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 Prologue 
 
    Maria Sanders let out a long sigh as the alarm sounded in the darkness. Stretching out an arm, she pressed the snooze button, silencing its shrill buzzing. Somewhere outside a cricket was chirping, but outside the windows the world remained dark. Lying back on her bed, Maria stared up at the ceiling, struggling to find the will to move. 
 
    She had barely slept all night – but then, that was hardly unusual. These days she was lucky to get a few hours sleep, even on a good night. In the darkness, she tried to recall how long it had been since the insomnia began, but she’d long since lost count. All through winter she had struggled on, but even the promise of summer’s return did nothing to ease her suffering.  
 
    Nothing would, not now. 
 
    Her daughter was dead, and she had all but given up hope of seeing her grandson alive again. 
 
    Cursing herself for her weakness, Maria pushed back her despair and willed herself into action. Climbing from the bed, she lugged herself across the room to her dresser. Her joints popped as she moved, stiff with old age and sleep, and she sighed. For all her long life, her body had never let her down. Yet now, when she needed it the most, she found herself trapped in the body of an old woman. If only she were still young, then maybe she could have done something, could have saved them… 
 
    Maria shivered and pushed the thought aside.  Cursing under her breath, she struggled into the old uniform she had left folded on the dresser. It was a poor fit – the pants were too baggy, and the shoulders dwarfing her thin frame. But then, it had never been meant for her. 
 
    She closed her eyes and pictured her late husband’s face, forever frozen in his youth. He had always been smiling, his hazel eyes alight with a love of life. How he would rage now, to know what had happened, to hear how they’d treated his daughter. Margaret had been the light of his life, his special girl, his legacy to the world. 
 
    And now she was dead, executed by the very nation Charles had given his life to defend. 
 
    Reaching down, Maria picked up the last piece of the uniform. She held the medal in her hand, remembering the day it had been presented to her. She had stood with the other widows of the American War, and received her husband’s honours. Her chest had swelled with pride as they presented her with the silver cross. Now, her hands shook as she pinned it to her chest. 
 
    My shield. 
 
    She closed her eyes and sent out silent thanks for her husband’s courage. His sacrifice had saved them all – his wife, his child, his nation. He and a thousand others like him had stood together against the wrath of the United States, and won. Even now, Charles protected her still, granting her respect and admiration in a society desperately short on both. 
 
    Moving into the kitchen, Maria prepared herself a pot of oatmeal. Her appetite had gone the same way as her sleep, and food no longer held any pleasure for her. Still, she needed the sustenance. It would be a long day.  
 
    The sun was starting to shine between the curtains as she sat down with her oatmeal. Her thoughts drifted as she ate, and she found herself wondering how everything had gone so wrong. They had started with such noble ideals, this young nation of hers, but somewhere along the line they had lost their way. 
 
    She guessed that was the nature of war. The conflict between the Western Allied States and the United States had been long and bloody, only coming to an end when the WAS ignited a nuclear fuse in Washington, DC. Millions of innocent lives had been lost, but with their leadership shattered, the USA had finally crumbled. 
 
    After almost a decade of war, peace had returned to the American continent. Yet even then, there had been those who questioned whether the cost had been worth the victory. 
 
    Twenty years later, Maria knew the truth. In the end, the WAS had become the very evil it had sought to escape. And now that same evil had come for her family. 
 
    She had been the first to discover the break-in. As she often did, Maria had wandered over to her daughter’s house for breakfast. But instead of a warm greeting, she had found the front door hanging from its hinges, a house in darkness, and a pool of blood in the kitchen. Struggling to control her panic, Maria had stumbled to the phone and dialled the police. 
 
    Yet despite the operator’s reassurance help was on its way, it had been two hours before a single police officer appeared. By then she was struggling to breath from her panic, and a sharp pain was beginning in her chest. She had followed the officer through the house, watching as he made a cursory inspection of the kitchen. She’d been desperate to hear they could find her daughter and grandson, but at the end the man had only shrugged, and told her they would follow up with the appropriate departments.  
 
    Afterwards, Maria returned home in a state of shock, terrified for her family, and unable to understand why the police had treated her so coldly. The next day she had called the station again, then when that failed, her local Elector. She had even tried a private investigator, but after listening politely to her story, they had all given her the same answer – there was nothing they could do. 
 
    It wasn’t until a week later that she finally received her answer. A letter had arrived in the mail, addressed to ‘The parent(s) of Margaret Sanders’. Tearing open the envelope, she’d read the fateful words and then slumped to the floor in despair.  
 
    Guilty of treason. 
 
    Even now, the words continued to ring in her ears. She had tried to petition the government, to convince them of her daughter’s innocence, anything that might clear her name. Their response had been silence. In desperation, she’d begged them to at least spare Chris’s life, to grant him a pardon as they had done for her. Why should she be spared for her age, she had argued, when Chris had barely had a chance to live? 
 
    When even that failed, Maria had begged just to be able to see them, to have one last chance to hold her daughter and grandson in her arms. 
 
    But the next time Maria had seen her daughter was during the New Year’s celebrations. Sitting alone in her lounge, Maria had watched, listless, as the President gave his state of the nation address. At the end, he had read out a string of names. She’d known it was coming, but Maria still winced when she heard her daughter’s name. 
 
    Margaret Sanders. 
 
    Tears had spilled from Maria’s eyes as her daughter walked out onto the stage. Margaret stood bound hand and foot, chained to her fellow prisoners. Her arms and legs were as thin as bone, her face shrunken to a shadow of herself. Her eyes were distant as she stared into the camera, and her hair hung in greasy tuffs, doing little to conceal the purple bruises that marked her face.  
 
    Maria had sank to the floor as the prisoners stopped in front of a line of soldiers. In desperation, she’d clung to the television, as though by will alone she might reach through and pull her daughter to safety. The President was still talking, his voice raised and ringing with passion, but Maria didn’t hear a word of what he said. All she could do was watch as her daughter fell to her knees, as the soldiers lifted their rifles, as the roar of gunfire filled her lounge.  
 
    Groaning, Maria tore herself from the memory. Wiping the tears from her eyes, she stood and placed the half-eaten bowl of oatmeal in the sink. As she scrubbed the dish clean, she forced her mind to other thoughts – to the one hope she had left. 
 
    Chris had escaped. It was all over the news. Men had even come to question her, but she had gleefully told them to go to hell. Even under the threat of arrest she’d refused to speak. They’d torn the house apart searching for him, but in the end they had left her alone.  
 
    No doubt they would be watching her now, but she knew Chris wouldn’t be foolish enough to return here. It just meant she had to be more careful with her own objectionable activities. 
 
    After her daughter’s death, Maria had been consumed by her rage. She had fed it, directed it, allowed it to give her knew purpose. Instead of wallowing in her grief, she had gone looking for others like her, for the relatives of dissidents, the families of those taken by the government. It had been a difficult search. The government’s policy of arresting the immediate family of traitors appeared to have crushed all notions of resistance. It had been weeks before she heard the first whispers of a resistance group. 
 
    The Mad Women. 
 
    Even now, the name made Maria smile. She didn’t know who had coined it, but it could not have been more appropriate. In respect for the generation who had fought in the American War, those over sixty-five were pardoned for the crimes of their relatives – even in the case of treason. In their arrogance, the government no longer saw Maria and her aging generation as a threat.  
 
    One day, Maria hoped to prove them wrong. 
 
    For now, their numbers were small, and they could not risk outright defiance. But they could remind the people of the past, of the war they had fought for their freedom. They could wear the uniforms and commendations of their fallen heroes, could stand in protest against oppression. 
 
    They could march. 
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    “We are still gathering information, but it is with profound regret that I can now confirm twelve civilians have been killed in the worst terrorist attack our nation has seen in decades.”  
 
    Chris stared at the television, watching the scenes around the courthouse unfold. He barely heard the woman’s words, until the camera flickered back to an image of her. She stood alone on the podium, her face sombre as her hazel eyes stared into the camera. Blonde hair hung down around her ears, untouched by grey. A splash of make-up added colour to her pale cheeks. Prominent cheekbones, a narrow jaw, and mascara around her eyes gave her the look of a predator. Chris shivered as he realised they were now her prey. 
 
    She wore a neatly tailored blue suit and an expensive pearl necklace around her pale throat, but there was nothing else to suggest she was the most powerful woman in the Western Allied States. But then, the Director of Domestic Affairs did not need expensive clothes or jewellery to remind the people of her authority. 
 
    “We can now reveal that, an hour ago, the four renegades we have been hunting launched a treasonous attack against the Supreme Court in San Francisco. Using black-market rifles, they attempted to execute the judges and attorneys they believe responsible for their convictions. Fortunately, the timely arrival of special forces brought an end to their attack. Through the bravery of our soldiers, one of the fugitives was killed. Unfortunately, the remaining three again escaped custody.” 
 
    “Richard,” Jasmine groaned. 
 
    “As a precaution, the President and I have decided to implement a temporary period of martial law while we seek to apprehend these criminals. The army is being brought in to patrol the streets of San Francisco and aid in our search for these fugitives–”  
 
    The television gave an audible clunk as Chris flicked it off and tossed the remote down on the wooden coffee table. It was about the only thing in the room left in one piece. The rest of the apartment had been torn to shreds by the SWAT team that had ambushed them there just a few days ago. The front door had been smashed off its hinges, the kitchen table was missing several legs, and broken glass from the shattered window covered the floor. They had done their best to prop the front door up in its frame, but there was nothing they could do about the cold breeze blowing through the window. 
 
     “What now?” Sam asked in a hollow voice. 
 
    Chris looked around and found him seated on the floor beside the coffee table, his long legs stretched out across the floor. He looked up at Chris with haggard brown eyes, his expression partially concealed by long strands of brown hair. The broad expanse of his copper wings hung limp behind him. His dark skin looked pale, and his muscular frame radiated exhaustion. Of all of them, Chris had expected Sam to be the most optimistic after escaping the clutches of Halt and his guards. But then, Chris could only imagine the horrors his friend must have suffered after Chris and the others had escaped. 
 
    “We go back,” Jasmine replied as she paced the length of the room. “We find him, save him, like we did with you.” 
 
    Her voice trembled, and Chris could sense her rage, lingering just beneath the surface. Fists clenched, Jasmine reached the window and spun to face them, her emerald wings stretching out to either side of her. Her black hair fluttered in the breeze as her brown eyes travelled over each of them, daring them to defy her. 
 
    “Jasmine…” Chris trailed off as she took a step towards him. 
 
    “He’s alive,” she grated the words between clenched teeth. 
 
    Chris flinched back from the fury in her eyes, but another voice rose to meet Jasmine’s challenge. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Jasmine,” Ashley spoke in a voice sucked dry of emotion, “After what Liz saw…he couldn’t have survived.” 
 
    Ashley lay with her head in Sam’s lap, her amber eyes staring up at the ceiling. Her scarlet hair dangled around her face in a dishevelled mess, but her white feathered wings were tucked tightly against her back. She had always been thin, but now she was almost skeletal, her cheekbones standing out in stark relief on her pale skin. In the weeks they’d been separated, she seemed to have shrunk – not just in body, but spirit. The fire in her eyes, the one that had given them all courage on even their darkest days at the facility, was gone. 
 
    Jasmine strode across the room until she stood over Ashley. “You survived.” 
 
    On the ground, Ashley didn’t move. “Barely,” her voice was little more than a whisper, “and sometimes I wish I hadn’t.” 
 
    “There were too many, Jasmine.” Liz moved between the girl and Ashley, forcing her back. After what had happened in the courthouse, no one wanted to get too close to Liz. “I saw him, at the end. They all opened fire. It was too much, even for one of us.” 
 
    Chris nodded his agreement. It had only taken one bullet to knock Ashley from the sky. And despite their enhanced strength and accelerated healing, she had been incapacitated for weeks. Even now she still sported a red mark where the wound had almost healed. But from what Liz said, Richard had taken a dozen bullets or more in his final stand. There was no coming back from that. 
 
    Liz and Jasmine stood off against each another, their eyes locked in a silent battle of wills. Liz’s curly black hair matched Jasmine’s, but her eyes were a crystal blue instead of brown. Staring into those eyes, Chris felt a yearning to go to her, to pull her into his arms and run his hands down her black feathers, to lift his fingers to her chin and kiss her. He imagined those big blue eyes staring up at him, alight with passion. 
 
    Then he saw them changing, hardening to grey, and he felt again the agony of her touch. The Chead rage had changed her, turning her lightest touch to agony and death. Shivering, Chris forced himself to look away before she saw his terror. 
 
    “I don’t care,” Jasmine snarled. “He’s one of us, remember. We’re family – that’s what you said. We have to go back for him.” 
 
    “Jasmine…” Liz’s voice dropped to a whisper, and Chris could see her pain. 
 
    Jasmine snorted, her eyes flashing as she looked at Liz. “So that’s how it is,” she shook her head, “I guess he was right. We should never have looked for you. Maybe then he would be here instead of you.” 
 
    With that Jasmine spun on her heel and fled up the corridor. Chris watched her go – flinching as a door slammed – and then turned back to the others. After fleeing the courthouse, they had taken to the sky and disappeared into the winding hills of San Francisco. Their pursuers had never stood a chance of keeping up with them. They had taken refuge here, in Daniella’s apartment, in the hope it would be the last place their hunters would look for them. 
 
    When they’d finally reached the apartment, the six of them had entered cautiously, taking care not to make any noise in case Daniella or her mother were still home. But the house was silent, and it was only when Chris and Sam entered Daniella’s bedroom that they’d discovered what had become of the two women. 
 
    Daniella had lain facedown beside her bed, her mother just a foot away. A trail of blood marked how the woman had tried to reach her daughter. Both were long dead, murdered by the same government they had sought to protect.  
 
    Looking at their long dead bodies, Chris had struggled to find some emotion, to feel something for their deaths. It seemed like he should feel something, that their deaths should mean something to him. But after watching the vile guards attack Liz, after witnessing Halt murder the old Chead, Artemis, and seeing Richard die, it felt as though he had nothing left to give.  
 
    Now, Chris wondered how much time they had before someone noticed the women were missing and came looking for them. The apartment had clearly been staged as a home invasion gone wrong – only a giant crack in the television screen appeared to have spared it from disappearing with the rest of the apartment’s valuables. Sooner rather than later, they would have to leave this place, though where they went then, he didn’t know.  
 
    After the news broadcast they’d just seen, nowhere would be safe. They were terrorists now, the culprits behind a terrible attack on innocent civilians. Where before a few people might have recognised them, now their faces would be known to every citizen in the country. 
 
    “What about… Artemis?” a small voice croaked from the sofa. 
 
    Chris looked across at Mira, the final member of their ragged little group. She sat on the couch, her grey wings wrapped around her tiny body, watching them with her mismatched blue and green eyes. She had hardly spoken since fleeing the courthouse, but now she sat up and wiped a tear from her cheek. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mira,” Liz whispered as she moved across and sat beside Mira. Reaching out, she rubbed the girl’s back, taking care not to touch skin. “We couldn’t save him either.” 
 
    The girl’s lip trembled, but she only nodded. “I know,” her eyes flashed, “I want to make them hurt.” 
 
    On the floor, Sam chuckled. “Where did you find this girl, Chris?” 
 
    Even Chris found himself smiling. “Don’t worry, Mira,” he said, “We will. But first, we need to rest.” 
 
    The girl nodded, and standing, she jumped down from the couch and disappeared up the corridor without another word. 
 
    “Does she give anyone else the creeps?” Sam murmured, still staring after the girl, “Like, maybe we shouldn’t close our eyes around her…” 
 
    “Are you afraid of a little girl, Sam?” a wry smile twisted Liz’s lips as she shook her head, “You probably missed it – she’s Chead, a proper one. Or she was, until Halt injected her with our lovely virus.” 
 
    “Why would he do that?” Sam asked. 
 
    “That’s…a long story,” Chris sighed. 
 
    Suddenly his legs felt wary, and he realised he was still standing in front of the television. Glancing at Liz, he carefully moved across to the sofa and sat next to her. His heart sank as she edged away from him, but he supressed the urge to pull her back. 
 
    “I suppose it doesn’t matter much now,” Sam gave a sad smile, “Thanks for stopping him, Liz.” 
 
    Liz shrugged. Her eyes remained fixed on the floor. Now the discussion had petered out, the energy seemed to have drained from her. “It was Richard who got us out,” she whispered. 
 
    They fell silent at that, each of them drifting off into their own memories. Guilt swelled in Chris’s throat as Richard’s face flickered through his thoughts. The boy’s emerald eyes shone in the darkness, angry, accusing. They had left him behind, left him to be overwhelmed by the soldiers, to fall to their bullets. In his heart, Chris knew there had been nothing they could have done, that Richard had chosen to sacrifice himself to save them all. But even so… 
 
    He shook his head, and his mind drifted again, returning to the cold words of the Director. 
 
    Terrorists. 
 
    He shivered. The word had terrible connotations. Every citizen in the Western Allied States would be hunting them now. There would be nowhere to run, nowhere to hide. It was only a matter of time before they were caught. And this time, there would be no cages, no steel collars and injections. Just a line of soldiers on a stage, a camera in their faces, and the flash of gunfire ushering them into the darkness. 
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    Liz let out a long breath as she moved into the corridor. The silence in the living room had become suffocating, and she was glad to escape to the darkness of the hallway. Coming to a stop, she leaned her head against the wall. A scream built in her chest and she clenched her fists, struggling to contain it. Images of the courthouse ran through her mind, over and over, an endless loop she couldn’t seem to break. 
 
    Halt thrashing in her hands, his face turning red, then purple, his strength slowly trickling away. 
 
    The look on Chris’s face when he had looked at her, the terror in his eyes. 
 
    And Richard – brave, stupid Richard, telling her to run, while he turned to face the soldiers. 
 
    She shivered, fighting back tears. It was all too much. How could she go on after what had happened, after what she’d done? 
 
    Looking down at her hands, Liz searched for some hint of a change, some indication of the new power at her fingertips. 
 
    Nematocysts. 
 
    That was what Artemis had called them, the tiny stinger cells that now lined her skin. But even to her enhanced vision, her hands looked as they always had. There was no sign of their deadly nature, of the agony they could unleash at just a touch. She clenched her fists again, feeling the sharp pain as her fingernails dug into her flesh. But that pain was nothing compared to what Chris had felt when she’d touched him. 
 
    Nothing compared with the agony in Halt’s face as he died. 
 
    Shaking her head, Liz cast the image aside and looked up. She sensed movement from behind her, as the others prepared to sleep. She heard distant voices whispering about setting a watch, and quickly moved deeper into the corridor. After her fight in the courthouse, she figured she’d earned a respite from first watch. The door to her right led to Daniella’s room, and Liz had no desire to face the horror there. Steeling herself, she moved to the door on the left, and slipped into Danny’s room. 
 
    She paused as the door clicked closed behind her, waiting for Jasmine to scream at her to get out. When there was no response, Liz shrugged and moved deeper into the room. Danny’s bedroom was sparsely decorated – the white walls were empty and the dressing table was bare except for a couple of family portraits. Jasmine lay tucked beneath the blankets of a queen bed pushed up against the far wall, while she spied Mira’s smaller figure curled up at the foot of the bed.  
 
    Shaking her head at Mira’s strange sleeping preferences, Liz moved silently across the room and lay down on the other side of the bed from Jasmine. Staring up at the ceiling, she wondered whether Jasmine had fallen asleep. But something about the other girl’s rigid stillness told her otherwise.  
 
    Listening to the soft whisper of Jasmine’s breath, Liz searched for something to say, for some words of comfort. Jasmine had been closer to Richard than anyone; the two had been cellmates, had faced the trials of the Praegressus Project together.  
 
    A dull ache began in Liz’s back where her wings extended from her spine and she rolled onto her side to face Jasmine. To her surprise, she found the other girl staring back at her. 
 
    “I can’t do it, Liz,” Jasmine murmured. 
 
    “Can’t do what?” Liz whispered back. 
 
    Jasmine’s eyes were stained red and wet from crying. Sniffing, she used her sleeve to wipe away her tears and then shook her head. 
 
    “Go on. Keep running. Keep fighting,” she took a breath, “I’m not strong enough. I feel like I’m teetering on a cliff, and without Richard there to hold me, I’m about to fall off.” 
 
    The image of Richard screaming for them to run flickered through Liz’s mind. She shivered and pushed it away. “But you have too,” she replied, “We all do. Otherwise, he died for nothing.” 
 
    “I never asked him to!” Jasmine sat up suddenly, throwing off the covers. Along her back, her emerald feathers stood on end as she looked away. “I never wanted him to.” 
 
    To her surprise, Liz found herself smiling as she thought of the blonde-haired boy. They hadn’t gotten off to the best start, with herself and Chris getting caught up in the feud between the older prisoners. There had been no love lost between the two prison cells – Richard and Jasmine had hated Sam and Ashley. After the atrocities Halt had forced them to commit, it was difficult to blame them. But since their escape, they had been forced to work together, and Liz had come to respect Richard’s quiet strength. 
 
    Looking back at Jasmine, she shook her head. “Sometimes we don’t get to choose what people do for us,” she sighed, remembering the sacrifices her parents had made to send her to the private school she’d hated. “But you still have to accept it.” 
 
    “I can’t!” Jasmine was standing now, her wings extended, her face a mask of rage. She shook her head. “Don’t you get it? He did it for me, because of everything I said after he fell asleep on watch, because of what I said about family and going back for you.” 
 
    Slowly Jasmine slumped to the floor, where she knelt in a pile of ragged clothes and feathers. Liz crouched on the bed watching her, thinking again about the time in the woods, when the soldiers had almost captured them. Only the intervention of the Chead had saved them. The incident had left Jasmine shaken, and she’d lashed out at Richard, blaming him for their being taken by surprise. But she didn’t think that was why Richard had decided to sacrifice himself. 
 
    “I don’t think it was you, Jasmine,” she whispered, remembering a conversation she’d had with Richard high in the Californian mountains. It seemed like a lifetime ago now. “I think it was for Jeremy… to repay his sacrifice.” 
 
    On the floor, Jasmine stilled. She looked up at Liz, her brown eyes wide. “He told you about Jeremy?” 
 
    Liz smiled and nodded. “When we were still in the mountains. He told me what Jeremy did, how he chose to sacrifice himself rather than let Richard fight him.” 
 
    A sob tore from Jasmine’s throat. Reaching up, she tugged at her hair. Liz longed to go to her, to pull the grieving girl into her arms, to offer whatever comfort she could. But she hesitated, feeling again her desperate isolation, knowing her touch no longer brought relief, but agony.  
 
    “He’s really gone, isn’t he?” Jasmine said at last. 
 
    Liz nodded, her own eyes wet with tears. Jasmine sucked in a breath to steady herself, and then lifted herself back off the ground. She sat on the edge of the bed, staring off into the darkness. A wave of weariness washed over Liz, and closing her eyes, she lay back down. 
 
    “He wanted to leave you, you know,” Liz’s spine tingled as Jasmine spoke. “He said you were gone, that you’d turned and we should leave. I convinced him to stay.” 
 
    “Jasmine…” Liz whispered. 
 
    The girl lay down beside her, her eyes closed. “So it’s still my fault. And yours, and Chris’s for getting us caught in the first place. And Ashley’s for slowing us down, and Sam’s for attacking us,” Jasmine shivered, and her eyes found Liz’s in the darkness, “So why do we all get to live, when he had to die?” 
 
    Liz opened her mouth, but suddenly her throat was dry and she couldn’t find the words. She managed to croak something unintelligible, and then shook her head. There were no answers to Jasmine’s question, no reason in this cruel world of theirs. A longing rose inside her, to feel another’s embrace, to be held in strong arms and comforted. 
 
    And suddenly it was Liz crying. The tears came hot and fast, streaming down her cheeks to soak her pillow. She wrapped her arms around herself, but there was no comfort there, no reassurance. Her gut churned and she felt an empty hole in the bottom of her stomach. She remembered Artemis’s warm embrace, and felt again the pang of his death, and the realisation that with him gone, she might never feel the warmth of human touch again. 
 
    Then Jasmine’s hands were taking her by the shoulders, drawing her close, though she was careful not to touch Liz’s skin.  
 
    “Liz… I’m sorry,” she heard the other girl whisper. 
 
    Shaking her head, Liz fought to swallow her sobs. Slowly they died away. Finally she drew in a long breath and looked at Jasmine. The other girl stared back, her tear-streaked face no doubt a mirror of Liz’s own. Unexpectedly, she found herself smiling. 
 
    “What a mess the pair of us are.” She laughed. 
 
    Jasmine grinned back, though Liz could still see the emotion welling just beneath the surface. “He’d be pretty pleased if he could see us,” Liz shook her head, “A couple of pretty girls crying over him.” 
 
    The silence resumed then, though it was no longer strained, and Liz found herself drifting off towards sleep. The images returned, flickering in the darkness behind her eyelids – Halt, Chris, Richard. 
 
    “What now?” It took a long time for Liz to realise she hadn’t dreamed the question.  
 
    She groaned, struggling to make her mind work. “We stick together,” she said at last. 
 
    “How do we stop them?” Jasmine pressed, “Artemis is dead. We don’t have any proof about the Chead.” 
 
    An image flickered into Liz’s mind, of a blonde boy soaring through the mountains, a grin on his youthful face. Richard had never believed they could win, that there could be anything for them but a life on the run. Yet in the end, he had sacrificed himself to save them all. She would never forget it. 
 
    “We’ll find a way,” Liz smiled, “Somehow.” 
 
   


  
 

 3 
 
    Sam startled awake as a voice shouted in the darkness. Beside him, someone started to thrash, and something hard struck him in the chin. Gasping, he rolled across the ground and tried to sit up, but a feathered limb struck him again, flinging him back. 
 
    “Ashley!” he shouted, “Ashley, stop, it’s okay, it’s me, Sam.” 
 
    A sudden stillness came over the room and Sam let out a long breath. Struggling to his hands and knees, he crawled across to where he’d been lying with Ashley. She sat on her haunches, her amber eyes wide, almost glowing in the darkness. Her white wings caught the light of the distant moon, and Sam could almost believe this was not Ashley at all, but some angel come to take him away. 
 
    He shivered and blinked, and she was just Ashley again.  
 
    Poor, terrified, Ashley. 
 
    Reaching out, he drew her into his arms. She crumpled at his touch and he pulled her close, feeling the bones beneath her flesh. Her wings drooped behind her, seeming dull and lifeless now, lacking the spark of a moment before. 
 
    “Ash, it’s okay, you’re safe.” 
 
    She trembled in his arms. Burying her head in his shoulder, Ashley whimpered. Gently, he stroked her hair, whispering to her in the darkness, promising her it would be okay, that Halt was gone. 
 
    “You guys okay?” Chris’s voice came from near the door, but Sam waved him back. 
 
    “He’s coming,” Ashley pulled herself from Sam’s arms. 
 
    Sam shivered. Ashley’s eyes were wide and staring, but they did not seem to see him. She watched him, unblinking, as though still deep in sleep. He lifted a hand and cupped her cheek. 
 
    “Who’s coming?” he whispered. 
 
    “Halt,” her voice was hollow, despairing. 
 
    “Oh, Ash,” Sam hugged her again, as though his embrace alone could heal her, “He’s gone, Ash. He’s dead.” 
 
    At his words, Ashley went limp in his arms. He looked at her face and saw that her eyes were closed again, her face at peace. Holding her carefully, he lowered her back to their makeshift bed of blankets and pulled them tight around her. Then he brushed the hair from her face and kissed her lightly on the forehead. 
 
    “Is she okay?” Chris’s voice came again. 
 
    Nodding, Sam stood. He wouldn’t sleep now, not after his abrupt awakening, and moving across the room he found a seat on the floor across from Chris. The other boy didn’t speak for a while, just sat staring at the door, as though there were something fascinating about the way it had been torn free of its hinges. 
 
    “It’s my fault, you know,” Chris said finally. His eyes never left the door. 
 
    Sam shook his head. “What do you mean, Chris?” 
 
    Chris sighed. “That we were ever here. I… there was a news report, about my mum being executed,” his voice cracked at that, but he swallowed and went on, “I lost it. I heard a girl screaming and I didn’t even think. I killed the policemen that were attacking her, and she brought us here. But her mum betrayed us, and now…” he waved a hand, “They’re dead. Artemis is dead. Richard is dead.” 
 
    Sam sat in silence for a while, staring at Chris, watching the dim light of the moon playing across his pale face. His hazel eyes were harder than the last time Sam had seen them, when he’d bid them all farewell in the mountains. In truth, he hadn’t expected to see them again. He’d given himself up for dead when he’d taken Ashley back to the facility. 
 
    Despite everything, Sam found himself smiling. “If you want to think of it that way, Chris, then it’s also your fault we’re free. And that Halt’s dead,” he paused, and guilt touched his chest as he remembered the boy and girl he’d left behind, “We all have our regrets, Chris. You can’t blame every bad thing that happens on your own mistakes.” 
 
    “But I should have been better,” Chris bowed his head, his eyes distant, “Somehow, somewhere out in those mountains I became their leader. They trusted me to keep them safe. Instead, I got us all caught, got Richard killed.” 
 
    Sam sighed, thinking of the headstrong young boy he’d first met back in their prison cell. Chris had come a long way since then. “You did the best you could, Chris. Remember what Ashley said, back in the facility. We weren’t trained for this – at the end of the day, we’re just a bunch of kids. We’re going to make mistakes. But we can’t let them stop us. We have to keep moving, keep fighting. Otherwise, they’ve already won.” 
 
    Chris nodded. Finally he turned to meet Sam’s eyes. “It’s good to have you back, Sam” he grinned, “Although I’m sure the President will miss having you as his poster boy.” 
 
    Sam groaned. “How did you find out about that?” 
 
    “I got bored. I figured the TV wouldn’t wake you guys up if I put it on mute. The only news bigger than you was us,” his smile faded, “Why did you do it? Surely you know…” 
 
    “I know,” Sam cut him off. His heart twisted and he struggled to keep his voice steady, “Believe me, I know.” 
 
    “Then why?” 
 
    Sam shook his head. “He saved her, Chris,” he whispered, “Halt saved her – and then threatened to kill her if I didn’t help him. He broke her fingers in front of me, and there was nothing either of us could do to stop him. I…I didn’t have a choice.”  
 
    His voice cracked at the end, and he hung his head. Guilt welled in his chest, threatening to drown him. Whatever he said, Sam had known it was wrong – that by helping Halt he was condemning countless others to torture and death. How many other children would they take for their sick experiments, now that he’d helped them win the public’s support? How many more would die in agony? 
 
    “I understand,” he looked up as Chris spoke. A frown creased the boy’s face. “Is that why Ashley seems so… different?” 
 
    Sam shivered. “I don’t know what he did to her… afterwards,” he shook his head. “Halt wouldn’t let me see her. Just sent me to teach those two kids what they could do.” 
 
    “Who were they?” 
 
    “The only ones who survived the second strain of the virus,” Sam replied, “Paul and Francesca. We weren’t… close. But… I shouldn’t have left them there, not like that…” 
 
    He shivered as he remembered his last glimpse of Paul and Francesca. Ashley had managed to unlock his collar, but before they could free Paul and Francesca, the soldiers had appeared. They’d left them writhing in agony on the courthouse floor, with however many volts of electricity surging through their bodies. 
 
    “There wasn’t any time,” Chris offered, “We barely made it out of there as it was.” 
 
    “I know,” Sam shook his head, “But I still left them.” 
 
    Silence fell between them, but as Sam’s thoughts began to drift, Chris spoke again, “Do you think she’ll be alright?” 
 
    Sam sighed. He looked across at the bundle of blankets where Ashley slept, turning the question over and over in his mind. In the heat of their escape, he’d thought Ashley had been fine. But as the cocktail of drugs and adrenaline in her system had faded, she’d grown quiet. By the time they reached this apartment, the light-hearted girl they all knew so well had become withdrawn, her manner silent and jumpy.  
 
    “I don’t know,” he whispered finally, “I hope so. Halt’s dead, we all saw him die. He can’t haunt her forever.” 
 
    For a while Chris didn’t reply, and looking across Sam saw him staring at Ashley. When Chris spoke again, his voice was firm. “She will,” he looked at Sam and smiled, “Hell, she’s tougher than any of us. She just needs time to heal.” 
 
    Sam chuckled and rubbed his neck where the collar had burned him. “I think we all do,” he shook his head, “How long do you think we’ll be safe here?” 
 
    “Not long enough,” Chris mused, “They’ll be looking in all the obvious places first, but sooner or later someone will think to check here. Hopefully we’ll have tomorrow. It wouldn’t be a good idea to go out during daylight. Tomorrow night we should try and move.” 
 
    Sam suppressed a groan. “Any thoughts on where–” he trailed off as Chris suddenly raised a hand. 
 
    Clamping his mouth shut, Sam turned to stare at the door. For a moment he thought Chris was being paranoid. Then he heard them – the distant thud of footsteps, coming closer.  
 
    As one, Chris and Sam rose to their feet. Sam glanced at Chris, and then back at the door. 
 
    It could be anyone, he reassured himself. Just someone returning home late at night. 
 
    But still the footsteps grew closer. There were four apartments on each floor, with a short corridor and landing shared between them. When they’d first heard the footsteps, the sounds had echoed as though the intruders were in the stairwell. Now it was obvious the footsteps had reached their floor, and were approaching down the corridor outside. 
 
