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    CHAPTER 1


    
      
    


    Before


    
      
    


    They left from the bay at Devinear, the cold, salty air lashing against their faces as they boarded the towering ship.


    It was quite a sight, even for fourteen year old Lia, who had never been on a ship before. Her brother, Jack, was more confident.


    "I know all there is about ships," he'd say, patronizingly, and Lia didn't dare question him. She may have been the older one but she didn't want to run the risk of being embarrassed, of being met with that cold glare, the one which told her she knew nothing, that told her she was too sheltered.


    Lia clutched onto her bag, her small, tanned hands clasped over the handle as her mother and father -Dominic and Lessandra Relanne- handed the tickets to the portly lady with the leathery, brown skirt and overly applied makeup.


    They all entered the tall, brown door, one by one, and stood among the hoards of people as Lia's father ran his fingers across the tickets and began to ask the nearest person where the rooms were. The man looked at him with surprise, then some other emotion that Lia could not quite decipher, before he answered her father quickly with a few hand gestures, indicating the direction. Dominic nodded and began to say thank you, but the man was gone.


    Lia spent most of the journey in her room, her breakfast tumbling to and fro in her stomach, threatening to escape at any minute. The journey was short and they arrived on the shores of Elonsica in a matter of days.


    They arrived at a dusty beach, hundreds of passengers surrounding them.


    Lia could feel the thick bands of sunlight as they seared against her skin, the air dense and heavy. She didn't get time to take in her surroundings, for Dominic was insistent that they go to their lodgings. He led them through the hoards of people and to a row of cabs by a nearby road.


    "Lessandra is extremely tired, and you know of your mother's condition at the moment," he said, as they bustled into the cab.


    Lia felt extremely squashed between her mother with her protruding belly and Jack, his small game console jabbing at her elbow every time he pressed a button. She could hear Dominic tries to make conversation with the driver, then stop when he was met with no replies and only a few wary nods.


    After what seemed like years, they finally arrived at their destination. Lia stepped out of the dusty cab to be met with a rush of scorching air against her tanned skin. She stood on the worn path littered with colorful autumn leaves, a towering pine tree shadowing her from the overwhelming heat.


    Before her was a two storey apartment building painted an unwelcoming grey, which stood out under the thick, yellowed rays of sunlight. She could make out a small, unkempt lawn to its side, circled by a broken, wiry fence. On the other side of the building were a few small houses, squashed together and painted the same unwelcoming grey.


    "It's only temporary," said Dominic, reassuringly. "The most it'll take is a couple of weeks, then we'll be back in Cadlia in no time."


    Lia could hear her father's grunts as he attempted to heave the heavy suitcases from the back of the cab. She didn't have to look to know that he was having trouble, and why wouldn't he? Dominic had barely ever done any heavy lifting in his life and he had had no reason to, until now.


    Once all of the cases were in a neat heap along the path, Dominic closed the boot and door, then turned to the cab driver in front.


    "How much?" he asked, inserting a hand into his trouser pocket. The driver quickly muttered a price and as soon as the money was in his hand, there was a quick hum of the engine and he was off.


    "Goodbye to you too!" Dominic exclaimed sarcastically to the now empty road and trail of dust.


    Dominic was now no longer in a state of fake cheer he was annoyed and irritated as he dragged one of the many cases across the dusty tarmac.


    "Jack, get your ass over here and pick up one of those cases. Lia, help your mother into the apartment. Honestly, I don't understand how you can stand out here in this heat wave," he said, his voice strained and tired.


    Jack shifted his gaze from his game console, then quickly pressed a few buttons to save it and joined his father.


    Lia made her way to the overgrown weeds, twisting out from the many cracks littered along the broken path leading to the door. Making sure her mother was with her, she turned the steely metal handle and quickly inserted the cold, rusty key her mother tossed towards her.


    A small click issued through her ears. Lia pulled out the key and turned the handle. She pushed at the splintered door. At first it didn't open and only when she pushed with all of her energy did it finally give way. Her nostrils were met with the thick, putrid smell of dirt and sweat.


    Lia coughed as she entered the dark room. Running her fingers across the rough walls, she finally found a light switch. She pressed it nimbly. The room was flooded with a pale, flickering yellow light and a soft buzzing sound filled her ears. Dirty tiles across the damp floor glistened under the wavering light as walls untidily clad in chipped plaster sent a damp, musty smell issuing through the small room. Small clusters of moss oozed out from the foundation’s many cracks and the only items of furniture were a small moth eaten sofa and a dirty square table, its wobbly legs looking as though they would give way at any moment.


    Lessandra made her way to the sofa and sat down, causing it to creak ever so slightly. After a few moments, Jack entered, dragging a suitcase.


    "You've got to be joking!" he exclaimed, his eyes drinking in the room before him.


    "It must be a very desperate joke," said Lia, running her index finger across the side of the table to be met with a layer of grime.


    "It's only for a couple of weeks," said Lessandra reassuringly. "Once your father has cleared up a couple of things, we'll be back in Cadlia in no time. Anyway, you did say that you always wanted to go on a holiday to Elonsica, so here's your wish."


    "I never said that I wanted to go to Elonsica," said Lia, gazing pointedly at Jack.


    Jack frowned.


    "When I said I wanted to go to Elonsica, I didn't mean in this way. When Aaron went a couple of years ago they stayed in a luxury hotel with its own swimming pool."


    Before either of them could reply, Dominic entered with the last of the cases. He then heaved them onto the greasy tiles and, upon closing the door, he slumped onto the sofa, wrapping an arm around Lessandra who in turn rested her head on his shoulder, her curly brown ringlets framing her perfect tanned features.


    "I've got a banging headache!" he exclaimed, rubbing his temples.


    He was met with glares from two pairs of eyes; one brown, the other a stormy gray.


    Noticing the tension he yawned and pulled two small boxes from one of the bags which sat next to him.


    "I'm guessing you don't want these, then?" he said, mischievously, rotating them between his fingers.


    The eyes widened.


    "What's in there?" questioned Jack, his tone one of surprise and excitement. Jack had always liked gifts, no matter how small they were, ever since he was a child and he would never pass such an opportunity.


    "Thought so," replied Dominic. "Okay, Jack first, since he's the youngest."


    Jack rushed forward and eagerly took the box, tearing off the paper and hungrily pulling out what was inside. Dangling from his fingers was a thin chain, painted a vivid gold and secured at the back of a small, blue dolphin. Jack frowned, his expression dropping rapidly.


    "I'm not a girl," he said.


    "Yes, we know that. After all, we did give birth to you. That's not for girls, though. Boys do wear chains, you know," replied Lessandra, firmly.


    Jack's frown grew deeper and, as Dominic handed Lia her box, he muttered something which sounded a lot like, "Yeah, boys do wear chains… gay boys."


    Lia slowly tore off the bright blue wrapping paper and eased off the lid.


    "It's really pretty," she gasped, pulling out the small silver anklet with its many intricate blue dolphins circling the bottom.


    "At least someone's happy," replied Dominic, sending a glare towards Jack who merely glared back.


    "Enough of this. I'm awfully tired. Let's go to the rooms," interrupted Lessandra.


    Dominic nodded.


    "I'll go upstairs and assign everyone their rooms to prevent any argument."


    He made his way to the side of the room where there stood another door, which looked as though at one point in time it had been painted white, only now it was reduced to a sickly cream tinged with specks of brown.


    He heaved it open and was met with a shower of dust, caking his black hair. Lia giggled, accompanied by a snort of laughter from Jack as Dominic trudged up the stairs, grumbling all the way. He returned not long after and led them upstairs. There were only two bedrooms and a bathroom upstairs and Dominic insisted that they have three bedrooms, Lessandra and he would make do with the downstairs.


    "We're having a bed delivered tomorrow," he said, leading them to the rooms. "So, we'll survive for tonight."


    In any other situation Lia would have been considerate towards her parents and offered to take up the couch, but not today. She was angry and annoyed. They'd dragged her away from Cadlia for this! They only had a two week holiday from school and whilst most kids were back in Cadlia going to parties and having fun with their friends, she was here. Stuck in a dirty, unstable building in the middle of a country she had never stepped foot in her whole entire life. One thing was for sure, this place sure hadn't left a good first impression on her. No, she wouldn't be considerate to her mother and father, they deserved to sleep on the sofa.


    With this thought in mind, Lia marched into her room. Her eyes widened.


    'Well, at least it's better than downstairs,' she thought, stepping onto the thin, threadbare carpet.


    The room consisted of a small bed heaped in the corner and a dusty chest of drawers which looked like it would break apart at any moment. The walls were painted a sickly white and chipped plaster littered the muddy floorboards. A musty smell filled the room where damp had accumulated in thick, gray patches along the wall.


    Lia slumped onto the bed and ignoring its constant creaking, she lay down and drifted into sleep.


    * * *


    "Lia, get up! Mum says you have to go to the local shop, because she has a craving for those really rank biscuits with the sprinkle sugar stuff on them."


    Lia yawned and rubbed her eyes as Jack towered above her, a large blue cap firmly placed on his mass of black curls.


    "Are you coming too, then?" she asked, slipping on her trainers and a jacket.


    "Yeah, I guess. I haven't got anything better to do," he replied. "Hurry up, Li! Are you coming or not?"


    He lingered in the doorway and waited as she hastily fastened the laces and tied the anklet around her heel.


    "You're not actually wearing that thing?"


    "I'm not like you, Jack. I appreciate the gifts," she replied, icily.


    "I do appreciate gifts, but that doesn't mean I have to wear them. As I said before, only gay boys wear chains." Jack rummaged through his pocket and let the chain dangle from his fingertips. "But I'll still hold onto it. For symbolic reasons."


    Lia rolled her eyes, then followed Jack as he left the doorway and made his way down the creaking stairs. Lessandra was sitting on the sofa, discussing something with Dominic, but as soon as Jack and Lia entered the room, they went quiet.


    "I see you're wearing the anklet," said Dominic. He pulled out his wallet and tossed it to Lia. "Go get yourselves some sweets or something as a treat, once you've gotten your mum her biscuits."


    Dominic placed his hand on Lessandra's stomach, playfully, and was met with a hit around the head.


    They left, scrambling over the twisting weeds and thorns which clambered out of the broken path. Lia knew pretty much where the shop was; she'd seen it whilst in the cab and she had a good sense of direction. Jack merely dawdled behind, his attention on nothing else but the game console.


    Lia could feel the frustration once again building up inside of her. She shouldn't have been here; she should have been back in Cadlia.


    'It's Renae's party today,' she realized, as her anger mounted. They had planned on renting out the local swimming pool, and Renae's dad was going to hire a band to play in the back yard. Why was it that everyone but she got to enjoy their holiday?


    "Is that all you ever do?" she bit out, as Jack furiously pressed at the buttons of his game console. "Why can't you ever do something productive for once?"


    "What's it to you? At least I have something to do," he replied.


    "What's that supposed to mean?"


    Jack switched off the console and turned to face her, days, maybe weeks, of pent up frustration suddenly leaking from his tongue.


    "Come on, Lia, all you ever do is sit there in your room getting up to god knows what in your spare time. I mean, even back in Cadlia, what kind of life did you lead? Innocent, perfect little Lia. You never do anything wrong, do you? You've always been the perfect one in mum and dad's eyes. Hell, I bet no guy has ever touched your sad excuse of a body!"


    Lia felt stung for a moment, before she angrily bit out,


    "At least I'm not a sad ass pimp who touches every random girl who looks my way twice!"


    "No. You're just a naïve, goody two shoes bitch, who can't get a boyfriend even if you did try. After all, who'd ever want you?"


    Lia could feel the anger well up inside of her as well as another emotion which she furiously attempted to extinguish. She wouldn't let him hurt her, she wouldn't be hurt, there was nothing to be hurt about. None of what he said was true, he was only being horrible…Yet why did she feel a small note of recognition in what he said? Why was she suddenly rethinking her life without really meaning to?


    No… sticks and stones… sticks and stones will break my bones, but words will never hurt me…


    That's easier said than done.


    Focusing on the anger, she turned towards him, ready to lash out with her own sea of words. If she was angry enough, she couldn't hurt; the anger would overcome the hurt. However, before she could reply, Jack had walked away.


    At any other time she would have gone after him and made him apologize for what he'd said. She was his older sister, he didn't have the right to be so disrespectful to her, but right now she was far too irritated to bother… Who was she kidding? At any other time she would have done the exact same, made an excuse as to why she didn't make him apologize, when in truth the reason was quite simple.


    You're scared. You won't fight. You'll chicken out. You don't want regrets. Confrontations only cause problems. Let it go.


    Lia pushed the thoughts out of her head, her mind attempting to numb the hurt caused by his words. What did she mean to get? Oh yes, sugary biscuits.


    Keeping that thought in mind she made her way to the shop. Upon reaching the shop she noticed that there were quite a lot of people around this area. Well, a lot compared to the dump that they were living in.


    As she entered its small interior she suddenly felt odd and out of place. It felt as though dozens of pairs of eyes were boring into her back, watching her every move, but when she turned to look, everyone was minding their own business, their eyes skimming across the shelves and picking out whatever they needed. Lia shrugged off the uneasy feeling and after grabbing the biscuits, made her way to the till and paid, ignoring the wary looks of the lady at the till as she hurriedly slipped the biscuits into a plastic bag and quickly handed them to Lia, as if they were covered in poison.


    Lia quickly made her way out of the shop, the anger from earlier on replaced by an overwhelming feeling of unease. She quickened her pace, desperate to get back to the house. It felt as though something was going on, something she didn't quite know about, and she was desperate to get back and ask her parents why they had actually came here.


    As she hurried along the path, she heard a sudden noise. Before she could register what was going on she was suddenly surrounded by a blinding white light, a sudden force sending her hurtling off of the ground and crashing into a nearby tree.


    She felt a sharp pain sear through her forehead as her head collided with the splintered bark and, before she could attempt to think, she had completely blacked out.


    * * *


    It was dark, the only light coming from the few flickering lampposts that had survived the impact. Lia got up, her head throbbing painfully where the blood had clotted together to form a rough, sticky scab.


    She clambered across the now broken path, her whole body consumed with pain, her arms and legs drenched in dried blood. She had to get back to the house. She had to get to her mother and father. She had to get back.


    After what seemed like hours, she finally reached the house. Lia was suddenly overwhelmed with fear, a clenching, uneasy feeling residing in the pit of her stomach.


    The weeds had been trampled over and were in a worst state than before, and the door… it lay on the floor, completely wrenched off of its hinges.


    All was silent apart from Lia's frantic pants as she clambered through the doorway, then stopped, the bile rising up her throat.


    Lying on the dirty tiling were two corpses, both supporting bullet wounds gushing with blood.


    Dominic and Lessandra Relanne were dead.


    Lia collapsed and vomited across the tiles, her body trembling. Her throat seared with pain from the biting hydrochloric acid fighting its way up. She felt numb…so numb…even the painful throbbing of her head couldn't overcome the searing pain in her chest, the overwhelming loneliness. She felt a sudden detachedness, as if she wasn't actually there, but inside she knew she was. She was a spectator, a spectator watching her life break apart before her eyes.


    There were no thoughts, no emotions, just a blank. A great gashing blank consuming her mind.


    She couldn't cry, couldn't speak. Then she felt as though she should cry, but she didn't know what for, because it felt as though it wasn't actually happening. It felt like she wasn't actually there. What was her reaction meant to be, though? Should she cry? Scream? Or just sit there and vomit until there was nothing left?


    The vomiting made the pain lessen and, if only for a moment, her mind felt occupied.


    Her parents were dead… The sentence sounded unreal, like it was all just a dream and she would wake up at any moment and find herself back in Cadlia, on her bed. Or maybe it was a misunderstanding, maybe it was someone else's body strewn across the tiles. Then she looked again at the rich, scarlet blood mixing with the dirt, the unpolished dirt of the tiles.


    Her body was suddenly racked with sobs, short trembling sobs which sounded like bits of screaming and shrieking all mangled into one big mess. She felt in the back of her mind, subconsciously, that screaming would make the pain lessen. Hot tears ran across her dirty face, tears that she could not register, she was crying yet only part of her knew she was crying.


    Yet she still felt nothing. She was crying, she was trembling, she was screaming, yet she felt nothing.


    Through her hot tears she suddenly spotted a small piece of paper lay beside the two bodies. Lia reached out a trembling hand and picked it up, instantly recognizing Jack's rough, shaky scrawl.


    'I'm so sorry Lia, for all I said. I'm so sorry. I didn't mean it at all but now I'm scared. I'm scared Lia, so very scared. I hope I don't have to give you this, I hope you'll be back before they come.


    I don't know what to do. They're dead. Oh god, Lia, they're dead and now they'll come back. They'll come back and take me and I don't know what to do, Lia. I feel so alone…I feel so alone…'


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER 2


    
      
    


    5 years later


    Climb down or else you'll fall


    A thick, white fog clung to the shady tree, the sky a vast gray tinged with wisps of white light. Broad green leaves glistened with fresh drops of rain which clutched their smooth outline and upon losing their grip, slowly descended to the ground and rippled the dank puddles beneath.


    Under its twisted branches, hidden below a canopy of wet leaves, a small breath blew out into a cloud of white. It was clear for a few seconds, then slowly it faded into the thick air of humidity.


    You're so high up, yeah, you're so high up


    Unbreakable on that vintage point.


    The leaves rustled slightly as the person who exhaled manoeuvred herself into a more comfortable position, her legs drenched in fresh rain which seeped through her trousers. She moved a stray branch from her line of vision, dubious brown eyes focused on the house only miles away.


    She could hear the soft ticking of the watch securely strapped over her wrist. Tick…tick…tick…The girl's irritation mounted slowly. Her legs ached from the constant pricking of bark and her back was wet and stiff. Slowly, she slid a hand into her trouser pocket and pulled out a small, black radio which was shaped like a phone.


    Holding it to her ear, she pressed a few buttons. She then waited until she could hear a rough, static sound.


    "Jude, you cynical prick, where the fuck is he?" she hissed, her voice lined with malice and an underlying irritation mixed with sheer boredom.


    The static continued for a few moments, she then heard a soft scraping sound followed by a voice, a voice which was strong and calm, yet demanding.


    "Tsk, tsk. Patience is a virtue, Li. It's part of the job. Now get your ass turned right back 'round and keep an eye out. He could get out any moment and you have to be ready."


    Lia sighed and resumed her position. It was pointless arguing with Jude. Whatever Jude said was law. It was times like these that made her wish she wasn't a girl. If she weren't the girl, she wouldn't have to do this. If she were a boy it would probably be Carmon's job, this was his forte; not hers. Or they would have picked one of the other girls. But no, she had to be a girl


    Care to look at the ground


    Lia was suddenly snapped out of her reverie by the sharp clicking of a gate. Quickly, she returned her gaze back to the uneven gray path leading up to the large house. Her eyes glimpsed a lone figure, his broad back facing her as he fumbled with the key to the gate, white trainers squelching in the mud.


    The ground beneath your shoe


    That shoe that just steps on it all


    Lia rolled her eyes. How long was he going to take to close a damn gate? Upon realising that he wouldn't be done any time soon she once again pulled out the radio to be met with the same static.


    "Ju-u-ude," she cooed, her voice laced with an innocent fake sweetness.


    "What?" he replied, roughly


    "Whatcha doin'?"


    "Lia, shut up and get on with it."


    "Fine then, I'll just talk to Carmon," she hissed, pressing another button, her eyes still trained on the fat figure who was now fumbling through the mud for the key he had so wittingly dropped.


    "Carmon," she whispered.


    She was once again met with a thick line of static followed by some clearance and a voice, slowly cutting through.


    "Yeah, babe?"


    "Why can't we just kill the bastard and get it over with?"


    "If only life were that easy, babes," came the reply.


    There was another sharp wrench of static as Jude's voice cut through their conversation.


    "Lia, don't you dare make any rash moves!" he warned. "You know the mission, so stick to it."


    "Jude, shut up. He's finally closed the gate." Lia rolled her eyes. Jude always zapped the fun out of everything. Well, at least she'd annoyed him a bit. It was always fun to annoy Jude. Carmen and she had made it a hobby.


    She hurriedly refocused her attention onto the path, where the figure was making an attempt at jogging. Lia let out a snort of laughter, her radio still in hand. A sharp static noise filtered through the dense canopy of leaves followed by a voice laced with an underlying irritation.


    "What is it now, Lia?"


    "Ha, Jude, you have to see this. Even you must have enough of a sense of humor to enjoy this. Fat boy Fallock's trying to jog on the path wearing a tight track suit. Who knew a human being could possess so many flab rolls?"


    She could imagine Jude rolling his eyes as Carmon chuckled lightly on the other end.


    "Lia, this is a serious mission. Now enough messing about, what's your position?"


    Lia straightened her back and brushed a few stray leaves off of her lap.


    "Okay, I'm in front of his house, one or two miles max amongst the branches of the end tree lining the path. To my right is his house because of the angle I'm sat at. To my left is the path leading to the road. Behind me, In front of the tree I'm sitting in, is the third path which leads to another street. Lining the sides of the paths are lots of trees so if I get down from behind, he won't notice me until I step onto the path in front. Time; 8:45 am. He left the house at 8:36 am and managed to get the gate shut by 8:42. The ring of keys has been placed in his bottom right pocket. His attire consists of grey tracksuit bottoms with pockets on either side, a grey zip top beneath which is a glint of white; I presume it's a tee shirt. Hair is in disarray and feet are clad in white and silver striped trainers which are now caked in mud. He'll reach my position in approximately twenty minutes, judging by his speed."


    You ever looked


    At what you step on?


    Lia laid her eyes on the man stumbling across the puddle strewn path, Arthur Jeremiah Fallock, the Leader of sector 1 of the anti-rebel forces or, as the Elonsicans would put it, the 'Liberators And The Freedom Fighters Against Terrorism And Unfair Conduct Between Residents Of Elonsica And The Gredge Republic,' commonly shortened to LAFFATAUCBROEATGR, or by the more sane people, LAFFAT.


    Oh, how she hated him. Even watching him with his brand new perfectly polished trainers and obviously designer tracksuit bottoms and top filled her with a biting anger. She wanted to pull out her revolver right now and shoot off that beefy head as it bounced up and down upon that elephantine body. His pudgy pink cheeks dangled from his face as six or seven chins took turns in rising, then falling back against the layers of pink flesh. What did he have for breakfast? A horse? She wouldn't put it past him.


    Stupid Elonsican tramp.


    Or do you just step


    And not care?


    Lia sighed and ran a hand through her already untidy hair, a few wispy tendrils straggling free from the messy ponytail she had so quickly tied a few hours ago. Arthur Fallock was jogging as if he had all the time in the world, as if he owned the place. His nose was so high up in the air it would probably touch the clouds in a matter of minutes.


    Climb down


    Or else you'll fall


    Lia looked down, her eyes trained on the path beneath her. She had always hated heights, but it was part of the job. Pushing back her feeling of uncertainty and the worry of breaking her legs, Lia slowly outstretched her hand towards the branch beside her.


    Her hand met with the damp feel of soggy paper and after picking it and placing the wet front page of the broadsheet in her pocket, she braced herself for the jump.


    You'll fall


    When you're so high up


    Before jumping, she returned her gaze back to the figure on the path. He was still a marginal distance away. She had plenty of time. She closed her eyes, bracing herself for the drop. One…two…Her eyes shot open as she slid down one of the branches, the wet bark pricking her back.


    Lia bit her lip, ignoring the scraping of the bark against her sweatshirt. Finally, she reached the bottom branch, which was a few meters from the ground.


    And the higher you fall


    The more it'll hurt


    Slowly she readied herself, then jumped to the ground. Her feet landed firmly on the wet path. She could feel a jolt of pain through the soles and the middle of her feet where she had landed.


    Lia pressed down her feet, massaging them into the soles of her trainers. Her dirty, second hand trainers, her only pair. Fat boy Fallock probably had about fifty, one for each day of the month, then extras. Hopefully they'd make him slip in the mud, fall flat on his back, and break his neck. That would do her job. On the other hand, if that happened, it would deprive her of the fun of hearing him squeal in pain.


    You sure you won't fall?


    Or should I trip you first?


    She quickly pulled out the broadsheet and began to brush off the stray leaves and bark, gently disengaging her hair from a twig which had placed itself amongst its depths. It would probably make him suspicious if she looked like she had just jumped out of a tree -which she had- so she had to look as leafless as possible. As for her dirty top and messy hair, there would not be anything inconspicuous about that. There were plenty of Cadlian tramps dotted around the area, therefore she wouldn't look any different.


    Lia quickly slid behind one of the trees where a large, square paper shopping bag labelled 'Boutique' was gently nestled amongst the bushes. Rummaging through the bag she pulled out a small cap. She placed it on her head, tucking in her pony tail so that only a few stray strands could be seen. She then once again slid her hands into her pocket and pulled out a grungy pair of glasses which she firmly slipped onto her eyes.


    Bringing the broadsheet before her face, she prepared to step onto the path.


    And I'll just go past you


    With that flawless mask


    The one you won't guess again


    Her ears were alert, her breathing restricted as she awaited the telltale sound of approaching footsteps. She could now hear mud squelching beneath rubber soles. She stepped out onto the crossing of the paths.


    The impact was sudden as his layers of flat collided with her slender form. Lia fell back, her bum hitting the dirty path, the impact sending harsh pains coursing through her legs.


    Upon noticing her state he hurriedly outstretched his hand and mumbled an apology as he helped her off of the ground. The broadsheet slowly tumbled to the pavement in a pool of mud.


    With that sheet of black and white


    That barrier of black and white


    He looked at her. His eyes widened. Disgust marred his features, his expression one of someone who had just stepped in a pile of dog's waste. He let go of her he hand hastily. His eyes then lingered on it for a moment before his expression changed from that of disgust to superiority.


    "Watch where you are going, Cadlian," he hissed, his voice lined with malice and a threatening undertone.


    He was avoiding looking at her face, as if looking at her would cause him to become infected somehow.


    You gonna bother


    To look at me?


    "Don't you even try and touch me again, Cadlian tramp. Or you will get what is coming to you."


    Lia could feel her face burn with anger. It wasn't as if she had willingly touched him -it was his fault for being so fat. Lia continually repeated Jude's words in her head. The mission… she had to think about the mission. She couldn't mess up. If she spoke it might mess up. She had known this would be a part of it. Anyway, Fat boy Fallock was probably leaving now. He couldn't risk being seen talking with the likes of her. It would probably be bad for his reputation.


    As if on cue, he brushed past her, his head held high as he wiped his hands on his trousers, as if they held some infectious disease.


    And do you want to step on me?


    Another smear on your shoe?


    Lia slowly retreated back into the huddle of trees, her eyes trained on his fat figure as he faded into the distance. As soon as he was merely a speck in her line of vision she slipped behind the bush in which the bag was nestled.


    Lia pulled off the grungy glasses and cap, allowing her messy ponytail to fall free behind her back. She then rummaged through the bag and pulled out a white blouse, black trousers, three inch stiletto's, and a small box containing a pair of large hoops.


    She quickly undressed herself. She had to hurry. Carmon would be waiting and if she wasn't quick enough, the plan would fall apart. Once she was dressed and had put all of the old clothes into the bag, she hurriedly let down her long, thick mass of wavy, black hair and ran her fingers through it to make it look neater.


    As soon as she was satisfied she hooked her arm through the bags' handle. She then walked out of the bushes and made her way across the path opposite her. Not the same one as Fallock, though. That would probably complicate matters. He wouldn't recognize her, though. He had probably presumed she was a boy judging by the bagginess of the last pair of clothes.


    Lia took a glimpse at her watch. Nine a.m. She had to hurry, she was getting late.


    Finally, she reached the end of the path and found herself along the side of a large road.


    A few small houses were nestled on either side. There were only a few people in the area: an old lady weeding her garden across the street, a mother dragging a push chair along the path, and a group of teens -one girl the rest boys- sitting on a wall.


    Lia strode out onto the path, her heels clicking against the pavement. The sound of wolf whistles filtered through the air.


    "HEY, CADLIAN! I got a question." Carry on walking… "What do you get when you cross a Cadlian with a gorilla?"


    "A dumb gorilla!" screamed one of the other teens.


    The rest of the teens broke out into fits of laughter.


    Lia stopped and turned to face them. She knew she should keep moving, but she stayed rooted to the spot, her stomach clenching in anger. The old lady had slowed down with her weeding, she noticed. It was probably her daily entertainment. Even if she did care she wouldn't say anything. No one ever said anything. As for the other lady with the push chair, she was trying to get away as quickly as possible. Another one of their philosophies: don't get involved. Cowards.


    "Wait, I got another one. What can a pizza do that a Cadlian can't?"


    "Feed a family of four!"


    More laughter, then an overwhelming silence as the teens waited. Like when you're preparing to flip a coin, waiting to see what will happen next, who will win…Lia fixed them with a glare. They were waiting for her reaction. They were waiting to see if she would say anything, so that she'd say something that they could later use against her.


    It was one of Carmon's pieces of advice. He could be clever if he wanted to be. She wouldn't fall for that trap, not again, not after last time.


    Lia pivoted on her heel and was just about to walk away when the silence was broken, and the coin finally dropped.


    A soft voice broke the silence, a feminine voice.


    "What do a Cadlian and an apple have in common?"


    Lia stopped. She knew she should keep moving. She'd only regret it later on if she stayed and listened but her legs would not move.


    "What do a Cadlian and an apple have in common?" repeated one of the boys.


    The girl smirked. "Simple." Just go… "They both look good hanging from a tree."


    All was silent for a moment until one of the boys began to laugh and was slowly joined by the rest of them. Lia's face began to burn red. She could feel the eyes of the old lady on her back, waiting to see what she would do.


    You don't need words


    No, you don't need words


    Cuz a look is worth a thousand words


    Suddenly, she felt a harsh vibration in the pocket of her trousers. Her mobile. Lia pulled it out of her pocket and flipped open the cover, all the while walking away from the numerous taunts being fired behind her.


    "Lia, where are you? You should have been here ten minutes ago. The mission will totally mess up if we don't do this in time."


    It was Carmon. He was waiting for her. She should have arrived by now.


    "The chocolate rampage got me sidetracked," she replied quietly.


    It was their code. There was a silence on the phone for a moment.


    "I'll come pick you up. Just carry on walking and I'll get you at the crossroads."


    "Okay. Sorry, Carmon. I'm not deliberately trying to mess this up."


    "Don't worry, babes. I'm on it. See you in five. Bye."


    "Yeah, bye."


    She closed the phone and continued walking, her face heated from embarrassment. What could she have said? Even if had said something witty, it wouldn't matter. She was outnumbered. It would just make the situation worse. All she could do was walk away. That was all she could ever do. At least they hadn't decided to take it any further, though….who knew what would have happened then? They were only a group of teens trying to have fun.


    There were no shouts from behind now. They had probably found some other thing to amuse themselves with. Hopefully they were beating up the evil old lady… no, that was wrong. Wrong, wrong, wrong. It was wrong to think that way.


    Lia finally reached the crossroads. Parked to its side was a dark car, the driver barely visible under the constantly moving windscreen wipers. She made her way to the car, checking her watch as she walked. Carmon was right. They were late. She quickly opened the door and bustled into the front seat beside the driver, his face shadowed by a baseball cap.


    He placed his left hand on the wheel, then turned the key causing the engine to rumble.


    "You ready to rock, babe?"


    Lia leaned against her seat. It was another one of their traditions. She was glad he didn't ask about earlier on. She preferred not to talk about it and just forget. There was no point in dwelling and when she was ready, she'd probably mention it. Carmon would understand. He'd been through just as much shit through his life as she had. If they both had flawless lives neither would be in their current position.


    "Let's do this, dude." She stretched her arms. Her eyes lingered on the seatbelt for a moment.


    "Aren't you going to wear it?" he asked.


    She smirked. "Do I ever?"


    Carmon checked the gear and switched from first to neutral. Then, with the push of the accelerator, they were off.


    * * *


    
      
    


    Lia stepped out of the car to be met with the heavy smell of cigarettes, cheap beer and gas fumes. It had taken twenty minutes to reach their destination and she was not impressed.


    They were in an area which contrasted greatly from where they had just come from. The dirt covered houses were splayed with graffiti and the path littered with broken wine bottles and numerous bits of rubbish. It was a very big area and she could see lots of teens dotted around the area in small huddles.


    Carmon stepped out of the car and stretched his arms, yawning. "Don't you love the smell of the city, Li?"


    Lia arched her eyebrow and firmly closed the door. "Yeah, so much that it urges me to choke in my excitement. So which house?"


    Carmon locked the car, then leaned against its smooth exterior, the cap still shadowing half of his face. He cast his eyes over the row of run down houses. "You got it?" he asked.


    Lia rolled her eyes and sighed in annoyance. "I wouldn't be asking if I didn't, would I?" she snapped.


    "Okay, okay. No need to be bitchy. It's number 31. Now help me find it."


    Carmon ran his eyes over the row of houses, his brows furrowed in concentration.


    "Carmon."


    "Yeah?"


    "It's right in front of you."


    Carmon averted his gaze from the other houses. "And that it is. Come on then, lets get this done and over with."


    He got up and sauntered towards the doorway, Lia at his heel. Some of the teens were looking their way, she could feel it. After all, they did stand out. She hadn't had the time to change though.


    And I get enough looks


    Yeah, I get enough looks


    So yours don't shatter me


    You won't get me under your shoe


    Carmon knocked on the splintered door.


    "We've got attention," whispered Lia, her voice just loud enough for him to catch.


    "Remember the lines."


    Carmon scratched his nose. It was the signal. He'd heard her. The door was slid open by a tall, weedy old Elonsican.


    "May I help you?" It was the code. They knew what to say next.


    Lia's face broke into a wide smile as she rummaged through her pocket and pulled out a key. "Heya, Ted. Remember, it's me, Jen, and my boyfriend, Charlie. We're Kate's friends."


    The Elonsican's eyes widened in realization. He looked at the key and quickly returned his attention back to them.


    "Did Kate send you?" he said, smiling.


    "Yeah, she took your spare key by accident," stated Carmon. "And she wanted to return it."


    By now the teens had stopped watching. It was only Ted's daughter's friend and her boyfriend come to give back his key. Nothing interesting about that. Kate had come over yesterday. It was probably from them.


    Those looks, they don't shatter me


    They don't break my barrier of glass


    But there's cracks in my glass


    Like a spiders web


    Like the web of lies I'm feeding you


    Lia slipped the key into Ted's hand.


    "What time?" he whispered, checking quickly to make sure no one was listening.


    "He's at the pub two till three. You'll have to catch him then, we're counting on you so don't mess this up," replied Carmon, in barely a whisper.


    Ted heard. "See you, then!" he exclaimed, jovially.


    "See you, Ted!"


    "Remember to give Kate my regards!"


    "We will."


    Carmon and Lia hurriedly walked to the car as the door shut behind them. There was nothing they could do now. The mission was in Ted's hands. The only thing that Lia regretted was that the whole mission rested on the shoulders of an Elonsican.


    * * *


    It was eleven a.m. by the time they finally arrived at the base, an abandoned three -storey office building which looked as though it had never received a lick of paint through all its years of existence.


    Leaning against the wall, his hands in the pockets of his hoodie, was Jude. Carmon parked the car. They both stepped out.


    "Took you long enough," he said.


    "Yeah, way too long," replied Lia.


    "How did it go?"


    Carmon shrugged. "Good on our part, a few minor distractions but successful."


    Lia knew what he was referring to. That meant he would ask, eventually, and she would have to answer. Just perfect.


    Jude looked up, his eyes resting on the gray clouds as they blended into a dull white.


    "It's going to rain," he stated. "The boss wants to see you."


    Lia sighed. "One good thing after another," she said, sarcastically.


    "It's about the mission, nothing serious. I don't think it is at least."


    "Jude, I'm knackered," she whined. "You owe me decent food after this. It's on you and it better not be that salami crap from Dennis'. I want quality."


    Jude rolled his eyes in annoyance. "We'll sort that out later. For now the mission is our first priority. Come on, let's go."


    He entered the building followed by Lia and Carmon.


    "Does he ever joke about anything?" she whispered to Carmon.


    "You've known him for four years, Li. I think you can answer that for yourself."


    Lia grinned as they made their way up the winding staircase. There were no lifts or electric ways of travel, regretfully; the few that were in the building were out of order. It would blow their cover if they worked. Lia's legs began to ache and her breath started to come out in sharp pants. Big staircases always did this to her, she seriously needed to get fitter.


    Jude and Carmon were far ahead. She wanted to come up with a name for them…the Fast Brothers. No, that was too lame, even for her. How about the Flaunted Brothers? Was that even a word?…If it was she sure didn't know what it meant. A voice suddenly cut through her train of thoughts.


    "Lia, move it, will you? Four years and you still can't climb a meagre lot of stairs," groaned Jude.


    Lia scowled and tried to quicken her pace. "You have a go at wearing these shoes. Then you can tell me how fast you can go up these stairs."


    Carmon was on the verge of laughter, she could tell. Jude in three inch stiletto's, now that would be funny.


    "No one said that you had to wear those specific shoes, there was always the option of the flats," answered Jude icily.


    "I'm short enough as it is without wearing flats."


    Jude didn't answer, he just continued walking.


    After a few more minutes they finally reached the top, a large dusky landing was laid out before them. They made their way to a tall door. Jude outstretched his hand and did a series of knocks that formed a pattern. There was a clicking sound.


    "Come in," said a voice.


    They slid open the door and stepped inside one by one. Standing in the center of the room were two men, one Cadlian, the other Elonsican. The Cadlian was Michael, the head of their sector. Lia knew that, but she had never seen the Elonsican before. As they entered, both men turned their gaze to face them. Michael smiled as the Elonsican eyed them with distaste.


    I'm fakin' it


    But you won't break me


    Cause you don't know me


    An' you'll never get me


    Under your shoe


    With everything else you've broke


    Lia eyes him with equal distaste. She hadn't even met him and she hated him already.


    "Oh, hello, you three," said Michael. He turned to the Elonsican. "This is Jude, this is Carmon, and this is Lia. You'll be working with them." He turned his attention back to the three figures. "And this, you three, is Cal."


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER 3


    
      
    


    No ascending, just descending


    
      
    


    "You three, this is Cal."


    
      
    


    


    Feeling tension in your wake


    


    Cal continued to eye them with an overwhelming distaste. He shook Jude's hand, his eyes resting on the contrast as their hands met. Carmon was standing to the side. His arms were folded, his face defiant as he glared at the Elonsican. It was obvious that he was not going to shake any hands.


    Lia stood beside him, defiantly, until Michael sent her a glare. Rolling her eyes in annoyance, she stepped forward and their hands. She tightened her grip, as did he. It was like a game, a game to decide who was the most powerful, who had the greatest will. It was as if they were trying to crush each other's bones.


    
      
    


    As we're meeting each other


    You know it's mutual, right?


    
      
    


    Lia retreated, her eyes meeting with those of Cal. Golden brown glared at the hard set green. Noticing the tension, Jude stepped forward and made his way towards them.


    "Carmon and I had better be leaving now," he stated, grabbing his brother’s arm. "You did wish to see Lia alone, after all."


    
      
    


    Michael nodded as they exited through the towering door. Lia narrowed her eyes. Trust Jude to leave her alone in this sort of situation.


    
      
    


    "Have a seat," said Michael, indicating one of the worn wooden chairs snuggled beside the large, dusty desk.


    
      
    


    She made her way to the chair and sat down. She folded her legs and leaned back, causing her long, wavy tresses of hair to get caught on some of the splintered bits of wood residing upon the creaking seat. Michael sat on the other side of the desk opposite her, his arms folded together as he waited for her to begin.


    
      
    


    "This is confidential information." Her voice cut through the silence, a dull blade slicing into water, sending ripples cascading across its surface, cutting through the particles and breaking their formulation.


    
      
    


    'Cause you're condescending Apprehending


    You try to break me bare


    
      
    


    Bit by bit


    
      
    


    Tear me apart


    
      
    


    With that glare


    
      
    


    Cal frowned; they all knew who that had been aimed at. Michael absently flitted his hand to the door.


    "Please excuse us for a moment, Cal. I will call you back once we have discussed the mission."


    
      
    


    He nodded and walked out of the room, closing the door firmly behind him.


    
      
    


    Once he had left, Michael leaned down and pulled open one of the dust-coated drawers. He eased out two glasses and a large bottle, then placed them in the center of the desk.


    
      
    


    "I expect you are quite famished after such a long mission."


    
      
    


    Lia shook her head. "No thanks, Mike. I'll have a drink later."


    
      
    


    Michael shrugged. "Suit yourself. Anyway, let's cut to the chase. How did it go?"


    
      
    


    "Jude is preparing a report," she replied, her eyes focused on the nails of her left hand as she absently clicked them with her thumbnail.


    
      
    


    "I'm sure he is, but I want a brief account on how it went." His elbows brushed against the dusty surface of the desk as he inclined his head forward, awaiting her response.


    
      
    


    Lia placed her hands on her lap, the overwhelming cold biting through her thin blouse and sending goose pimples creeping over her flesh. Michael's office was quite small and empty, the only objects three wooden chairs which looked as though they would break apart at any moment, a small desk, its edges lined with a few half collapsed drawers, and a large bookcase nestled beside the grimy, shutter-less window, its face encased with a thick layer of dirt. The shelves contained only one tattered book, the cover of which was so worn that Lia could not make heads or tails of what it said.


    
      
    


    "Can't you get heating or something installed in here? It's freezing!" she exclaimed, her teeth chattering vehemently.


    
      
    


    "You know the answer to that. So how did the mission go? Did everything go as planned?" he prompted, his voice holding a faint trace of irritation.


    
      
    


    "We got the key from Fallock, if that's what you mean."


    
      
    


    Michael massaged his temple with his left hand and leaned back into his chair, causing a soft creak to issue through the room.


    
      
    


    "Elaborate," he said, rotating the fingers of his left hand in a gesture as if to say "carry on."


    
      
    


    "There is nothing to elaborate on," she replied, her tone lingering on the edge of annoyance at being interrogated so much.


    
      
    


    Michael frowned. "What basically happened?"


    
      
    


    "Read the report! Why are you hassling me?"


    
      
    


    "As the one in charge of this mission I expect you to give me a straight answer."


    
      
    


    Lia sighed. "We delivered the key to the Elonsican as requested and he should be done by two o'clock. He will then make his way to the pub and replace the key. As soon as he is done, you will receive a phone call regarding our next move." She stopped, her tone of voice changing. "I still don't get why you decided to rely on an Elonsican for a job so risky, though."


    
      
    


    Michael sighed. "Fallock would not go a meter near a non-Elonsican or a non-Gredge, would he? So if we used a Lycani, or a Cadlian, or someone of Devinear roots, they would be unable to get into close enough proximity to execute the plan and replace the key," he explained, frustrated.


    
      
    


    Lia smirked. "Am I annoying you?" she cooed, fluttering her eyelashes.


    
      
    


    Michael sighed. "I still wonder sometimes why I allowed you of all people to join our ranks."


    
      
    


    "Simple, Micky boy," she replied, returning her attention back to her nails. "You could never find anyone half as talented as me in this rundown shack of an Empire. Now, is this all you wanted me for? Or is there something more? I haven't had breakfast yet, you know, so please hurry up."


    
      
    


    Michael furrowed his brows in annoyance.


    
      
    


    Lia focused her attention on the grimy window. A small black spider was barely visible as it ascended over its dirt enshrouded surface. She shuddered. Spiders were creepy.


    
      
    


    Michael pulled open another drawer, sending a heap of dust flying everywhere.


    
      
    


    "Yes, I did have another reason for calling you. Here's your next mission." Michael tossed her a thin, leathery brown folder. "You will find all of the details in there."


    
      
    


    Lia frowned. Another mission already. She quickly opened the folder and flicked through some of the pages, her eyes skimming over the bold type. Her brows furrowed in concentration. She looked up once again, annoyance plastered over her features.


    
      
    


    "Polly was not too keen on heights," she read. "Michael, you've coded it! You know I'm crap at decoding this sort of stuff."


    
      
    


    Michael smirked triumphantly. "That's why you have Carmon," he replied. "Now get out and get to work. I'll brief you in due course when I wish for you to commence. For now, you just have to be aware of what to do."


    
      
    


    Lia shuffled out of her seat, the folder clutched firmly in her hand. She had to get to the underground and find Carmon; he would know how to work it out. But for now she was famished. She would have to get hold of Lacey seeing as Jude had probably forgotten about buying take away. Lacey would probably be in the underground,too.


    
      
    


    Lia walked towards the door and pushed it open. Her eyes were still focused on the crisp brown folder when she stepped out so she was not prepared for her sudden collision with a hard body. She fell back, her small form hitting the dust-covered floor. Her folder fell to the ground.


    
      
    


    And you know you won't pick the pieces


    'Cause you don't wanna complete the puzzle


    
      
    


    She looked up and was met with Cal's steely gaze. His arms were folded over his torso as a mocking grin quirked the edge of his lips.


    "You might want to watch where you're going next time, shit face. It wouldn't do well for your mission if your ass was broken in addition to your brain," he drawled.


    
      
    


    She heaved herself off of the ground. Her stilettos were making it hard to maintain a grip, but she managed to stand upright. Lia brushed the dust from her blouse, ignoring him as he continued to watch her. She looked up. Their eyes met for a moment as she fixed him with a glare.


    
      
    


    "Better being human shit than bird shit," she hissed.


    
      
    


    That puzzle which holds no meaning to you


    That's just a waste of time and something new


    
      
    


    To break


    
      
    


    Lia pivoted on her heel and began to make her way down the narrow corridor.


    "It's better being white shit than black. At least that way I'm clean."


    
      
    


    Lia could feel her face grow red. The only sound was the clicking of her stilettos against the dirt-enshrouded surface.


    
      
    


    In your rampage full of hate


    Don't judge me by what you see


    
      
    


    Don't judge me by how I act


    
      
    


    My maturity isn't measured by the way, I appear on the outside


    
      
    


    By the way, I appear on the outside


    
      
    


    "Nothing left to say, Cadlian?" his voice broke through the silence as she quickened her pace.


    Today was definitely not turning out to be a good day.


    
      
    


    After what seemed like aeons, she finally reached the stairs. Lia cast her gaze over the staircase below, her eyes resting on the dust particles as they floated in the air, illuminated by a thin band of light cascading from a boarded up window above her. Rust-coated metal banisters shuddered slightly under her grip, like an animal shivering from the cold. The steps creaked beneath her weight as she descended the winding staircase, her eyes resting on the small patches of moss oozing out from beneath the chipped, brown plaster.


    
      
    


    Clogging my vision


    So much dirt and decay


    
      
    


    Focusing on what's under it all but I can't 'cause it's just too thick


    
      
    


    She had always hated this building. It was just so cold and dirty and old. She had only ever been in a building this bedraggled before once in her life and that place did not hold any welcome memories.


    Lia shuddered as she was hit with a sudden icy breeze. Why did they choose this of all places as the entrance to the base? She knew the answer as soon as she thought of the question.


