickly he lifted his wings above their heads, sheltering them from the pounding rain. Ashley shot him a glare, eyebrows raised, and a smile twitched on Chris’s lips.

      “Better than nothing?” He laughed over the crash of thunder.

      In his arms, the goat began to bleat. Ashley gave a weary shake of her head. “Let’s get inside.”

      Nodding, they started towards the door. Light spilled from the windows, and Chris glimpsed shadows moving within. His heart lifted at the thought of the others. He hoped someone had thought to save them dinner. They were more than a few hours late, but that wasn’t unusual. Surely…

      A hinge squealed as the door into the facility swung open. Lighting flashed, silhouetting the figure standing in the doorway.

      “Is that a goat?” a voice called.

      Laughing, Chris nodded and picked up his pace. He could sense the temperature dropping, the rain turning to ice around them. The storm was building, preparing to hurl all its might against the stony Californian peaks. It would be a long night.

      But with the warmth of home beckoning, Chris didn’t care.

      In the doorway, the shadow shifted, the last of the lightning fading away. Smiling, the figure stepped into the rain to meet them. Her wings lifted, merging with the darkness of the storm, protecting her from the rain. His heart swelling, Chris moved to meet her.

      They came together in a rush, as they always did, wings entwining, arms embracing, bodies uniting. It didn’t matter that the poor goat was caught between them, that its terrified bleats were ringing from the courtyard walls and sleet was dripping down Chris’s back. All that mattered was they were together, that Chris could feel her warmth in his arms, her breath against his skin, her lips beneath his.

      The world be damned, nothing else mattered but this.
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      Alastair sat alone in the darkness, staring into the flickering fire. Holding out his arms, he let its heat wash through his rain sodden cloak. The autumn storm had caught him in the open, drenching him to the skin before he could guide his horse to the shelter of the nearby trees.

      A rumble of distant thunder echoed through the trees, and shivering, Alastair shifted closer to the flames. He stifled a groan as his old joints cracked with the movement.

      Adding a fresh stick to the blaze, Alastair watched the greedy tongues of flame lick up its length. Wind rustled in the dark branches overhead and the fire flickered, its feeble light casting long shadows across the tiny clearing.

      A head appeared in the nearby trees, its long face stretching out towards him. Alastair’s heart clenched and he reached for his sword, before he realised it was only his horse. Snickering, his mount shook its head and retreated into the shadows.

      Shivering, Alastair released his sword hilt and cursed himself for a fool. He knew all too well the dangers of the night, the creatures that stalked the shadows of the Three Nations. Once he had been one to stand against such things. Now though…

      He shook his head, forcing away the morbid thoughts. He was still a warrior; his name was feared by the beasts of the dark.

      But he could not dismiss the whispers of his own doubt. It had been decades since he’d last fought the good fight, and the long years between had stripped him of his strength. The old man shivering at autumn shadows was a spectre, a ghost of the Alastair that had once battled the demons of winter.

      And now the demons had returned.

      “If only,” he whispered to the cold night. The words carried with them the weight of regret, the sorrow of wasted decades.

      If only he had known.

      If only he had prepared himself.

      Instead, the great Alastair had settled down and put the dark days behind him. And in his absence, the dark things had come creeping back. Now their shadow stretched across the Three Nations, threatening to shatter the fragile peace he had worked his whole life to create.

      It was only when Antonia came to him that he had realised his folly. Her reappearance shattered the peaceful world he’d built for himself, and dragged him back to a life he’d thought long buried.

      “Find them,” she’d ordered, and he had obeyed.

      Yet things never were simple when she was involved. For two years now he had searched, seeking out the family he had helped to hide so long ago. But the trail was ancient, and his quarry had long since perfected the skills he’d taught them.

      He had tracked them as far as Peakill before the line vanished. For all he knew, they were all gone. He prayed to Ansonia it was not so.