    Go past, go past, Sam silently willed the walker. 
 
    Then abruptly the footsteps ceased. 
 
    Right outside their door. 
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    Susan shivered as a cold breeze blew across her neck. Picking up the pace, she strode down the starch-white corridors of the facility, eager to reach the laboratory. She was on the night shift, and while they were short several key personal, things had only grown busier over the past few weeks. The Praegressus Facility was now in full production mode, working to prepare commercial quantities of the PERV-A strain of virus. Despite its imperfections, the government had advanced its production cycle in response to the mounting risk of Chead attacks. 
 
    The remaining geneticists were attempting to refine the virus between reproduction cycles, using blood samples taken from the failed candidates to identify areas for improvement. To reduce the immunoresponse in hosts, several strands of DNA had been removed from the virus that could be used by immune systems to identify it as a foreign organism. Susan and the other doctors hoped this would reduce the need for immunosuppressants with future hosts. 
 
    Even so, they were still a long way from a viable product. Optimistic estimations suggested the new success rate might be as high as 65% - still far too low to risk WAS soldiers. But the government had promised a fresh batch of candidates would arrive any day now. Word was they were to omit all initial trials, and proceed straight to viral administration. 
 
    Susan shivered at the thought. She’d arrived at the facility during their last round of testing, and had struggled with the ethics behind the framework that new candidates were subjected too. She knew they were already sentenced to death, but she still couldn’t help but empathise with them. And when it had come to the introduction of the virus, it had almost been too much. For weeks, the corridors of the facility had stunk of death, as the doctors tried and failed to keep the hosts alive. 
 
    Yet in the end, the sacrifice had proven a success. She had watched in awe with the other doctors as the two hosts faced off against the Chead, and matched it blow for blow. Caught up in the excitement, Susan had been honoured to administer the final injection to the survivors after the fight. There had been a moment of guilt, when she’d lied to the boy about the injection’s contents, but the results… 
 
    She smiled as she turned a corner, remembering the sight of wings slowly growing from their backs. It was a miracle – a breakthrough beyond anything that had been achieved before. When the virus was perfected, the Chead would be resigned to history. 
 
    Thinking of the creatures, Susan shivered as she remembered Fallow’s betrayal. She still could not believe what had happened, what a woman she’d thought of as a friend had done to them. Releasing the candidates had been one thing – but the Chead? 
 
    Susan had already retired to her room when the alarms had sounded that night. It was probably the only thing that had saved her. Safe behind the bolted steel door, she had listened to the shriek of the alarm, wondering what disaster they signalled. For a while, she had thought about going outside, in case a fire was creeping slowly towards her. But the facility protocols were clear – in the event of an alarm, doctors were to return to their quarters and await further instruction. 
 
    Thankfully, she had followed procedure. It had not been long before the first screams reached her. Outside the safety of her room, the guards had fought bravely, the chirp of their machine guns echoing loudly in the long corridors of the facility. Apparently they had managed to kill several of the creatures, before the rest finally fled. But their victory had come at a cost, and by the time Halt led them after the escaped candidates, there were only a few men left standing. 
 
    Steeling herself, Susan pushed away the image of the bodies she’d seen in the aftermath. The corridors had been red with blood, and few of the Chead’s victims remained in one piece. Even now the thought made her sick.  
 
    Heading down another corridor, Susan silently cursed the size of the place and the distance between the laboratory and her sleeping quarters. Thankfully, more guards had been brought in now, enough to patrol the outer walls as well as the hallways, and she was finally beginning to feel safe again.  
 
    She could hear a guard approaching now. The light thud of his boots carried around the next corner, growing closer. Putting a smile on her face, Susan picked up the pace, wondering who else had drawn the night shift. Knowing the difficulty she’d had when she’d first arrived, she had done her best to befriend the burly newcomers. Though their roles were vastly different, they were all working towards a common cause, and she knew most of the guards by name now. 
 
    Susan was already beginning to speak a greeting as she turned the corner, but the words caught in her throat as she saw who waited for her. She gaped, her mouth falling open as her heart lurched in her chest. She tried to scream, but no sound came out. Clutching her hand to her breast, Susan stared into the cold grey eyes of the boy standing in front of her. 
 
    He wore a torn orange jumpsuit stained brown with mud, and his greasy black hair shone in the fluorescent lights. Blood covered his arms and face, congealing beneath his filthy fingernails. A smile twisted on his lips as his grey eyes watched her, unblinking. Sleek muscles rippled along his arms as he stepped towards her. 
 
    Susan watched, frozen in place, unable to move for her terror. Only as it stretched out an arm towards her did she finally snap out of her trance. Turning, Susan fled. She didn’t make it three steps before the Chead caught her. 
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    Chris stared at the door handle, breath held, waiting for it to turn. Sam crouched beside him, his eyes wide, his lips pressed tightly together. His ears twitched, catching the distant rattle of a keychain. He frowned, glancing at Sam again, and wondering who would be returning home so late at night. 
 
    The clatter of keys hitting the floor was unbelievably loud in the silence of the apartment, even through the propped-up remnants of their door. Then the person outside was moving again, the thud of their footsteps retreating down the corridor, picking up speed. 
 
    Cursing, Chris leapt at the door and hurled it aside. A shout came from along the corridor as he bounded outside and turned in the direction of the footsteps. Halfway down the hallway he glimpsed a man looking back at him, his face pale in the darkness. The man’s eyes widened and he tripped over his own legs in his effort to flee. 
 
    Chris raced down the corridor as the man struggled back to his feet. He kept his wings tight against his back as he closed the gap, his powerful legs closing the distance in seconds. Bounding into the air, he crashed into the man’s back and bore him to the ground. 
 
    “No, let me go!” His victim writhed, struggling to break free. 
 
    A fist flashed for Chris’s face but he caught it with ease. He twisted the man’s arm behind his back, then cursed as another scream echoed down the corridor. He glanced at the doors of the other apartments, but there was no sign of movement. Without any other choice, Chris rapped his fist on the back of the man’s skull. Though he held back, the man slumped to the ground without another sound. 
 
    Panting softly, Chris stood and stared down at his victim. The man was still breathing, although he wasn’t sure whether that was a good thing or not. He shook his head and reaching down, dragged the unconscious man back into their apartment. On the way inside, he scooped up the keys his victim had dropped. The number on the tag matched the one beside their broken door. This was his apartment. 
 
    Sam waited inside, and as Chris dragged his victim through the doorway, he quickly put the broken door back in place. Little good it had done them – the man had clearly realised something was wrong before he’d fled. It was only a matter of time before the neighbours realised too. Or perhaps they already had, and simply didn’t care. 
 
    Dumping his victim beside the dining table, Chris straightened and looked around the room. The commotion had apparently woken the others. They now stood around the apartment in various states of shock and fear. Ashley hadn’t moved from where she had been sleeping, but her amber eyes were wide as she stared at the man on the floor. Liz hovered near the doorway, her head tilted as she listened for signs of movement.  
 
    Only Jasmine seemed capable of action. Shrugging off Mira’s embrace, she strode across the living room and glared down at the intruder. 
 
    “Who the hell is this?” she growled. 
 
    Without waiting for Chris to answer, she crouched down and began rummaging through the man’s pockets. 
 
    “He lives here,” Chris said warily, holding up the keys to the apartment. “It must be Danny’s husband. Didn’t she mention something about him being away?” 
 
    Sam only shook his head, but Liz nodded. “I forgot. How could we have been so careless?” 
 
    On the ground, Jasmine snorted, then held up a wallet in triumph. Standing, she wandered around the room as she flicked through the contents. Then she stilled and turned back towards them, a white identification card in her hand. 
 
    “He’s from the government,” she hissed. 
 
    “What?” Chris and Liz asked as one. He glanced at Liz, but she only shook her head and looked away. 
 
    Crossing the room, Chris took the card from Jasmine. The man in the photograph stared back at him. His brown hair had been combed flat and he looked a few years younger than the forty-year-old Chris had tackled in the hallway, but there was no mistaking him. The ID named him as Jonathan Baker. Beneath his name were the words ‘Government Employee’. 
 
    Chris shivered and handed the card back to Jasmine. “Danny said he was a translator…” he murmured. 
 
    “A translator for them,” Jasmine snapped. 
 
    She crouched beside the man again and grabbed a handful of his hair. Tugging back his head, she looked up at them, her lips twisted in a scowl. There was a fire burning in her eyes, and Chris had to steel himself not to look away. 
 
    “Let’s throw him out the window,” Jasmine suggested. 
 
    “No,” Chris shook his head. “He’s done nothing to us.” 
 
    “Yet,” Jasmine snapped. “You want to wait until he does?” 
 
    “We can’t kill him, not in cold blood.” Chris swallowed. “That would only make us as bad as them.” 
 
    Jasmine gave a dry, rasping laugh. Releasing Jonathan’s hair, her hand moved to his throat. “You wouldn’t have to get your hands dirty, Chris,” she said. “I’ll gladly rip out his throat.” 
 
    “No,” Chris took a step closer. 
 
    “Are you going to stop me, Chris?” Jasmine’s eyes flashed, “Are you really defending him? He works for the government – the same people who tortured us, who killed Richard.” 
 
    “So did my parents,” Chris looked around as a faint voice came from the pile of blankets. On the floor, Ashley straightened. “They didn’t have a choice. They did what they had too, to protect me and my sister,” her voice shook as she finished, but she did not look away. 
 
    For a moment, Jasmine didn’t move. The veins stood out on her arms, though her hand was still loose around Jonathan’s throat. Watching her, Chris swallowed, knowing she could kill the man long before he reached her. 
 
    Finally, Jasmine shook her head and sneered. Releasing Jonathan, she stood. “He may not have betrayed us, but remember what they did,” she nodded in the direction of the bedroom, “His wife turned us in.” 
 
    “She didn’t know any better,” Liz offered. She moved across the room to join them, squaring off against the taller girl. “They thought we were criminals, fugitives. And they paid for what they did with their lives.” 
 
    Jasmine snorted, but Chris could see some of the rage had gone from her eyes. Liz stretched out a hand and placed it on Jasmine’s shoulder over her t-shirt. 
 
    “It’s not his fault either, Jas,” Liz whispered. 
 
    Jasmine’s eyes shimmered and she quickly looked away. “What do we do with him then?” 
 
    “Let’s start by tying him up,” Sam offered. He moved to the closet in the wall and began rummaging inside. A few minutes later he emerged holding a spool of thick wool. “Guess this will have to do.” 
 
    Chris nodded and moved to help Sam secure their prisoner. The girls didn’t speak as they worked, and Chris hoped they were thinking of a more long-term plan. 
 
    “That should hold him,” Sam clapped his hands as they finished. 
 
    They had bound Jonathan’s hands tight behind his back with the wool, and then jammed a ball of the stuff into his mouth to keep him from crying out. Chris hoped he wouldn’t suffocate, although he supposed that would at least solve the problem his appearance had created. 
 
    “The sun will be up soon,” Jasmine commented, “If we’re not killing him, what are we doing?” 
 
    Chris knuckled his forehead, his mind sluggish from lack of sleep. He looked around the room, searching for inspiration, but the plain white walls offered no hints for their next move. 
 
    “They’re all against us now, you know,” he looked up as Jasmine spoke again. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Chris asked. 
 
    “Humanity – the whole bloody lot of them,” Jasmine looked around at them, “Hecate was right. After what we saw on the news, they’ll all be hunting for us now.” 
 
    Chris shivered, but he couldn’t find the words to refute her. Shaking his head, Chris stared at Jonathan, watching as his chest slowly rose and fell. 
 
    “If he was getting home at this hour, I doubt anyone will be expecting to see him today,” Liz said finally, “That means we should be safe here until tonight at least. We won’t have to leave during daylight hours.” 
 
    “So we leave after dark?” Sam asked. 
 
    “Maybe…” Liz mused. 
 
    Chris looked up at the tone in her voice. Liz’s eyes were distant as she stared down at the intruder, and Chris waited a moment before pressing her further. 
 
    “Liz… what are you thinking?” he asked. 
 
    Liz blinked and shook her head. She looked around, her blue eyes finding Chris’s. For once she did not look away. “We all know what it’s like to lose a loved one. He’s just lost his whole world – the least we can do is tell him the truth.” 
 
    “Why would he believe us?” Sam asked. 
 
    Chris nodded. Halt and his team had cleared the apartment of any evidence of government interference. The tranquiliser darts had been removed along with most of the valuables, making it look like a regular break in. He shivered then, as he realised the same government this man worked for had left him to return home without telling him what had happened to his family. Silently, he wondered how many others had perished like this, murdered to protect the government’s dark secrets. 
 
    “We have to tell him,” Liz continued, “Have to make him believe us. He needs to know what happened, has to know why his wife and daughter are dead.” 
 
    “Good luck with that one, Liz,” Sam gave a half-hearted laugh as Chris and the others stared at her. 
 
    A smile tugged at Liz’s lips. “Actually, Sam, I was hoping you would be the one to do it.” 
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    Sam sighed as he swivelled the wooden chair and sat down. Leaning his arms against its back, Sam watched the man sleep, still wondering what he was going to say. Mira leaned against the wall on the other side of the room, one eye on him, the other on their guest. Sam carefully kept his gaze averted from the strange girl. Her presence made him uncomfortable, but she had invited herself in, and he wasn’t game to throw her out. 
 
    On the bed, the man gave a long, drawn out groan and started to move. Sam’s heart started to race and he straightened in the chair. He glanced at Mira, wondering whether he should order her out after all. But she only smiled at him, and nodded at the bed. Looking back at the prisoner, Sam saw his eyes were open. 
 
    Slowly, the man wriggled backwards on the bed. The task was made difficult with his hands tied behind his back, but reaching the headboard, he managed to sit up. Spitting out the ball of wool, he made to get to his feet. 
 
    Mira gave a low-pitched growl and leapt onto the foot of the bed. Her back arched and her wings snapped open, their grey feathers seeming to fill the room. Even Sam flinched, while their guest gave a strangled scream, and promptly tumbled off the side of the bed. 
 
    “Please!” Jonathan gasped from the ground, as Mira towered over him, “We’re on the same side!” 
 
    Sam raised an eyebrow as he stood. He waved Mira down, struggling to keep the smile from his face. He had to admit, the girl had style. 
 
    “And who’s side would that be, Jonathan Baker?” he asked as he moved around the side of the bed. 
 
    “The government’s!” Jonathan gasped. He lay helpless on the floor, his hands still tied behind his back. 
 
    “And why would you think we work for the government?” Sam asked. 
 
    On the floor, Jonathan blinked. His eyes were wide, and he slowly shook his head. “The… the wings?” he wheezed, “She’s got wings… and you, you’re the boy from the press conference, aren’t you?” 
 
    Sam sighed. He was already regretting letting Liz talk him into this. That was why she’d wanted him to be the one to break the news of course – because by now everyone in the Western Allied States knew his face. And they all thought he worked for the government. 
 
    “Yes, that was me,” he muttered at last, “I hate to break it to you, but I wasn’t there by choice.” 
 
    Jonathan swallowed. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Giving his best attempt at a menacing smile, Sam took a step closer to the translator. “I was a prisoner,” he growled, “But now I’ve escaped. And the question is, now that I’m free, why should I spare your life?” 
 
    A shiver went through Jonathan then, and he shrank back against the wall. For a second, Sam thought he would start to beg. Instead, he let out a long breath, and nodded. “So be it,” he closed his eyes, “Just don’t hurt my family.” 
 
    Sam’s stomach wrenched and he took a step back. Silently he slumped into the chair. It took a moment for Jonathan to look back up. When he did, his shoulders drooped, and there was a tremor to his voice when he spoke again. “Where are they, my family? Where is Danny and Daniella?” 
 
    Shaking his head, Sam nodded at the bed. “Why don’t you make yourself comfortable.” 
 
    For a second Jonathan didn’t move. He lay staring up at Sam, his face twisted with hate and pain, before he climbed to his feet. A low growl came from Mira’s throat as he took a step towards Sam, and he stilled again. 
 
    “I wouldn’t,” Sam said softly, nodding to Mira, “She used to be Chead.” 
 
    The man’s eyes widened, and he glanced quickly at Mira, as though to reassure himself her eyes weren’t actually grey. When he looked back, Sam could see him weighing his options, deciding whether to make a break for it or not. 
 
    “We’re not going to hurt you,” he murmured, “Just sit down, and listen to what I have to say.” 
 
    Jonathan’s shoulders sagged, and with one last glare, he moved back to the bed and sat down. 
 
    “Where are they?” he repeated. 
 
    Sam sighed. “First, tell me what you do for the government.” 
 
    The man’s eyes hardened, but he gave a grim nod. “I’m a translator,” he grated, “I’ve been away on business, helping with our ambassador in Mexico. Now, tell me where my wife and daughter are!” 
 
    Mira growled and spread her wings as he raised his voice, but Sam waved her down. He stood and moved to stand beside the bed. His heart ached, and he could barely bring himself to say the words. 
 
    “They’re dead,” he croaked. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    At his words, the fight seemed to drain from Jonathan. He went limp against the mattress and turned his face away, but not before Sam glimpsed the tears in his eyes. His heart went out for the man. 
 
    “How?” Jonathan whispered. 
 
    Shaking his head, Sam returned to his chair. He closed his eyes, and slowly recounted the story, the one the others had told him. How they had met his daughter, Daniella, when she’d been waylaid in an alleyway by policemen, how she had brought them back to the apartment as thanks for their help, how Danny had cleaned Chris’s gunshot wound. And how Danny had finally recognised them, and called the police to report them. 
 
    “So you killed her?” There was anger in Jonathan’s voice as he sat up. 
 
    “No,” Sam whispered. His eyes caught the fury in Jonathan’s eyes, but he didn’t look away. “When the SWAT team came, they were led by a man called Doctor Halt. You know him – he stood beside me during the President’s speech. After they captured my friends, he ordered your wife and daughter to be killed, so there would be no witnesses to the escape of his precious experiments.” 
 
    “No,” Jonathan whispered, “That’s not possible. We have laws–” 
 
    “They don’t apply to people like Halt,” Sam cut in, “They don’t apply to the powerful, not anymore.” 
 
    Jonathan stared at him for a long moment, and then bowed his head. Silence fell, and Sam wondered if he and Mira should leave the man to his grief. He was just preparing to stand when Jonathan spoke again. 
 
    “Where are they now?” he asked. 
 
    Sam paused. “They’re…they’re in Daniella’s room.” 
 
    “Can I see them?” Jonathan looked up at him, his eyes wet with tears. 
 
    “I’m not sure that’s a good idea…” Sam said. 
 
    “Please,” Jonathan begged. 
 
    Sam let out a long breath and closed his eyes. He didn’t want to see what waited in that room. One glance had been enough. But who was he to deny a father, a husband, one last chance to say goodbye to his family?  
 
    He nodded. “Let’s go.” 
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    Liz let out a long sigh as she sank onto the couch. Closing her eyes, she leaned back against the cushions. Her heart was only just beginning to slow. The sound of the front door crashing open had torn her from her sleep, and springing from the bed she’d raced into the living room, expecting to see soldiers charging into the apartment. 
 
    Instead, she’d found Sam standing defensively in the doorway, watching as Chris dragged an unconscious man through the front door.  
 
    Now the dull ache of her body was worse than when she’d gone to bed, and she wanted nothing more than to curl up and go back to sleep. Her conversation with Jasmine had left her feeling drained and empty, and she hadn’t even begun to recover from the fight in the courthouse. But Jasmine and Ashley were still sitting at the propped-up kitchen table, and no one was showing any signs of returning to sleep. 
 
    The cushions shifted beneath her as someone else lowered themselves onto the couch. Liz cracked open her eyes and saw Chris sitting nearby, his hazel eyes watching her. Supressing a groan, she rolled onto her side, turning her back to him. Exhausted as she was, she didn’t have the energy to face him just then. 
 
    “Liz…” Chris whispered. 
 
    Feeling his hand on her shoulder, she shrugged it off and glanced back at him.  
 
    “What?” she snapped with more force than she’d intended. 
 
    Chris flinched, and she saw the hurt in his eyes. At that moment, she didn’t care. All she wanted was to curl up in his arms and fall asleep – but she couldn’t. Fuelled by that knowledge, her anger caught light. 
 
    “What do you want, Chris?” she pressed when he didn’t answer her first question. 
 
    His eyes hardened then, and he stood suddenly. “Nothing,” shaking his head, he moved away. 
 
    Liz’s anger died in her chest as Chris walked across the apartment to stand at the broken window. She wanted to call him back, to apologize and tell him how much she was hurting. But the words caught in her throat, and finally she slumped back on the couch and buried her head in the cushions. 
 
    A few minutes later she heard the door to the hallway click open. She carefully wiped the tears from her eyes before looking up at Sam. His face was grim, and hovering in the doorway, he did not meet her eyes. Ashley stood and went to him, her white wings stretching out to wrap around them both as they embraced. Running a hand through his hair, she stood on her toes and kissed him on the cheek. 
 
    “How did it go?” Ashley whispered. 
 
    “Did he believe you?” Liz added. 
 
    Sam looked from Ashley to Liz, then shook his head. “I don’t know,” his tone was unusually sober, “He was in shock, I think.” 
 
    Liz shivered. “Who wouldn’t be?” She glanced at Jasmine as she spoke, wondering if the girl would press her case again. Sitting at the table, Jasmine caught Liz’s gaze, but she only snorted and shook her head. 
 
    “Mira’s watching him?” Chris asked as he moved away from the window. 
 
    Outside, the sun had just begun to stain the skyline. Overhead the sky was overcast, and the buildings she could see looked dull and lifeless. 
 
    Sam walked across to the table and sank into one of the chairs. Ashley sat beside him as he nodded. “She’s keeping him company. He’s… with his family. I couldn’t...” his voice trailed off, but Liz didn’t need to ask him what he meant. 
 
    Glancing at the door to the hall, she swallowed. Former Chead or not, she didn’t envy Mira in her position. She saw again the eyes of the dead women staring up at her, the broken body of the girl Chris had saved. Despite herself, she felt tears sting her eyes. 
 
    “So, where are we going?” Chris asked.  
 
    Liz shook her head. She was out of ideas. In truth, there were only a few options to choose from. They could escape to the countryside, where they might avoid detection for months, or even years. The countryside was her home, and it would not be difficult to scavenge enough food to feed them. But if they retreated to the wilderness, they would be surrendering, giving in to the government’s corruption. 
 
    After Richard’s sacrifice, that was no longer an option. His death hung over them like a lead cloak, demanding justice, requiring retribution. They could not leave everything behind, and pretend the fight in the courthouse had never happened. 
 
    And even without Richard’s death, they were probably the only ones left who knew the truth about the Chead. According to Artemis, the ancient Chead they’d found imprisoned beneath the courthouse, the government had engineered the monstrous Chead virus during the American war. For decades, they had been using the virus to terrorise the population, ensuring their accumulation of power went unquestioned. If Liz and the others fled now, the truth would die with them. 
 
    Not that anyone would believe them without proof. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said finally, “I don’t even know how we can navigate in the dark.” 
 
    Sam was resting his head against the table, but he stirred at her words. “I can help with that,” he smiled, “I might be a bit of an urbanite, but my father taught me a few things. Once we get beyond the city lights, I can use the stars to point us in the right direction. If that’s where we decide to go, anyway.” 
 
    “Well that’s something,” Jasmine murmured. She was leaning back in her chair, but her eyes had taken on a strange intensity. “I’ve been thinking…if no one has any better ideas, what if we went back to the facility?” 
 
    Liz lurched upright on the couch. “You can’t be serious?” 
 
    Climbing to her feet, Jasmine shrugged. “Why not?” she slowly made her way across the room, “There’s nothing we can do here in San Francisco – not with the whole city out to get us. But even with Halt gone, someone is bound to pick up where he left off. They certainly won’t have any lack of funding after your little display, Sam.” 
 
    Sam cursed and climbed to his feet. Hands on the table, he glowered across at Jasmine. “What did you say?” 
 
    Jasmine sneered as she faced off against him. Liz struggled from the couch, remembering now the bad blood between the two of them. Her muscles screamed their protest as she stood. 
 
    “You heard me, Sam,” Jasmine said slowly, “How could you do it? How could you support him? How many other kids like us have you sentenced to death?” 
 
    Liz quickly stepped between them as Sam stalked around the table, his face dark with fury. 
 
    “Stop that,” Liz snapped, “Both of you. Don’t we have enough problems without fighting amongst ourselves?” 
 
    When neither of them answered, she turned to face Jasmine. “We’ve all done things we regret, Jasmine,” she whispered, “Things we had no choice in.” 
 
    “I didn’t want to do it, Jasmine,” she heard Sam’s voice from behind her. She glanced back and saw the fight had gone from his eyes. Slowly he sank back into his chair. “If it had just been me, I would have died before I helped him…” 
 
    Beside him, Ashley went rigid. A wave passed across her face and lip trembled. Her eyes glimmered, but whatever she was feeling, she swallowed it down. Liz’s heart went out for her – for the pain she must have felt, being helpless against Halt’s cruelty while the doctor used her to get to Sam. 
 
    “Am I interrupting something?” a voice called. 
 
    Liz jumped and the five of them turned as one towards the voice. Together, they stared as Mira wandered into the room. The stranger Chris had knocked out lingered in the doorway to the corridor. His eyes travelled over the room, taking in each of them in turn, lingering on their half-folded wings. Safe in their own company, they hadn’t bothered to cover them up. Though his eyes were red from crying, there was no sign of tears now.  
 
    Swallowing visibly, the man looked back at Sam. “So… its true. You all have wings…” 
 
    Sam shrugged and the rest of them nodded reluctantly. A shiver went through the newcomer and he lowered his eyes. “So the rest must be true as well,” he said grimly, “What he said about where you came from, what they did to you?” 
 
    Chris moved across the room and seated himself on the arm of the sofa. “I’m sorry about Danny and Daniella.” 
 
    Jonathan closed his eyes as Chris spoke their names, and Liz could see the effort it took him to maintain his composure. Sucking in a breath, he looked at them again, his lips drawn tight. 
 
    “I knew what they were capable of,” his voice shook, “I just never… I never thought it would happen here, to my own family, on our own soil.” 
 
    Liz frowned. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I work as a translator for the government. During my travels with our ambassadors, I’ve… seen things, heard things. Even our allies have begun to question our methods. I’ve just returned from Mexico, and even their president is concerned with the arrests the Department of Domestic Affairs has been carrying out.” 
 
    “Some pretty legitimate concerns, it turns out,” Sam muttered. 
 
    Liz nodded. They had all been victims of that program, along with the countless others who hadn’t survived the Praegressus Project. Abducted in the night, their parents accused of treason, they had been spirited away to a facility deep in the Californian mountains. Liz still woke screaming most nights, remembering the horrors they’d been subjected to. Only the conscience of the head geneticist, Doctor Fallow, had given them a chance to escape. 
 
    “Yes, well, during my last trip, the Mexican government all but accused our ambassadors of using the war against terror as a cover to remove those who opposed our government.” 
 
    “And you did nothing with that information?” Jasmine growled, stepping towards him. 
 
    Jonathan’s eyes widened and he raised his hands. “What was I meant to do with it?” he asked, “Believe me, I’ve heard worse accusations brought against us over the years. Hell, I’ve seen things that would have people rioting in the streets. But who was I going to tell?” 
 
    “The media?” Liz suggested without conviction. 
 
    Jonathan snorted. “The media are bought and paid for by the rich – who go hand in hand with the government. They have a very… narrow agenda.” 
 
    Liz and the others nodded. There was no surprise there. While not officially controlled by the government, like most assets in the country, the media had been consolidated and bought out decades ago. Even the once popular social media was no longer an option. After ceding from the United States, the WAS had been determined to avoid decay that had consumed their former nation. They had identified fake news dispersed over social media as a key contributor, and had promptly erected a nationwide firewall to block the platforms. Much in the same way China had decades ago.  
 
    “So what will you do now?” Chris asked, stepping up to the man, “Will you go on as though nothing has happened?” 
 
    A shiver went through Jonathan, and Liz caught a glimmer in his eyes as he looked away. He stared at the wall, as though his gaze could see through walls, to where his wife and child lay in an endless sleep. 
 
    “Now…” Jonathan croaked, “Now it’s too late, isn’t it? I thought if I behaved, if I did what they asked and turned a blind eye, that my family would be safe.” 
 
    He turned back to them. His face tightened as he clenched his jaw, and his red-stained eyes swept over the six of them. “I want to hurt them,” he grated, “I want to make the ones who did this pay.” 
 
    Liz’s heart hammered against her ribcage as she looked into his eyes, and saw the rage there, the untapped hatred. 
 
    “How?” she asked. 
 
    Jonathan sucked in a breath, and the tension went from him. A smile touched his lips. “That’s the thing, isn’t it?” he shook his head, “How do you bring down a government?” 
 
    “We’ve been wondering the same thing,” Chris offered. “It’s not an easy task, with the world against you.” 
 
    “You need allies,” Jonathan replied, “You need a movement, need people who will stand with you against the government.” 
 
    Jasmine snorted. “Let us know when you find one.” 
 
    Jonathan’s smile widened. “It just so happens, I already have.” 
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    Susan gasped as the Chead shoved her backwards into the laboratory. Her feet tripped on the slick floor and she crashed down onto the hard linoleum. The impact sent the breath rushing from her lungs. Choking, she scrambled backwards, trying to put as much space between herself and the Chead as possible. 
 
    Cold laughter chased her across the room. Finding herself in a corner, Susan looked back at them, the cold fingers of her terror clutching at her throat. They stood in the doorway watching her, but they made no effort to give chase. 
 
    Swallowing a scream, Susan struggled to get a grip on her fear. Her heart was racing and panic had already set in, robbing her of reason. She sucked in a long, shuddering breath, and felt a little better. 
 
    Where did they come from? How did they get in? 
 
    She crouched in the corner and looked up at them, struggling to make sense of the nightmare. Two more Chead had joined the first. They stood around the doorway, barring the only exit, their clothes stained with mud and blood. They whispered amongst themselves, but Susan couldn’t make out the words over the pounding of blood in her ears. 
 
    They went silent as she started to stand, and their grey eyes turned to watch her. She stilled, but when they made no move towards her, she straightened the rest of the way. A quick glance around the lab confirmed her fear. There was only one panic button in this room – the one on the wall beside the doorway, right behind the Chead. 
 
    “Hecate…” Susan jumped as a fourth Chead appeared in the doorway, “The others are… secure.” 
 
    The Chead that had taken her turned towards the newcomer. “Good,” a smile touched the creature’s lips, “Bring them here… and send word… to Talisa. It is safe… for her.” 
 
    The other Chead nodded and disappeared back into the corridor, leaving Susan alone with the other three. Standing in the corner, she shivered as a memory tugged at her. 
 
    Hecate. 
 
    The name was familiar. It was Greek in origin. Halt was fond of such names… And suddenly she remembered where she’d heard it. She looked up at the Chead again, her stomach wrenching. She recognised its face now, knew the long black hair. This was one of the creatures that had escaped all those weeks ago, when Fallow had released them from their cells. 
 
    A low groan came from her throat, and the creature’s eyes flickered back to her. She sank back to the ground as it padded across the room. It looked down at her for a moment, and then crouched beside her.  
 
    She wrapped her arms around her chest and looked away, but iron fingers grabbed her by the chin and forced her to look back. 
 
    “Such fearful creatures,” Hecate’s words were mocking, “There is such… terror within you.” 
 
    Tears burned in Susan’s eyes. “Please,” she croaked, “Don’t hurt me.” 
 
    A dry, rasping laughter came from the Chead. Its nostrils flared as it studied her, tasting the air. “You are… new,” its grin spread, “Perhaps you will… help me?” 
 
    Susan nodded, grasping for the lifeline. “Yes! Whatever you want! Just… don’t hurt me.” 
 
    The laughter came again as the grey eyes flickered around the room. They were in one of the laboratories, and the benches were crowded with various machines and test tubes. Some were still whirring gently on the benchtop as they finished their cycles. She frowned, wondering where the doctor in charge was, before she noticed the pool of blood staining the floor behind one of the benches. 
 
    “Where is our…” the creature frowned, pausing as it thought, “Where is our… creator?” 
 
    “Creator?” Susan asked, her voice cracking with her terror. She shook her head. “I don’t… I don’t understand.” 
 
    The Chead growled. Before she could react, its hand flashed out and caught her by the throat. With its immense strength, the Chead hauled her up, impossible to resist, and slammed her back against the wall. She gasped, struggling to inhale as its fingers began to squeeze. 
 
    “Please…” she managed to whisper as darkness swirled at the edges of her vision. 
 
    Without warning, Hecate released her and she crumpled to the ground. Eyes watering, she sucked in a breath, coughing as oxygen flooded her lungs. 
 
    “Tell me…” Hecate growled, “Where… is that which… created us?” 
 
    On her hands and knees, Susan looked up at the creature, her oxygen-starved mind struggling to decipher its demand. Slowly the cogs in her mind turned over, and she shuddered, realising there was only one thing the Chead could mean. 
 
    “The virus?” she whispered, “You want the virus… that made you?” 
 
    The creature’s smile returned. “Yes…” 
 
    Susan nodded. “We… we have some… we have some in storage,” she stammered. 
 
    “Take me.” 
 
    “Okay,” gathering herself, Susan carefully climbed to her feet, using the wall as support. She looked at the creature and taking another breath, nodded to the doorway. “It’s that way.” 
 