    
      
    


    The previous owner of this building had inherited it off of his late father who had inherited it from his own father. The previous owners' father had attempted to establish his late father's business, but had failed miserably. Over time he had given up and left the building. Upon his death, his son had inherited it and had used it for partying and such in his late teens. Because of this the building gained a bad reputation amongst the locals. Therefore, they stayed away from it. The son had been a Lycani and, before dying, he had given all rights of the building to a rebel leader seeing as they were good friends. The building, of course, had been abandoned for an extremely long time beforehand. Therefore, it was in a state beyond repair by the time the leader had received it. They had found no suitable use for it. That was until Michael became a rebel leader and their sector requested a base. The building was probably a hundred or so years old, judging by the state it was in. It would have cost too much to knock it down and it would have cost too much to repair it so it was left alone It was said to be haunted by some, but most people believed it to be where the "bad crew" hung out, so they steered clear of it.


    
      
    


    Lia's face slowly began to cool down as the echo of her footsteps filtered through her ears.


    
      
    


    Clickin' on the floorboards


    Words washing through the silence


    
      
    


    Mingling, then tingling then breakin' up inside


    
      
    


    Memories come at bay


    
      
    


    As the heat won't go away


    
      
    


    Mingling then tingling, then break it up inside


    
      
    


    She hated being embarrassed like that. She hated that helpless feeling. She hated it when someone said something to her and she would never have the right words at that precise time, but later on she would rethink the conversation and hundreds of thoughts and possibilities would flit through her head. Hundreds of things she could have said to make her win. Hundreds of what ifs? And if only's… And maybe if? If. If. If. It was such a short word and yet it could be used in so many different ways, so many different combinations. It always outlined what you could have done or what you should have done, all of the things that could have happened or would have happened. It was a two-letter word that outlined risks that you were just too unwilling to take.


    Like right now.


    
      
    


    If she had just prompted Carmon enough, he would have stayed and she would not have had to be embarrassed as she had just been. If she had just come up with a witty comeback or some snide comment to either Cal or the teens, she would not feel as low as she did now. Then, if is like these would just lead onto hundreds of random snippets from the past, snippets that could have been prevented if only she had done something to prevent them. Snippets from one year ago, and two years ago, and three years ago, and four years ago… and five years ago…


    
      
    


    No ascending, just descending I won't fall with my steely grip


    


    Lia shook her head, attempting to block out her thoughts and focus on the matter at hand as she reached the second landing. She ran her eyes over the wide expanse of mouldy floorboards and rotting doors as they leaned against their door frames, which had been reduced to thick chipped clumps of wood, half eaten by the hoard of termites and various other insects lurking beneath the wavering floorboards.


    Lia wrinkled up her nose. She could not wait to get out of here. She quickly made her way to one of the doors along the wide landing and placed her hand on the rust-coated metal handle. She pulled it down and pushed the door open with ease, all the while silently praying that it would not collapse.


    
      
    


    She entered a dimly lit room, the only light a thick band of light cascading through a boarded up window on the side of the room. Dirty floorboards were covered by a threadbare carpet, littered over the carpet were many blank, mouldy pieces of paper and in the middle of the room was a pile of broken wood, which was probably the remains of a table.The walls were stained a sickly beige. Thin spider webs dangled from every corner as a few black ants scuttled over the carpet. Leaning against the far side of the room was a half-collapsed book case, its shelves in such a position that even the slightest touch might have caused it to slide to the floor in a heap of dust.


    
      
    


    Lia made her way to the bookcase, careful not to step on any of the ants as she went by. Her concern made her laugh inwardly. After all that had happened, after all that she had done, she would still feel ashamed about stepping on something as small as an ant. Yet that sounded wrong to her mind. Even the smallest things counted, right? Whether they were people, or animals, or insects. That was what she had once been told but she was not altogether sure she believed in it anymore. Jude always said that to be big, there always had to be the small people to make you big. If you are big, then there is always something smaller otherwise there is nothing to be bigger than which means that you are not big at all. It sounded like something a five-year old would squeal out, more than anything else. But it was logical, and it made sense.


    
      
    


    Lia slapped herself mentally. Did she talk as much as she thought? She hoped not, otherwise everyone would see her as really weird, especially if she talked about all of the things that she thought about.


    
      
    


    Entering emptiness, I'll find that passage


    


    Her thoughts were so random. Random snippets of random things that would just mix up and convey some sort of meaning, then be forgotten soon after without her realizing she had thought about them. Did all people think like that, or was it just her?


    Upon reaching the bookcase, she inserted a hand into her pocket and pulled out a small ring of keys. The key to her apartment, Carmon's car key –she could not wait to see how long it would take him to realize she had swiped it-, the spare apartment key, the key to her jewelry box, and… yes, she had found the key the she needed.


    
      
    


    Lia gently lifted up one of the half-collapsed shelves, careful not to get her hand caught between the two splintered wafers of wood. She looked at a small corner that would otherwise be overlooked unless you knew you had to look there.


    
      
    


    Hidden so deeply, unless you know where to look


    


    Residing amongst the layers of grime and thick patches of oozing moss was a small glint of round metal which, when looked at really carefully, could be identified as a keyhole. Holding the shelf up with one hand, Lia slipped the small key into the hole and rotated it. Click. She heard a creaking sound.


    Lia pulled out the key and made her way to the wall opposite the window. She scanned it for a few moments before her eyes rested on a specific spot. She pushed it gently causing the wall to give way and swing open, revealing a dark tunnel. It was a door, a door to the base, a door camouflaged so that only those who knew where it was could find it.


    
      
    


    Lia stepped into the dark tunnel, gently closing the door behind her and running her hands over it, searching for the keyhole under the wavering light. Upon finding it, she locked the door with the same key and turned around, facing the darkness.


    
      
    


    She had been in here far too many times to allow the darkness to intimidate her in any way. Darkness. Pitch black. It was a thing you just had to get used to in her line of profession.


    
      
    


    By now her feet were aching immense; three inches were a pain to walk in but otherwise she would have had to wear the flats. They were pretty, but they made her feel incredibly short.


    
      
    


    Stumbling through the darkness, won't allow myself to trip


    
      
    


    Lia made sure to walk slowly through the dark tunnel. If she was not careful, the heel of her shoe could easily get caught and cause her to trip consequently breaking her leg or something. She had enough things to deal with as it was.


    
      
    


    The tunnel was a five-minute walk, and all she had to do was continue to go straight forward. It was like walking through the night with your eyes clamped shut and at the start she had found it difficult to walk straight. She was used to it by now, though. Four and a half years caused you to grow accustomed to such things. Four and a half years…had it really been that long since she had joined the rebels? It felt as though it had been much longer.


    
      
    


    She could now see the dim outline of a door as a thin beam of light seeped from below it. Finally, she could get out of this tunnel. Lia shuddered. It was at the same temperature as the room she had just come from,yet, for some reason, it felt so much colder.


    
      
    


    After pulling open the door, she stepped into a square room. Before her, was a lift. Lia pressed the button and entered, her eyes skimming over the small list of numbers. She pressed 2 and waited for the door to close. As they were closed, there was a slight lurch and they began to descend further into the ground. It was the only working lift in the building, seeing as it was underground like the rest of the base, so no one knew it existed apart from those in their sector.


    
      
    


    No ascending, just descending, I won't fall with my steely grip


    


    Lia tapped her nails on the smooth metal wall as the lift slowly descended. She had only asked for level two, not level twenty. It finally stopped and the steely metal doors opened to reveal a large room full of people bustling about and hastily typing on computers.


    Lia ran her eyes over the crowd. The sector was always busy doing something or the other. Michael was not the sort of person who believed in the holidays.


    
      
    


    Along the sides of the room were many smaller rooms, which were separated from the larger room by thick panes of transparent glass. She began to tiptoe, her heels digging into the soft carpet.


    
      
    


    There's something in the end and I'll get lost in that clogged up crowd


    Searching for the ones I know, sounds, vibrations so loud


    
      
    


    Her eyes skimmed over the many small rooms. She spotted Lacey, sat down and furiously typing at her computer. Here was another person who did not know the meaning of a holiday. Lia slid through the crowd and made her way to the room in which Lacey was sitting.


    
      
    


    Sliding through, just slipping through


    Like a snake through towering grass


    
      
    


    Lacey had braided her hair today and clasped it neatly on the top of her head with a large clip. Lia sighed. If only her hair could be so easy to handle.


    "What are you sighing about now, Lia?"


    
      
    


    Lia grinned and slumped down on a chair beside her. "How did you know it was me?" she inquired.


    
      
    


    Lacey stopped typing and turned to face her. "I guess I'm just used to you and your unladylike entrances."


    
      
    


    Lia rolled her eyes. "You're starting to sound like Jude."


    
      
    


    Lacey shrugged and resumed her typing.


    
      
    


    Lia leaned back into her chair. She really did not understand why Elonsicans and The Gredge thought that Lycani were ugly. Well, not all of them, but the majority anyway. Lia had always envied Lacey and the way that the sun would send a glint over her pure ebony skin. Lia considered herself as quite plain, but Lacey -Lacey was probably what she would class as beautiful. It was no wonder Jude had a thing for her. Lia sniggered evilly.


    
      
    


    Lacey once again stopped typing and turned to face her. "And what, pray tell, do you find so amusing?"


    
      
    


    Lia smirked. That was the wrong question to ask. It opened up far too many opportunities. "I was just thinking…thinking about something…"


    
      
    


    Lacey shot her an inquisitive look. "Thinking about what?"


    
      
    


    "What are you going to name it?" Lacey looked confused as Lia continued. "And you will invite me, won't you?"


    
      
    


    "Name what? Invite you, where?"


    
      
    


    "The baby, of course! And I'm talking about the wedding. Be sure to invite me!"


    
      
    


    "Lia, I have absolutely no idea what you are going on about," stated Lacey.


    
      
    


    Lia smirked. "You and Jude, of course!"


    
      
    


    Lacey blushed furiously as she registered the Lia's words. "You dirty little cow! There is absolutely nothing of the sort going on between me and Jude!"


    
      
    


    Lia rolled her eyes and sighed. "That's what they all say," she replied, laughing at Lacey's obvious discomfort.


    
      
    


    Lacey narrowed her eyes. "What about you and Carmon, then?" she retorted.


    
      
    


    "What about me and Carmon?"


    
      
    


    "Oh please, Lia. It is so obvious he has a thing for you. Anyone with two eyes and half a brain can see that."


    
      
    


    Lia brushed a stray lock of hair from her line of vision. She then fixed Lacey with a patronizing smirk. "Quit trying to turn this against me, Lace. It's highly immature of you. Where is Carmon, anyway? I need his help on this."


    
      
    


    Lia absently waved the folder in the air. Lacey reached forward and took it, her eyes briefly skimming over the first few pages.


    
      
    


    "Damn. Mike's a bitch. This stuff is evil. Only Carmon could figure out something like this."


    
      
    


    Lia grinned. "Exactly what I was thinking. So, where is he?"


    
      
    


    Lacey flicked her head to the side, indicating the thick pane of transparent glass that separated them from the larger room. Lia turned her gaze to where Lacey indicated. She rolled her eyes and sighed. She had been doing a lot of that today.


    
      
    


    "Second or third time you've done that in this conversation," stated Lacey.


    
      
    


    Even Lacey was noticing.


    
      
    


    "You've been counting? And I thought I was the only one with a pathetic existence."


    
      
    


    Lacey rolled her eyes and sighed in mock imitation.


    
      
    


    "Bitch," stated Lia.


    
      
    


    "Woof, woof," she replied, smirking. "Now go and take that to Carmon; you're wasting my life!"


    
      
    


    Lacey returned her attention back to her typing.


    
      
    


    Lia dawdled to the door. She felt so tired; she seriously needed to take a break. She was so hungry! Evil Jude… Lia slid open the door and left it ajar as she stepped out onto the side of the crowd.


    
      
    


    Leaning against the side of the cold wall and polished wooden supports, she quickly scanned the room once again in attempts to locate Carmon. Emilie was leaning against the far wall, her arms folded over a wad of paper neatly stapled together. In front of her was Carmon, leaning towards her, his black bangs falling into his light honey colored eyes.


    
      
    


    He was saying something as Emilie blushed and giggled furiously. Actually, "giggle" wouldn't be the right word to use… it made her sound like a superficial plasticized Barbie doll wannabe. Lia had never talked to Emilie before, but she knew from past experience that it was wrong to judge someone before you met them. It was like the term 'bimbo' and referring to all blondes as thick. It was just prejudiced to say 'blonde' when you were referring to someone being thick, because people with brown hair or red hair or black hair could be stupid too. Anyway, what girl wouldn't laugh when a guy was flirting with her and saying something funny? He was saying something as Emilie laughed and blushed furiously? It didn't sound right. It made Emilie sound masculine, but it was better than saying Emilie was "giggling" that made her sound superficial… Ugh, why, oh why did she ever think over things so much? Things as futile as a choice of words. She had left school three years ago, yet she still had to be grammatical.


    
      
    


    "CARMON!" she screamed, her hands cupped around her mouth to add extra volume.


    
      
    


    Carmon stopped and turned around, searching for the owner of the voice that had just called him.


    
      
    


    "CARMON, GET HERE!"


    
      
    


    Carmon smirked as he spotted her. Emilie stopped laughing and instead fixed her with a menacing glare.


    
      
    


    Bitch.


    
      
    


    He waded through the thick crowd of people. Lia turned around and once again opened the door to the small room. Carmon would follow. Anyway, they could not exactly get any work done with so many people around.


    
      
    


    "What is it now, Lia?" he sighed, as they entered the room. He looked around and spotted Lacey. "Heya, Lace."


    
      
    


    "Hi, Carmon," she replied, her hand resting over the mouse as she clicked "print."


    
      
    


    Lia pushed the folder under his nose, kicking the door shut behind him. "Mike gave us this. It's the next mission. Work it out. I'm far too lazy."


    
      
    


    Carmon took the folder and slumped down onto a chair beside Lacey. He opened the folder and scanned the first page. His mouth opened to say something, but he was cut off as the door was suddenly flung open and Jude entered, carrying two paper bags.


    
      
    


    Lia let out a girlish shriek and ran up to him, wrapping her arms around his neck. She pulled one of the bags from his grasp. "You remembered!" she squealed. "I am so hungry."


    
      
    


    Jude smirked lightly and sat down on a chair beside Carmon. Carmon snatched the bag off of him and opened it ravenously.


    
      
    


    "You are going to join us, Lace?" he asked, the bag dangling from his hands.


    
      
    


    Lacey shrugged. "Yeah, sure, why not."


    
      
    


    Carmon placed the folder on the desk as Lacey pulled out a small fold up table. They all leaned back and began to eat, all thoughts of the morning discarded from their minds for the time being as the folder lay on the desk, forgotten.


    
      
    


    Lia sighed inwardly. It was only midday and she felt like the whole day had passed. So many things could happen in such a short space of time and yet the whole day lay before her.


    
      
    


    It was times like these that she hated her job.


    
      
    


    * * *


    
      
    


    The ticking of a clock filtered through the silence, a pendulum swinging lightly on the side of the dimly lit room which was based on a dull, blue light. Thick shutters enshrouded the large window, the only light a few wisps of white seeping from beneath its surface.


    
      
    


    A sigh echoed through the room as two legs perched upon the surface of the polished mahogany table, its base cluttered with piles of untouched papers.


    
      
    


    Resting in the dimness, black and white in hand


    Titles, words flitting through heads, words don't make a sound


    
      
    


    The figure leaned back into his chair, his eyes skimming over the broad sheet resting in his hands, a frown quirking on the edge of his mouth. 'Cadlians fight in Local Park; two injured.' Why did they always have to stress the "Cadlian" part? Why couldn't it just be "Fight in local park; two injured"? That's what the headline would have been if it was an Elonsican. Anyway, he had been one of the people sent to sort out the fight and it had been as much the Elonsican's fault as the Cadlian's, only the Elonsican had gotten more severely injured. There were always two sides to a story.


    
      
    


    No sense, don't get the defence


    Two sides to a coin


    
      
    


    The bullet only fires if someone pulls the trigger


    
      
    


    The seventeen year old sighed once again and tossed the article onto his desk, causing a bunch of papers to flutter into the air. He groaned and slid his legs off of the table, furiously gathering up all of the papers. Honestly, Sebastian must have thought he was some sort of robot considering the amount of work he loaded him with.


    
      
    


    There was a knock at the door.


    
      
    


    "Come in," he said.


    
      
    


    A petite blonde stood in the doorframe, a folder clasped in her arms.


    
      
    


    "Harlton, where are you?" she asked.


    
      
    


    The teen smirked and ascended from his crouching position beneath the desk. The blonde fixed him with a quizzical look.


    
      
    


    "Dropped some papers," he supplied.


    
      
    


    She rolled her eyes and smirked. "The boss wants you."


    
      
    


    "Now?"


    
      
    


    "Obviously. Otherwise, he wouldn't have sent me now. Now come on, you know the boss doesn't like to be kept waiting."


    
      
    


    Harlton nodded and followed her out of his office.


    
      
    


    "Why do you reckon he wants me?" he asked as they made their way through the wide corridor.


    
      
    


    "Haven't you guessed?" she replied, smiling.


    
      
    


    "You mean…"


    
      
    


    "Duh!"


    
      
    


    "Took him long enough, but… wow. I didn't expect… not so soon, anyway."


    
      
    


    "You don't 'expect' anything, Harlton."


    
      
    


    Revelations, recreations, thoughts overcome with joy


    Forgetfulness, Regretlessness, life continues in your favor


    
      
    


    "You're so formal," he said, exasperated. "Don't worry, Car; I won't forget you guys when I'm at the top."


    
      
    


    "You better not, or else I will personally track you down and skewer you alive!" She exclaimed.


    
      
    


    "Cara, you barbarian," he said playfully. She giggled lightly. "You sound so sexy when you giggle," he added huskily.


    
      
    


    Cara rolled her eyes and shook her head. "You are such a flirt," she sighed, as they stopped at a door. "Good luck."


    
      
    


    Cara gave him a thumbs up sign. He grinned and nodded. "Here it goes…"


    
      
    


    Smirks and smiles, jokes and joviality


    Masking hurt, confusion, masked over reality


    
      
    


    Harlton pushed open the door and entered the large room. The light scent of honeysuckle filtered through his nostrils and some other flower he could not recognize. The boss always had some sort of scent in his room, for a reason Harlton could not bother to decipher.


    
      
    


    "Have a seat, Harlton," came the boss's gruff voice as he sat at a large desk on the far side of the room, a laptop perched on the carefully polished wooden desk, its color that of a deep chocolate.


    
      
    


    The teen made his way to the far side of the room and sat at the chair indicated, waiting.


    
      
    


    "Why did you wish to see me, sir?"


    
      
    


    The boss smiled. "I would like to commend you on your excellent performance during that untimely argument in the park last week," he stated. "And I would like to bring forth a preposition which I have been considering for quite some time." Harlton nodded. "As you are aware, recently we were met with a great loss at the death of Daniel Clifford, one of LAFFATs sector leaders, and we have been searching for a replacement for quite some time now." Harlton's eyes widened; he had been expecting a promotion, but this… "So, what do you say?"


    
      
    


    Decisions need precision, over think it if you could


    Clickin' on the clock


    
      
    


    Incessant tickin' and the tock


    
      
    


    Meet it, defeat it


    
      
    


    "O-of course, sir."


    
      
    


    "Very well then. I was hoping you would say yes. I would like you to pack your things, for you will be moving in tonight. There is much work to do. Congratulations, Harlton."


    
      
    


    "Thank you, sir," he replied as he rose from his seat.


    
      
    


    The boss shook his head. "Harlton, please, we are of the same rank now. No more of these 'sir's and 'Mr. Stanton'. Call me Thomas, Thomas Stanton."


    
      
    


    The teen smiled and shook his hand. "Only under one condition, Thomas," he replied.


    
      
    


    "And what is that?" questioned the boss, his eyebrows raised as he fixed Harlton with a quizzical look.


    
      
    


    "No more of this 'Harlton' nonsense."


    
      
    


    "What would you prefer I called you?" he asked.


    
      
    


    Who are you?


    Where are you?


    
      
    


    Who am I?


    
      
    


    "Call me Jack, just Jack."


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER 4


    
      
    


    Fire in a Matchbox


    
      
    


    Thick torrents of rain lashed against the car windows, like a whip against human flesh. It was only two o'clock, yet the sky was a deep grey dotted with small white clouds.


    Jack sighed as the cab stopped before the large building. He could not see anything through the window; it was too thickly coated in water. He leaned back into the elegantly cushioned seats and pulled out his mobile, quickly dialling a number. The phone rang for a few minutes before it was answered by a gruff voice.


    "Hello?"


    "Hey. It's Jack. I've reached the place. What next?"


    "There should be a guy waiting for you by the door or something. I don't know his name, though."


    "Okay, thanks. Bye."


    "See ya."


    Jack slid the mobile into his pocket and zipped up his hoodie. He pulled the hood over his head. Paying the driver, he stepped out of the cab into a torrent of rain. Jack began to shiver violently as his eyes scoured the building before him for any sign of life. Nothing. Just perfect.


    A pristine white building towered above him, its many windows glistening under thick coats of rain basking their surface. A small can be laid on the puddle-strewn path, its exterior, crushed by the many feet stamped over it through time. He kicked it absently as he made his way to the entrance, his arms folded over his torso, his teeth chattering from the biting cold.


    The doors to the building slid open automatically. He entered its vast interior. The lobby was filled with a clear amber light. His muddy footprints stained the polished, laminated flooring. Jack glanced around the lobby. He was alone. He slipped his hand into his trouser pocket and once again pulled out his mobile. He began to dial. He stopped abruptly when the door to the lift on the far side of the room suddenly opened.


    Jack moved his gaze from the mobile, and focused his attention on the figure as she entered the lobby. She was a Cadlian, her hair a rich golden brown clipped up in an elegant twist and her skin a rich tan. She stopped abruptly, her eyes focused on his drenched form. The corners of her lips quirked into a smirk.


    "Um, hey. I'm Jack."


    The girl bit her bottom lip in an attempt not to laugh. "Um, are you looking for someone?" she asked. She was trying to be polite. Did he really look that bad?


    "Yeah, sort of. Someone was meant to meet me here. I'm the new owner."


    The girl brought her hand to her mouth as she began to giggle lightly. "Of course you are," she stated, in between muffled laughter. Great, now she thought he was mad. That did wonders for his ego. "I hope that that 'someone' will show up." She began to make her way to the lift opposite the one she had just come from.


    Jack stepped forward as she entered the lift. He had to stop her before she left, or he would never find anyone. He had to convince her he was the owner. "Wait!"


    "Yeah?" she replied, her lips once again quirking into a smirk, her fingers absently pressing the buttons.


    He had to think of something to say to her, fast. The lift doors were beginning to close. "I'm not mad!" Smooth Jack, real smooth…


    All he heard was the girl's muffled laughter as the doors closed, and he was once again left on his own.


    That went well. Jack sighed and passed through the lobby, attempting to contemplate what to do next. He could phone Seb, but Seb had already said that he had to wait here. Where was here meant to be, though? Nobody had arrived, which meant that this was probably not "here".


    Jack's eyes scoured over the lobby once again. Muddy trainer prints stained the polished floorboards, marring their flawless exterior like blood seeping over a white surface. He shrugged and sighed, then ran a hand through his now soaked black hair. A few bangs fell before his eyes, drenched with rain. Slowly, the ends were coiling back into their original form. And who said only girls had bad hair days?


    He leaned back into a bench on the side of the lobby, the amber light basking him in artificial warmth. He was about to pull out his mobile once again when the door on the far side of the lobby was suddenly flung open.


    The first thing that Jack noticed about the figure was his black hair, spiked with gel. He was from The Gredge, his skin a pasty white. He was far too white for an Elonsican. He fixed Jack with a quizzical look as he entered.


    "Hey, could you please help me out?" The teen raised his eyebrows and stopped, waiting for Jack to continue. "Someone was meant to meet me here. I'm Jack, Jack Harlton. The new boss."


    The teen's eyes widened. "Are you joking? Dude, we're practically the same age."


    Jack pulled a card from his pocket and flashed it before the teen's face. "Someone was meant to meet me here," he stated.


    The teen grinned lopsidedly and scratched his head. "Heh. That would be me. I got a little sidetracked." He outstretched his hand. "I'm Damian, Damian Layden. I'll be your roommate and I'm meant to show you around this joint."


    Jack took his hand and shook it. "You know, because of you, I totally embarrassed myself in front of a fit girl out there." Damian grinned lopsidedly. He was nervous. There was no point in having a go at him; Jack did not want enemies on the first day. "So, where's the room?"


    Damian sauntered towards the lift that the girl had used only a few minutes before. "This way."


    Jack followed hastily. Finally, he was going to see how this new place would be like. Then he would get to work; there were many things which needed to be done due to Clifford's sudden death.


    They entered the lift. Jack's eyes rested over the smooth metal encasement. Light bounced over its surface. Thin beams of white mixed with a sharp metallic silver, like a mirror reflecting images all contorted, their outlines blurred like ink on wet paper, spilling and mixing with other outlines to create a composition, distorted yet easily fathomable.


    The doors slid shut before them.


    Damian leaned on the side of the lift, his arms folded over his torso. "Who's the hot chick?" he asked, casually.


    Jack shrugged. What a question to ask. "I'm new to this place. I don't really know any names."


    "You got a girlfriend?" He was inquisitive, nothing wrong with that.


    Jack shook his head. "Nah. Not currently, anyway." The question hit a chord, but he could not let Damian know that. Not yet, anyway.


    "You are looking for a steady one, or a one off?"


    That question was funny, ironic even. He felt like laughing at that, laughing bitterly. "I'd probably want a steady one. I'm not into the whole one-night stand thing. You?" It was a short answer yet it held a lot of hidden meaning. Of course, Damian was not to know that.


    Damian ran a hand through his hair and smirked. "Personally, I prefer a bit of both, if you get what I mean. I like to have one on the side, just in case the first goes past her expiration date."


    Jack laughed lightly. "Nice way to put it."


    The lift stopped as the doors slowly slid open, grumbling against the smooth tiling of the lift. Damian stepped out quickly and wordlessly, followed by Jack. The soft layer of carpet beneath them muffled their footsteps. They entered a long hallway and Damian pulled out a key, then made his way to a door on the far side. He slid the key into the lock and turned it clockwise. Click. Pulling down the handle, he heaved the door open and entered the room.


    Jack continued to follow silently. The silence was awkward, as if both of them wanted to say something, but neither wished to start the conversation. It was like Football when you were younger, when you would just stand there and wait for the teacher to tell you to start in fear of starting yourself and becoming embarrassed, in fear of having all of the attention focused on you alone.


    "What do you think of it, then?" Damian's words cut through the silence, like a knife through human flesh, quickly yet effectively.


    Jack scoured the room. It was nice, nice enough. "It's cool." He was cold and tired and wet. Short answers would do for now.


    "Glad you like it." Was that sarcasm?


    Damian made his way to the sofa, which was placed before the television set in the center of the room. He slumped onto the soft cushions and pulled out a remote, flicking through the channels until it rested on some sort of sports program.


    "Where's the bedroom?" The sound of a commentary blared through the room. Damian was only half listening. He indicated the door behind him with his free hand.


    Jack made his way to the door and entered the room. A large bed was in the corner and beside it was a small chest of drawers. Opposite that was a wardrobe, which was the color of a deep brown and beside that was a small, empty desk. A dark blue carpet covered the floor, clinging and flowing over every inch like water splayed over a hollow surface. To the far side of the room was a large window, shrouded by thick velvet curtains the shade of a deep navy, like the sky on a warm night.


    He fell onto the bed, causing it to creak beneath his weight. The view from the window would probably be pretty. He would check it out later, but for now he had to dry up.


    Jack unzipped his hoodie, his body shivering from the cold. Beneath it he wore a white tee shirt, and, to his dismay, that was also soaked through. His suitcases were meant to come later on today. Therefore, he would have to survive with the clothes he was currently wearing. It was likely he would have a cold by then, or a fever, or maybe even worse.


    He was tired. It would be best to go to sleep, but he didn't want to dampen the covers. He would have to ask Damian for a towel. Damian -He seemed like a pretty cool guy. That is, if you stayed on the right side of him. They would probably get along, but it would be a bit awkward, him being the boss and Damian his employee.


    It sounded unreal, like some sort of dream or a joke. Jack Harlton, LAFFAT sector leader. It would take some getting used to. He said it out loud, as if by doing so it would confirm it, make it more solid.


    "Jack Harlton, leader of sector 4, LAFFAT." That sounded a bit better; jumbling the words about made it sound classier.


    It had a nice ring to it.


    * * *


    The punching bag swung lightly, fluently even, cutting through the air like a pendulum swaying beneath a clock.


    Harsh panting filtered through the underground gym. It was empty, save for one figure as she furiously attacked the bag. Her knuckles were hurting. Why were punching bags so hard? It was fun watching it swing, though. A good way to vent out her anger. All she needed to do now was focused as it swung towards her and let her imagination take control.


    Whose face was in the bag? Swing. It catapulted into the air with an almighty force, swaying in the air then returning.


    Whose face was in the bag? Thump. It swung again in one swift motion only, it swung harder this time; Jude's number one rule for anger management…


    Above the harsh punches, she heard the sound of the door opening, a small creak resounding throughout the hollow gym. She hit harder.


    "What did the poor punching bag ever do to you?"


    She stopped and brought her hand forward, stilling the bag as it swung towards her. "It's not the punching bag. It's the face of the person it represents." She turned.


    Cal leaned back, his arms folded, a towel slouched over his bare shoulders. "I pity who it represents, then." He was pretending he didn't get the hint.


    She stepped back and leaned against the wall behind her, imitating his pose and pretending to stare him straight in the face. She wouldn't really; she was staring at the wall behind him. If she stared straight at him, her gaze would falter. She was a weakling and she had no problem with it.


    "What brings you to our humble gym, your highness?"


    "Wouldn't you like to know? Now move it, bitch. I've got a bag to punch."


    Lia smirked. "Is that the best you can come out with?"


    Cal ran a hand through his chestnut hair. "You're trying to be witty, aren't you?"


    How did he manage to make her feel so low? There was something about him that radiated confidence, as if there was not just him, but two or three people and she was cornered. It was as if whatever she said, no matter how clever or well thought-out it was, he would always win. And anyways, it was only a punching bag…right? She knew that wasn't true even as it crossed her mind. It was not just a punching bag; it was her pride.


    "Now move it and let me use the bag."


    Lia sighed."How does no sound to you?"


    "Do you want to hear a joke, Lia?" He was smirking again. This could not be anything good. Stop while you're ahead…


    "Fire away." Was it just her, or had her legs began to tremble?


    "What are the worst three years of a Cadlian's life?"


    She did not want to hear this. "Enlighten me."


    He was still smirking. Was her defiance amusing him, or was he just mocking her?


    "First grade."


    "Cal, get a life."


    He dropped his hand and absently coiled the end of the towel over his finger. "You haven't even heard the good ones yet."


    She glared. He was in control, and he knew it. Maybe it would just be better if she left, before he said something that would really unnerve her. She unfolded her arms and slung her bag over her shoulders. It was as if she were balancing on a chord, a thin chord just waiting to snap. She made her way to the door and rested her palm over the handle. Down.


    "What's the difference between dog shit and a Lycani?" She stopped and turned. He was sitting on the bench beside the punching bag, flicking it gently with his thumb and forefinger. "When dog shit gets old, it turns white and quits stinking."


    Then the chord snapped.


    Lia dropped her bag to the floor and in one swift motion, she ran to where he was sitting and punched him in the face. Cal fell back from the sudden impact. Before he could get back up, she was on top of him. Her fists slammed into his face, all of her pent-up anger seeping through her knuckles.


    Who's face was on the bag? Swing.


    Who's face was on the bag?Thump.


    Who's face was beneath her fist? Whack.


    "Lia!" She had not noticed the door open, or the arms around her waist, pulling her off of him.


    Jude was on the other side, helping Cal up as Carmon attempted to restrain her. "Lia, cool it!" hissed Carmon as he dragged her towards the door.


    They exited. Carmon let her go. "Let's go outside."


    She nodded.


    * * *


    Two figures leaned against the dirty brickwork, their shadows cascading over the murky floors. Lia put a hand into her pocket and pulled out a pack of cigarettes and a lighter. She opened the pack, tossed one to Carmon, pulled another one out, lit it, and then tossed him the lighter. Lia took a thick drag, allowing the smoke to encompass her lungs.


    "What, no pot?"


    Lia rolled her eyes. "Is that a pathetic attempt at a rhyme?"


    He shrugged. She replied, "No weed, no booze, no pot. I'm in no mood to get drunk or high. Fags will do for now."


    "Weed and Pot are both terms used to describe cannabis. They're the same thing." She rolled her eyes. He ignored her and continued, "Anyway, you don't need drugs to get high. You could always sniff nail varnish or scoff down salt."


    "Don't you mean sugar?"


    Carmon took a drag of his cigarette and let it out in a small puff of smoke. "That's salt in my case. Probably sugar for you. Everyone is different."


    Lia raised eyebrows. "Nail varnish?"


    He shrugged then grinned. "Trust me. It works." He turned to face her, then leaned back against the wall.


    "What?"


    "Do you remember when we used to do this? In the last year of school."


    Lia smiled. "Behind the Drama block," she supplied. "We'd be safe as long as there were a few Elonsicans with us, for cover. The teachers would just stop, look, then walk past. But if there were just us, there would be trouble. After all, we stand out by the white paintwork."


    Carmon frowned. "You're not that dark. You're tanned. Cadlians are tanned. Then there are the ones from Devinear-the chocolates. And the Lycani who are black." He took another drag of his cigarette, deliberately taking more time. "Then there's me and Jude. Only half-way there."


    She shook her head. "Don't put yourself down."


    "Look who's talking,Miss The-white-paintwork-contrasts-with-my-complexion." He grinned. "Do you remember English? And the songs? And the band?"


    A smile lit her features. "How could I forget?"


    Carmon dropped the cigarette and crushed it beneath the sole of his trainers. Lia followed suit. The cleaners could sort it out later. She was no longer wearing the stilettos or that uncomfortable blouse. Trainers were just right.


    "What was your favorite song?" he asked.


    Lia shrugged. "I loved them all."


    "You did write them. I liked 'Lost For Words."


    Lia nodded and hummed the melody lightly. "I'm just watching you/Your hands so small/miniscule. That one's nice, but I liked the unnamed one."


    Carmon laughed lightly. "That's because you're a morbid bitch."


    "And proud of it." She dug her hands into the pockets of her tracksuit bottoms.


    "Do you still remember the tune?" There was a hidden question in there.


    "I'm not going to sing it, if that's what you mean."


    "Why not? I'd do guitar if I had one." His eyes widened as he pouted, sticking out his lower lip.


    "You look like a constipated poodle."


    Carmon frowned and bit his bottom lip. She watched him.What was he thinking about? He dug through his pocket and pulled out another cigarette, lighting it quickly and taking a slow drag. He let it out in a small puff of smoke and gently fingered the lighter.


    "What happened in between the mission?" he remembered. That was just perfect. And here she thought they could bury that certain aspect of the day.


    Defiance and bitchiness would get her through this one. He would get over it. Short answers would irritate him and make him drop the point, hopefully. "Why?" That was redundant, or it could have been expanded.


    "Why not?"


    How immature of him. "What an immature response." It was good to voice thoughts. It saved a lot of thinking.


    "As if 'why' is a mature response. Now stop trying to stray off of the subject. One word answers won't irritate me."


    Damn, he was good. "I don't want to talk about it, okay?" She was feeling bitchy now. Of course, this was Carmon. A little bitchiness wouldn't work.


    "You never want to talk about anything." It was an open statement, short but effective. Was she meant to reply? "Talking about stuff does help, you know." Okay…that meant no. "You can't expect me to believe that a few comments caused you to beat Cal up. There's got to be more to it than that."


    He was good. Way too good. She didn't like it when a person hit the target. The best thing to do would be to tell him he was wrong…or make him drop it. Either way would work. She chose the latter.


    "I told you, I don't want to talk about it." Repetition. It saved a lot of thinking to just repeat what you said and pray that it would have some effect the second time.


    "You never want to talk about anything." So she wasn't the only one who didn't know what to say. "As I said before," he was justifying his repetition,"if you don't talk about stuff, it just makes it worse." He was not repeating, he was rephrasing. Clever. "After all, it didn't work with Dan."


    She wasn't the only one feeling bitchy. Her face was heating up and her eyes felt clogged up and wet. It was funny how one name could trigger so much. One word could unravel memories hidden so deeply they were almost forgotten.


    "That was low, and you know it."


    He ignored her. "Do you remember what his favourite song was?"


    Why did he persist on talking about it? Why couldn't he just drop it? How could he talk about it so freely, so painlessly? Or maybe there was pain, only he masked it better.


    "Fire in a Matchbox." She whispered it, afraid that if she said it out loud she would break, that the wall would shatter, that the mask would fall.


    Carmon hummed a tune beneath his breath. "Matches on soaked cardboard/Pictures on the dashboard…" He stopped. She joined in and sang the next line. Some memories were sweet.


    "Flower petals in a breeze so light/ Music blaring in the distant light."


    He joined in again, their voices in harmony. "And we can watch that tangent sunset/ Over frosty stars together/ Basked in colours, paint on a canvas/ Under stormy wea-ther."


    She stopped. He beat out the next line. She joined in again. It was just like it used to be: Her, Carmon, Dan…the band.


    He dropped his cigarette and crushed it beneath his foot. That was the second time in ten minutes. He had stopped singing. He pivoted, about to walk away. She stood still, watching his retreating back


    He stopped. He turned. "He wouldn't have wanted you to forget. He would want for you to talk about it. He would never have forgotten."


    That was all. He walked away, retreating until he was gone and she was alone again, alone to bask in her thoughts. She pulled out another cigarette. She would think about it later -no, never. She didn't want to think. It hurt too much. For now she would indulge, just indulge.


    She leaned back once again. Fire In a Matchbox. That was humour, dark humour. Or was it irony? She wasn't sure. She hummed the tune beneath her breath.


    "You're like fire in a matchbox/ You eat from the inside/ And scorch on the outside/ You burn/ And you sear/ And you spread/ And then you're gone/ Just like that you're gone."


    * * *


    He was late. Completely and totally late and it was his first day. Perfect start to your new job, Harlton.


    His cases had been brought yesterday, so it hadn't taken too long to unpack and sort out his clothes. But he had had a late night due to all of the sorting out; after all, he had been given the job on an extremely short notice.


    Jack pulled on his trousers, a folder clenched beneath his teeth. He spat it out and tossed it onto the bed, then eased on his jacket and picked up the bag. He tossed the folder into the bag.


    Damian was gone, of that he was sure. But he didn't know as of yet what Damian actually did. He had to ask, but for now … he was far too late for the meeting.


    Jack raced through the corridor and to the lift, the bag slung over his shoulder and hitting him as he ran. He reached the lift and was just about to enter when he spotted the sign "Out of Order."


    It had been in perfect order yesterday. It was just his luck, but he had no time to dwell. Damian had said there was another lift on the floor below; all he had to do was race down a small flight of steps.


    Jack pivoted on his heel, darting towards the stairs and racing down them. His breath came out in sharp pants as his hands slid over the smooth wooden banisters. Hard shoes clumped against the soft carpet


    He reached the bottom of the stairs, not watching where he was going. Jack fell back as he collided with something hard. He stumbled then regained his balance. A sharp yelp resounded through the air as the figure fell to the floor.


    "Sorry!" they both exclaimed in unison.


    "Let me help you up." Jack outstretched his hand and the girl took it, a few wisps of golden brown hair spilling from her high pony. He recognized that hair…


    "You!"


    The girl looked up, her folders clutched to her chest. Her eyes widened. "You're that weird guy from yesterday!" That was blunt. Her eyes strayed to her watch. "Shit! I mean, sorry. I have to go. I'm late."


    She pivoted on her heel and raced off. Jack stood there for a few moments before realizing that she was going to the lift. He had to hurry up before it closed otherwise he would never get there in time.


    "Wait!" He sprinted after her and reached her just as the doors closed.


    He frantically gasped for air. That had been a close one. The girl looked at him, then her eyes strayed to the badge on his jacket.


    "Jack Harlton, leader of Sector 4, LAFFAT," she read, slowly. She gasped and bit her bottom lip.


    "Yeah, that's me." That was a lame response. He would have been better off just keeping quiet. Jack grinned as her cheeks flushed a light shade of red.


    "I am so sorry…I mean, I didn't know it was you. Yesterday, I mean…I would have helped you and… um… but I thought that you…I mean -yeah…" she gabbled, her eyes never leaving the badge. It was amusing. She ran a hand through her hair, her mouth half-open as if she were about to say something.


    "Don't worry about it. Everyone makes mistakes." His eyes strayed over the numbers. A clenching feeling began to form in the pit of his stomach. He was so late. "This is my stop."


    The lift opened and he stepped out, leaving the girl behind. It was only when the doors closed that he realized he had forgotten to ask her her name. That was thick… but for now… He glanced at his watch. It was his first day. Hopefully he would not get into too much trouble.


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER 5


    
      
    


    The sun was a swirling red disk in the distance, surrounded by oranges and yellows and purples and pinks all seeping from its sides in thick blurred lines. A soft breeze ruffled through the park, escalating a few small leaves and making them rise and swirl, then drop to the ground. Red leaves mingled with a dull green, crinkling and soaring like hundreds of rose petals scattered in the wind.


    
      
    


    A chipped, unstable fence surrounded a remotely small expanse of land. Thin clumps of wood lay over the wet grass and sank into the foundations of mud. The land was occupied by a few rusty swings and a tall slide in the far corner.


    
      
    


    A girl sat on the swing, rising and falling as she kicked into the air, daring herself to go higher. Her face was flushed by the effort, her thick black hair in its elegant high pony bobbing to the wind and threatening to spill from the weak band supporting it.


    
      
    


    The joints to her knees were aching from the effort. She wondered how it would be like to go so high you reached the bar supporting the swing. She kicked harder, the creak of the swing against its rusty hinges resounding through her ears.


    
      
    


    "Slow down, Li."


    
      
    


    She turned her gaze slightly, the sudden voice causing her stomach to jump, then cartwheel. Her body was still balancing in the air, then falling, then balancing again for a split second and once again descending. She was flying, flying in the air. Flying away and if she let go she'd fall. The voice cut through the waves and sent her jolting back to the small expanse of land and back from the sky, from the balance.


    
      
    


    A figure stood leaning beside the broken gate, his shadow sending ripples of deep grey cascading over the wet grass. A cap was placed over his unruly mess of dark hair, shadowing his eyes.


    
      
    


    She arched an eyebrow and kicked harder. "This slow enough for you?"


    
      
    


    "Don't be cheeky."


    
      
    


    He made his way towards her and sat on the swing beside her, his legs dangling, his toes gently scuffing the grass, as he made no effort to swing, only sway lightly. She slowed down as he gazed out at the wide stretch of landscape.


    
      
    


    "What brings you here?" she asked curiously.


    
      
    


    He shrugged. "Jude said you'd be here."


    
      
    


    She sighed. "Jude knows all."


    
      
    


    He smiled lightly. "Not all. No one knows all."


    
      
    


    She nodded. "True."


    
      
    


    Lia let out a soft breath as the cool air encompassed her lungs, soaring through her throat and chilling her from the inside, then escaping in a small cloud of white.


    
      
    


    "You could write a song about this, you know."


    
      
    


    She turned her gaze to face him. "A song about what?"


    
      
    


    He shrugged. "The sunset. Red. Fire. They would serve as interesting metaphors."


    
      
    


    "Maybe." Lia snuffed some grass beneath her foot with the front of her trainer.


    
      
    


    "Why did you want to see me? Seeing as you took the trouble to ask Jude."


    
      
    


    He opened his mouth as if to say something, then decided against it and answered. "Carmon's god knows where. I'm in need of company."


    
      
    


    She fixed him with a look of disbelief. "So you choose me of all people?"


    
      
    


    He shrugged again. "You make it sound as if you're the most boring person in the world or something."


    
      
    


    "Aren't I?" she replied. "Little miss English Spoff who hides behind Carmon for protection."


    
      
    


    "Interesting description of yourself." He kicked his legs lightly, causing the swing to gain speed. "Just one flaw."


    
      
    


    She grinned. "And what is that?"


    
      
    


    "It's hidden behind Carmon and Dan for protection."


    
      
    


    She rolled her eyes. "Don't overly inflate that ego too much, Dan."


    
      
    


    He grinned. "Why not? It's better to inflate your ego than deflate it, like someone I happen to know."


    
      
    


    Lia frowned and kicked harder. Her swing swayed in the air, then catapulted forward. She could feel his gaze upon her as she swung forward, then backwards, then forward.


    
      
    


    She slowed down. "What?"


    
      
    


    "When you do that, it makes you look confident -determined. You look pretty like that."


    
      
    


    Lia could feel the heat creeping across her face and sear at her cheeks. What was she meant to say to that? "You look pretty when you're determined, too."


    
      
    


    He raised his eyebrows, then laughed lightly. "Pretty? Lia, what are you on?"


    
      
    


    She slowed down again until she was swaying lightly, at the same speed as him.


    
      
    


    She shrugged. "Crack, weed, fags. Whatever I can get my hands on."


    
      
    


    He laughed again, his dimples visible beneath the wavering, orange light. She had never noticed he had dimples before. They were cute.


    
      
    


    "It's getting dark. We better get back now," he stated. "I'll walk you home."


    
      
    


    She nodded. "Thanks."


    
      
    


    She began to get up. He gave her his hand and pulled her off. She blushed as their hands touched. She was lucky it was dark, he would not see. He walked to the gate. She followed. Home. If only such a place ever existed.


    
      
    


    All. all. and someone


    * * *


    
      
    


    Lia leaned back against the sofa, her legs casually propped on the table. She could hear the distant whirring of the kettle as it heated away in the kitchen. The sound stopped. She sighed and slid her legs off of the table, then made her way to the kitchen.


    
      
    


    Lia slapped down the lid of the kettle, which had jumped up whilst boiling the water. She fished out a cup, a bag of sugar, and a tea bag. She tossed the tea bag into the cup along with a spoonful of sugar. One teaspoon, that's how she liked it. Too much sweetness made her sick.


    
      
    


    Lia lifted up the electric kettle with her free hand and poured in the water, all the while stirring the contents of the cup. Once it was full enough, she scooped out the tea bag and pulled open the fridge, taking out the milk and pouring a little into the tea, stirring all the while.


    
      
    


    Once done, she brought the cup to her lips. It was hot, relaxing. It was what she needed to do. Relax. Lia quickly put everything back in its place. She had to keep the kitchen tidy, or else Lacey would go into one of her famous rants about how unlucky she was to share an apartment with someone as lazy as Lia.