      The wind died away and the chirp of crickets rose above the whisper of the trees. The fire popped as a log collapsed, scattering sparks across the ground. He watched them slowly dwindle to nothing and then looked up at the dark canopy. Through the branches, he glimpsed the brilliance of the full moon.

      Alastair gritted his teeth. She would come tonight. His hands shook as a sick dread rose in his throat. The world would feel the consequences of his failure.

      “Not yet, there is still time,” the soft whisper of a girl’s voice came from the shadows.

      Antonia walked from the trees. A veil of mist clung to her small frame, obscuring her features. But her violet eyes shone through the darkness, the firelight pale by comparison. Those eyes held such power, such resolve, that Alastair shrank before them. The scent of roses filled the grove, cleansing the smoky air as she strode towards him.

      “It doesn’t matter. They’re gone, and I’m not strong enough to continue. Find someone else to fight this battle, I’m done!” He lowered his gaze, unable to meet her eyes.

      “There is no one else. You were there at the beginning – now you must see things through to the end,” her voice shook with anger. “Look at me, and tell me you would abandon everything we have worked for!”

      Alastair glanced up. “I abandoned my family for your cause,” he ground out the words. “I have sacrificed everything for you, what more do you want? It’s over, they’re gone.”

      He stared at Antonia, expecting anger, scorn, disappointment. She smiled. “It’s not over, Alastair. There is still hope. Elynbrigge has found them.”

      The breath caught in Alastair’s throat as he stared at the Goddess. “Where?” he choked.

      Antonia laughed, the sound like raindrops dancing on water. “The trail was old, but they are alive and well in Chole. You will find them there. He will watch over them until you arrive.”

      Alastair jumped to his feet, scattering firewood into the flames. The blaze roared, leaping to devour the fresh meal. He ignored it. The fire be damned, they were alive!

      “Wait,” Antonia’s tone gave him pause. “First, you must go to Oaksville. There is someone there who needs you. When you find him, take him with you. Be quick; Archon won’t be far behind.”

      “Who is in Oaksville?” The town was close, but the detour would cost precious time.

      “Eric.”

      Before he could question her further, she was gone.

      For a long time Alastair stood staring at the space where she had stood. Her words trickled through his thoughts, banishing his guilt, his anguish. In their place, a fragile spark of hope lit the darkness.

      He didn’t sleep that night. Instead, he mounted his horse and rode through the darkness, into the dawn. As the sun rose into the sky and drifted towards noon, he topped the rise over Oaksville and looked down on the town.

      Below, Oaksville lay nestled in the crook of a valley. Sickly pillars of smoke curled up from behind its walls, obscuring the rooftops.

      Alastair kicked Elcano into a gallop.
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      A pillar of smoke rose from the burning house. Flames roared and heat scorched his eyes, but he could not look away. The blaze lit the night, chasing the stars from the sky.

      Amidst the fire, the silhouette of a boy appeared. He stumbled from the wreckage, clothes falling to ash around him. Sparks of lightning leapt from his fingertips, leaving scorch marks on the tiled street. Soot covered his slim face, marred only by a trail of tears running down his cheeks. The wind caught his mop of dark brown hair, revealing the deep blue glow of his eyes.

      He wore an expression of absolute terror.

      “Help me!”

      Eric screamed as he tore himself from the dream. Gasping, he fumbled for his knife, fear rising to swamp his thoughts. The blade slid clear of his belt, and then tumbled through his hands. Diving forward, he caught it by the hilt and rolled to his feet.

      A wall of vegetation rose around him, sealing him in. The dark fingers of branches clawed at his clothing as he spun, scanning the clearing. But there was no one there.

      He was alone.

      His shoulders slumped as the last traces of the dream fell from him. He sucked in a breath, his heart still thudding hard in his chest. Returning the blade to his belt, he cast another glance around at his surroundings.

      The clearing was unchanged from the night before. The trees still stood in a silent ring, their leaves speckled with the red and gold of early autumn. Where the canopy thinned overhead he could make out touches of the blue sky, but below the dark of night still clung to the undergrowth.