    Laughter rasped from the creature’s throat as it stepped aside to let her pass. 
 
    The virus storage facility wasn’t far, and Susan moved past the other Chead and out into the corridor on trembling legs. Hecate followed close on her heels, and they made their way quickly down the long corridors without incident.  
 
    A few minutes later, Susan drew to a stop outside a heavy metal door. She glanced at the Chead, wondering whether to say she didn’t have the key, but one look in its grey eyes was enough to dismiss the idea. Reaching into her pocket, she retrieved her key card and unlocked the door. Air hissed as the lock released, and she stepped inside. Before she could slam in shut behind her, the Chead stepped after her. 
 
    Inside, they found themselves in a little airlock facing a second door. A basin on one wall was used for scrubbing down after trips inside, and shower heads in the ceiling could be used in the case of accidental exposure. But fortunately, the viral samples they worked with were not airborne, and could only be transmitted through ingestion. That was how they believed the Chead virus had been spread through the nation – by deliberate contamination of food supplies. Texas was the usual suspect, although the Western Allied States were not short of enemies.  
 
    Moving to the second airlock, Susan pushed the door open. Beyond, the air was cold, carrying with it the strong scent of bleach. The walls of the room were lined with freezer drawers where they stored the various strains of the virus. Each drawer was colour coded with the generation of virus and labelled with the individual strain. Most of the drawers were filled with the PERV-A strain they had been replicating for the last few weeks, but in the corner she could see the red label that marked the original Chead virus. 
 
    “Where?” Susan jumped as the creature whispered in her ear. 
 
    Nodding, she moved across to the freezer and pulled open the drawer. Inside, were tray upon tray of little glass vials. Each one contained a single dose of the virus. They had been frozen in liquid nitrogen before being stored in the freezer, and would remain viable so long as they were kept that way.  
 
    She looked up as Hecate joined her. “This is the original virus,” she croaked, “It needs to be kept frozen.” 
 
    “How… is it moved?” 
 
    Susan swallowed, her eyes drawn across the room to the portable refrigerators. She nodded at them. “We… we send shipments sometimes… to other laboratories. Those… steel boxes are portable freezers. Their batteries can last twenty-four hours...” she trailed off as Hecate leaned down to study the vials in the drawer. 
 
    “PERV-ALPHA,” it growled, “What is that?” 
 
    “It’s… it’s… our official name for the Chead virus,” Susan stammered, “They… its infectious when ingested, or injected into the blood supply,” she rambled on, eager to fend off more questions. 
 
    She fell silent as the grey eyes shifted back on her. A shiver ran through her and she took a quick step back, suddenly realising how close she was to the creature. Its hand flashed out to catch her wrist, drawing her back. She tried to squirm free, but it pressed against her, pinning her against the freezer. 
 
    “You said… you said you’d let me go,” tears blurred her vision as a scream built in her throat. 
 
    “Did I?” the Chead’s eyes bored into hers.  
 
    It leaned towards her, its nostrils flaring, and she fought harder to break free. But its weight crushed her against the cold steel, leaving her with nowhere to go. The creature began to laugh, its eyes dancing with amusement at her feeble struggles. The sound wrapped around her, and Susan could contain her panic no longer. 
 
    She tried to scream, but a hand clamped down over her mouth, cutting off her cries. Staring up into the grey eyes, Susan struggled to breathe, but its hand had blocked her nose too. She gave another muffled shriek, but it was hopeless. Eyes watering, the strength slowly fled her body. Her legs gave way beneath her, and the darkness came welling up to claim her. 
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    Chris’s eyelids were drooping by the time he finally staggered down the corridor towards the bedroom. The conversation in the living room had gone on for hours, until in their exhaustion they began to repeat themselves. By then the day had crept into the afternoon, and Chris was well beyond the point of caring. He had hardly slept in forty-eight hours, and now he could barely keep his feet.  
 
    The problem they were all struggling with was whether they could trust Jonathan. They had already been betrayed once – by his wife – and while they’d torn the phone out of the kitchen wall, Chris still couldn’t quite bring himself to believe this wasn’t all some elaborate trap. 
 
    The second problem was the nature of the allies he had proposed they approach. 
 
    The Mad Women. 
 
    He shook his head, wondering if they were mad themselves to even consider the idea. How could a group of old women – however great their courage – help Chris and the others bring down the government? If Jonathan was right, they had managed to avoid retribution from the government so far, but Chris doubted that could last. Especially if word got out that the fugitives had contacted them. 
 
    In the end, they had decided to visit the Mad Women’s protest in the morning. Chris had agreed more out of exhaustion than anything. With that finally settled, they had drifted off through the apartment. He’d caught Jasmine’s announcement that she would keep an eye on the ‘prisoner’ with Mira, but by then he was too tired to care. Hopefully Jonathan would survive a few hours in Jasmine and Mira’s tender care. 
 
    Pushing open the door to the spare bedroom, he moved across to the bed and threw himself down on the soft mattress. Breathing in, he caught a whiff of Liz’s scent from the pillows and suppressed a groan. The look she’d given him earlier had been one of pure venom, and he regretted opening his mouth. He should have left her to rest. 
 
    The door creaked and looking up, he was surprised to see her slip into the room. She stilled when she saw him, her mouth opening, one hand still on the door handle. An awkward silence stretched out, and Liz shifted on her feet, clearly anxious. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” the words tumbled from her mouth in a rush. 
 
    Chris tilted his head to the side. “For what?” he forced a smile. 
 
    Liz shook her head and closed the door the rest of the way. “For snapping at you,” she moved across and sat on the corner of the bed. Her tone was flat. “For pushing you away.” 
 
    Chris’s heart pounded hard against his chest. Liz sat looking away from him, her black wings hanging loosely to either side of her. He could sense the distance separating them, the gulf that had opened up in the corridors beneath the courthouse. He knew Liz was suffering, though she had said nothing about what had happened to her since their escape. She hadn’t even mentioned Halt, or how her very touch had burned his life away. 
 
    “Liz…” he whispered. Reaching out a hand, he stroked the small of her back between her wings. “Liz, you haven’t pushed me away. I’m right here…” 
 
    She flinched at his touch, but after a moment she relaxed, and he trailed his fingers up her back, taking care not to touch her skin. Shivering, she looked back at him, her blue eyes wide, and he saw the walls come tumbling down. Tears filled her eyes as she bit back a sob. 
 
    “Chris…” she gasped, “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I miss you…” 
 
    “I’m right here, Liz,” he repeated. 
 
    But she only shook her head and looked away again. She was still trembling beneath his fingers, her whole body tensed as though ready to flee. 
 
    “I’m scared,” she whispered after a few minutes had passed. When she looked back at him her cheeks were streaked with tears, and Chris had to fight the urge to reach out and wipe them away. “I’m afraid I’ll hurt you.” 
 
    Somehow Chris found himself smiling. Perched on the corner of the bed, her curly black hair in tangles, her broad wings wrapped around her shoulders and her knees tucked underneath her, Liz was a mess. But in that moment, he realised how much he loved her. He loved her fierce nature, her fire and courage and determination when all seemed lost. Seeing her like this, vulnerable and afraid, finally shook him from his own fear. 
 
    Taking a breath, he reached out and wiped the tears from Liz’s cheek. Her eyes widened, but he did not take his hand away. Instead, he trailed his fingers across her skin and up through her hair, until he cradled her head in his hand. Staring into her eyes, he waited. 
 
    It started as a slight tingling sensation in the tips of his fingers, but it did not take long to spread. Pinpricks spread along his arm, as though tiny needles were stabbing him. The sensation grew hotter as it reached his chest. He gritted his teeth as the flames swept through him, determined to hold on as long as he could. Finally couldn’t take it any longer, and he carefully removed his hand and closed his eyes. 
 
    Sucking in another breath, he struggled to control himself as the venom spread through his system. His body started to shake, and despite the fire dancing in his chest, he felt cold. The pain swept through him like the incoming tide, washing away his resistance, until he was panting hard just to keep himself from screaming. 
 
    Then Liz’s hand was on his shoulder, squeezing gently through his t-shirt, and opening his eyes he saw her beside him, her eyes shining. He forced a smile, trying to reassure her, to let her know he was okay. 
 
    A few minutes later, the pain began to recede, and he managed a more convincing grin. Liz gave a tentative smile back, and slowly shook her head. 
 
    “Chris…” she said. “Why did you do that?” 
 
    “To show you I could,” he looked her in the eye, fighting the urge to kiss her, “Because I love you.” 
 
    Liz’s eyes watered and she closed them. Though she didn’t say anything, he could feel the distance between them shrink, could sense the change in her. 
 
    “Think there’s room for one more on that bed?” she asked finally. 
 
    Chris smiled and nodded. He wriggled over as far as he could as she slid beneath the blankets. With the remnants of the venom still sweeping through his system, he no longer felt the cold, and this way there was less risk of receiving a second, accidental dose. Rolling on his side, he allowed his wings to unfold as he looked across at Liz. 
 
    “What?” she asked when she saw him watching her. Laughter bubbled up from Chris’s chest. Liz had tucked the duvet up to her chin, leaving only her head exposed. Her hair tumbled out across the pillow, and her big blue eyes stared up at him innocently. “You didn’t want any, did you?” 
 
    “No,” he replied with a grin. He shook his head. “Just… it’s good to have you back.” 
 
    A smile flickered across her lips and a gentle silence stretched out. This time there was no tension between them, and Chris’s mind began to drift. He thought again about their plan, but he still couldn’t feel any enthusiasm for it. The Mad Women might be goodhearted and well-meaning, but what was that against their enemies? Halt might be gone, but the Director was no less terrifying. If anything, he was afraid she might prove even more ruthless than the despicable doctor. 
 
    “What are you thinking about?” Liz whispered. 
 
    Chris jumped and looked across at her, but her eyes were still closed. He sighed. 
 
    “I was thinking we’re as insane as these so called Mad Women.” 
 
    Her blue eyes flickered open. “Maybe,” she smiled, “Maybe not. Only time will tell. But at least we know one thing.” 
 
    “Oh? And what’s that?” 
 
    “I was right,” a smile spread across Liz’s lips, “About telling Jonathan about his family. You should listen to me more often.” 
 
    Shaking his head, Chris raised his hands in mock surrender. “Alright Liz, you were right. You can be the leader from now on.” 
 
    “Good,” Liz nodded solemnly, “My first order of business is: stop hogging the blankets.” 
 
    So saying, she yanked the blankets out from underneath Chris, sending him tumbling from the bed in a pile of limbs and tangled feathers. 
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    Sam glanced around as he moved down the street, and then pulled the hood tighter around his face. His wings tingled beneath the heavy folds of the jacket, and a tremor ran up his spine at the thought of unseen eyes watching him. The others pressed in close around him, their faces down, hidden beneath matching hoods. Together they struggled to make headway along the crowded San Francisco sidewalks. 
 
    Ahead, Chris took the lead with Jonathan. They were keeping a close eye on the translator. Despite the man’s talk of fighting back, the others still didn’t trust him. Sam could hardly blame them after what they’d been through. But they had not seen Jonathan’s face when Sam had shown him the bodies of his wife and daughter. 
 
    He shivered, remembering the sound Jonathan had made, a shrill, primal mode that seemed to rumble up from his very soul. The translator had dropped to his knees beside the bed where his family lay, and reached for his daughter’s cold grey hand. After witnessing his grief, Sam could not believe the man would betray them now. 
 
    A gust of wind caught Sam’s hood and almost tore it off. Snapping himself back to the present, he quickly pulled it back down and then looked sidelong at the other pedestrians to make sure no one had noticed. A woman strode past without breaking stride, her eyes on her watch as she struggled through the crowd. No one else was looking in their direction, and he breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    Returning his attention to the pavement, he chased after the others. They were close now, and looking up he caught a glimpse of the marble and granite obelisk rising from the top of the hill.  
 
    Independence Square. 
 
    He had only visited the memorial once, when his father had brought him to San Francisco as a child. They had sat beneath the towering obelisk and read some of the names inscribed in the stone. They were the names of those who had fought for the Western Allied States in the American War, the soldiers who had helped win their freedom. The inscriptions stretched from the base of the obelisk all the way to the top, some seven hundred feet above. 
 
    They numbered in the hundreds of thousands. 
 
    None of his immediate family had fought in the war, but his father had still insisted on bringing Sam there. He had wanted Sam to know the cost their young nation had paid to survive, wanted him to understand the weight of sacrifice that had bought their freedom. 
 
    Now Sam found himself wondering how many more names needed to be added to the obelisk. 
 
    How many did you murder, Halt, in your quest for perfection? 
 
    By the time they reached the top of the hill, Jonathan was puffing hard, and Sam couldn’t help but grin. He’d found the forty-minute walk through San Francisco invigorating, but he guessed the rolling hills were not so easy for those without their advantages. 
 
    Keeping his hood low, he took a moment to studied their surroundings while Jonathan caught his breath. The towering buildings had opened out, giving way to the wide park square that marked the spiritual centre of San Francisco. The pale stone obelisk stretched up into the sky, towering over the dense trees and shrubbery ringing the park. There were no signs of disturbance, but the wall of greenery hid the open courtyard at the base of the obelisk. 
 
    “Bit out of shape are you, Jonathan?” Sam laughed when their guide finally straightened. 
 
    Jonathan only shook his head and nodded at the obelisk. “They gather in the courtyard every morning, from what I’ve heard. The government has been trying to keep their presence under the radar, but word’s slowly spreading.” 
 
    “The news hasn’t been covering their protest?” Ashley asked, frowning. 
 
    Jonathan shrugged. “Once or twice. That’s where they got the name ‘The Mad Women.’ I guess someone was trying to make a joke out of them.” 
 
    “Well, let’s go see what we’re dealing with,” Liz walked out onto the road as the pedestrian light turned green. 
 
    Sam and the others moved after her, and together they made their way into the park. Stepping onto the narrow path leading through the trees, Sam paused, thinking again of his father and the time they had visited San Francisco. The memory felt like someone else’s now, like a glimpse into some other life. 
 
    How long had it been since he’d been taken? Since his father had been arrested for treason, and Sam had found himself locked away in a cage beneath the mountains? What would his father think of him now, after everything he’d done? 
 
    I did what I had too. 
 
    Yet the thought did nothing to fill the empty feeling in his chest. 
 
    Within a few minutes, the trees opened out again, revealing the full expanse of Independence Square. Stone tiles covered the ground in a five hundred foot square around the towering obelisk. The colours varied from blue to black to red, and when viewed from above they created a giant mosaic of a blood red sunset.  But just then, only a small patch of tiles was visible beneath the crowd that had gathered around the square. 
 
    The Mad Women. 
 
    Sam shook his head, not sure whether to laugh or cry. Jonathan had told the truth – that much was certain. They were gathered around in the centre of the square, their faces lined with age, their bodies withered by the cruel passage of time. They held no placards or megaphones, and they were silent as they made their way around the base of the obelisk. Many wore the faded army uniforms and shining medals of their fallen husbands. 
 
    A tremor went through Sam as he watched their slow progression around the obelisk. Though they made no sound, their message was clear to all who watched. And people were watching. They stood around the edges of the square, hundreds of wide-eyed onlookers, drawn here by the whispers spreading through the city. They had come to see the spectacle, to watch the women who dared stand in defiance of the government. 
 
    Despite his despair, Sam couldn’t help but admire the women’s courage. They might not have the power or the influence to bring down the President and his Directors, but here they were anyway. Here they stood, in open defiance of the powers that ruled them, with only the honour of their fallen loved ones to protect them. 
 
    Watching them, Sam could almost bring himself to hope things might change, that they might have a chance after all. 
 
    Almost. 
 
    He looked up as a shout carried to them across the square. Beyond the slow march of the Mad Women, the crowd on the other side of the square were drawing back, retreating before the thud of marching boots. A cold fist wrapped around Sam’s chest as he glanced at the others. Before anyone could move, Jasmine leapt forward and caught Jonathan by the front of his shirt. 
 
    “You betrayed us!” she hissed. 
 
    “No!” Jonathan gasped as her fingers reached for his throat, “This wasn’t me!” 
 
    Jasmine looked around at them, her eyes alight with fury, and even Sam was loath to interfere. He glanced at the oncoming soldiers and then back the way they’d come. But the trees were empty and he shook his head at Jasmine. 
 
    “They’re not here for us,” he said softly. “Or we’d already be surrounded.” 
 
    For a moment, he thought Jasmine would ignore him. Jonathan was standing on his toes to keep her grip around his collar from strangling him. 
 
    “Jasmine,” Chris cut in. “Put him down, before someone notices.” 
 
    Chris’s warning seemed to cut through Jasmine’s rage, and snorting, she released the translator without any further argument. Jonathan coughed and bent in two, and Sam moved across and patted him on the back. 
 
    “Sorry, she’s a bit jumpy,” he offered. 
 
    Shaking his head, Jonathan straightened. “They’re probably here for the Mad Women,” he glanced at them as he spoke, “After the attack on the courthouse, gatherings like this have been banned.” 
 
    “What will they do?” Ashley asked. 
 
    Hearing the tremor in her voice, Sam reached out and took her hand. His heart twisted as she glanced at him, and he saw the fear in her amber eyes. The thud of boots echoed loudly in the square now, seeming to come from all around. Beneath the obelisk, the Mad Women had drawn to a stop and stood watching the approaching soldiers. They made no move to flee as men in sharp green uniforms pushed through the onlookers and drew to a halt in front of them. 
 
    Then a woman strode forward through the ranks of soldiers. She moved with purpose, as though possessed of an unwavering confidence. The men parted before her like the red sea, eager to avoid the hard look in her eyes. Her thin lips twisted into a frown as she stopped at the head of the soldiers and studied the old women around the obelisk. The look on her face suggested she thought it beneath her just to stand in their presence. 
 
    Which probably wasn’t far from the truth. There was no mistaking the Director of Domestic Affairs, and Sam nervously pulled his hood tighter around his face. This was the woman who had called them terrorists – the person supposedly in charge of bringing them to justice. 
 
    The Director placed her hands on her hips and slowly shook her head. 
 
    “What would your husbands think?” she spoke in a soft voice, but Sam heard her easily from across the square, “To see the lot of you standing here, undermining the nation they gave their lives to defend? And while we are in the middle of a crisis?” She shook her head again. 
 
    A soft whisper went through the Mad Women, but for a long moment, it looked like they would not respond. Then one woman stepped from the group. She wore a faded green uniform, and on her chest a silver cross gleamed. She stood with her shoulders held high and stared down the Director. From beside him, Sam heard someone gasp, but the old woman was already speaking. 
 
    “Who are you to talk of our husbands’ sacrifice?” she asked, her voice firm, “Who are you to ask what they would think of us?” 
 
    For a second, the Directors mask slipped, and Sam saw the fury in her eyes. “I am the Director of Domestic Affairs, second only to-” 
 
    “You are a liar and a murderer,” the woman interrupted the Directors words. She spread her arms to indicate the women behind her. “We are the Western Allied States. We are what our husbands fought for, what they gave their lives for.” 
 
    The Director was shaking her head again. “This cannot continue,” she said, pursing her lips, “Disperse, now. Or you will force me to act.” 
 
    A smile flickered across the old woman’s face as she crossed her arms. “We aren’t going anywhere. Touch us if you dare.” 
 
    “So be it,” the Director snapped, “Men, take these women into custody.” 
 
    “No!” Sam spun as Chris shouted behind him. 
 
    Before anyone could react, Chris charged forward. Sam lunged after him, trying to drag him back, but Chris was already tearing off his jacket. His tawny brown wings snapped open, and in a single bound he was airborne. The crack of his wings echoed across the square as he raced towards the Mad Women. 
 
    “Chris!” Sam swore as Liz leapt past him and raced after Chris. 
 
    “About time,” Jasmine charged past with a wild grin on her face. 
 
    Sam watched, helpless as the two girls followed Chris into the air. His mouth hanging open, Sam turned to look at the others. Jonathan, Ashley and Mira stared back at him, each wearing a mixture of shock, fear and amusement on their faces. 
 
    Eyebrows raised, Sam shook his head and looked at Mira. “Is this just something we do now?” 
 
    Grinning, Mira walked past him, her grey wings already starting to beat the air.  
 
    “Let’s make them hurt.” 
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    “Goddammit, Chris!” Liz shrieked as she lifted off from the courtyard. 
 
    But Chris didn’t look back. His wings glinted as they beat down, lifting him out of reach. The thump of feathers striking the air was barely audible over the thud of marching boots. The soldiers spread out across the square below, moving to surround the Mad Women. But as they looked up and saw Chris, they stumbled to a stop again. 
 
    Even from two hundred feet away, Liz could see their confusion. The onlookers gasped and the Mad Women shrank back as Chris’s shadow fell across them. They retreated towards the obelisk, their composure broken by the appearance of the government’s new weapons. 
 
    Liz smiled as her black-feathered wings carried her higher. In their eagerness to unveil the success of the Praegressus Project, the government had unwittingly given them an advantage. Those below only had eyes for their wings – not even the soldiers seemed to have realised who they were. In that moment they weren’t terrorists, they were allies of the government, come to bring peace to the Western Allied States. 
 
    Only the Director knew the truth. She was already retreating through the ranks of soldiers, waving frantically at the sky and screaming as she went. But her orders only added to the confusion of the men around her. The front ranks had already reached the Mad Women, while the rear were caught looking from the Director to Chris in bewilderment. 
 
    Before the woman could restore order, Chris folded his wings, and plummeted towards the soldiers. 
 
    Finally seeing the danger, the men around the Director struggled to bring their rifles to bear. But they had obviously not been expecting the old women to put up a fight, and most still had their weapons slung over their backs. Before they could ready them, Chris slammed through their ranks like a wrecking ball. 
 
    The wind shrieked in Liz’s ears as she beat her wings harder. Half a dozen men had fallen in Chris’s initial attack, felled by flailing wings and fists. But they were only glancing blows, and most were already regaining their feet. Behind Chris, the old women were trying to retreat, but they were hemmed in by the obelisk and the crowd of onlookers, who were pressing closer, eager for a glimpse of the winged teenagers.  
 
    Liz heard the crack of another pair of wings and glanced across as Jasmine drew level with her. Below, Chris was a blur of movement. He seemed to be keeping half the soldiers preoccupied, but beyond him, the men around the Director had dropped to their knees and were lifting their rifles. 
 
    “Dive!” she screamed as the first bullet screeched past. 
 
    As one, the two girls tucked in their wings. Chris and the soldiers were still too far away, but the sky was no longer safe, and Liz shrieked a warning to those below as she shot towards the ground. At the last second she snapped open her wings, lurching painfully in the air, and then slammed down hard into the tiles. 
 
    Cracks spread through the granite as Jasmine landed beside her. The Mad Women scrambled back as Liz and Jasmine straightened. Their eyes were wide with fear, but Liz resisted the urge to reassure them. There was no time. 
 
    Turning, she searched for Chris, but he had disappeared behind the crowd. Cursing under her breath, she pulled her wings tight against her back and started in the direction of the soldiers. The crowd parted before her, all too eager to get out of her way. 
 
    A soldier appeared ahead of her, and heart pounding in her chest, Liz charged. The man was standing over the prone body of an old women, a pair of handcuffs in one hand. He looked up as Liz closed on him, but he had no time to react before her fist slammed into his chest. Pain shot through her knuckles as they connected with the body armour beneath his uniform, but it did little to soften her blow. The man’s face went white as he collapsed. 
 
    “Nice work,” Jasmine grinned as she leapt past, already aiming for another soldier standing nearby. 
 
    They had reached the front of the centre of the conflict now, where the soldiers were clashing with the Mad Women. Liz glimpsed more men standing over prone bodies, and anger flared in her chest. Whatever Chris’s reasons were for charging in so recklessly, he was right about one thing. They couldn’t stand by and let the government crush the helpless women. 
 
    She jumped as a second soldier came at her, twisting to slam the heel of her boot into his face. The man’s head whipped back with a sickening crack and he toppled over without a sound. Liz strode over his body without hesitating, still scanning the ranks of soldiers for Chris.  
 
    Ahead, Jasmine bore down on another soldier. The man saw her coming and wisely tried to flee, but Jasmine caught him by the arm and hauled him back. Screeching like a harpy, she spun, and hurled the soldier face first into one of his comrades. Jasmine didn’t wait to see whether either recovered. Wings still unfurled, she spun in search of another victim. 
 
    In such close quarters, the soldiers were struggling to bring their rifles to bear. Without them, the men were almost helpless against their altered physiology. Liz and Jasmine moved faster than thought, able to see danger and react before the soldiers could even lift their rifles. It also didn’t hurt that some of the enemy still seemed confused about whose side Liz and the others were on. 
 
    A soldier with a steel baton leapt at Liz, but as she turned to meet him he hesitated, his eyes flickering from her wings to her face. Then his eyes widened with recognition, and roaring, he continued his charge. 
 
    Liz batted away his attack with a casual swing of her arm, and then slammed the palm of her hand into his abdomen. He staggered and fell to one knee. As he tried to regain his feet, she drove her elbow down on the back of his head, and sent him crashing to the pavement. 
 
    Spinning, she looked for Chris again, and caught a glimpse of his tawny wings through the press of soldiers. Before she could move towards him, Sam and Mira crashed down beside her. They nodded at her and she pointed in the direction in which she’d seen Chris go. 
 
    Before they could start after him, gunfire erupted from their right. Fire sliced across her arm as something grazed her skin, and swearing she dove to the side. She struck the pavement hard and started to roll as the rifles roared again. Stone chips sliced her face as the bullets thumped into the ground around her, then she was up and leaping into the air. Her wings beat down, carrying her over a body on the ground. Then the men who had started firing were right in front of her, and she slammed into their midst with uncontrolled fury.  
 
    One man went down, his neck shattered by a swift blow from her boot, and then Jasmine was beside her.  Wearing a savage scowl, she tore the gun from the hands of a soldier and swung it like a club at the man’s head. Blood sprayed across Jasmine’s face as it struck, and the man went down screaming.  
 
    Cries came from behind them as Jasmine struck down the last gunman. Glancing back, Liz glimpsed blood on the granite tiles. Her stomach wrenched. The soldiers had fired indiscriminately into the crowd, and several of the Mad Women had been caught in the crossfire. They lay deathly still in the shadow of the obelisk. 
 
    Sam stumbled between the bodies towards them. Mira lay limp in his arms, her grey wings wrapped around her body, and his own face was pale as a ghost. Liz’s eyes travelled down, and saw the blood soaking through his trousers. Her heart lurched and she stepped forward and caught him as his leg gave way. 
 
    “Exciting life you guys live,” he grated as she held him up. 
 
    “Is she okay?” Liz asked, glancing down at Mira. The girl’s eyes were closed, but her wings hid any sign of injury. Then she looked around, her chest constricting in sudden panic. “Where’s Ashley?” 
 
    Sam’s forehead creased as he looked around. “I thought she was right behind us,” he bit his lip and look at Mira, “Mira’s okay, I think. She’s still breathing.” 
 
    Nodding, Liz spun, scanning the crowd for Ashley, but there was no sign of the red-headed girl. Chris had also disappeared into the chaos that had swept across Independence square. The courtyard had turned to pure chaos now. Bystanders stumbled through the throng of Mad Women, some attempting to flee while others sought the supposed safety of the soldiers. The chatter of gunfire echoed off the surrounding trees, sending people diving to the ground. 
 
    The Mad Women themselves were trying to regroup around their fallen members. They stood together, arms locked to protect those who had been injured by the soldier’s bullets. Liz’s heart swelled at the sight, but beyond she could see the soldiers regrouping too. The Director was waving her arms, giving new orders, and already the men were turning in their direction. There were still too many for them to fight - especially with Sam and Mira injured, and Ashley missing. 
 
    “Ah… is that normal?” Sam asked behind her. 
 
    Looking around, Liz followed the direction of Sam’s gaze. A group of soldiers had surrounded Jasmine, but she didn’t seem too bothered about the situation. Her black wings snapped out as the soldiers pointed their rifles, and faster than thought she was among them. A man screamed as she caught him by the throat. The scream ended abruptly as his blood sprayed the air. Another man went down as Jasmine drove her foot into his knee, snapping the bone like plywood. 
 
    Even Liz struggled to track Jasmine’s movements as she tore through the men like butter. They staggered back before her, some even turning to flee, but none escaped. A low growl rumbled from Jasmine’s throat as she felled the last man, and spun in search of her next victim. Her eyes settled on a nearby woman, and she started towards her. 
 
    “Jasmine!” Liz shrieked. 
 
    Jasmine didn’t respond, but she paused midstride and turned towards them. Liz’s heart lurched in her chest as she found herself staring into the hard-grey eyes of the Chead. A deep, guttural growl came from Jasmine’s throat as her lips drew back in a snarl. The hackles on the Liz’s neck stood on end and feathers bristling, she placed herself between Jasmine and Sam.  
 
    “Jasmine, stop!” Liz screamed as the girl stepped towards them. “Don’t do this!” 
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    A dull grin spread across Jasmine’s lips as she crooked her head. Liz swallowed a scream as the grey eyes studied her with detached curiosity. Glancing back at Sam, their eyes met. He nodded at her and climbing to his feet, started to move away. 
 
    Liz turned back just in time for Jasmine’s fist to connect with her face. She reeled backwards as stars flashed across her vision, and only the instinctive beat of her wings kept her upright. Snarling, Jasmine came at her again, and Liz groaned as a boot slammed into her chest. Air exploded between her teeth and she bent in two, struggling to breathe.  
 
    Sensing the need to move, she dove to the side as Jasmine attacked again. The girl stumbled past, and Liz’s wing flashed out to catch her in the face. The blow threw Jasmine off balance, giving Liz time to recover. Straightening, she watched as the taller girl began to circle her. A cold fury lit in Liz’s chest, but she pressed it down, fearful of what might happen if she unleashed it. The last thing they needed was two Chead on the loose. 
 
    She leapt as Jasmine came at her again, her boot lashing out for the other girl’s hip. But Jasmine was quicker still, and spinning, she swept up an arm to catch Liz by the leg. 
 
    Liz screamed as Jasmine lifted her up and then hurled her bodily into the crowd. She crashed into the Mad Women and went down in a pile of tangled bodies. Fear prickled Liz’s neck as she struggled to stand while trying not to let her skin touch the civilians. Before she could free herself, a hand reached down and grasped her by the shirt. 
 
    Her stomach lurched as Jasmine jerked her up. Raising her arms in front of her face, Liz managed to block the first punch, before the second caught her square in the forehead. Her head snapped back, her neck jarring from the force of the blow. Before Jasmine could land a third, Liz twisted in her grip, and bunching up her legs, drove them straight into the taller girl’s chest. 
 
    The kick broke Jasmine’s grip and propelled Liz backwards through the air. Beating down hard with her wings, Liz steadied herself in the air and then dropped lightly to the ground.  
 
    She straightened as Jasmine gave a high-pitched screech. The other girl hurtled at her, her fingers clenched like claws, her teeth glinting in the morning sun. Liz leapt to meet her, and they came together in a clash of fists and feathers. For a second, Liz managed to fend her off. But Jasmine was no longer herself. The rage behind her grey eyes fed her strength, and Liz could not match it. A blow caught her in the chest, then the head, and suddenly she found herself on her knees. 
 
    Gasping, Liz rolled to the side as Jasmine slammed her foot into the tiles where she’d been kneeling. A shriek of frustration chased after her, and Liz struggled to regain her feet. But her vision swam and energy fled her tired limbs. She slumped against the cold stone. 
 
    Jasmine stepped towards her, a grin spreading across her face. Liz looked up as the other girl raised her fist, and without thinking she reached up to catch the blow. The force of the punch rocked Liz backwards, but she wrapped her hands around Jasmine’s fist and held on tight. 
 
    Baring her teeth, Jasmine snarled and struggled to free herself from Liz’s grip. Silently, Liz began to count as Jasmine raised her other arm, praying for the Nematocytes to take effect. How long had it taken for Chris to feel their bite? 
 
    Sparks flew across Liz’s vision as Jasmine’s fist slammed into her unprotected face, but still she did not release the other girl. But as the second blow struck, all her strength seemed to fade away, and Jasmine roared as she tore herself free. 
 
    Liz slumped back against the cold stone, darkness swirling at the edges of her vision. Jasmine stood over her. Snarling, she lifted her boot. Then she paused, and a flicker passed across her face. Her eyes widened, and for a second the grey seemed to flicker. And suddenly she was screaming and staggering back, tearing desperately at the arm Liz had held. 
 
    Then Chris stepped up behind Jasmine, and drove his clenched fists down on the back of her head. She collapsed without a sound, and reaching out, Chris caught her beneath one arm. Hauling her onto his shoulder, he looked down at Liz. 
 
    “You okay?” he asked, his brow creased. 
 
    Liz blinked, her vision still swirling, and shook her head. The movement made her stomach wrench, and rolling onto her side, she threw up the measly remains of her breakfast. She sensed Chris beside her and felt his hand on her back. Looking up from her knees, she caught a glimpse of the Director. She and the remaining soldiers were marching towards them, pushing their way through the remnants of the crowd. 
 
    Groaning, Liz forced herself to her knees, then her feet. She staggered slightly, and Chris struggled to help her with Jasmine still slumped over his shoulder. 
 
    “Where are the others?” she croaked. 
 