    
      
    


    Lia snorted. It was fun being lazy, it was an excuse out of doing work. Not a good excuse, but an excuse nonetheless. She made her way to the living room -which also served as an entrance hall- and turned on the TV, seating herself on the couch.


    
      
    


    An Elonsican lady appeared on the screen. She was young, no more than in her mid twenties with thick, brown hair and a face inch-deep in the foundation. She was talking about the "sudden" death of Daniel Clifford, leader of sector 4, LAFFAT.


    
      
    


    Lia didn't like her - her voice was way too hyper. She was announcing that they were going to interview J. Harlton, the new replacement, and she was fawning over how someone so young could get such a high position. Lia so did not have the patience for this. After all, who wanted to watch a midget Elonsican strut about on TV and make vivid exclamations on his shock at being chosen for the job? Not her.


    
      
    


    She was about to change the channel when the presenter announced he was a Cadlian. Even more reason not to watch. People like that made her sick. He was probably a wannabe with his head so far up their arses that he couldn't see the light of day. Anyway, why the hell did she announce he was a Cadlian? As if it made him into a totally different species. Bitch.


    
      
    


    Lia flicked through the channels. Soap. Reality TV show. Documentary on the origin of cucumbers. Reality TV show. Cartoon. Reality TV Show. A movie which looked about 100 years old. Another reality TV show.


    
      
    


    Lia switched off the television, finally straying upon the well known realization that nothing decent ever came on daytime television. She would go to her -very small- room and blast the music so high the neighbors would be sending her curse words through their windows. Yes. That would be fun.


    
      
    


    Lia placed the cup on the small table and made her way to her room. Suddenly, she heard the click of the lock. The door was slid open and Lacey entered, supporting two big paper bags full of groceries.


    
      
    


    "Hey." She entered and slumped the bags onto the ground, breathing a sigh of relief. "Why aren't you at work?"


    
      
    


    Lia shrugged. "They gave us a day off. Something to do with sorting out the interior of the shop. More like Ganner finally realized that his coffee shop is the town's biggest drug hangout, and he's inserting security cameras so that he can get hold of free weed," she explained.


    
      
    


    Lacey raised her eyebrows. "Oh really? Well, I wouldn't put it past him. He'll probably strike some sort of deal with them. They give him free weed and they may commence in their business without him grassing them up."


    
      
    


    "Wow, an analysis of my boss, Samuel Ganner. What an interesting topic for a conversation."


    
      
    


    Lacey shrugged. "You started it. Now since you're here, help me get this shit into the kitchen."


    
      
    


    "Tsk, tsk. Mind your language, Lacey Marianne Warden.You should not refer to food in such a crude manner."


    
      
    


    Lacey rolled her eyes. "Look who's talking."


    
      
    


    Lia smirked. "I've looked, it's me."


    
      
    


    "That doesn't even make sense."


    
      
    


    Lia shrugged. "It makes sense to me."


    
      
    


    "Everything makes sense to you."


    
      
    


    "But of course, Signora. My knowledge of the English language far exceeds your own."


    
      
    


    "Right, Lia. Of course it does. Now help me out with these bags. You can take the one on the left, and I'll have the right."


    
      
    


    Lia nodded and heaved the bag over her shoulder. She made her way to the kitchen. Lacey shook her head and held her bag before her torso with both hands.


    
      
    


    "You hold it like a guy, Lia. This is how ladies hold bags."


    
      
    


    Lia rolled her eyes and slumped the bag onto the kitchen floor. "Wow, now there's a proper method to hold bags."


    
      
    


    Lacey placed her bag next to Lia's. "Of course there is. There's a proper method to do everything. You just need to know it and be an expert, like myself."


    
      
    


    Lia rolled her eyes, again, then sighed. "I'm hungry. Do you want to go round the chippie?"


    
      
    


    Lacey shook her head. "We have to put everything in its appropriate place first and make sure the kitchen is tidy."


    
      
    


    Lia grabbed the Lacey's hand and dragged her towards the door. "Food first, tidy later."


    
      
    


    "No!" exclaimed Lacey as Lia unlocked the door and pulled her outside, locking it once again and tossing the key into her pocket.


    
      
    


    Lacey glared at her. "My eggs! My eggs will ROT!" she screeched the last word, her face contorted into an expression of fear.


    
      
    


    "Your eggs will not rot, Lace. Now come on. I'm hungry."


    
      
    


    Lacey frowned once again. "My eggs are going to rot!"


    
      
    


    Lia quickly clasped her hand over Lacey's mouth and dragged her towards the stairs. Once they reached the top, she stopped.


    
      
    


    "I have the key, the only way in. Co-operate and you may save your eggs," she stated.


    
      
    


    Lacey sighed. "Whatever. But you're buying."


    
      
    


    Lia nodded and made her way down the large flight of stairs. Oh, how she hated stairs. They were such a pain. They always ended up making her legs ache, especially these ones. The building only had two lifts, both of which were out of order. They had been out of order for the two years that Lia had lived here.


    
      
    


    She cast her gaze over the grimy wall. Her eyes rested on a corner where a dead spider lay festering amongst the coats of mould. She shuddered. Why was it that everywhere she went, death undoubtedly followed?


    
      
    


    They finally reached the bottom of the staircase, then made their way outside. Lacey clutched her coat towards herself. Lia shivered and zipped up her hoodie. A coat wouldn't have been a bad idea. Why did the weather persist on being bad? It was extremely annoying.


    
      
    


    They walked silently down the street. Well, that was until Lacey began muttering about how worried she was about her eggs. Lia rolled her eyes. That girl was obsessed.


    
      
    


    "And the milk… Oh my god, the milk will be infested with hundreds of germs. But the eggs, the eggs.. We'll get salmonella poisoning and die a slow and painful death!"


    
      
    


    Oh, how she wanted to punch her.


    
      
    


    "You haven't talked to Carmon for the past couple of days. How come?" It was Lacey's way of getting her mind off of the eggs. Interrogating Lia. How fun.


    
      
    


    "Because." That was way too open a statement.


    
      
    


    "Because what?"


    
      
    


    As she had said/thought, it was way too open a statement. "Because he's an ass."


    
      
    


    Lacey sighed. Was that an annoyed sigh, or a tired sigh, or just both? Lia was not sure, and truthfully, she didn't really care.


    
      
    


    "You're impossible."


    
      
    


    "State the obvious, why don't you?"


    
      
    


    Lacey held up her hands in surrender. "No need to get bitchy with me. I was only asking a question."


    
      
    


    Lia smiled. "Sorry, I'm just moody. You should be used to it by now."


    
      
    


    Lacey laughed. "I am. Just thought I deserved an apology for being such a brilliant person."


    
      
    


    Lia sighed. "Here she goes again," she muttered.


    
      
    


    Lacey pretended not to hear and instead announced that they had arrived at the chippie. Well, it wasn't exactly a chippie seeing as it had tables as well as just take away, but they preferred to call it that.


    
      
    


    They each ordered a burger and a pack of chips. Lacey had a milkshake whilst Lia stuck with a Still Fanta. Lacey liked her stuff bubbly. Apparently it made her less hyper. Yeah, right.


    
      
    


    As they began to eat, Lacey lifted up one of her chips and ran her eyes over it.


    
      
    


    "How many calories does this thing have?"


    
      
    


    Lia rolled her eyes. That was today's repeated habit, rolling her eyes. Two days ago it was sighing. "Just eat the chip."


    
      
    


    "But we don't know how many calories it has!"


    
      
    


    "Lacey, shut up. People are beginning to look."


    
      
    


    "But if it has too many calories, I will get FAT!"


    
      
    


    By now half of the customers were looking at them.


    
      
    


    "HOW MANY CALORIES DOES THIS THING HAVE," screeched Lacey.


    
      
    


    Lia buried her head in her hands as Lacey continued to rant. She was so evil.


    
      
    


    "IT IS OOZING WITH OIL. CALORIES MAKE YOU FAT. MY EGGS ARE GOING TO ROT."


    
      
    


    Lia wanted to die right there. That sentence just sounded so wrong to anyone who didn't know what Lacey was going on about.


    
      
    


    It was then that her phone began to ring. Lia fished it out of her pocket and turned it on, oblivious to the many stares sent their way as Lacey announced that too many calories could lead to obesity which could, in turn, lead to death.


    
      
    


    "Hey." It was Jude. What did he want? She said as much.


    
      
    


    "What do you want?"


    
      
    


    "Come over, I need to talk to you."


    
      
    


    Lia sighed, making sure that he heard over the phone. "If this is about Carmon, then forget it."


    
      
    


    "Don't be such a bitch, Li. Just come over."


    
      
    


    "Yeah, fine." She sighed again, then continued. "Shall I bring Lace?"


    
      
    


    "I need to talk to you privately."


    
      
    


    "Okay, whatever. Bye."


    
      
    


    "See ya."


    
      
    


    She hung up the phone and turned to Lacey, who had finally shut up and began to eat, a light smirk playing on her features. Lia pulled the keys out of her pocket and tossed them to her.


    
      
    


    "Happy? You can have the keys. I have to see Jude about something, so I'll see you then."


    
      
    


    Lia got up and picked up her food. Lacey followed suit. "You're going to walk me home first, or else I'll lock you out when you come back," she stated, still smirking.


    
      
    


    "You're evil," replied Lia.


    
      
    


    Lacey's smirk grew larger. She made her way to the door. "I know."


    
      
    


    And with that they left.


    
      
    


    * * *


    
      
    


    Lia could feel the cold air lashing against her face, rendering her cheeks numb and her ears biting from the cold. She could feel the glares on her back. She hated this part of town, but, alas, it was where Jude and Carmon's house was.


    
      
    


    She finally reached it, a large mansion-like building fit with elegant iron gates and an arched doorway, the door made from the finest pine. She rang the bell -one of the only modern things about the outlook of the house- and waited for a few minutes.


    
      
    


    The door was opened by a thin lady, Rita, the housekeeper.


    
      
    


    She smiled. "Come in. Master Jude is expecting you. He is in his room."


    
      
    


    Lia nodded and stepped into the vast, elegantly carpeted hallway. She climbed the long flight of stairs, her hand slipping over the smooth wooden banisters. She reached the landing and scuffed the red carpet with the sole of her trainer.


    
      
    


    She had been here far too many times to not know which one of the many rooms was Jude's. Anyway, it was pretty obvious. She could hear the heavy beating of a drum kit. The clashing resounded through her ears.


    
      
    


    It would be coming from the Jude's room. Drums were Jude's thing. Carmon specialized in the guitar, Dan had always preferred the piano. All she and Katie had ever done was sing, although Katie could play the flute.


    
      
    


    Lia made her way to his room and slowly eased open the door, entering the vast interior. Jude, as she had already guessed, was sitting on a stool at the drum kit clad in a tank top and black pants, a towel slumped over his shoulders. If she didn't know him as well as she did, this would be the point she checked him out.


    
      
    


    She lingered by the doorway, listening as he lashed out at the many instruments before him. Quaver. Quaver. Crotchet. Or was it a Semi Quaver? It had been so long since she had touched an instrument that she had forgotten something as simple as the duration of a note.


    
      
    


    "Why did you call me?"


    
      
    


    Jude continued to beat on the drums, beads of sweat forming on his brow.


    
      
    


    She asked again. "I said, why did you call me?" It was harsher this time, slower and more confident. It was obvious he hadn't heard her. She hadn't heard herself above all that racket, but he noticed she was standing there. That was a start.


    
      
    


    He stopped and dropped the drumsticks. Leaning against the side, he answered, "What took you so long?"


    
      
    


    Lia sighed. Yes, he definitely hadn't heard her question. She would have to begin by answering his. "Lacey made me escort her home. She was moaning about her eggs rotting." Damn, that had sounded way too wrong.


    
      
    


    Jude coughed, and if it wasn't for the fact that he was already hot from the drumming, she could have sworn his cheeks had gone red.


    
      
    


    "That's one of those feminine things you're just not meant to tell me."


    
      
    


    Lia shook her head. "Not those sorts of eggs, idiot. I'm talking about the groceries she bought. She wanted to put the eggs in the fridge."


    
      
    


    "Oh."


    
      
    


    Now she was sure he was blushing. It would be best to just change the subject right there.


    
      
    


    "Anyway, why did you call me?"


    
      
    


    His expression changed. "Two days ago, you beat Cal up, on the day of the mission. Do you know what day it was?"


    
      
    


    Lia shrugged and sat down on a chair beside the door. "No, should I?"


    
      
    


    "Think, Lia. What day could it have been?"


    
      
    


    What did he mean, what day could it have been? It was just an ordinary day, like every other day. There was nothing special about it.


    
      
    


    "Think about the date," he added.


    
      
    


    What was with him and these stupid mind games? Why didn't he just say it out loud and stop annoying her? She frowned. What date was it? And then it hit her.


    
      
    


    Lia brought her hand to her mouth and gasped. "Oh my God."


    
      
    


    Jude nodded. "Finally guessed it?"


    
      
    


    "It was the anniversary. Oh my god, Jude, I'm so sorry! He must have been so upset and I… oh shit."


    
      
    


    "Yeah, Lia. That's all you can say, sorry." He was angry now. Jude had the scariest mood changes. She deserved it, though, every last word. "You're such a heartless bitch, and he just tries too hard to be nice to you. To appease to your every mood swing, but Christ, Lia. That day of all days, you decide to be a bitch. As if he, we, didn't have enough on our plates. Scars never heal, Lia. And it's days like those that re-open the wounds."


    
      
    


    Lia bit her bottom lip. "I'm sorry," she whispered. "You know I understand, so quit tormenting me about it. Where is he? I want to apologize."


    
      
    


    Jude shook his head. "He told me to call you and come to the base. It's about the mission. You can apologize then."


    
      
    


    Lia nodded and Jude slipped out of his seat. "Go down and get Rita to give you a drink. I'm going to ring you once I'm dressed."


    
      
    


    Lia made her way out of the room. She didn't bother asking for a drink. She wasn't thirsty. She merely stood at the bottom of the stairs and waited for Jude to descend. After a few minutes he appeared, clad in a jacket over his tank top. How long did it take to put a jacket on? But now was not the time for her to moan. She had messed up enough as it was.


    
      
    


    He led her outside and they entered his car. It was posh, like everything else they owned. She sat next to the driver's seat and waited for him to drive. He turned the key, pushed the accelerator and they were off.


    
      
    


    She fumbled with the radio channels until she found a song that she liked. It was a rock, a heavy rock. Jude was frowning, she could tell. He preferred rap. She didn't mind rap, but she wasn't in the mood for it.


    
      
    


    Lia leaned back in her seat and watched the windscreen wipers as they continued to clear the rain from the front of the car. Up. Down. Up. Down.


    
      
    


    "Why aren't you wearing your seat belt?"


    
      
    


    "I never wear my seatbelt," she replied. "It's tradition."


    
      
    


    He shrugged. "If you die, it's your loss."


    
      
    


    "More like my gain." He didn't hear that. She had not intended for him to. Anyway, the music was far too loud.


    
      
    


    * * *


    
      
    


    A day in his new job, and he had already been called into a television interview. Not that there was any point in one. Who was actually sad enough to watch this? Unless they had nothing better to do. After all, nothing decent ever came on daytime TV.


    
      
    


    "So, like, Jack. That is your name, right?"


    
      
    


    Jack nodded. "Yeah." How many times did he have to make that clear to her?


    
      
    


    "Wow, like, do you, like, ever consider the comparison. Like, compare yourself to Jack and the Beanstalk, in the way that he climbed his way to the top, like you did?"


    
      
    


    That had to be the stupidest and weirdest question he had ever been asked in his life. This woman was creepy.


    
      
    


    "Um. No."


    
      
    


    She nodded. "Wow. You should, you know."


    
      
    


    Was he meant to reply to that? Who had hired this woman, and what had they been on when they did?


    
      
    


    "I don't recall having to sell any cows for the beans to get myself here."


    
      
    


    That was the lamest joke he had ever made in his life. She looked at him quizzically for a moment, before finally getting it and screeching with laughter. It hadn't been that funny. No. Wait. It hadn't been funny at all. Now he was certain this woman was on drugs.


    
      
    


    She pulled out a tissue and began to dab her eyes with it. How much foundation was this woman wearing? He could see big splotches of yellow over the before white tissue.


    
      
    


    "So, like, Jack. How did you feel when you first discovered you got the job?"


    
      
    


    "Um, happy," he supplied, feebly.


    
      
    


    She made a big show of lifting her hands and sighing. "Well, duh. Of course you felt happy. But, like, how did it make you feel inside? Like in depth."


    
      
    


    What was she, his shrink or something? It would be best to just answer the questions properly. That way he could get out of here at a much faster rate.


    
      
    


    "I was really glad, I guess. And surprised that I got the job, seeing as I was expecting a promotion, but not one this big."


    
      
    


    She nodded, acting as if she understood exactly what he meant.


    
      
    


    "Wow, so, how does it feel to know you're the youngest sector leader in the history of LAFFAT?"


    
      
    


    LAFFAT had only officially been around for about fifteen years, at most twenty five. That wasn't exactly what he'd call a history and what was with her and asking how he felt. Wasn't it obvious? She was just rephrasing her questions. This woman really did have a limited brain span.


    
      
    


    "It feels like a great achievement." That would satisfy her, hopefully.


    
      
    


    Her eyes flicked over to the clock behind him.


    
      
    


    "Oh, my, god! Like, time is nearly up!" She flipped back her hair and let out an exaggerated sigh. "How time flies. It was nice talking to you, Jack, and I hope you will join us again."


    
      
    


    "Yeah," he replied, uneasily. More like Yeah, right. He was NEVER coming here again. That had been way too embarrassing, although he doubted anyone was actually sad enough to watch this, so he wouldn't have any problems.


    
      
    


    "Bye, everyone!" she squealed, waving at the camera. "Say bye, Jack!"


    
      
    


    What was he, five? "Bye."


    
      
    


    "Wave!" He was so not going to wave. He decided to ignore her last comment as the camera man switched off the recording.


    
      
    


    He was glad that was finally over. It seemed to drag on forever.


    
      
    


    Jack made his way outside, where the car was waiting for him. He couldn't wait to get back. He was worried. What if anyone had actually seen that? No, as he had thought before, no one would be sad enough to watch something like that, right?


    
      
    


    The car stopped and he stepped out. Damian was waiting for him, his arms folded.


    
      
    


    He was smirking.


    
      
    


    "Brought any beans, Jack?"


    
      
    


    Okay, maybe he had been wrong. He would never live this down.


    
      
    


    * * *


    
      
    


    They reached the base and Jude helped her out of the car. Why he was acting so gentlemanly, she had no idea. He had his times.


    
      
    


    The sky was a pale orange color now, orange tinged with red and thin lines of violet accentuated by an even darker orange. The sun was a small, whitish, yellow, blur in the distance, emitting a blinding white light. She sighed as they made their way inside. Even the sun looked cold.


    
      
    


    After finding the right room and running through the correct procedures, they entered the long, dark tunnel, leading to the lift. They went from the floor for this time, not two. That's where Carmon would be.


    
      
    


    They arrived and Lia watched the lift doors gently slide open.


    
      
    


    There was no carpet in this room, she noticed that straight away. There were only floorboards, one on top of the other, secured by rusty nails that stuck out from the edges. It was warm, though, warmer than the rest of the building and the room was bathed in a pale amber light.


    
      
    


    Carmon was sat at a table in the middle of the room, the folder on the table. His elbow was propped on its surface and his eyes were scouring the contents. Cal and Michael were leaning against the side. Michael's gaze was focused on Carmon but upon their entrance, his eyes flicked over to them for a brief moment, then back to Carmon again. Lia's gaze flitted over them for a moment. Cal had a bruise beneath his left eye. She suppressed a laugh, and instead smirked at him. He glared.


    
      
    


    "Carmon's figured out the contents of the folder," began Michael. "So I decided to call all of you, so that we could discuss the mi…"


    
      
    


    "Shut up, Michael," interrupted Lia, cutting him off. "Be patient."


    
      
    


    She then made her way to where Carmon was sat and hugged him. "I'm so sorry." He looked at her, his gaze still cold. "I know it's a pathetic apology, but it's the best I can do. I know I'm a shit best mate, I should have remembered that it wasn't your best day. Forgive me?"


    
      
    


    Carmon sighed. "Fine, I'll forgive you. Just don't do it again, 'kay?"


    
      
    


    She nodded. Carmon was never one to hold a grudge. It was one of his many good traits. She was just about to say something in reply when Michael interrupted.


    
      
    


    "If you're quite done, I would like to discuss why I called you all here." His tone was icy, demanding. Once again, she had succeeded in irking him. How fun.


    
      
    


    Lia rolled her eyes and slumped down on a chair beside Carmon.


    
      
    


    "Get a life, Michael." He chose to ignore her comment, instead he sent her a quick glare before continuing.


    
      
    


    She couldn't care less, really. She had done what she came here to do. Lia leaned back in her chair. Michael's voice began to drone on in the background, but her mind was otherwise occupied. Three years. It had been three years and two days, but it seemed like only yesterday.


    
      
    


    It seemed like only yesterday when herself and Carmon had entered his house and found a police officer standing in the doorway.


    
      
    


    It seemed like only yesterday when the police officer had told them that Carmon's dad had committed suicide.


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER 6


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    The room was shadowed, the light dimmed by the thick curtains shrouding the window. The carpet was blue, a light sea blue like the sea on a holiday postcard. Shadows danced over it like fish beneath a smooth surface and the air tasted warm and dry. The incessant sound of buttons being pressed filled the room, accompanied by gun shots radiating from a large television stretching across the wall.


    
      
    


    Dan yawned as he leaned against the headboard of Carmon's bed, his head hitting the wall from above. He rubbed it absently. He leaned forward so that his chin touched the foot of the bed. The sound of a gunshot followed by a scream echoed through the room.


    
      
    


    "Carmon, you pussy, kill the girl already. You'll never get that bitch's gold at the rate you're going."


    
      
    


    Carmon nodded absently, his eyes glued to the television before him. "Die, bitch, die," he muttered above the heavy pressing of his fingers against the controller.


    
      
    


    Dan wanted to laugh out loud. He looked so weird. He sighed and propped his elbows on the side of the bed. "Carmon, can I ask you something?"


    
      
    


    Carmon nodded once again, his eyes still focused on the television screen as he beat at the controllers furiously.


    
      
    


    "What do you think of Lia?"


    
      
    


    "Stupid whore!"


    
      
    


    Dan raised his eyebrows. That guy seriously had the attention span of a fish. "Carmon, I'm talking to you here. I would appreciate it if you listened."


    
      
    


    Carmon nodded again. "Yeah."


    
      
    


    Dan rolled his eyes and slipped off the bed, seating himself beside Carmon. His eyes scoured over the game console and, upon locating the lead, he wrenched it out, causing the screen to black out.


    
      
    


    Carmon's eyes widened. "Why you son of a -"


    
      
    


    "Tsk, tsk. Mind your language, Maitfield. Your mum's in the room next to us. You wouldn't want her to hear."


    
      
    


    Carmon rolled his eyes and crawled over to a pile of clothes stacked haphazardly against the cream colored walls of his bedroom. He leaned back against the wall and propped his legs atop an empty clothes basket painted a vivid green.


    
      
    


    "What?" his voice sounded quick, bored and uninterested.


    
      
    


    "I have till six, Carmon. Don't be a prick."


    
      
    


    Carmon sighed. "Fine. What did you want to talk about?"


    
      
    


    Dan lifted up one of the controllers and began to swing it lightly from the thick, rubber-coated wire. "Lia, what do you think of her?" His voice sounded casual, curious, unconcerned.


    
      
    


    Carmon arched an eyebrow. "What do you mean, what do I think of her?"


    
      
    


    Dan shrugged. "I mean exactly what I said."


    
      
    


    Carmon ran his fingers through his dark hair, then let his hand rest on the pile of clothes beside him. "She's cool, I guess. A bit quiet, though. But she can write good songs and her melodies aren't bad."


    
      
    


    Dan rolled his eyes. "Don't be thick, Car." He dropped the controller. It thudded to the ground, rumpling the gentle carpet, sending ripples across the sea."I mean, what do you really think of her?"


    
      
    


    Carmon dug a hand into his pocket and pulled out a pack of gum. He took one from the pack and propped it into his mouth, chewing slowly. "Cut to the chase, Dan. I still don't get what you're asking me."


    
      
    


    "Do you fancy her?"


    
      
    


    Carmon began to cough violently. He leaned forward and took in a few deep breaths. He turned his gaze back to Dan, who was waiting expectantly, his expression tense.


    
      
    


    "Me and Lia? Nah, that's just scary. Why? Do you?"


    
      
    


    Dan shrugged. "I don't know," he replied, vaguely.


    
      
    


    Carmon grinned. "So that's a code for yes."


    
      
    


    Dan shrugged again and leaned back against the foot of the bed. "As I said, I don't really know. I was planning on asking her out by the end of this week or something, probably on Friday when you guys come over for band practice. I just wanted to know your opinion."


    
      
    


    "Why my opinion?"


    
      
    


    "You, Jude, and Pete are my best mates. I need to at least know what you guys think. Jude'll probably shrug and say 'whatever' and Pete'll…"


    
      
    


    "Pete will say ask Carmon," supplied Carmon, the corners of his lips tugging into a grin.


    
      
    


    "Yeah, something like that."


    
      
    


    Carmon nodded. "Conversation over then?"


    
      
    


    "Yeah, sure."


    
      
    


    Carmon smirked and turned on the game console.


    
      
    


    "I thought you lost the game when I pulled it out," commented Dan.


    
      
    


    Carmon shook his head. "A rule of life, my friend." He rummaged through a box beside the television and pulled out a grey memory card. "Always have back up."


    
      
    


    * * *


    
      
    


    Jack scuffed the thick, red carpet with the sole of his trainer and hesitantly reached for the knob. He took in a deep breath and clutched the thick folder to his chest, his eyes running over the tall, arched doorway.


    
      
    


    It was his first proper meeting with the Sector heads. Last time he had been given a quick briefing from Thomas Stanton and a wad of paperwork to get through to change Daniel Clifford's accounts around. Now was the actual meeting. He sighed. He so did not want to go in there. No doubt he would be the only Cadlian on board, but he knew why he had taken this job in the first place. He was here to make a difference. He was Jack Harlton, leader of Sector 4, LAFFAT. He was confident and sociable. He would do just fine.


    
      
    


    You keep telling yourself that, Harlton. Maybe one day you'll believe it.


    
      
    


    He turned the knob and slid open the door, hearing the crack as it resounded through the corridor. The door got jammed on the carpet for a moment, picking up a corner and turning it over so that it got stuck beneath the door. He bent down and fished it out, then slid open the remainder of the entrance.


    
      
    


    He entered the large room. The carpet was a dark shade of cream, he noticed; perfect save for a small coffee stain stretching diagonally from one of the corners. The room was rectangular with a large oval table situated in the middle. Surrounding the table were fifteen chairs, all of which were occupied save for two: the one at the head of the table and one of the side chairs. The side chair would be his.


    
      
    


    All eyes turned to face him as he entered, watching his every move. He caught Seb's eye. Seb smiled at him. Jack instantly relaxed. If Seb had survived this long, then he could too.


    
      
    


    Jack sat down and fingered the cocktail stick protruding from his liquid filled glass. It looked like water but it could have been something else. His eyes ran over the other occupants of the table. Many of them were talking to whoever was sat beside them whilst a few were staring at him. Could they be any more obvious? He could put names to a few of the faces, but not many: David Bremingway, Paul Bell, Sebastian Carlyle, and Thomas Stanton – the head of his old sector-.


    
      
    


    He cast his gaze over the empty seat. That had to be who they were all waiting for. But who was it? Who was the head of LAFFAT? The question had never crossed his mind until now, and his mind was embedded by a sudden deepening curiosity. His gaze flickered to the clock, hanging smugly above double-glazed windows shrouded with elegant white shutters. They were fluttering slightly as the wind beat against them from the outside, thin shafts of light cascading through from the gaps and dancing over the dull, cream walls. It was five past twelve. Whoever he was, he was late.


    
      
    


    Jack's hand strayed over the edge of the chair as he absently swung his feet beneath the table. The glass brimming with water lay untouched and, as he glanced around the table, he noticed that his glass was not the only one which was full. Actually, now that he thought about it, they all looked nervous. The conversation sounded strained and far too fake, as if they were all trying to fill up the awkwardness with their unappealing jokes and comments on the weather. The laughter was dry, rigid, and it echoed to the deepest corners of the room leaving an awkward silence.


    
      
    


    They were all on the verge of wetting themselves.


    
      
    


    The head guy couldn't be that scary, could he?


    
      
    


    Suddenly, the door creaked open. The room was basked in a pregnant silence as all heads snapped to the figure in the doorway. It was a woman. Her elegant, white-blonde hair was secured in a bun, a few tendrils snaking over her young, pale face. She looked like she was in her late or mid twenties, thirty at the most. A long white coat concealed her tall, slender form and her face was perfect, flawless, as if all of her features were etched in stone. She was beautiful, but her beauty was striking, cold. She looked like an ice queen. In unison, all of the Sector heads stood up. Jack followed hastily.


    
      
    


    "Good afternoon, Miss Coles," they all droned together.


    
      
    


    They sounded like schoolchildren, saluting their head mistress at the beginning of an assembly. Half of them were twice her age, yet he could feel the fear emanating from their forms as she nodded briskly and swept through the room. She stood beside her seat, expectantly. The leader on her right hurriedly fumbled his apology as the rest of the men sat down. He pulled out her seat. She sat down. The situation would have been funny if it wasn't so scary. The sector leader sat down and everyone waited for her to begin speaking.


    
      
    


    "Welcome to the meeting, everyone. I am pleased to see that all of you have managed to make it and I hope that the journey was of no inconvenience to anyone." Her voice sounded calm, concerned, kind even. Twenty-five. She seemed like a twenty five year old. She paused and her eyes quickly skimmed over the occupants of the table. Her gaze rested on Jack for a moment. Their eyes locked, grey with sea blue.


    
      
    


    "I am sure that you are all aware of the misfortune which has befallen Daniel and I hope I am quite right in presuming that you were all present at the funeral earlier on this week." She stopped again and waited. All of the men nodded hastily. "Very well, then. I would like to begin this afternoon's meeting with a quick welcome to Mr. Harlton, who has kindly stepped into Daniel's place."


    
      
    


    All eyes turned to Jack. Was he meant to stand up? Did he have to say anything? They all clapped. He guessed not. She nodded in his direction and smiled. He forced a smile back. He was getting way too nervous. He took the moment to assess her. She was gorgeous, that was the first thing that stuck in his mind. And she seemed okay, she was being nice to him after all. He must have just been imagining the nervousness of the other Sector heads. After all, she looked perfectly fine to him. Anyway, they might have all been up-tight because they came such a long way and they were tired. Yes, that had to be it.


    
      
    


    "I have called this meeting to discuss a finding made by our Head of The Educational Department and leader of Sector ten, Jon Newman. Therefore, I will be handing the remainder of this meeting to Jon, who will supply you with a presentation of his findings followed by your opinions. Over to you, Jon."


    
      
    


    How many times had she said Jon in that one sentence? This was way too much like highschool, or one of those weird documentaries on television. Jack so did not want to be here.


    
      
    


    It's always what you wanted; to be able to make a difference. Here's your chance.


    
      
    


    But I'm going to mess up. I'm way too nervous.


    
      
    


    But he would get used to it, he reasoned. This wasn't the time to chicken out. Not after he had come so far. Anyway, Seb said it was easy once you got the hang of it. Then again, Seb wasn't a Cadlian.


    
      
    


    Just because you're a Cadlian, it doesn't mean that they'll listen to you any less. Once they hear how good you are, they'll look past it. Don't be so paranoid.


    
      
    


    "Thank-you, Jessica," replied a tall, balding man with square spectacles who looked to be in his mid-forties. Jack could tell by the way he walked and carried himself, that this would have been the type of person he and his friends would have bullied back in Cadlia. He looked like a right loser.


    
      
    


    Jon made his way to the far side of the room and to a store cupboard. He wheeled out an overhead projector and pulled down a white screen from the ceiling. He opened his briefcase and took out a long box full of slides. He adjusted his tie, then inserted the first slide. Everyone watched attentively as he droned through numerous facts and figures about the school system.


    
      
    


    Apparently, in mixed race schools, there was a higher percentage of both verbal and physical arguments between students than there was in schools that were not mixed. He brought forward various facts and figures as well as interviews from the teachers.


    
      
    


    "I have discussed this with my department, and we see it fit to desist in the production of mixed race schools. Instead, we have opted for teaching Cadlians, Elonsicans, Lycani, etcetera. Separately. We do not believe that this is in any way considered as racial discrimination and we consider it a liable solution to prevent the younger generation of this country from coming into any harm. It is a step that we see best to take to ensure the safety of our children and maintain the reputation of our country. That is all."


    
      
    


    Everyone clapped as Jon re-inserted the slides into his briefcase, then wheeled the projector back into the store cupboard. He made his way back to his seat.


    
      
    


    "An interesting suggestion, Jonathon, one that should certainly be taken into account to ensure the safety of our youngsters." Jessica's voice cuts through the silence, slicing its way through the thick coat of tension which had once again swept over the Sector leaders. "So then, what does everyone have to say?" She sounded like a school teacher, calm and collected, as if no one could speak unless she said so. She was in control. Her thin, sea-blue eyes scoured over the table. "Arthur."


    
      
    


    Arthur Fallock practically jumped in his seat, his many chins wobbling with nervousness. Had this guy ever heard of a gym? Jack really pitied whoever he was sat next to.


    
      
    


    "Y-yes, Miss Coles?" he stammered.


    
      
    


    "You usually have a lot to say, enlighten us. What are your views on Jonathon's proposal?" There was something about her tone of voice which sent chills running through Jack's spine. She was so calm, and she spoke with such ease. It was unnerving, chilly, creepy even. Her emotions were undecipherable from her tone of voice; he couldn't tell if she was being genuinely sincere, or merely mocking Fallock.


    
      
    


    "Well," Fallock coughed, running a podgy hand through his bush of hair. "Personally, I believe that it is a very…interesting proposal and it should certainly be looked into. The children of our country are certainly one of our main priorities and as well as their well being, the reputation of our school system is at stake here. For example, imagine if an official from The Gredge visited our school, or us, and got hold of those appalling statistics. It certainly would not reflect well upon our organization as a whole, and it would look as though we are turning a blind eye to the well being of our country."


    
      
    


    "The Gredge have a different schooling system to ours," added the man beside Fallock. What was his name? Roland? His voice sounded snidely and he looked rather greasy. Why were nearly all of the guys in here geeks? Five years ago Jack wouldn't have even considered sitting in the same room as them, but now it seemed he had no choice. "They have separate schools. They do not have mixed race schools. Imagine if we compared our statistics to theirs and it turned out theirs were better. It would pose as a mighty blow to our country as a whole."


    
      
    


    Jack could feel the anger welling up in his chest. So they were going to split up the races to make their country look good? It was sick.


    
      
    


    Jessica nodded. What was someone as hot as her doing in the company of these guys? Some things never ceased to amaze him. "Interesting viewpoints and thank-you for your contribution, Ronan." Ronan, that was his name. Not Roland. He would have to remember that. "Anyone else care to contribute?"


    
      
    


    She paused. All was silent. Her gaze once again flickered over the occupants of the table. Her eyes rested on Jack. She tilted her head to the side. "Mr. Harlton, I hate to put you on the spot, since it is after all, your first meeting, but I'm sure you must have something to say on the matter. What do you think?"


    
      
    


    Jack could feel everyone's eyes searing into his skin.


    
      
    


    I will not go red.


    
      
    


    All was silent, a thick tense silence, as everyone waited for him to speak, assessing his every move, his every word, his every action. He was the Cadlian, the other side. They couldn't wait to hear what he had to say on the matter. He could see it in their eyes, the waiting, the assessment, the judging. He was on the witness stand, the last piece of evidence. The verdict was about to be called and the right words could sway the judge's decision. His words were the difference between guilty and not guilty. They would listen to his every word, watch his every motion and try to detect a slip up, a mistake, an opportunity. One slip of the tongue could scar him for all eternity. He had to watch his words. He had to say it right the first time. This wasn't a film, where he could get it wrong and the director would say cut and rewind, it was live, a concert, a play. There were no second chances. No rectifying of his mistakes. Jack took a deep breath.


    
      
    


    "To put it quite bluntly, I don't agree," he stated. The first coin had been dropped, the cards had been dealt, and it was up to him to make the right moves.


    
      
    


    Jessica was leaning on the Table now, her chin resting in the palm of her hand as she flicked her index finger over her cheek. Her eyes were calculating.


    
      
    


    This is a test, a challenge, her eyes said. Are you really up for the job, or are you just some amateur set up to fail on the first go? He could read it in her expression. There was something about her, some hidden aspect of her which screamed at you to get her approval. He wanted her approval. He wanted to please her. He wanted to be accepted.


    
      
    


    "And why is that, Jack?" The words slipped off of her tongue, slowly, each syllable accented to its full potential.


    
      
    


    "Well…" Here it goes. "By splitting up the races, you're not actually solving the problem. You're running away from it. The students have already acquired a built-up hatred towards each other and, by splitting them up, this hatred will only increase. This is because they will probably feel that we are splitting them up for racial reasons and that we think that the Elonsican schools are too "good" for them. As much as you say that this has nothing to do with racial discrimination, it doesn't change the fact that that is how they will interpret it." The first card had been drawn in his favor.


    
      
    


    Jon Newman intervened. The opposition. "The issue is not about splitting them up for that reason, though. It is to prevent fights. If we carry this out, there will be a decrease in the number of fights."


    
      
    


    Jack shook his head. He was on a roll now. He knew exactly what to say. He had all the good cards in his hand, now it was up to him to play them right. "Just because they don't fight in school, it doesn't mean that they won't take it up after school. And if you just split them into separate schools, it will fuel the hatred that is already there and give them a proper, concrete reason to fight with each other."


    
      
    


    Jessica, who had been listening carefully throughout all of this, suddenly interrupted. "That's all very well, Jack. But how do we solve the problem, then? After all, this is the safety of our children, as well as our country's reputation, at stake. We cannot ignore the figures." The faint hint of a smile was dancing on her lips. She was sure enjoying this.


    
      
    


    Jack had to remind himself to speak as the room filled with silence and an underlying air of expectancy, waiting, blanketed the fifteen figures. There was something about her calm, cool demeanour and the way her words sounded like they had been rehearsed and perfected which rendered Jack speechless. But it was the last test, the last flicker of the coin as it swirled in the air and glinted beneath the thin shafts of light, waiting to fall. It was the last nod of the judge as the room was filled with awe and the verdict was ready to be called, the balance between guilty and not guilty toppled as the weight rested on the opposite side of the scale. It was the last card in his hand and it was up to him how he played it. The last roll of the die; if he defeated this one, he was in the game.


    
      
    


    "There may not be an immediate solution to the problem," he began. He had to be confident, sound confident, act confident. He could not give away his nervousness. "However, the best solutions are always those which are perfected over time. Steps can be taken to ensure the safety of the younger generation." Younger generation? Where the hell had that one come from? He was only seventeen. "The best way to find a solution to the problem is to, first of all, find the root of the problem and work your way up from there."


    
      
    


    "What do you mean by the "root" of the problem?" Her voice was questioning, interested. She was no longer testing him. She was genuinely curious.


    
      
    


    "Basically, we need to find out what is the cause of these fights and attempt to lessen them. It'll take time, but it's a much more secure option than the one which has been suggested. After all, creating separate race schools could arouse unwanted tension amongst the general public."


    
      
    


    He waited. He was done. That had been a good last minute point; it made his solution far more appealing. Jessica smiled and began to clap her hands together slowly. Her claps echoed through the hollow room. Everyone followed her.


    
      
    


    "Very good, Mr Harlton." All went silent again. "I find your suggestions far more appeasing to the ear than those aforementioned and you raise many valid points. Don't you agree, gentleman?" Everyone nodded in unison. They were like her puppies. "Very well, then. We will take action in due time. Does anyone have anything to say before the meeting closes? No? Okay. I hope you all have a pleasing afternoon and I would like Jonathon to stay behind so that we may discuss some of his findings. You may leave now."


    
      
    


    Didn't they do anything without her ordering them to? All of the men stood up and filed out of the room, one by one. Jack was the last to leave and by the time he got out, he found himself facing an empty corridor. They were sure in a hurry to get away.


    
      
    


    He was just about to make his way back when he spotted a familiar head of golden brown hair making its way down the corridor. Jack smirked and leaned against the wall. This was going to be fun. He would definitely ask her her name this time. Her hair was in a high pony again today; a few wispy tendrils escaping and framing her richly tanned face.


    
      
    


    "Hey."


    
      
    


    The girl shrieked and dropped all of her folders. She bent down in a rush and began to pick them up. Jack quickly made his way to where she was and began to help her.


    
      
    


    "No, don't worry. I can pick them all," she stammered as he piled them in her hands. They both stood up.


    
      
    


    "Sorry about that," he started. "I didn't mean to surprise you."


    
      
    


    The girl hurriedly shook her head and Jack watched as her pony bobbed up and down. Cute. "No, I'm fine. I mean –yeah, I'm fine. I mean, I wasn't scared. I just stopped the stuff 'cause…and, yeah…"


    
      
    


    Jack grinned lightly. "You don't have to be so nervous. I won't bite."


    
      
    


    The girl bit the corner of her lip. "Oh, okay, I guess."


    
      
    


    He could so tell she had no idea what to say. She looked cute when she was nervous. "Um, so what brings you here?" she asked, indicating the corridor.


    
      
    


    Jack laughed lightly. "Don't ask. I just had my first meeting. You should have seen them in there, they were practically shitting themselves at Miss Coles' every word. She said sit, they'd sit. She said stand, they'd stand."


    
      
    


    The girl smiled. "It's a well known fact that the Sector leaders are Jessica Coles' pet dogs. They'd even lick her shit if she told them to. She has them all under one perfectly manicured finger." He could detect an underlying trace of venom beneath her words. There was something deeper to what she was saying. He decided not to ask, it would only complicate things. He opted for a more casual question.


    
      
    


    "Why are they so scared?"


    
      
    


    The girl shrugged. "It's hard to explain. You'll get it eventually." Her gaze flitted over to her watch. "Well, I've got to go now." She no longer sounded nervous; her voice sounded smooth and confident. "It was nice talking to you…" Her eyes rested on his badge. "Jack. I'll see you around."


    
      
    


    She made her way down the corridor and Jack watched her retreating back. She tilted her head to the side and turned around, then waved quickly before leaving.


    
      
    


    Jack lifted up his hand. "Yeah… see ya."


    
      
    


    And then she was gone. Jack scuffed the carpet with the sole of his trainer. Damn, was that girl hot. He turned around and was just about to leave when he realized that he had forgotten to ask her her name… again. Jack sighed and ran a hand through his hair. There was always next time.


    
      
    


    * * *


    
      
    


    Lia circled her trainer over the floorboards, watching the dust as it collected on her sole and left clear, round marks over the dust coated surface. Her gaze rose as Michael began to speak.


    
      
    


    "Now, as I was saying before I was so rudely interrupted…" Okay, okay. She got the point already. Michael seriously needed to get a life, or a girlfriend. Either one would work."We still have not received any contact from Ted, which means we'll have to go onto the next stage of our operation without him."


    
      
    


    Lia interrupted. "Does that mean he's chickened out, or done us in?"


    
      
    


    Michael shook his head. "The deal was that he has 'til the tenth to contact us, so we can't make any presumptions just yet."


    
      
    


    Carmon nodded. "So the folder's stage two?"


    
      
    


    "I'm getting to that. Anyway, as you are already aware, the folder contains coded information, sent from the top, regarding the mission. Carmon has worked it all out and upon working it out, he must have realized that six people are required. The orders are from the Head but as the leader of this base, I get to pick who's who. Carmon, would you care to explain the rest?"


    
      
    


    Carmon nodded and lifted up the folder. "It's written in a prose kind of format, but we have to act it out as a sort of play. It's basically a set of instructions written like a children's story so that, if LAFFAT get hold of the information, they won't be able to make heads or tails of it."


    
      
    


    "So what does it say?" asked Jude.


    
      
    


    Carmon flicked open the folder to the first page. "We're going to get hold of everyone in the team, then we'll go through it all. I'll give you an example, though, so that you'll get what I mean."


    
      
    


    He turned the page and skimmed his eyes over the contents. "Polly was afraid of heights," he read. "And Jim always had this annoying habit of laughing at her over his pile of papers whenever she would come to his printing studio, seeing as it was, after all, in a high place. He would always stand in the center of the room, the room plastered with hundreds of buildings all distorted and contorted."


    
      
    


    Lia furrowed her brows. "The writing is shit. 'Distorted and contorted?' Is that the writer's sad attempt at applying imagery?"


    
      
    


    Carmon rolled his eyes. "That's not the point. It's the instructions that it gives. Polly was afraid of heights- that obviously means that "Polly" has to go on a high place. Jim always had this annoying habit of laughing at her over his pile of papers whenever she would come to his printing studio –The first bit obviously involves LAFFAT –laughing at- and the papers are documents. Then it mentions "Printing studio." Printing studios can be used for many different forms of art. So, what forms of art are there? Drawing, painting, sculpture…"


    
      
    


    "Photography," breathed Lia. "We have to take photos."


    
      
    


    Carmon nodded. "Exactly. Then it mentions that he's in the "center of the room" and the room is plastered with various buildings. That must mean that we go in the center of a high building to get papers, and this building is to do with LAFFAT."


    
      
    


    "The LAFFAT information center," she supplied. Carmon nodded.


    
      
    


    Lia turned to face Michael. "So, who are we working with, then?"


    
      
    


    Michael ran a hand through his hair nervously. "There's you, Carmon, Jude, Leigh Carter. Emilie Donray and…" Lia so knew what was coming. She could tell by his change in demeanour. "Cal."


    
      
    


    * * *


    
      
    


    Round and round and round and round and round. How much ketchup did Damien have? His chips were absolutely soaked. Jack made sure not to rest his gaze upon Damien's plate for too long. His stomach was far too delicate.


    
      
    


    "What are you doing on New Years Eve?" questioned Damien.


    
      
    


    Jack shrugged. His friends from his old Sector hadn't contacted him. They probably didn't have the number, or maybe something came up.


    
      
    


    Or maybe they just don't care? They were probably busy. That was it, they were busy. "Sitting on the sofa and watching fireworks on the tele," he replied. That had sounded so sad.


    
      
    


    Damien arched an eyebrow. "Jack, that's pathetic."


    
      
    


    He lifted up the ketchup bottle and shook it, then began to squeeze a new layer onto his chips. It looked like blood. Jack was never having ketchup again in his life.


    
      
    


    "Well, it's good you're not doing anything," added Damien. It was good that he was reduced to watching fireworks, on his own, on the television? Damien sure had twisted logic, but he wasn't finished. He continued. "There's a party for all of us young people in the Sector every year. We get drunk, we get laid, we have fun."