      Eric shivered as goosebumps prickled his skin. Rubbing his arms, he wished for the thousandth time he possessed more than a holey blanket and worn leather jacket to fend off the cold.

      Reaching down, he stuffed the blanket into his bag with the rest of his measly possessions – dried meat, a waterskin, and a holey change of clothes. He wore the steel bracelet his parents had given to him as a child around his wrist. The familiar dream clung to him as he moved, the boy’s face lurking in the shadows. He knew that face. It was his own.

      He shivered again and flung his bag over his shoulder with a little too much force. Pushing aside the dream, he pulled on his travel worn boots and brushed the leaves from his hair, determined to forget the bad omen. Just a little way through the forest was the Gods’ Road, and about a mile along its rutted surface was the town of Oaksville. There he planned to make a fresh start for himself. And he wasn’t about to let a bad dream stop him.

      Straightening, he squared his shoulders and started off through the trees. Excitement quickened his pace – this was it. Today he would end his self-imposed exile. In the two years since his fifteenth birthday, he had wandered alone through the forests and plains of Plorsea. In all that time, he had kept his own company, speaking only occasionally to strangers he encountered on the road.

      The isolation had very nearly driven him insane.

      He paused at the edge of the Gods’ Road and crouched down in the shadows. Looking left and right, he waited, checking for signs of movement. Even in daylight, the wilderness was not safe for a lone traveller. Just the day before he had been forced to hide as a troupe of Baronian raiders rode past.

      Once such a sight would have been rare anywhere in the Three Nations. But lately the nomadic bandits had grown bold, pushing closer and closer to major establishments such as Oaksville. The king had sent soldiers to dispatch them, but so far all efforts to apprehend the Baronians had been unsuccessful.

      A minute passed, and satisfied he was alone, Eric straightened and turned west along the Gods’ Road. Before long, the trees either side of the path began to thin, giving way to the grassy steeps of a valley.

      Squinting into the rising sun, Eric strained for his first glimpse of the town. A layer of fog clung to the slopes, but it was quickly fading in the rising sun. Buildings began to take shape – wooden houses with tall smoking chimneys, the three-pronged spire of a temple, a crumbling castle amidst the slate roofs, the old stone walls ringing the town.

      Eric’s spirit soared at the sight. Then the first gust of wind reached him on the hilltop, carrying with it the clang of hammers and clip-clop of hooves. His nose wrinkled at the tang of smoke. The image of a burning house flickered into his mind.

      He paused mid-stride, and a voice whispered in his mind.

      Go back!

      Ice trickled down Eric’s back. His knees shook, and his heart pounded like a runaway wagon on a cobbled street. He gripped his fists tight against his side as his vision swam.

      What if I’m not ready?

      Turning his head, Eric looked back up the hill. The long grass rippled in the wind, the trees beyond shadowing its movement. He felt a sudden yearning to return to them, to escape the rush of civilisation waiting below. But in his heart, he knew the forest had nothing left to offer him. It could not give him friendship, or the comfort of human touch.

      You’re ready – nothing has happened in months.

      Eric drew in a lungful of air and faced the town. Taking another step, his chest constricted as the terror returned. But this time, his nerve held, and step-by-step, he made his way down the valley.

      He looked up as the outer wall loomed, its great stone blocks casting the path into shadow. Ahead, a gaping hole in the stonework swallowed the road whole. A guard stood to either side of the gates, dressed in the chainmail and crimson tunics of the Plorsean reserve. Each held a steel-tipped spear loosely at their sides. The one on the right spared Eric a glance as he passed by, then returned his eyes to the road.

      Eric passed between the open gates and into the darkness of the tunnel. Moss covered the giant slabs of rock, while iron grates peered down from the ceiling, once used to pour burning oil on invaders who breached the outer gates. These walls dated back to darker times, before peace had come to the Three Nations.