    Chris nodded behind her, and turning she saw Sam standing near the remaining Mad Women. Ashley had reappeared beside him, and now carried the unconscious Mira in her arms. There was no sign of Jonathan, but Liz guessed he had probably fled in the chaos. Together, Liz and Chris stumbled across to join them. 
 
    “That’s everyone,” Sam commented, his voice strained. He nodded in the direction of the approaching Director. “Now what?” 
 
    Looking back, Liz swallowed as she saw the soldiers converging on them. Some were already lifting their rifles, and from this distance they couldn’t miss. They glanced at the Director, awaiting her orders. Liz gritted her teeth and closed her eyes as the woman raised her arm. 
 
    But instead of the roar of gunfire, the patter of soft shoes on stone followed. Opening her eyes, Liz gaped as the Mad Women moved between them and the soldiers. Unbent, undaunted by the burly men and their guns, they stood in the line of fire, and shielded Liz and the others with their bodies.   
 
    A shout carried through the crowd as the Director demanded they stand aside, but the Mad Women didn’t move. A moment later a woman screamed as the soldiers started to force their way through, but to Liz’s relief, no more shots were fired. 
 
    “Come, they can’t hold them for long,” a woman’s voice came from beside them.  
 
    Liz turned as an old woman stepped up to them. She blinked, realising it was the same woman who had defied the Director earlier. How she had evaded the first wave of soldiers, Liz couldn’t guess, but all she could do was nod as the woman sheparded them around the obelisk. Together they sprinted across the square and ducked into the shelter of the trees. 
 
    “What about them?” Chris cried as screams chased after them. 
 
    The old woman was struggling to keep up, and she shook her head without breaking stride. Together they burst from the trees out onto the streets. The towering spire of the obelisk disappeared as they turned a corner. Ahead, tyres screeched as a van pulled off the road and drove up onto the sidewalk. The sliding door rattled open and a man gestured frantically at them. Without hesitating, they threw themselves inside as the woman climbed into the passenger seat. 
 
    Then the van was racing away, disappearing into the winding streets of San Francisco, and all Liz could do was stare at the others in shock. They stared back at her, eyes wide, feathers ruffled, and clothes bloodied. They looked just as lost as her. Sucking in a breath, Liz tried to make sense of the scenes in the square, and failed. 
 
    What the hell is going on? 
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    When the darkness finally retreated and Susan woke, she was surprised to find herself alive. But when she opened her eyes, she immediately wished she could return to the darkness. She was lying on the floor in the laboratory again, but she was no longer the Chead’s only prisoner. Around her, the other doctors stood in various states of dress. Some wore only nightgowns, while others had managed to pull on yesterday’s clothes before the Chead had come for them. There was still no sign of any guards, and Susan shuddered to think what had become of them. 
 
    Blinking in the harsh overhead lights, she turned towards the doorway. Her heart sank. There were now half a dozen Chead gathered around the door. Their soft whispers carried across the room, but Susan couldn’t make out what they were saying. For now they seemed to be ignoring their prisoners, but with them standing in the only exit, there was still no chance of escape. 
 
    Susan gritted her teeth as she sat up, her muscles screaming their protests. The other doctors glanced at her, but no one moved to help. She cursed under her breath and slowly struggled to her feet. Glancing at the others, she wondered why they were all still alive. What were the Chead planning to do with them? 
 
    She looked around as the creatures in the doorway fell silent. The group of Chead had straightened, and their eyes alert now. An expectant silence hung in the air, and Susan craned her neck, trying to get a glimpse of the doorway. The other doctors began to whisper as a woman stepped into the laboratory. 
 
    “Silence!” one of the Chead roared, and the whispers died. 
 
    The doctors around Susan shrank back, and she managed to get a proper look at the newcomer. She blinked, her mouth falling open. An old woman stood in the doorway, her eyes glazed white, her long black hair streaming down around her face. Her cheeks were creased with age, and her shoulders were hunched and shrunken. But despite her advanced years, there was no mistaking the power she held over the creatures around her. They made way before her, and watched in silence as she approached the terrified group of doctors. 
 
    As the woman advanced, one of the doctors stumbled forward. She reached out an arm towards the old woman. “Please, help us, the Chead–” 
 
    Her words broke off as the old woman stepped up and caught her by the throat. Lifting her into the air with a strength that belied her age, she studied the doctor with her cold white eyes.  
 
    Only then did Susan realise the truth. The wizened old woman wasn’t human at all – she was Chead, her eyes turned white with the premature aging caused by the virus. But how was that possible? The woman had not been one of the Chead that had escaped the facility. So where had she come from? 
 
    The doctor in the old Chead’s grip gave a strangled cry, her eyes bulging as she kicked feebly. An awful grin spread across the Chead’s face, revealing perfect white teeth, and again the doctor cried out. With shocking finality, something went crack, and blood sprayed the air. 
 
    Susan screamed and stumbled backwards. She slapped a hand across her mouth, struggling to contain her horror as her stomach roiled. Then she was on her knees, throwing up the half-digested remnants of her last meal. 
 
    The doctor’s body gave a wet thud as it struck the ground and lay still. Looking across, Susan gasped as she found the doctor’s eyes wide open and staring at her. A horrible gurgling came from her mouth as blood gushed from her throat. 
 
    Susan quickly looked away, her stomach still churning. A dull moan rattled up from her chest. 
 
    “This is all... of them?” the old Chead spoke in a dry, rasping voice. 
 
    “All the ones… still alive,” the one she recognised as Hecate answered. He nodded towards Susan and she scrambled backwards. “That one… led us to… what we sought.” 
 
    “Did she now?” the old Chead grinned and strode towards Susan. 
 
    Susan cried out and tried to back away, but the doctors behind her shoved her forward, eager to avoid becoming the Chead’s next victim. She looked back at them, silently begging for them to help her, but they retreated together into the corner, leaving her alone in the middle of the room.  
 
    Still on the ground, Susan looked up at the old Chead. She trembled as the pale white eyes found hers. It took every last drop of her courage not to look away. For a moment, it felt as though she was being inspected. Finally she could take it no more, and closing her eyes, she looked away. 
 
    The old Chead laughed. “Hecate, what do you know… of this woman?” 
 
    “Nothing, Talisa,” Hecate replied. “She is… new. She was not one of… them.” 
 
    Opening her eyes, Susan saw the direction of Hecate’s gaze. The Chead was staring at the group of doctors. A dark rage danced behind its eyes, and suddenly she was glad they hadn’t let her hide amongst them.  
 
    The doctors, if possible, shrank more beneath the old Chead’s gaze. A smile curled across her ancient lips. “Very well then,” it laughed. “She is yours…if she accepts.” 
 
    Hecate bowed, and a smile touched the creature’s lips. “If you wish… Talisa.” 
 
    “We shall give her the choice,” Talisa replied, “You have it?” 
 
    “Yes, though we have not…tested it.” 
 
    “All the better,” Susan shrank as the white eyes returned to her, “What is your name, girl?” 
 
    Susan pressed herself flat against the floor. Slowly the question seeped through her mind, and she managed to stammer out an answer. “Su… Susan.” 
 
    The old Chead leaned down, until its face was less than an inch from Susan’s. She tried to shrink away, but firm hands reached out and caught her by the chin. 
 
    “Do you wish to live… Susan?” the old voice whispered in her ear. 
 
    Susan’s heart lurched, and she glanced at Hecate, then back to the old Chead. “Ye… yes.” 
 
    The Chead nodded. “Excellent,” it held out its hand, and Hecate placed something in it, “Then you have a choice… join us… or join them,” it nodded to the other doctors.  
 
    Opening its hand, the old Chead revealed the vial in its palm. Even without reading the label, Susan knew what it was. PERV-ALPHA – the Chead virus she had led Hecate straight to. Her stomach twisted and she struggled to breathe. Choking, she tried to break free of the Chead’s grasp, to turn and flee and never look back.  
 
    But the old Chead only watched her, its eyes devoid of emotion. 
 
    “Choose,” Talisa hissed. 
 
    Susan stilled at the command. She looked around the room, taking in the fear in the eyes of the other doctors, the blood pooling on the floor, her colleague staring at her with dead eyes. She shuddered as she looked back at the Chead. 
 
    I don’t want to die. 
 
    Closing her eyes, she nodded, and held out her hand. Ice tingled in her veins as the tube and a syringe were placed in her palm. 
 
    “Do it,” Talisa ordered, “Now.” 
 
    Susan nodded. With trembling hands, she prepared the syringe. Taking a deep breath, she slid the needle into the rubber top of the tube, and watched as the clear liquid disappeared into the syringe. A tremor ran through her as she held it up to the light, checking for bubbles. She tried not to think, not to contemplate what she was about to do. 
 
    Looking up, she found the grey eyes of the Chead watching her, and quickly looked away. 
 
    Do it, don’t think, she ordered herself. 
 
    Looking at her arm, she contemplated her pale flesh. What would it be like, to change? She realised they had never bothered to ask the survivors. The government had only ever hunted them, slaughtering them wherever they were found. Those few that were captured were imprisoned in places like this, to be the subject of their experiments, or occasionally to breed if they were running short on subjects. 
 
    Susan took another breath, and her trembling stilled. Closing her eyes, she slid the needle into her flesh, and pressed down. When the plunger had depressed the entire way, she carefully pulled the needle out, and hurled it away. 
 
    The breath caught in her throat as she felt the liquid seeping through her arm. There was an alien strangeness to its presence. She gasped as the first tingles of pain began, like a pressure against her flesh. It spread quickly, moving to her shoulder, then her chest, then heart. 
 
    Groaning, Susan bent in two as agony wrapped around her body. Her skull prickled with a thousand pins and needles, and reaching up she tore at her hair, unable to bare the pain. Fire seared its way down her spine and she felt herself falling away. The darkness called, and she longed to embrace it. But the fire was all around her now, absolute, consuming, and she realised with horror the release of unconsciousness would not come. 
 
    A scream tore from her throat, and went on and on, until she tasted blood. A red light spread through her mind, consuming her, and slowly her sanity slipped away. 
 
    From the distance came an old woman’s voice. “Watch her, Hecate,” the voice said, “Until the change is complete.” 
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    Chris still couldn’t believe his eyes. Two hours had passed since the fight in Independence Square, and they were finally safe, but he was still shaking. During the fight, and their wild escape in the rickety van, there had been no time to think. Now, as he stood at the head of the table looking around at the others, he should have been calm. Instead, his heart was racing like a runaway train. 
 
    Ashley and Liz sat to either side of him, their eyes shadowed with exhaustion. Each of them bore the cuts and bruises of their desperate battle. Their anger hung over the kitchen like a thick blanket, silencing all conversation. The others were resting in a makeshift infirmary in another room, where one of the Mad Women was examining their injuries. 
 
    Chris’s chest tightened as he thought of them. All three would apparently recover; but he knew his actions had put them at risk, that he had let them all down. Even so, he couldn’t bring himself to regret his recklessness – not this time. Not when he was standing here, looking across the table at a woman he had never thought he would see again. 
 
    She was the same woman who had stood in open defiance of the Director, the one he had raced forward to protect, the one who had led them all to safety. 
 
    Maria Sanders. 
 
    “Nana,” he gasped the word like a drowning man. 
 
    At the other end of the table, a smile spread across his grandmother’s face. The wrinkles around her cheeks deepened as her eyes glistened. 
 
    “Chris,” she whispered, “It really is you…” 
 
    Chris nodded. His mouth opened and closed, but no words came out. There were none to describe what he was feeling. He found himself moving around the table, his eyes fixed on the woman he hadn’t seen in months, the woman he had long since given up for dead.  
 
    And then her warm arms were wrapping around him, embracing him, and he was crying big, heaving sobs into her shoulder. All the pain, all the grief and anger and horror came pouring out as he held his grandmother for dear life. And he could feel her shaking too, her own sorrow, her own loss a mirror of his own. 
 
    Finally Chris managed to regain some of his composure. Pulling away from her, he wiped away his tears. His grandmother smiled up at him, and then leaned forward and planted a kiss on his cheek. 
 
    “Nana…” Chris hiccupped, “She’s… she’s really gone?” 
 
    His grandmother’s face pinched and her hands tightened on his shoulders. “Yes,” her eyes closed for half a second, “I tried to find you both… but no one would help. They called me mad, called us all mad,” she laughed, the sound harsh and angry, “So we became the Mad Women.” 
 
    Chris nodded, struggling to swallow another wave of grief. Taking a breath, he turned back to the others. 
 
    “This is… this is my nana, Maria Sanders,” he croaked.  
 
    Ashley and Liz’s eyes widened, confusion adding to their anger and exhaustion. Beside him, his grandmother gestured to the seat at the head of the table. Nodding, Chris moved back to his chair. Ashley and Liz watched him, their eyes still hard, but his announcement seemed to have taken the edge from their anger. At the other end of the table, his grandmother sat and looked around at them. 
 
    “Welcome, all of you,” Maria smiled, “And thank you for coming to my rescue.” 
 
    “Thank Chris,” Liz said, shooting him a glance, “We followed his lead.” 
 
    “Even so, thank you,” his grandmother stared at Liz until she looked away, “I’ve often wondered who you were, all of you so called ‘terrorists’ who have been keeping my grandson company on the evening news. Although you gave us quite a fright when you first appeared today. I thought teenagers with wings were meant to be fighting for the other side…” 
 
    A strained silence greeted her question. His grandmother looked from Ashley to Liz, waiting for a response. Chris let out a long breath, knowing he had to face what he’d done.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” he breathed, staring down at the table, “I should never have put you at risk like that. It was stupid and reckless, and I could have gotten us all killed. But when I saw them advancing on her, I didn’t even think.” 
 
    He jumped as Ashley placed her hand on his wrist. “Chris, it’s okay,” she whispered, her eyes suddenly soft, “I know if it had been anyone from my family… I just wish I’d…” her voice cracked and she looked away. 
 
    Before Chris could ask Ashley what was wrong, Liz cut in. “You should have told us. You should have waited for us, but… Ashley’s right. If it had been my father, my mother…” she shook her head and looked at Maria, “It’s nice to meet you too, Maria. My name is Liz, and this is Ashley. Thank you for bringing us here, and thank you for helping our friends.” 
 
    “You’re welcome, my dear,” his grandmother smiled, “I’m just glad we could return the favour. Thanks to the chaos you inspired, most of us apparently made it clear. The soldiers you didn’t… disable were too busy looking for you to pay attention to the Mad Women.” 
 
    “What were you doing there?” Chris asked suddenly. He shivered as he remembered the soldiers marching towards her. “You could have been killed.” 
 
    A smile touched his grandmother’s lips. “I could have,” her eyes travelled around the table, “But I did it for you, Chris. I did it for all the people who have disappeared, the children who have vanished. I’m old, I’ve lived my life. I don’t mind giving it away, if it makes a difference.” 
 
    “But…” Chris croaked, his eyes beginning to water again. 
 
    He looked up as Liz placed her hand on his shoulder. Her blue eyes were wide, glistening with unspilt tears. She nodded to his grandmother, and looking across, Chris saw the sorrow in the tightness of her face. 
 
    “I’ve outlived my daughter, Chris,” she shook her head, but there was steel in her eyes as she continued, “I do not intend to outlive my grandson as well. So when I heard about the Mad Women, and realised I might be able to make a difference, I knew I had to stand with them.” 
 
    Chris closed his eyes, his heart twisting. “But I never asked you to, nana,” he shook his head, “I was trying to protect you, by staying away. I didn’t know what had happened to you, but I thought you’d be safe if I didn’t go near you.” 
 
    “Chris, it’s not your job to look after me,” she laughed, “Your grandfather gave his life so you could grow up in a world that was safe. I am only continuing his fight.” 
 
    “Wrong,” Chris looked up as a voice came from the doorway. Jasmine stood there, arms crossed, her lips twisted in a scowl. To his relief, her eyes had returned to their usual brown, although her fury seemed undiminished. “This is our fight now – even more than yours. You’re right, you’ve lived your life. And while you were busy living it, you allowed this to happen. Where were you when they started taking away our rights? When people started disappearing? Where were you while the Chead ravaged the countryside?” 
 
    Maria did not blink in the face of Jasmine’s rage. “I was sleeping,” she said softly, “Resting on my laurels. I thought the battle was won when the war ended. You’re right – I let this happen.” 
 
    Jasmine hesitated, clearly caught off-guard by Maria’s confession. Beside Chris, Liz nodded to an empty chair, and after a moment’s pause, Jasmine moved across the room and sat down. She shared a long look with Liz, and then gave a quick nod. Liz smiled back. 
 
    Nodding, Maria went on. “But I’m fighting now – and not just protesting with the Mad Women,” she looked around the table, and Chris noticed her eyes lingering on their wings, “There is a movement beginning. It’s still young, but the Mad Women are only the rallying point. We’re the only ones who are safe to openly defy the government.” 
 
    “Until today,” Ashley whispered. 
 
    Maria nodded. “Until today,” she gave a sad smile, “But we always knew the risks. We knew the day would come, and we knew there might be losses. Thanks to you, most of us escaped. Now, we have to wait and see how the public reacts.” 
 
    Chris glanced at the others. His grandmother was right – the Director would have a hard time spinning the attack in the square. The public weren’t likely to take kindly to the use of force against old women. But then, the government had managed to spin their escape from the courthouse as a terrorist attack. Who knew what they would do now? 
 
    “What is this place?” Jasmine asked, “And what exactly is this ‘movement’ of yours doing?” 
 
    “This is a safe house for people the government are hunting,” Maria replied, “There are a few in the city now. You should be safe here, so long as we weren’t followed. Mike’s making sure of that right now – he should be back soon.” 
 
    “Mike?” Chris asked. 
 
    “Our driver,” Maria replied, “As for what we’re doing… For now, mostly we’ve been gathering information. There are several foreign nations concerned about what our government has been up too. So far they have been afraid to act, but the tide is turning. The President is losing control of his citizens. Much of the countryside is close to open rebellion, and some of the cities aren’t far from following. The growing poverty, the Chead, the military crackdowns, the curfews, they’re all taking a toll. The people are losing faith in the government.” 
 
    “In other words, nothing,” Jasmine muttered, but Chris waved a hand to quiet her. 
 
    “It’s a start,” he said softly. 
 
    “Yes,” Maria replied, “But we need more. We need something to light the match, to start a fire in people’s hearts. What just happened in the square, it is only the beginning. If we wait too long, the government will crush us all like flies.” 
 
    “Sure hope not,” Chris started as someone spoke behind them. Leaping to his feet, he spun to face the unfamiliar voice. 
 
    A figure stood in the doorway watching them from beneath a broad-rimmed hat. He wore tight fitting jeans and a buttoned shirt with long sleeves. His boots thudded on the wooden floor as he strode across the room and took a seat at the table. A grin stretched across his bronzed face as he looked around at them. 
 
    “Y’all make yourselves comfortable?” 
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    Liz stood staring down at the newcomer. He had taken the seat beside Maria, and now sat looking up at them from beneath the brim of his hat. Her wings had snapped open as she stood, but his grin did not falter at the sight of them. Instead, he leaned back in his chair, and rested his boots on the table. 
 
    “No one followed us?” Maria asked when no one spoke. 
 
    Sucking in a breath, Liz struggled to calm her racing heart. There was no mistaking the man’s accent, the southern twang of a Texan. And while she knew the truth behind the Chead now, Liz had spent most of her life blaming the Lone Star State for the plague that had ravaged the countryside. Her hatred had only grown with the loss of her mother, and now it was all she could do to keep herself from tearing the Texan apart. 
 
    “Nope, we’re in the clear,” the man laughed, “Y’all caused quite the scene.” 
 
    “Liz, are you okay?” Chris asked beside her. 
 
    Liz flashed him a glance. His brow was creased and he was staring up at her in confusion.  Slowly she nodded, and taking a deep breath, lowered herself back into the chair. She glanced at Jasmine, and saw the same shock reflected in her eyes. 
 
    “This is Mike. He came to me a few months ago, not long after I joined the Mad Women. This is his safe house,” Maria was speaking again, though Liz struggled to take in her words. She sat staring at the Texan, still trying to sort through the emotions warring within her. 
 
    “And now its y’alls,” Mike laughed. His eyes swept over them, and then back to Liz. “Something the matter, miss?” 
 
    It took several seconds for Liz to realise he was addressing her. “No... no.” She shook her head, “It’s just… you’re from Texas?” 
 
    The Texan gently took his feet from the table and leaned towards her. “Is that a problem?” 
 
    Liz sucked in another breath, still trying to regain her composure. She forced a smile. “A few days ago, I’d have torn you limb from limb for that.” 
 
    The man’s smile didn’t falter. “And now?” 
 
    To her surprise, Liz laughed. “Now I know better. I’ll give you a few hours to prove yourself.” 
 
    “How very generous of you,” Mike tipped his hat, “Might I ask what inspired such a change of heart?” 
 
    “That’s a long story…” Liz answered, “The short of it is, I know you weren’t behind the Chead.”  
 
    “Ah…” the Texan leaned forward in his chair again, “Now you’ve got my attention! That little piece of misinformation has been a thorn in our side for years.” 
 
    “I can imagine,” Liz raised an eyebrow, “If you spoke with that accent where I come from, you’d have more than me to deal with.” 
 
    “Yes, I generally pretend I’m from a little further south,” Mike replied in a Mexican accent, “It tends to draw less unwanted attention.” 
 
    “But what are you doing here?” Chris asked. 
 
    The Texan turned to stare at him. “Perhaps you’d like to fill me in a little more about yourselves,” he smiled, “After all, the last I checked the only humans with wings belonged to the government.” 
 
    Beside her, Jasmine growled, and Liz quickly reached out and placed a hand on the girl’s shoulder. Jasmine turned to look at her, her lips drawn back in a scowl, but Liz stared her down. For half a second, Liz thought she glimpsed specks of grey in the girl’s eyes. She gave Jasmine’s shoulder a squeeze; part reassurance, part threat. 
 
    Jasmine’s eyebrows lifted and her chest swelled as she took a deep breath. A shudder went through her and she closed her eyes. When they opened again, Liz saw the fear there. 
 
    “It’s okay,” she said softly, aware the others at the table were staring, “You’ll be okay.” 
 
    She waited until Jasmine nodded, and then turned back to the others. “You wanted answers, Mike?” she bit her lip, “Well, the short of it is, we’re not too far removed from the Chead ourselves.” 
 
    For the first time, the smile slipped from Mike’s face. “What?” 
 
    Liz glanced at Chris, wondering how much she should say, before continuing. “The government created us, but we’re only the latest variation of an old experiment. They’ve been playing with their little project for decades, tinkering away, trying to create the perfect human.” 
 
    “Or the perfect soldier,” Ashley whispered from the other side of the table. 
 
    Nodding, Liz glanced at Maria. “They call it the Praegressus Project. It’s where they’ve been taking all your missing children. And I’m afraid most weren’t as lucky as us.” 
 
    “What does this have to do with the Chead?” Mike pressed. 
 
    Looking back at him, Liz slowly shook her head. “You still don’t see? The Chead were the first ones, the first children to survive the government’s cruel experiment.” 
 
    Silence fell across the table as she told them about Artemis, the ancient Chead they had discovered in the corridors beneath the courthouse. How he had been taken prisoner as a child during the American War. How he had watched hundreds of prisoners die screaming as their scientists sought a weapon to use against the United States. And how he had survived, becoming the first of the creatures that had gone on to plague the Western Allied States. 
 
    “So it’s true,” the Texan whispered as she finished, “We always suspected… but there was never proof.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, we still don’t have any,” Chris replied bitterly, “Artemis died in the courthouse, a victim of their so-called ‘terrorist attack’.” 
 
    Liz frowned as a thought occurred to her. “Maybe not?” her cheeks flushed as everyone in the room turned to stare at her. Shaking her head, she went on. “I don’t know much about what they did to us, but surely there’s a link between our DNA and the Chead?”  
 
    Mike sighed. “No doubt, but all genetic information about the Chead is classified. Scientists who aren’t on the government’s payroll can only speculate about the Chead’s genetic makeup. They definitely don’t have any samples to compare with yours.” 
 
    “No, but what if we had a sample of our own?” Liz smiled as the others continued to stare at her, uncomprehending. “Have you already forgotten what Halt said in the courthouse? Mira used to be Chead.” 
 
    Silence met her announcement. Across the table, Mike slowly sat back in his chair. His eyes glanced in the direction of the infirmary. “What do you mean, ‘used to be’?” 
 
    Liz chuckled at the tension in his voice. “She’s not anymore. Or at least, not in the classic sense. She was infected with the same strain of virus as us. It seems to have masked the more aggressive traits of the Chead,” she glanced at Jasmine, “At least, most of the time.” 
 
    “We’d still need a geneticist to look at the samples,” Ashley mused. She’d been quiet through most of the conversation, but now she looked around the table. “There’s a professor at the University of San Francisco who specialises in Genetic Engineering. I’m not sure how receptive he’d be if a bunch of fugitives showed up on his doorstep, though.” 
 
    “How do you know which professors work at the university?” Chris asked. 
 
    “I studied there for a few months, before…” Ashley trailed off. 
 
    Liz blinked. “You what?” 
 
    Ashley’s face turned beet red. “I never mentioned that? I graduated high school six months early…” 
 
    Beside Liz, Chris laughed. “Well, maybe you can show us around when we visit this professor–” 
 
    “No,” Mike and Maria cut in together. 
 
    Chris fell silent, his mouth still open as he turned to stare at the two adults. 
 
    Mike shook his head. “No,” he repeated, “It’s too much of a risk. Between the wings and the photos in all the papers, you’re too recognisable.” 
 
    “So what, you expect us to just sit here?” Jasmine growled. 
 
    “For now,” Mike answered steadily. Liz opened her mouth to protest, but he spoke over her. “But that doesn’t mean we’ll be doing nothing. I’ll go instead.” 
 
    “You?” Chris asked, frowning. 
 
    “Yes,” Mike’s smile had returned now, “I guess it’s time I told you why I’m here.” 
 
    Liz glanced at the others, and then nodded hesitantly. 
 
    “I was sent by the Lone Star State to assess the situation here on the ground. We’ve been watching the WAS for years – ever since they started accusing us of espionage. I’ve been here for over a year now, collecting information and sending updates back to my government. It won’t be the first risk I’ve taken here.” 
 
    “So you’re a spy?” Jasmine asked bluntly. 
 
    Mike shrugged. “I’m whatever I need to be,” he laughed, “And right now, I’m the best chance you have of clearing your names, and freeing your country from that tyrant you call a President.” 
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    Sam groaned as he opened his eyes and found himself lying alone on a single bed. Shaking his head, he started to sit up, and then gasped as pain shot through his leg. His memory came rushing back, and he looked down and saw the bandages wrapped around his calf. 
 
    Swearing under his breath, he carefully pulled himself into a sitting position and looked around the infirmary. There were several other beds crammed into the little room, but only one other was occupied. Mira lay in the bed beside his, her face pale, her hair slick with sweat. A sheet had been tucked up to her neck, concealing any sign of her injuries. 
 
    Slowly, Sam lifted himself up and hobbled across to Mira’s bed. His wings hung heavy behind him and his leg refused to take his weight, but he made it without falling. Cursing Chris and the soldiers under his breath, he sat on the edge of Mira’s bed, and reached out to pull back the covers. Mira shifted slightly with the movement, and sighed with relief to see she was alive. 
 
    Under the covers, Mira still wore a plain blue shirt, but beneath he could see her right shoulder had been wrapped in bandages. Her chest rose and fell in a gentle rhythm, and even with his inexperienced eyes, he could see Mira was in far better condition than Ashley had been when she’d been shot. 
 
    “The doctor says she’ll be okay,” Sam turned as Chris’s voice came from the doorway. 
 
    “Doctor?” he raised an eyebrow. 
 
    Nodding, Chris stepped into the room and moved across to the bed. “Luxury service here. One of the Mad Women was a medic during the war. Retired a long time ago, but seems like she still knows her stuff. Apparently, the bullet passed right through her shoulder.” 
 
    “That’s good, I guess. How about my leg?” Sam asked sourly. 
 
    Chris flinched and looked away. “I told you I was no leader, Sam,” he whispered. 
 
    “You’re right about that,” Sam groaned as he stood and stumbled back to his bed. Lying down, he tried to find a position where his calf didn’t ache. “So, who is she?” 
 
    “What?” Chris blinked back. 
 
    Sam laughed. “The woman who stood up to the Director. You know her – I saw it in your eyes.” 
 
    A smile tugged at Chris’s lips. “She’s my nana.” 
 
    Despite himself, Sam found himself grinning back. “I’m happy for you,” he shook his head, “It’s about time one of us had some good news.” 
 
    “You aren’t angry?” Chris asked. 
 
    “Furious,” Sam winked, “But I’m sure the girls have already put you through the ringer. How is Jasmine, by the way?” 
 
    “Awake, and human,” Chris replied, “The change didn’t do anything for her temper though.” 
 
    Sam laughed and shook his head. “Between you and her, I’ll never understand how the lot of you survived long enough to rescue us.” 
 
    “Believe me, it was a close thing,” Liz said, appearing in the doorway, “Did you get the feather, Chris?” 
 
    “Not yet,” Chris walked across to Mira’s bed and then hesitated, glancing back at them. “Ah, anyone else want to do it?” 
 
    Liz crossed her arms. “Oh no, she’s all yours.” 
 
    Chris rolled his eyes and turned back to Mira. His shoulders rose as he took a breath, and then he reached down and plucked a feather from her half-exposed wing. A dull growl rumbled up from Mira’s throat and she shifted beneath the covers. Her eyes remained closed, but Chris still made a hasty retreat. 
 
    “What’s that for?” Sam asked. 
 
    “Plan B,” Liz answered with a smile, “Now, do you mind if I borrow Chris? I’m not quite finished telling him off.” 
 
    Chris’s cheeks turned red as Sam waved his permission. He lay back in his bed as the two of them disappeared into the hallway, and then smiled as Ashley took their place. The smile fell from his lips though as he saw her face. There were tears in her amber eyes, and she stepped hesitantly into the room, as though afraid of what he might do. 
 
    “Sam…” she whispered. 
 
    “Looks like we’ve traded places, Ash,” he joked with a smile. He patted the bed beside him. 
 
    Ashley gave a half-choked laugh. Tears spilt from her eyes, but her head bounced in what could have been a nod, and she moved across the room to join him. As she lowered herself down and sat where Chris had been, he reached up and brushed the hair from her face. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Ash?” he asked. 
 
    A tremor went through Ashley and he felt her grow tense. For a second he thought she would flee, before the tension went from her in a rush and she slumped against the wall beside him. 
 
    “I sorry, Sam,” Ashley whispered, her face stretched with sorrow, “I don’t know what happened, I just froze.” 
 
    “What are you talking about, Ash?” leaning forward, Sam pulled her into his arms, “There’s nothing for you to be sorry for.” 
 
    But she shook her head and pulled away from him. “You needed me, and I wasn’t there,” tears spilt down her cheeks, “I just stood there with Jonathan and watched while the soldiers surrounded you.” 
 
    Looking into her eyes, Sam could see her terror, hiding just below the surface. He held her by the wrists as she tried to rise, and shook his head. 
 
    “Ash, we all reacted differently. Heck, I wish Jasmine had held back, after what happened,” Sam sighed, “Besides, you were there when we needed you the most.” 
 
    “When you needed me,” a faint smile crossed Ashley’s face, but it did not touch her eyes. Reaching down, she brushed her hand across his cheek. “I was so afraid, Sam,” her voice wavered. 
 
    “It was your first fight, Ash,” Sam took her hand and pressed it to his lips, “Next time it will be easier.” 
 
    Ashley closed her eyes. “I was terrified,” she stood suddenly, pulling herself free of Sam’s arms. He tried to stop her, but she stepped back and his hands found only empty air. She shook her head, her eyes wide. “When the soldiers came, all I could see was Halt, standing over me again, using me...” she broke off, choking on her grief. “I’m as helpless now as I was chained to that hospital bed.” 
 
    “No,” Sam pushed himself up, though with his injured leg he couldn’t move after her. “You came back, you helped us. Mira and I would never have escaped the square without you.” 
 
    Ashley’s shoulders sagged and she shook her head. “I don’t want to go back, Sam,” her voice shook and his heart went out to her, “I can’t… I won’t be used like that again.” 
 
    “You won’t,” Sam insisted, “I won’t let them. I’ll keep you safe.” 
 
    He watched as Ashley looked up. Her amber eyes met his, and a shadow passed across her face. “My parents told us that, once,” she whispered, “My sister and I, they said they’d protect us… said they’d keep the dark things away.” 
 
    “Ash…” he tried to stand, to reach her. 
 
    “Now they’re all dead: my mum, my dad, my sister. I’m all there is left. Sometimes I wish I could join them. When I think of all those kids… the ones they’re going to take because of us,” her voice broke then and she turned away, “I’m a coward. I should have made him kill me, before I let you help him.” 
 
    “No, Ash,” he stumbled after her, but she was already halfway across the room, “That was my decision, it’s not your fault.” 
 
    “Their blood is on our hands, Sam,” Ashley whispered, her eyes brimming with tears. 
 
    Then she was gone, leaving Sam to stare at the empty doorway where she had stood. 
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    Liz sighed as she lowered herself down into the armchair and looked up at Chris. They had just given Mira’s feather to the Texan, who had promptly left on his mission. Chris’s grandmother had retired to her room to rest. Liz could hardly blame her. After the morning’s events, even Liz was exhausted, and Maria Sanders did not have the advantage of youth or genetically enhanced stamina. 
 