    
      
    


    He took a swig of his coke. How did he drink it that fast? Coke usually burnt Jack's throat if he did any more than gently sip it. "You in?"


    
      
    


    Jack shrugged once again. "Yeah, why not? It'll give me a chance to meet everyone in the Sector."


    
      
    


    Damien nodded and took another swig. He gargled it first, then swallowed. Jack peered at his coke with distaste. He was never ordering coke again. He would order water, it was much healthier.


    
      
    


    "Yeah, socializing is good. There are a lot of cool people there. Anyway, how was your first meeting, Boss?"


    
      
    


    "It was …interesting."


    
      
    


    "You meet Jessica Coles?"


    
      
    


    Jack nodded. "Yeah, she's hot."


    
      
    


    Damien grinned. "You're not the only one who shares that opinion. Half the guys in the Sector have a thing for her. Blondes are in fashion." Damien said the weirdest things sometimes.


    
      
    


    "How did she get the job? She only looks, like, twenty five."


    
      
    


    "The obvious," replied Damien. "Marcus Coles, her father and the previous head of LAFFAT, died and left the organization in her name. She's been trained for it all her life, and apparently, she's turning out to be better than her old man at this crap."


    
      
    


    "All the Sector heads were shitting themselves, why is that?"


    
      
    


    Damien's grin widened. "That's for you to deduce for yourself, Harlton. I just hope you've made a good first impression."


    
      
    


    Jack lifted up one of his chips and twirled it between his fingers. "Why don't you just tell me?" He hated it when people would tell you to "figure something out for yourself." It's not like it killed them to supply a few words.


    
      
    


    Before Jack could add anything, Damien stood up. "Hey, Rory, over here!" he shouted.


    
      
    


    Jack turned his gaze to the direction in which Damien was shouting. A couple had entered. The girl was short and fat with a thick mop of sloppily dyed red hair and the guy was thin and lanky, his hair spiked up and bleached blond. They were both Elonsicans. Neither of them was near as pale as Damien. They made their way to Jack and Damien's table, seating themselves on a pair of empty seats.


    
      
    


    "Hey, Damien," cooed the girl. She was pretty, but she was too fat. She seriously needed to work out. Though she wasn't as bad as Fallock, he doubted anyone could be as bad as Fallock.


    
      
    


    "How's it going, babe?"


    
      
    


    The girl groaned and hit Rory on the shoulder. "He won't take me to the Racers game." She pouted.


    
      
    


    Rory rolled his eyes. "She reckons I'm made of money."


    
      
    


    She sighed. "That's because you are made of money. You have so much cash, yet you refuse to spend it on your girlfriend.


    
      
    


    Damien grinned. "Lottie, Rory, meet Jack."


    
      
    


    Wow. So they finally remembered him. They both glanced his way, as if noticing him for the first time. Rory held out his hand. "Rory Higgins."


    
      
    


    Jack shook it. "Jack Harlton."


    
      
    


    Lottie plastered an obviously fake smile over her face. "Charlotte Donray." She leaned towards Damien. "What is it with you and your obsession with Cadlians?" she whispered.


    
      
    


    He wasn't sure if he was meant to hear that or not. He decided to presume it was the latter. After all, even if she had said it out loud, he was lost for words to say. What were you meant to say to a comment like that without sounding over the top?


    
      
    


    "Jack's the new head of our Sector. He's here in place of Dead Dan," said Damien. Dead Dan? … Daniel Clifford. Damien was way beyond weird at times. Or maybe it was Jack's sense (lack) of humour. He preferred to believe the first.


    
      
    


    Lottie's eyes widened. "Oh really?" She was not going to make this easy for him. It was probably a reflex of hers from childhood: bitch at Cadlians. Some people were just made like that. They didn't accept people who were different. It was just the way they were. He had to stay nice. He didn't want any enemies. "But you're only what, fourteen?"


    
      
    


    He had to be nice. He had to be nice. "No, seventeen, actually."


    
      
    


    Damien was watching carefully, amusement clearly plastered over his features. Rory was indifferent to the situation. He was merely eating Damien's chips. How did he manage to swallow that stuff?


    
      
    


    "What part of the Sector do you work in?" added Jack, his tone curious.


    
      
    


    "I help design fitness programs for the training suite."


    
      
    


    Revenge was a dish best served cold. "Doesn't that require for you to be under thirty?" he bit, icily.


    
      
    


    The girl frowned, her eyes filling with venom. There went the notion of being nice. "I'm eighteen," she stated, coldly.


    
      
    


    His eyes widened. Jack faked surprise. "Oh, sorry. It's just that I once heard from someone that you gain more weight the older you get."


    
      
    


    Damien looked on the verge of laughter. "I think we best be leaving now," he said, his eyes resting on his empty plate which was situated in Rory's lap.


    
      
    


    Rory shrugged nonchalantly. "You weren't eating it."


    
      
    


    Damien chose to ignore him. "See ya, babes, Rory."


    
      
    


    "See ya, Jack and Damien," replied Rory.


    
      
    


    "Yeah, bye," added Lottie, unenthusiastically.


    
      
    


    Jack and Damien made their way to the door. "Make sure the door doesn't hit you on your way out, Harlton," she hissed.


    
      
    


    "I will," he replied. "As long as you make sure you can fit through it. You should really start reading your own programs."


    
      
    


    Lottie's icy gaze followed them as they left the building. As soon as they stepped onto the pavement, Damien broke into short fits of laughter. "You took that a bit far, didn't you?"


    
      
    


    Jack shook his head. "She was being racist."


    
      
    


    "All she did was say you looked fourteen, that's not racism."


    
      
    


    Jack frowned. "It's called indirect racism. The only reason she was a bitch is because I'm a Cadlian."


    
      
    


    Damien shook his head. "Don't be so paranoid. You Cadlians reckon the whole world is against you. She just doesn't like you, that's all. It's probably nothing to do with your skin color. You're jumping to conclusions."


    
      
    


    It was pointless continuing the matter with Damien. He would never agree. He was from The Gredge. What would he know about racism? Racism was only racism if you said a comment which sounded blatantly racist; otherwise you couldn't get nailed for it. Life sucked that way.


    
      
    


    Well, at least he had the party to look forward to. There was even the possibility of meeting that girl there. Then he would finally ask her her name. His day suddenly looked that bit better.


    
      
    


    * * *


    
      
    


    "Some things are just plain redundant."


    
      
    


    Lacey slid the mouse over the surface of its mat. "That was random."


    
      
    


    Lia shrugged. "Life is random."


    
      
    


    "What are you going on about, Li?"


    
      
    


    Lia leaned back against the sofa and sighed. "Cal, he is so redundant."


    
      
    


    Lacey furrowed her brows and swivelled in her chair to face Lia. "How can a person be redundant?"


    
      
    


    Lia sighed once again and fingered the arms of her chair. "The world would have been better off if he hadn't been born."


    
      
    


    "Ouch, Lia, that's harsh."


    
      
    


    "It's the truth!"


    
      
    


    "Why the sudden subject change?"


    
      
    


    Lia ran a hand through her hair and leaned forward, allowing a few wispy tendrils to straggle free from her messy ponytail. "He's going to be part of the mission. I have to work with him." Lia groaned.


    
      
    


    Lacey laughed lightly. "Then you're going to hate this next bit of news."


    
      
    


    Lia's eyes widened. "What?"


    
      
    


    Lacey grinned. "Your mission's on New Years Eve, right? Well, Jude decided that before the mission, we'd all go for a drive and just, like, hang out. You know, like we do every New Years Eve."


    
      
    


    Lia nodded. "Uh huh. I'm following."


    
      
    


    "Well, Jude thought it might be nice if we took Cal along for the ride 'cause, you know, since you're going to be working with him, he reckoned it would be beneficial."


    
      
    


    Lia groaned and closed her eyes, massaging her temples slowly. "This is not happening."


    
      
    


    Lacey leaned forward and patted her on the shoulder. "He's going to sit in the front with Jude," she supplied, feebly.


    
      
    


    "But he's still going to be there!"


    
      
    


    Lacey sighed. "Give him a chance, Li. He can't be as bad as you're making out. If Jude reckons he's worth the time, then he probably is."


    
      
    


    Lia opened her eyes and sighed. "That's the problem, you and Jude reckon everyone's 'worth the time.'"


    
      
    


    Lacey swivelled around on her computer chair and grabbed a pillow from the bed beside her. She cradled it to her chest, rested her chin amongst its depths and pouted. "Be co-operative, Li. Please? For me?"


    
      
    


    Lia folded her arms. "Ugh. Fine.But only this once."


    
      
    


    Lacey grinned and tossed the pillow to Lia. Lia caught it. "Yay!" squealed Lacey. "Now we can all be happy!"


    
      
    


    Lia rolled her eyes. "Yeah, happy."


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER 7


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    It was a warm New Years Eve. Fireworks splayed short spurts of color over the night's dark enshrouded canvas. A few towering trees were silhouetted against its flawless surface, sending thin shadows cascading over the long road and blurring over the grey tarmac, like thick pools of water seeping over a hollow bowl and beating against the edges, dancing over the rim, and begging to be released.


    
      
    


    A single pair of headlights beat across the dust ridden road, the jagged light cutting through the darkness, ripping the shadows, letting them disappear and evaporate into the cool night air.


    
      
    


    "It's not even the New Year yet, and they're already celebrating." Lia fingered her seatbelt, ran her nails over the coarse material and scraped them over the strap's smooth surface.


    
      
    


    "Let them have some fun. It's New Years Eve, after all. They're restless." Lacey stretched her legs and kicked the back of the driver's seat.


    
      
    


    Carmon grunted. "Lace, I'm driving!"


    
      
    


    Lacey pouted.


    
      
    


    "He's not going to see that, 'he's driving!'" Lia imitated. She could see him rolling his eyes in the rear-view mirror.


    
      
    


    "Jude'll be outside the base," he stated, purposely leaving out the rest of his sentence.


    
      
    


    "With Cal," Lacey supplied.


    
      
    


    Lia and Carmon groaned simultaneously. "With Cal," they repeated.


    
      
    


    Lacey once again kicked the back of Carmon's seat. "You should give him a chance, you know. He can't be that bad."


    
      
    


    "He's not that bad, Lace. He's worse."


    
      
    


    Carmon and Lia both broke into a series of laughter.


    
      
    


    Lacey rolled her eyes. "If it weren't for the fact that I've been with you guys all this time, I'd say you were drunk."


    
      
    


    Lia stuck out her tongue. "There's nothing wrong with being hyper. Let my balloon bubble."


    
      
    


    Carmon sighed and cast his gaze outside of the window. "Looks like the bubble's about to burst."


    
      
    


    Lia edged towards the window and peered outside. She frowned. They had reached the base and she could see Jude and Cal's figures silhouetted in the darkness by the blinding headlights of the car. They were both clad in black: black jackets, black trousers, black tops. Carmon stopped the car and began to pull off his seatbelt.


    
      
    


    "Where are you going?"


    
      
    


    He grinned. "I get to sit in the back with you guys in case, and I quote, 'Cal and Lia get into one of their bitch fights.'"


    
      
    


    Lacey laughed lightly. "That's a nice way of putting it."


    
      
    


    Lia frowned. "Jude's an ass."


    
      
    


    Lacey hit her lightly on the shoulder. "No bad language in the car."


    
      
    


    Lia shook her head indignantly. "You never told Carmon off!" she whined.


    
      
    


    "That was different, he was quoting."


    
      
    


    "Anyway," he added. "I'm special."


    
      
    


    "Special my arse." Lia stuck out her tongue.


    
      
    


    He arched an eyebrow. "Don't take it out unless you intend to use it."


    
      
    


    She flushed. "Prick." Lacey hit her again.


    
      
    


    Carmon smirked. "Aren't I just?" He turned the handle and kicked open the car door. "Your ride awaits you, your majesty." He bowed.


    
      
    


    Jude glared. "Sarcasm has never been your strong suit, Carmon." Carmon rolled his eyes and made his way to the back of the car, seating himself beside Lia.


    
      
    


    Her gaze was on Cal as he made his way around the front of the car. "Pull the accelerator! Pull the accelerator! Run him over!"


    
      
    


    Carmon patted her on the shoulder. "I would if I were in the driver's seat, but, alas, my brother has turned far too soft in his old age." He sighed.


    
      
    


    "Quit it, you two. He's coming. He'll hear you."


    
      
    


    "So what? He knows we hate him."


    
      
    


    It was then that Jude decided to speak. "Behave yourself, you two. This isn't about your petty rivalry, it's about the mission. Don't you dare mess it up." His voice was cold, demanding, stony. An icy edge lay beneath his words, underlying them with a thick sense of foreboding.


    
      
    


    Lia frowned as Cal opened the car door. He slid in, his dark jacket gleaming slightly under the wavering light, a single beam of moonlight sending white ripples dancing over his rich, chestnut bangs. He didn't look that bad in black…


    
      
    


    Her frown deepened. Had she just complimented him?


    
      
    


    Lacey elbowed her lightly and leaned to the side to whisper in her ear. "Guys look fit in black, don't they?"


    
      
    


    She wanted to slap her there and then. Lacey was so not helping. So what if she was talking about Jude? That sure wasn't who Lia was checking out… No, she would reiterate that: she was casually glancing at him. Yes, that was it, casually glancing.


    
      
    


    You keep telling yourself that, Li.


    
      
    


    Lia began to tug at the seatbelt. "Jude, I'm hungry," she whined, purposely ignoring Cal's presence.


    
      
    


    "You can eat after the mission."


    
      
    


    "What if I keel over half-way through?"


    
      
    


    Carmon nodded vigorously. "She's got you there, Jude."


    
      
    


    "Carmon, quit acting like her dog."


    
      
    


    "If I'm a dog, you're a dog, seeing as we're related."


    
      
    


    "It doesn't sound logical, but it's true," added Lia.


    
      
    


    Lacey hit her lightly on the shoulder. "Quit ganging up on Jude, you two."


    
      
    


    "Anyway, if you have something to eat, you'll probably be sick considering all of the moving about you're going to have to do," stated Jude.


    
      
    


    "Better being sick than keeling over."


    
      
    


    Lacey nodded. "You can't argue with her there, Jude." She paused, then turned her attention to Cal. "What about you, Cal? Are you hungry?"


    
      
    


    A thick silence encompassed the occupants of the car. All attention was drawn toward Cal who, throughout the conversation, had merely sat passively in his seat. Carmon and Lia glared.


    
      
    


    He opened his mouth, about to say something, then decided against it and instead replied, "There's a take-away on the way to the building. You could just drop by there."


    
      
    


    Lia was shocked. Was he actually taking her side? This was new, and surprising. Or maybe it was just because he wanted something to eat, she reasoned. Yes, that was it: Cal was a selfish arsehole; he wasn't thinking about Lia keeling over, he was only worried about his own stomach. He probably hadn't brought any money with him, either, which meant he was expecting free food. Tramp.


    
      
    


    Jude turned on the music and pulled on the accelerator. Lia leaned to Carmon's side and whispered her logic to him - he had been equally surprised that Cal had taken her side. Anyway, Jude had lost the argument. That was something memorable to celebrate. Now they both had further reason to hate Cal.


    
      
    


    They glared at the back of his seat, their eyes heated with venom. Now all they had to do was simultaneously pray a bomb was dropped into his seat, but a bomb only powerful enough to kill him alone. Or for Jude to suddenly have a spaz attack and shoot him. Or maybe for a ninja to attack the car and throw knives at him. Oh, the possibilities were endless.


    
      
    


    "So, Cal," began Lacey, attempting to strike a conversation, "where do you come from?"


    
      
    


    Why was she the only one even attempting to talk to him? Lia wanted to laugh. Cal was such a loner.


    
      
    


    "Elonsica," he replied, the sarcasm evident in his tone of voice. Lacey frowned.


    
      
    


    "She means what part of Elonsica, idiot," Lia bit icily.


    
      
    


    "Further towards Elonsica than here." He had purposely ignored her icy tone.


    
      
    


    "Could you be more vague?"


    
      
    


    "I don't see it as any of your concern, Leanora."


    
      
    


    No one had called her by her full name since her first day in the Elonsican School when the teacher had asked her her preference. And Leanora was not her preference. It wasn't that she had anything against the name, it was just that it was way too long; it stood out too much. Anyway, how did Cal of all people know her full name and what did he think gave him the right to use it?


    
      
    


    "I don't ever recall saying that you could call me by my full name." Her voice was icy, bitchy, sarcastic. He had hit a chord. Leanora Alexandra Relanne was dead. She was Lia now, just Lia.


    
      
    


    "That's because you never did," he replied, calmly.


    
      
    


    Oh, how she hated him. She wanted to throw something at him, but everything was in the boot. All she had was a hair pin. It wouldn't invoke any proper damage; it would merely serve in getting her in trouble. There was only one solution.


    
      
    


    "Whatever."


    
      
    


    "Stop it, you two," interrupted Lacey. "You're acting like nine year old instead of nineteen."


    
      
    


    Carmon grinned. "Lace, don't be patronizing. I doubt even nine year olds are this bad."


    
      
    


    Lia glared at him, pointedly. He flinched beneath her gaze. Cal remained silent, his arms folded over his torso casually, his cold green eyes resting on the road. How did he always remain so passive? She wanted to do something, to say something. She wanted to shatter his cold demeanour and watch him show some visible sign of emotion, a weakness. Lia dug her hand into her pocket. The hair pin didn't seem like such a bad idea…


    
      
    


    "Jude!" Carmon's voice cut through her silent reverie, once again alerting her to her surroundings.


    
      
    


    "What?"


    
      
    


    "How long 'til we get there?" His voice sounded rushed and urgent.


    
      
    


    "About half an hour. Why?"


    
      
    


    Carmon frowned. "Erm… nature calls," he coughed, feebly.


    
      
    


    Lia brought her hand to her mouth to suppress her laughter.


    
      
    


    "It's not funny!"


    
      
    


    This only succeeded in increasing her laughter as she muffled it slightly with her fist.


    
      
    


    "Can it wait?"


    
      
    


    Carmon shook his head vigorously.


    
      
    


    Lacey grinned. "There are plenty of trees and bushes around here."


    
      
    


    Lia couldn't help it. She broke into fits of laughter.


    
      
    


    Jude sighed and pushed at the brakes. Nothing happened.


    
      
    


    "The brakes aren't working."


    
      
    


    Lia's eyes widened. "How do we stop the car, then?"


    
      
    


    Cal turned off the music, causing the car to fill with an uneasy silence.


    
      
    


    "I need to go to the bathroom," whined Carmon, his legs folded as he fidgeted in his seat.


    
      
    


    "Forget about the bathroom! How do we stop the car?" Lacey was scared. It was so obvious. If it had been any other time, Lia would have been scared too. But she was far too occupied with laughing at Carmon to be worried.


    
      
    


    The car was filled with another silence, shrouding them like a thick blanket. Hot, suffocating, stifling. The only sound was Lia's muffled laughter.


    
      
    


    "You could change the gear," suggested Cal. He sounded indifferent, calm. "Then you could try the hand-brake."


    
      
    


    Jude nodded. "It's worth a try."


    
      
    


    Five minutes later, they were stood outside of the car as Carmon "did his little thing" in the bushes. Lia sighed and leaned against the car, her black jacket fading into its dark exterior, her long hair in its loose ponytail brushing against its surface.


    
      
    


    "How do we get there now?"


    
      
    


    Jude ran a hand through his hair, smoothed it out and replied,"Anyone got their mobile on them?"


    
      
    


    They all shook their heads.


    
      
    


    "Mobiles are strictly foreboden. Can't risk them going off in the actual mission, else we'd get caught," said Lia.


    
      
    


    Jude groaned. "There's nothing else for it, then. Two of us will have to find the nearest town and locate a phone. That way, we can ring Leigh and ask him to pick us up and send someone to take the car to the garage - It's too dangerous to go ahead with defective brakes."


    
      
    


    Lia nodded. "I'll wait for Carmon and we'll go, seeing as Lacey moans too much on long walks and you'll need to watch the car."


    
      
    


    Lacey glared at her, indignantly.


    
      
    


    Jude shook his head. "Carmon'll take ages; you're going to have to take Cal."


    
      
    


    Cal and Lia's eyes widened. "No!" they both exclaimed.


    
      
    


    Lacey smirked. "I moan too much on long walks," she imitated. "Carmon's way too busy doing his little business and, after what happened last time, Jude's never going to leave his car alone with any of us."


    
      
    


    But she didn't want to go with Cal, and she was pretty sure he didn't want to go with her either. They were all so going to die when she got back.


    
      
    


    "Hurry up, then. We have to be there by midnight. Unless you skip the food, I suggest you move on."


    
      
    


    Lia groaned. Cal got up from his leaning position against a tree and brushed back one of the many bangs which had fallen into his face.


    
      
    


    "Whatever." He began to walk up the road.


    
      
    


    Lia sighed and ran to catch up with him. This was going to be a long night.


    
      
    


    * * *


    
      
    


    Lia sauntered across the path, her eyes straying over the lines of trees as they all mingled into one another, their branches coiling and twisting into the air like hundreds of hands trying to catch a star in the distance. Cal was quite far ahead.


    
      
    


    Show-off.


    
      
    


    He was probably trying to walk extra fast just to annoy her.


    
      
    


    I don't like him.


    
      
    


    State the obvious, why don't you?


    
      
    


    He's mean.


    
      
    


    She felt hyper today and it was unusual, for her to be hyper, anyway. Maybe it was Lacey's influence rubbing off on her. Or maybe it was the lack of sleep. She blamed the latter. The walk lacked conversation so much –it had no conversation at all- that she had resorted to listening to the sounds of the wood, or the forest, or the jungle, or whatever it was called. Those words always confused her: wood, jungle, forest. Why have so many words describing the same thing? It was just a waste of words; it was pointless. It was wrong to waste things. It was wrong to waste anything. Everything was there for a reason and should be used to its full potential for whatever reason it was there for.


    
      
    


    She could hear the chirping of the crickets in the distance and, if she listened really carefully, she could hear the wind and a distant rumbling sound. It sounded like…She wasn't sure. What did it sound like? It sounded like…like…


    
      
    


    "What are you doing?"


    
      
    


    Lia's eyes shot open as she was snapped out of her silent reverie. She hadn't noticed that she had stopped and closed her eyes. It really showed what lack of conversation could do to a person.


    
      
    


    "I'm listening to the wind. Care to join me?"


    
      
    


    "Don't be so slow. We need to get there before midnight."


    
      
    


    Wait a minute; was he being –dare she think it- civil? Like her, he was probably lacking sleep. That would explain it.


    
      
    


    Or maybe he hates you but, unlike you, he's not so immature that he shows it 24/7.


    
      
    


    "This is the way I walk. I don't do fast walking."


    
      
    


    "Then you should begin to 'do' it. You're the one who was complaining about being hungry."


    
      
    


    Lia rolled her eyes. As much as she hated to admit it, he had a point there. But she didn't like to walk fast. It hurt. It hurt her legs and it made her breathing far too rapid. She didn't like it when that happened because then it took too long to slow down again.


    
      
    


    "But I don't like walking fast."


    
      
    


    "Then you're going to have to start 'liking' it."


    
      
    


    Lia quickened her pace. He made her so angry. She wanted to hit him with something really hard. He was using her own words against her. She hated people who used her own words against her. That put another point on her 'why she hated Cal' list. She felt happier now. She had another reason to hate him and, now that she fully hated him again, she could be a bitch to him again without feeling guilty. She didn't like feeling guilty –guilt was an evil emotion. It was what always helped Lacey to win battles: Lia's guilt. Lacey was a manipulative bitch. It had been so many years and she had only just realized that. That was her revelation for the day. Now it was time to hate Cal. Hating Cal was fun.


    
      
    


    "Cal?"


    
      
    


    "What?"


    
      
    


    "I hate you."


    
      
    


    Cal looked taken back by her sudden confession for a moment before he once again retained his calm demeanour and replied.


    
      
    


    "I hate you too, Lia."


    
      
    


    At least they agreed on something –but she wasn't finished yet.


    
      
    


    "No, Cal, you don't understand."


    
      
    


    "What?" he looked irritated now. That was good. She was on a role.


    
      
    


    "I really, really, really hate you. Like, dude, I abhor you. I can't stand you. I want you to die right now and I'd do it myself if it weren't for the fact that it would just get me into trouble."


    
      
    


    "I'm glad you feel that way."


    
      
    


    Cal was good at being passive, she noticed. Not that she'd cling to that point, of course. Cal had no strengths and, even if he did have any, she wasn't meant to dwell on them. She hated him and hating him meant that she got to pick and pick and pick at all of his bad points and use them against him, use them to hate him even more. Lacey really was a bad influence. Now she had created a step by step method on how to hate someone. It was pathetic. Not that she minded. She was pathetic and there was nothing wrong with that. It was fun to be pathetic.


    
      
    


    "Cal?"


    
      
    


    "What?"


    
      
    


    She was surprised that he wasn't ignoring her by now. It was so obvious that she was annoying him to no end.


    
      
    


    "Why the hell did you join the rebels if you're so bloody racist?"


    
      
    


    That was blunt. That wasn't what she had been planning to say. She hadn't expected that and she could tell by his expression that he hadn't expected it either.


    
      
    


    "Don't butt into things that aren't any of your concern, Leanora."


    
      
    


    "Don't call me that."


    
      
    


    "Don't butt into my business."


    
      
    


    Could they ever have a normal conversation without either of them turning it into an argument? Judging by how they were going, she guessed not. After all, that was the most civil conversation they had ever had throughout all the time they'd known each other.


    
      
    


    "Whatever." Now she was taking a leaf out of Jude's book. That was his way of ending a conversation, or beginning a conversation, or having a conversation in general. But enough about Jude, today's focus was Cal.


    
      
    


    They continued to walk in silence for a few minutes until Lia got bored and decided to speak again.


    
      
    


    "When are we going to get there?" she whined.


    
      
    


    Brilliant. So many minutes of silence and when she did decide to speak up, it was either to moan or to be bitchy.


    
      
    


    "We're nearly there."If he was annoyed, or irritated, or frustrated –and she was inclined to think he was all three- he did a very good job in hiding it.


    
      
    


    "How can you be sure?"


    
      
    


    "Listen carefully and you'll hear some rumbling. It's the cars from the town."


    
      
    


    So that was what the rumbling sound was. She knew that she had recognized it.


    
      
    


    "Have you been around here before?"


    
      
    


    Silence for a few moments, then a response. "I know the way."


    
      
    


    That was all she was going to get from him –she could tell from the finality in his tone of voice. It was best not to press the subject; otherwise they would get into another argument. She wasn't in the mood for another argument. She wanted peace.


    
      
    


    The rumbling was getting slightly louder now and she could hear horns beeping in the distance. Lia quickened her pace. They were reaching the edge of the wood now. The trees were getting thinner by the minute.


    
      
    


    She ran forward until she was ahead of Cal. He could catch up. She arrived on a large hill overlooking the town. A sea of roads and houses were splayed below her, hundreds of lights dancing over their surface, flickering like fireflies against the empty abyss of space, rippling the sea and sending vibrations coursing through the ocean. Everything looked so tiny, it was as if she could lift them up in the palm of her hand, lift them and drop them like grains of sand over a beach, watch the tide come in and the waves wash them all away, bit by bit.


    
      
    


    She could hear footsteps as Cal emerged from the wood, his hands placed deftly in his pockets.


    
      
    


    "How are we meant to get down there?" Her voice sounded louder than she had intended, cutting through the silence, echoing against the walls of the cave and rebounding, reflecting, off of the mirror's surface.


    
      
    


    Cal made his way to the side of the hill and sat on the edge, allowing his legs to dangle off of it.


    
      
    


    He smirked. "Isn't it obvious?"


    
      
    


    Lia's eyes widened. Oh no. He wasn't planning to…or was he? She was so not going to get down there like that.


    
      
    


    "I am so not going to get down there like that."


    
      
    


    "I don't see any other alternative," he replied. "The only other way would take another hour or so, which means you wouldn't get your food."


    
      
    


    He was mocking her, she just knew it. He was playing around with her words, with her actions –her insecurities, and using them against her. Stirring it all into a bowl and letting the contents mingle into one another, watching the ingredients blend and mix then observing them for the outcome, pouring them into the tin and waiting for the response: the last motion, the retaliation –the finished product.


    
      
    


    Lia groaned and seated herself beside him, her legs dangling over the edge of the hill. The things she did for food.


    
      
    


    She glared. "After you."


    
      
    


    He smirked once again and raised his eyebrows. He placed his hands in the grass, clasping it tightly, then flung himself forward. He disappeared in a blur, slipping forward and catapulting through the grass, sliding down the hill. It was obvious that he had done this sort of thing before.


    
      
    


    Lia clenched the grass beneath her fingers, the mud seeping into her nails. She closed her eyes, took in a deep breath, and slipped forward. She could feel herself lose her balance as she catapulted forward. Mud and wet grass rubbed against her back, the friction causing her hands to burn. Her stomach felt as though it would jump out at any moment and sear through her throat. She could hear herself screaming.


    
      
    


    It was like the slides that Jack used to go on when they were kids. The ones that she had always avoided because of her paranoia of heights. Now she wished that she had gone on then, it would have given her some practice.


    
      
    


    She opened her eyes as she felt herself slow down and a fresh onslaught of mud rub into her legs.


    
      
    


    She had landed on her arse in a pool of mud as Cal sat beside her, his legs outstretched, his eyes scouring the sky. He looked like he was thinking about something, but what? He looked her way and grinned. She hadn't screamed that loudly, had she?


    
      
    


    She got up and brushed herself off, then stepped forward, but her foot got stuck in the mud and she slipped once again, falling into it for the second time. She could feel her face heat up as Cal grinned. But there was something different about his grin. It wasn't the usual evil smirk, but a genuine grin. Cal grinning nicely and not evilly? That was something that she had never expected to see. But it was gone as quickly as it came.


    
      
    


    He got up, followed by Lia. He retained his composure and brushed himself off, ignoring the mud stains splayed over the back of his clothes.


    
      
    


    She smiled. "It looks like you just shitted yourself and used your trousers as toilet roll."


    
      
    


    "It's not like you look any better, Miss Piss."


    
      
    


    Were they actually joking with each other? It was amazing what lack of sleep could do to a person. Lia began to brush off the mud. She wiped her feet against the grass to clean her shoes.


    
      
    


    "How are we meant to go into town looking like this?"


    
      
    


    Cal wiped his hands on his trousers, then ran a hand through his hair.


    
      
    


    "We can just say that we fell over."


    
      
    


    Lia really wanted to roll her eyes at this point. Fell over? How pathetic. But her imagination –she blamed lack of sleep- did not serve in helping her come up with anything better, so fell over it was.


    
      
    


    "Come on. Get moving. We don't have much time." Cal put his hand into his pockets once again and made his way up the path they had landed beside.


    
      
    


    There were a few houses further up the path. They would go and ask them if they could borrow their phone, then they would have Leigh pick them up. Lia ran forward to catch up with Cal. Upon reaching his side, she slowed down.


    
      
    


    They looked like tramps, she noticed. Their clothes were completely drenched in mud. It would be best to change for the mission –they couldn't go in looking like they had just walked out of a hole. At least, Lia had to change. Cal didn't really have to, since he wasn't going to go in.


    
      
    


    "What do you suggest we do?" Was Cal actually asking her a question? He really was trying to act civil. She wondered what brought on the sudden mood change.


    
      
    


    "The only solution I can see is to knock on someone's door and ask to borrow their phone."


    
      
    


    Cal nodded. "Go on, then."


    
      
    


    She frowned. "Why me?"


    
      
    


    "It was your idea."


    
      
    


    He was being an arsehole again. Though, it was the best he would get, so she had to be grateful. She couldn't voice her thoughts out loud this time either, because it would just start an argument, which he would undoubtedly win. She preferred to stay neutral with him. It was safer. Cal may have been an arsehole, but he was an evil arsehole and she knew that she could never hold out in a cussing match against him. He would win. She may not have admitted it out loud, but that didn't mean that she didn't know it was true.


    
      
    


    "Ugh."


    
      
    


    She stomped toward the nearest house and rang the bell. Just because she wasn't going to say anything, it didn't mean that she wasn't going to act immature, and annoyed, and frustrated about it.


    
      
    


    Cal leaned against the fence and watched, his arms folded over his torso.


    
      
    


    The door was slowly opened and the porch flooded with a rich, amber light coming from the corridor within. A ten year old Elonsican dressed in his pyjamas stood in the doorway.


    
      
    


    "Hi," Lia began. She smiled and the boy looked at her oddly. She continued. "Me and my friend here need to use the phone and we were wondering if you could he-"


    
      
    


    The boy was suddenly pulled back by a tall woman who looked to be in her mid-thirties. Before Lia could finish her sentence, the door was slammed in her face accompanied by some shouting.


    
      
    


    "What have I told you about opening the door to drunk Cadlians? Do you want to get yourself killed?"


    
      
    


    Lia frowned. She could hear Cal laughing in the background. She turned around and began to walk away from the door, back up to the path.


    
      
    


    "Shut-up."


    
      
    


    Cal smirked. "Tsk, tsk. You can't blame her for thinking you were drunk with a temper like that. Let me handle the next one."


    
      
    


    She glared. "Go right ahead."


    
      
    


    Cal made his way to the next door and rang the doorbell. Now it was Lia's turn to lean against the wall and watch. He waited on the porch, expectantly, his hands dug casually in his pockets. After a minute or so, the door was flung open by a tall, skinny Elonsican.


    
      
    


    "Yeah?" she asked.


    
      
    


    "Hi. Sorry to bother you, but could I please borrow your phone?"


    
      
    


    Wow. That was the first time she has actually heard Cal act polite. It sounded really weird. Especially the word "please," it sounded unnatural on his lips.


    
      
    


    She frowned. "Why?"


    
      
    


    "My car just broke down so I need to telephone my friend to pick me up."


    
      
    


    The girl inclined her head toward Lia. "What about her?"


    
      
    


    This girl was nosy. Couldn't she just give them the goddamn phone already and be done with it?


    
      
    


    "Oh, her. She's just someone I had to pick up in my car. Favor for a friend. Anyway, you know how Cadlians are like, always hitching free rides."


    
      
    


    Lia could feel her face heat up as the girl began to giggle, then make her way inside to pick up her phone. She hadn't expected it to, but that had stung. No matter how many times they were said and no matter who said them, comments like that always stung.


    
      
    


    The girl was sure trusting. For all she knew, Cal could just take the phone and run away and there was nothing that she could do about it. Elonsicans were so thick sometimes.


    
      
    


    He hurriedly dialled the number and asked Leigh to pick them up. He gave the girl back her phone and said thanks. They waited silently against the side of the road, anticipating the arrival of Leigh's car.


    
      
    


    Around fifteen minutes later, they heard a horn beeping in the distance. Two headlights blinded their vision, their luminous light like a pair of eyes carved into the face of the sun. Lia squinted and brought her hand before her eyes, then removed it once again once the car had stopped. The wait had felt like forever, even though it had been extremely short.


    
      
    


    Leigh stepped out from the driver's seat. He ran a hand through his mat of blond hair and bit his bottom lip.


    
      
    


    "Get in quickly and show us where the others are. We have to be there by midnight and we don't have much time left."


    
      
    


    They both nodded and entered the car. Cal sat in the back with Emilie whilst Lia sat next to Leigh in the front seat.


    
      
    


    "Oh my god, Lia. What the hell happened to your clothes?" asked Emilie.


    
      
    


    It was so obvious she was looking for an opening. Stupid bitch. The best option would be to ignore her. Anyway, why didn't she ask Cal? Those two made a cute couple. It was a funny thought even as it crossed Lia's mind and she couldn't help but grin.


    
      
    


    "What the hell are you grinning at, Lia? What's so funny?"


    
      
    


    All she had to do was ignore her and watch the trees blur past her window. Maybe if she tried really hard she could manage to count them. One…two…three…four, no, they were going past way too fast.


    
      
    


    Emilie had given up, finally, and instead she took to talking to Cal. Lia could hear their laughter muffled in the background along with Leigh's constant questioning about where the car was. She felt so out of place. She was the only Cadlian in a car full of Elonsicans. She had never been in this position before, and it was weird. She couldn't wait to get back to the others.


    
      
    


    It didn't take that long to reach them, not as long as it took to walk the way, anyway.


    
      
    


    Jude was leaning against his car, waiting. Lacey and Carmon were sat on the grass beneath a tree, talking animatedly as Lacey absently coiled her fingers over the thick blades of grass, tore some out, dropped them, then coiled her fingers again.


    
      
    


    As soon as their car entered the clearing, they stopped talking and got up.


    
      
    


    "Took you long enough!" exclaimed Carmon.


    
      
    


    Lia rolled her eyes and exited the car.


    
      
    


    "It looks like Carmon wasn't the only one who needed to go to the bathroom." Lacey grinned.


    
      
    


    Lia glared as Leigh, Cal, and Emilie exited the car.


    
      
    


    "Shall we leave it for now and come back for it after we're done?" asked Leigh, referring to the car.


    
      
    


    "Yeah, it seems like we don't have any other choice. It's nearly midnight so we need to hurry."


    
      
    


    Leigh nodded in affirmation and made his way back to the car. Everyone followed. It was as if they were two separate cliques and Jude and Leigh were the leaders.


    
      
    


    The car was basked in silence throughout the ride. Lia could feel it rumbling beneath her as it moved across the road. Every vibration seemed magnified, like an echo rebounding off of the walls in a hollow cave, beating against its side and returning with an extra bout of force. The car ride went by in a blur, a blurred numbness where her ears were acute to every sound, every movement, yet they passed over her in an unruly haze.


    
      
    


    They all got out of the car, one by one, and Lia hurriedly went with Lacey behind a tree to get changed. She couldn't go in drenched in mud, it could become possible evidence.


    
      
    


    By the time she was done, everyone was gone and only Jude remained, leaning against a nearby tree.


    
      
    


    "Take your position, it's nearly midnight."


    
      
    


    Lia nodded and pulled a black hat over her hair, firmly tucking in all of the loose strands. It was times like these that she wished that she had just cut it.


    
      
    


    "Good luck," he added.


    
      
    


    She smiled lightly. "You too."


    
      
    


    They began to walk away in opposite directions. It was nearly time; only a few more minutes until midnight. She had to get into position, and fast, otherwise it would spoil the plan and confuse the timings. The air surrounding her felt tense, her every movement like a knife cutting into the core of an apple, emerging from the other end, ripping through with a blade coated in rich juice only to fall once again in miniscule droplets against the earth's harsh exterior, dampening the dry mud and coating the grass.


    
      
    


    Her movements were slow, stealthy. Her hearing was acute to her surroundings: she could hear an owl hooting in the distance and every crunch of the grass beneath her feet echoed within her ears.


    
      
    


    She was entering the more dangerous area now –the places where she would be seen if she was not careful. Carmon would already be on the roof waiting for her. She had to hurry.


    
      
    


    She finally reached the correct wall, the one beside the oak tree that would serve in concealing her as well as serving as an aid to help her up. She wrapped her arms around its trunk –it would be easier to get to the top if she just slid onto the roof from one of its branches. As she reached its midpoint, it occurred to her on how she found herself climbing an awful lot of trees within her profession. Lia shrugged off the thought and, upon reaching the top, she slid off of one of the branches and onto the roof where Carmon was waiting, expectantly.


    
      
    


    He sighed with relief upon her arrival. "I was worried you wouldn't make it."


    
      
    


    "I always make it."


    
      
    


    This was a tradition; there was a tradition for everything with Carmon. It was their way of being in control; their way of having a say in what happened in their life. It was their way of knowing what was coming next from the others' mouth so that they would be prepared for what happened next instead of having to wait and watch it all play out before them, watch the tapestry weave and reach for the needle but always be one step too far away.


    
      
    


    Carmon pulled off his backpack and took out a long coil of black rope. He secured it on one of the many beams of wood criss-crossing over the building's vast roof, then held out his hand.


    
      
    


    "Ready?"


    
      
    


    "More ready than I'll ever be."


    
      
    


    More tradition. It was as if they were acting out a play when they didn't know the plot and by saying the lines they knew it would secure the ending.


    
      
    


    Lia looked up as a single firework marred the clear night sky.


    
      
    


    Carmon followed suit. He grinned. "It's midnight."


    
      
    


    She nodded. "Happy New Year."


    
      
    


    * * *


    
      
    


    Jack slipped out of the car, the chilly night air lashing against his skin and sending goose pimples creeping over his flesh. The sky was a dark cavern clustered with a few stars, its surface lit occasionally by a spurt of color stretching out from a firework just released.


    
      
    


    It was still New Years Eve, so why were they celebrating? He knew that when he had fireworks he always made sure to let off the first one exactly on the stroke of midnight, any time before would just destroy the moment.


    
      
    


    He could hear Damien get out of the car behind him. The chinking of some money, an argument with the driver, an agreement and the slamming of a door. This was Damien; he could never make anything simple.


    
      
    


    A puddle stretched beside the path before where Jack was stood. Contrary to public belief, however, he could not see his reflection amongst its depths; only a few blurred, foggy outlines. It reminded him on how his mind felt at the moment: blurred, foggy, distorted. An engine rumbled behind him, then the sound of old tyres screeching against the tarmac.


    
      
    


    "It's up the path behind all those trees, though, I'm warning you: Prepare to be amazed."


    
      
    


    Jack nodded absently and kicked a pebble into the puddle. He watched it ripple and the small spurts of water, omit from its depths as the pebble fractured the puddle's flawless surface, ripping through its flesh and breaking the inside; letting the center topple and the walls surrounding it crumble.


    
      
    


    The wind had gotten lighter now, a soft whistle and a gentle beat barely audible beneath his thick jacket. He sauntered down the path, his legs like mounds of lead secured to a rusty body: a tin man left in the deepest corners of the cupboard, untouched, un-oiled. He couldn't bother to check whether Damien was following.


    
      
    


    He could remember New Years Eve in Cadlia. His parents used to always let him and Lia stay over at any of their friends' houses because they were always invited to a party and were obligated to attend. Not that he had minded back then, though. It was much more fun to hang out with your friends on New Years Eve than your parents.


    
      
    


    Last time, they had snuck out –him and Aaron- and followed Aaron's older brother as he had gotten drunk and made out with a random girl in the park. They had recorded all of it on Aaron's mobile and threatened to show it to his girlfriend if he did not meet up to their demands.


    
      
    


    Jack kicked a random pebble and watched it scuttle across the path.


    
      
    


    I wonder what Aaron's doing right now…


    
      
    


    He sighed, his eyes downcast as he continued to walk absent-mindedly across the path.


    
      
    


    "Jack, stop. We're there."


    
      
    


    Jack looked up and stopped abruptly, his eyes widening with awe. He was stood before a massive pair of open iron gates. A long, thick white path led to one of the biggest houses he had ever seen in his life. He wasn't even sure that he could call it a house, so brilliant was its calibre. On either side of the path was a massive green field and, within each field, there was a single, pristine white fountain gushing with thick torrents of water. He could hear the heavy beat of music blaring from the house, even from his standing point, and shouting in the distance.


    
      
    


    "Sweet, isn't it?" stated Damien.


    
      
    


    Jack nodded. "Yeah, I wouldn't mind living in a place like this."


    
      
    


    "It's usually Rory's place, which is the same size as Joe's, only, this year, Joe wanted to host it 'cause his parents are out of town and he wants to see them pissed when they come back."


    
      
    


    Jack nodded in response and allowed Damien to lead him up the path. The music was getting louder as they approached.


    
      
    


    A clenching feeling resided in the pit of his stomach, as if an unseen hand was pulling it from the inside. He hadn't actually met anyone apart from Damien from the sector yet –not including Rory, Lottie, and "the girl"- he had been far too busy sorting out paperwork. Daniel Clifford had sure left behind many loose ends before he had died and it was up to Jack to sort them out seeing as he was, after all, the new head of the Sector. For all the glamour the job had promised, it sure was not living up to his expectations. He was getting bored of it. He wanted to do something exciting; get involved with the government and slip his own views into the puzzle. He wanted to make a difference but now that he had climbed the ladder; he could see nothing on the landing.


    
      
    


    But tonight was to have fun. It wasn't the time for him to stress himself out. He would relax and enjoy himself. He would go in and make new friends, socialize. That was the point of parties, right?


    
      
    


    "Parties, the perfect place to get laid." Damien pulled his bag off of his back and unzipped it. He took out a can of hairspray, shook it, and began to spray the back of his head vigorously. He then tossed it back into the bag, zipped it up, and swung it onto his back. "Ready?" Damien grinned.


    
      
    


    Weren't girls meant to be the ones who were vain?


    
      
    


    Jack nodded. "Yeah."


    
      
    


    Damien pulled down the handle of the large door and swung it open. They entered a wide, smoky corridor, the walls lined with a few teens, cigarettes placed deftly between their parted lips as they inhaled its intoxicating smoke.


    
      
    


    "Hey, Damien!" squealed one of the girls.


    
      
    


    She tossed her cigarette to the floor and crushed it beneath one of her stilettos. She made her way toward him and hugged him lightly. She was quite tall, Jack noticed, therefore the stilettos merely served in making her look gangly. She should have worn flats. She was clad in tight black jeans, her chocolate brown hair up in a high pony. Her hair was nice; he could tell she had spent time on it, but the outfit did nothing to accentuate her figure. She would have had to have a figure for it to be accentuated.


    
      
    


    "Jack, meet Carrie."


    
      
    


    "Hi!" she squealed. She had a lot of energy, he could tell. It was probably why she was so skinny.


    
      
    


    Jack held out his hand and she shook it enthusiastically.


    
      
    


    "Hi, I'm Jack Harlton."


    
      
    


    She smiled. "Carina Curtis, but everyone calls me Carrie."


    
      
    


    She seemed nice, nice enough to be a friend, though not girlfriend material.


    
      
    


    "Are they all down there?" Damien indicated the door further down the corridor.


    
      
    


    She rolled her eyes. "Like, duh. Where else do you reckon the music is coming from?"


    
      
    


    Damien decided to ignore her bitchy tone and instead made his way to the door, followed by Jack. He seemed to be following Damien around a lot lately. It was like he was his puppy or something. Hopefully it wouldn't last for too long. He would soon make new friends and be able to co-ordinate himself around without Damien's help. But until then, he was Damien's puppy.


    
      
    


    They entered the room, the sudden onslaught of music deafening them.


    
      
    


    "You'll get used to it!" shouted Damien. "Anyway, we're going upstairs –to the other room. That's where everyone else'll be."


    
      
    


    Jack nodded and followed Damien as he twisted through the thick crowd of sweaty teenagers dancing to the heavy blare of R&B and Rap playing in the background. The room was massive,the size of a hall; or maybe it was a hall –Jack was not sure. It was dimly lit, the ceiling lined with small lights dancing across its surface like stars twinkling beneath wavering moonlight. Jack could feel the constant collision of bodies as he attempted to weave his way through the thick crowd, accompanied by his continuous line of sorries. He was way too nice for his own good.