      Taking a breath, Eric continued on, until he stepped from the tunnel and back into sunlight.

      He hesitated as he found himself on the edge of a bustling marketplace. The gateway opened onto a tiny square where people were rushing to and fro, ducking between the vendors and patrons that packed the tiny space. Bearded men thrust silver fish into the faces of passers-by. Others waved loaves of the bread in the air as they cried out their prices. Coal braziers burned in the corners, filling the air with the scent of smoke and roasting meat.

      Eric staggered back as the buzz of a hundred voices assaulted his ears. Dust swept up from the cobbles, catching in his throat, and coughing he turned to retreat back to the haven of the tunnel. As he moved, his feet tripped on the uneven ground, and he crashed down on the stones. His ears rang as his head struck.

      Groaning, he looked up, his vision spinning.

      A face appeared overhead. “Careful there, mate.” The man offered a hand. Eric recognised the western twang of a Trolan accent.

      His arm shaking, Eric took the man’s hand. He staggered as the stranger hauled him to his feet, and felt a steadying arm on his shoulder.

      “Looked like a nasty fall,” the Trolan offered. “You okay?”

      The man wore a dark brown cloak and towered over Eric’s five feet and seven inches. A matted beard and moustache covered his chin, while a broad smile detracted somewhat from the twisted lump that served him for a nose. His brown eyes looked down at Eric from beneath bushy eyebrows. Silver streaked his black hair.

      Eric nodded.  “Don’t know what happened,” he stuttered. “I was just… overwhelmed.”

      “Country boy then?” The man unleashed a booming laugh. “Remember my first time in a town like this. They stole every penny I had. Not the pickpockets, mind you, those crooked merchants! Bought a dagger that snapped the first time I dropped it. Prey on the weak, these townsmen. Don’t you worry, mate, us country folk look after our own. The name’s Pyrros Gray, what can I do for you?”

      Eric grinned. The man reminded him of the warm manner of people in his village. “My names Eric. Is there some place quiet I could sit, just for a while? My head is spinning.”

      “Pleasure, Eric. I know a place – a tavern not far from here. Usually pretty quiet at this hour. Follow old Pyrros, we’ll have you there in no time.”

      Without waiting for a reply, Pyrros set off through the crowd. Eric quickly chased after him, suddenly afraid to be left alone in the press of bodies. His legs were unsteady beneath him and his head throbbed with every step, but gritting his teeth he pressed on after the Trolan.

      Halfway through the throng of bodies, a woman stepped between them and thrust a wet trout in his face. “Cheapest in town!” she yelled over the crowd.

      Shaking his head, Eric side-stepped the merchant.  She shouted after him, but he ignored her, his eyes scanning the crowd for Pyrros.

      “There you are, Eric! Thought I’d lost you!”

      Eric spun, and his shoulders sagged with relief as he found Pyrros beside him.

      Pyrros laughed as they started off again. “So what brought you to Oaksville, mate?”

      Eric shrugged. “I wanted a fresh start.”

      “Well, we’ll see what we can do bout that. Come on, almost there.”

      Together they slipped into a narrow alleyway that twisted away from the marketplace. Tall brick walls hemmed them in on either side, casting the alley in shadow. The drone of the markets died off as they rounded the first corner. Rotting wood and discarded garbage lay heaped in piles, but someone had worn a trail between the mess.

      Eric wrinkled his nose as they passed a pile of decomposing fish heads. Stepping around it, he hesitated. “Are you sure this is the way?”

      Pyrros turned and grinned. “It’s a short cut. Away from the crowds, you know.”

      A chill breeze blew through the alley and the hairs on the back of Eric’s neck stood on end. He looked up and saw Pyrros grinning back at him. But now his face no longer seemed so friendly.

      Slowly, Eric drew to a stop. Laughing, Pyrros turned back and placed his hands on his hips.

      “What’s the matter, Eric?”