    Chris still stood in the middle of the lounge, looking around at the plain walls with nervous eyes. The room was empty except for another couch opposite her own, and a single painting of the Golden Gate Bridge on the far wall. Thread bare carpet covered the floor, and the couch sagged beneath her. Feeling the tip of a spring prodding her backside, she shifted into a more comfortable position. 
 
    “You didn’t argue with them,” she said softly when Chris finally looked at her. 
 
    Shrugging, Chris sat down on the opposite couch. “After what happened…I just thought…” he shook his head, “I’ve screwed up so many times… maybe it’s time we let the adults handle things.” 
 
    Liz snorted. “As angry as Jasmine is, she has a point. Letting the adults handle things is what got us into this mess in the first place.” 
 
    Chris sighed, and she could see the doubt in his eyes. The rush of his reunion with his grandmother was finally fading, and with it, there was no hiding from the consequences of his actions. They had almost lost everything. 
 
    “What Mike said makes sense,” Chris said finally, “We’re too well known to go to the university.” 
 
    “So what do we do in the meantime?” Liz pressed. 
 
    “We wait,” Chris pursed his lips and stared at the worn carpet, “What do you think happened to Jonathan?” 
 
    Liz blinked. In the rush of the fight, she had all but forgotten the translator. After a moment’s hesitation, she shook her head. “I don’t know. We left him on the edge of the square, he shouldn’t have been caught up with the soldiers.” 
 
    “Unless he tried to help as well,” Chris commented. 
 
    “I’m sure he’s okay, Chris,” Liz offered, “He wanted justice, but he wasn’t an idiot. He wouldn’t have gone charging into a squad of soldiers like a madman.” 
 
    Chris winced, but Liz laughed, taking the sting from her words. When Chris looked back at her, their eyes met. Liz fell silent as she stared into his hazel eyes, searching for the boy she knew, but Chris blinked and looked away. Smirking, she stood and moved across to the other couch and sat down beside him. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said, lowering his eyes, “You were right, I should have waited...” 
 
    Liz laughed quietly. “Yes, well, as I said earlier, I’m not quite finished with your punishment.” 
 
    “Oh?” Chris raised an eyebrow. 
 
    Heart hammering in her chest, Liz crawled across the sofa, until she crouched over Chris. He lay still beneath her, his eyes wide as they looked up at her. A tremor went through Liz, and desire swept through her. She desperately wanted to relax, to lay on Chris’s chest and feel him beneath her, to run her hands through his hair and feel his mouth on her neck. 
 
    But she resisted. Instead, she slowly leaned down and touched her lips to his.  
 
    She sensed Chris’s fear as he stilled, and almost changed her mind. But then Chris’s lips were pressing back against hers, and Chris’s hands were in her hair, pulling her deeper into the kiss. Her lips parted as his tongue darted out to meet hers, and a moan rumbled up from her throat. Heat spread through her chest, warming her heart. Her arms trembled, though from desire or the effort of holding herself up, she couldn’t tell. 
 
    Carefully, Liz lowered herself down, until her breasts were resting against Chris’s chest. Even through the fabric of her t-shirt, she could feel the heat of his desire. She dug her fingers into the cloth of his shirt, feeling his hips move beneath her. 
 
    A moan tore from Chris’s lips as they broke apart for a second. Her heart pounded as she leaned down and kissed him harder. His moan deepened, but his hands stilled, and now he was no longer kissing her back. 
 
    Then Chris began to scream. 
 
    Liz scrambled back as Chris thrashed on the couch. The desire died in her throat as a knife twisted in her stomach. Red lines radiated out from Chris’s mouth and his eyes were closed tight. He cried out again, though this time he managed to clamp his mouth shut mid-scream. He clenched his teeth, his breathing strained. 
 
    Kneeling beside the sofa, all Liz could do was stare as the seizures racked Chris’s body. His back arched, his fingers clawing at the foam cushions, and his mouth opened again, though this time no sound came out. Tears poured from Liz’s eyes as the frail hope she’d held for their relationship died in her chest. 
 
    Slowly the convulsions faded away, and Chris grew still. His eyes flickered open, but his breath still came in ragged gasps. Their eyes met, and she could see the pain he was struggling to conceal. A smile tugged at his lips as he tried to sit up. 
 
    “Don’t,” she whispered, holding out her hand, “You’ll hurt yourself.” 
 
    But Chris only gritted his teeth and pulled himself up. “I’m okay, Liz–” he broke off as a coughing fit shook him. 
 
    Liz stood, but he waved a hand and sucked in another breath. “That was some kiss,” he licked his lips and forced another grin, “You took my breath away.” 
 
    A shudder ran through Liz. She tried to speak, but the words caught in her throat. Swallowing, she tried again, but it was no use. Her hands shook, and she wrapped her arms around her chest before the trembling gave her away. 
 
    Chris’s brow creased. “Sorry, bad joke.” 
 
    “No, Chris,” she managed finally. Her eyes stung but now she did not cry. “We can’t… I can’t keep doing this. I thought… but I was wrong, it’s not going to work. I can’t…” 
 
    Grief swelled in her chest as she started to back away. Chris struggled to rise and come after her, but the venom had robbed him of his strength, and he failed to escape the sofa.  
 
    “Liz!” he called after her. 
 
    But she was already gone. Spinning, Liz sprinted through the doorway and out into the hall. She longed to turn back, to sit beside Chris and let him hold her, but that was impossible. A lonely grief filled her, but she knew it was for the best. Her love could only bring pain and suffering now. 
 
    Only when she finally found an empty room, did Liz let her tears fall. 
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    The Chead woke to the whisper of voices, to the scent of fear and a red haze that wrapped around her mind. Opening her eyes, the Chead screamed as the harsh white light flooded her vision. Pain split her head, and the red swirled. The Chead growled, rage curling through her veins and feeding her strength. A pang of hunger came from her stomach as she staggered to her feet. 
 
    Looking around the room, she found the grey eyes of another Chead watching her. He made no effort to move as she stumbled, her feet unwieldy beneath her. Her hand caught a bench and the Chead steadied herself. Red swirled across her vision, and she gritted her teeth. Clenching her fingers, she felt the steel bench crumple beneath her strength. 
 
    Laughter whispered up from her chest as she straightened. Joy swept through her as she balled her hands into fists, feeling their power.  
 
    Then her ears twitched, as somewhere in the room, something whimpered. The Chead stilled, and she felt again the ache in her stomach, the rage in her chest. Slowly she looked around, taking in the plain steel benches and strange contraptions that filled the room she had woken in. From somewhere in the back of her mind, a voice whispered to her. 
 
    Laboratory. 
 
    Then her eyes found the pitiful creatures huddling in the corner. They watched her with wide eyes, scrambling over one another to escape her gaze. Their fear was heavy in the air, a rich, savoury scent that made her stomach rumble. Opening her mouth, the Chead tasted it on her tongue, and felt her anger respond. 
 
    Grinning, the Chead stepped towards them, and watched as they flinched. She laughed then, ecstasy filling her as she feasted on their terror. But it was not enough – not nearly enough. In two steps, she closed the distance between them. 
 
    The one unlucky enough to be standing at the front tried to dash past her. But the creature moved with slow, ungainly steps, and she reached out and caught it easily. Her fist closed on its wrist, and with a wrench of her arm she hauled it back. The creature’s feet gave way and it fell to its knees. 
 
    “Susan, please no!” its voice grated on her ears, and reaching out she grabbed it by the throat. 
 
    The creature gave a strangled cry as she lifted it into the air and hurled it at the wall. A sharp crack echoed through the room as it struck, and she grinned as the creature slumped against the floor unmoving. Laughter whispered from the Chead’s lips as she turned to face the remaining creatures. 
 
    The laughter went on and on as she stepped into their ranks. Some tried to flee, racing across the room in a desperate attempt to escape. But her brother barred their path, flinging them back into the room with laughter of his own. He did nothing else to interfere, only stood and watched as she had her fun. 
 
    Others begged like the first, but their cries died in their throat as she tore them apart. Some called her Susan, others doctor, but the words were unfamiliar, and their pitiful screams only fuelled her rage. She drank in the sound of their terror, feasting on the tang of blood, and roared, drunk with her newfound power. 
 
    When it was over, and even the dying moans of the pitiful creatures had fallen silent, the Chead finally grew still. Licking her lips, she savoured the metallic tang of their life blood. It covered her clothes, her face, her hair, covered everything in the room. Her nostrils flared as she breathed in its scent. 
 
    Slowly the red began to fade, her bloodlust sated, and images rose from the depths of her mind. She saw the faces of the creatures strewn around her, their lips twisted in smiles, their eyes filled with laughter. She saw the man who had died first offering his hand, welcoming her, and others leading her down the long white corridors, showing her to her room. 
 
    Susan stumbled backwards, her feet slipping in the slick blood covering the linoleum floor. The breath caught in her throat, and she grabbed at the bench, desperate to stay standing. Looking down, she saw the blood covering her clothes. Her stomach wrenched and she tasted bile in the back of her throat.  
 
    Choking, Susan struggled to hold down the contents of her stomach. But there was no escaping the blood. It filled the room, lingering in her nostrils, on her tongue. 
 
    “No!” the word tore from her lips. 
 
    She gasped, a scream building in her throat as she struggled to breath. Her eyes swept the room, and found the cold grey eyes of the Chead watching her. 
 
    “What did you do?” she screamed. 
 
    But she knew this had not been its doing. Hecate had never left his post, only watched with the same quiet satisfaction he watched her with now. This had been her doing, her slaughter. She had torn through her fellow doctors like death itself, joying in their fear, their agony as she ripped flesh from bone. 
 
    “No…” she whispered, shaking her head. Tears welled in her eyes as she looked at Hecate. “What have you done to me?” 
 
    A smile spread across the creature’s face as it stepped towards her. Reaching out a hand, it placed it on her shoulder.  
 
    “Now, you are one of us,” Hecate whispered. 
 
    Before Susan could reply, the red haze rose again to claim her. 
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    Liz paced down the corridor, her long strides eating up the distance in half a dozen steps. Reaching the end, she spun and set off back down the hall. Her wings stretched out to either side of her, as far as the narrow walls would allow. The muscles in her back spasmed, stiff from the long days of disuse, but she kept on. Up and down she walked, stretching and folding her wings, doing her best to work the nots from her muscles. 
 
    It was not enough, of course, and though she had only had the strange limbs a few weeks, she longed to take to the sky. There was a recklessness inside her, a need to escape the confines of the safe house and soar amongst the skyscrapers and hills of San Francisco.  
 
    Instead, she and the others had found themselves locked away, under strict orders from Mike and the other managers of the safehouse to remain indoors. That meant no midnight flights, not even an afternoon stroll through the suburbs. After their weeks spent in the mountains and plains of California, the restrictions were quickly driving her insane. 
 
    It didn’t help that she had spent the past week dodging Chris. She could see the hurt in his eyes each time she spurned him. It matched the pain in her own heart, but she couldn’t bring herself to wound him further. Then there was Ashley, who had apparently decided to shun them all. Liz had done her best to console Sam, who was mostly confined to his bed while his leg healed. Mira was finally awake, and despite their best efforts to keep her in bed, had taken to wandering the house at strange hours. Several of the guards had already complained about her scaring them half to death in the middle of the night. 
 
    And Jasmine, well, she had at least calmed down since the incident in Independence Square. But she was going as mad as Liz, locked away in the house.  
 
    Worst of all, there still hadn’t been any word from the Texan. It had been over a week since he’d left with Mira’s feather. Maria and the other managers of the house had expected him back by now, although they still insisted everything was okay. Maria had known Mike for months now, and apparently it wasn’t unusual for him to drop off the radar. 
 
    And so they waited, trapped in the house. During the day, they took turns watching the television, waiting for news of the attack in Independence Square to surface. The government had been tight lipped so far, suppressing all details while they ‘investigated’. But with so many people involved, even the corrupt reporters for the news agencies had started asking questions. Unfortunately, the days when everyone had a smartphone in their pocket had ended when stocks of Gallium and other rare earth metals ran out. Thirty years ago, a dozen videos of the attack would have surfaced by now, but so far there had been nothing.  
 
    Ahead, a door opened and Liz drew to a stop as Ashley walked into the hallway. The girl’s lips were drawn back in a scowl and she stood with her arms crossed, one eyebrow raised. 
 
    “Do you have to do that?” Ashley asked, her voice sharp. 
 
    Shifting her weight to lean against the wall, Liz folded her wings and eyed the taller girl. Staring into Ashley’s amber eyes, Liz struggled to pierce the veil the girl had cast over herself. The girl standing in front of her was so different from the Ashley she’d known back in the facility. That Ashley had always seemed so perfect, as though the darkness could not touch her. Even in the mountains, with bullets flying all around them, Ashley had kept her cool. 
 
    Yet back in Independence Square, Ashley had frozen. 
 
    “Sorry, were you sleeping?” Liz finally replied in a whisper. 
 
    Ashley’s white wings stretched out behind her, the feathers standing on end. “Of course I was sleeping!” she snapped, “It’s 3am!” 
 
    “Oh!” Liz glanced at the clock on the wall, surprised she’d lost track of time, “Sorry, I didn’t realise.” 
 
    “Of course not,” Ashley snorted, her eyes flashing, “Why would you?”  
 
    Liz raised her arms in surrender, unwilling to say anything that might provoke Ashley further. Shaking her head, Ashley turned and stalked back towards her room. 
 
    “What happened to you, Ashley?” Liz asked without thinking.  
 
    Ashley paused in her doorway, one hand on the wooden frame. With her back turned, Liz could not see her face, but her feathers quivered, standing on end to tangle with her scarlet hair. Her shoulders started to shake, and suddenly Liz realised Ashley was crying. 
 
    Liz was at her side in an instant. Reaching out, she gently rubbed the small of her back. She had taken to wearing long sleeves and thin woollen gloves, but she was still careful not to touch Ashley’s skin. After a moment, Ashley looked back at her, her eyes red. 
 
    “I don’t know, Liz,” Ashley’s voice shook, “I’m terrified… of everything. I feel so helpless, so useless, like every bad thing that happens is my fault.” 
 
    “That’s not true,” Liz gripped her by the chin and forced Ashley to look at her, “You know that.” 
 
    But Ashley only shook her head. Breaking free of Liz’s grip, she leaned against the wall and slid to the ground. Hugging her knees to herself, she went on. 
 
    “You don’t know what it was like, after you escaped. Halt had me so drugged up, I couldn’t do anything to stop him. My…my mind was so muddled…the things he did, they’re still coming back to me, even now. Every night I go to sleep, and I remember something new, some fresh, horrible thing he did to me while I was helpless in that hospital bed. It’s like he’s waiting for me, every night…” her voice cracked, “And then there’s what Sam did… for me. I can’t bear it.” 
 
    Liz shivered. Staring down at Ashley, she could only begin to imagine what vile things Halt might have done to her in retaliation for their escape. Taking a breath, she crouched beside Ashley and hugged her as best she could. 
 
    “Come on,” she said finally. Pulling back, she nodded down the corridor. “You need some fresh air.” 
 
    “But…” Ashley trailed off, and Liz saw the fear in her eyes. 
 
    “No,” Liz gripped her under the arm and hauled Ashley to her feet, “Don’t think it, don’t say it. It’s dark. There’s no one looking for us out here, not at this time of night. We’ll be fine. Sitting around stewing isn’t doing you any good.” 
 
    With that, Liz set off down the hallway, dragging the other girl with her.  
 
    Taking care to avoid the man on watch, they slipped out the back window into the garden, where a scattering of trees offered shelter from anyone who might have been watching. The last hint of Ashley’s injury had faded days ago, and while she’d had less practice than the rest of them, Ashley still managed to get airborne with only a short run across the grass. Her white wings clipped the treetops as she lifted from the yard, then she was free. 
 
    Liz laughed as she looked back and saw the grin on Ashley’s face. Stretching her wings, she drifted sideways, allowing the other girl to catch up. As they drew side by side, their wings stretched out to brush against one another, black on white. The lights of the houses fell away beneath them as they rose higher, the strong San Francisco winds sending them soaring. 
 
    Looking out through the night, it seemed to Liz as though the whole world stretched out beneath them. The lights of the city shone like stars below, stretching north and east and south as far as the eye could see. In the distance, the lights merged with the sky, so that there was no horizon, only an endless tapestry of stars above and below. 
 
    “How do you feel?” she called to Ashley over the howling wind. 
 
    Ashley grinned back at her, her face more alive than Liz had seen in weeks. Her amber eyes shone, like twin beams in the darkness.  
 
    “Like I’m home!” she shouted back. 
 
    They fell silent then, drifting in the peaceful calm of the night sky. Liz watched Ashley’s face as she contemplated the city below, remembering again the girl she’d first met in their prison cell. Ashley had said something profound then – something that had given them all hope in their darkest days. She’d told them that Halt and their captors were only human, that they would make mistakes. 
 
    But thinking about the past few weeks, the things they had endured, Liz found herself thinking there was more to those words. Because despite everything that had been done to them, the wings and strength and speed the mad scientists in the mountains had given them, they were still only human. And with all the loss and horror and guilt they had endured, it was a miracle they hadn’t all crumbled long ago. 
 
    And of all of them, Ashley had endured the most. While the bullet wound had healed, the aftermath of Ashley’s fall had left far deeper scars. Liz just hoped her friend could claw her way back from the brink. 
 
    “You know what I always dreamed of doing?” Ashley asked suddenly, a grin splitting her face. 
 
    Liz shook her head, and Ashley laughed. Without offering any further explanation, she folded her wings, and dove towards the distant city. Liz’s heart lurched and she tucked in her wings and chased after her. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she screamed, but the howling wind tore her words away. 
 
    Ahead, Ashley plummeted through the sky, her wings still drawn tight against her back. The skyscrapers loomed as they drew level with their rooftops. Only then did Ashley pull out of her dive. White wings struck the air, sending her racing through the maze of buildings, until ahead, they gave way to the waters of the San Francisco harbour. 
 
    Turning her wings, Liz adjusted course, surprised by Ashley’s speed. She heard the soft crash of waves from below as the winds raged on the harbour, and away to their right she saw the lights of Alcatraz. The prison had been reopened during the American War, and had since been used to hold those who were convicted of treason while they awaited their sentence. Or so Liz had thought, until a few months ago. 
 
    But it wasn’t the prison Ashley was interested in. Her wings shifted, lifting them higher again, as the lights of the Golden Gate Bridge loomed above them. Blinking, Liz couldn’t help but grin as they flew up through the twisting suspension. The red paint glimmered in the fluorescent lights, while below the odd car drove across the bridge, ignorant of the two fugitives flying overhead. 
 
    Liz started to laugh as Ashley reached the top of the steel suspension and dropped down onto one of the crossbeams. With the wind swirling around them, it was no easy feat, and Liz took care not to knock the other girl off as she followed her down. Landing lightly, she shivered as her bare feet touched the cold steel. Turning, she looked out across the bridge, and slowly shook her head. 
 
    The Golden Gate Bridge. 
 
    The bridge of dreams, the symbol of their capital, of the young nation that had been born from the ashes of the United States. It had survived the passing of the empire that had built it, and might yet live to see the fall of another. 
 
    Beside her, Ashley lowered herself down, so that she sat with her feet hanging out over open space. With her white wings dangling out behind her, she looked like some guardian angel, sitting in watch over the Golden Gate City. 
 
    But looking at her, Liz could see the fear in the whites of Ashley’s eyes. The amber had shrunk to a speck, and her face was pale. Whatever courage had brought her this far was quickly fading. 
 
    Liz carefully sat beside Ashley and wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “Are you okay?” 
 
    Ashley shivered in her arms. “This was a mistake,” she whispered, “They’ll see us.” 
 
    But she didn’t move, and Liz pulled her closer. “No, they won’t,” she laughed, “And if they do, just let them try and catch us up here.” 
 
    When Ashley didn’t reply, Liz went on. “They’re not going to find us, Ashley. I’m not going back to their laboratory, and neither are you. We’ll never wear those collars again.” 
 
    “Words,” Ashley shook her head and looked at her, “They’re just words – you, Sam, my parents. They will come for us, just like they did my sister. They have too. We’re a loose end they can’t afford to leave free. We barely survived the square.” 
 
    “Then we’ll come for them first,” Liz growled. She gave Ashley’s shoulder a squeeze. “The Director, the President, heck, Halt’s ghost for all I care. We’ll take them all down if we need too. That’s what we’re doing now, isn’t it? When Mike comes back…” 
 
    “He’s not coming back,” Ashley whispered. 
 
    Liz shivered, her own doubts rising to the surface. She pressed them down. “Maybe, maybe not. If he doesn’t come back, we’ll go instead. We can’t give up,” she paused and stared out over the city. Finally, she went on, “I don’t know what Halt did to you, Ash. But I do know this – you can’t let it rule you. You can’t let his cruelty define you. You’re stronger than that.” 
 
    There were tears in Ashley’s eyes as she looked out at the city. “I’m afraid he broke me.” 
 
    Liz took a hold of Ashley’s shoulders and forced the girl to look at her. “Don’t say that,” she snapped, “Never say that. They didn’t break you, Ash. You’re still here, you’re still standing.” 
 
    “But in the square, I was so afraid, I couldn’t move…” 
 
    “We’re all afraid,” Liz growled, “But we don’t have the option of giving up. Too many people have sacrificed their lives for us to go hide under a rock. Richard, and Fallow, our parents, those women in the square. We can’t run away now. We have to fight.” 
 
    Ashley closed her eyes, but after a long moment, she nodded. Smiling, Liz let her go, and turned back to the city. Sitting up there, high above it all, it was easy to picture San Francisco as she had once imagined it. As a child, it had always been so distant, an almost mythical place she could only dream of visiting. But those dreams had soured her first day of boarding school. The city had taught her only hatred and cruelty, and within days she had longed to escape. 
 
    But now she felt a touch of that old magic return. Up here, it was easy to forget the corruption that plagued the city, the vile cruelty of the men and women who ruled it. Up here, she could almost imagine the San Francisco of old, the city that had stood against the corruption of the United States, that had led the Western Allied States to freedom. 
 
    “I don’t know how to face him,” Ashley whispered suddenly. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Sam,” Ashley breathed, “I know he did it for me, but… I wish he hadn’t. There is already so much blood on my hands, I can’t take having the lives of all those kids as well.” 
 
    “It doesn’t have to be that way,” Liz said, “Help us stop them, before they have the chance to murder any more children. Whether the Texan returns or not, we need your help, Ash.” 
 
    Ashley’s chest swelled as she sucked in a great breath. She forced a smile. “You’re right,” she nodded, “We can stop them, before it’s too late.” 
 
    “Good,” Liz grinned. 
 
    “We should be getting back,” Ashley said as the distant screech of sirens carried to them, “The sun will be up soon.” 
 
    Liz smiled. “Are you okay?” 
 
    Ashley shrugged. “It is what it is,” their eyes met, and for a second Liz caught a flash of the old fire in her friend’s eyes, “But thank you, Liz. You were right, I needed this.” 
 
    Laughing, Liz shook her head. “Let’s go home.” 
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    Chris looked up from the sofa as the lounge window squeaked. He jumped as a head appeared, then relaxed again as he realised it was only Liz. She scrambled inside and then turned back and offered her gloved hand to someone behind her. Chris raised an eyebrow as Ashley followed her through the window, but Liz kept her eyes averted. 
 
    Anger flared in his chest as the girls ignored him and moved off into the corridor. Rising from the couch, he followed them out and watched as Liz led Ashley back to her room. He’d woken an hour ago in darkness, and unable to sleep, had risen and taken over guard duty from the man sitting in the living room. 
 
    He forced a smile as Liz closed the door behind Ashley and turned around. Her eyes widened when she saw him, and for a moment they stared at each other in silence. Finally, she nodded and moved back down the corridor towards him. Chris let out a long sigh as they returned to the living room and took a seat on opposite couches. 
 
    “What was that about?” Chris asked softly. 
 
    “She’s been struggling…with what Halt did to her, and what Sam did for her,” Liz replied. “I think she’ll be okay, but…” she trailed off as their eyes met. 
 
    Staring in her crystal eyes, Chris could feel the barrier stretching between them. Ever since they’d kissed, Liz had been distancing herself from him, pushing him away until he found himself doubting everything they’d felt for each other. 
 
    But watching her now, Chris knew he had a choice to make. He could let what they’d shared between them shrivel and die, or he could push through the barricades Liz had raised around herself. Taking a breath, he stood and crossed to the other couch. He could feel his heart beating hard in his chest, and his stomach was tight with fear. Remembered pain laced through his veins, but he bit his tongue and forced it away.  
 
    Liz watched him come, her eyes distant. “Chris–” she started to speak, but before she could continue, Chris pressed his lips to hers. 
 
    She stiffened beneath him, and he paused, his lips lingering on hers as he waited for her to react. But when she made no move to push him away, he kissed her again. He heard a low moan rattle up from her throat, and felt her hand against his chest, as though she were readying herself to push him away. 
 
    He stilled again and their lips parted. Opening his eyes, he stared into hers, and waited for her to speak. 
 
    “Chris…” she whispered again, her eyes watering, “What if…” 
 
    Smiling, he shook his head. “What if we die tomorrow?” 
 
    Then his lips were hard against hers, and her mouth was opening beneath him, her tongue darting out to taste him. Desire throbbed in his chest as her arms went around him, and he threaded his fingers through her hair and kissed her harder. All thought of pain fell away as they lost themselves in the moment. 
 
    When the pain did come, Chris did not resist. Instead, he embraced it, opening his mind to its tingling touch. He did not release Liz, but kissed her harder, his hands running down her back to stroke her jet-black feathers. Lines of fire wrapped around his mind, but it made no difference now. He could feel Liz beneath him. The warmth of her body washed over him, mingling with the fire of her touch, until he could no longer distinguish between them. 
 
    He shivered as her hands slid beneath his shirt and drifted up his back. Somehow she had lost her gloves, and her soft fingers sent tingles of pleasure rippling through him wherever they touched. The fire followed, igniting down his spine, but it no longer burned with the same pain, the same agony as before. 
 
    Emboldened, Chris slid his hands beneath Liz’s shirt. Pressed tight together, there was little room to manoeuvre, but he felt the tremor go through her as his fingers danced across her belly. Their lips broke apart as she moaned, and then he was kissing her neck, her throat, as her arms wrapped around him, pulling him harder against him. 
 
    When they finally broke apart, Liz was gasping for breath and her face was flushed red. They lay side by side on the couch, wrapped in each other’s arms, basking in the heat of their bodies. Chris could still feel the tingles of her venom seeping through his skin, a foreign heat in his veins, but it had been reduced to a dull ache now. 
 
    Smiling, he leaned across and kissed Liz on the forehead. There were tears in her eyes when he pulled away. 
 
    “Chris,” she reached up and stroked his cheek, “I never thought… I’m sorry, I was only trying to protect you.” 
 
    “Liz,” he ran a hand through her curly black hair, lost in her big blue eyes, “I don’t need you to protect me. I know I don’t always make the best decisions, but they’re still mine to make. I told you I could take it – you should have trusted me.” 
 
    Liz closed her eyes, and he could feel her shaking in his arms. She shook her head. “I know… I was afraid though. Afraid of hurting you… or worse.” 
 
    Chris laughed. “Let me worry about that.” 
 
    He grinned as Liz wriggled in closer. With her hands on his cheek, a few tingles of fire still touched him, but their clothes protected the rest of his body. 
 
    “Does it still hurt?” she whispered. He could see the anxiety in her eyes. 
 
    “A little,” he smiled, his hands trailing over her body, “It’s getting better though. You’re just going to have to be patient for a little longer.” 
 
    Liz tilted back her head and raised an eyebrow. “Oh, I’m going to have to be patient?” she asked wryly, a smile on her lips now, “So none of that was you?” 
 
    Chris grinned. “Okay, maybe we both have to be patient,” he shook his head, “So, what were the two of you doing out there anyway?” 
 
    Twisting beside him, Liz sat up on the couch. He joined her, eyebrows raised in expectation. 
 
    “We needed some fresh air,” Liz said softly. 
 
    “Where did you go?” Chris asked. 
 
    Liz’s cheeks turned beet red and there was a long pause before she answered. “The Golden Gate Bridge.” 
 
    Chris blinked, and then started to laugh. “Wow, so much for laying low!” 
 
    Leaning back in the couch, Liz turned sideways and looked at him. “You don’t feel frustrated, sitting here, trapped like this?” 
 
    “A little,” Chris admitted, looking away. His stomach clenched. “But it’s for the best. When Mike gets back, we’ll know what our next move should be. Until then, we don’t have anything to gain going out there.” 
 
    “What if the results don’t prove anything?” Liz pressed, “Or what if he doesn’t come back. What’s our plan C?” 
 
    Chris groaned, shifting in his seat. He just wanted to rest, to have a few days or weeks without the weight of the world hanging over him. Let someone else make the decisions for once – after all the mistakes he’d made, he was the last one they should be turning to now. He still found himself replaying the fight in the courthouse in his mind, wondering what he could have done differently. 
 
    What if they hadn’t split up? Or if they hadn’t gone after Liz? Of if they’d left Artemis behind? 
 
    And then of course there was chaos that had swallowed them in Independence Square, and the bullets Sam and Mira had taken for his recklessness. 
 
    No. Let the Texan and the Mad Women make the decisions. He was done.  
 
    He looked across at Liz. He could see in her eyes what she wanted him to say. She wanted him to admit she was right, that they should go out and do something, anything to help undermine the government’s power. 
 
    But he couldn’t do it.  
 
    Because what if he was wrong, and someone else died? 
 
    Closing his eyes, he looked away, unable to meet Liz’s eyes any longer. “Mike will know what to do. He’s the professional.” 
 
    “And what he if doesn’t come back?” firm hands gripped him by the shoulder, “Chris, even if he does, Mike isn’t one of us. He doesn’t know what we’ve been through, he hasn’t seen what these people are capable of. You have. We have. We need to stick together, make our own decisions. All of us… including you.” 
 
    Chris swallowed. He looked back at her, and found himself trapped by the fire in her eyes.  
 
    “I don’t know what’s happening with you, Chris,” she said softly, “But you need to snap out of it.” 
 
    With that, Liz rose and disappeared back down the corridor, leaving Chris alone in the growing daylight. He sat staring at the worn carpet for a long time, wondering at her words, wondering whether she was right. 
 
    Yet even if she was, what could they do? 
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    Susan groaned as she woke, the sharp pounding of a headache tearing her from sleep. Opening her eyes, she squinted into the dim light, struggling to make out her surroundings. They slowly came into focus, lit by the single lightbulb dangling from the ceiling.  
 
    She was in some kind of wooden hut, its single room furnished by two sets of bunk beds and a bench that must have served as a kitchen. The mattresses on the beds were half-rotten, and dark stains marked the ceiling where the rain had seeped through. Outside, the wind howled, and she shivered as a breath of cold air swept through the room. The place stank of mildew and age, but another, sweeter scent lingered too. 
 
    The only sound was a dim whirring, and turning, Susan froze as her eyes found one of the portable refrigerator units from the facility. Her stomach twisted as it all came rushing back. She looked down at her hands, a scream building in her throat as she saw the dried blood covering her. 
 
    What have I become? 
 
    “Susan,” she jumped as a voice called from behind her. 
 
    Spinning, she stumbled backwards as she found the old Chead woman watching her. She sat on a worn-out sofa, her murky white eyes shining. A smile twitched on her lips as she stood and moved across the room. 
 
    “Welcome, Susan,” the old Chead spread her arms. 
 
    Shaking her head, Susan backed away. “Where am I? What… what did I do?” 
 
    The old Chead laughed again. “We are someplace on the way to where we need to be,” the wrinkled faced tilted to the side, “Would you like to eat?” she ignored Susan’s other question. 
 
    Something lodged in Susan’s throat as images of the laboratory flashed through her mind. Bending in two, she gasped, struggling for breath as her stomach swirled. Over the sounds of her distress, she could hear the Chead laughing again. 
 
    Finally managing to swallow her nausea, Susan straightened and shook her head. The old Chead only grinned in response, and then moved across to the kitchen bench. A pan sat on an old gas burner, and removing the lid, the Chead revealed the contents – a haunch of white meat that might have come from a turkey. 
 
    “We only consume… raw meat when the rage is upon us,” lifting the pan, she carried it across and offered it to Susan, “Most times, cooked is preferable. We are not animals.” 
 
    Susan stared at the turkey leg, her stomach rumbling, suddenly ravenous. She glanced one last time at the old Chead, and then snatched up the leg. 
 
    The Chead cackled as she tore into the meat. She moved past Susan and returned to her seat on the couch. Swallowing, Susan paused for breath, and then took another bite. As she ate, she studied the Chead. Back in the facility, she had been terrifying. Susan had watched those wrinkled hands crush the life from a woman as easily as she would swat a fly. Yet now the Chead was calm, almost kind. And sniffing, Susan realised the old Chead was the source of the sweet scent filling the cabin. 
 
    “Who…” she frowned, struggling to form the words, “Are… you?” 
 
    “Your speech will return, eventually,” a smile spread across the wrinkled face, “And I am Talisa.” 
 
    Susan shivered, her thoughts whirring. Frowning, she tried to find the words for her next question. “Where… did you… come from?” 
 
    “The wild,” the Chead replied.  
 
    That’s impossible, Susan thought, but the words would not come. But seeing the look on Susan’s face, the Chead continued. 
 