    
      
    


    Damien was on the other side of the hall by now, standing before a small lift. "Move it," he mouthed.


    
      
    


    Jack continued to push through the crowd and finally, after what seemed like aeons, he found himself stood beside Damien. They entered the lift and Jack allowed his eyes to run over the numbers as they lit up each time it rose to a new floor.


    
      
    


    "Was everyone down there from the Sector?"


    
      
    


    Damien shook his head. "Nah, most of them were Joe's friends. The party's not just for people in the Sector; it's for everyone in general."


    
      
    


    Jack nodded. "Cool."


    
      
    


    Here was his chance to meet new people. He had to make a good first impression; otherwise he would be stuck on his own forever. He was seventeen; he had to have at least the remote traces of a social life. He wasn't a loser. He wouldn't let his work get in the way of having fun.


    
      
    


    He would have fun. He would be normal. He was normal. There was not anything different about him. Not his skin color, not his thoughts, not his dreams, not his actions… not his past… The past was the past. It was over, forgotten, the pieces to an unfinished puzzle. The shards of glass in a shattered mirror, untouchable, only there to watch, but never to fix; left behind with all other remnants and a thick coating of condensation as it glinted beneath the sunlight, breaking the white light and splaying thin veins of spectrum over its empty surface.


    
      
    


    Damien was saying something else now, his voice echoing to the deepest corners of the small lift, the beating of a drum in a cave, the single scream echoing through to the farthest corners of the desert, stretching out to the oasis and rebounding like light bouncing off of a mirror's surface.


    
      
    


    The lift doors began to open, slowly. Smoke encompassed their lungs as they entered a dimly lit hall carpeted a rich maroon. It was quite crowded, though not as crowded as the one downstairs. A few sofas were lounged absently amongst its depths and various groups of teens stood in huddles talking animatedly above a lighter choice of music. Music above which ones voice could be heard.


    
      
    


    Jack scuffed the carpet with the sole of his trainer and cast his gaze over the many teens surrounding him. Every person was different, yet they all felt the same to him, looked the same to him. They all possessed the same foreign air. It was as if he was surrounded in a crowd with nowhere to go hundreds of faces pressing into him and names crossing over his head, never to be remembered. Choking him, cutting off his circulation, if only for a moment, before returning his oxygen in a rushed spurt of air leaving him coughing out the remnants. How could he expect to get to know all of these people? How was he meant to choose who to know and who not to know? Who was he meant to get close to? Who was he meant to begin with? To end with?


    
      
    


    They were like random coins thrown into a purse, shaken and rattled until they mingled in with the rest, remaining undistinguishable until they were used, tried.


    
      
    


    Damien ran a hand through his hair and made his way across the room. Jack followed absently. You couldn't pick a coin unless you were given a selection first. Damien stopped behind a tall blonde Elonsican holding a beer as she talked to a Cadlian. The blonde was hot, there was no doubt about that, and her choice in clothes did well in showing that. Her hair was straightened and streaked with brown.


    
      
    


    Neither she nor the Cadlian had noticed them approach; they merely continued with their conversation. Damien snaked his arms around her waist and rested his head on her shoulder. She jerked forward slightly from the shock, causing some of her beer to spill to the ground.


    
      
    


    "Damien, you fucking idiot, I know it's you, so get your fuckin' hands off of me."


    
      
    


    Damien smirked. "Hi to you too, babe."


    
      
    


    The girl rolled her eyes. "Didn't I say he was a sleaze ball, Kell? Tell him to get his fuckin' hands off of me before I kick him in the balls."


    
      
    


    Damien's grin widened. "Why don't you tell me yourself, babe?"


    
      
    


    The girl elbowed him in the stomach causing him to fall back and some more of her beer spill from the cup. She flicked back her hair and walked forward so that she was stood nearer to Kell. She turned around and fixed him with a glare.


    
      
    


    "Why don't you go harass Melan, Damien," she hissed.


    
      
    


    Damien grinned lopsidedly and stuffed his hands into his pockets. "Don't take everything so seriously, Val. I was only saying to hi."


    
      
    


    The girl took a sip of her drink, still glaring. "Me and Kel came with Melan. She went to the toilet so she'll be out by now-" Val turned her attention to Jack "-Who's he?"


    
      
    


    Damien slumped an arm over Jack's shoulder. "This is Jack, Jack Harlton. He's the new head of our Sector."


    
      
    


    Jack wanted to hit him right there and then. Why did he always have to bring that in? It made him sound like some sort of snob, or someone to be afraid of.


    
      
    


    Val smiled at him. "Nice to meet you, Jack."


    
      
    


    She sounded genuinely polite –no sarcasm evident in her tone of voice.


    
      
    


    "Hi, Jack," added Kel.


    
      
    


    "Hi."


    
      
    


    Val turned her attention back to Damien. She was still smiling. "Damien…" she cooed.


    
      
    


    "Yeah, babe?"


    
      
    


    "Piss off."


    
      
    


    Jack wanted to laugh there and then. So he wasn't as popular as he likes to make out.


    
      
    


    Damien frowned. "Whatever. See you around, bitch."


    
      
    


    "Bye."


    
      
    


    Kel began to laugh. Jack had no idea what to do. Was he meant to follow Damien, or stay here with these two? He chose the latter. They were hot and, when it came to Damien, he didn't have those sorts of interests.


    
      
    


    "Why did you blow him off like that?"


    
      
    


    Damien was his friend. He had to at least pretend that he cared.


    
      
    


    Val shrugged. "Don't ask." She took another sip of her beer, then once again turned to Kel to resume their conversation.


    
      
    


    That had been the wrong question to ask. Now they were talking to each other again, which meant that there were no openings for him to make conversation. And now that Damien was gone and nowhere to be seen, he had no one to co-ordinate him around people. He really was a stranger lost in the crowd.


    
      
    


    Jack cast his gaze over the many teens scattered around the room. There had to be someone that he knew. He ran his eyes over the occupants, once, twice, then stopped, his eyes widening.


    
      
    


    Sitting on one of the sofas, a small glass perched in her hand, her head tilted to the side as she talked to some guy, was none other than Jessica Coles. Why was she here? Jack realized how stupid of a question it was as soon as it crossed his mind. Why wouldn't she be here? She was twenty-five and probably good friends with Joe, who was rich. That made sense. And she looked good, really good. Last time he had seen her –in the meeting- she had looked gorgeous, but a posh kind of gorgeous. This time she looked casual, yet sophisticated. Shoulder length white-blonde hair swung above bare shoulders. She was wearing a sleeveless black dress and three inch stilettos, her curves accentuated to their full potential.


    
      
    


    Jack ran a hand through his hair. Would it be better just to say "hi" or to leave it and find Damien? It would be awkward if he said "hi", he thought. It would probably look random, forced. He had only ever met her once. There was no evidence to say that he was on her good side yet. Anyway, what would come after the "hi"? He would end up looking desperate; she would read his actions like an examiner over a test, consult the mark book, tick him and assess the answers. He would be expected to say something more, and the words had to be right, calculated, thought out.


    
      
    


    He couldn't just say anything. He would have to catch her attention like a web, its sticky surface encasing the fly, trapping it, leaving it to wait, basking it in anticipation. But he wasn't in the mood. He should have gone to bed earlier the night before, or woken up later in the morning. He hadn't been to a late night party in ages. His job had always diminished all aspects of his social life, taking it over like an overprotective mother, a clingy girlfriend, a dominant wife.


    
      
    


    He had worked and worked and worked. Worked to fulfil his dreams; the dreams born from a half forgotten nightmare, a nightmare laced with the scars of reality. And now he was here. He was at the beginning. He had found the path, cut through the forest, followed the trail of pebbles and watched the signs leading to nowhere. He was at the beginning and the first step of many had been taken, the slabs echoed beneath his feet, the sun shone on his back and the shadowing trees withdrew allowing the light to seep through and the path to be lit.


    
      
    


    The lack of sleep had made him tired, bored, more aware of everything around him: more touchy. He needed fresh air, it would clear his head, make him feel better. He had forgotten how crowded and stuffy a party could feel. There was a door on one side of the room and it was open, the area around it empty as dim moonlight seeped from it into the room. It must lead to the balcony, he thought. It would be the perfect way to get some fresh air and clear his head.


    
      
    


    He threaded his way through the crowd once again; a serpent slipping through the towering grass. He finally reached the door and stepped through, allowing the fresh air to encompass his lungs and tingle his nose.


    
      
    


    The floor was elegantly paved, moonlight dancing over it and sending patterns cascading over its surface. It was like a dance of light, the patterns all mingling, then breaking apart, only to come back together and sway lightly before mingling again and creating a never ending cycle.


    
      
    


    He looked up, only to notice that he was not the only one who was in need of fresh air.


    
      
    


    Her golden brown hair was down this time –the first time he had seen it down, and even though he could only see her from the back, he could tell that she looked hot.


    
      
    


    She was wearing a black jacket and a skirt, her feet clad in black stiletto heeled sandals. She was leaning against the edge of the balcony, her chin resting in her arms.


    
      
    


    He wanted to talk to her, but he didn't want to startle her. She looked so calm, so peaceful. He didn't want to break it, break the air coating them, basking them in a silent serenity and coveting them in peace beneath the wavering light of the full moon.


    
      
    


    It would be best if he went up to her first, let her be aware of his presence instead of shocking her and pulling her out of the haven of peace which she had surrounded herself with. He made his way towards her, his footsteps silent on the polished tiling of the balcony. She turned toward him and her eyes widened with recognition. She looked really pretty with her hair down, beautiful even.


    
      
    


    "It's a bit silly, don't you think, that they're letting off fireworks a few minutes before midnight," he commented, indicating a small spurt of colour as it appeared in the sky then slowly diminished. "They should leave it until it hits midnight. It makes it more special."


    
      
    


    He didn't expect her to say something back but she seemed more confident this time. Maybe she was getting used to him.


    
      
    


    "Everyone says that, but no one does it."


    
      
    


    Jack nodded. "Yeah."


    
      
    


    They stood there for a few moments, gazing out at the empty night, the sky cluttered with a few frosty stars, a few fireworks marring its perfect surface and cutting through the blanket, ripping the silk and tearing the mattress.


    
      
    


    He glanced at her. She looked prettier in the darkness; it accentuated her features, made her look ethereal.


    
      
    


    "Ten seconds until midnight, Jack. Time to make your wish for the New Year," she said lightly, her tone hushed, quiet. The faint hints of a smile quirked on the edge of her lips.


    
      
    


    He sure knew what his wish was going to be. Her eyes were closed. She looked cute. He closed his eyes and made a quick wish, then opened them once again. Her eyes were open now as she watched a firework shoot into the sky.


    
      
    


    It was midnight.


    
      
    


    Now was the perfect moment. She opened her mouth, about to say something, but was cut short by a voice in the distance.


    
      
    


    "Hey, Jack."


    
      
    


    They both turned abruptly as Damien entered the balcony.


    
      
    


    He grinned and made his ways towards them. Upon reaching the girl he slipped his arms around her waist and rested his chin on her shoulder.


    
      
    


    "I'm glad you guys have met. Melan, this is Jack. And Jack, this is Melan, my girlfriend."


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER 8


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    Lia tightened the thick chord of rope secured around her waist, then pulled on the heavy glasses, squinting slightly as her vision faded to a dull red.


    
      
    


    "You can see infrared light, but be careful, you'll only be able to see the rays straight ahead," supplied Carmon.


    
      
    


    Lia nodded and wrinkled her forehead, the heavy weight of the glasses, leaving a dull throbbing upon the bridge of her nose. She pulled down her hat, tucking in a few stray strands of hair, then asked, "How long?"


    
      
    


    "We activate the recording as soon as you get in. It'll last exactly one hour. By then you should have retrieved the documents and be ready to pull up."


    
      
    


    She looked down, her eyes running over the large gap spread atop the wall. It reminded her of a pit, a bottomless pit just waiting for her to enter and never return. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, her hands subconsciously straying over the leathery black chord.


    
      
    


    Here it goes.


    
      
    


    She gently eased herself into the gap, the gravity furiously beating against her as she entered its depths, pushing her down –choking her and cutting off her circulation. She dangled in the air, her only support the thick chord wrapped around her waist and digging into her stomach. She felt like a spider, dangling from its web, surveying its surroundings from a vantage point. She probably looked like a spider, too, judging by her positioning.


    
      
    


    Her eyes scoured over the vast room, the colors dull and tinged a faint red. White light seeped in from the edges of her glasses, blurring her vision and causing her to squint slightly beneath the onslaught of color. She could see the rays clearly, thin red beams of light stretching from the corners and criss-crossing over the room's vast surface.


    
      
    


    She felt distanced from it all, as if she was watching a television screen –a television screen flickering on and off, and on and off. The remote rested in her hands, her palms straying over the hundreds of buttons, but she felt unwilling to press, satisfied in merely watching what was playing out before her, giving it no thought and allowing it to run its course. If she thought about it, she knew that she would panic. She knew that she would realize how dangerous it all was –everything was. And then she would be left unable to do anything.


    
      
    


    She would mess up the mission.


    
      
    


    But she couldn't mess up the mission. She wouldn't mess up the mission. It was all up to her. She held the cards, the deck, and it was up to her how she played them, how she presented them to her opponent. One wrong move could mean destruction. One wrong move could tip the scales, scatter the deck throw the winnings over the edge and watch them seep into the hands of her opponent, like water spilling over a smooth surface. A lot rested on this one mission, as simple as it was, and she couldn't risk not taking it seriously. Not when she had gotten this far.


    
      
    


    Lia sighed with relief. The rays weren't moving, which meant that her job would be easier. If they had been moving it would have involved a lot of dodging and she wasn't prepared for something that risky.


    
      
    


    She tugged on the chord. Carmon lowered her, slowly, until she was a few meters above the ground. She then tugged on the rope once again, signalling for him to stop.


    
      
    


    She swung back, wrapping her legs around the rope above her so that she was upside down. There were rays directly beneath her, so she had to be careful not to touch them. She brought down one of her hands and rested it within a gap, her fingers pressed against the floor, then stretched her legs, undoing the belt around her waist. She rested both of her hands on the floor, then flipped around so that she was in a standing position.


    
      
    


    She looked around, searching for the door. There were two, one on either side. But she knew which one to take. It was another reason why her job was the hardest –they had made her memorize the layout of the entire building.


    
      
    


    She felt a buzzing sound in her pocket. She slipped her hand into it and pulled out the radio, then turned it on to be met with a thick line of static followed by Jude's voice.


    
      
    


    "We've activated the video. You have exactly one hour in which you won't show up on the cameras. Emilie's 'round the front; she's taken two of the three guards off of your hands. The third will be patrolling the building, so be alert."


    
      
    


    "Okay."


    
      
    


    She turned off the radio and slid it into her pocket, her eyes running over the room as she attempted to figure out the quickest way to get to the door. It would take approximately ten minutes to get to the door and a further ten minutes to find the store room. It would take five minutes to find the documents and five more to make copies, then half an hour to get back, which meant that she had to be as quick as possible.


    
      
    


    She placed her hands and her head onto the floor, keeping them in a triangular shape. She kicked up her legs and flipped over the next ray, then slowly slid beneath the one after that.


    
      
    


    It only took her a few more minutes to reach the door, and she sighed with relief upon doing so. That was the hardest bit, and she was glad that she had gotten it done and over with.


    
      
    


    She opened the door, slowly, then slid into the narrow corridor before her. It was dark, pitch black, the only light a few beams of moonlight cascading from a window upon the ceiling, crisscrossing over the heavily polished tiles. They reminded her of the rays, the way that they cut across each other and one wrong step could expose her, reveal her beneath their wavering light.


    
      
    


    Lia backed against the wall, keeping herself in the shadows and moving quietly but swiftly. All she had to do was find the room, then enter and make copies of the documents before returning through the room she had just came from. It sounded simple, but it had to be done quickly.


    
      
    


    She ran her eyes over each door upon passing, mentally recalling the layout that she had been given to memorize.


    
      
    


    After a few minutes, she reached a turning point which stemmed out to two or three more corridors. She stepped forward, then stopped abruptly, backing against the cold wall.


    
      
    


    Shallow footsteps echoed through one of the corridors, accompanied by a narrow beam of amber light. Her breath caught in her throat, her heart beating against her ribcage, its every pump echoing through her ears and pounding them with a fresh jolt of blood.


    
      
    


    The torchlight danced over the floor, once, twice, from side to side, then up towards the wall and back again. It was like an animal, a snake, weaving its way across the surface, its thin eyes scouring for its prey, fangs bared, ready to pounce.


    
      
    


    The footsteps were slowly getting louder, the light wavering for a moment then approaching at a rapid speed. Her eyes widened. Only a little longer and he would see her. And then what would happen?


    
      
    


    Lia was suddenly consumed with an onslaught of panic, her thoughts blurring into each other in one jumbled mess. She couldn't panic. She had to figure something out, anything. She took a deep breath, attempting to calm herself.


    
      
    


    She dug her hand into her pocket, slowly, careful not to make a sound. Damp fingers closed over a steely metal exterior. Her hands clasped over the gun's cool handle. Only a little longer now…


    
      
    


    One…her grip tightened over the handle of the gun, her sweaty palms slipping over the cold metal as it rubbed against her flesh.


    
      
    


    Two…She began to pull it out, slowly, quietly. It brushed against the side of her trousers, sending a cool chill through her leg. Why did it feel so cold?


    
      
    


    Three… her fingers clasped over the trigger, ready to pull, but before she could do anything else, a heavy, static sound filtered throughout the corridor. The guard stopped and she could just about make out his silhouette as he pulled a radio out of his pocket.


    
      
    


    "Yeah…uh huh… You can't even handle a nineteen year old girl?... I don't give a shit if she's drunk…Wait, I'm coming."


    
      
    


    He switched off the radio, then groaned and turned around, making his way back through the corridor he had came from.


    
      
    


    She wanted to sigh with relief, but knew that if she did it would give her position away. She placed the gun back into her pocket and patted the material lightly. That had been far too close for comfort. She had to be more careful from now on.


    
      
    


    She waited until his footsteps could no longer be heard, until their soft echoes had diminished and the corridor had once again filled with a vacuum of silence. She slipped into the corridor on her right, her footsteps silent, her breaths escaping at a slower rate than before.


    
      
    


    She could see a few dim outlines engraved upon the hard, plaster walls: the doors. When she found the one she was looking for, she stopped, gently easing open the handle. It slipped open, smoothly, not a single creak to be heard. It wasn't locked, and for that she was grateful. If there had been a lock she would have had to unpick it and risk setting off an alarm.


    
      
    


    Her eyes strayed over her watch. Thirty-five minutes left. She was five minutes behind schedule. Lia frowned. She had to hurry.


    
      
    


    She stepped into the room and ran her hands along the wall, desperately searching for some sort of light switch. Upon finding one she pressed it, causing the small room to be flooded by a wavering yellow light.


    
      
    


    She squinted as her eyes began to adjust to the onslaught of light, then scoured the room and took in her surroundings. A single table lay in the center, cluttered with piles of papers haphazardly strewn over its surface. Against the far wall was a tall filing cabinet painted a sickly beige. The walls were clad in a thick, chipped layer of white plaster, which appeared a dull cream beneath the wavering light.


    
      
    


    Lia shuffled into the room and made her way to the filing cabinet, hastily pulling open the first drawer and flicking through the various folders. Upon finding nothing, she closed it, gently, then slid open the next one. It didn't take her that long to find the folder she was searching for and, upon doing so, she cleared away some of the papers on the desk and quickly emptied out its contents. She slid her hand across her belt, pulling off her camera and adjusting it so that she could see everything through the lenses.


    
      
    


    She laid each document on the table, then zoomed in and took a photograph of it before replacing it within the folder. Once done, she hastily replaced the folder into the drawer and closed it firmly. She ran her eyes over the room, once, twice, until she was satisfied that everything was as she had first found it. Lia replaced the camera on her belt, securing it firmly, then made her way to the door and switched off the light.


    
      
    


    She let out a sigh of relief. It hadn't been that hard. All she had to do now was get back to the main room and allow Carmon to pull her up. Then she could go home and sleep. Lia grinned. Sleep was good.


    
      
    


    She stepped out of the room, stifling a yawn, then turned to be met with a blinding light. Her eyes widened as she darted to the side, backing against the wall, her breathing constricted.


    
      
    


    Footsteps echoed throughout the corridor as the light danced over its surface, scouring over the walls, unmasking the darkness and exposing all of the details beneath its harsh brutality.


    
      
    


    "Who's there…?"


    
      
    


    Lia would have rolled her eyes if it were not for the seriousness of the situation. He sounded…scared? This was why they had decided to execute the plan on New Years Day. Most of the main guards would be out with their families or partying with their friends, and only the amateurs who were desperate for some extra money would be working. It was perfect. And there were not many guards here, either. According to Jude there were only two outside, and one inside. At least, that's what the plan had said.


    
      
    


    If she were lucky he would not notice her, and if she wasn't…


    
      
    


    The light shone upon her face, blinding her for a moment. She ducked and made a run for the opposite direction. The guard hesitated before taking after her, the torchlight following her back as she retreated.


    
      
    


    Lia dived to the side as the sound of a gunshot pierced the air. The bullet bounced against the wall, missing her by a few inches. Lia got to her feet. She dug her hand into her pocket, still running, and pulled out her gun. She pivoted, shooting the guard squarely upon his arm, twice.


    
      
    


    The guard moaned with pain, then fell back, the torch crashing to the ground, the light diminishing as its face was shattered, splaying a shower of glass over the floor. The bullets were not made to kill; they would serve in making him drowsy and rendering him unconscious temporarily. Until then, though, she had to get out as soon as possible. The other guards would have heard the commotion and they would be making their way inside.


    
      
    


    She watched the guard for a moment as he lost consciousness, an overwhelming feeling of guilt working its way through her stomach. But he would have shot her if she hadn't shot him, she reasoned. Anyway, it was his own fault that he was in this situation. No one made him work for LAFFAT.


    
      
    


    Stupid Elonsican.


    
      
    


    Lia turned and ran back in the opposite direction, her breaths escaping in sharp pants. Throughout all of the car problems, they hadn't gotten around to getting something to eat, had they? Lia's stomach groaned with pain, her legs aching from the exhaustion. Only a little while longer and she would be out of here.


    
      
    


    She reached the door, wrenching it open, then ran towards the center where the rope lay, hanging from the ceiling. The shrill beeping of an alarm filtered throughout the room, echoing against the wall and screeching through her ear canal, pounding against her eardrums and causing her head and ears to sear in pain.


    
      
    


    She had just run through the infra-red beams. There was no time to go through properly and, anyway, they already knew she was here.


    
      
    


    She tied the rope around her waist, then tugged on the chord harshly. Carmon seemed to get the message as he heaved her up. The rope dug into her flesh, her stomach, causing her to become further aware of how famished she was. She groaned, her feet escalating from the ground as all force of gravity was lost; she became a single figure, battling against the laws of physics, dangling in the air –and she was so vulnerable.


    
      
    


    The sudden thought struck her as she ascended. She was so vulnerable, so much more vulnerable than she had been throughout the whole mission. She was dangling from a chord, dangling metres, feet, above the ground.


    
      
    


    If the chord snapped, she would die.


    
      
    


    If someone shot her right now, they would most likely hit their target.


    
      
    


    Until now, she had not even vaguely considered that the mission was even remotely dangerous –that it even held the slightest trace of risk. She had partially considered it, but not properly, not thoroughly. It had been simple, risk free. It was simple. It was risk free. Then why did she get the feeling that she was balancing on the jaws of death? The fangs moving beneath her, rising, ascending, descending, swaying from side to side and waiting for her to fall into the cavernous pit below, never to return and to forever fall into their hollow depths –a single figure, surrounded, encompassed, by a never-ending darkness, the solidity remaining unreachable, unreal.


    
      
    


    She had never thought about it in such detail –such depth.


    
      
    


    It wasn't child's play. What she was doing was serious, dangerous, and one mess up could mean the end of her. But as well as affecting her, if she messed up, everyone would get caught, everyone would lose out. And she was responsible.


    
      
    


    It was all her responsibility.


    
      
    


    It all rested on her shoulders and it was up to her how she dealt with it.


    
      
    


    She was all alone, and there was nothing she could do about it.


    
      
    


    The sound of a gunshot knocked her back into reality. Lia kicked up, just in time, the bullet narrowly missing her legs. The second door was flung open as another guard entered his gun poised, ready to shoot. The first guard shot once again. Lia swung to the side, once again missing the bullet.


    
      
    


    She was lucky that they were amateurs. Otherwise, they would have shot her long ago. She wasn't that hard a target, after all. But she knew she couldn't underestimate them. Even though they were amateurs, they must have had some training. Therefore, she had to be careful.


    
      
    


    Lia could feel the breath being knocked out of her as Carmon pulled harder. He must have heard the shooting. Her head and ears were still throbbing painfully, the screeching noise still echoing through the air. It felt as if she could no longer hear anything, only the harsh screeching of the alarm as it seared against her eardrums and ripped at her canal.


    
      
    


    They were firing simultaneously now, which meant that she had to dodge both at a time. She began to sway side to side. If she stayed still she would be far too easy a target. It would be harder for them if she were moving.


    
      
    


    She could feel the tugging of the chord slow as she swung to the side. Of course, the downside to swinging was that Carmon could not pull her up as quickly. A few inches separated her from the gap in the roof. A bullet was once again shot, catching the tip of her hat and sending it hurtling off and into the wall where it rebounded before tumbling to the ground.


    
      
    


    Lia kicked up her legs and flung herself through the gap, then undid the chord and wrapped it over her belt. Before she could make another move, Carmon had already grabbed her hand and darted across the roof, dragging her along with him. Lia could just barely make out his foggy outline, the only light a few flickering lampposts situated in the distance.


    
      
    


    They reached the tree, slipping into its branches and making their way down. The splintered wood rubbed into her back, cutting into her top, causing her back to sear with pain. They reached the ground, their feet resting on the soft grass beneath. Carmon flung her to the side as the sound of a bullet pierced the air, shooting past her ear, followed by a shower of bark as it ripped through its rough exterior.


    
      
    


    They ran forward, Lia's body numbed with fear as the constant sound of bullets filled the air, followed by hurried shouts and fast-paced footsteps. Her vision was blurring, her head still pounding from the screeching of the alarm which could be heard faintly in the distance.


    
      
    


    Her stomach continued to sear with pain, her body succumbed in fear, a harsh pain reverberating through her head, her ears, as she dragged her legs across the grass with as much difficulty as one has when carrying mounds of lead towards the peak of a mountain. Her head was swept with a sudden dizziness, and she could feel the sweat as it drenched her forehead, washing over her hands which were damp within Carmon's grip.


    
      
    


    The night sky stretched above her, a dark canvas blemished by the occasional firework. The once calm night was littered with shouts and rapid gunfire. Everything suddenly seemed magnified to her, echoed. The numb wind lashed at her cheeks, the gunfire distant, resounding only in the furthest chasms of her mind.


    
      
    


    Her vision was blurring slightly, the night sky blending with the fireworks, blurring and spilling into each other like wet paint over a dry surface. She was barely aware of the searing pain in her legs, in her stomach, all she could feel was a constant throbbing against her forehead, beating from the inside and ripping at her temple.


    
      
    


    The sky looked dotted now, dotted with small specks of colors which seemed so detached from the picture before her: pinks and yellows, slowly multiplying before slowly darkening and slipping into a harsh black. Her vision swirled, twisted and coiled like ripples in a lake, intermingling, the blue becoming tainted with a darker, harsher, hollower color –black.


    
      
    


    The shouts grew louder, the sound of gunfire beating through the air. It was as if they were in a cave, or beneath a microphone, echoing to the furthest corners of her head and causing the searing pain in her forehead to increase and multiply.


    
      
    


    A sudden wave of nausea washed over her. A jolt of pain seared through her forehead, causing her to rock to the side. It was harsher this time, and it stung. She fought to keep her eyes open as everything began to blur, her vision shaking, rippling, dancing to the edges and slowly fading away.


    
      
    


    And then she blacked out.


    
      
    


    * * *


    
      
    


    The first thing that she noticed was that she was wet –wet and sticky.


    
      
    


    She opened her eyes, slowly, bringing her hand towards them and gently rubbing. Damp eyelashes brushed against the back of her hand, tickling the skin.


    
      
    


    Her vision was still blurry, faded. Everything was tinged a pale cream and hundreds of colors dotted her vision, dancing across her pupils and blurring to the sides like specks of paint.


    
      
    


    She blinked and rubbed her eyes, again, attempting to clear her vision.


    
      
    


    She opened her mouth, about to say something. A firm hand clasped over lips, cutting off her circulation for a moment before it loosened.


    
      
    


    "Don't talk."


    
      
    


    It slipped away, then fell to the seat beside her and rested there. Jude.


    
      
    


    "What happened?"


    
      
    


    "I told you not to speak." His voice sounded cold –angry?


    
      
    


    It felt like a shard of ice had suddenly shot down her spine. Lia slumped back against the seat and took in a deep breath. She ran a hand over her hair. It was damp –matted with sweat.


    
      
    


    "We're in the car-" She was sure that they were. She could feel it move beneath her, its soft hum echoing through her ears "-which means that no one will hear us if we speak."


    
      
    


    "Lia, shut-up."


    
      
    


    The words cut through her like a knife, sharp and slow, ripping through to the other end and pulling out once again. She opened her mouth, then closed it once again and took in a deep breath.


    
      
    


    Lia massaged her temple, a dull throbbing still pounding against her forehead. She felt groggy, cold. She ran her eyes over the occupants of the car, once, twice, then stopped, her eyes widening.


    
      
    


    "Carmon!"


    
      
    


    She crawled to the side, her body once again rocked with a wave of nausea. Jude grabbed her wrist and threw her back into the seat.


    
      
    


    "What the he-"


    
      
    


    "Maybe I didn't make myself clear when I told you to shut-up." His grip tightened for a moment, before he let go and looked forward. "We can't go back to the base straight away. It'll look suspicious." The comment was aimed at Leigh, who nodded in response.


    
      
    


    Lia shook her head. "He's bleeding."


    
      
    


    "He was shot."


    
      
    


    "All the more reason to get him back."


    
      
    


    "Whose fault was it?"


    
      
    


    "Jude!" exclaimed Lacey. "That was uncalled for."


    
      
    


    Lia leaned back into the seat and massaged her temple. "It was mine," she whispered.


    
      
    


    Lacey shook her head. "No, it wasn't. It was everyone's fault. We all –we should have been more careful."


    
      
    


    "What happened?"


    
      
    


    "You fainted."


    
      
    


    "And?"


    
      
    


    "Carmon brought you here."


    
      
    


    "And got shot in the process," hissed Jude.


    
      
    


    Lia brought her hand forward and looked at it, only just noticing that it was coated in blood. She ran her eyes over the seat covers, which were also stained in a similar shade of red. She looked towards Carmon as he lay on the side of the seat, unconscious, his head in Lacey's lap and a few bandages wrapped around his arm.


    
      
    


    "It's only his arm. We can't risk the well being of the mission for such a minor injury," added Jude, calmly.


    
      
    


    Lia could feel the fire blaze inside of her. "Who cares about the mission? We need to get him help."


    
      
    


    "We're not going to risk the mission."


    
      
    


    "But we can risk your brother?"


    
      
    


    "We wouldn't have had to risk my brother in the first place if it weren't for you," he bit, icily.


    
      
    


    Lia opened her mouth, ready to retort, when she was interrupted by Leigh. "Both of you just shut the fuck up."


    
      
    


    They both stared at Leigh, shocked.


    
      
    


    "Jude's right, we can't mess up the mission. It's messed up enough as it is. It'll be best if we –we're going to have to sort Carmon out. We can't just leave him like this. But the rest of us - we can't go back to the base. We'll drop Carmon off and we'll hide it out for a little while –go out somewhere. It is the New Year, after all. So it won't look inconspicuous if we go out as a group. Though, you're going to have to tidy yourself up a bit." He nodded towards Lia. "Your hair is quite messy."


    
      
    


    "There's a nightclub around this area." Cal's voice cut through the air, calm, dull, passive. Throughout all of the commotion, Lia had forgotten that he was still there. "We could drop your friend off to the base or something and phone them up beforehand so that it can be done quickly. Then we could go there for a while."


    
      
    


    "I'm not sure that going clubbing is really the best sort of thing to do in this situation. Especially since Carmon was just shot," hissed Lia, vehemently.


    
      
    


    "I don't see you coming up with any better ideas, Leanora."


    
      
    


    Someone coughed. "I reckon it's a pretty good idea. It'll give you guys a chance to relax without worrying about me."


    
      
    


    Carmon pulled himself up on his uninjured arm, a painful grimace clearly evident upon his features.


    
      
    


    "Carmon, quit being an ass and get back down. If anyone sees you through the window they'll be able to tell that you're injured and it'll give our position away," snapped Jude.


    
      
    


    An emotion flickered across Carmon's face, and for a moment it looked as if he was about to retaliate, but then it disappeared as soon as it had came. He eased himself back onto the chair and closed his eyes, taking in a deep breath. "Take me back, now. It kills."


    
      
    


    Leigh nodded. "We're nearly there. Jude and I will take you out and they should have someone at the base waiting for us."


    
      
    


    "Okay."


    
      
    


    Carmon opened his eyes again and cast his gaze over the car. "Where's Emilie?"


    
      
    


    "She was taken in for questioning," replied Jude. "But she'll probably be let out quickly. She was prepared for something like this to happen." His comment was aimed at Lia, she knew it.


    
      
    


    She wiped her hand on the seat cover, then wrinkled up her nose in disgust. She wanted to go back and have a shower. Lia stifled a yawn. Her eyes were beginning to feel heavy and she was blinking a lot more than usual.


    
      
    


    She looked towards Carmon, their eyes meeting briefly before he spoke. "Are you okay now?"


    
      
    


    A light smile quirked the edge of her lips, her insides suddenly feeling decidedly warm. He had just gotten shot because of her and he was asking her if she was okay. She was washed with an underlying feeling of guilt as Jude's earlier words finally sank in. It was her fault that Carmon had gotten shot. They were lucky that it had been in the arm. He could have gotten killed, and then she would be the one to blame.


    
      
    


    If Carmon was killed because of her, would she ever have been able to forgive herself?


    
      
    


    "I'm fine," she replied softly, before her tone became slightly sharper. "Now go back to sleep, idiot. You were injured pretty badly out there."


    
      
    


    Carmon grinned and mock saluted. "Aye, aye, cap'n."


    
      
    


    Lia rolled her eyes, then massaged her temples once again.


    
      
    


    * * *


    
      
    


    After dropping Carmon off, Leigh continued to drive back for a few more minutes, then stopped the car and got out. Cal followed him, his hands dug in his pockets. He had changed his trousers, Lia noticed, or he had washed them seeing as they were no longer drenched in mud. She decided to go for the former. Cal washing trousers was an image which required her to stretch her imagination a little more than she would have liked.


    
      
    


    "Here, let me do your hair." Lacey pulled off Lia's bobble, then began to run a brush through her thick, black locks. How Lacey had managed to get hold of a brush in such a situation was beyond Lia. "We're lucky that you blow-dried it after the shower this morning, otherwise it would have been impossible to tame," she joked, grinning. She was trying to lighten the mood.


    
      
    


    A car door slammed in the background. Lia rolled her eyes –Jude and his grand exits.


    
      
    


    "What's up his ass?"


    
      
    


    Lacey frowned. "Li, just don't start on him again, okay? Everyone's really tense, so it's not the best time for another argument."


    
      
    


    Lia could feel her blood begin to boil. "Why the hell are you telling me not to start? Why don't you tell him? He's the one who's acting like a prick."


    
      
    


    Lia felt a sharp tug as Lacey wrenched out one of her knots, harshly. "It's not my place to tell him off."


    
      
    


    "But it's your place to tell me off, right?"


    
      
    


    "No, it probably isn't. I'm just giving you advice. If you two want to go and have a bitch, then go right ahead. I'm just warning you."


    
      
    


    Lacey was beginning to get angry. Lia could tell by the force with which she was brushing. She pulled Lia's hair into a high pony, then proceeded to brush some of the ends.


    
      
    


    "I don't need your advice and I don't need your warnings. I'm nineteen years old, not nine. I can handle myself."


    
      
    


    Lia shuffled out of the car. She didn't care if Lacey was angry. It wasn't as if she was in the best of moods.


    
      
    


    A rush of cool air washed over her, tingling her skin and making her cheeks numb slightly. Her gaze rested on the club for a moment, before she proceeded to follow Jude in.


    
      
    


    Carmon was right. This would give them a chance to relax, to wash away all of the stress –the anxiety. And she needed that. She needed to forget, if only for a moment, and enjoy herself.


    
      
    


    It was New Years Day, and she was going to enjoy herself.


    
      
    


    * * *


    
      
    


    Cal twisted the cup in his hand, watching as the liquid swayed to the side, allowing the thick bands of light to rip through its transparency and dull it into a softer, calmer color.


    
      
    


    He brought it to his lips and took a sip. It was cold, bitter, but it had an appeal to it. It had a richness which left part of him wanting more, craving for more –the weaker part, the more unstable part, the part which was still dull with the night's events.


    
      
    


    He scanned the vast room, his eyes straying over the dozens of teenagers all dancing to a heavy throb of music, a rapid beat, the words of which were unfathomable above the harsh vibrations omitting from the speakers.


    
      
    


    "It's a nice place to hang out, isn't it?"


    
      
    


    "Yeah." Cal's eyes continued to scan over the hoards of teenagers, until they rested upon a familiar figure.


    
      
    


    Leigh followed his gaze. "Lia's pretty hot, don't you think?"


    
      
    


    Cal shrugged, nonchalantly. "Her arse is too big."


    
      
    


    Leigh arched a brow. "Dude, isn't that meant to be a good thing?"


    
      
    


    "She's a Cadlian; nothing can be a good thing."


    
      
    


    Leigh frowned, then brought his cup to his lips and took a sip before replying. "I don't –there's something I don't get about you, Cal."


    
      
    


    "That's nice to know."


    
      
    


    Leigh ignored his comment and continued. "I –why the hell did you join us when you hate Cadlians?"


    
      
    


    Cal leaned back against the wall and surveyed his surroundings. "Why the hell did you join this mission when you don't like Jude?"


    
      
    


    Leigh looked shocked –surprised? "I don't know what you're talking about."


    
      
    


    Cal shrugged. "Let's make a deal, Leigh. You don't ask me any personal questions, and I don't ask you any."


    
      
    


    "Yeah, whatever."


    
      
    


    "Good."


    
      
    


    They were silent for a moment, in which Cal continued to skim his eyes across the crowd, his gaze resting on Lia. She wasn't too bad, not too bad for a Cadlian anyway. He grinned. And she looked funny drenched in mud.


    
      
    


    "What are you grinning about?"


    
      
    


    Cal yawned. "Nothing." He tipped the contents of his cup onto the floor, then placed it back onto the table. "Let's ditch this shit and get something decent. It's the New Year and I want to get drunk."


    
      
    


    Leigh grinned and followed suite. "I'm in."


    
      
    


    * * *


    
      
    


    A light danced above him, twisting, coiling –a rope descending from a mountain, falling from the peak and wrapping over the rocks beneath, holding them, suffocating them, cutting off their circulation and awakening them to every minute detail, every blemish upon the canvas, every grain of sand within the wide expanse of landscape.


    
      
    


    Everything seemed so dull, so boring, so warm yet so cold. His grip on the glass tightened, the cool feel of its smooth, damp surface rubbing against his fingertips and sending chills through his palm.


    
      
    


    Jack took a sip of the dark liquid, savouring its rich, burning taste. He was tired, tired and sleepy. And he wanted to go home. He had no idea where Damien had run off to, so he had no way of getting back to the apartment.


    
      
    


    Damien.


    
      
    


    He frowned.


    
      
    


    Selfish, self absorbed prick.


    
      
    


    He had no idea how long he had been sitting here, bored out of his skull and randomly watching couples dance. And it was all because of Damien. It was all because Damien had decided that he wanted to spend some time with his girlfriend instead of introducing Jack to anyone –helping him find some company.


    
      
    


    Jack took another sip of his drink. He preferred to be on his own, though, he reasoned. He would rather have been on his own than be the third wheel for Damien and Melan. Even thinking about them made him sick. And that was the last thing he wanted to do at the moment –be sick.


    
      
    


    What kind of a friend left his friend who knew no one all on his own just so that he could hang out with his girlfriend? And what kind of a girl so openly flirted with a guy when she already had a boyfriend?


    
      
    


    The solution to the problem: abhor both of them with every fibre of his being.


    
      
    


    Jack yawned, again, and leaned back. He ran his empty hand over the plush, red sofa marvelling at its softness, its richness. It was so nice, so comfortable and there were so many of them. It made him wonder, how did Joe's parents become so rich? Or maybe they were just normal people, but they chose to spend their money of luxuries and everything was for show.


    
      
    


    Just because someone looked rich, did that really mean that they were rich? And if someone looked poor, had a middle-class house and did not bask themselves in luxuries, did that automatically make them poor?


    
      
    


    Who was to say that they didn't store their money somewhere, save it for something?


    
      
    


    Jack placed the glass on a small table beside him. It was still half full, he noticed. He hadn't drunk much, but he had drunk enough to make him feel queasy. How strong was this stuff, anyway?


    
      
    


    He rubbed his eyes with the back of his hand and scoured the room once again, searching for a clock. He was extremely sleepy and hopefully Damien would hurry up so that they could get back and he could have a nice, long rest.


    
      
    


    He stood up and picked up the glass, then made his way back to the long table on the side of the room. It would be best if he didn't drink anymore because it would make him feel unwell, so the best solution would be to put the glass back where it had came from.


    
      
    


    He reached the table and put it down, then turned to return to his sofa.


    
      
    


    "Hey, Jack!"


    
      
    


    Damien.


    
      
    


    Jack turned and plastered a cheery smile on his face as Damien made his way towards him.


    
      
    


    "Hi."


    
      
    


    Damien grinned. "Dude, I just needed to ask you something."


    
      
    


    Jack wanted to roll his eyes. Why did he have to start off with all of the formalities? If he wanted something, he should have just said it straight out.


    
      
    


    "What?"


    
      
    


    Damien didn't seem to notice the underlying note of irritation in Jack's voice, or maybe he chose to ignore it. "I just found some of my mates that I haven't seen in a while." Get on with it. "And I was wondering if we could stay for a little longer so that I can talk with them. If that's okay with you, of course."


    
      
    


    Stupid, son of a-


    
      
    


    "Yeah, sure. No problem."


    
      
    


    "Cool. Thanks, man."


    
      
    


    And with that he left.


    
      
    


    Jack could feel the anger boil up inside of him. Not once did he ask him to come along. He was just perfectly happy with leaving him on his own surrounded by dozens of people he didn't even know.


    
      
    


    He turned, ready to return to his sofa and was met with a hand on his shoulder.


    
      
    


    "Hello, Jack."


    
      
    


    Jack turned to face her, suddenly feeling overwhelmingly self conscious.


    
      
    


    "Miss Coles? What a surprise. I didn't expect to see you here. How are you?"


    
      
    


    She laughed, lightly. "Oh please, Jack. Stop with all of these formalities. It's not the office. I came here to have fun, not to discuss business and all that shit."


    
      
    


    Was it just him, or was she really badly drunk?


    
      
    


    She giggled, shrilly, and only then did Jack notice the empty glass in her hand. She looked at him for a moment, then frowned upon noticing where his gaze had rested. "Ja-ack don't be so boring. What's so interesting about a glass? And an empty one at that." She stopped talking for a moment, seeming to be contemplating something, then continued. "Did you come with that Damien guy?"


    
      
    


    Jack bit his lip. What was he meant to say? She wasn't just any drunk female –she was his boss. He had to be careful.


    
      
    


    "Yeah."


    
      
    


    She grinned. "You met his girlfriend?"


    
      
    


    Jack was caught off guard for a moment, a familiar emotion panging through his chest like an arrow searing through the flesh of a wounded soldier. "Yeah," he replied, hastily. Maybe a little too hastily.


    
      
    


    She rolled her eyes. "Ugh, Melan.What did you think of her?"


    
      
    


    Why was she asking him all of these questions? As if she were genuinely interested. Or was she just trying to be polite? Whichever it was, he would have preferred it if she just dropped the subject altogether.


    
      
    


    "She's nice."


    
      
    


    Her grin widened, and then she pouted. "Jack, I'm bored."


    
      
    


    Now what was he meant to say? "It's a pretty boring party."


    
      
    


    She nodded, then placed her empty glass on the table. She stretched her arms and yawned. "It is, isn't it? It's New Years Day, they're meant to make it interesting."


    
      
    


    "Yeah, they should."


    
      
    


    She rolled her eyes. "Are you just going to carry on agreeing with me?"


    
      
    


    He grinned sheepishly. There was something about her, something underlying and hidden which just kept him on edge, kept him wishing to please her. "Yeah, why not?"


    
      
    


    She laughed lightly, then patted him on the shoulder. "You're extremely funny, Jack."


    
      
    


    "Um, thanks."


    
      
    


    She took a step forward, her hand still resting on his shoulder. "You know what, Jack?"


    
      
    


    "Um, what?"


    
      
    


    "I've never met anyone like you. I mean, all of the other Sector heads are just so old and boring and they're just so vulnerable –so broken. But you, you've got fire, enthusiasm. And I like that, I like that a lot."


    
      
    


    Jack opened his mouth to reply, but was cut short by a sudden movement from her right hand as she pulled his head down and kissed him, lightly. Before he could respond, she had pulled away, a light smirk quirking on the edge of her features.


    
      
    


    "It's getting late so I better be going. I'll see you around, Jack."


    
      
    


    But before he could reply, she had already left.


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER 9


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    It was dark.


    
      
    


    A chord danced above her, then twirled, twisted, danced, twirled, twisted. The ceiling was grey, so grey –or was it black? Black like a pit, like something empty, hollow.


    
      
    


    "So…anywhere…? Find her."


    
      
    


    Damp, it was damp. Or was it wet? What was the difference? Were they the same word? But they couldn't be the same word, because they were both spelt differently. What a stupid question. They had the same meaning, at least she thought they did. So the question would probably be, did they actually have the same meaning, or had that all just been a guess?


    
      
    


    Where was she?


    
      
    


    "Full impact…no…lucky to survive…"


    
      
    


    "Who...? what do you…no…maybe…"


    
      
    


    Drip…drip…drip…


    
      
    


    Water. Why was there water?


    
      
    


    Drip…drip…drip…


    
      
    


    "Not sure…he said…yeah, I will…"


    
      
    


    "…Wouldn't…but surely…"


    
      
    


    Why was there no light? Where was the light? She held up her hand, searching desperately for a shape, the shapes, any shapes. All she could see was darkness.


    
      
    


    Drip…drip…drip…


    
      
    


    The voices were getting louder, approaching at a rapid speed. And there were footsteps: harsh, shallow footsteps, beating against the floor, echoing and clashing against the surface like the heavy vibrations of a drum-kit.