      Eric shook his head as he retreated a step. Inwardly he cursed his stupidity, in allowing himself to be lead away from the crowd. His skull gave another sharp throb. Gritting his teeth, he struggled to concentrate.

      “I think I prefer the crowd to the garbage, thanks.” Eric swallowed as Pyrros’s eyes hardened.

      Quickly he turned away, preparing to flee. But two men now stood in the alley behind him, blocking his path. One held a wooden baton loosely in his hand, the other a heavy club. Both stood at least a foot taller than Eric. They were dressed in the plain clothes of villagers, but their smiles suggested darker intentions. They spread out across the alleyway, blocking Eric’s escape.

      “Don’t bother running, mate,” there was menace in Pyrros’s voice now. “Make this easier on yourself.”

      Eric half-turned, keeping the other men in sight. “What do you want?”

      Pyrros shrugged. “Trades hard with the Baronians ruling the wilderness. Not much work for an honest merchant.” He took a step towards Eric as he spoke, his boots crunching in the filth of the alleyway. “Gotta change with the times.”

      Eric retreated, but that only narrowed the distance with the other men. “I don’t have any money.”

      Pyrros laughed. “Don’t want your money, mate.” He looked Eric up and down. “Young lad like you should fetch a good price in the Trolan mines.”

      Ice wrapped around Eric’s heart. “You’re a slaver.”

      He shot the man a look of pure disgust. Slavery had been forbidden in the Three Nations for centuries. Those who still practiced the trade were considered the scum of the land – and faced execution if they were caught.

      “Eric, how could you accuse old Pyrros of such a thing?” Pyrros placed a hand on his chest in mock hurt. “I just keep my eyes open, is all. Help spot the ones no one will miss. Marked you the second you walked through the gates. Looked like a lost little foal, standing there in the square.”

      Eric clenched his fists. “My parents are coming later. They’ll look for me–”

      A burst of laughter cut him off. The men behind him were creeping closer. Eric shrank back from them, his eyes flickering back and forth as he weighed up his options. His heart raced and blood pounded painfully in his head.

      This cannot be happening!

      Scratching his beard, Pyrros casually took another step. “These Baronians will introduce you to that new life you were looking for, mate. Give it up.”

      Eric’s shoulders slumped, and bowing his head, he stepped towards Pyrros. The man grinned and reached for him, but at the last second Eric spun and leapt at the man with the club. As he moved he drew the knife from his belt, but the man was already ready for him. Grinning, the thug lifted his weapon.

      Shifting on his heel, Eric twisted again and dove for the gap between the Baronians.

      He almost made it.

      The breath exploded between Eric’s teeth as the club caught him in the chest and hurled him backwards. The dagger slipped from his fingers as his strength fled. Choking, he slumped to his knees, before another blow sent him tumbling backwards.

      Fury flared in his chest as the Baronians entered his vision, broad grins darkening their faces. Overhead, thunder clapped, and raindrops began to fall.

      Footsteps came from nearby. Pyrros appeared, a frown on his rugged face. “You disappoint me, Eric. I took you for a quick learner.”

      Lifting his boot, Pyrros slammed it into Eric’s side. Agony tore through Eric’s chest as he rolled onto his side, eyes watering as he gasped for air. But another blow caught him in the stomach and hurled him back.

      Groaning, Eric gritted his teeth, the embers of his fury taking light, burning suddenly in the darkness of his mind.

      “Stupid boy.” Now the rain was bucketing down, filling the alleyway, soaking through the clothes of his attackers. Pyrros’ boot lashed out again, smashing into his ribs and head.

      Eric curled into a ball as the assault continued. He shrieked with the pain of each blow, fear and rage battling within.

      Then red flashed across his vision, and something snapped inside of him. A terrible light exploded through his mind, slipping from the deepest recesses of his consciousness. Its power swept through him, washing away all thought, all sensation. He no longer felt the blows of his attackers, or the rain, or the dirt beneath his fingers. All that remained was an all-consuming hate, a need to lash out.