    “The humans hunt us, when we change,” she whispered, “But they are slow and weak, and many of us escape. Our scent draws us together, and over the years we have gathered. When I first woke, I wandered alone for a time, until I found a new family.” 
 
    Finishing the meat, Susan tossed the bone on the floor. She still stood in the middle of the room. The sweet scent lingered drifted in her nostrils, seeming to call to her, and without thinking she moved across and sat beside the old woman. 
 
    “How… long?” she croaked. 
 
    The wrinkles around the woman’s eyes crinkled with sadness. “I was a woman grown… when I changed. But time passes differently for us,” she looked at her arms, “I have only lived a few years, with my new children. Already my time draws near.” 
 
    “No…” Susan whispered, her heart twisting with a strange sadness. 
 
    The woman smiled. “I will not pass before my task is done.” 
 
    At her words, Susan found her eyes drawn back to the storage container, and the stocks of virus frozen inside. The cabin must have a generator – she could hear it whirring somewhere outside. She opened her mouth, but the words would not come, and she shook her head. 
 
    “Hecate was a blessing, when he came to us,” the old Chead continued, “He must be rewarded for leading us to your home.” 
 
    Remembering the hunger in Hecate’s eyes, Susan shivered. “How… how could he… have found you?” 
 
    Susan shivered as the old woman reached out a hand and stroked her cheek. “He followed our scent, as so many others had before him. My pack and I found a haven, and over the years our numbers swelled, as others were drawn across to plains to our home.” 
 
    Fear turned the blood in Susan’s veins to ice. “How… many?” 
 
    A soft laughter came from the old woman’s throat. Standing, she offered her hand. “Come, let me show you.” 
 
    Somewhere in Susan’s mind, a voice screamed for her to run, but her body acted as if by a will of its own and took the woman’s hand. She rose to her feet and allowed the Chead to lead her to the door. The hinges squealed as they moved outside. The dark of night greeted her. Not a single star shone in the sky, and she blinked, expecting to be blind. 
 
    Instead, as she stared into the gloom, the world came into perfect focus. Open plains stretched out around the cottage, and in the distance the dark shadows of the mountains rose into the sky. But her eyes were quickly drawn back to the fields. Shadows moved through the grass, shifting closer. She shuddered, and again the voice shouted for her to flee. But with the iron grip on her hand, there was nowhere to go, and she stood and watched as the Chead gathered around them. There were hundreds of them. 
 
    She shuddered as Talisa turned to face her. 
 
    “Welcome home.” 
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    “What are you doing out of bed, young man?”  
 
    Sam looked around at the woman standing in the doorway, and tried not to roll his eyes. Eve had shown him nothing but kindness – stitching up his leg and changing his bandages each day – but her motherly care was beginning to grate. 
 
    It was understandable, of course. Eve was over seventy years old, and had seen more than her fair share of wounds. She said his wound might take months to fully heal, and Mira’s might be even longer. But then, she had never treated anyone with wings before. Ashley’s wound had only taken weeks to heal, and neither Sam or Mira were anywhere near the state she’d been in. 
 
    “I’m fine, doc,” he forced a grin. He stood on one foot and waved his wounded leg in the air. “See?” 
 
    Eve tisked and shook her head. Moving across the room, she grabbed him by the ankle. He squawked as she lifted his leg and touched a finger to his bandages. “Oh really?” she raised an eyebrow, “Doesn’t look fine to me. You’ve broken another stitch.” 
 
    “Sorry, doc,” Sam said sheepishly, and the woman rolled her eyes. 
 
    “You need bedrest, young man. So does that girl, come to mention it. Where’s she got to this time?” 
 
    Sam shrugged, but he couldn’t keep the smile from his face. If he was a difficult patient, Mira was an impossible one. Despite Eve’s best efforts, the girl came and went from the infirmary as she pleased. Even posting a guard in the hallway hadn’t helped – Mira could move as silent as a mouse when she wanted too, and seemed to take great joy in scaring those on watch half to death. 
 
    “She’s in the living room with Jasmine,” Sam’s heart lurched as Ashley’s voice came from the doorway. 
 
    He looked up, the breath catching in his throat. Ashley looked back at him, her amber eyes unreadable, her wings tucked away behind her. She stared at him for a moment before turning to Eve.  
 
    “I’ll make sure he gets back in bed, Eve,” she said, “Promise.” 
 
    Eve nodded and flashed him another look. “Yes, maybe he’ll listen to his girlfriend,” she said observantly. 
 
    “We’re not,” Ashley and Sam said together, but the woman was already gone. 
 
    Sam’s cheeks flushed as he looked back at Ashley. He hadn’t seen her in over a week, not since she had fled the infirmary talking about blood on her hands. 
 
    “It’s good to see you,” Sam said cautiously. 
 
    Their eyes met, but for a long moment, Ashley said nothing. Then she was crossing the room, her soft white wings and arms stretching out to embrace him. Sam gasped as she kissed him, taken aback by the sudden change. He staggered back, and he moaned as his injured leg took his weight. 
 
    He fell heavily against the bed and pushed Ashley back, still struggling with the pain. Her face paled and she pressed a hand to her lips. “Sorry, I didn’t mean–” 
 
    Sam shook his head and forced a smile. “It’s okay,” he straightened on the bed and frowned up at her, “Not that I’m complaining… but what’s gotten into you, Ash?” 
 
    A smile tugged at Ashley’s lips and she climbed up onto the bed. Lying down beside him, she reached out and pulled him into her arms. 
 
    “I’ve been so afraid, Sam. Afraid of letting you all down, of being captured, of dying. Afraid of loving you,” she kissed him again, softly now, “I don’t want to be afraid anymore.” 
 
    Her hands stroked his cheek, and he pulled her to him. Their lips met, and Ashley seemed to melt in his arms. She felt so small, so fragile, and yet as she pressed herself against him, Sam could feel her strength. She had been through the furnace, but here she was still, alive, ready to face her fears.  
 
    His hands slid down her back, exploring the curves of her wings, feeling her feathers trembling at his touch. Slowly his fingers venture further down, raising goosebumps across her skin. Their lips parted, and then she was kissing his neck, and her hands were sliding beneath his shirt, lighting fires wherever they touched. 
 
    Sam moaned as she climbed on top of him. An ache came from his leg, but then she was tugging off her top, and the pain was forgotten. Sitting up, Sam kissed her, tasting her soft skin beneath his lips. Her hands tugged at his shirt, tearing it off. He jumped as her teeth nipped his neck, but he only pulled her tighter. His heart raced as her breasts pressed against his naked chest.  
 
    A gasp tore from Ashley’s throat, and then her hands were on his chest, pushing him down. He lay back on his pillow and stared up at her, feasting on the sight of her naked body. Her pale skin glowed in the incandescent light, a stark contrast to his own. Her white wings extended out to either side of her. Desire burned in his chest and he reached for her again. 
 
    Smiling, Ashley caught him by the wrists and pinned him to the bed. She arched an eyebrow and kissed him on the nose. A tremble went through him, but as Ashley pulled back, he caught a strange look in her eyes.  
 
    “What is it?” he whispered. 
 
    The smile fell from Ashley’s lips as she released him. She looked down, one finger playing with the hairs on his chest. “Sam… I have to go away for a while.” 
 
    Sam frowned. “What?” 
 
    Ashley sighed. “No one here wants to admit it, Sam, but Mike is gone. I can see it in their faces. He should have made contact by now, but he hasn’t. We’re going to have to see the professor ourselves, if we want to fix what we did.” 
 
    “What we did?” 
 
    She looked away then, and he could feel her trembling. “Halt used me, Sam. He used me to get to you. If any other kids die in their vile experiments, it will be as much my fault as yours. We have to stop them, before they hurt anyone else.” 
 
    Sam reached out and brushed the scarlet curls from Ashley’s face. “It doesn’t have to be you, Ash.” 
 
    A smile tugged at Ashley’s lips. She leaned down and kissed him again. “Well, it can’t be you. Someone went and got himself shot,” the smile faded and she grew serious again, “They need me, Sam. I’m the only one who knows the university. And I need to fix things.” 
 
    Tendrils of fire wrapped their way around Sam’s heart. A tremor went through him, and he felt a deep terror rise in his chest – not for himself, but for the girl he had come to love, who he had sacrificed everything to protect. But now it was her turn to put her life on the line, and there was nothing he could do to stop her. 
 
    Opening his arms, he hugged Ashley to him. He closed his eyes, trying to keep the tears from flowing. They lay like that for a long time, wrapped in each other’s embrace, until Sam was sure Ashley must have fallen asleep. Yet when he leaned forward and kissed her forehead, she stirred. She lifted her head, and her golden eyes blinked down at him. A smile spread across her face, and leaning forward, she kissed him back. 
 
    “Let’s not waste the time we have,” she whispered in his ear. 
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    Another day passed before Chris finally admitted to himself that Liz was right. They couldn’t sit still any longer, waiting to see whether the Texan would return. He could no longer ignore the fact that something had obviously gone wrong. It was clear in the faces of the men who guarded the house, in the hardening of their brows and the falseness to their smiles. 
 
    Which could only mean one thing. 
 
    “He’s been taken, hasn’t he?” Chris said, standing in the doorway to the living room.  
 
    His grandmother looked up from the kitchen table. Their eyes met, and he saw a wave of weariness sweep across her face. His shoulders fell, and shaking his head he stepped into the room. Until that moment, he had still clung to the hope he was missing something, that there was some explanation for the Texan’s continued absence. 
 
    A paltry lunch had been set on the table, and he moved across and took the seat beside his grandmother. Taking a slice of bread, he made himself a peanut butter jelly sandwich, and struggled to hide the trembling of his hands. 
 
    “We can’t know,” Maria whispered as he finished. 
 
    Taking a bite of his sandwich, Chris considered her words. In his mouth, the food tasted like dust, and his stomach recoiled, but he knew he needed the sustenance. He had hardly slept or eaten since his conversation with Liz. 
 
    “He was meant to be back by now,” Chris said after a moment, “Or if he couldn’t return, he would have found a way to make contract.” 
 
    His grandmother bowed her head, and Chris knew he was right. He shook his head, wondering what their next move should be. A part of him longed to flee, to take his grandmother and the others and vanish. They could find a place in the country, somewhere deep in the mountain forests, and never be seen again. 
 
    But even as he considered it, Richard’s face drifted through his mind, and Chris knew they couldn’t do it. They had to fight, to make Richard’s sacrifice worth something. 
 
    That meant taking the fight to the government.  
 
    The night before he had toyed with the idea of revealing themselves. He had even discussed it with Sam. They both liked the idea of throwing a spanner in the government’s works, but ultimately Chris feared it would be pointless. It was true, the government would struggle to explain how their fugitives had grown wings. But Chris feared it would never come to that. They had already revealed themselves in Independence Square, and while the news continued to report rumours, there was no substance to the stories. 
 
    He feared the women who had died in the square had given their lives for nothing. 
 
    That only left their original plan – to go to the university themselves and speak with the professor Ashley had mentioned. Without Artemis, he was their only hope of proving there was a link between the Chead and the government. It wasn’t much to cling too – especially now the Texan had vanished after contacting the man – but it was all they had. 
 
    “So what now, Chris?” he looked up as Liz entered the dining room. 
 
    He sighed as their eyes met. The others followed behind her – Ashley and Jasmine and Sam and Mira. The former two were still recovering from their injuries, but he could see the fire burning in Jasmine’s eyes. The edge seemed to have gone from her grief, but her anger burned on. He knew she desired retribution – he just hoped it would not consume her again. 
 
    Beside her, Ashley looked wary, but her eyes no longer held the terror as before. His gaze lingered on her face, wondering if she was up to what would come next. They would need her help if they were going to reach the professor. 
 
    Feeling their eyes on him, Chris turned his thoughts back to Liz’s question. He gripped the tabletop as the weight of responsibility fell across his shoulders. Clenching his teeth, he glanced at his grandmother, searching her eyes for guidance.  
 
    But he knew it wasn’t up to her, not now. What Jasmine had said all those days ago was truth – this was their fight now.  
 
    He sucked in a breath and nodded to himself. “I think it’s time we paid the professor a visit of our own.” 
 
    Turning, he watched the others for their reaction. They were closer than blood now, and he knew them better than even his closest friends from his old life. 
 
    Jasmine was the easiest to read. Grinning, she took her seat at the table and nodded. Liz joined her, the fire in her eyes almost as fierce as Jasmine’s. Both had grown up in the rural communities – both had lived under the threat of the Chead for their entire lives. Knowing it had been the government behind their terror was all the reason they required to go along with his plan. 
 
    But it was Ashley they really needed. He watched her closely. She stood staring out the kitchen window, her amber eyes distant. He could sense the war taking place within her – between the brave girl he had known back in the facility, and the one who had frozen in Independence Square. Chris held his breath, and waited to see which would win. 
 
    Finally Ashley nodded and took her seat. Sam and Mira quickly followed her, though a shadow hung over Sam’s face as he looked around the table. Neither he nor Mira would be able to come – not with their injuries. With the wound in her shoulder, Mira still couldn’t fly, and both would be worse than useless if it came to a fight. 
 
    Sam reached across the table and gripped Ashley by the wrist. “You don’t have to go, Ash,” he said softly. 
 
    Ashley returned a sad smile. “I do, Sam,” she looked back at Chris, “If I stay, it’ll just be three.” 
 
    “We don’t even know there will be a fight,” Chris replied, though he didn’t believe the words, “And if there is, we’ve faced worse odds.” 
 
    “And lost more than a few,” Ashley countered. She shrugged off Sam’s hand and smiled, and for a second Chris caught a glimpse of the girl he’d known before their escape. “No, you need me. Otherwise who will keep you from getting distracted by all those college girls, Chris.” 
 
    Chris raised an eyebrow and Liz chuckled. “He’d better not,” she grinned. 
 
    “Who said anything about visiting him at the university?” Chris ignored their jibes. 
 
    Ashley smiled. “If Mike really has been caught, they’ll be watching the professor. If we go to his house, or meet him somewhere else, we’ll stick out like a sore thumb,” she ticked the options off her hand as she spoke, “But on campus, we’ll just be like any other student.” 
 
    “You think we can sneak into one of his classes?” Liz asked. 
 
    “We won’t even have to sneak,” Ashley grinned, “Once we’re on campus, they don’t check student ID’s for individual lectures. And the classes are usually big enough no one will notice a few extra seats. We can walk right in and talk to him at the end of the lecture.” 
 
    Silence fell around the table. Chris studied his hands, turning the plan over in his head, searching for holes. He bit his lip. Surely there had to be a less risky way of approaching the professor. If they were spotted, they could end up trapped in the lecture theatre. But as the silence stretched out, nothing else came to him. 
 
    “It’s a terrible risk,” he looked up as his grandmother finally spoke. Turning, he saw her smiling. “Your grandfather would be proud, Chris.” 
 
    Letting out a long sigh, Chris nodded. “Okay, so we go with plan C.” 
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    They ran all the next day, the endless stamina of the Chead carrying them over the long plains and raging rivers and rolling hills. Susan went with them – though each time she glimpsed the grey eyes of the creatures, she shook with fear. At times her mind wandered, and it seemed another presence took her place. Hours later Susan would wake, and looking around, she would find the landscape had changed while she’d dreamed. 
 
    By the time the creatures stopped to rest, Susan’s legs were burning and her whole body ached. The relentless sun had turned her pale skin red, and she was struggling to control her unruly mind. The scent of the Chead was all around her, a sweetness that hung in the air, stirring dark desires in the pit of her stomach. 
 
    She slumped to the ground, wanting only to curl up into a ball and sleep. But as she closed her eyes, she felt that other presence at the back of her mind, a red haze swelling in the darkness, threatening to drown her. Her eyes snapped open again, and she looked around, seeking to distract herself. 
 
    They had stopped beside an old farmhouse, though it seemed far better condition than the last. A faint trace of smoke came from the chimney, and a long dried up river bed threaded its way past the house. She frowned as she glimpsed several Chead wandering along the gravel, but then a movement came from beside her, and she turned to find Talisa watching her. 
 
    “Susan,” Talisa said. 
 
    Susan shivered. Something about the woman’s voice called to her. Looking into Talisa’s eyes, she could feel her will crumbling, swept away by a yearning to obey. 
 
    “Yes, Talisa,” she whispered, crouched on her knees. 
 
    Talisa offered her hand. “Come, child.” 
 
    Rising, Susan followed the old woman through the host of Chead. She tried to count them as they passed, but her mind was foggy, sluggish, and she quickly lost track.  
 
    Hundreds, she thought, but she couldn’t know. 
 
    Ahead the ground dropped down into the riverbed. She followed Talisa out onto the gravel, and together they started moving downhill, away from the other Chead. Susan watched the old Chead, wondering where she was being taken, but Talisa did not turn back and all she could do was follow obediently behind her. 
 
    Finally, Talisa drew to a stop in the shadow of the river banks. Staring into the darkness, Susan blinked, and then realised there was more to the shadows. A cavern beckoned amidst the broken gravel, its mouth far darker than the shadows around it. 
 
    “You will sleep inside tonight,” Talisa nodded to the cave. 
 
    Susan’s forehead creased, but as she started to object, her eyes met Talisa’s. The sweet scent of the Chead wafted around her, and the words died in her throat. She swallowed and nodded demurely. Shivering, she moved past Talisa, until she stood at the mouth of the cave. 
 
    “What… do I… do?” she managed. 
 
    “Wait,” Talisa replied. 
 
    Biting her lip, Susan nodded and before she lost her nerve, lowered herself down into the darkness. Halfway in, her foot missed a hold, and before she could recover, she fell. The darkness rose up to swallow her, but an instant later she struck the ground. Groaning, she sat up on the hard rock, her scream still echoing around her. 
 
    Blinking, Susan struggled back to her feet. In the pitch-black, even her newly enhanced vision was taking time to adjust. Closing her eyes, she sucked in a breath to steady herself. The sweet smell had vanished, and her stomach twisted. A pain began in her chest as an awful loneliness filled her. Wrapping her arms around herself, she looked around, seeking something, anything to distract herself. 
 
    She was in a narrow cavern, its stone walls worn smooth by the passage of water. A fine gravel covered the floor, while in the corner, a tiny pool of water had gathered. Moving across, she crouched beside it. She cupped her hands together, scooped up a handful of water, and drank. Afterwards, she tried to wash the dried blood from her skin. Unfortunately, there was nothing she could do for her clothes. She shuddered as her colleague’s screams rang through her mind, and straightened again. 
 
    Behind her, the gravel crunched, and she spun towards the sound. Heart racing, she scanned the gloom, and latched onto a figure moving towards her. A scream built in her throat and raising her hands, she stumbled backwards. 
 
    “Susan,” a voice whispered. 
 
    Susan froze, staring into the shadows. The voice was familiar, and she frowned as Hecate took shape in the darkness. 
 
    “Hecate…” Susan shook her head, struggling to form the words, “What are… you doing… here?” 
 
    Hecate took another step towards her. His grey eyes seemed to glow in the darkness, and Susan felt a sudden yearning for a mirror – though she knew what she would see. Her blue eyes were gone – they were the cold hard grey of the Chead now.  
 
    She shrank back as Hecate continued towards her, his eyes never leaving hers. As he approached, his sweet scent drifted across the cavern, filling the emptiness in her chest. She moaned, sucking in a breath, and felt something stirring inside her, something responding to the Chead’s presence. Her breath quickened as she looked up at Hecate. Her teeth chattered and she took a step back, fighting to keep her body from shaking. 
 
    “I was… sent,” Hecate whispered. 
 
    “Why… are we… here?” Susan managed. 
 
    Blinking, the Chead looked around at the rock walls. “For decades, the Chead have hidden… in these places,” he turned back to her, “I found Talisa…and her family…in a place like this.” 
 
    “That doesn’t…” Susan broke off with a yelp as Hecate took another step towards her. Raising her arms, she stammered a warning. “Stay… back!” 
 
    But her words sounded weak and feeble, and Hecate ignored them. She flinched as he raised his hand, but he did not strike her. Instead, the Chead lifted a finger to her cheek. “You are…home.” 
 
    “Home?” Susan shook her head, “No…”  
 
    “Yes…” Hecate said. “You are mine…now.” 
 
    Susan’s whole body shook and a voice screamed in the back of her head, but she stood frozen, her legs fixed to the ground. Looking up into the Chead’s eyes, she saw something there, and to her horror felt herself responding. Hunger swelled in her chest as the sweetness of the Chead wrapped around her.  
 
    Even so, she shook her head. Finally she found the will to move, and she stumbled back. The gravel slipped beneath her feet and she tumbled to the ground. 
 
    “No, no, no,” she whispered, scrambling away. 
 
    The Chead watched her, its strange eyes unblinking. Her eyes caught in its gaze and she stilled. A long silence stretched out, the only sound the distant dripping of water. Susan hardly dared to breathe. Her heart pounded in her ears, and ripples spread along her skin, as though her entire body had come alive. 
 
    Still the Chead did not move, only watched her, waiting. Susan sucked in a breath, and the rich scent flooded her nostrils. She shuddered. The scent of the Chead filled the cavern now, drowning her, smothering her mind like a blanket. 
 
    What is happening to me? 
 
    She flinched as Hecate moved, but he only offered his arm. She stared at it for a moment, her terror slowly fading away. In its place, a strange peace spread through her, sweeping away her worries. Looking into Hecate’s eyes, she nodded slowly, and took the offered hand. 
 
    With a yank of Hecate’s arm, Susan was propelled to her feet. She gasped, her heart racing as the Chead’s strong arms wrapped around her. For a moment she felt herself again, and terror twisted in her stomach. She sucked in a breath, but her face was buried in his chest now, and the sweet scent was so strong she could taste it. A yellow haze swirled around the edges of her vision as she looked up at Hecate. 
 
    “Hecate,” she whispered. 
 
    The Chead nodded. For the first time she looked at him, and truly saw him. When she had seen Hecate back in the facility, she had not thought of the Chead as people. They had been monsters, creatures of the dark, come to kill them all. 
 
    But now she knew she had been wrong. As the yellow haze filled her mind, she realised they had only wanted to free her, to break her from the shackles of her humanity. There was no terror or sadness now – only joy, only desire.  
 
    She shivered as Hecate’s arms went around her waist. Another scream echoed through the back of her mind, but now her entire body was burning. Her skin was alive, and even the touch of her clothing made her scream with longing. The scent of Hecate was all around her, overpowering, her mind was drowning in it. 
 
    “You are mine,” Hecate whispered, his grey eyes boring into hers. 
 
    His arms wrapped hard around her, pulling her close, and she felt his power. She trembled in his arms, the strength fleeing her legs. She lifted her head, staring into those strange grey eyes, seeing their depth. Desire wrapped around her and she almost screamed for him to kiss her, to take her and quench the longing in her chest. 
 
    But Hecate only stared back, his eyes wide, his face expectant, and Susan realised his last words had not been a statement – but a question. 
 
    She trembled in his arms, and she felt a distant memory, a disgust, a voice screaming out in rebellion. But looking into Hecate’s eyes, she could not think why. All memory was fading, falling away, until she could only remember this cave, this place, this moment. 
 
    “Yes,” she breathed. 
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    Liz took a long breath as the elevator dinged and the heavy steel doors clanged open. She cast a furtive glance outside before nodding at Ashley to take the lead. Her friend forced a grin, though her eyes betrayed her nerves. She pulled the raincoat tighter around her shoulders, and then stepped from the elevator. Liz, Chris and Jasmine followed close on her heels. 
 
    They had landed on the roof of the ten-storey library to avoid the guards checking university IDs at the gates. According to Ashley, this was the only security measure the university took to stop interlopers, but Liz still couldn’t help but hold her breath as they moved towards the exit. Even here on the ground floor, rows of books stretched out around them, and the scent of old paper was strong on the air. 
 
    As they neared the sliding glass doors, Ashley slowed. Following the direction of her gaze, Liz saw the guard standing beside the exit. He wore a blue uniform and a handgun at his side, but his eyes were bored and he was practically leaning against the wall. Moving forward, Liz looped her arm through Ashley’s. Laughing, she nodded towards the exit. 
 
    “I know, Professor McKenzie’s a bore. But just another hour and we’re done for the day.” She tugged on Ashley’s arm and together they walked out the glass doors, Chris and Jasmine a step behind them. The guard didn’t give them a second glance. 
 
    Outside, a fine rain was falling, but beneath their raincoats they were already soaked from their flight. Liz wasn’t complaining though – with the low-lying cloud, there was no chance anyone had spotted their approach. Releasing Ashley’s arm, she flashed her a smile. 
 
    “Easy!” she said, “So, where to now?” 
 
    “The engineering department, according to the schedule I looked up. It starts in ten minutes.” 
 
    Liz frowned. “Are you sure you got that right? I thought genetics was a biology class.” 
 
    Ashley grinned. “Don’t get me started. The schedules here don’t make any sense. Now come on, we don’t want to be late,” she moved off without waiting for an answer. 
 
    “Were you ever late in your life?” Liz called as she followed her. 
 
    She grinned as Ashley glared back at her. “Of course I was,” she paused, her eyes growing distant for a second, “I just can’t remember when.” 
 
    Beside them, Chris chuckled and Liz only shook her head. In the first moment they’d met, Ashley had seemed the model of perfection. With her slim legs and perfect curves, she could have been a fashion model in another life. While Halt’s cruelty had shattered that image, Liz was still not surprised to learn Ashley had started university early. There was certainly more to the girl than looks. 
 
    Liz shivered as the wind howled around them. Without prompting, Ashley picked up the pace. Liz could feel the water dripping from her feathers and down her back, but there was little she could do about it. Around them, the other students were just as soaked. They moved quickly through the open squares, heads down and shoulders hunched against the rain. That at least served their purposes – no one was paying attention to the four strangers in their midst. 
 
    When they finally moved back indoors, they kept their hoods up, aware that even here their faces might be recognised. Many of the other students did the same, apparently in too much of a rush to adjust their clothing.  
 
    Watching them, Liz swallowed as memories of her old boarding school rose from the back of her mind. Those memories were behind her now, but they hurt all the same. Far from home, in an unfamiliar city, and the only student from the country, Liz had been desperately lonely in the school. 
 
    It might have been different if she’d found friends. But with her country accent and olive skin, there was no hiding her background. The other children had looked down on her, thinking her beneath them. They had played cruel pranks on her when the teachers weren’t watching. Some had even stooped to ambushing her while she was alone, though they soon learned she’d been raised far rougher than them. 
 
    The students moving along the corridor with them now looked much the same as the ones who had tormented her all those years ago. Their expensive clothes stank of privilege, and Liz’s stomach roiled as she struggled with her old prejudice. She knew better now. Ashley had been one of these teenagers, and Chris had dreamed of joining them. 
 
    We’re not all evil, Liz. Some of us want to fix things, want the government to be held to account.  
 
    She smiled. Chris had said that, a long time ago, as they sat alone in their cell. She hoped he was right. They would need these young minds on their side if the government fell. Someone would need to put the pieces of their nation back together, and the older generation had failed miserably at the task. 
 
    Idly, Liz wondered if she would have a chance to join them one day. If things changed, maybe there would be a place for her here. She wondered what it would be like to walk among these students as an equal, to attend lectures in science or engineering and expand her mind. For a moment she allowed her thoughts to drift, to imagine… 
 
    Then she shook her head, and the cold hands of reality wrapped themselves around her heart. Even if they somehow won, and brought down the government, she could never study here. Not now. Not with the deadly nematocysts in her skin, and the wings and the Chead rages. If the students in her boarding school could not accept her before, they would never accept the freak of nature she had become.  
 
    Pushing aside the depressing thoughts, she watched Ashley draw to a stop ahead of them. A crowd of students barred their path, gathering around a set of massive double doors. Ashley flashed her a nervous look, her hands deep in her pockets. 
 
    “This is it,” she shouted over the roar of a hundred voices. 
 
    The volume increased as the double doors cracked open, and a second crowd of students began to pour out of the lecture theatre. Those outside pressed forward as well, creating a bottleneck where the two groups came together. Watching them, Liz shook her head, and wondered just what the university was teaching them. 
 
    When the students outside finally moved apart to let the departing students through, the crowd thinned, and it was soon their turn to move inside. Sucking in a breath, Liz smiled at the others, and decided it was her turn to take the lead. She grabbed Ashley’s hand again and together they followed the crowd through the double doors. 
 
    Inside, she blinked as the bright lights of the lecture theatre stung her eyes. When she looked around, she was shocked at the size of the room they’d entered. Steps led down from the double doors to the carpeted stage, where a lonely lectern stood empty. Foldable seats and desks stretched out in rows to either side of them, dropping down until they were on the same level as the stage. There had to be at least four hundred seats, though the students had already filled half of them. 
 
    Spying a row of seats still free halfway down the stairwell, Liz quickly moved towards them, dragging Ashley with her. Sliding down the row, she took a seat and leaned back in her chair, trying to relax. With everyone facing the front of the lecture theatre, no one could see her face unless they turned around, so she reached up and pulled off her hood. 
 
    At that moment, the rumbling of voices started to tail off, and for a second Liz thought she’d made a horrible mistake. She shrank down in her seat as the room fell silent, her wings twitching beneath her jacket. Then her eyes caught sight of the lectern, where a grey-haired man was now standing. She blinked, wondering where he had come from, and then noticed the door on the side of the stage with a glowing ‘EXIT’ sign above it. 
 
    There was a small computer at the lectern, and the man tapped a few buttons, prompting the white wall behind him to light up. Glancing around, Liz found a long steel beam stretching over head, and a pair of projectors pointed at the front wall. 
 
    Returning her gaze to the professor, she studied his face, searching for some hint of what had befallen the Texan. Even from halfway up the theatre, her eyes could make him out with crystal clarity. He had a strong face, though he had clearly seen better days. Age had worn away the hard edges of his cheekbones, and the skin of his cheeks hung in bags. His eyes were red, as though he had not been sleeping well, and while he wore an expensive suit, it’s fabric was creased and he had a stain on his collar.  
 
    Licking his lips, he glanced up at the students, then back to his computer screen. He tapped a few more buttons, and the white light on the wall flickered. The image of a chromosome appeared. Beside it, a young man stared down at the lecture theatre with the cold grey eyes of the Chead. 
 
    Liz shivered and glanced at the others, the hairs on her neck standing up. They stared back, their cheeks gaunt and eyes wide. She could see the question on their faces – the same one running through her minds. 
 
    Is it a coincidence? 
 
    Either way, they had nowhere to go now. They were stuck in the middle of the row, hemmed in by students on either side of them. If they got up now, every eye on the room would be on them. Taking a breath, Liz shook her head, and Chris nodded back at her. 
 
    Stay put, his eyes said. Don’t panic. 
 
    Around the lecture theatre, the other students had seen the image too. The low buzz of their voices had returned, and was quickly growing louder. The image had obviously disturbed some students. Then, just as it seemed the whole room would erupt, the speakers in the corner of the room crackled, and an old voice spoke over the din. 
 
    “Welcome to Genetics 201.” 
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    Liz gripped the desk in front of her as the professor’s voice echoed through the room. Around her, the students had fallen silent, as every face in the room turned to look at the man.  
 
    Below, Professor McKenzie placed his hands on the lectern and looked up at them. Liz did her best not to slide down in her chair, uncomfortably aware of how exposed they were. The only protection they had was numbers – with the theatre near capacity, the professor was looking up at almost four hundred faces. Even so, Liz couldn’t help but feel as though he was staring directly at her.  
 
    “The Chead,” she flinched as his voice crackled through the speakers again, “They need no introduction. They’ve been a plague on this country for decades, though the infection has only recently reached our sheltered lives in the cities.” 
 
    He released the lectern and moved out into the centre of the stage. Liz saw he wore a wireless microphone and shook her head. Either the equipment was decades old, or the university had more of a budge than her boarding school.  
 
    McKenzie put his hands behind his back as he continued. “I have discussed them many times in this class, though always in a theoretical manner. Details of the Chead virus, its genetic code, its make-up, have always been restricted. We can’t have such information becoming public knowledge – least some terrorist or foreign power decide to recreate it, and add to our misery.” 
 
    He stopped, turning to face the rows of watching students. “Or so they say.” 
 
    The breath caught in Liz’s throat. She bit her lip, wondering if the others read his words the same as she had. Did this mean the Texan had succeeded in winning the professor over to their cause? Had he sequenced Mira’s DNA and found a link between the Chead and themselves? 
 
    “As you will all recall, in the past I have been critical of the government’s response to this epidemic. Even recently, with their bizarre experiments, I have questioned their strategy. As far as we are aware, even the mechanism by which the virus spreads remains a mystery.” 
 
    Liz wanted to scream that it wasn’t true, that the government was well aware of how the virus found its victims. They had been spreading it for decades, disseminating it amongst the rural communities, dividing them with fear. With the virus running amok, you never knew who would be the next to turn. It made it difficult to trust. 
 
    And yet, the rural men and women Liz had met on the run had shown her more compassion than anyone from the city ever had. That is, until she’d met Chris. Her cheeks flushed as she thought of him, and she quickly forced herself to focus on the professor’s words. 
 
    “But despite my criticism, I have remained a patriot. I have supported our government through thick and thin.” He sighed and returned to his lectern. Studying him, Liz noticed the veins popping from his neck, and the perspiration on his brow. “Over the years I have decried the rebels and terrorists who sought to tear down our young nation. So when a… dissident… came to me a few days ago, I did what any patriot would do. I ensured he was brought to justice, before his wild ravings could cause any more harm.” 
 