    
      
    


    Drip…drip…drip…


    
      
    


    "Go get her."


    
      
    


    She ran, sprinted, through the darkness. The wind lashed against her cheeks, the darkness an endless vacuum drawing her further into its cavernous depths. She was unaware of the time, of her direction, of anything at all. All she knew was that she must run.


    
      
    


    Her foot jarred on something hard and she fell forward, her knee-cap tearing against the rough surface beneath her.


    
      
    


    Drip…drip…drip…


    
      
    


    She looked up. Her eyes were suddenly encompassed by a blinding white light. She squinted and closed them, then opened them once again. Her vision was blurry for a moment, and then it refocused.


    
      
    


    Drip…drip…drip…


    
      
    


    A body hung from the ceiling and dripping from it was blood.


    
      
    


    Drip…drip…drip…


    
      
    


    The light came again.


    
      
    


    "There's nowhere left to run."


    
      
    


    And then she screamed.


    
      
    


    Lia awoke, her breath escaping in sharp gasps. She brought her hand to her forehead, gently massaging her temples.


    
      
    


    "Lia! Wake up! You have to see this!"


    
      
    


    She rubbed her eyes, Lacey's voice snapping her out of her reverie.


    
      
    


    "What?" She yawned.


    
      
    


    "Just come here, quickly!"


    
      
    


    She slipped out of her bed, her body still feeling slightly dizzy. She entered the main room only to find Lacey sat before the television, her eyes glued to the screen. Lia followed her gaze.


    
      
    


    A thin Elonsican woman was reading out the headlines.


    
      
    


    "There was a bombing in the capital. Fifty-two were killed and hundreds injured."


    
      
    


    "And they're blaming us, right?"


    
      
    


    She hadn't planned on saying that, but it came out nonetheless.


    
      
    


    "They have reasons to believe it was a Cadlian terrorist group."


    
      
    


    She didn't want to talk about this. She didn't even want to think about it. It was far too complicated. She wanted to change the subject.


    
      
    


    Lia ran a hand over her hair, attempting to smoothen it out. "How's Carmon?"


    
      
    


    Lacey looked put-off by the sudden subject change, but she replied nonetheless. "Find out for yourself."


    
      
    


    "Okay. After we've ate something, though."


    
      
    


    Lacey nodded, then grinned. "I'll make eggs!"


    
      
    


    Before Lia could reply, she had already sprinted out of the room and made her way to the kitchen. A few moments later, she heard the opening of the fridge and the sound of sizzling fire followed by Lacey's high pitched voice.


    
      
    


    "THERE WAS ONCE AN EGG CALLED TIM. HE LIVED IN A WHEELIE BI-I-IN."


    
      
    


    "Lacey, shut-up!"


    
      
    


    "HE LIKED TO EAT CHEESE BUT IT MADE HIM SNEE-EE-ZE. SO HE DECIDED TO EAT A PIN. Die, egg! WAHAHAHA."


    
      
    


    Lia groaned, then leaned back into the sofa, drowning out Lacey's singing. It was funny how such a serious conversation could suddenly be pivoted into something as meaningless as food. It was like the news, the way that one moment they would be talking about hundreds of people dying from starvation and then, suddenly, they would move onto a broadcast about the weather. It was as if they were watching it all from a distance, as if it wasn't actually happening in their world, but in a place only seen on television screens and heard of on the radio.


    
      
    


    And the truth was did she actually care that fifty people had died?


    
      
    


    She felt sympathetic towards them and their families, but, in reality, it didn't actually make any difference to her. Not directly, anyway. And although she felt bad for them, she didn't actually feel upset about it because it was not directly related to her and she wasn't going to pretend to feel really bad about it when she didn't.


    
      
    


    Was that how everyone else felt when they saw the news, when they saw people dying on the television? Did they pretend to be upset whilst it was on and watch it with respect, but only five minutes later resume with their normal, everyday lives and forget about everything they had just seen? In reality, how could they generally be upset about it because it wasn't as if they actually knew the people who had died?


    
      
    


    How could you cry for people you didn't even know?


    
      
    


    "Liiiii-aaaaa!"


    
      
    


    "What?"


    
      
    


    "Come here, now. I have a problem."


    
      
    


    Lia rolled her eyes, then made her way to the kitchen. Lacey was stood before the cooker, a fork in her hand as she prodded a small egg which she had placed on the worktop.


    
      
    


    "What is it?"


    
      
    


    Lacey frowned, then prodded the egg. "The egg won't die."


    
      
    


    "Then kill it."


    
      
    


    "But I might damage it."


    
      
    


    "You're going to damage it by eating it, anyway."


    
      
    


    Lacey shook her head. "But that's different."


    
      
    


    "How is it?"


    
      
    


    "It just is."


    
      
    


    Lia rolled her eyes. "Do you want me to kill it for you?"


    
      
    


    Lacey's face brightened and she plastered a wide smile on her face. "That would be nice."


    
      
    


    Lia pulled out a plate, then picked up the egg and cracked it on the side, allowing its insides to drip into the plate.


    
      
    


    Lacey gasped. "You broke it!"


    
      
    


    Lia rolled her eyes, again. "That's kind of how you kill an egg, child."


    
      
    


    "You're younger than me, so you can't call me a child."


    
      
    


    "I didn't say that I'm not a child. I just called you one."


    
      
    


    Lacey frowned. "Just get out of my kitchen before you kill any more of my precious eggs!"


    
      
    


    Lia sighed. "Just hurry up. I'm hungry."


    
      
    


    Lacey stuck out her tongue. "I'll do it in my own time. Now, if you will excuse me, I must comfort its sister. You scared them, you see. And now she's emotionally traumatized." Lacey dropped her voice, so that it was barely a whisper, then added, "we can't eat her if she's traumatized now, can we? So leave. 'Cause you're scaring her."


    
      
    


    Lacey lifted another egg from the case on the worktop, then stroked it gently. She caught Lia watching her. "LEAVE."


    
      
    


    Lia furrowed her brows. "Yeah, su-ure."


    
      
    


    She entered the main room and ran her eyes over its interior, desperately searching for the brush. Upon finding it, she pulled out her long, wavy black hair and made her way towards the mirror, wrenching out the many knots.


    
      
    


    There was a knocking at the door. Lia abandoned the brush and made her way towards it, easing it open.


    
      
    


    Cal.


    
      
    


    He arched a brow. "Nice rabbit."


    
      
    


    Lia frowned and looked down at her pyjama top, then met his gaze again. "What do you want?"


    
      
    


    "I'm hurt. Aren't you going to invite me in?" he replied, coolly.


    
      
    


    Lia gritted her teeth. How did he manage to make her so angry within such a short space of time? "What do you want?"


    
      
    


    Cal smirked. "Am I annoying you?"


    
      
    


    "What's the point in asking a question you already know the answer to?"


    
      
    


    Cal shrugged. "I don't know. What is the point in asking a question you already know the answer to?"


    
      
    


    Didn't he ever get angry at anything?


    
      
    


    "You're just repeating what I said."


    
      
    


    "No shit, Sherlock."


    
      
    


    She could feel the anger begin to bubble inside of her now."Go away."


    
      
    


    "Is that the best you can do?"


    
      
    


    "Yeah, it is. Now leave."


    
      
    


    He smirked, again, then replied. "The Boss wants to see you at two o'clock today. Don't be late."


    
      
    


    Lia ran a hand through her hair. "Okay."


    
      
    


    Cal yawned, then ran a hand through his hair. "Okay," he imitated.


    
      
    


    She could practically feel the steam pouring out of her ears. "Bye."


    
      
    


    He yawned, again. "Whatever."


    
      
    


    He dug his hands into his pockets, then sauntered down the corridor. Lia slammed shut the door.


    
      
    


    "Lia, keep it down! You're scaring the eggs!"


    
      
    


    She leaned against the door and took in a few deep breaths. He hadn't even done anything but he had still managed to make her really angry. She stomped into the kitchen and closed the door.


    
      
    


    A harsh cracking sound was heard.


    
      
    


    "No! NOT MY EGGS."


    
      
    


    * * *


    
      
    


    Jack scuffed the tiles with the sole of his trainer, then bent down on his knees. He looked up.


    
      
    


    "What have we got?"


    
      
    


    The man bent down and prodded the hat. "Nothing was taken."


    
      
    


    "And?"


    
      
    


    "The guard who was knocked out has reported that they saw her leave the main office."


    
      
    


    "Are you sure it was a girl?" Jack lifted up the hat, then twirled it around beneath his fingers and surveyed it


    
      
    


    "When it fell off-" the man indicated the hat "-they saw her face."


    
      
    


    The taller man nodded. "She was a Cadlian."


    
      
    


    The shorter man looked towards Jack and the taller man's gaze hardened. They were looking to see what his reaction would be.


    
      
    


    Jack creased his forehead, then stood up and handed the shorter man the hat. "What makes you sure she was a Cadlian? It could have been the lighting."


    
      
    


    "We're sure she was a Cadlian," replied the taller man, dryly. His tone was mocking –patronizing? He talked as if Jack were a child and he his superior instead of the other way around. Jack instantly disliked him.


    
      
    


    "And the girl who was taken in?"


    
      
    


    "A drunken teenager. Merely in the wrong place at the wrong time," answered the shorter man.


    
      
    


    You wouldn't have said that if she were a Cadlian.


    
      
    


    "How can you be so sure?"


    
      
    


    "Are you implying that we have not done our job properly, Sir?" bit the taller man.


    
      
    


    "As the head of this sector I am required to ask questions-"Jack searched for a badge"-Mr. Parmer."


    
      
    


    A muscle ticked in Parmer's jaw. "Sorry, Sir."


    
      
    


    Jack was tempted to tell him that he should be, but he thought better of it. He was new in this job and it wasn't wise to make enemies of his own employees. "It's okay." He turned to the shorter man. "How did she get in?"


    
      
    


    The shorter man indicated the center of the room which was currently marked off by cones and surrounded by a hoard of police. "She got in through the ceiling."


    
      
    


    "And how did she manage that?"


    
      
    


    "It was currently under construction. Therefore, one of the slabs was missing."


    
      
    


    Jack nodded and bit his lip, his brows furrowed in concentration. Nothing had been taken, but the Cadlian had entered the main room and, according to the guard, she had stayed in there for quite some time before he had decided to make her aware of his presence. It didn't make any sense.


    
      
    


    "Did she have any equipment on her?"


    
      
    


    "It was too dark. The guards could not see anything."


    
      
    


    "And the security cameras?"


    
      
    


    "A one hour recording had been made to play on the screens and the cameras were deactivated. All we have is blank footage."


    
      
    


    "They must have put quite a lot of planning into it, then."


    
      
    


    The shorter man nodded and fumbled with his sleeve.


    
      
    


    Jack looked up, his eyes scouring over the many cones and dozens of police-men scattered around the area. "Have a report on my desk by tomorrow. I'll need to look into this."


    
      
    


    The shorter man nodded, again, then left. Parmer followed suit, leaving Jack on his own. He turned to leave –there was nothing else he could do here- when a voice stopped him dead in his tracks.


    
      
    


    "Jack!"


    
      
    


    Damien.


    
      
    


    Jack pivoted and ran his eyes over the room. Damien was underneath something, his hands covered in grime and a screw driver resting in his palm. Melan was stood next to him, leaning against the wall. She was wearing a white blouse and a white skirt, and her hair was down and curly.


    
      
    


    She looked hot.


    
      
    


    But, then again, she always looked hot.


    
      
    


    Damien grinned. "Yo, Jack!" he repeated.


    
      
    


    Jack plastered a fake grin over his face, then made his way towards them. "Hey, Damien."


    
      
    


    He was focusing his attention on Damien and just Damien. Anything else could have given him away. He could feel Melan's gaze, but he chose to ignore it.


    
      
    


    "What are you doing here?" he asked.


    
      
    


    "I'm the mechanic guy and they needed me to fix some stuff. I'm guessing you're here because you're the head, right?"


    
      
    


    "Yeah."


    
      
    


    "You've met Melan, haven't you?"


    
      
    


    Jack wanted to hit him with something really hard. "Yeah, last night." He still kept his gaze on Damien. He wouldn't, he couldn't, look at her. Not yet, anyway.


    
      
    


    Damien snaked his hand around her waist and pulled her towards him. She pushed off his hands and was met with a grunt.


    
      
    


    "What the hell was that for?"


    
      
    


    "Don't do that. You're covered in grime." That was the first time Jack had heard her speak today, and there was something in her tone of voice, something that he couldn't quite place.


    
      
    


    Jack looked at her face and their gazes met for a moment. She looked…uncomfortable?


    
      
    


    He averted his gaze, quickly, as Damien wiped his hands on his trousers. Damien looked up and opened his mouth to speak.


    
      
    


    Jack cut him off. "I'm sorry, but I have to go now. I have a meeting. Bye."


    
      
    


    He pivoted and hurriedly made his way out of the building, not waiting for a response. There was an hour left until the meeting, but until then he needed to think.


    
      
    


    And he needed a drink. A strong drink.


    
      
    


    * * *


    
      
    


    Jack swung his legs beneath the table and continued to twist the cocktail stick protruding from the glass.


    
      
    


    He was nervous.


    
      
    


    His eyes strayed towards the door, once, twice, and then he refocused on the clear liquid within his glass. Hurried chatter filled his ears, followed by a few strained laughs. Jack watched the ripples within his glass as they continued to cascade in and out.


    
      
    


    He sighed. She was always the last one to show up, he had noticed. Did something always come up before the meetings that caused her to be late, or was it something else?


    
      
    


    Did she arrive later than everyone else on purpose?


    
      
    


    Did she know how tense she made them –how much she scared them? And if she did, was she using it to her advantage; showing up late, so that the waiting period would set them on edge before her arrival?


    
      
    


    She confused him.


    
      
    


    Then there was last night…Jack massaged his temple. She didn't appear like the sort of person to get drunk and, considering her calibre, it was not a wise move for her to get drunk within such a risky environment. She was cleverer than that and she wouldn't put herself into such a risky situation.


    
      
    


    But, then again, appearances can be deceiving.


    
      
    


    Was that all it was, an appearance –a façade? Had she really been drunk? At the beginning, it had seemed like it, but before she left, she had seemed normal, serious even.


    
      
    


    They're just so vulnerable –so broken. But you, you've got fire, enthusiasm. And I like that. I like that a lot.


    
      
    


    And what the hell was that supposed to mean?


    
      
    


    Memories of last night suddenly flooded his mind. Presuming that she hadn't been drunk, what had she hoped to achieve by kissing him? She had said that she was bored, but surely, if she had been bored it would have been much more fun for her if she had done more than just kiss him.


    
      
    


    What had been the point of it all? Did she just do it on the spur of the moment, or was he just overly analyzing it all and, in reality, she had actually been drunk all along?


    
      
    


    His grip on the cocktail stick tightened. What if she accused him of making a move on her?


    
      
    


    It was possible. After all, past experience had taught him that girls could and would do anything to get what they wanted.


    
      
    


    He wanted to hit the table with something, something really hard.


    
      
    


    Girls are just so fucking confusing.


    
      
    


    Then there was Melan. She had been Damien's girlfriend all along, yet she had played him like a fool –she had made him think that she was interested, that he could go ahead, that there was a chance. Only a few seconds longer and he would have said something, said something only to have her make a fool of him.


    
      
    


    Were all girls such vindictive bitches or was it just his luck that he ended up meeting the wrong ones?


    
      
    


    They were just so manipulative and twisted and evil. They had to over think every minor detail and use it to their advantage, and they were fascinated with playing with fate –exploring the hundreds of what ifs and maybes. They loved to lead you to believe something, then catapult you into another direction and leave you hanging, waiting.


    
      
    


    Now he finally understood why guys decided to become gay –girls were way too much of a hassle.


    
      
    


    A door slid open and the room was suddenly encompassed in a vacuum of silence.


    
      
    


    She was here.


    
      
    


    Let the torture begin.


    
      
    


    * * *


    
      
    


    The meeting passed by in a blur.


    
      
    


    It went by quickly, yet slowly at the same time and Jack could not help but spend all forty-five minutes and twenty-two seconds of it staring at the clock and willing for the hands to move faster.


    
      
    


    But, of course, being the sadistic little hands they were, they decided not to. She didn't bother asking him anything this time, though, and for that he was extremely grateful. He wasn't quite sure that he would be able to give a straight answer to anything today.


    
      
    


    He just couldn't stop thinking about last night and this morning. Everything had been so hectic, yet it had been so calm. It was eerie, scary even, the way that so little had happened yet so much had happened –so little had happened yet it had left so much of an impact.


    
      
    


    He was desperate to get out of there. As soon as the meeting was drawn to a close, he rushed to the door hastily.


    
      
    


    "Harlton."


    
      
    


    Jack stopped dead in his tracks and turned. She was leaning against the shutters, her glass poised at an angle, her perfectly manicured nails glinting beneath the wavering light and encircling the smooth exterior of the glass.


    
      
    


    She seemed frozen, like a queen of ice, frozen and surrounded by shuffling figures, a frosty expression playing over her face.


    
      
    


    "I would like to talk to you about something, Harlton. Please stay behind."


    
      
    


    It wasn't a request. It was an order. She sounded like a school teacher –a headmistress- telling a child to stay behind, prepare for a detention.


    
      
    


    "Um, okay."


    
      
    


    Jack heard the door close behind him as the last of the Sector Heads left the room.


    
      
    


    He gulped. What did she want to talk to him about?


    
      
    


    A light smirk quirked on the edge of her features as she placed the glass on the table. She tilted her head, a curtain of layered, blonde hair falling over half of her face and shadowing her features.


    
      
    


    Jack shuffled his feet. "What did you want to talk with me about, Miss Coles?"


    
      
    


    She sighed, then rolled her eyes. "Oh please, Jack. You're always so formal. It's quite suffocating. Call me Jessica."


    
      
    


    He bit his lip. "Okay."


    
      
    


    Something shot through her eyes, an emotion that Jack could not quite decipher. She smirked, her tone of voice adopting a cooler, frostier edge. "There was a break in within your sector last night, wasn't there?"


    
      
    


    He wanted to sigh with relief. She wanted to talk about that. It was nothing to do with last night."Yeah."


    
      
    


    She coiled a stray strand of hair over one of her fingers. "Mistake one: Your security was weak. You shouldn't let yourself be caught off guard, Jack."


    
      
    


    "Nothing was taken."


    
      
    


    She yawned and allowed the strand of hair to fall. "You shouldn't give away free information, Jack. That's mistake two."


    
      
    


    "I didn't give away any free information."


    
      
    


    "You just did by telling me that nothing was taken."


    
      
    


    "You're my boss," he replied, annoyed.


    
      
    


    She placed her finger on the edge of the glass, scraping her nail across its surface. She sighed, patronizingly. "You're still so young, Jack, so naïve. In a world of politics you can trust no one, not even your own boss. Remember that."


    
      
    


    She was confusing him, again. What was the point of this conversation?


    
      
    


    She made her way to the door, then indicated for him to follow. They stepped out into the corridor.


    
      
    


    She turned. "Have a nice day, Harlton. I'll see you tomorrow."


    
      
    


    "You too, Miss Coles."


    
      
    


    She pivoted and began to make her way down the corridor, then stopped once again and turned her head to face him. "Oh, and, by the way. In case you were wondering: I wasn't drunk last night. Everything that was done was done in a state of full…consciousness." She tilted her head to the side. "Bye, Jack."


    
      
    


    Jack watched her walk down the corridor. What was she up to? She reached the corner, then stopped as another figure brushed past her.


    
      
    


    Melan.


    
      
    


    Something passed between them, something that Jack didn't quite pick up, then Melan quickened her pace and Jessica turned the corner as if nothing had happened.


    
      
    


    Was it just him, or had they been sending each other evils?


    
      
    


    Melan spotted him, then smiled lightly. "Hey, Jack."


    
      
    


    "Hi."


    
      
    


    She looked behind herself to where Jessica had just left, then at him. She bit her lip, as if considering what to say. "Were you just talking to her?"


    
      
    


    "Yeah. We had a meeting."


    
      
    


    Her right hand was clasped over her left thumb, he noticed, and she was pushing it back and forth. "Jessica Coles…Be careful around her, Jack. She's a lot more than she appears to be."


    
      
    


    Jack could feel a familiar emotion jolt through him. Who the hell did she think she was giving him advice after what she had done to him?


    
      
    


    "Kind of like you, then?"


    
      
    


    He hadn't meant to say that, but it came out nonetheless.


    
      
    


    Something flickered through her eyes. She looked angry. "What the hell is that supposed to mean?"


    
      
    


    What was it meant to mean? He didn't know. But he wasn't going to just back down, especially not after she had talked to him with that sort of voice.


    
      
    


    "What do you think it's supposed to mean?"


    
      
    


    She was getting angrier by the minute. Girls were scary when they got angry and he was sure as hell that she would be no exception.


    
      
    


    Melan laughed, dryly. "You know what, Jack? It's guys like you that make me have no faith in the male population."


    
      
    


    What the fuck?


    
      
    


    She continued. "What is it with you guys? You all have such overly inflated egos. I mean, a girl smiles at you and, suddenly, that means she's open –she's interested. A girl talks to you and all of a sudden that's her code for saying she wants to go jump in bed with you. You never once consider that maybe she's just being nice, that she's trying to be polite –that she wants to be your friend. I mean, seriously, I totally get what you mean, Jack. And I'll tell you what, Harlton. You go off with that bitch and have the lay of your life 'cause that's the last time I try to give you advice."


    
      
    


    Jack made no move to follow her as she stormed off. He wasn't like that, was he? That wasn't him –it was Damien. He had already learnt that lesson through past experience, and he wasn't going to make the same mistake again.


    
      
    


    She could think what she wanted to think. She would cool off eventually, anyway. It was probably just that time of the month. He rolled his eyes.


    
      
    


    Girls.


    
      
    


    * * *


    
      
    


    Lia slid open the door, a soft creak resounding through her ears.


    
      
    


    "Carmon."


    
      
    


    He was sat up in bed, a book propped up before him. He noticed her, then grinned.


    
      
    


    "Hey."


    
      
    


    "Indulging in literature, are we?"


    
      
    


    She made her way towards him and sat on a chair beside him.


    
      
    


    He yawned, then indicated his arm. "This baby doesn't allow for me to do much of anything else."


    
      
    


    She frowned. "I'm sorry." It wasn't much, but it was the least she could do.


    
      
    


    He shook his head. "You've got nothing to be sorry about. If it had been me you would have done the same."


    
      
    


    Lia bit her bottom lip. "I doubt I would have been able to carry you, kid," she joked.


    
      
    


    "That mission was proof that you have to cut down on the cupcakes, hon. If it hadn't have been for my brilliant physique, I probably would have hurt both arms instead of one considering how heavy you were."


    
      
    


    "Ha. Ha. So funny."


    
      
    


    "I am, aren't I?"


    
      
    


    She rolled her eyes. "I was hoping that the bullet would have somehow brought your brain back to reality. But then I remembered that it hit your arm, not your head."


    
      
    


    "I love you too, Lia."


    
      
    


    She grinned. "Seriously, though, how are you?"


    
      
    


    Carmon shrugged. "I'm cool. I should be out of the sling in a couple of weeks. It wasn't anything major."


    
      
    


    "That's good."


    
      
    


    "Why? Were you worried?"


    
      
    


    "Don't flatter yourself."


    
      
    


    "Aww, Lia. I'm touched. You were actually concerned about me?"


    
      
    


    "No, I just couldn't handle the guilty conscience."


    
      
    


    Carmon gasped. "I'm hurt. I think I'm going to cry."


    
      
    


    "As long as you don't cry for me, I'm cool."


    
      
    


    Carmon rolled his eyes. "Always the unemotional one, aren't we?"


    
      
    


    She smiled lightly. "I've got to go now. Michael called me about something."


    
      
    


    "What about? Is it another mission?"


    
      
    


    "Don't know," she replied.


    
      
    


    "Okay. Let me know."


    
      
    


    "Yeah, I will. Take care. I'll come back to visit."


    
      
    


    "You make me sound like one of those old people in care."


    
      
    


    "Awww, don't be so self pitying."


    
      
    


    He rolled his eyes. "By the way, before you leave, did they let Emilie out?"


    
      
    


    "Yeah. They let her out this morning. That girl sure can act."


    
      
    


    He grinned. "That she can. See you."


    
      
    


    "Bye."


    
      
    


    She left the room and made her way down the corridor. Michael wouldn't give her another mission so soon, would he?


    
      
    


    She shrugged.


    
      
    


    We'll just have to wait and see.


    
      
    


    * * *


    
      
    


    Lia entered the room, a shower of dust escalating from the ground and into the air as she slid open the door. Her trainers left footprints on the floorboards, she noticed. Just because they had to keep the place looking abandoned, it didn't mean that they couldn't clean it.


    
      
    


    She was racked with a sudden wave of nausea as the room's thick, putrid smell washed over her nostrils. The table lay in the center of the room, the only clean item within its cavernous depths. She could hear the buzzing of a light bulb above her. The room was bathed in a dull yellow light, making the thick patches of damp lined along the walls shimmer a pale, mint green.


    
      
    


    If she stayed in here for too long she was sure it would make her sick.


    
      
    


    Cal was already there, leaning against the wall, his arms folded over his chest. He didn't seem fazed by the rooms sickening state.


    
      
    


    "Why are you here?" she hissed.


    
      
    


    "Same reason as you," he replied, calmly.


    
      
    


    She made her way to the table and slumped down upon a chair.


    
      
    


    "How long will Michael take?"


    
      
    


    "As long as he wants to take."


    
      
    


    "Can't you ever give a straight answer?"


    
      
    


    "Can't you ever ask a polite question?"


    
      
    


    A muscle ticked in her jaw. "I'm more polite than you'll every be."


    
      
    


    "And I'm way cleverer than you'll ever be. So I guess it evens out."


    
      
    


    Lia gripped the arm rest, her nails digging into the rough, splintered wood.


    
      
    


    Cal smirked. "Careful, you might break a nail."


    
      
    


    That was it. Lia got up, ready to charge at him, when a sudden voice stopped her.


    
      
    


    "Lia, sit down."


    
      
    


    Michael.


    
      
    


    Prick.


    
      
    


    "Whatever."


    
      
    


    Cal yawned and dug his hands into his pockets. "Why did you call us here?"


    
      
    


    Michael grinned and made his way toward the other end of the table, then sat down. "Hello to you to."


    
      
    


    He bent down and it was then that Lia noticed the small cabinet beneath the table. He opened one of the drawers and pulled out a wad of paper, along with a large bottle and three glasses.


    
      
    


    He poured himself a glass. "Want some?"


    
      
    


    "No thanks. I'm not thirsty," Lia replied curtly.


    
      
    


    Michael shrugged. "Suit yourself. Cal?"


    
      
    


    Cal shook his head. "Cut to the chase, Michael."


    
      
    


    Lia was shocked by his tone of voice. So far she was the only one who had ever talked to Michael with such…authority.


    
      
    


    Michael turned his attention to Lia. "Ted contacted us."


    
      
    


    Lia's eyes widened. "What did he say?"


    
      
    


    "He wants us to meet him. He –I decided to send you because he already knows you, so it'll make the exchange easier."


    
      
    


    "When?"


    
      
    


    "Tonight at the cinema."


    
      
    


    "Did he specify a time?"


    
      
    


    "He'll be there at seven o'clock."


    
      
    


    Lia nodded. "Okay, I'm on it. Which cinema?"


    
      
    


    Michael bit his bottom lip. "That's the complicated bit. The one down south."


    
      
    


    "My old area."


    
      
    


    "Yeah."


    
      
    


    Lia stood up. "I can handle it. Now, if that's all, I better be leaving."


    
      
    


    "Lia, sit."


    
      
    


    She frowned. "I'm not a dog."


    
      
    


    He ignored her comment, then continued. "As you are already aware, that cinema –that area- is not really the safest place for a Cadlian girl such as yourself to go to on your own, which is where Cal comes into this."


    
      
    


    She could tell what was coming. "I am not going there with Cal!"


    
      
    


    "It's not like I want to go there with you, either." That had to be the first time he had spoken up during the conversation, and it was obvious that he was just as thrilled with the news as she was.


    
      
    


    "You're going to have to. It's for your protection."


    
      
    


    "What the fuck, Michael? I'm nineteen years old. I'm trained for this kind of shit. I don't need a guy, an Elonsican guy, to baby-sit me."


    
      
    


    "And I don't need to play babysitter for a Cadlian girl, either. I have better things to do with my time," added Cal, dryly.


    
      
    


    "All I can say is tough luck. You're going on this mission together, whether you like it or not." He turned his attention to Lia. "You messed up the last one, so unless this one works out, you're in a hell of a lot of trouble."


    
      
    


    She frowned. "Asshole."


    
      
    


    Michael grinned, lightly. "Have fun tonight, kids."


    
      
    


    And with that he left.


    
      
    


    * * *


    
      
    


    Jack shuffled his feet, then pulled the jacket tighter around himself.


    
      
    


    He had no idea why he was here. He was way too nice for his own good. After what she had said, he never should have agreed to meet her. But here he was.


    
      
    


    You're way too easily swayed.


    
      
    


    She had phoned him not long after they had had their little…confrontation. Apparently, she had gotten his number off of Damien and she wanted to talk to him about something urgent. She sure knew how to rub it in a guy's face.


    
      
    


    A light breeze ruffled his hair, his eyes resting on the lines of trees as they swayed lightly, side to side, in a never-ending cycle. Everything looked so calm, so peaceful. He wondered why she had wanted to meet him. Hadn't she said enough already? Maybe she wanted to give him another verbal bashing, but he was ready for whatever she decided to fire at him this time. The last time she had caught him off guard, but this time she wouldn't.


    
      
    


    He heard approaching footsteps, then turned to look in their direction. She was clad in the same clothes as before only this time a thin, camel colored coat was draped over her upper body.


    
      
    


    "Hi, Jack."


    
      
    


    "What do you want?" He was annoyed with her, he couldn't deny that. And he hated it when a person wanted to say something but they dallied. He preferred it when they would just cut to the chase –be blunt. He didn't have the time or patience for anything else.


    
      
    


    She held her coat tighter around her, her light curls bobbing slightly in the wind. "I know that it's sudden and I know that you have no reason to but –I need your help, Jack."


    
      
    


    Jack was taken by surprise. He hadn't expected that and, anyway, what would she need his help on?


    
      
    


    "Help on what?"


    
      
    


    "It's about Damien."


    
      
    


    Oh, yes. Damien. Why else would she need his help? But, being the kind and caring person he was, he replied. "What about Damien?"


    
      
    


    "I think he's cheating on me."


    
      
    


    "And…"


    
      
    


    "And I need your help –that is."


    
      
    


    "You've already said that you needed my help. But I don't know how I can help you."


    
      
    


    Melan bit her lip. "I think he's cheating on me but I want to know who he's cheating with. And to find that out I need your help, Jack."


    
      
    


    "I still don't know how I can help you."


    
      
    


    "You're his best friend."


    
      
    


    "Which means that he trusts me."


    
      
    


    "I would never make you do anything that would destroy your relationship, Jack."


    
      
    


    They had a relationship? That was something new. Damien just annoyed him, full-stop. But he couldn't tell Melan that.


    
      
    


    "Then don't make me do anything at all."


    
      
    


    He dug his hands in his pockets, then turned to leave. Jack felt a hand on his elbow. He turned around once again to face her.


    
      
    


    "Please?"


    
      
    


    "No."


    
      
    


    She gazed at him intently, her eyes slightly glazed. He hated women.


    
      
    


    "Please?"


    
      
    


    Jack shook his head.


    
      
    


    "Please. Please. Please?"


    
      
    


    He frowned as her eyes widened. "Don't look at me like that."


    
      
    


    "Please, Jack."


    
      
    


    He sighed. She was lucky that she was so hot. "Fine. But I'm not going to do anything major."


    
      
    


    She smiled, lightly. She looked prettier when she smiled; it lit up her features. "Thank you, Jack. You don't know how much this means to me."


    
      
    


    Jack shuffled his feet and dug his hands further into his pockets. Women were evil.


    
      
    


    "What do you want me to do?"


    
      
    


    Melan opened her mouth, about to say something, then closed it once again. She hadn't mentioned anything about earlier, he had noticed. It was as if nothing had even happened. He wasn't sure whether to be thrilled or whether to be annoyed. After all, she hadn't apologized either.


    
      
    


    Her gaze flickered over him for a moment, then she looked up, her eyes resting on the clear blue sky.


    
      
    


    She bit her lip, again. "Well…"


    
      
    


    * * *


    
      
    


    Lia dug her hands into her jacket pockets, her eyes resting on the figure before her. He was quite far ahead, she noticed.


    
      
    


    It's not like I want to be near you either, prick.


    
      
    


    He walked too fast, or she walked to slow. She preferred to go for the former, seeing as it could be added to the "Why is Cal such a prick?" list. She and Carmon had come up with twenty-three points on the list so far. Therefore, it was good to make a twenty-fourth. Twenty four was a good number. She liked twenty four, though, she didn't remember why. Maybe there wasn't a reason and she just randomly liked the number twenty-four. It was a point that she had to ponder when she got home. Maybe it was because twelve times two made twenty four, but that still wouldn't explain why she liked it. Seven was a lucky number and seven add five made twelve, which made twenty four when you multiplied it by two, so maybe that was why she liked it. But, then again, did she actually like the number twenty-four, or was it her mind playing tricks on her? Or maybe she just…


    
      
    


    "Why have you stopped walking?"


    
      
    


    Cal's sudden voice snapped her out of her thoughts and it was only then that she noticed that she was standing in the exact same spot as she had been standing a few minutes before.


    
      
    


    "I'm contemplating the number twenty-four. Care to join me?"


    
      
    


    She was sure that they had had a conversation like this before, but she wasn't quite sure when.


    
      
    


    "Don't be so slow. We need to get there before seven."


    
      
    


    "I wouldn't be walking so slow if you weren't walking so fast."


    
      
    


    She waited, expecting some sort of witty retort. Therefore, she was taken by surprise when he stopped and waited for her to catch up. Lia made her way to where he was and they walked side by side at a steady pace.


    
      
    


    As they entered the neighborhood, her body was suddenly consumed with a wave of anxiety. Her stomach felt as if some large, unseen hand was clutching it, holding it tightly and suffocating her –cutting off her circulation. An underlying scent of alcohol and cigarette smoke wafted through the air and penetrated her nostrils.


    
      
    


    The path was fairly empty, the few trees lining its sides towering above them, their branches outstretched like hundreds of hands reaching for them, trying to grab them –pull them in.


    
      
    


    She remembered this path. It was the path which connected the two halves of the town. She remembered how eerie it had seemed, how unreal, that a single path could connect two places so different from one another. It was as if you were walking into a totally different world –a more dangerous, unstable, scary world. Where she lived at the moment wasn't brilliant, but it was far better than this place. Anywhere was better than this place.


    
      
    


    "When you reach the end of the path, there should be a road with some houses and then the cinema's 'round the corner, right?"


    
      
    


    Cal's sudden voice snapped her out of her reverie. It seemed odd for him to ask her a question. Though, it was to be expected seeing as it was her old area, after all.


    
      
    


    "Yeah. It's 'round the corner."


    
      
    


    Then there are a few shops and then the cinema. Past the cinema there's another road which stems into two roads. Along one of those roads is a school –the school I went to.


    
      
    


    They reached the end of the path, then stepped out from the trees and onto the street. Lia could feel her breath catch in her throat. This place held too many memories –too many memories which she just didn't want to face. She wanted to run. She wanted to get away.


    
      
    


    I feel so suffocated.


    
      
    


    There weren't really any people around the area –only one or two children in one of the back gardens.


    
      
    


    Of course, they were Elonsican children. Any Cadlian would be stupid to live in this area with their family, especially considering what had happened in the last three years.


    
      
    


    Along one side of the road was a line of houses. The other side had a few buildings: a large house which was boarded up, a patch of land where there was once a house only now there was only a burnt out wreckage, and what used to be a park, but had been reduced to a few broken down swings –swings which were in such a state of disrepair that it would be dangerous for a child to even attempt to play on them.


    
      
    


    "Was this your area?"


    
      
    


    Lia decided to ignore his condescending tone. She wasn't in the mood for an argument. Just seeing this place upset her; it brought up so many memories –memories which she had kept at the back of her mind, untouched, never to be thought of, memories which hurt too much to think of.


    
      
    


    And now it was all coming back.


    
      
    


    But she couldn't let it. Not here, not now, not when the mission was at stake. If she messed up like last time, they wouldn't trust her with another serious mission again and she'd never get to move to the ultimate assignment –the one which had made her join the rebels in the first place.


    
      
    


    She couldn't give up that chance, especially not when she had gotten this far.


    
      
    


    "Yeah, it was."


    
      
    


    If he was surprised at her lack of response, he sure didn't show it.


    
      
    


    They reached the end of the road, then made their way around the corner. They continued to walk past the shops, not a single person in sight. Why was everything so deserted?


    
      
    


    There were usually plenty of people around here. At least, there had been the last time Lia had been here. It was scaring her. The lack of people, of noise, was unnerving.


    
      
    


    Then the sound of gunshots pierced the air.


    
      
    


    "Lia, run!"


    
      
    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER 10


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    "Lia, run!"


    
      
    


    A hand clasped over her arm, pulling her to the floor and causing her knee to collide against the rough tarmac. She heard a gunshot followed by a scream. Before she could respond, the hand on her arm tightened and pulled her up roughly.


    
      
    


    Cal dusted off his trousers. He replaced the gun in his pocket, then looked around. "They must have heard the gunshots. More will be here any minute, so our best option would be to hide out in one of the shops."


    
      
    


    Lia bent down and rubbed her knee. The material had torn due to the collision and she was sure her knee was bleeding. "I thought you said run."


    
      
    


    "You weren't fast enough."


    
      
    


    "So you had to pull me to the ground?"


    
      
    


    He shrugged. "I saved your life. I didn't have to."


    
      
    


    She rolled her eyes. "Don't expect any gratitude. It was your job. I don't have to say thank you."


    
      
    


    "I didn't expect you to."


    
      
    


    She cast her gaze over the road. An Elonsican lay near her, unconscious. "Is he dead?"


    
      
    


    The fear must have been evident within her tone of voice. He smirked, obviously amused. "He'll be out for a good few hours."


    
      
    


    She sighed, relieved. "The shops, what if anyone-"


    
      
    


    "There's no one in there. Now hurry up. They're coming. Unless you want to be shot, that is."


    
      
    


    Before Lia could respond, he had already run toward one of the cafes. She followed. They entered and sat beneath a table, keeping their bodies flattened against the wall. The table was under the window; therefore, if anyone looked through it they wouldn't see the figures beneath.


    
      
    


    "How long do you reckon we'll be here?"


    
      
    


    "As long as it takes for them to pass," he replied, amiably.


    
      
    


    She rolled her eyes and brought her knees to her chest.


    
      
    


    Cal smirked. "You've never killed anyone before, have you?" His tone was amused –patronizing?


    
      
    


    He was making her angry again and she wanted to hit him. She opened her mouth, ready to reply, but was cut short by the sound of shouts in the distance.


    
      
    


    Lia bit her lip and backed further against the wall. She could make out a bit of what they were saying. And here she thought that she had a foul mouth. Cal had his hand clasped around his gun, she noticed.


    
      
    


    Not a bad idea.


    
      
    


    She pulled out her gun and waited.


    
      
    


    An ear-splitting crash cut through the air. Torrents of glass rained down upon the floor, scattering over the polished tiles of the shop and rebounding against its surface. A shard embedded itself within her injured knee. Lia bit down so hard on her lip that she drew blood.


    
      
    


    They heard a hollow beating above them and the soft rasping of wood as someone stood on the table. The sound of gunshots filled the air once more as the figure shot at some of the chairs, randomly, then retreated.


    
      
    


    "There's no one in the fucking shop. Mother fucking Cadlian got away."


    
      
    


    Lia winced. How crude could you get? Cal was smirking with amusement and she resisted the urge to pull out her gun and shoot him squarely on the head.


    
      
    


    Another voice replied. "Get your fucking ass out of there, then. Why the fuck did you shoot all of those fucking chairs? What was the fucking point? You wasted so many fucking bullets."


    
      
    


    "I was fucking pissed that she got away, so you just shut the fuck up."


    
      
    


    Oh, joy. They were arguing. At this rate they could be here for hours.


    
      
    


    "Who the fuck are you telling to shut the fuck up? I could shoot your fucking ass half-way to fucking Cadlia if you're not fucking careful with what you say to me."


    
      
    


    How many times could they use the word "fuck" in one sentence? At the moment the second guy was winning with a grand total of five.


    
      
    


    "Not if I shoot your fucking ass first, you fucktard."


    
      
    


    Fucktard? That was a new one. She was pretty sure the guy had come up with it off the top of his head. And it wasn't even good.


    
      
    


    "Who the fuck are you calling a fucktard, you fucking piece of ass fuck?"


    
      
    


    "Who does it look like?"


    
      
    


    He hadn't used the word. He deserved a medal or at least some flowers for his new extensive use of vocabulary.


    
      
    


    "Why you fucking-"


    
      
    


    More gunshots filled the air and then some heavy rasping on the table as the figure slipped, then fell to the floor, dead.


    
      
    


    Lia grimaced and averted her gaze from the dead body. She knew that if she looked she'd have nightmares.


    
      
    


    "Take that, fucker!"


    
      
    


    What a loser.


    
      
    


    "It sounds like he's the only one left," whispered Cal.


    
      
    


    Before Lia could reply, Cal had slipped out from under the table and shot up.


    
      
    


    "What the fuck-"


    
      
    


    He pulled the trigger and shot, once, twice, then silence.


    
      
    


    Lia followed him, avoiding stepping on the shards of glass and wincing as the pain in her knee worsened.


    
      
    


    "No, I didn't kill him. He's only unconscious."


    
      
    


    Lia frowned at the patronizing tone. He spoke as if talking to a child.


    
      
    


    Fucking Prick.


    
      
    


    I see the English lesson has had its desired affect.


    
      
    


    "Whatever."


    
      
    


    "Shall we be leaving?"


    
      
    


    Lia ran a hand over her knee, searching for the shard of glass. "Why do you reckon the shops are all empty?"


    
      
    


    Cal ran a hand through his hair. "Can't you hear it?"


    
      
    


    "Hear what?"


    
      
    


    "The direction of the cinema –listen."


    
      
    


    She refocused her attention and listened, carefully. And then she heard it. "There's a lot of shooting. And people."


    
      
    


    "There's some sort of fight and it's in the direction of the cinema. Either most of the people who were meant to be here are involved in it, or they used their brains and got away as soon as possible."


    
      
    


    "And we're going to walk into it?"


    
      
    


    It was like signing her own death warrant.


    
      
    


    "It'll be just as dangerous to go back as it will be to go forward."


    
      
    


    As much as she hated to admit it, he had a point.


    
      
    


    She ran her hand over her bleeding knee-cap once again. "Fine. Forward it is, then."


    
      
    


    Cal looked down, finally noticing her injury.


    
      
    


    She met his gaze. "I need somewhere to sit. The glass didn't go in too deep, but I want to take it out before we go ahead."


    
      
    


    "Okay." Cal pulled out one of the nearby stools and pushed it toward her.


    
      
    


    She picked it up, then sat down and brought her knee toward her chest. Lia ran her hand over the cut and searched for the small shard of glass. It wasn't hard to find, seeing as the part it was in stung more than the rest of the cut. She closed her thumb and forefinger over it, then wrenched it out. She bit her lip in pain and grimaced at the small shard of glass within her palm. Beads of blood glinted over its surface, tingeing it a bright red. It looked like the glass you would use in stained glass windows.


    
      
    


    "Done admiring the glass yet?"


    
      
    


    She wasn't in the mood to retaliate and she was sure that was what he wanted her to do, anyway; therefore, the best solution would be not to do it.


    
      
    


    "What's the time?" She had never tried ignoring one of his comments before. At least, she didn't think she had but right now her knee was stinging far too much for her to say anything.


    
      
    


    Cal shrugged. "About time you got a watch."


    
      
    


    "Ha. Ha. How old is that one?"


    
      
    


    "I wouldn't know. I'm not sad enough to research my insults before using them."


    
      
    


    "It's not your insult. Everyone uses that one."


    
      
    


    "I didn't say that they didn't."


    
      
    


    Couldn't he see that she was in pain, or did he just choose to ignore it?


    
      
    


    "Let's just go. It's probably pretty late."


    
      
    


    "It's six-thirty so yeah, it is."


    
      
    


    She frowned. "You could have just said that from the beginning."


    
      
    


    "But what would be the fun in that?" His tone of voice had adopted a softer edge, as if he were speaking to a small child.


    
      
    


    That gun was looking pretty tempting by now.


    
      
    


    "Let's go before I shoot you."


    
      
    


    He raised an eyebrow. "Is that a threat?"


    
      
    


    "What do you think?"


    
      
    


    "And that means no," he commented, dryly.


    
      
    


    "Do you ever shut-up?"


    
      
    


    "A lot more than you, yes."


    
      
    


    "That didn't even make sense."


    
      
    


    "Not to you, no. It was too complex for you to comprehend."


    
      
    


    "Using big words now, are we?" she replied, scathingly.


    
      
    


    He smirked. "Unlike you I don't have a vocabulary limited to that of a three-year olds."


    
      
    


    Ouch. She should have seen that one coming.


    
      
    


    "And unlike you I don't have a vocabulary limited to that of a two-year olds." She knew how pathetic that sounded even as it left her mouth. But he had left her with no alternative.


    
      
    


    Why does he always have to win?


    
      
    


    "That was pathetic."


    
      
    


    Lia shrugged and looked toward the window or what was left of it, anyway. The Elonsican had shot right through it; hundreds of shards of glass lay scattered over the floor and table-tops.


    
      
    


    "They weren't experienced. Probably their first time handling guns," she surmised.


    
      
    


    "Then they shouldn't pose as much of a threat."


    
      
    


    "How do we know that the ones down by the cinema are just as bad?"


    
      
    


    Cal shrugged and pulled out his gun. "We don't."


    
      
    


    He made his way to the door and pulled it open, stepping out onto the rough tarmac. "Hurry up. I don't know how Ted looks like, so I can't do it on my own."


    
      
    


    Lia rolled her eyes and bit back a retort, then followed him out into the empty street.


    
      
    


    They walked along the path, against the wall, their eyes alert and scouring the empty streets. The shouting was getting louder by now, the sound of an occasional gunshot audible beneath high pitched screams. Lia could feel a familiar weight reside within her chest, an overwhelming sense of unease overcoming her.


    
      
    


    It wasn't a game. It wasn't the training anymore. This was real. And in reality you didn't always have a happy ending.


    
      
    


    They neared the corner.


    
      
    


    Cal pulled out his gun. "Ready?"


    
      
    


    She nodded briskly.


    
      
    


    "Move."


    
      
    


    * * *


    
      
    


    Jack slumped down on the bed and kicked off his trainers. He lay down, then sighed.