      A tormented scream echoed through the alleyway as the last barrier in his mind shattered.

      Eric opened his eyes. Blue light lit the stone walls around him, freezing the men in its glare. He watched the rage in Pyrros’s eyes turn to terror, saw the Baronians glance up, smelt the burning as it came.

      Heard the boom as the lightning struck.

      The men vanished into the blue light, their screams cut short by the roar of thunder. There was no chance to escape. One second the three were standing there, the next the lightning had consumed them.

      But it did not stop there.

      With a deafening crack, the sky tore asunder, unleashing the lightning hidden behind the black clouds.

      Screams rose over the thunder, as destruction poured down on the defenceless village. Splinters of wood and stone filled the air as the blue fire tore whole buildings apart.

      Eric struggled to his feet. His anger had vanished, his hatred spent. He stumbled towards the marketplace, mouth agape, horror clutching at his soul.

      No, no, no, this cannot be happening – not again!

      He watched as the lightning rained down, burning a deadly trail through the marketplace. Booths exploded before its wrath, staining the air with smoke and debris. Dozens had already fallen, their clothes blackened and crumbling, their bodies broken. Gusts of wind swirled through the square, picking up rubble and tearing roofs from buildings. The rain streamed down, but even that could not wash away the stench of the burning.

      Eric stumbled amidst the chaos, powerless to save his hapless victims. Falling to his knees, he watched the destruction through the haze of his tears. Lightning struck his frail body, but he felt nothing. Bolts of energy danced along his skin, raising goosebumps wherever they touched. Yet he remained unharmed.

      Why?

      When the thunder finally died away, a devastating silence spread over the square. Eric’s gaze swept the wreckage, taking in the burnt beams and canvas. Not a stall was left standing, and the flames were already beginning to spread. Bodies lay scattered amidst the ruin, half-buried by the rubble.

      This is my doing.

      Movement came from his right. He looked across as a man struggled to his feet. Their eyes met, and the man’s eyes widened with horror. Looking down, Eric saw that lightning still played across his chest and arms. He closed his eyes, unable to face the guilt, the accusations.

      Noise came from elsewhere now, as more survivors rose to view the shattered remains of their lives – and see the boy with lightning dancing on his skin.

      Eric stared back, his heart heavy. He had to say something, to explain, but he could not find the words. His body ached and his muscles burned but he struggled to his feet. He swayed as blood rushed to his head. Then, determined, he opened his mouth to speak.

      “Demon!”

      Eric froze as a man drew a dagger from his belt and started towards him. Others quickly rose to join the man, tearing makeshift clubs from the rubble as they went. Their faces hardened to grim masks, and the angry buzz of voices filled the square.

      Fear caught in Eric’s throat as he stumbled backwards. He searched again for the words of explanation, to tell them about his curse, that it had not been his fault.

      Because in his heart, he knew it would be a lie.

      He had prayed the curse had lifted, that he might finally be free. But deep down, he had known the truth, the danger he posed to everyone around him.

      A weight settled on his shoulders as he realised he could run no longer. This was all his doing; he needed to accept responsibility, to finally put an end to the darkness inside of him.

      The villagers hesitated as they neared him, fear giving them pause. Burns marked their skin and clothing, but flames burned in their eyes, fuelled by the horrors they had witnessed.

      Trembling, Eric stared at the makeshift blades and cudgels. His heart raced and he clenched his fists, struggling to ignore the hollow in the pit of his stomach. His ribs ached where the clubs had struck him earlier, and the bruises were already beginning to swell on his arms and legs. He shuddered at the thought of the pain still to come.

      Cautiously, the survivors edged closer, numbers fuelling their courage.

      Eric backed away, his courage fading with each step. The villagers increased their pace, sensing his fear. He stumbled backwards over the rubble, unable to tear his eyes from the crowd, and crashed to the ground. The shock lifted the spell.