    A vice closed around Liz’s heart. She shivered, and this time it had nothing to do with the wet feathers dripping down her back. The professor was talking about Mike. The answer to their first question had been answered. The Texan had been exposed, taken by the government.  
 
    “But there was something about what this dissident said,” the professor went on suddenly, “Something he said that haunted me at night. I couldn’t help but wonder… what if he was right? I knew it couldn’t be true, but still the question plagued me. So I took what he had given me, and set out to prove him wrong.” 
 
    “The man I betrayed gave me a feather. He told me the feather belonged to one of the government’s experiments – yes, the ones with wings. He also said the owner had also once been Chead. Though I disbelieved his claim, I kept the feather from the agents who came to arrest him. For my own peace of mind, I set out to sequence its DNA. I was convinced the feather would prove the man mad, that it would belong to nothing more than a common pigeon.” 
 
    He pressed a button on the screen, and the image flickered again. The Chead vanished, replaced by a multicoloured double helix of DNA. The strands were mostly a dull grey, but in places the grey was banded by slivers of red. 
 
    “Unfortunately, the sample proved me wrong. The host was undoubtedly human, but there were distinct anomalies within her DNA. While mapping her genome, I found genetic markers that had no business in human DNA. Genes from species of avian, feline, canine, cnidaria and a dozen other animal families were present. And then I realised these genes were linked by the presence of the Porcine Endogenous Retrovirus, or PERV, for those of you who remember Genetics 101.” 
 
    “Not long after I made this discover, I realised the genetic markers for the PERV virus had been replicated. Two pairs of the virus’s DNA were present. Which meant I wasn’t looking at one virus, but two. The rebel had been right – the subject had been infected with a modified strain of the PERV virus, and then re-infected with another strain, almost identical in nature.” 
 
    The whispers around the room were growing, but the professor made no effort to silence them. Looking around, Liz saw that several students were standing, while others only stared, their hands held over their mouths. 
 
    “I did not have time to map out every modification made between the two strains, but the source of the DNA – a human feather – clearly suggests the sample came from our President’s new creatures. Which means one of these strains was used to create them. The other strain…” he trailed off, closing his eyes for a second, before continuing, “It would appear, from the genes incorporated into its makeup, that the other strain is the Chead virus.” 
 
    By now the whole class was on their feet. A roar of voices echoed around the room, threatening to drown out the professor’s voice. Still he went on, though with each word his shoulders sagged further, as though the very act of speaking was draining the life from him. 
 
    “As you can see from the images behind me, the two strains of the virus are almost identical. They are clearly related. One was created from the other. This would be inconceivable without a pure sample of the Chead virus. But here, the virus has been fully integrated into the host’s genome. Its genetic mechanism to revert to its active form has been removed. That means it is not possible to retrieve a sample of the original virus from an infected host.” 
 
    The professor took a breath. “Which means… whoever created our President’s creatures, must have had access to the source of the Chead virus,” he shook his head, “I fear it means our beloved government has been behind this plague all along.” 
 
   


  
 

 27 
 
    “What’s on TV, Mira?” Sam asked as he lowered himself onto the sofa beside the young girl. 
 
    The tiny CRT television sat on the coffee table in the corner of the room. A man on the screen was gesturing at a map of the west coast, pointing to the spinning weather system approaching the city. Outside, rain lashed at the windows. It had been growing steadily stronger all morning, and Sam hoped Ashley would be okay in the wild weather. She had less experience flying than the others. 
 
    Mira said nothing, but she snuggled closer on the couch. Grinning, Sam shook his head. Her wound was healing nicely – to the point that Eve had finally let up with her nagging. In fact, the woman had taken to avoiding them altogether. He hadn’t seen her all morning, and when he’d asked Maria about her, Chris’s grandmother had only shrugged and said she’d gone out for the day. 
 
    But Sam had seen the look in the doctor’s eyes last night when she’d changed their dressings. Her face had paled as she studied Mira’s wound, and she’d muttered something about their being ‘quick healers.’ Afterwards, Eve had been uncharacteristically quiet, and had disappeared a few minutes later. 
 
    Sam could hardly blame her. He’d noticed the stares of the men and women who passed through the safehouse over the last week. When they stretched their wings, it was enough to make grown men stop what they were doing and stare. But wings were one thing – being able to heal from bullet wounds in a matter of weeks was altogether different. It suggested the changes to their physiology were far more than skin deep. Apparently, that had been enough to disturb the kindly old doctor. 
 
    He looked up as a loud beep came from the television. The screen had turned red, but after a long moment, it flashed back into focus. But now the weather forecast was gone, replaced by a picture of the President standing on a stage. 
 
    Sam sat bolt upright and snatched the remote from Mira. She growled at him, but he ignored her. Pointing the remote at the television, he turned up the volume and leaned in closer. 
 
    “My fellow citizens of the Western Allied States,” the President stood at a wooden stand, his hands resting on the smooth mahogany. His short-grey hair had been combed flat, and his hazel eyes stared into the camera as he addressed the nation. “I come to you today with grave news. As many of you may have heard, a week ago there was an incident in Independence Square. I apologise for our silence until today. We did not wish to incite panic with unfounded speculation.” 
 
    “Maria!” Sam called, standing. He glanced around as Chris’s grandmother appeared from the dining room, and then nodded at the television. “Something’s happening.” 
 
    “However, today I can finally come forward with the truth. The Director of Domestic Affairs and her department have been working tirelessly all week to uncover the truth about events in the square. Today I can confirm that on Monday last week, the Texas government launched a direct attack on persons of the Western Allied States.” 
 
    “No,” Maria hissed.  
 
    Sam looked around and saw Maria’s face had lost all its colour. She staggered slightly, and then righted herself. Even so, he offered her his seat, and she sank down onto the sofa with a grateful nod. She seemed to have aged ten years in the space of seconds. Heart beating hard in his chest, Sam looked back at the television. 
 
    “Not only can we verify the involvement of the Texas government, the nature of the attack confirms what we have always suspected – the Lone Star State is behind the infection and spread of the notorious Chead virus that has so plagued our brave nation.” 
 
    “Liar!” Mira was on her feet now, teeth bared, her multicoloured eyes glaring. Her grey wings snapped out to their full extent, every feather standing on end. Shoulders hunched, she stepped towards the television. 
 
    “Easy, Mira!” Sam caught her by the waist and hauled her back before she destroyed the television. She struggled for half a second and then went limp in his hands. His heart stopped as he looked back at the television. 
 
    The camera had panned out from the President, revealing the rest of the stage. Mike stood nearby, his hands bound in heavy chains. His face had been beaten black and blue, and he seemed to be favouring his left leg. A line of soldiers stood behind him, their sleek-black rifles held at the ready, their fingers hovering close to the triggers. 
 
    “Nine days ago, this man…” the President waved a hand, pointing at Mike, and then went on, “this Texan spy orchestrated an attack on the esteemed widows of our brave veterans in Independence Square. Working with the fugitives who launched the terrorist attack on the national courthouse, he infected several members of the crowd with the Chead virus, and unleashed the creatures on our unsuspecting citizens.” 
 
    “There’s no way anyone will believe this,” Sam grated.  
 
    There had to be a video, had to be something to prove the President’s words a lie.  
 
    “I know some of you may doubt my words,” the President continued. “So today I have invited a victim of this man’s brutality to attest to the truth of what happened.” 
 
    Gesturing to a curtain behind him, the President stepped away from the lectern. The curtains shifted, and a man stepped out into the light. He moved across to take the President’s place, looking around until he found the camera. 
 
    Sam gaped as Jonathan cleared his throat and addressed the reporters. “Thank you, Mr. President. My name is Jonathan Baker. It is my privilege to stand before you today – a privilege this traitor has denied for my wife and daughter.” 
 
    “God damnit, Jonathan” Sam whispered, “You said you wanted to get back at them.” 
 
    “Who is he?” Maria asked, but Sam only shook his head. 
 
    On the stage, Jonathan bowed his head. “A week ago, I returned home to find my wife and daughter murdered. The fugitives had taken shelter in my apartment, and before I could escape they knocked me out and dragged me inside. When I woke, I discovered they were being led by this man,” he nodded at Mike as he spoke.  
 
    Sam grasped Mira as she tried to go for the television again. His own wings were trembling, his copper feathers lifting from his back with each inhalation of breath. Teeth gritted, he looked at Maria, and then back to the television. 
 
    “They forced me to lead them to Independence Square. They didn’t tell me what they planned to do, or I never would have taken them. Once there, I saw a crowd of older woman had gathered around the Independence obelisk, along with many others. This man, along with the fugitives, grabbed several of the onlookers, and injected them with syringes. After that, all they had to do was step back and let their virus do its work.” 
 
    The President stood alongside Jonathan, his hands clasped in front of him, his face solemn. He nodded as Jonathan finished. “And what happened next, Mr Baker?” 
 
    Jonathan glanced at the President, and for a second Sam saw a flicker pass across his face. The two stood staring at each other for a long second, before Jonathan finally looked away.  
 
    Licking his lips, he continued, “The Chead, they had just started to attack when the soldiers arrived. With them came…” Jonathan swallowed, and his grip on the lectern tightened. “With them came… our saviours. The President’s experiments, the ones he introduced two weeks ago, came with the soldiers. Taking to the air, they placed themselves between the crowd and the Chead. And blow by blow, they forced the creatures back, until the soldiers were able to put them down.” 
 
    “Those…” Sam shook his head. Cursing, he spun and hurled the remote at the wall. It shattered into a thousand pieces as Sam sank onto the sofa beside Maria. 
 
    “Mr President!” a reporter called from below the stage as the President resumed his spot at the lectern, “How did you locate the spy?” 
 
    The President smiled. “As I said, the Director of Domestic Affairs has been working tirelessly to locate the perpetrators of this attack. Mr Baker here was found after the attack, and offered vital assistance in piecing together events in the square. An esteemed member of our community also came forward, offering information about a dissident who had contacted him. This citizen led us directly to the Texan.” 
 
    “Who was this citizen?” 
 
    “At this moment, we will not be disclosing his identity. However, I can assure you he is being watched around the clock, to ensure there is no retribution from those terrorists still at large.” 
 
    The blood in Sam’s veins turned to ice at the President’s words. He gripped the arm of the couch and turned to stare at Maria. She looked back at him, her face pale, her eyes hollow. 
 
    “They have no idea what they’re walking into,” Sam whispered. 
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     “You disappoint me, professor,” Chris craned his head back as a sharp voice cut through the din created by the other students. 
 
    Chris’s heart tumbled into his stomach as he saw the Director standing at the top of the stairwell. She had her hands folded over her chest, and her lips drawn into a smirk. To Chris’s shock, two familiar faces stood to either side of her – Paul and Francesca, the other experiments they had left behind in the courthouse. Behind her, men crowded in through the double doors. Though they wore plain clothes, each carried a heavy rifle, and they had the look of soldiers about them.  
 
    “How?” the professor’s voice crackled over the speakers. The students had fallen silent now. Their eyes were fixed to the barrels of the rifles held by the men. 
 
    “Did you not think we would check up on you?” the Director replied, spreading her hands, “After you handed over the spy, we thought more traitors might try to approach you. We thought you might need protection. But now… I find you have turned traitor yourself?” 
 
    “No,” Chris glanced back at the lectern. The professor did his best attempt to draw himself up. “It doesn’t matter now. You can’t silence these kids. Their parents would ask too many questions. It’s over – you’ll never get away with what you’ve done.” 
 
    “Silence them?” the Director started down the staircase. Paul and Francesca followed on her heels. Across the lecture theatre, everyone had sank back into their seats. “Why would I want to silence them? They have been lied too – it is you who has committed the crime. How dare you try to taint their young minds with your lies?” 
 
    “They’re not lies,” the professor tried to fight back, but he sounded defeated. “It’s the truth! You were behind the Chead. You’re here to silence me – but you can’t hide the truth any longer.” 
 
    “Students,” a collected shiver went through the theatre as the Director’s eyes swept over them. “I assure you, our experiments here have no relations to the vile Chead. Take a closer look – do they look like Chead to you?” Pausing on the stairs, she gestured at her two silent companions. 
 
    Paul and Francesca drew to a stop behind her. As one, their wings snapped open and they leapt into the air. Their black wings swept down, almost striking the heads of the students below them as they took flight. They swooped down towards the stage, where the professor yelped and ducked beneath the lectern. Laughter chased after him as Paul and Francesca turned and rose in the air. Reaching out, they caught the steel beam stretching overhead and settled themselves beside the projectors. 
 
    “See? If they were Chead, they would have killed half of you by now,” the Director flicked a curl of hair from her face, “No, they are our creatures. And I will answer all your questions, once we have taken the traitor into custody.” 
 
    “No!”  Chris was shocked to hear Liz shout behind him. Spinning, he gasped as she slowly stood in her seat, “He’s telling the truth. They created the Chead during the American war, and have been using them as a weapon against their own people ever since.” 
 
    “My poor dear,” the Director shook her head, a sad smile on her lips. Apparently they were too far away for her to have recognised Liz. “What lies has the traitor been feeding you?” 
 
    Growling, Liz tore off her jacket. The air cracked as her wings snapped out. Around them, several students screamed and threw themselves on the floor as her black wings stretched out across the rows of chairs. With a twenty-foot wingspan, they cast a long shadow across the lecture theatre. 
 
    Chris quickly followed suit. He stood and pulled off his jacket, grinning as his tawny feathers slid free. They were still damp from the rain, and a fine mist sprayed across the surrounding rows as they unfurled. Ashley and Jasmine did the same, their feathers seeming to glow in the overhead lights. Together, they stood and looked up at the Director in defiance. 
 
    “He’s no traitor,” Liz growled, “You’re the traitor. You’re the ones who have been betraying our country every day for decades. You’re the ones who invaded our homes, who tore apart our families and murdered our friends. You’re the ones who kidnapped us to use in your depraved experiments, who have killed hundreds – no, thousands of people – all so you could perfect your awful virus.” 
 
    Up on the stairwell, the Director stared back at them. Her lips were parted, but she made no move to speak. The blood had drained from her face and behind her, the men shifted nervously on their feet. 
 
    Around the theatre, the students were staring at them, mouths gaping as they struggled to comprehend what was going on. No doubt a few had already recognised them as the fugitives from the news – but that did not explain how the four of them were standing there with wings sprouting from their backs. A few of the nearest students even reached up and brushed fingers against their feathers. Chris shivered at their touch, but his eyes never left the Director’s face. 
 
    Suddenly, Chris found himself smiling. Today was definitely not going the way she had intended. 
 
    “Take them,” the Director finally seemed to regain her senses. She swallowed and looked around at her men, and then pointed down at Chris and the others. “Take them!” she screamed. 
 
    The men hesitated, glancing at one another, their faces pale. They no doubt knew what had happened to many of their colleagues back in Independence Square. But they were obviously professionals, and eventually their training took hold. Together, they started down the stairs. 
 
    Before they could take two steps, a young man slid from his seat to bar their path. 
 
    “No,” he said. He spread his arms, daring the soldiers to defy him. 
 
    His defiance gave the men pause, and they glanced back again at the Director, uncertain. She ordered them on, her face growing red as she gestured violently at Chris and the others. The men started down again, using their bulk to push the student out of the way. 
 
    But now others were jumping from their seats. A girl leapt into the aisle, and then another boy followed her – and then suddenly the whole lecture theatre was jostling to join them. The students poured from the rows of seats and crowded into the stairwell. Linking arms, they stood together and defied the Director’s men. 
 
    Chris stared in disbelief, hardly able to believe what he was seeing. The students’ actions echoed those of the Mad Women a week ago – except these young boys and girls had no grievance against the government. In fact, these were the children of the rich and privileged – those with every reason to take the government’s side.  
 
    Yet here they were, defying the Director and her soldiers, putting their lives on the line for four fugitives they had never met. 
 
    “Go,” Chris looked up as a girl spoke from the row of seats above them. Her eyes caught his and she flashed him a smile. “Get out, quickly. Take the fire exit.” 
 
    Swallowing a lump in his throat, Chris nodded. Shaking off his shock, he turned and looked down at the stage. The professor still stood there, his face pale, his arms trembling as he clutched the lectern like a lifeline. The stage was still some twenty feet away and thirty feet below them. 
 
    Chris grinned and flexed the muscles in his back. “Let’s fly,” he shouted to the others.  
 
    He crouched down, his legs coiled like springs, and then leapt into the air. His wings beat down hard to lift him over the row of seats in front of him. Gasps came from around the room as students ducked down. The whisper of his friends’ wings chased after him as he swept down towards the stage. 
 
    All too quickly, he was landing beside the professor. Furling his wings, he looked up, and grinned as he saw the Director still standing near the top of the stairs. Her lips were drawn back in a snarl and her face was pale with fury. He heard her scream a few choice words at her men, but they were making little headway through the students. 
 
    Chris turned back to the professor as the others landed around him. “Time to go I think, professor.” 
 
    The man stared back at Chris, his mouth hanging open. But they weren’t safe yet, and there was no time for the man to freeze now. Grabbing the professor by the shoulders, Chris shook him.  
 
    “Get whatever information you have off that computer, professor. We’ve got to go!”  
 
    His words seemed to snap the man from his stupor. Blinking, the professor swallowed visibly and then nodded. Turning to the computer, he pulled a thumb drive out of the side and handed it to Chris. 
 
    “That’s everything!” he shouted over the din. 
 
    Chris’s heart pounded in his chest as he took the drive. His stomach twisted – not with fear, but with sudden hope. If what the professor said was true, that thumb drive held all the proof they would need to prove the government was involved in the creation of the Chead. He tucked it carefully into his jean pocket and then looked around. 
 
    “Let’s go,” he pushed the professor in the direction of the fire exit.  
 
    Liz and Jasmine took the lead, Ashley just a step behind. They raced across the stage, drawn towards the neon sign reading ‘EXIT’. Chris sucked in a breath, hardly daring to believe they might escape the trap they had unwittingly walked into the middle of.  
 
    He only heard the whisper of wings a second before they struck. Looking up, he caught a glimpse of two pairs of black wings and snarling faces, and then Paul plummeted from the air. The professor only had a second to glance up, before the boy’s boot slammed into his neck. 
 
    An audible snap echoed through the theatre as the professor went bouncing across the carpeted floor. His body came to rest in a pile of limp arms and legs, and even without checking, Chris knew he was dead. Swallowing, he turned away from the lifeless body, and faced the boy barring his way.  
 
    The crack of wings came from overhead as Francesca landed beside Paul. Together, they faced Chris, their wings spread and hands clenched at their sides. Paul towered over them all, his dark skin and jet-black hair seeming to drown the overhead lights. He crossed his arms and smirked at them. Beside him, Francesca looked frail by comparison. With her pale white skin and blonde hair, she looked more like a ghost than human in the bright lights. 
 
    “We haven’t been formally introduced,” Paul’s lips drew back in a snarl, “I’m Paul. Where’s Sam, that stinking traitor?” 
 
    “Get out of the way,” Chris snapped.  
 
    He made to step towards them, and then paused. He frowned, staring at their faces, and then took a quick step back. They grinned back at him, their faces unchanged. But their eyes… whatever colour they had been before, they were cold and grey now. They were the eyes of the Chead. 
 
    “Get on your knees, and maybe we’ll let you live,” Francesca growled. 
 
    “You’ve changed,” Chris whispered. 
 
    A rough growl clawed its way up from Paul’s throat. “How could we not…when you left us to die…on the floor of the courthouse?” A ripple crossed his face, and his lips drew back as he bared his teeth.  
 
    Chris clenched his fists. He stared back at them, noticing now that neither wore the cruel shock collars they had all sported during their imprisonment. His heart lifted with sudden hope. 
 
    “You’re free,” he pressed, “We didn’t want to leave you – we didn’t have a choice. But you have a choice now – come with us.” 
 
    At that, Paul threw back his head and howled with laughter. “When they take you, I will watch you suffer as we did. I will watch you all turn, and the madness claim you.” 
 
    Chris clenched his fists. “Not today.” 
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    “Chris!”  Liz screamed as she watched Chris charge the pair standing between them and the exit. 
 
    Before she could intervene, Paul leapt forward to meet Chris’s charge. The two came together with a crash and then lifted into the air, their wings beating hard as they darted apart.  
 
    Watching them, Liz gasped as she was caught off-guard by Francesca’s fist. Her teeth rattled as the blow struck her chin, but she rolled with the blow and took a step back to right herself. Growling, Francesca came on, tackling her around the midriff, driving her back. Liz stumbled, but her wings snapped out and beat the air to steady her.  
 
    Before she could recover, Francesca’s hands closed around her throat like a vice. Gasping, she grabbed at Francesca’s wrists with her gloved hands, struggling to prise her fingers away. Then Jasmine shot out of nowhere and slammed into the blonde girl. Her black wings flashed, adding to her momentum, and the hands around Liz’s throat were torn away. 
 
    Coughing, Liz sucked in a lungful of air and straightened. Jasmine stood beside her now, and together they squared off against the other girl. Watching Francesca recover, Liz didn’t miss the grey glint in her eyes. The girl had changed – that made her more dangerous than ever. If she lost control and went berserk, she would tear everyone in the lecture theatre to pieces. What had the Director been thinking, bringing them here? 
 
    Beside her, Jasmine snarled and started towards the girl. Liz swallowed as she remembered that Paul and Francesca were the ones who had attacked them in the courthouse. The fight had delayed their escape, and led to Richard being separated from the rest of them. 
 
    “Jasmine,” Liz called as she joined the girl, “Careful.” 
 
    Jasmine flicked her a glance, her eyes shimmering, and for a moment Liz thought it was already too late. Then Jasmine let out a long breath, and the light in her eyes faded. She nodded, and turned her attention back to Francesca. 
 
    With a roar, Francesca spread her wings and leapt into the air. Stretching her wings, Liz was about to chase after her, until Jasmine grabbed her by the arm. Glancing at the other girl, Liz saw her nod in the direction of the soldiers. Looking across, she realised what Jasmine meant.  
 
    The students were slowly falling back from the men, as they used the butts of their rifles to muscle their way through. But enough still stood their ground to slow the soldiers’ progress – and more importantly, hide Liz and the others from their sights. But if they took to the air, the soldiers would have a clear shot. 
 
    Overhead, Francesca shrieked when she saw they weren’t following. Folding her wings, she plummeted towards them, her face twisted with hate. Her face darkened, her grey eyes growing hard, and Liz knew it was no longer Francesca staring out. Jasmine may have gotten a hold of her rage, but the other girl had succumbed. 
 
    Liz jumped back as the girl lashed out at them, but Jasmine was too slow and a blow caught her square in the forehead. She staggered and dropped to one knee as Francesca landed on the stage with a thump. Growling, Francesca attacked again, but Liz leapt in and deflected her attack before she could reach Jasmine. Francesca came after her then, but Liz twisted and leapt into the air, hoping to drop down on Francesca’s back as she stumbled past. 
 
    But the other girl was too quick, and before Liz could slam her heel into the girl’s neck, Francesca was clear. Liz’s wings beat down as she hesitated, and Francesca took full advantage. Her hand shot out, and Liz screamed as fingers like iron closed around her ankle. Liz’s wings cracked as she struggled to break free, but using her terrifying strength, Francesca hauled her back down. 
 
    Francesca laughed as their eyes met. Another hand wrapped around her ankle, and Liz’s stomach lurched into her chest as Francesca swung her through the air. Liz shrieked as the ground came rushing up, and she slammed face first into the stage.  
 
    Liz gasped as the impact drove the breath from her lungs. But Francesca had at least released her ankle, and she rolled away before the other girl could land another blow. Struggling to regain her feet, she turned and saw Jasmine going toe to toe with the Chead. A fist flashed for her friend’s face, but she ducked, and the blow caught only empty air. Then Jasmine charged forward, driving her shoulder into Francesca’s stomach. Before Francesca could pull free, Jasmine wrapped both arms around her waist and lifted her into the air. 
 
    Seeing her opportunity, Liz rushed in and swung a fist at Francesca’s face. But the girl saw her coming and twisted in Jasmine’s grip. Liz had no time to adjust her aim, and her fist slammed into the base of Jasmine’s skull. A low moan came from her friend’s throat, and her eyes rolled back into her skull. Releasing Francesca, Jasmine toppled to the carpeted floor. 
 
    Liz gaped as Francesca slipped free and spun. Her wing arced out, catching Liz square in the face. As she staggered, Francesca twisted again, her wing coming around for a second blow. Without thinking, Liz reached up and caught the bony limb in both hands.  
 
    Francesca screamed and her wing bucked in Liz’s grip. She stumbled several steps before she managed to dig in her heels. She grinned as Francesca suddenly stilled, and their eyes met across the ten feet of feathers stretching between them. Then Liz wrapped both hands around the joint she’d caught, and wrenched. 
 
    The bones in Francesca’s wings were no match for Liz’s enhanced strength. They snapped like tissue paper as Francesca’s wing twisted at an awful angle. The colour drained from Francesca’s face as though sucked away into a vacuum. Then she was shrieking, thrashing and spinning across the stage, her eyes wild with pain and fury. 
 
    Liz stretched her wings and leapt, and they carried her backwards to safety. Francesca’s eyes followed her, and she leapt after Liz. But as the broken wing beat down, Francesca screamed, and crashed back down, landing on her stomach on the carpeted floor. 
 
    Seeing her chance, Liz launched herself on top of the fallen girl. She gasped as Francesca surged back against her, the girl’s strength threatening to buck her off. Gritting her teeth, Liz clung on, using her weight to slam the girl’s face into the carpet. But the blow did nothing to diminish Francesca’s strength. Catching a wing in her face, Liz almost lost her balance before she righted herself again. 
 
    Growling, Liz drove her fist into the Francesca’s kidney. She could feel her fury starting to build. They couldn’t afford to sit here fighting. Though their fight had lasted less than a minute, the soldiers were drawing closer. She couldn’t understand why Paul and Francesca were helping the Director of their own freewill – not after everything that had been done to them. How could they support the government that had kidnapped and tortured them, that had taken everything from them? 
 
    Choking on her rage, Liz gritted her teeth, struggling to control herself. She could feel her strength building, and the bloodlust that came with the Chead rage. Her stomach roiled, and before she had a chance to stop it, her vision turned red.  
 
    Screaming, Liz grabbed Francesca by the hair and wrenched back her head. She felt the girl fighting her still, and drove her knee down hard into the small of Francesca’s back, forcing her down. Then she slammed Francesca’s face into the ground, again and again until the girl went limp beneath her. 
 
    Rage flickered in Liz’s chest as she released the girl’s hair. But Francesca wasn’t finished. She moved weakly beneath Liz, still trying to get back up. Even injured, Francesca was still a threat, might still try and stop them. 
 
    A growl built in Liz’s chest and she slowly removed her gloves. She gripped Francesca by the hair again, and slammed her face into the ground one last time. Then Liz slid her hands from Francesca’s hair, down to the exposed nape of her neck. She felt the soft skin beneath her fingers, the fragile bones of Francesca’ spine as she squeezed. From behind, she could not choke the girl to death. 
 
    But then, she didn’t need too. 
 
    Francesca’s flesh was warm to the touch. It felt good, to feel naked skin beneath her fingers again. It seemed an age since the night in the safehouse with Chris. Her heart warmed at the memory, and its rapid thud began to slow. Bit by bit, the red faded from her vision, and she took a deep breath to steady herself. 
 
    Only then did she realise Francesca was screaming, writhing against the floor beneath her, her broken wing flailing uselessly at her side. Liz gaped, taking long seconds to comprehend what she’d been trying to do. In horror, she released the girl and leapt backwards, praying she wasn’t too late.  
 
    But Francesca’s struggles were already weakening, and her wings had fallen still. She managed to roll onto her back, but now her eyes were red and a trail of blood ran from her mouth and nose. Her neck was an awful tint of purple.  
 
    Liz pressed her hand to her mouth and watched as Francesca staggered to her knees. Her blood red eyes stared at Liz, tight with agony, filled with hate. She almost made it to her feet, but her strength finally gave up. Her eyes rolled back into her skull, and with a long, drawn out moan, she toppled face first to the ground. 
 
    Liz shivered as she stared at Francesca’s lifeless body. She glanced across as Jasmine stirred nearby. Shaking off her horror, she moved across and offered her friend a shoulder. They both took care not to let their skin touch. 
 
    “Good job,” Jasmine gasped as she put a hand around Liz’s shoulder. 
 
    Liz nodded. “Sorry... about this,” she offered lamely. 
 
    “Feels like you hit me in the head with a brick,” Jasmine coughed. Inexplicably, there were tears in her eyes. “Where’s the others?” 
 
   


  
 

 30 
 
    Stars flashed across Chris’s vision as Paul’s meaty fist collided with his chin. Blindly, he raised his hands in front of his chest and another blow connected with his arm. Chris deflected it with a flick of his wrist, then spinning on his heel, he drove a back kick into the space where he hoped Paul was standing. It connected with a soft thud, and he heard a satisfying whoosh as Paul’s lungs emptied. 
 
    The force of the kick pushed Chris off-balance, and he took a quick step back to recover. The stars faded from his vision and he found Paul half-doubled over. As their eyes met, Paul’s lips drew back in a snarl and he straightened. Black wings stretched out to either side of him, dwarfing Chris’s own. His wingspan had to be close to thirty feet wide.  
 
    “It doesn’t have to be this way, Paul,” he shouted, “Come with us. Let Sam explain what happened.” 
 
    Paul laughed. “Oh don’t worry, I’ll listen to him…as I tear those pretty wings from his back,” growling, he took a step towards Chris, and then froze. 
 
    His eyes widened, and a groan rattled from his chest. His wings drooped and started to shake. Over the pounding of blood in his ears, Chris heard someone screaming, and shot a glance behind him. 
 
    His fight with Paul carried him to the opposite side of the stage, but the others were still grouped near the fire exit. Liz was still on her feet, while nearby Jasmine crouched on her hands and knees. Ashley stood beside the lectern, her lips parted, staring back at Chris in terror. 
 
    And Francesca was lying face down on the floor, unmoving. 
 
    Chris turned back as Paul gave a strangled growl, but he was too late to block the foot that lashed out and caught him in the chest. He felt something go crack, then Chris was tumbling backwards, landing with a bone-jarring thud. Sucking in a breath, he gasped as a sharp pain came from his lungs. Tasting blood in his mouth, he spat it out. 
 
    Across the stage, Paul leapt after him, and Chris quickly rolled and came back to his feet. Paul’s grey eyes followed him, devoid of humanity, all hint of compassion drained away. He was Chead now, consumed by his anger, driven by a hatred that swept all before it. Teeth bared, he stalked after Chris.  
 
    Bracing himself, Chris let him come. Every movement brought another jab from his chest, but he forced it from his mind. As the distance between them closed, Chris leapt, his foot flicking out to catch the larger boy square in the jaw. Paul’s head whipped back and he staggered, but to Chris’s shock, he did not fall. Instead, Paul straightened, a dark grin spreading across his face. Before Chris could retreat, Paul’s fist flashed out and caught him in the chest. 
 
    Chris groaned as the blow connected with his broken rib. He felt something inside him tear. Struggling to breathe through the pain, he doubled up and tried to retreat. But Paul was not about to let him recover. The boy came after him, fists raised to beat Chris into the ground.  
 
    Chris gritted his teeth and spread his wings. Turning, he leapt into the air, even as the shard in his chest tore deeper. But before he could lift off, something slammed into his left wing and dragged him back down. Crashing face first into the ground, he tried to rise, but Paul landed on his spine, driving him back into the carpet. 
 
    “Going so soon?” Paul grated in a rusty voice. 
 
    For a second the pressure on Chris’s back relented. Then Paul’s boot came crashing down on his wing, and a pain unlike anything Chris had felt before shot down the length of the new limb. He heard something go crack as Paul lifted his boot and stomped down again. A terrible scream tore from his throat, and he tried to roll away. But with his wing pinned beneath Paul’s boot, there was no escape. An evil grin spread across the boy’s face as he ground Chris’s wing into the floor. 
 
    Then with a blood-curdling scream, Ashley slammed into Paul and hurled him across the room. Her white wings flared out as she stood over Chris like a guardian angel, her red hair streaming down around her shoulders, her tawny yellow eyes glowing like tiny moons.  
 
    Paul staggered back to his feet, his stone-grey eyes flashing with rage. Blood trickled from his mouth, but reaching up, he wiped it away and shook his head. 
 
    “Run away, little girl,” he hissed, “Maybe I will let you live.” 
 
    Ashley laughed in his face. “Go on then.” 
 
    Paul’s lips drew back in a snarl. Growling, he charged. At five-foot-one, Ashley looked like a child beside Paul’s six-foot-six, but she stood her ground. The fear had gone from her eyes – in its place was a cool determination, an unyielding will in the face of the boy’s fury.  
 
    At the last second before Paul struck, Ashley leapt, her white wings beating down to lift her tiny frame into the air. Paul staggered past beneath her, and folding her wings, she slammed her heel down on the back of his neck. 
 
    Off-balance, the blow sent Paul toppling to the ground. Grinning, Ashley landed gracefully behind him. She crossed her arms and watched him stagger back to his feet, a soft smile on her lips. Her amber eyes were aflame as she waited for him to make his next move. 
 