    
      
    


    He was so tired. He had barely gotten any sleep the night before because of the party and then he had to get up early this morning because of the break-in. He yawned and ran his eyes over the clock. Six-thirty. It was still pretty early, but he was far too tired to care.


    
      
    


    Jack ran his eyes over the thick, blue curtains enshrouding his window. He still hadn't looked at the view. It would probably be quite nice, he thought, seeing as they were pretty high up. But for now all he wanted to do was sleep.


    
      
    


    Jack closed his eyes, then sighed again.


    
      
    


    Bliss.


    
      
    


    And then the phone rang.


    
      
    


    Jack groaned and slid out of the bed, then made his way to the phone and picked up the receiver.


    
      
    


    "Hello?"


    
      
    


    "Is this Harlton?"


    
      
    


    "Yeah."


    
      
    


    "There's a riot down south by the local cinema. Your presence is requested immediately. It's getting out of hand and the-"


    
      
    


    "I'll be there. Bye."


    
      
    


    Jack hung up. He didn't need to hear any more details. They had already ruined his evening.


    
      
    


    So much for an early night.


    
      
    


    * * *


    
      
    


    Lia's eyes widened with shock.


    
      
    


    The ground surrounding the cinema was full of people –hundreds of people. They were all crowded around something, or someone, and Lia located the gunshots as coming from the center. They were all shouting something, their voices drowned out by the deafening crash of bullets. There was a lot of pushing too, she noticed, and hoards of people fighting and screaming at each other. The ground –or what could be seen of it- was littered with wood and broken down signs, the words of which Lia could barely make out from a distance.


    
      
    


    "It's a mess."


    
      
    


    "Brilliant observation," he commented, dryly.


    
      
    


    She chose to ignore him. "How do we get in?"


    
      
    


    Cal shrugged placidly. "You should know. It's your area." The condescension was barely there, but there nonetheless.


    
      
    


    She ran her eyes over the building, which was barely visible beneath the hoards of people. She had only been here a few times before with Carmon and Dan, and she faintly remembered one time when they had arranged to meet here. Dan had been late and he had used some other entrance. They had asked him how he had gotten in and he said that he had used a back entrance and that he would show them some time.


    
      
    


    He never did.


    
      
    


    But then, seeing as he had used a back entrance, there had to be one; it was just a matter of finding it and finding it quickly.


    
      
    


    She ran her eyes over the building again, her mind absently suppressing memories too painful to dwell upon. She bit her tongue, then her bottom lip. If she told Cal he would be able to help her find it, but, then again, if she told him it would make her look stupid; it would look like she didn't actually know in the first place if there was one and she was just making it up, based on a hunch, to stop herself from looking stupid. And he would take it that she was trying to stop herself from looking stupid, which would make her look even more stupid for trying to stop herself from looking stupid.


    
      
    


    But if she didn't tell him it would be much harder for her to find it and he would take her delay as an indication that she didn't actually know of any other way in, which would, in turn, make it look as though she knew nothing about her old area. And, therefore, consequently, he would think her stupid for not knowing anything about her old area.


    
      
    


    Either way, she would look stupid.


    
      
    


    She decided to go for the former solution.


    
      
    


    "There should be a back way in."


    
      
    


    "Where?"


    
      
    


    "I would have already gone there if I knew," she said dryly.


    
      
    


    "So you're acting on a hunch?" he didn't even try to keep the scorn from his voice.


    
      
    


    She had been expecting that. "It's better to act on something than not to act at all."


    
      
    


    He massaged his temples. "Any idea where it might be, Leanora?"


    
      
    


    It was a last attempt to annoy her. She bit her bottom lip, deeply suppressing the wave of anger as it seeped through her chest. She would not let him get to her. Not now. Not today.


    
      
    


    "No."


    
      
    


    He smirked. "If it's a back way in, it'll probably be in the back," he replied ruefully.


    
      
    


    Oh yeah…


    
      
    


    He had probably figured that out already; he had just wanted to embarrass her a bit first by asking for her opinion.


    
      
    


    Cynical prick.


    
      
    


    He's a guy. What do you expect?


    
      
    


    "And how do you suggest we get past this entire crowd, master?" she bit sarcastically.


    
      
    


    "It's not a matter of getting past all of them-" his eyes scoured the building, then the crowd "-it's more like how do we get through all of them?"


    
      
    


    She regarded him with a look of contempt. "And risk getting shot?"


    
      
    


    "If you can't beat them, join them."


    
      
    


    She brushed back a stray strand of hair. "It's too risky."


    
      
    


    "Everything is risky. It doesn't mean we can't do it."


    
      
    


    She shrugged. "What's the plan?"


    
      
    


    "There is no plan."


    
      
    


    She regarded him with distaste. "So we just randomly walk through them just hoping that they won't attack us."


    
      
    


    "That's the idea, yeah. Though, it would be wise to stay nearer to the edge."


    
      
    


    "If you're planning on doing that, why not just use the front entrance?"


    
      
    


    He looked at her with disdain.


    
      
    


    "That would be too obvious. If there's something going on out here"-the sound of another gun-shot pierced through the air "-it's probably far worse within the cinema. Which means going through the front entrance would be like signing your own death warrant."


    
      
    


    "And the back would, hopefully, have less people about."


    
      
    


    "Exactly."


    
      
    


    "Fine. After you, then."


    
      
    


    "Ladies first."


    
      
    


    She rolled her eyes. "Since when have you considered me a lady?"


    
      
    


    "I haven't. It's just common courtesy."


    
      
    


    "Courtesy? You don't even know the meaning of the word," she scoffed.


    
      
    


    "Not properly, no. I have better things to do with my time than memorize dictionary definitions."


    
      
    


    "Whatever. You go first, since it was your idea, after all."


    
      
    


    He smirked. "Scared?"


    
      
    


    "For you, yes. You'll need someone to watch your back."


    
      
    


    "I'm touched by your concern."


    
      
    


    She didn't know how to answer that and she was sure it would be one of those comments that she would, undoubtedly, discover a retort for later on when it would no longer be necessary. So she decided to follow Jude's example.


    
      
    


    "Whatever."


    
      
    


    Cal reloaded his gun and turned the corner. Lia followed.


    
      
    


    "Stay close. There are more Elonsicans here than Cadlians, so you'll be an obvious target."


    
      
    


    She nodded and took a step closer to him, keeping to his shadow. If no-one noticed her, it would make this trip less eventful. And the less events, the less chance of her getting hurt. She was in no mood to get hurt; therefore, it was best to keep to Cal's shadow and avoid events.


    
      
    


    Events are evil. Peace is good.


    
      
    


    Almost as good as Lacey's curry…


    
      
    


    They slid through most of the crowd with much ease –everyone was far too busy fighting each other to pay any heed to Lia and Cal- only occasionally skirting around the more dangerous of situations. They were reaching the edge of the crowd, having passed most of the people, and they were getting nearer to the back.


    
      
    


    Then, suddenly, Lia stopped.


    
      
    


    A tall, burly looking Elonsican with a square jaw and a thick tuft of brown hair stood before her, blocking her path. Lia stepped back as he brought out his gun and pointed it toward her.


    
      
    


    "Stupid fucking Cadlian."


    
      
    


    His finger rested on the trigger. She closed her eyes.


    
      
    


    The deafening sound of gunshots rattled through the air.


    
      
    


    Her eyes were still closed. She had felt nothing. She opened them, confused, then gazed at the man's body as it lay strewn upon the floor. Cal was stood behind him, his gun poised.


    
      
    


    Before she could say anything, he had grabbed her arm and bolted toward the back entrance.


    
      
    


    "They're after us, move!"


    
      
    


    She could hear the sound of guns being fired, one after another, and the heavy thrashing of feet against tarmac.


    
      
    


    They were being chased.


    
      
    


    Occasionally, she felt a rush of wind bite against her cheek where a bullet had just narrowly missed her. They weren't like Cal's bullets –darts which made you unconscious- they were designed to kill. The sudden realization made her stomach clench in fear.


    
      
    


    A large, wide bin lay before them. It was backed against the wall of the cinema and it lay around the corner from the back. Cal ran toward it and dived behind it, taking her with him.


    
      
    


    He pulled up his gun. "Go around the corner and look for the entrance. It'll probably be locked. I'll cover you from here," he panted.


    
      
    


    She nodded. Cal shot up and began shooting above the bin, ducking occasionally. She got up, then ran around the corner.


    
      
    


    Lia massaged her temple, her breathing escaping in sharp gasps as she ran her eyes over the large, brick wall.


    
      
    


    In, out, in, out. Stay calm.


    
      
    


    She took in a deep breath. The wall was overgrown with vines, thick clumps of moss oozing out from its many cracks. And then she saw it: a thick, white door half-hidden behind a willowy tree. The tree's branches obscured her view, but, nonetheless, there was definitely a door there.


    
      
    


    She rushed toward it and pushed away one of the branches, then searched for the handle. Finding it, she placed her palms over it and pulled. Her hands were sweaty, she noticed. She wiped them on her shirt and pulled so hard that the metal dug into her skin. It went down. She kicked the door, but to her dismay, it would not open.


    
      
    


    She could still hear the deafening crash of gunshots.


    
      
    


    I hope he's okay…


    
      
    


    She kicked harder, but it still would not budge. And then she saw it. A small lock secured the door.


    
      
    


    Lia was overridden with panic as she searched desperately for a key. She bit her lip, breathing hard, then wiped her palms on her shirt once again.


    
      
    


    And then it came to her. She rolled her eyes. How could she have been so stupid?


    
      
    


    Lia dug her hand into her pocket and pulled out her gun. She reloaded it, making sure that it had proper bullets within it, then aimed. Her aim had to be perfect. She couldn't destroy the lock, for they would need it later. She just needed to get it open from the outside.


    
      
    


    She pulled the trigger. The sound of the bullet was deafening as it crashed against the metal, causing the lock to fall off. She picked it up and pocketed it, then once again pulled down the handle and pushed. The door still would not budge. She kicked it and pushed again with all of her might.


    
      
    


    It finally gave way.


    
      
    


    Her eyes were met with an empty corridor.


    
      
    


    She pivoted, then made her way to the corner and glanced around. Cal was still there. She suppressed a sigh of relief. He wasn't dead.


    
      
    


    You say it as if it's a good thing.


    
      
    


    I wasn't saying it, I was thinking it.


    
      
    


    "Cal, move! It's open!"


    
      
    


    He heard her. He got up, then pivoted and began to run. Lia looked behind him, only just noticing the Elonsican he had been shooting at. His gun was poised and he was aiming.


    
      
    


    He was aiming at Cal. Cal had his back turned.


    
      
    


    Instinctively, she pulled out her gun and aimed. The Elonsican's finger was on the trigger. Before he could pull it, however, she shot. He fell to the ground, clutching his side. More Elonsicans arrived.


    
      
    


    Cal and Lia ran, swerving around the corner and darting into the open corridor. They could hear the rushed sound of footfall. Cal grabbed the handles from the inside, pulling the door shut.


    
      
    


    The door slid open again.


    
      
    


    He pulled it shut once again. "How the fuck do we keep it shut?"


    
      
    


    That had to be the first time she had ever heard him curse.


    
      
    


    Lia dug her hand into her pocket and pulled out the lock; it slipped in her damp palms as she handed it to him. He caught it and used it to secure the handles.


    
      
    


    A click issued through the corridor.


    
      
    


    A moment later, there was a heavy banging from the outside of the door.


    
      
    


    "They won't be able to open it from the outside because we've locked it from the inside," breathed Lia, slumping against the wall and dropping to her knees. She leaned against the wall and took in a few deep breaths.


    
      
    


    Cal nodded warily and wiped the sweat from his forehead. He sat against the wall opposite her and reloaded his gun, then ran his eyes over his watch.


    
      
    


    "Six-forty. Twenty minutes left to find Ted."


    
      
    


    Lia groaned. "Joy."


    
      
    


    He stood up. "Let's go."


    
      
    


    She nodded, and followed him down the corridor.


    
      
    


    So much for an event-less mission.


    
      
    


    * * *


    
      
    


    Jack signalled for the car to stop. He pulled open the door and walked out into the empty street. The rest of the police cars had also stopped; the men were piling out.


    
      
    


    The street was deserted save for two bodies strewn across the middle of the road. An officer bent down beside them and checked their pulses.


    
      
    


    "They're not dead," he announced. "Only unconscious."


    
      
    


    Jack nodded with relief. The fewer casualties there were the better. He wasn't in the mood to deal with the media more than was necessary. One of the officers climbed out of a broken café window. Jack looked toward him.


    
      
    


    The officer bit his lip. "There's a man in there. I think he's dead."


    
      
    


    So much for less media coverage.


    
      
    


    Jack frowned, then pulled out his gun. "I can hear gunshots from the direction of the cinema. Be ready."


    
      
    


    The officers nodded in affirmation and pulled out their guns. Jack peered at his watch. It was six-forty.


    
      
    


    "Let's go."


    
      
    


    * * *


    
      
    


    Lia ran her eyes over the walls. They were plain – painted a dull cream – and clad in layers of chipped plaster. Once in a while, her eyes strayed upon a tattered poster advertising one of the latest releases.


    
      
    


    When she had been in school, no-one had actually gone to the cinema to watch films; it was just a place to hang out, mess about, and get kicked out of. It used to be like a game, a competition –who can get kicked out of the most shops in one day? And the cinema had always been the most fun out of all the places, seeing as it was so big and the guards usually put up a chase. She remembered running down these corridors; Carmon and Dan were always in front whilst she tagged behind, the guard at her heel. But she had always known she wouldn't get caught. They all knew that if they got caught, Dan would "come to the rescue." As weird as it sounded now, she was pretty sure that that's how she had thought at the time. That's what they had all thought at the time.


    
      
    


    It had always been here, Dan and Carmon and sometimes Katie. She had never liked Katie. She always got the feeling that Katie didn't like her –that she was trying to take her place. Or maybe she had been jealous? It was far too long ago for her to remember her exact feelings. Katie had been Carmon's girlfriend, his girlfriend at the time anyway. Carmon nearly always went for Elonsicans, she noticed, and out of the lot of them he had always been the one most likely to get into a relationship with someone. She and Dan had never really cared about any of it; they had been perfectly content with being alone.


    
      
    


    She wondered whether it was still like that, minus Dan of course. Carmon always had a girlfriend, but her –she had never really bothered. And it wasn't like she couldn't –if she tried she probably could. She just liked to be on her own. At least, she thought she did. Maybe she didn't like to be on her own but she just didn't realize it. Maybe there was some long, psychological explanation for everything she did. She wasn't quite sure.


    
      
    


    If you don't understand yourself, how do you expect others to? A voice chided at her, scathingly.


    
      
    


    No-one truly understands themselves. If they did, they wouldn't make so many foolish mistakes –they would always be in control of their own actions.


    
      
    


    "Do you know your way around this place?" Cal's voice snapped her out of her reverie.


    
      
    


    She nodded. "Yeah. I know the entire layout." We had to, to get away from the guards.


    
      
    


    "We haven't got much time. Did Ted say he's going to meet us at a specific place?"


    
      
    


    Lia bit her lip. "He didn't specify a checkpoint, no."


    
      
    


    Cal ran a hand through his hair and sighed. It was probably the most humane action she had ever seen him do. It made her look at him in a new light.


    
      
    


    Maybe he is a human after all.


    
      
    


    Or an alien in a very clever disguise.


    
      
    


    "That means we're going to have to search for him."


    
      
    


    Lia shook her head. "The place is way too big for us to go everywhere. It would take us an hour to go through every room, and that's if we're really fast and we don't encounter anyone."


    
      
    


    "Do you have any suggestions?" Lia was shocked by his tone of voice. He didn't sound sarcastic; he was just asking her a question like a normal person would.


    
      
    


    An alien in a very clever disguise who can, in addition to being cleverly attired, act extremely well.


    
      
    


    Maybe he can even do ballet. I'll make a note to ask him next time.


    
      
    


    She ran her eyes over the walls, desperately thinking. "He would want to go in a place where no-one would see him and he wouldn't get attacked. But it would also be in a place which would be obvious for us to look in, but at the same time not obvious for anyone to randomly go into."


    
      
    


    "A place which we couldn't miss."


    
      
    


    "Exactly. But the problem is there are plenty of those in a cinema."


    
      
    


    Cal sighed. "Any ideas?"


    
      
    


    "The only solution is to split up, but you don't know the layout of the place so it'll be harder."


    
      
    


    "Just because I don't know the general layout, it doesn't mean I can't search it." The condescension was back.


    
      
    


    Are you trying to imply that I couldn't search it if I didn't know the layout?


    
      
    


    "Fine, then. This corridor should stem into two at the end. I'll take the right side and you can take the left. We'll meet back here in fifteen minutes and if either of us run into Ted, we'll bring him with us."


    
      
    


    Cal watched her expectantly.


    
      
    


    "What?"


    
      
    


    "Are you forgetting that I don't know how he looks like, or did that small detail just 'happen' to escape your head?"


    
      
    


    He used head instead of brain, she noted. It was as if he were implying that her head was hollow; he was implying that she didn't possess a brain.


    
      
    


    Or maybe he wants to possess your head with an evil alien brain, which he has brought back from his planet.


    
      
    


    How would she describe Ted? She had only seen him once and she herself did not remember him all that well.


    
      
    


    "He's tall, pretty weedy. About five eleven, I reckon, and he's old, older than fifty, anyway. I don't reckon there'll be many people around here who are over fifty, so that'll make the job easier-" she bit her lip, desperately trying to picture him in her head "-his hair is a mousy sort of color and he has this big bald patch in the middle of his head. His head is pretty long, too; it's like a stretched out oval. And Michael told me he would be dressed totally in navy-blue. Just use the code words on him and if you think it's him and if he is Ted, he'll reply."


    
      
    


    "And if he isn't, I'll shoot him."


    
      
    


    He had said that just to unnerve her. She put on an obviously forced smile. "With the darts, of course."


    
      
    


    "Of course, seeing as real bullets might give you nightmares."


    
      
    


    The sheer irony of that statement made her want to laugh.


    
      
    


    She quickened her pace as the stemming corridors came into view.


    
      
    


    "Bye."


    
      
    


    He smirked. "Make sure you don't get shot."


    
      
    


    Was it just her, or did he sound hopeful?


    
      
    


    She pivoted. "Make sure you do."


    
      
    


    He didn't reply, but she could almost feel his smirk upon her back. That retort had been lined with more venom than she would have liked and the sheer display of hatred made him aware that he was getting on her nerves.


    
      
    


    He had won that one.


    
      
    


    He won every one.


    
      
    


    A very manipulative alien, too.


    
      
    


    * * *


    
      
    


    Jack raised his head. "You've seen the state of things around there. We're going to have to split up; half of us will need to sort out the outside while the rest infiltrate the interior of the cinema-" The men nodded. Jack inclined his head toward the main officer "-I expect your men are quite experienced in these matters, so they won't need any further instruction."


    
      
    


    The officer saluted, then replied, "Your presence was requested under protocol, Sir. And it is advised that we ask for your command upon such matters."


    
      
    


    Jack liked this guy. He addressed him with a certain note of respect; there was nothing patronizing within his tone of voice, even though he was marginally older than him.


    
      
    


    "The question is who's going to go where?"


    
      
    


    One of the younger officers spoke up, "Permission to speak, Sir?"


    
      
    


    He liked being called "Sir." It had a nice ring to it.


    
      
    


    "Permission granted."


    
      
    


    "I think it would be best if the more experienced men went inside, because we're not trained well enough to be able to cope with people jumping out at us –as is expected within the cinema, that is."


    
      
    


    Jack nodded. He was right. It would be harder and, ultimately, more dangerous inside; therefore, it would be best to send in the most experienced of members. "Good idea. But we'll need one of the senior officers out here to command you."


    
      
    


    The head officer spoke up. "I'll stay out here with them and you can lead the operation inside, Sir."


    
      
    


    They already trusted him that much. A few of the more senior officers looked uneasy, he noticed, but the head officer trusted him.


    
      
    


    You didn't get the job so early for no reason at all.


    
      
    


    He trusts you with their lives. Don't let him down.


    
      
    


    "Okay. But it'll take a long time to get this place under control-" he aimed the next question to the head officer "-are we able to call in reinforcements if the matter gets out of hand?"


    
      
    


    "We are, yes. But it isn't advisable."


    
      
    


    Jack understood as the sheer idiocy of his statement sunk in. If they called in reinforcements, they would probably have to consult people who were not within the Sector. It would make the Sector look incapable of handling the problem on their own and, seeing as he was the leader and it was his first proper assignment, it would make it look as though he was not suited enough for the job –he could not handle it on his own.


    
      
    


    First impressions always count.


    
      
    


    He couldn't mess up on this. If this went right, he would finally have proved it to the others that he wasn't just some amateur –he would finally gain their trust. But, even if he tried, would he ever truly gain their trust?


    
      
    


    "In a world of politics you can trust no one, not even your own boss. Remember that."


    
      
    


    Could what Jessica Coles had said work the other way around or, the question would be, did it work the other way around? Would his officers, his men, ever trust him, or would they just pretend and bide their time –wait for him to stab them in the back or vice versa? How could you trust someone you barely knew? And even if you knew someone really well, how did you know that you could actually trust them –trust them with your secrets, your hopes, your life?


    
      
    


    You're still so young, Jack, so naïve


    
      
    


    Was it naïve to trust people? Was that what she meant? But if you didn't trust anyone at all, you would never achieve anything –you would always have to rely on yourself. It just wasn't practical.


    
      
    


    Maybe he had misinterpreted her.


    
      
    


    Women.


    
      
    


    "Understood."


    
      
    


    The head officer nodded and split his men into two groups. It took him less than a minute. Jack envied the way that he commanded respect –the way that they looked up to him and followed his every order without a second thought.


    
      
    


    Maybe one day they'll trust me like that –they'll look up to me like that.


    
      
    


    One day.


    
      
    


    Jack loaded his gun, then turned to his men. "Ready?"


    
      
    


    They all nodded.


    
      
    


    "Let's move."


    
      
    


    * * *


    
      
    


    Lia made her way down the corridor, slowly. She had always hated these corridors; the space was so restricted. If one of the doors along the side suddenly opened, whoever was inside would see her immediately. Each door led to a separate screen and she was sure that this side of the building had over twenty screens. She doubted that Ted would hide out in one of the screens, though. It was far too impractical, especially since he hadn't told them where he would be. He benefited from this mission just as much as they did.


    
      
    


    She neared the end of the corridor. She knew that it led to one of the main parts of the cinema: where they distributed the tickets. It was quite an open space, she noted; therefore, there would be a greater likelihood of her getting attacked. If it was just as it had been the last time she had came, there would be a few benches that she would be able to use for cover if she encountered anyone.


    
      
    


    She just had to pray that she didn't.


    
      
    


    Lia took in a deep breath, her finger resting on the trigger of her gun –ready to shoot. She stepped out onto the carpet. It was a dusty scarlet, stained a deep brown by the many muddy footprints stretching over its surface.


    
      
    


    She ran her eyes over the room, warily. She began to walk, constantly scouring the room for any signs of life. There were counters nearby and the small blue screens listing whatever was going to come on during the day were still flashing. Everything was just as it should be in a normal cinema.


    
      
    


    Only it was empty.


    
      
    


    She could hear a whirring sound near the refreshments stand where some sort of sweet was going around on a wheel. She couldn't remember its name, though. The whirring was the only sound in the silence.


    
      
    


    She continued to walk toward the center. Suddenly, her trainer made a squelching sound on something. She looked down. She had stepped on one of the footprints. The mud was still fresh – wet – which meant...


    
      
    


    Gunshots filled the air.


    
      
    


    Lia dived and rolled on her side as a bullet crashed into the carpet, tearing through its surface and hitting the floorboards. She ran –sprinted- toward one of the benches and dived behind it, then brought up her gun and began to randomly shoot, ducking occasionally to avoid a bullet.


    
      
    


    She wouldn't get anywhere this way. She had to aim and shoot whoever it was down. There was only one person, though, she surmised. At least, there was only one gun being shot. And whoever it was, they were probably not properly trained –not as trained as her, anyway.


    
      
    


    A bullet tore through the bench, sending a shower of splintered wood raining down upon the floor.


    
      
    


    They may not be trained, but they sure have good guns.


    
      
    


    The bullets were strong. She had to get whoever it was soon; otherwise, they would end up destroying the bench which was her only cover. But how was she meant to aim when the opposition was still shooting? And then it hit her. Whoever it was, he was just shooting at her absently which meant that, eventually, he would run out of bullets and be forced to reload.


    
      
    


    And that's when she would strike.


    
      
    


    She just had to make sure that she didn't use up too many bullets; otherwise, her plan could be used against her. Eventually, though, he stopped, if only for a few seconds. She shot up, then scoured the room quickly. He was behind the counter. He spotted her and poised his gun.


    
      
    


    She aimed. His finger rested on the trigger. A split-second before he pulled the trigger, she dived to the side. The bullet whistled past her, crashing against the wall and splaying plaster over the carpet. Before he could comprehend what had happened, she had already shot him.


    
      
    


    Blood poured out of his leg and he fell to the side, clutching it in pain.


    
      
    


    Lia's eyes widened as she looked down at her gun for a moment. She had used bullets, real bullets and not the darts. And then she remembered shooting off the lock and how she had reloaded her gun beforehand.


    
      
    


    If she had decided to shoot somewhere else –not his leg- then what would have happened?


    
      
    


    She could have killed him.


    
      
    


    The mere thought made her stomach clench.


    
      
    


    Lia made her way back toward the corridor. It had probably been fifteen minutes and still no Ted. She raced down the corridor, then stopped and backed against the wall.


    
      
    


    She could hear a voice.


    
      
    


    "You can secure that side. I'm going down here."


    
      
    


    Lia looked around. If whoever it was came down the corridor, they would see her. And she didn't want to have to use the gun again until she had reloaded it. She bit her lip, then a sudden idea occurred to her. Lia flung open the door behind her and ran into one of the screens.


    
      
    


    Everything was dark, pitch black, and before her were rows and rows of seats.


    
      
    


    She would hide there until whoever it was passed.


    
      
    


    * * *


    
      
    


    They reached the end of the corridor. It stemmed out into two more corridors. Jack looked toward the men and indicated the left side.


    
      
    


    "You can secure that side–"he indicated the right "– I'm going down here."


    
      
    


    They nodded and Jack made his way down the corridor, his eyes scouring over the many doors.


    
      
    


    One of them was open.


    
      
    


    He sucked in his breath and pulled out his gun, then made his way toward the door.


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    Lia dived in between some of the seats as she heard the sound of a figure entering. She had forgotten to close the door.


    
      
    


    How stupid can you get?


    
      
    


    It was far too dark for her to make out whether he was an Elonsican or Cadlian, but she could tell that it was a guy. Lia continued to crawl in between the seats, silently, as he made his way down the rows. He was turning his head, looking around for any sign of life.


    
      
    


    What an idiot.


    
      
    


    She bit her lip and counted in her head. He'd left the door open. She just had to be quick. One…two…three.


    
      
    


    And then she bolted.


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    Jack heard hurried footsteps. He shot randomly, then noticed the silhouette of the figure in the darkness. He shot again.


    
      
    


    "Stop!"


    
      
    


    All he saw was a flash of black hair as the figure bolted out of the door and out of sight. He rushed toward the door and out into the corridor.


    
      
    


    But the figure had already gone.


    
      
    


    Jack shrugged.


    
      
    


    At least they didn't try to shoot me.


    
      
    


    * * *


    
      
    


    When Lia arrived at the checkpoint Cal was already there and leaning against the wall, his hands placed in his pockets.


    
      
    


    He cast his gaze over her panting form, seemingly bored. "I found him."


    
      
    


    She suppressed a sigh of relief. "Did you get the key?"


    
      
    


    "He wouldn't give it me. He wanted to see someone from the first mission."


    
      
    


    "Me or Carmon?"


    
      
    


    "Yeah. He said he'd stay put, so all we need to do is get to him and get the key. Then we're out of here."


    
      
    


    She nodded. "Good."


    
      
    


    Cal pulled out his gun. "Not exactly."


    
      
    


    She looked at him inquisitively. "What do you mean?"


    
      
    


    "We're not just dealing with rowdy teenagers playing with guns anymore. Officers have arrived."


    
      
    


    "LAFFAT," she said vehemently.


    
      
    


    "Right."


    
      
    


    "So they'll be trained, which means we'll have to watch our backs."


    
      
    


    He shrugged placidly. "Exactly. But don't worry; you're with me this time. So I doubt you'll get hurt." His tone of voice implied that it was fact rather than opinion.


    
      
    


    She wanted to roll her eyes. How arrogant could you get? She chose not to argue. Arguing would take time and the sooner they got this done, the better. She had had enough action for one day and she desperately wanted to get back and go to bed.


    
      
    


    Cal began to make his way down the corridor.


    
      
    


    "Wait," she said. He turned his head as she reloaded her gun. "There. I'm ready."


    
      
    


    He continued walking, Lia at his heel.


    
      
    


    She felt like some sort of dog following its master. She caught up with him and turned her head. "Where exactly is he?"


    
      
    


    "One of the screens."


    
      
    


    That meant that her earlier prediction had been wrong. She felt lucky that she hadn't told Cal; he would have had a field day from that one. "What number?"


    
      
    


    He shrugged placidly. "I'll know it when I see it?"


    
      
    


    Lia took in a deep breath. "You didn't even look at the number?" she said in disbelief.


    
      
    


    "No. I didn't."


    
      
    


    "Wouldn't it have been easier if you did?"


    
      
    


    "It's easy either way," he deadpanned.


    
      
    


    Lia could feel the anger begin to boil within her chest. What right did he have to be so arrogant? He thought that he could do anything without even trying. He was so up himself. She hated people like him –people who thought that they could do anything, people who thought that they were better than everyone else at everything when they had no reason to.


    
      
    


    Lia clenched her fists, her nails digging into her palms which were already sore from earlier on. "Why are you so –"


    
      
    


    Cal's hand clasped over her mouth. He pulled her down beneath one of the benches and put a finger to his lips, then raised his gun. He bent down beneath the bench and pushed her further against the wall.


    
      
    


    "Move up," he hissed. "You're taking up too much room."


    
      
    


    Lia glared at him, then moved further against the wall. The air was dusty and it had a strong smell, but she wasn't quite sure what it was. Her hands felt sore as she flattened them against the dirty tiling, staying below the long bench. She kept her head to the ground and she could just about make out Cal's form beside her, his right hand supporting his gun and his left…Lia felt a new wave of fury course through her chest. He had his left arm over her to keep her down.


    
      
    


    He was touching her.


    
      
    


    What did he think she was, five? She wasn't stupid enough to get up in such a situation.


    
      
    


    She could hear slow footfall approaching and a few rowdy shouts. Lia shrugged her shoulders, trying to get his arm off. Noticing, he turned his head to face her and was met with a glare.


    
      
    


    He smirked.


    
      
    


    "Get. Off. Me," she hissed, malevolently.


    
      
    


    "You know you're loving it."


    
      
    


    She could feel her face begin to heat up. "You wish."


    
      
    


    "I don't wish, I know," he replied coolly. He bent down beside her and pulled her down further as the footsteps grew louder. His smirk intensified. "You're blushing."


    
      
    


    "I'm not blushing –I'm red with anger, prick."


    
      
    


    "Of course you are," he said dryly.


    
      
    


    Suddenly, the footfall stopped. A voice echoed through the silence. "Hey, is someone there?"


    
      
    


    They had heard them. Lia bit her lip and waited. Hopefully they wouldn't think to look beneath the bench, but if they did…


    
      
    


    "I know I heard someone. So come out or else we'll shoot you."


    
      
    


    The footsteps drew nearer. They were coming to the bench. Lia held her breath. Just as they were about to approach, Cal placed his gun on the floor and shot up.


    
      
    


    What the fuck?


    
      
    


    He ran a hand through his hair. "Hey."


    
      
    


    Hey?


    
      
    


    From what Lia could see, the guy was looking at him quizzically. "Dude, are you in the group?" He looked to his friends for affirmation. They merely shrugged.


    
      
    


    Cal's face was set in a deadpan. "Yeah."


    
      
    


    "Why the hell you down here, then?" The guy took a step forward.


    
      
    


    Cal intercepted him. "I got bored."


    
      
    


    "There's a g-" The Elonsican's mouth set in an 'O.' "Oh. You were bored. But, dude, wouldn't you want to pierce her somewhere a bit classy? I mean, a bench?"


    
      
    


    He must have only seen her hair and thought she was a Gredge, so she was safe. And then the full impact of his words suddenly hit her.


    
      
    


    What the FUCK?


    
      
    


    Piece? Her and Cal?


    
      
    


    Cal shrugged nonchalantly, "As I said, I was bored." She was sure that he was enjoying this.


    
      
    


    The Elonsican scratched his head, thoughtfully. "Okay. But don't take too long. Officers are here and they'll start asking questions."


    
      
    


    Cal nodded. "We're nearly done, anyway."


    
      
    


    Done? DONE? They weren't doing anything to be done with in the first place.


    
      
    


    The Elonsican nodded and made his way back to his friends. Before he left, he added, "There's a hotel down the street and the rooms have locks. You should go there instead."


    
      
    


    EWWWWW…


    
      
    


    Cal nodded. "Thanks for the advice."


    
      
    


    "No problem. Bye, and have fun."


    
      
    


    What a weirdo…


    
      
    


    "Don't worry, I will."


    
      
    


    The Elonsican and his friends laughed as if Cal had just cracked some brilliant joke. Cal continued to grin.


    
      
    


    Lia's hand clasped over her gun. She was so going to shoot him for this. As soon as the footsteps had died away, he turned his head to face her.


    
      
    


    He raised an eyebrow. "You weren't planning to shoot me, were you?" he asked mildly.


    
      
    


    Lia frowned. He made it sound petty –immature. She got up, then brushed off the layers of dust that had accumulated over her clothes. "Unlike you, I'm not immature."


    
      
    


    He bent down, then picked up his gun. "I don't see how I'm in anyway immature," he replied, regarding her coolly.


    
      
    


    Lia glared. "How the hell was that not immature?"


    
      
    


    "How was it immature?" By leaving out "hell" he had made himself sound more calm than her –more collected.


    
      
    


    "You did that on purpose because you knew it would get to me," she bit. She realized her mistake just as the last word left her mouth.


    
      
    


    He smirked, again. "It got to you, did it?"


    
      
    


    "No."


    
      
    


    He ignored her and dug his hands into his pockets. "Which means it did."


    
      
    


    "It didn't." Lia began to make her way down the corridor at a hurried pace.


    
      
    


    "I wouldn't go in front if I were you. You don't know the number." He was using her own words against her.


    
      
    


    She stopped walking and clenched her fists. "Hurry up, then."


    
      
    


    He yawned and sauntered past her, his hands still dug in his pockets. She continued to walk behind him as they reached the screens, then he stopped.


    
      
    


    "It's number thirty-two, by the way."


    
      
    


    He had known all along.


    
      
    


    He slid into the screen. Lia followed. Her eyes adjusted to the blackness. She could make out the silhouette of a figure sitting on the front row. As soon as they arrived, he got up and began walking toward them. Lia went to meet him and held out her hand. He handed her the key, then they shook hands and he left.


    
      
    


    Lia leaned against one of the seats and sighed. "Can we go now?"


    
      
    


    Cal shook his head. "Michael wants us to report to him directly after the mission."


    
      
    


    Lia frowned. "Can't we relax first?"


    
      
    


    "Relax where?"


    
      
    


    Lia bit her lip. She was sure that the question had been rhetorical, but she had an idea. She pulled herself up, then grinned. "I'm leaving."


    
      
    


    And, without a further word, she had made her way into the corridor, Cal at her heel. He had to follow her because she had the key.


    
      
    


    It felt good to be in control for once.


    
      
    


    * * *


    
      
    


    Jack yawned and leaned against the headboard of his bed. It hadn't taken that long to sort out the cinema: as soon as they had seen the officers many of the teens had bolted. The main people who were caught had been taken in for questioning and the head officer said that he would take it from there and alert Jack tomorrow.


    
      
    


    He would have to visit them the next day, then. But the head officer had said that any time would be fine, which meant that he could sleep in for as long as he wanted.


    
      
    


    Jack yawned. He didn't have any plans for the next day, so he could sleep in. He grinned and lay down, then closed his eyes.


    
      
    


    A shrill beeping filled his ears.


    
      
    


    Jack shot up, then ran his eyes over the room. He picked up his mobile and switched off the beeping, then turned it on.


    
      
    


    You have two new messages, it reads.


    
      
    


    Jack clicked on the first. It was from Melan. He read it quickly, then groaned. She wanted to meet him at ten a.m. tomorrow at a coffee place called Ganners. He'd heard of the place before, but never had he actually gone there.


    
      
    


    He opened the next message and looked at the sender. Jessica Coles. He frowned. Why would she send him a message? He opened it, curiously, then read. She wanted to meet him to discuss something and she said that he should text her back to arrange a time.


    
      
    


    He lay down on his bed and sighed.


    
      
    


    So much for sleeping in.


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER 11


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    A pebble skittered across the water's surface. Ripples cascaded from the edges, then diminished as the wavering beams of light danced upon their flesh and shattered upon reaching their periphery –disappearing into the water's shallow depths.


    
      
    


    It looked like glass.


    
      
    


    The sky was red, red tinged with oranges and gold and purples and a faint hint of yellow outlining the sun's edge as it blurred into the landscape. The sky looked like a fire, a rampant inferno burning overhead and stretching above the landscape, coiling over its surface and fading into the distance.


    
      
    


    Cal lifted another pebble. It was smooth, almost perfect, save for a few blemishes upon its polished exterior. He tossed it into the water and watched as it hit the surface, then rebounded and fell once again.


    
      
    


    Yet the glass did not break; the surface remained intact, impenetrable.


    
      
    


    "It's a nice place to relax, isn't it?" she commented mildly.


    
      
    


    He could feel the cool, crisp air as it wafted through his nostrils, leaving him feeling chilled and light-headed, if only for a moment.


    
      
    


    "Yeah," he replied, "it is." He ran his fingers through the grass. It was slightly damp and it looked darker, shadowed, beneath the sunset. "I'm guessing you've been here before."


    
      
    


    She was looking straight ahead, her gaze cast over the waters. She nodded absently. "I have."


    
      
    


    "How did you find it?"


    
      
    


    A ghost of a smile played across her features. "A –"she seemed to be considering her words for a moment, then continued "–friend took me here once."


    
      
    


    She was still looking over the water, her eyes focused on something. He followed her gaze. There was only sky.


    
      
    


    "What are you looking at?" It wasn't like him to be so inquisitive but he was tired, too tired to figure it all out for himself.


    
      
    


    "The sky. Care to join me?"


    
      
    


    And then it hit him. She wasn't looking at anything. She was looking through it, all of it. She was watching something that he couldn't see.


    
      
    


    His fingers dug into the mud. "You're using sarcasm to skirt around the question." He had learned that the best way to make her give a straight answer was to state the purpose of her words, to predict what she was feeling and leave her to be unnerved if he were right. And he usually was. It made her angry, uneasy, and then she stopped watching her words and lost the smallest ounce of control over them that she had retained up until that point. And there were always signs, signs that he was winning.


    
      
    


    She regarded him placidly. "And what if I am?"


    
      
    


    Her defiance: sign number one.


    
      
    


    She'd try to build up a wall, try to act strong. All he had to do was pull down the foundations she had already laid –mention something that would throw her off the edge. "Your friend: Carmon. You're pretty close to him, aren't you?"


    
      
    


    The question was rhetorical, whether she chose to reply or not was her choice. She didn't.


    
      
    


    Lack of reply as she attempted to find a motive behind his question and failed miserably: sign number two.


    
      
    


    He continued. "At least, you think you're pretty close to him. And he thinks that you two are close, too. But, in reality, he knows nothing about you. All he knows are the bare bones, the surface layer, and he realizes that. And you realize that, too."


    
      
    


    She ran her hand through the grass, coiled a single blade beneath her fingertips and tore it out, ripped it into shreds, then dug once again for another. She was no longer calm.


    
      
    


    Nervousness and trying to focus on something else in hopes that the words would just go away: sign number three.


    
      
    


    He smirked. "I'm getting to you, aren't I?"


    
      
    


    Her head shot up and she faced him. "What the hell is your point?" she bit.


    
      
    


    She got angry far too easily.


    
      
    


    A hint of anger, usually curse words: sign number four.


    
      
    


    He leaned back against the grass as she watched him, vehemently, waiting for an answer.


    
      
    


    "Whenever he asks you a question, you either avoid telling him or use sarcasm to skirt around it. And he doesn't prompt you on it because he thinks that you don't want him to. He thinks that the best way is to give you time to open up for yourself. But what you really want is for him to prompt you because you don't have the guts to open up for yourself."


    
      
    


    "What are you, my shrink?" she commented dryly.


    
      
    


    "Your sarcasm proves that I'm right."


    
      
    


    "That doesn't make sense."


    
      
    


    "Yes, it does."


    
      
    


    Her fingers were still coiled around the grass and she was pulling harder now, with more urgency. "How so?"


    
      
    


    "It's your defense mechanism. Whenever you don't know what to say, you're sarcastic."


    
      
    


    This time she pulled out a clump of grass and dropped it without tearing, then reached down again. "What the hell is your problem?"


    
      
    


    "You."


    
      
    


    "Why don't you just leave then if I'm bothering you so much?" she said icily.


    
      
    


    He cast his gaze across the water, then picked up another pebble. "You've never had anyone figure you out before, have you?"


    
      
    


    "Your point?"


    
      
    


    "Stop being so defensive."


    
      
    


    "Why?"


    
      
    


    "It's not getting you anywhere," he replied placidly. He tossed the pebble.


    
      
    


    She groaned. "Why do you love to irritate me so much?"


    
      
    


    "You're extremely irritable."


    
      
    


    "So that gives you an excuse?"


    
      
    


    "No," he replied. "Just a reason."


    
      
    


    "What brought on the sudden urge to analyze me?"


    
      
    


    Why did he suddenly decide to "analyze" her? But, then again, he didn't analyze her. Analyzing would involve paying explicit attention and focusing on the person at hand. Everything about her was so simple that he didn't need to focus. He just picked it all up.


    
      
    


    "I'm bored."


    
      
    


    "Then go back."


    
      
    


    He shrugged. "I like it here."


    
      
    


    She bit her bottom lip, then frowned. "But you just said you're bored."


    
      
    


    "Just because I'm bored it doesn't mean that I don't like it."


    
      
    


    Her forehead creased. "So you like being bored?"


    
      
    


    She said the stupidest things sometimes.


    
      
    


    "Does anyone like being bored?"


    
      
    


    "I don't think so, but if you're answer to my question is yes, then the answer to that question is yes, because then you'll become that 'anyone' who likes being bored."


    
      
    


    He ran his fingers over the grass, searching for another pebble. "Brilliant logic," he said sarcastically.


    
      
    


    She grinned. "It is, isn't it?"


    
      
    


    "I was being sarcastic, so the answer to that would be no."


    
      
    


    Her grin became a frown. She pulled out another blade of grass, this time allowing it to rest between her fingers as she tore it into shreds. "Shut-up."


    
      
    


    "The answer to that is no, too."


    
      
    


    Her frown deepened. She cast her gaze above the water once again. A few minutes passed and then she replied. "Maybe you're right."


    
      
    


    Whatever he had expected, it hadn't been that.


    
      
    


    "Oh?"


    
      
    


    She coiled a blade of grass over her finger. "Carmon's really…sweet. And at the same time he's too nice, too eager to forgive, I guess. Our opinions are just so different that I don't feel comfortable talking to him. I don't feel as if he would understand, you know?"


    
      
    


    Cal shrugged. "You won't know unless you try."


    
      
    


    "What if I don't want to try?"


    
      
    


    "Then it's your loss."


    
      
    


    She bit her lip. "Maybe."


    
      
    


    "Maybe?"


    
      
    


    "Yeah." She grinned.


    
      
    


    He stretched his arms. "How long have you known him?"


    
      
    


    "A little over four years."


    
      
    


    "When you lived in that area?"


    
      
    


    She nodded. "Yeah." Something flickered through her gaze, an emotion that he could not quite decipher. She opened her mouth, about to say something, then decided against it.


    
      
    


    Cal lifted up another pebble and juggled it between his hands. The sky was getting slightly darker now, but the fire was still there, burning.


    
      
    


    "Carmon," she began. Her voice cut through the silence. "He's not going to be well for a while."


    
      
    


    "And?"


    
      
    


    She bit her bottom lip. "Michael is probably going to stick us together in a lot of missions."


    
      
    


    "What makes you say that?"


    
      
    


    "I know Michael."


    
      
    


    "What's your point?"


    
      
    


    She furrowed her brows. It looked as if what she was about to say next took her a lot of effort. "We should try to get along."


    
      
    


    He raised an eyebrow. "Oh really?"


    
      
    


    "We don't have to be the best of friends," she continued dryly. "But we should at least be civil."


    
      
    


    He shrugged. "Okay."


    
      
    


    She creased her forehead in disbelief. "Okay?"


    
      
    


    "Yeah, okay."


    
      
    


    She looked at him for a moment as if contemplating something, then replied. "Okay, then."


    
      
    


    He yawned. "Okay."


    
      
    


    She rolled her eyes. "Shut up."


    
      
    


    "I thought we were being civil."


    
      
    


    "Please shut up," she said wryly.


    
      
    


    "No thank-you."


    
      
    


    "That gun sure looks tempting."


    
      
    


    "Too bad you're not allowed to use it."


    
      
    


    "Yeah…" She let out a wistful sigh.


    
      
    


    Cal closed his eyes and let the cool air encompass his lungs, then frowned. "Why do you take advantage of it all?"


    
      
    


    He knew the question was abrupt, that it would change the atmosphere entirely. But he didn't care. He wasn't going to dance around the subject; he wasn't like her. He was blunt and he didn't care what impression he made on others.


    
      
    


    "Take advantage of what?" her tone sounded guarded, annoyed even.


    
      
    


    "You have so much, so many friends and people who actually care about you, people who don't fake it because they're after something. But you always victimize yourself so much and refuse to open up to them when, in reality, you actually want to open up to them. It doesn't make sense."


    
      
    


    "I don't expect you to know me inside out, Cal," she said icily.


    
      
    


    "You're just so easy to figure out."


    
      
    


    "I'm flattered."


    
      
    


    He continued as if she hadn't said anything. "So many people would kill to be in your place." He made sure to keep his tone placid, calm. He couldn't afford to say more than was necessary, to let his guard down too much.


    
      
    


    "I have nothing that anyone else would want," she hissed. The self-pitying was coming through now and she wasn't even trying to hide it. She was angry. It was funny how he could make her flip from one mood to another with such ease.


    
      
    


    "Have you ever looked down, Leanora-" He lifted up another pebble and tossed it in the air "-or are you so deeply engrossed in wishing for what you can't have that you can't stop looking up."