      Scrabbling to his feet, Eric ran for his life.
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      Eric sprinted down the burning streets. The roar of angry voices chased after him, driving him through the downpour. Dodging past the wreckage of shattered homes, he squinted through the rain, seeking out a path. Wind whipped across his face, slicing through his waterlogged jacket and sending icy drips down his spine.

      His eyes watered as clouds of acrid smoke drifted across his path. Lifeless bodies lay amidst the pooling water, thick droplets of rain splattering around them.

      Eric ran on. Soot clung to him, mixing with the rain, turning his skin black. He passed a hand through his filthy hair, struggling to think, to find a way through the chaos. His legs trembled, and he sucked in great, shuddering mouthfuls of air. He was at the end of his endurance.

      The glow of approaching torches flickered in the lengthening shadows. The day was dying, and Eric could only pray the darkness would come soon. He drove himself on, the freezing wind buffeting him, his footsteps splattering in the flooded streets. Water filled his boots and his leggings squelched with every stride.

      A shout came from behind him, followed by the clang of a crossbow. Eric ducked as a steel bolt struck the wall a few feet to his right. Glancing back, he saw a crowd racing down the street and ducked into an alley before the bowman could fire again.

      Why?

      The thought chased itself around his head. He scrambled through the alley, scarcely able to see in the shadows. A jagged piece of steel tore his arm, but he ran on.

      He burst from the alleyway back into the open streets. The sun had finally set, leaving only the dying flames to light his way. They cast the world into a realm of shadows.

      Curses came from behind him, and Eric glanced back in time to see the first of his hunters emerge into the street. They held flaming torches high above their heads, casting back the shadows, exposing their gaunt faces to the light.

      Weaving through the rubble-strewn street, Eric listened for the tell-tale whistle of arrows. Water flicked up in his wake, shining in the fire’s light. An arrow shrieked past his shoulder, raising goosebumps as it went.

      He glanced back without breaking stride, and saw a man with a crossbow hurriedly winding his weapon. The clack of its springs echoed down the street, before the smoke closed in, hiding them from view.

      Turning, he ran on through a world twisted by his destruction.
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        * * *

      

      The darkness was finally complete, the last flames snuffed out by the blanket of night. The rain had ceased and the clouds parted to reveal the star-studded sky. The moon had yet to show its face, yet to cast its pale glow on the devastation below.

      Eric huddled among the ruins of an old building, listening carefully for footsteps in the street outside. A chill breeze drifted through the hole in the wall, sending a violent shiver through his rain-drenched body. His teeth chattered, but he clenched them tight, terrified they might give him away.

      Finally he allowed himself to breathe, satisfied for the moment he was safe. He sat back on his haunches, and his hand brushed against something soft and yielding. Glancing down, he saw the glassy eyes of a dead man staring back at him. Terrible burns blackened the man’s face and clothing, and where the flames had not reached, his skin was a pallid grey.

      Stomach wrenching, Eric threw himself back from the body. His gut heaved, and bending in two, he emptied the pitiful contents of his stomach onto the cracked floor.

      When there was nothing left to throw up, Eric sat back on his haunches and held his face in his hands. His throat burned and anxiety gnawed at his chest. Silently he returned to his spy hole and peered outside to check if anyone had noticed the commotion.

      Through the cracks in the walls, he watched the full moon rise slowly into the sky. Its cool light offered no warmth, yet the sight still gave him comfort.

      Eric froze as the soft crunch of a footstep on gravel carried to him from the street outside. Another followed, barely audible over the thudding of his heart.

      Swallowing hard, he tried to dislodge the lump in his throat. He peered out into the street and saw the silhouette of a man moving through the shadows.

      A brown cloak billowed out in the wind, revealing the gold embossed hilt of a short sword strapped to the man’s waist. Moving faster, he emerged from the shadows, seeming to make straight for Eric’s hiding place. Silver lines of thread embroidered his clothing, weaving intangible patterns down his arms and legs. A grey hood obscured his face, but Eric could feel his eyes as they searched the wreckage.