    Chris looked around as movement came from nearby. Liz crouched beside him, her brow creased with concern. Jasmine had one arm draped over her shoulder, but Chris was relieved to see she was okay. Her eyes were slightly glazed, but otherwise there didn’t seem to be anything wrong with her. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Liz asked. 
 
    His chest tightened. He took a deep breath, and felt the broken rib pressing against his lungs. His left wing hung limp beside him, twisted at an awful angle. Looking around, he saw the last students struggling to hold back the soldiers. They only had seconds before the men broke through. 
 
    Looking into Liz’s eyes, Chris shook his head. Reaching into his pocket, he retrieved the thumb drive and pressed it into her palm. “Take it, get out of here.” 
 
    “What?” Liz’s eyes widened as she saw the thumb drive. She shook her head. “No, we’re not leaving you, Chris. Come on, get up, there’s still time.” 
 
    Chris staggered to his knees. Pain radiated through his body, robbing him of strength, but he reached out and gripped Liz by the shoulder. “I can’t fly, Liz,” he croaked, “He broke my wing. If I come with you, they’ll catch us all.” 
 
    “Then they catch us all,” Liz said.  
 
    Her eyes hardened, and she started to stand, but Chris caught her by the wrist and pulled her back down. 
 
    “No, Liz,” he blinked back tears, “You need to live. You need to show the world what’s on that drive, tell them what they did to us. Make all this mean something.” 
 
    “But what about you?” Liz’s voice cracked, and her eyes shone with unspilt tears. “I can’t leave you like this. I… I love you, Chris.” 
 
    Chris squeezed her wrist. Pulling her forward, he kissed her, hard and fast. His heart started to race, and for a second his pain lessened. But when they broke apart, it returned two-fold. Biting back a scream, he gathered his feet beneath him and stood. 
 
    “I love you too, Liz,” he stroked her cheek. “But you have to go.” 
 
    “I’ll come back for you,” she whispered, pain in her eyes. 
 
    Grimacing, Chris shook his head. “No, Liz. I won’t let them take me, not this time.” He forced himself to turn away. If he stared into her eyes any longer, he would never be able to do what was needed. 
 
    “Chris…” she croaked from behind him. 
 
    “Go, Liz,” he said again, swallowing his grief, “I’ll distract him, so Ashley can follow you. Go!” 
 
    Across the room, Ashley was running rings around Paul. Every time he went for her, she would dance clear, and he would stagger as she landed another blow. As they watched, Paul leapt at her again, and received a fist to the face and a knee to the groin for his efforts. Wheezing, he fell to the ground as Ashley leapt back. 
 
    Chris steeled himself and moved away from Liz and Jasmine without looking back. Silently, he hoped Liz would listen, but there was no time left for discussion. Studying the two fighters, he searched for an opening. If he could distract Paul for just a second, he could give Ashley a chance to escape. But he had to act quickly – the last few students were crumbling, and the soldiers almost had a clear shot at him. Glancing back, he was relieved to see Liz and Jasmine almost to the exit. His heart lurched and he quickly looked away again. 
 
    Paul was circling Ashley again. His face was bleeding from a dozen cuts and a dark bruise showed on the back of his neck. His chest heaved as he gasped for air. Then he bared his teeth, and his eyes seemed to darken. Chris saw him straighten, and realised he was about to attack again. 
 
    Before he could charge, Chris threw himself between them. Paul’s eyes widened and for a second he hesitated, taken aback by Chris’s intervention. Taking the opportunity, Chris twisted around and caught Ashley’s eyes. 
 
    “Go!” he screamed. 
 
    Then he turned back to Paul, and charged. 
 
    The surprise on Paul’s face turned to amusement as he watched him come. But Chris couldn’t turn back now. Fire lanced through his chest but he leapt at the larger boy. Twisting, he swung a fist at Paul’s face. 
 
    But Paul merely grinned and reached up to catch him by the wrist. Chris’s heart fell into his stomach as he was yanked forward into a crunching headbutt. White light flashed across his vision, and then he was falling. He hit the ground with a dull thud. 
 
    Blinking, he tried to clear his vision and regain his feet. But the strength had fled his limbs, and when his eyes cleared, he was still lying on his back staring up at the ceiling. His ears rang and he could hear distant voices, but before he could look around in search of them, Paul’s face appeared overhead. Their eyes met, and Chris saw his death lurking in the empty grey that stared back at him. Closing his eyes, he waited for the end to come. 
 
    Instead, there was a soft thud, and he opened his eyes in time to see Ashley tackle Paul, driving him back. Paul stumbled beneath the force of her attack, but Ashley was half his weight and the blow had only stunned him. Snarling, Ashley chased after him. Leaping into the air, she slammed her foot into his chest. 
 
    Paul was still recovering, and this time Ashley’s kick put him flat on his back. Before he could get up, Ashley raced in and stamped her boot down on his face. There was a sickening crunch as his nose broke, but before Ashley could retreat, Paul’s hands shot out and caught her by the ankle. 
 
    Ashley screamed as Paul surged upwards, lifting her foot with him to throw her off-balance. With Ashley’s ankle still firmly in his grip, Paul hauled Ashley’s leg above his head, and then slammed her face first into the ground. Releasing her ankle, he dove, attempting to pin her down and use his bulk to overwhelm her. But Ashley rolled to the side, her wings contracting, and Paul slammed into empty carpet. Coming to her feet, Ashley fixed Paul in her sights, and charged. 
 
    Still on the ground, Paul gaped at Ashley’s sudden fury. Her eyes remained the same tawny yellow, but there was a glint to them that reminded Chris of the rage he’d seen when Liz and Jasmine had turned. Yet this was different somehow, tightly controlled, as though Ashley had somehow managed to take all her pain and fear and insecurity and turn them into strength. 
 
    Paul managed to stagger to his feet before Ashley was on him. Her fist flashed out, and he raised his own to turn aside the blow. A sharp crack rang through the room as her knuckles caught his elbow. Paul screamed and holding his injured arm, he tried to retreat. But Ashley came after him, her amber eyes simmering. 
 
    A sickening crunch came from Paul’s skull as Ashley’s next blow caught him square between the eyes. His eyes rolled up into his skull and his mouth dropped open, but no sound came out. Slowly, he toppled backwards and landed with a soft thud on the carpet.  
 
    Ashley stood over him, chest heaving, her white wings trembling with each inhalation. Fists clenched, she watched him for long seconds. But Paul lay unmoving. His eyes stared blankly up at her, unseeing. 
 
    Chris managed to stagger to his feet and move across to her. She looked up as he approached, and the tension seemed to rush from her body. She sagged, and reaching out, he caught her as she started to fall. Pain burned in his chest, but he held her close and looked around. 
 
    There was no sign of Liz or Jasmine, but while the whole fight had lasted no more than a few minutes, their time was up. On the staircase, the last of the students had fallen. Now the plain-clothed soldiers poured out onto the stage, their guns held at the ready as they formed a semicircle around Chris and Ashley. A deadly stillness fell over the room.  
 
    Chris held Ashley tight against him. He couldn’t understand why she hadn’t fled with Liz and Jasmine, but he was suddenly glad to have her there. Together they faced the black-barrels of the soldier’s guns, and waited for death to come. 
 
    “On your knees,” the Director’s voice carried down to them. 
 
    Chris looked up and saw her slowly descending the stairs. His eyes were drawn to two silver bands she held in one hand. His heart clenched as he recognised the shock collars, and he felt Ashley’s grip tighten around his waist. A shiver went through him as he shook his head. 
 
    “Kill us,” he croaked. “We’re not going back.” 
 
    The Director’s face did not change. The soldiers still on the stairs gave way before her. As she reached the stage, she held up the collars. “They weren’t meant for you,” she nodded to the limp bodies of Paul and Francesca, “I removed them as a show of trust. But I liked to keep them handy, just in case.” 
 
    “Get it over with,” Ashley croaked beside him, “You can’t make us go back, so you might as well end this joke.” 
 
    “But who will replace my faithful servants?” she raised an eyebrow, “You’ve made such a mess of them, the least you can do is take their place.” 
 
    “Go to hell,” Chris stepped towards her.  
 
    Two dozen rifles lifted half an inch as the soldiers glanced at the Director, waiting for her order. Despite himself, Chris paused. Now that the end had come, he found himself suddenly wanting to draw out this moment, to savour every last breath of life. 
 
    The Director pursed her lips. She turned her back on them and looked up at the students. “They’re all traitors you know,” she laughed, the sound cold and hollow, “You know the punishment for traitors.” 
 
    At her words, the soldiers still stationed at the top of the lecture theatre swung the heavy double doors closed. The men on the stairs turned and pointed their rifles into the rows of chairs where the students huddled, open terror on their faces. Several cried out as the Director looked back at Chris. 
 
    “Don’t,” Chris croaked. 
 
    “Why not?” the Director raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Please,” Ashley begged, and a smile spread across the Director’s face. 
 
    Lifting the collars, the Director tossed them down at their feet. “Put them on, and I will spare them.” 
 
    “No,” Ashley whispered beside him, but even as she said the word, she slumped to her knees. 
 
    Chris crouched beside her. They glanced at each other, and he could see the terror in her eyes. Then Ashley closed her eyes and swallowed. When they opened again, the fear had fled. Reaching out, she gripped Chris by the shoulder. Neither spoke, but Chris nodded. Together, they picked up the collars. 
 
    “Put them on,” the Director repeated. 
 
    Nodding, Chris steeled himself, and lifted the metal collar to his throat. He shivered as the cold steel touched his flesh, and he fought the urge to hurl the thing from him. Closing his eyes, he sucked in a breath, found the clasp, and pressed it together. The collar gave an audible click as it settled into place. 
 
    A pit opened in Chris’s stomach as he looked up at the Director. Another click came from Ashley’s collar, sealing their fate. Together, they met the woman’s gaze, helpless slaves before her wrath. She grinned again and lifted her wrist, showing them the controller she wore as a watch. 
 
    “You remember this?” she waited until they both nodded, “Good. Behave, and I won’t have to use it.” 
 
    Biting his lip, Chris stared down at the carpet, too afraid to do anything else. Despair welled in his chest, robbing him of strength.  
 
    “Excellent, you may yet prove useful.” The Director laughed. Chris flinched as the sound grated in his ears. “Okay, men, it’s time we finished with this mess. Kill them all.” 
 
    Chris’s heart froze in his chest as he looked up and saw the soldiers taking aim at the students. A scream clawed its way up from his chest, and he started to his feet. A deafening roar filled the lecture theatre as the soldiers opened fire. He screamed again, and leapt at the Director, determined to tear her down. 
 
    Before he could take two steps, white fire wrapped around his neck, cutting off his shriek. His feet went out from beneath him as his muscles spasmed, and then he was on his back, his whole body convulsing as the boom of gunfire echoed through the lecture theatre. He opened his mouth but no sound came out. He thrashed, unable to breathe, to think, to do anything but listen as three hundred students were murdered where they knelt. 
 
    Only when silence returned to the lecture theatre, did the darkness finally rise to claim him.  
 
   


  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    Susan sucked in a breath as she looked down at the lights of the town. For what seemed like endless days and nights, the Chead had raced across the open countryside. She had run with them, revelling in her newfound strength. Light bled into dark, but it made no difference whether she travelled by the moon or the sun. At times, the red haze would sweep over her, but she embraced it now, thrilling in the power it gave her. 
 
    When they stopped for rest, she would find herself in Hecate’s arms, his lips beneath hers, and all memory of her past life would fall away. The voice in the back of her mind grew weaker with each day, until it seemed only a distant memory. She had become a creature of instinct, driven by need, by desire. 
 
    Now, darkness stretched out in all directions, except where the humans had built their homes. The ring of lights stood in defiance of the night, a cocoon protecting its occupants from the perils of the dark. 
 
    That was how the humans were, she knew. Scurrying away in the dirt, always hiding from the power of mother nature, from the wrath she might bring. But it was not mother nature they needed to fear, not tonight. 
 
    Tonight, it was their own folly that came for them. 
 
    She saw the truth now, saw the cruelty of their species, the lives they destroyed in their endless quest for power. How she longed to undo her past, to take back the evils she had wrought. Thinking of those strange memories, she found herself confused, no longer able to understand what had driven her before the red haze came. 
 
    There was only hunger now, the thirst for slaughter, the lust for her mate. 
 
    Hecate stood beside her, his scent lingering in her nostrils. It was intoxicating, like a drug she could not live without. Together they stared down at the little town, contemplating its distant glow. Movement came from around them. The full moon lit the hillside, revealing the gathered Chead. They moved across the grassy slopes, preparing themselves. 
 
    Returning her gaze to the town, Susan thought of what was to come. From deep in her mind, she felt a tug, a strange pang that seemed to come from another life. She shook her head, and it faded, the red haze rising to replace it. 
 
    A call went out across the hilltop, followed by slow, silent movement. As one the Chead slid down the hill towards the town and its unsuspecting inhabitants. Their faces took on a new light in the glow of the moon, so they seemed almost ghosts, the spirits of the things they had once been. 
 
    Humans. 
 
    The word rang in her mind, and for a moment Susan paused. The red haze flickered, and her breath caught in her throat. As she looked out at the lights, an image flickered into her mind. She saw a dimly lit room, a fire crackling in its hearth, a man and a woman in each other’s arms, and a child nestled up against their legs. 
 
    Pain seeped through her chest as she stilled. The image flickered, growing and then shrinking, as though struggling to exist in the darkness of her mind. She wondered where it had come from, what it meant, who they were. 
 
    “Are you… ready?” Hecate’s lips brushed against her ear. 
 
    Susan sucked in a breath, and the sweet scent of her mate filled her nostrils. She shivered as the red haze rose again, consuming the image in flames of rage.  
 
    I am yours. 
 
    Smiling, Susan looked up at Hecate. Today marked the beginning of a new age. Once lions had roamed the earth from Europe to Africa to America. Then had come Homo erectus, and the time of the lion had ended. Humanity had followed, creeping across the planet, extinguishing all that threatened it. 
 
    But now their time was ending. Another had come to take its place. 
 
    The age of the Chead had begun. 
 
    “I’m ready.” 
 
    Phase Three: Complete. 
 
    Signup below for updates on the arrival of  
 
    Phase Four: REBELLION 
 
   


  
 

 Note from the Author 
 
    It’s not a trilogy! I know, crazy right? I don’t know where people kept getting that idea from, but I never said it would be three books ?? Don’t worry though, I know where the story is going, and how it ends. There’s just a few road blocks to get through first. Not to mention a bit of emotional baggage to work out between certain characters!  
 
    In all seriousness though, I hope you’re enjoying the series! I do intend to have the Praegressus Project finished by the end of 2017 (fingers crossed). Just be sure to keep leaving reviews if you’re enjoying it, they really do help keep me going! Every bit of encouragement helps?? 
 
    Next up, in 2018 I intend to switch back to Epic Fantasy. And yes, that means more from the world of The Three Nations! I figure switching between my two favourite genres each year will be a good way to keep me from getting burnt out, and keep coming up with interesting new stories for you to enjoy! 
 
    As usual, don’t forget to signup for my mailing list for updates and the chance to win free stuff! And remember to join the discussion with other fans on my Facebook page! 
 
      
 
    http://www.aaronhodges.co.nz/praegressus-project/ 
 
      
 
    

 
 
   
  
 




AND FINALLY! 
 
    If you’ve enjoyed this book, you might also like my original works.  
 
    Be sure to read on below for a free preview of my first ever novel: 
 
    Stormwielder 
 
      
 
    When Eric was young, a terrible power woke within him. Horrified by the devastation he had unleashed, Eric fled his village, and has spent the last two years wandering the wilderness alone. Now, desperate to end his isolation, he seeks a new life in the town of Oaksville. But the power of the Gods is fading, and in their absence, dark things have come creeping back to the Three Nations. Civilisation is no longer the safe haven he once knew, and Eric will soon learn he is not the only one with power… 
 
      
 
    Read on below for a few preview… 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Stormwielder: Prologue 
 
    Alastair stared into the fire, letting its heat wash through his damp cloak. The autumn storm had caught him in the open, drenching him before he could reach the shelter of a band of trees. The sudden violence of the storm was a grim warning of winter’s fast approach. 
 
    Thunder rumbled in the distance. Alastair shifted position, groaning as his old joints cracked in the cold. He added another stick to the fire. A greedy tongue of flame licked up the tender wood. Wind rustled the dark branches above. The fire flickered in the breeze and blew smoke into his face. Its feeble light cast dancing shadows across the clearing.  
 
    A head appeared in the trees nearby, its long face staring at him. Alastair gripped his sword and fought to control the pain in his chest. His horse snickered at his fear and retreated into the shadows. It was only Elcano, his constant companion for almost a decade. Shivering, he released his sword hilt. He knew all too well the dangers of the night. Once he had been one to stand against such things. Now, though... 
 
    He shook his head to clear the morbid thoughts. He was still a warrior, and creatures of the dark still feared his name. Yet lately doubt had crept into his mind. It had been a long time since he’d fought the good fight, long before the ravages of time stripped away his strength. The old man shivering at autumn shadows was but a spectre of the Alastair who had once battled the demons of winter.  
 
    “If only...” he whispered to himself. The words haunted him, carrying with them the weight 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. 
 
    Then two years ago, Antonia had come. She shattered the peaceful world he had built for himself and dragged him back into a life he had thought long buried.  
 
    “Find them,” she ordered, and he had obeyed.  
 
    If only it were so simple. Things were never as they seemed when she was involved. Two years of searching and he was now farther from the truth than when he started. The trail was ancient, his quarry adept at disappearing without trace. He himself had taught them the skills, but for generations they had perfected them. Alastair had tracked them as far as Peakill but there all trace vanished. For all he knew they were dead. He prayed to Antonia 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 began to shake; he had dreaded this moment for weeks. The sickly taste of despair rose in his throat. The world would feel the consequences of his failure. 
 
    “Not yet, there is still time,” the soft whisper of a female’s voice came from the shadows. 
 
    Antonia walked from the trees. A veil of mist clung to her small frame, obscuring her features. Her violet eyes shone through the darkness, making the firelight seem pale by comparison. Those eyes held such power and resolve that he shrank before them. The scent of roses filled the grove and cleansed the smoky air. Her footsteps made the slightest crunch as she glided towards him.  
 
    “It doesn’t matter. They’re gone and I don’t have the strength 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 like you. You know that,” there was anger in the girl’s voice. “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 forced the words out, struggling to hold back tears. “I have given everything for you, and it has all been in vain. It’s over, they’re gone.” 
 
    He stared at Antonia, expecting anger, scorn, disappointment. She smiled. “It has not been in vain, there is still hope. Elynbrigge has found them.” 
 
    A rush of strength surged through Alastair. “Where?” 
 
    Antonia laughed. Absently she flicked a strand of hair from her face. “The trail was years old, but they are alive and well in Chole. Look for them there. He will watch over them until you arrive.” 
 
    Alastair jumped to his feet, scattering firewood into the flames. The blaze roared and leapt to devour the fresh meal. He ignored it. The fire be damned, they were alive! 
 
    “Wait,” the tone of Antonia’s voice 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 reply, she was gone. 
 
    For a long time Alastair stood staring at the space where she had vanished. Her words spun through his head. His anguish was gone, replaced by a fragile spark of hope. Despair still prowled at the back of his mind, but for now the spark was all that mattered.  
 
    He did not sleep that night and the sun was approaching noon as he neared the town. As he cleared the last of the trees he saw the sickly pillars of smoke curling up from the city. He kicked Elcano into a gallop. 
 
   


  
 

 Stormwielder: One 
 
    A pillar of smoke rose from the burning house. The roar of the flames was deafening. 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 ashes around him. Sparks of lightning leapt from his fingertips, leaving scorch marks on the tiled street. Soot covered his slim face, marred only by the trail of tears running down his cheeks. The wind caught his mop of dark brown hair and revealed the deep blue glow of his eyes. He wore an expression of absolute terror. 
 
    “Help me!” 
 
    Eric sat bolt upright, the nightmare tearing him from his sleep. He gasped for breath, eyes darting around in search of escape. A wall of vegetation loomed above him. The dark fingers of branches clawed at his clothing. He scrambled for his dagger but it tumbled through his hands. He dove for the falling blade. 
 
    His knees hit the dirt and with a sudden rush he remembered where he was. Eric took a deep breath; slowing his racing heart as he rose to his feet. The clearing had not changed while he slept. The trees still stood in a silent ring, their leaves speckled with the red and gold of early autumn. Where the canopy thinned above he could make out the blue sky, but below the dark of night still clung.  
 
    Eric shivered and wished he had more than a holey blanket and worn leather jacket to ward off the cold. Reaching down he stuffed the blanket into his bag with the rest of his measly possessions – dried meat, a water skin, and the steel bracelet his parents had given to him as a child. The familiar dream clung to him, the boy’s face lurking in the shadows of his memory. He knew that face. It was his own. 
 
    A tremor ran through his body. He flung the bag over his shoulder with a little too much energy, determined to forget the bad omen. Just through the trees was the Gods Road and about a mile west was the town of Oaksville. There he planned to make a fresh start for himself. 
 
    Eric paused long enough to pull on his travel worn boots and brush the leaves from his hair, then he was away through the trees. Excitement quickened his pace – this was it. Today he would end his exile. In the two years since his fifteenth birthday he had wandered alone through the forests and plains of Plorsea. In that time he had kept his own company. It had very nearly driven him insane.  
 
    The trees either side of the Gods Road soon began to thin, giving way to the grassy steeps of a valley. Eric squinted into the rising sun, straining for his first glimpse of Oaksville. 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 the temple, an old castle set in the centre that towered above the town walls.  
 
    Eric’s spirit leapt 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 twitched at the tang of smoke and humanity hanging in the air. The image of a burning house flickered into his mind. 
 
    He paused mid-stride. A voice whispered in his mind. Go back – it’s too dangerous! 
 
    Fear gripped him. What if I’m not ready? His knees shook. His heart pounded like a runaway wagon on a cobbled street. His vision swam and he felt the warmth of tears on his cheeks. 
 
    Eric turned his head and looked back up the hill. The long grass rippled in the wind, the trees beyond shadowing the movement. The forest could offer him nothing more. He drew a breath of air and faced the town.  He took a step forward. The terror returned. His chest constricted until he could hardly breathe, but this time his nerve held. Eric walked down the valley towards the gates.  
 
    Soon the outer wall loomed over him, its great stone blocks casting the path in 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 tunic marking the Plorsean reserve army. Each held a steel tipped spear loosely at their side and a sword on their belt. The one to the right spared Eric a glance as he passed by, then returned his eyes to the road. Until recently Plorsea had enjoyed decades of peace. But now bandits had moved down from the mountains and were plaguing the countryside. At first they had only targeted travellers, but lately raids had been launched against some of the smaller settlements.  
 
    Eric passed between the open gates and into the darkness of the tunnel. Moss covered the giant slabs of rock on either side of him. Iron grates peeked 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. 
 
    With a deep breath Eric stepped from the tunnel and back into sunlight. A bustling marketplace spread out around him. The air was heavy with dust and the stink of human bodies. The buzz of a hundred voices assaulted Eric’s ears. To his left bakers stood at their booths waving loaves of bread in the faces of passers-by. Elsewhere he could see others plying their wares; butchers and jewellers, fishermen and carpenters, all chaotically crammed into the small square before the city gates. Each was doing their best to draw the early morning crowds to their stalls.  
 
    A jeweller caught Eric’s eye and began motioning for him to look at his array of golden necklaces laid out on the table. Eric smiled and shook his head, but suddenly the jeweller was out of his stall and moving through the crowd towards him shouting, “Sir! Sir!” 
 
    Eric shrank back towards the cool comfort of the tunnel. His feet stumbled on the uneven surface and sent him tumbling to the ground. His head struck the cobbled pavement. His ears rung. Groaning he looked up, straining to see while his vision spun. 
 
    A face appeared overhead. “Careful there, mate,” the man offered a hand. Eric immediately recognised the western twang of a Trolan accent. 
 
    Eric took the hand and the man hauled him to his feet. He stumbled for a second, trying to regain his balance.  
 
    “That looked like a nasty fall,” the Trolan offered. “You okay?”  
 
    The man wore a dark brown cloak and towered over Eric’s own five feet and seven. A poorly trimmed beard and moustache matted his face, while a broad smile detracted somewhat from the twisted lump serving him for a nose. His hazel eyes looked down from beneath bushy eyebrows. Silver streaked his black hair. 
 
    Eric nodded.  “It was my fault,” he stuttered. “Everything is so… overwhelming.”  
 
    “A country boy then?” the man gave a booming laugh. “I remember my first time in a town like this. They stole every penny I had, not the pickpockets, those crooked merchants! Bought a dagger that snapped the first time I dropped it. These townsmen prey on the weak. Well don’t you worry mate, us country folk look after our own. The name’s Pyrros Gray, what can I do for ya?” 
 
    Eric grinned. The man reminded him of the warm manner of people in his old village. “I’m Eric. Is there some place quiet I could sit for a while? My head is spinning.” 
 
    “My pleasure, Eric. There’s a tavern not far from here, it’s usually quiet at this hour. I know the owner; he won’t mind you sitting down for a bit. Just follow me and we’ll have you there in no time. Only try not to catch the eye of any of these vultures, or they’ll soon convince you to trade everything you own for one of ‘em statues that grants luck with woman.” 
 
    Pyrros set off through the crowd. Eric followed close behind, afraid to lose him in the press of bodies. His legs felt unsteady and his head throbbed with each step. 
 
    A big woman stepped between them and thrust a wet trout in his face. “Cheapest fish in town! You buy!” she demanded.  
 
    Eric shook his head and side stepped the merchant, trying to avoid any further contact.  She shouted after him but he ignored her words. He scanned the crowd, searching for Pyrros. 
 
    “Didn’t think I’d leave you behind, did you?” Pyrros’ voice came from behind him. 
 
    Eric spun around, relieved to see the bulky man right beside him.  
 
    Pyrros laughed. “So what brought you to Oaksville, mate?” 
 
    Eric shrugged. “I wanted a fresh start.” 
 
    “Well we’ll have to see what we can do about that. Now come on, we’re almost there.” 
 
    They slipped into a narrow alleyway which 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. Dead wood and discarded garbage lay in piles along the alley, but someone had maintained a trail through the mess, leading deeper into the town. 
 
    Eric wrinkled his nose as they passed a pile of decomposing fish heads. He stepped around it and hesitated. “Are you sure this is the way?” 
 
    Pyrros turned and grinned. “It’s a short cut. The streets surrounding the marketplace tend to get so crowded you can hardly move. This way goes around.” 
 
    A chill breeze blew through the alley. The hairs on Eric’s neck stood up. He did not like the way Pyrros was grinning. The man no longer seemed so friendly; suddenly the way he towered over Eric was threatening and a strange glint had appeared in his eyes. Eric’s gut churned in warning.  
 
    “I think I’d prefer the crowd to this mess, thanks,” Eric turned to leave. 
 
    Two men blocked his path. One spun a wooden baton in his hand and the other held a heavy club. Each stood a head above Eric. They were dressed in plain clothes, but the smiles they wore lacked any trace of warmth. A coil of rope was slung over the baton wielder’s shoulder. They spread out to block Eric’s escape. 
 
    “Don’t bother running, mate,” Pyrros’ voice was menacing now. “You’ll make this easier on everyone if you come willingly.” 
 
    Eric half turned, keeping the other men in sight. “What do you want?” 
 
    Pyrros shrugged. “Fair trade’s not the only business that’s booming. Slaves have grown popular in southern Trola. So long as we’re discrete, take the ones no one misses, people turn a blind eye. You’re one of those, aren’t you mate?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No, my parents are waiting–” he was interrupted by a harsh cackle. 
 
    Pyrros scratched at his beard. “So you were lying earlier? About starting a new life?” 
 
    Eric clenched his fists, tense as coiled wire. He glanced at the men behind him, gauging the distance between them. Fear made his breath come in short, ragged gasps. 
 
    “No, I think you’re lying now, mate. I don’t think anyone is out there waiting for you. I don’t think there’s anyone in the world who will miss you.” 
 
    This cannot be happening! 
 
    Pain pounded at Eric’s head, but he fought it down. He glanced at Pyrros, and then leapt at the man with the club. Grinning, the thug lifted his weapon. A moment before he swung Eric dived sideways, twisting for the gap between the men. He almost made it. 
 
    A club to his chest stopped him cold. For the second time that day he found himself flat on his back. Winded, he choked for air, the faces of the two men spinning above him. He could feel his anger taking hold. Overhead, thunder clapped. Drops of rain began to fall. 
 
    Footsteps came from nearby. Pyrros appeared above him, a frown on his face. “The first thing a slave must learn is obedience. You disappoint me, Eric. I took you for a quick learner.” 
 
    The man’s boot came up and crashed down on Eric’s stomach. The breath exploded from his lungs. Pain constricted his chest and he gasped, eyes watering, desperate for air. Inside, Eric felt the embers of his fury take light.  
 
    “Stupid boy,” by now the rain was bucketing down, soaking through the clothes of his attackers. Pyrros’ foot lashed out again, smashing into his ribs and head.  
 
    Eric curled into a ball as the assault rained down. He choked back his tears, fear and rage battling for control. There was a sudden roar as something within snapped, giving way to the chaos of his emotions. A terrible power exploded through his mind, slipping from the darkest recesses of his conscious. He no longer felt the blows, or the rain, or the dirt beneath him. All that remained was an all-consuming hate; a need to lash out. A scream of torment echoed through the alleyway. The last barrier in his mind shattered. 
 
    Eric opened his eyes. Blue light lit the stone walls of the passageway, freezing the men in a sudden blue glare. He saw the hate in Pyrros’ eyes turn to terror, saw the men beside him glance up, heard the crackling and smelt the burning as it came. Then the lightning struck. 
 
    The men vanished into the blue light, their screams cut short by the roar of thunder. There was no chance for escape. One second the three were there, the next the lightning had consumed them. But it did not stop there.  
 
    With a deafening crack the sky tore asunder, unleashing a hail of lightning. The screams of the villagers rose above the crash of thunder, as destruction rained down on the defenceless village. Splinters of wood and stone flew through the air as the blue fire tore buildings apart. 
 
    Eric struggled to his feet. His anger had vanished, his hatred spent. He stumbled towards the marketplace, mouth agape. Horror clutched his soul.  
 
    No, no, no, this cannot be happening – not again! 
 
    Eric watched the lightning burn a deadly trail through the marketplace. Booths exploded before its wrath, filling 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 tiles and rubble and flinging them into the air. The rain poured down, but even that could not wash away the smell of burning. Eric stumbled amid the chaos, powerless to save his hapless victims. 
 
    There was no escape from the storm’s fury. It tore through the market, an unstoppable force of nature. Eric fell to his knees, his tears mingling with the torrent of rain. Lightning struck his frail body but he felt nothing. Bolts of energy danced along his skin, raising goose bumps wherever they touched. Yet he remained unharmed. He buried his head in his arms. 
 
    Why? 
 
    The thunder died away, leaving a devastating silence in its wake. Eric could hardly summon the courage to look. At last he opened his eyes. His gaze swept the wreckage with growing shock. There was not a stall left standing. Burnt beams and canvas covered the square and flames were already beginning to spread. Bodies lay scattered amid the ruin, at times half-buried by the rubble. Eric choked at the sight, his mind rebelling against the truth.  
 
    This is my doing. 
 
    Movement came from his right. He looked across as a man struggled to his feet. Their eyes met. Eric saw the horror grow in the stranger’s eyes. He looked down and saw that lightning still played across his chest and arms. Noise came from elsewhere now as more survivors rose to view the shattered remains – and to see the boy with lightning dancing on his skin. 
 
    Eric watched them, heart filled with despair. The faces of those around him wore only hatred. He had to say something, but could not find the words. His body ached and his muscles burned but he struggled to his feet. A surge of blood rushed to his head. He swayed. Then, determined, he opened his mouth to speak. 
 
    An angry buzz of voices assailed him. To his left a man drew a dagger from his belt. He started towards Eric. Another quickly followed suit, ripping a makeshift club from a pile of rubble as he approached. The broken ground crunched beneath their booted feet. Each wore a grim mask of determination. When they were a few feet away they hesitated, eyeing him with caution. 
 
    Eric struggled to find some words of explanation. He wanted to tell them it had not been him, that he could not control this curse. Yet he knew in his heart it would be a lie. He had known his presence brought a terrible danger to all around him. A heavy weight settled on his shoulders. There was nothing he could offer these souls but his life. 
 
    More survivors joined the first two men, arming themselves with whatever makeshift weapons were within reach. Each sported burns across their arms and clothing, and dark bruises on their faces. A fire burned in their eyes, fuelled by the horror they had just witnessed.  
 
    Eric trembled, staring at the blades and cudgels held by men and women alike. His heart pounded in his chest. He clenched his fists, struggling to ignore the hollow feeling in the pit of his stomach. His rib cage ached where the club had struck him earlier. Bruises from the beating were already starting to swell on his arms and legs. His mind shuddered at the thought of the pain still to come. 
 
    Cautiously the survivors edged towards him, numbers fuelling their courage. 
 
    Eric backed away, his own courage fading with each step. The villagers moved faster, sensing his fear. He stumbled backwards over the rubble, unable to tear his gaze from the madness in the eyes of the crowd. He stumbled over a pile of rubble and crashed to the ground. The shock lifted the spell. Eric scrabbled to his feet and ran for his life. 
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