      Crouched in his hiding place, Eric hardly dared to breathe. Muscles tensed, he told himself he was safe, hidden by the shadows. But still the man came closer.

      “Come out,” the man whispered, his voice old and rasping. “I’m not here to hurt you.”

      Pulling back his hood, the man revealed his long grey hair and a clean-shaven chin. His lips curled into a frown as his piercing green eyes searched the shadows where Eric hid.

      Staring into those eyes, Eric found himself trapped in the heat of the man’s glare. Time seemed to slow, and for a moment Eric felt as though his mind must be an open book, as though those eyes could see straight to his very soul. Shame welled within him, the crushing weight of his guilt threatening to overwhelm him.

      Then the old man blinked, and Eric shuddered as the spell broke. He sank to his knees, staring at the muddy ground as the crunch of footsteps drew to a stop beside him. Exhaustion curled its way through his limbs, and he closed his eyes in listless surrender.

      But nothing happened. A long silence stretched out, before he finally looked back up. “What are you waiting for?” he spoke through gritted teeth. “Just do it.”

      The emerald eyes stared down at him, but the old man made no move to draw his sword. Anger flickered in Eric’s chest as he straightened, giving him strength.

      “What do you want?” he growled.

      The old man blinked again. “To help you.”

      Eric stared up at the old man, struggling to find the words to respond.

      “To help me?” he said at last. He threw out his arms, gesturing at the wreckage. “Why would you want to help me? Can’t you see what I’ve done, what I create? Only a demon would want to help someone like me.”

      The man’s eyes hardened. “I am no demon, boy. I am just a man. But I am the only chance you have of controlling that power inside you.”

      Slowly, Eric pulled himself to his feet, until he stood in front of the man. “Who are you?” he whispered.

      “My name is Alastair. And I suggest you come with me, now, before the others find us.”

      Alastair.

      The name had a familiar ring – where had he heard it before? Regardless, he was not prepared to trust again so easily – not after what had happened in the marketplace.

      He stood his ground as the man started to turn away. “Why should I trust you, Alastair?”

      Alastair glanced back, a frown tugging at his lips. Then he shrugged. “You probably shouldn’t,” reaching down, he drew his sword from its sheath and flicked it into the air. Catching it by the blade, he offered it hilt-first to Eric. “You hold onto this for now, if it makes you feel safer. You can give it back once I’ve earned your trust.”

      Eric stared at the blade for a second, before reaching out to accept the old man’s offer. Alastair nodded as the sword left his hand, and then stepped from the crumbled building back out into the street. Eric quickly followed, doing his best to avoid the debris strewn across the cobbles.

      Ahead, Alastair slipped off the road and into an alleyway. Eric followed close on his heels, the sword clutched close to his body. He had never used one before, and the weapon felt awkward in his hands.

      The old man moved on, drawing Eric deeper into the gloom. Silently he cursed his naivety, allowing himself to be led into another alley, and he gripped the blade tighter.

      But Alastair did not look back, and glancing around, Eric realised with a shiver the buildings to either side of them had collapsed. The heavy stone walls had remained intact, but now they leaned out into the alley, forming an unstable roof above their heads. Moonlight flooded through cracks in the stone, lighting the way ahead.

      Eric swallowed at the thought of all that stone and wood perched preciously above him. But the time for doubt had long since passed. Silently he followed the silver streaks of Alastair’s cloak through the gloom, taking reassurance from the man’s seeming indifference to the danger looming above them.

      As they neared the end of the alleyway, Alastair came to a sudden stop ahead of him. Eric froze, holding his breath as he listened for signs of movement.

      A shuffling sound came from the shadows as a dark figure stepped into a column of moonlight. Brown eyes flickered with recognition as they fell on Eric.

      “You,” a voice hissed.
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