    
      
    


    It was a statement, a rhetorical question, and just by looking at her he was sure that it had made her angry.


    
      
    


    "You don't know enough about me to judge. Wait, scratch that, you don't know anything about me."


    
      
    


    "I know what I see."


    
      
    


    She regarded him with distaste. "You can't form an opinion on someone within a month or so of knowing them."


    
      
    


    "It depends on the person."


    
      
    


    "Don't be so quick to judge me."


    
      
    


    He tossed the pebble into the air and watched as a few beams of light bounced on its surface. "That's hypocritical coming from you."


    
      
    


    Silence.


    
      
    


    He tossed the pebble into the air once again, then flung it into the water. Instead of rebounding like it had before, it merely sank to the bottom.


    
      
    


    The glass had finally broken.


    
      
    


    "You don't have any faith in humanity, do you, Lia?"


    
      
    


    He could tell that the sudden subject change had caught her off guard.


    
      
    


    "It depends on what you mean on 'faith in humanity'," she replied dryly.


    
      
    


    "I'm going to ask you a really clichéd question-" he began, then smirked before continuing, "-and it's up to you whether or not you want to give me a clichéd answer."


    
      
    


    She looked uneasy, but replied, "Fire away."


    
      
    


    "Do you believe in love?"


    
      
    


    She quirked an eyebrow. "Now that is a clichéd question."


    
      
    


    He dug his hands into his pockets. "I did say it was."


    
      
    


    She shrugged. "I do and I don't. I mean, it depends what sort of love you mean. I mean, I believe in the whole family loves thing, but with a guy and a girl I reckon it only goes as far as liking a lot."


    
      
    


    "You sound like you're talking from experience."


    
      
    


    Her tone of voice was calm, wistful. "Maybe I am."


    
      
    


    She had cast her gaze out over the water once again.


    
      
    


    "Is he the reason that you're so cut off from everyone?"


    
      
    


    She smiled lightly. "There's usually more than one reason behind that sort of thing."


    
      
    


    "True."


    
      
    


    There was a silence for a few moments and then she spoke. "His name was Dan." She said it calmly but there was an urgency to her tone of voice, as if she had to let it out and this was the last chance that she had.


    
      
    


    He contemplated leaving it there but thought better of it. He had brought her to the point where she would tell him and he was curious, he couldn't deny that.


    
      
    


    "What happened?"


    
      
    


    "Why should I tell you?" she bit.


    
      
    


    She was trying to act defensive again. She had probably realized her slip up. "Because you have no one else to tell."


    
      
    


    Her tone of voice softened considerably, but it had a harsher quality to it, one that he had never heard her use. It sounded cynical and colder. "Do you remember that boarded up building that we passed when we were in my old area?" She didn't wait for an answer; she merely continued. "It used to be an orphanage. I used to live there." She stopped for a moment, as if in deep thought, she was remembering something, then she carried on. "And do you remember that burnt out wreckage? The one next to the orphanage. That used to be Dan's house."


    
      
    


    "Used to be?"


    
      
    


    "Some gang thought it would be funny to burn it down." If he had thought she sounded cold before, it was nothing compared to what she said next. And her words…she spoke as if reciting facts –her tone of voice was icy, emotionless. "With him in it."


    
      
    


    Whatever he had expected, it hadn't been that.


    
      
    


    The sky had become darker by now. He looked toward her as she gazed out over the waters. The few wavering beams of light shone in her eyes and tinged her irises a faint red, like pools of fire.


    
      
    


    "All that was left of the place was ashes. Only ashes. And do you want to know what they spray painted on the wall after they had done it?" He didn't. She let out a cold laugh, then clenched her fists. "What's black, orange and very pretty? A Cadlian on fire." She laughed again, only it didn't sound like a normal laugh. It sounded cold, dry, inhuman.


    
      
    


    He didn't know what to say.


    
      
    


    "It's getting pretty dark. We better be getting back."


    
      
    


    She nodded absently, lost in her own train of thoughts.


    
      
    


    He knew that he would never see her in the same way again.


    
      
    


    * * *


    
      
    


    The monster tilted its head to the side, then ran its long fingers over the bed. It inclined its head toward the window.


    
      
    


    "You haven't opened it yet, have you?"


    
      
    


    Jack shrugged. "Why should I?"


    
      
    


    "It might do you good."


    
      
    


    "It might," he replied absently.


    
      
    


    The monster slipped off of the bed and gave him a toothy grin. Its fangs glistened.


    
      
    


    "If you don't open it, you might never get out." It ran its fingers over the curtain, its claws tearing into the thick material.


    
      
    


    Jack stepped forward and held out his hand. "No, don't."


    
      
    


    It grinned again, then its eyes became pools of fire. "You're trapped."


    
      
    


    And then the walls caved in.


    
      
    


    An alarm beeped.


    
      
    


    Jack shot up, panting. He cast his gaze toward the window, a few beams of light penetrating the thick blue curtain.


    
      
    


    He ran a hand over his forehead, then slipped out of bed. It was nine-thirty, which meant that he had half an hour to get to Ganners. He pulled on a shirt and some trousers along with a black hoodie, then made his way out to the main room.


    
      
    


    Damien was sat on the sofa watching television. A small tub of hair gel lay open on the table beside him.


    
      
    


    "Aren't you going to work today?" asked Jack.


    
      
    


    Damien shook his head absently, his eyes focused on the television. "Day off." He dug his left hand into the tub of gel, then ran the gel through his thick, black hair.


    
      
    


    The spiked hair already made him look like a porcupine and by pulling it back it made him look paler than he already was.


    
      
    


    He lifted up the tub. "Want some?"


    
      
    


    Jack raised an eyebrow. "No thanks."


    
      
    


    He made his way to the kitchen and buttered some toast, then came back and sat beside Damien.


    
      
    


    The doorbell rang. He sauntered toward the door and opened it. It was Rory.


    
      
    


    "Damien in?"


    
      
    


    Jack inclined his head toward the sofa and made his way back, Rory in tow. They sat down. He took a bite out of his toast, then placed it on the table.


    
      
    


    "I'm going to the bathroom."


    
      
    


    Damien and Rory nodded absent-mindedly, both their eyes and mouths wide open. Jack followed their gaze, then rolled his eyes.


    
      
    


    He made his way to the bathroom. When he came back, the toast was gone.


    
      
    


    Rory grinned toothily. "You wasn't eating it."


    
      
    


    Jack sighed. "Bye, Damien, Rory."


    
      
    


    They both nodded slowly.


    
      
    


    Jack held up his hands in defeat, then groaned. "I give up."


    
      
    


    It didn't take him that long to find Ganners, seeing as he had been past it quite a few times. But he had never bothered to actually go inside; it was well known as one of the trashiest cafés in town.


    
      
    


    He scuffed the pavement with the sole of his trainer, then entered. It wasn't as bad as he had expected, but it wasn't brilliant either. He spotted Melan instantly and sat next to her was Val.


    
      
    


    Melan was wearing denim trousers today and a tee-shirt and her hair was in two French plaits.


    
      
    


    As usual, she looked hot.


    
      
    


    She spotted him, then grinned. He sat down.


    
      
    


    Val raised an eyebrow. "Jack, right?"


    
      
    


    "Yeah. Val?"


    
      
    


    Melan fiddled with the end of her plait. "You guys have met?"


    
      
    


    "He was at the party with Damien."


    
      
    


    Why did she have to remind him about that party? A wave of embarrassment filled his chest.


    
      
    


    "The New Year’s one?"


    
      
    


    "Yeah."


    
      
    


    "I saw him there, too," replied Melan.


    
      
    


    They both nodded in affirmation, evidently satisfied. He felt like an escaped jail convict.


    
      
    


    Val tilted her head to the side, then flipped back her thick blonde hair. She opened her purse and took out some gum. She popped it into her mouth and chewed it slowly. "Do you want anything, Jack?"


    
      
    


    Jack was taken aback for a moment before Melan smiled lightly, then said, "She means do you want to order something?"


    
      
    


    Jack nodded. "Yeah. I'll have a drink."


    
      
    


    Val smiled acerbically. "What kind of drink?"


    
      
    


    He swung his legs beneath the table. "Water's fine."


    
      
    


    Melan rolled her eyes, then shook her head. "Val, quit making him nervous!"


    
      
    


    Val shrugged and continued to chew her gum. "He shouldn't have anything to be nervous about."


    
      
    


    Melan sighed. "I'll go call Kel."


    
      
    


    Val blew a bubble with her gum. "KEL!"


    
      
    


    Melan rolled her eyes with contempt. Kel appeared from behind the desk adorned in a red tee shirt which said GANNERS across the front in bold type. She made her way toward them.


    
      
    


    "Yeah?"


    
      
    


    Before Val could speak, Melan intervened. "Kel, could you please get Jack some water? And ignore Val, she's having one of her mood swings."


    
      
    


    Val glared. Melan tossed back one of her plaits and glared back, then turned her attention back to Jack, who, throughout all of this, had been watching silently.


    
      
    


    Kel smiled and nodded. "Okay." She left.


    
      
    


    "Jack, I'm really sorry to call you here so early," began Melan. She fiddled with the end of her plait, then continued, "But, I mean, has Damien ever mentioned anyone else to you? I mean, you guys seem really close and, well, you know."


    
      
    


    Val made a loud noise with her gum.


    
      
    


    Damien's words from their first meeting suddenly rang in Jack's head.


    
      
    


    "I'd probably want a steady one. I'm not into the whole one-night stand thing. You?"


    
      
    


    Damien ran a hand through his hair and smirked. "Personally, I prefer a bit of both, if you get what I mean. I like to have one on the side, just in case the first goes past her expiration date."


    
      
    


    Jack shrugged. "Not really. Well, sort of. But nothing direct."


    
      
    


    Melan creased her forehead. "What do you mean by 'sort of'?"


    
      
    


    Jack continued to swing his legs beneath the table. Before he could reply, Kel came back with the water and handed it to him.


    
      
    


    She grinned. "That'll be £1.95."


    
      
    


    What a cheap place. They charged for water?


    
      
    


    Kel took a seat beside them as Jack rummaged through his pocket for some money.


    
      
    


    Melan rolled her eyes. "Jack."


    
      
    


    He looked up. "What?"


    
      
    


    "She was joking."


    
      
    


    "Oh."


    
      
    


    Kel laughed.


    
      
    


    Val popped her gum again. "Men."


    
      
    


    Melan and Kel nodded in unison. "A waste of space."


    
      
    


    "And effort," added Val.


    
      
    


    "Don't forget time," said Kel.


    
      
    


    Melan and Val nodded in affirmation.


    
      
    


    Melan smiled. "We're joking, Jack."


    
      
    


    Jack took a sip of his water. "That's good. I thought you were all getting ready to attack me or something."


    
      
    


    Melan laughed. Her face glowed when she laughed and she had two dimples at the top of her cheeks. They were really cute.


    
      
    


    "You can stop staring at her now."


    
      
    


    Jack nearly choked on his water.


    
      
    


    Melan's expression dropped. "Quit being so horrible to him, Val."


    
      
    


    "You're not my mother."


    
      
    


    "Thank the Lord," she replied.


    
      
    


    "She would have disowned you long ago if she was," added Kel.


    
      
    


    "Shut up, Kel."


    
      
    


    "Freedom of speech."


    
      
    


    "Doesn't apply to you."


    
      
    


    "I think it's that time of the month, don't you, Kel?" Melan threw.


    
      
    


    Was it just him or did they sound like they were joking with each other?


    
      
    


    Kel widened her eyes in surprise. "She'd have to be a girl for that, Melan."


    
      
    


    Val rolled her eyes. "Didn't you know that guys have a 'time of the month' too."


    
      
    


    Kel grinned. "Really?"


    
      
    


    Melan turned her attention to Jack. "Do you?" she said excitedly.


    
      
    


    Jack frowned. "I-"


    
      
    


    "Who's bullying him now?"


    
      
    


    "I'm only asking him a question."


    
      
    


    Kel shook her head. "Don't put him on the spot, Melan. The poor boy's gone as red as a beet-root."


    
      
    


    Jack's frown deepened. "I think I better be leaving now…"


    
      
    


    Kel bit her lip. "Look at that, Melan, you scared the poor boy away."


    
      
    


    "He's not a boy-" Melan smiled at him, then winked "-he's a maaan."


    
      
    


    Val tilted her head to the side. "Right, Jack?" she said sultrily.


    
      
    


    "See! Val's the one scaring him away."


    
      
    


    Jack edged toward the door.


    
      
    


    Melan noticed. "Wait, Jack!"


    
      
    


    Her voice stopped him. He pivoted to face her, then scratched the back of his neck. "Um, yeah?"


    
      
    


    She smiled again. "Thanks, Jack. And if you find out anything, let me know."


    
      
    


    He nodded. "Okay."


    
      
    


    He turned to leave.


    
      
    


    "Hey, wait!"


    
      
    


    He stopped again. "What?"


    
      
    


    She fiddled with her plait. "You should hang out with us more often. You're pretty cool."


    
      
    


    Kel nodded. "And cute."


    
      
    


    Val yawned. "You've got a nice ass."


    
      
    


    Melan hit her on the arm. "Val!"


    
      
    


    Val shrugged. "He does."


    
      
    


    "But you're not meant to tell him that."


    
      
    


    "Why not?"


    
      
    


    "Because it's just –well, it's just rude."


    
      
    


    "But he likes it." Val turned her attention to Jack, then winked at him. "Right, Jack?"


    
      
    


    Jack grinned. "Um, bye."


    
      
    


    But before they could say anything else, he had left.


    
      
    


    * * *


    
      
    


    Lia watched the bag swing from side to side, then forward and back. She punched. Once. Twice.


    
      
    


    The door opened behind her, its creak resounding through the gym.


    
      
    


    "Back to where it all began." Cal's voice echoed through the gym.


    
      
    


    She frowned. "The punching bag."


    
      
    


    He yawned. "Remember to be civil this time."


    
      
    


    "We made a deal."


    
      
    


    "And I expect you to keep it."


    
      
    


    She smirked and pivoted to face him. "In other words, you don't want another shiner."


    
      
    


    Cal shrugged. "I couldn't exactly hit you back. You're a girl."


    
      
    


    "So you're saying I had an unfair advantage?"


    
      
    


    He leaned against the wall, a towel slouched over his bare shoulders. Lia crossed her arms and raised an eyebrow challengingly.


    
      
    


    "Yeah, you did."


    
      
    


    She shook her head, then sighed. "Men, you just can't accept defeat."


    
      
    


    "We die with honor."


    
      
    


    "You fight to the death?"


    
      
    


    He yawned. "What can I say? We like to be heroes."


    
      
    


    "Suicide is heroic?"


    
      
    


    "You're missing the point."


    
      
    


    She grinned. "The point being?"


    
      
    


    He smirked. "We die for our ladies."


    
      
    


    "How romantic," she said dryly.


    
      
    


    He shrugged. "It is, isn't it?"


    
      
    


    "I couldn't imagine you off all people giving yourself up for a girl."


    
      
    


    "I'm so glad you think so highly of me," he commented wryly.


    
      
    


    She smiled. "Did you come here for something?"


    
      
    


    Cal stretched his arms. "Well, seeing as we are supposed to try and get along. I thought I'd show you something that might…interest you."


    
      
    


    She narrowed her eyes. "What?" her voice was wary.


    
      
    


    He inclined his head to the door. "Come on. But keep it down. We can't let them hear us."


    
      
    


    "Tell me what it is first."


    
      
    


    He made his way to the door. "Are you coming or not?"


    
      
    


    She sighed. "Fine. But it better not be something stupid."


    
      
    


    They made their way out of the gym and entered an empty corridor. Cal led her down the corridor, then stopped at a corner and indicated for her to be quiet. He backed against the wall. She copied him and they stood their silently for a few moments; Once in a while, he peeked around the corner.


    
      
    


    "What are we waiting for?" she whispered.


    
      
    


    "Wait and see."


    
      
    


    She opened her mouth, about to reply, when they heard voices. She snapped it shut and listened.


    
      
    


    Someone giggled. Lia frowned. Was that-


    
      
    


    "Come on, Lacey. Just try it."


    
      
    


    Lia's eyes widened in shock. That sounded like-


    
      
    


    "Jude, no! Don't give me that look." Lacey groaned. "Fine, then. Go on."


    
      
    


    "What's your name?"


    
      
    


    Lia could see them now. They had stopped. Lacey was frowning.


    
      
    


    "Sausages," she replied.


    
      
    


    Lia narrowed her eyes, and she could see that Cal was suppressing a grin.


    
      
    


    Jude dug his hands into his pockets. "Who's your best friend?"


    
      
    


    Lacey winced. "Sausages."


    
      
    


    "Who will you marry?"


    
      
    


    "Sausages." She was on the edge of laughter.


    
      
    


    Lia didn't understand what was so funny.


    
      
    


    "Who do you love?"


    
      
    


    "Sausages."


    
      
    


    "What have you kissed?"


    
      
    


    "Sausages."


    
      
    


    "What are you wearing?"


    
      
    


    Lacey began to laugh. "Sausages."


    
      
    


    Jude smirked. "What comes out of your nose?"


    
      
    


    Lia's eyes widened.


    
      
    


    "Sausages!"


    
      
    


    "What comes out of your ass?"


    
      
    


    Cal was on the verge of laughter.


    
      
    


    "Sausages!"


    
      
    


    They both broke into fits of laughter.


    
      
    


    After a few minutes, they finally stopped laughing.


    
      
    


    Lacey smiled. "Thanks for keeping me company, Jude."


    
      
    


    He rubbed the back of his neck. Was it just Lia, or did Jude look shy? "It was nothing. I mean, yeah. Errh… Do you need a ride home?"


    
      
    


    Lacey pushed her hair behind her ear and shuffled her feet. "The flat's only a few minutes walk. Don't worry about it."


    
      
    


    Jude dug his hands into his pockets. "I'll walk you home."


    
      
    


    "I'd like that."


    
      
    


    Lia wanted to laugh at the awkwardness, but she knew it would give away their position.


    
      
    


    Before Jude could reply, the sound of approaching footsteps was heard. Emilie and Leigh emerged from the other side of the corridor. They stopped abruptly upon seeing Lacey and Jude.


    
      
    


    Emilie plastered on a smile. "Hi Jude-" she tilted her head to the side "-and Lacey."


    
      
    


    Lacey smiled. "Hi."


    
      
    


    Jude shrugged. "Hey."


    
      
    


    Leigh looked shocked for a moment before he hastily replied. "Hi, guys."


    
      
    


    Emilie leaned against the wall and watched them, a calculating look in her eyes. "What are you two doing here?"


    
      
    


    Jude shrugged. "Work."


    
      
    


    She raised an eyebrow. "Work?"


    
      
    


    Lia was far too enthralled in watching the conversation to notice that Cal had turned the corner.


    
      
    


    "Hi, guys," his voice rang through the corridor.


    
      
    


    Lia followed him out hastily. Lacey, Jude and Leigh watched them with identical looks of shock. Emilie remained placid.


    
      
    


    Lacey's eyes widened. "Hi, Cal…and Lia."


    
      
    


    "Hi," cooed Emilie.


    
      
    


    Cal smirked and leaned against the wall, then turned his attention to Leigh who was shuffling his feet nervously. "What brings you here, Leigh?"


    
      
    


    Leigh narrowed his eyes. "What do you mean?"


    
      
    


    Cal shrugged. "Just asking a general question. No need to get so defensive."


    
      
    


    Emilie flipped back her hair. "He needed to give Lacey something."


    
      
    


    Cal folded his arms. "Oh really?" he raised his eyebrows.


    
      
    


    Leigh frowned. "Yes," he bit.


    
      
    


    "And I suppose you wanted to talk to her too?"


    
      
    


    Emilie smiled acidly. "He probably did."


    
      
    


    Lacey intervened. "What did you want to give me, Leigh?"


    
      
    


    Lia was sure that she was missing out on something.


    
      
    


    Jude glowered as Leigh made his way towards Lacey and pulled a few papers out of his pockets. He handed it to her. His expression softened. "Michael wanted me to give these to you, Lace."


    
      
    


    She smiled and took them. "Thank you."


    
      
    


    Jude decided to speak. "So, Emilie, what brings you here?"


    
      
    


    Emilie gasped. "Oh, I almost forgot." She turned her attention to Lia. "Do you know where Carmon is?"


    
      
    


    "The ward."


    
      
    


    Emilie regarded her with distaste. "I know that. But which one?"


    
      
    


    Lia wanted to roll her eyes, but she looked generally concerned, so she replied. "Twelve."


    
      
    


    Emilie nodded. "Okay."


    
      
    


    She turned on her heel and left. Jude and Leigh were glaring at each other whilst Cal leaned against the wall, smirking with amusement.


    
      
    


    Lacey shuffled her feet. "I'll go home with Lia. Bye, guys."


    
      
    


    She grabbed Lia's arm and, before she could protest, dragged her away.


    
      
    


    * * *


    
      
    


    Jack scuffed the floorboards with the sole of his trainer and knocked on the door. Jessica had sent him a text message telling him to meet her at her room. She lived in the same building as he and Damien did; only her flat was on a higher level.


    
      
    


    "Come in. The door's open."


    
      
    


    He pushed it gently. It slid open and jammed on the carpet. He pushed harder and it finally opened.


    
      
    


    The first thing he noticed was the carpet. It was red, a deep red which bordered on maroon, but wasn't quite there yet. It was covered in thick, swirling designs that made it look like it was covered in hundreds of vortexes ready to suck him in. In the middle of the room was a sofa and in front of the sofa were a table and a television. The layout was like that of his and Damien's flat.


    
      
    


    Jessica was sat on the sofa, her right leg resting on her left. She looked elegant even when she was watching television. She had her hair up in a loose ponytail; a few white-blonde tendrils framed her face. She turned her attention to the door, then smiled sweetly.


    
      
    


    "Mr. Harlton, what a pleasant surprise."


    
      
    


    Jack scratched the back of his neck. "You wanted to see me?"


    
      
    


    She continued to smile, then patted the sofa. "Please, take a seat."


    
      
    


    Jack furrowed his brows in confusion. "Okay."


    
      
    


    "And close the door whilst you are at it."


    
      
    


    Jack closed the door, then made his way towards her and sat beside her. "What did you want to see me about?" He began to swing his legs.


    
      
    


    She raised an eyebrow, the sweet smile still plastered across her face. "What do you mean?"


    
      
    


    She was facing him now. She pushed a tendril of blonde hair behind her ear, then regarded him with a look of wonderment.


    
      
    


    What the hell was she playing at?


    
      
    


    She was beginning to confuse him again. Before he could reply, she continued. "I expect you wanted to talk about the mission."


    
      
    


    He furrowed his brows. She made it sound as if he had arranged this meeting. It was probably just her way of telling him what she called him for, he reasoned. "Yeah, I guess."


    
      
    


    She bit her lip, then shook her head. "You sound unsure." Her voice was patronizing.


    
      
    


    He continued to swing his legs. "You're confusing me," he said sheepishly.


    
      
    


    She edged toward him until their faces were barely centimeters away. "I don't understand." She was still smiling, that sweet innocent smile. But there was a glint in her eyes.


    
      
    


    He could feel her breath on his face. "What did you –"


    
      
    


    She broke the gap and kissed him, cutting off his words. She tilted her head to the side. Jack was shocked for a moment before he responded, wrapping his right arm around her waist. She leaned back slightly so that her back was against the sofa and Jack was in front. He dug his hand in her hair, pulling it loose from its ponytail, as she kissed him slowly.


    
      
    


    And then she pushed him off.


    
      
    


    What the hell?


    
      
    


    She ran a hand through her hair, smoothening it out. The sweet smile still quirked on the edge of her lips. She tilted her head to the side. "I think it's about time you leave." Her words were laced with venom.


    
      
    


    Jack creased his forehead. What was with the sudden personality change? But she was his boss and it looked like she was angry. He had to apologize. "Miss Coles, I –"


    
      
    


    "Leave," she hissed. Her tone suggested that there would be no further argument.


    
      
    


    He couldn't get out of there quickly enough.


    
      
    


    Jack ran a hand through his hair as the door slammed shut behind him.


    
      
    


    What was her problem?


    
      
    


    First she acted all open and then she suddenly pushed him off as if he had committed some great sin. Women were so touchy. He dug his hands into his pockets and ran his eyes over the corridor. It wouldn't take him too long to get back to his room and then he could relax for a little while. Maybe he could even watch some television.


    
      
    


    As he neared the corner, he heard some voices. Gut instinct told him to stop and not turn.


    
      
    


    The voice was feminine and he was sure that he had heard it somewhere before. "Come on. I don't think this is the best place –"


    
      
    


    A male voice cut her off. "Don't be so boring." Damien. "Anyway," his voice dropped until it was barely a whisper. "No one can see us."


    
      
    


    Jack peered around the corner. Damien had someone backed against the wall. He bent down and kissed her.


    
      
    


    Jack saw a familiar curtain of blonde hair. His eyes widened.


    
      
    


    Val.


    
      
    


    Damien and Val.


    
      
    


    Shit.


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER 12


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    Lia groaned and turned over, digging her head into the pillow. The sunlight penetrated the thin curtains and shone in her face, blinding her and stopping her from going back to sleep.


    
      
    


    But sleep was so good.


    
      
    


    She frowned against the pillowcase, then slid her head out from under the covers. She creased her forehead. She could hear something: a soft noise. Lia slipped out of bed, then rubbed her eyes with the back of her palm.


    
      
    


    The noise grew louder as she approached the door. She slid it open. The main room was empty, but the noise continued. It sounded like…sobbing. And it was coming from the kitchen.


    
      
    


    She made her way toward it and eased open the door, warily. She ran her eyes over the small kitchen, then spotted Lacey. She was sat on a stool crying and sniffing into a handkerchief.


    
      
    


    She bit her lip. What was she meant to do? She didn't know how to handle a crying person. Hell, she didn't know how to handle a person in general.


    
      
    


    "Lace, what's wrong?" she said softly. She ran her tongue over her teeth.


    
      
    


    Maybe it was something to do with what had happened yesterday.


    
      
    


    Lacey sniffed louder and practically dug her head into the handkerchief. She pointed a shaky finger toward the tabletop.


    
      
    


    Lia followed it, then rolled her eyes. A chopping board was sprawled over the table top and resting on it was a single onion, sliced down the middle.


    
      
    


    "The onion made me cry." Lacey sniffed harder.


    
      
    


    Lia frowned. "You woke me up for this?"


    
      
    


    Lacey looked up from the handkerchief. Her eyes were red and swollen. "I woke you up?"


    
      
    


    "You look a wreck."


    
      
    


    "I have sensitive eyes." Lacey grinned, then sniffed again. "Now let me mope in peace."


    
      
    


    "What's the onion for?" Lia shuffled her feet.


    
      
    


    Lacey knitted her brows in concentration. "I've…forgotten."


    
      
    


    "That's clever."


    
      
    


    Lacey smiled sheepishly. "I'll figure it out. Anyway, don't you need to go to work?"


    
      
    


    Lia's eyes widened. "I totally forgot."


    
      
    


    "I can tell."


    
      
    


    "I'll go get dressed."


    
      
    


    Lacey nodded and dug her head into the handkerchief again. "That's a good idea," she said dryly, her voice muffled.


    
      
    


    Lia made her way back to her room and pulled on some trousers and a red tee-shirt which had GANNERS sprawled across the front, then left the building.


    
      
    


    She arrived just in time.


    
      
    


    "You're early," a voice commented sarcastically. Kel bent down and lifted up a crate.


    
      
    


    Lia ran a hand through her hair. "I overslept."


    
      
    


    "Help me with these, will you?"


    
      
    


    Lia nodded and helped her take the crate toward the storage room, then kicked it open and put it onto the floor.


    
      
    


    Kel ran a hand through her hair. It was black, like most Cadlian's hair, and cropped short like a boy's. "Can you do me a favor, Lia?"


    
      
    


    "Depends what it is."


    
      
    


    She didn't trust Kel. She smiled too much and she seemed too…nice, too nice to be real.


    
      
    


    "I need to leave early today. Can you cover up for me?"


    
      
    


    "Why do you need to leave early?" Lia asked, curiously.


    
      
    


    Kel shuffled her feet. "I just do. So can you?"


    
      
    


    Lia bit her lip. "I guess…but only this once."


    
      
    


    Kel's face lit up. "Thanks, Lia."


    
      
    


    Lia shrugged. "Only this once."


    
      
    


    She pushed open the door and made her way behind the counter. The place was beginning to fill up by now so she had to be ready to take orders. Lia propped her elbows on the counter and sighed. She hated this job. She ran her eyes over the counter's wooden surface, observing the dust. It was so yellow…


    
      
    


    "So this is where you work?"


    
      
    


    Her head shot up. Her eyes widened, then narrowed. "What are you doing here?"


    
      
    


    "It's a free country," replied Cal. She continued to glare. "I wanted coffee?"


    
      
    


    She raised an eyebrow. "There are plenty of other places."


    
      
    


    "Lia, are you scaring away customers?" a voice shot from behind her. Lia frowned as Kel joined her by the counter. She ran her eyes over Cal, then clucked her tongue. "Nice. Don't you think, Lia?"


    
      
    


    Lia's eyes widened. He was right in front of them for God's sake. She shuffled her feet. "K-Kel, what a thing to-" She caught sight of Cal's smirk. "What the HELL is with the smirk?!? STOP SMIRKING." She buried her head in her arms and began to take in a few deep breaths.


    
      
    


    Cal and Kel regarded her quizzically.


    
      
    


    Kel ran a hand through her hair. "She's not usually like this…"


    
      
    


    Lia continued breathing deeply. "Sleep…"


    
      
    


    "She's just-"


    
      
    


    "Tired?" he supplied, the amusement evident in his tone of voice.


    
      
    


    "Yeah…"


    
      
    


    Lia looked up and glared at him with all the venom that she could muster. "Why are you here?"


    
      
    


    "I wanted coffee."


    
      
    


    Lia shook her head frantically. "But you didn't, you didn't, you didn't. You're lying!"


    
      
    


    Kel ran a hand through her hair. "I think I better leave now…Thanks for covering for me, Lia."


    
      
    


    Before they could reply, she ran from behind the counter and toward the door, then left. Lia smiled and smoothened out her hair. Cal regarded her with furrowed brows.


    
      
    


    Lia smiled sweetly. "It got rid of her."


    
      
    


    The corner of his lips tugged into a grin. "Was that necessary?"


    
      
    


    She shrugged. "Not really. But it was fun."


    
      
    


    "No-" he creased his forehead "-it was weird."


    
      
    


    "Weird, but fun," she said, still smiling. "Now, seriously, why are you here?"


    
      
    


    He dug his hands into his pockets. "Why did you want to get rid of her?"


    
      
    


    "She's too nice," she replied,"I don't trust her."


    
      
    


    The door opened again. Kel stepped back in and made her way behind the counter. A few customers were watching them warily.


    
      
    


    She ran a hand through her hair and grinned sheepishly. "I just remembered. I have to stay for a little longer because I'm meant to meet some of my friends here."


    
      
    


    Lia nodded slowly. "Okay…" Why did Kel look so nervous?


    
      
    


    Cal was watching her as if in deep thought. After noticing Lia's gaze, he snapped his attention back to her. "Can I have that coffee now?" he drawled.


    
      
    


    "As long as you pay for it," Lia bit.


    
      
    


    He raised an eyebrow. "Why wouldn't I pay for it?"


    
      
    


    "I don't know. You tell me."


    
      
    


    He regarded her closely. "Are you okay?"


    
      
    


    "I-" Lia grinned sheepishly. "I'm…hyper…"


    
      
    


    He nodded slowly. "I can tell." He was speaking slowly, too.


    
      
    


    Lia frowned. "Don't talk to me as if I'm thick."


    
      
    


    "I talk to you as if you're thick because you are thick," he commented wryly.


    
      
    


    She pouted. "I'm… unique."


    
      
    


    He arched an eyebrow. "How long did it take for you to come up with that?"


    
      
    


    "I don't know. I'm not sad enough to count the seconds it takes for me to come up with something." She grinned.


    
      
    


    He rolled his eyes. "If you want to use my insults, use them properly." He looked amused.


    
      
    


    "Why do you look so amused?"


    
      
    


    "You're amusing."


    
      
    


    "You're not meant to tell me that."


    
      
    


    He shrugged. "You asked a question and I answered it."


    
      
    


    "It was rhetorical."


    
      
    


    "It didn't sound rhetorical."


    
      
    


    She rested her head on her elbows, then tilted it to the side. "Well, you need to get your ears checked, then."


    
      
    


    "And you need to get your brain checked."


    
      
    


    She feigned confusion. "I'd need to have a brain to get it checked."


    
      
    


    The corners of his lips turned up into a grin. "I hear monkeys are good substitutes."


    
      
    


    "For what?"


    
      
    


    "For brains."


    
      
    


    "I don't get it."


    
      
    


    He brushed a stray bang from before his eyes. "You never get it."


    
      
    


    She laughed. "I know…"


    
      
    


    "Know what?"


    
      
    


    "That I never get it."


    
      
    


    He shrugged. "What do you propose we do?"


    
      
    


    She bit her lip and pretended to think for a moment, then replied. "Why don't you make me get it?"


    
      
    


    His voice dropped. "And how do you propose I do that?"


    
      
    


    She smiled lightly. "Why don't you tell me?"


    
      
    


    A voice cut through their conversation. "Children, no flirting over the counter."


    
      
    


    Lia flushed and shot her head up, then flattened her arms against the counter. "We weren't flirting."


    
      
    


    Kel raised an eyebrow. "Of course you weren't," she said dryly.


    
      
    


    Cal ran a hand through his hair. "I better go now." He sounded wary.


    
      
    


    He took a step back and dug his hands into his pockets.


    
      
    


    Lia frowned. "I thought you wanted coffee?"


    
      
    


    He cocked his head to the side, causing a few chestnuts bangs to fall into his eyes. He brushed them away. "So did I."


    
      
    


    She knitted her brows in confusion. He pulled some money out of his pocket and placed it onto the counter. She raised an eyebrow.


    
      
    


    He smirked. "You need coffee."


    
      
    


    She opened her mouth to retort, then snapped it shut.


    
      
    


    "It might wake you up and make you less hyper."


    
      
    


    She smiled and bit her lip. "Coffee makes you hyper-er."


    
      
    


    He creased his brow. "There's no such word."


    
      
    


    She laughed. "There is now." She lifted up the note. "Now take back your money. I'm not having coffee."


    
      
    


    He shrugged, then grinned. "Consider it a tip."


    
      
    


    She pocketed it and sighed dramatically. "Since you insist."


    
      
    


    "You were meant to insist I take it back."


    
      
    


    She pouted. "Aww, but I didn't, did I?"


    
      
    


    He laughed. She had never seen him laugh before. It was deep and husky, yet rough at the same time, but he sounded playful and carefree. She couldn't describe it. Lia found herself looking at him closely. The corners of his eyes creased up when he laughed. It was cute.


    
      
    


    "You can stop looking now."


    
      
    


    Lia stuck out her tongue. "I might just buy that coffee and tip it over your head."


    
      
    


    He grinned and took a step back, once again digging his hands into his pockets. "Not if I get away beforehand."


    
      
    


    She cocked her head to the side. "What's stopping you?"


    
      
    


    "I just wanted to watch you make a fool of yourself in front of your customers."


    
      
    


    "And why would I do that?"


    
      
    


    "You're prone to accidents."


    
      
    


    She rolled her eyes. "I'm touched by your concern."


    
      
    


    His grin deepened causing the corners of his eyes to crease again. "Bye."


    
      
    


    She waved. "Good riddance."


    
      
    


    He sauntered towards the door, then waved back. "You know you love my company."


    
      
    


    "In your dreams."


    
      
    


    "In my nightmares," he retorted. He closed the door behind him.


    
      
    


    Lia sighed and pulled out a cloth to wipe the counter. It was way too yellow. Dust wasn't meant to be yellow; it was meant to be brown; therefore, there was seriously something wrong with the dust on the counter.


    
      
    


    Kel patted her on the shoulder. Lia turned to face her.


    
      
    


    "Who was that?"


    
      
    


    Lia shrugged. "A friend of a friend," she replied absently.


    
      
    


    Kel narrowed her eyes. "It didn't seem like that."


    
      
    


    "What do you mean?"


    
      
    


    Kel seemed to be contemplating something, then she began to reply, but was cut off. An Elonsican flung open the door, causing it to slam against the side. All attention was focused on him.


    
      
    


    "There's a proper bitch fight going on out there," he panted.


    
      
    


    No further word was needed. Everyone rushed out of the shop to watch.


    
      
    


    Lia rolled her eyes and turned to face Kel. "How imma– "


    
      
    


    But Kel was gone. The shop was empty. Lia sighed. She was a bit curious, she couldn't deny that. Anyway, the shop was empty. There was nothing she could really do there. Unless you counted wiping the counter, but she could do that later. Lia rushed out of the shop and spotted the crowd instantly. She sprinted toward it, hoping that she hadn't missed too much.


    
      
    


    It felt like high school again.


    
      
    


    Most people were hooting and catcalls filled the air along with the continuous chanting of the word "FIGHT." She managed to see through most of the crowd. In the middle were two girls: An Elonsican and a Cadlian. They were both extremely pretty. The Cadlian had straight golden brown hair and a rich Cadlian tan and the Elonsican had thick blonde hair streaked with brown.


    
      
    


    "So you choose a fucking guy over your friends!?!"


    
      
    


    "What the hell are you talking about you slut. You're the one who chose this!" screeched the Cadlian.


    
      
    


    "It's not my fucking fault that your fucking boy friend wanted some from me over you!"


    
      
    


    Lia spotted Kel standing within the inner ring, a look of pure shock plastered over her face. Did she know them? An arm was suddenly flung over her shoulder. She wrinkled her nose.


    
      
    


    "Amazing, isn't it?"


    
      
    


    Lia rolled her eyes. "You're so sadistic."


    
      
    


    He cast his gaze over the two girls. "The Cadlian, she doesn't know what to say. It makes the fight pretty boring."


    
      
    


    Lia jabbed him with her elbow, causing him to drop his arm. "Sa-dis-tic."


    
      
    


    Cal shrugged. "I never said I wasn't. Anyway, it's not like you're any better."


    
      
    


    "Meaning?"


    
      
    


    "If you were so great you wouldn't have come out to watch it."


    
      
    


    She sighed dejectedly. "We're just as bad as each other."


    
      
    


    "That we are."


    
      
    


    "Why have you come back?"


    
      
    


    Cal dug his hands into his pockets. "Jude just called me and asked me to tell you that he wants to meet you."


    
      
    


    She narrowed her eyes. "Why?"


    
      
    


    He shrugged. "He didn't tell me."


    
      
    


    "Okay, but where?"


    
      
    


    "Outside the main building."


    
      
    


    She sighed. "But the walk is so long."


    
      
    


    "Exercise is good for you," he said, the corner of his lips tugging into a grin.


    
      
    


    She raised an eyebrow. "Are you mocking me?"


    
      
    


    He cocked his head to the side and grinned. "Of course not."


    
      
    


    Lia huffed and placed her hands on her hips. "I guess I'll just walk then."


    
      
    


    He rolled his eyes and pulled out a pair of keys. "I'll drive you, your majesty."


    
      
    


    She batted her eyelashes. "You live to serve."


    
      
    


    She followed him down the road and around the corner, the sound of the cat calls and shouting growing fainter. A car was parked on the side of the road.


    
      
    


    Lia sighed dramatically. "I guess it'll do."


    
      
    


    He unlocked the front door. "I could easily run you over with this baby."


    
      
    


    She creased her forehead. "You can run me over with any car."


    
      
    


    He rolled his eyes. "I'm guessing that retort made you feel clever?" he questioned wryly.


    
      
    


    "Oh, but you're forgetting, Cal dear. I need to possess a brain to feel clever."


    
      
    


    He sighed. "Get in." He indicated the passenger seat.


    
      
    


    Lia made her way toward the car door and pulled it open, then slid into the seat and closed it.


    
      
    


    She leaned back. "Pretty comfortable."


    
      
    


    He arched a brow. "Aren't you going to wear a seat belt?"


    
      
    


    She tugged at the belt, then grinned broadly. "No."


    
      
    


    "Why?"


    
      
    


    "It's tradition. I never wear a seatbelt."


    
      
    


    He shrugged. "Okay." He turned the key, starting up the engine. "This baby purrs like a kitten," he commented.


    
      
    


    "A constipated kitten."


    
      
    


    "Can kittens get constipated?"


    
      
    


    Lia bit her lip. "I don't know."


    
      
    


    "I'll look it up."


    
      
    


    She opened her mouth to reply, but found that she had no answer. That had to be one of the weirdest things he had ever said. He pushed the accelerator and changed the gear and then they were off.


    
      
    


    * * *


    
      
    


    Jack leaned against the headboard of his bed and fidgeted with his covers. His mobile sat before him, waiting. He frowned. He had to phone her and apologize, he knew that. But he didn't know what to say. What were you meant to say to your boss after you had just gone to her flat and made out with her?


    
      
    


    He was sure he was forgetting something else, too, something important.


    
      
    


    Jack pulled out one of his pillows and propped it against the wall. He gazed at it intently and concentrated.


    
      
    


    "Hello, Jessica."


    
      
    


    The pillow frowned.


    
      
    


    He couldn't call her Jessica. That would be way too informal.


    
      
    


    He cleared his throat. "Hello, Miss Coles."


    
      
    


    It sounded too monotonous and too much like a rehearsed speech.


    
      
    


    "Good Morning, Miss Coles."


    
      
    


    It wasn't morning. It was afternoon and it would probably be evening by the time he got around to speaking to her. Anyway, it made him sound way too…old.


    
      
    


    The pillow nodded in affirmation.


    
      
    


    "Could I please speak to you, Miss Coles?"


    
      
    


    The pillow smiled. "Yes, Harlton?"


    
      
    


    He cleared his throat.


    
      
    


    "Harlton, you seem nervous."


    
      
    


    "Miss Coles, I..."


    
      
    


    The pillow tilted its head to the side. "Nervousness is a sign of weakness, Harlton."


    
      
    


    "But, Miss Coles, I-"


    
      
    


    The pillow smirked. "Within your line of profession you cannot afford to let people see your weaknesses, Harlton."


    
      
    


    Jack shook his head frantically. "Please, Miss Coles, let me–"


    
      
    


    The pillow laughed sadistically. "You deserve to BURN."


    
      
    


    Jack's eyes widened, then he looked at the pillow. He picked it up and tossed it into the corner of the room, vowing to himself that he would never use that method again.


    
      
    


    He reached out for the mobile and picked it up. He began to dial the number, then decided against it. He would send her a text message instead. That way he didn't have to talk to her straight away. It would be best if he sorted it all out on that day. It was never good to put things off because the longer you put them off, the worse they would get.


    
      
    


    Seb had taught him that.


    
      
    


    And Seb was usually always right.


    
      
    


    Jack sent her a message and leaned back into the headboard of his bed. He was sure he was forgetting something. And then it clicked.


    
      
    


    Melan.


    
      
    


    She had asked him to meet her at Ganners that morning where she was going to confront Val. He peered at his watch. He was late. Jack quickly pulled on his trainers and hoodie, then rushed out of the flat. Damien was slouched on the sofa next to Rory.


    
      
    


    Upon noticing Jack, Rory turned around. "Dude, are you eighteen yet?"


    
      
    


    Jack's hand rested on the doorknob. He raised an eyebrow. "No."


    
      
    


    Rory nodded. "Too bad..." He turned his attention back toward the television.


    
      
    


    "Why?" asked Jack the curiosity evident within his tone of voice.


    
      
    


    Rory turned around again, his forehead creased into a frown. "They don't let you open all of the decent channels unless you're eighteen."


    
      
    


    Jack rolled his eyes. "Bye."


    
      
    


    Before they could answer, he left.


    
      
    


    * * *


    
      
    


    Jude was leaning against the side of the building, a cap placed over his dark hair and shadowing his features. His arms were folded and she could tell that he had been waiting for a long time.


    
      
    


    Lia pulled open the car door. "Thanks for the ride."


    
      
    


    "You're welcome. And good luck." Cal smirked. She could tell that he wanted to stay and watch her get screamed at by Jude for whatever reason he had called her.


    
      
    


    Stupid fucking sadist


    
      
    


    Lia sighed and slammed shut the door. "I'm going to need it."


    
      
    


    She heard the hum of an engine and then he was off. Lia shuffled her feet and made her way toward Jude, then leaned against the wall beside him. He was watching the sky, seemingly unaware of her presence.


    
      
    


    He decided to speak. "It looks like it's going to be pretty sunny today."


    
      
    


    Lia looked up. The sky was clear and blue. "What makes you say that?" She knew the answer, but it was always good to start off the conversation on a good note.


    
      
    


    "The sky is clear."


    
      
    


    "Oh." Lia dug her hands into her trouser pockets. They stood there for a few moments staring out at the sky. She creased her forehead. "Why did you call me here?"


    
      
    


    "Carmon," he replied.


    
      
    


    "What about him?"


    
      
    


    "You should visit her," his tone of voice was placid, but Lia could hear the strain behind his words.


    
      
    


    Her eyes widened. She knew who he was talking about. "Are you sure that –"


    
      
    


    His head shot around to face her. His gaze was intense, fiery even. He seemed angry. It scared her how he could change moods so abruptly, with no warning whatsoever. "I'm sick of all of your bullshit," he bit. "Why the hell are you always making excuses?"


    
      
    


    Lia felt the fire blaze inside of her chest. "Me making excuses?" She let out a cold laugh. "He's your brother. Why don't you take him?"


    
      
    


    "You know full well why I don't take him," his tone was placid again –calm.


    
      
    


    She shook her head. Her tone of voice adopted a softer edge. "He's not ready."


    
      
    


    "He's not a child."


    
      
    


    She bit her lip. "Why doesn't he just –"


    
      
    


    "Forget?" hissed Jude. "Like you do, right?"


    
      
    


    "I don't forget. I –" she sounded defensive. But Jude was wrong. She didn't forget, she just didn't dwell on anything. There was no point in dwelling on the past because all that it did was hurt you more to think about the things that you had lost, the things that you could no longer have.


    
      
    


    He interrupted her before she could finish her sentence. "You just blank it out and pretend you're over it. That's just as bad as forgetting. You run and you don't look back. I'm not going to let Carmon do that, Lia."


    
      
    


    She didn't know what to say. What was it with everyone and randomly taking digs at her in the past few days?


    
      
    


    He continued. "He can't keep running forever. The more he runs, the more he'll leave behind. And, eventually, when he reaches a dead end it'll all catch up with him. He has to embrace it and let it go. You can't just let it pass by you; you have to go through it and not around it. Until you do that, you won't fully accept it. There'll be nowhere left to run."


    
      
    


    Lia shuffled her feet. "It's too soon…"


    
      
    


    "It's not soon. It's been over two years. How long are you going to put it off for?"


    
      
    


    "Fine," she snapped. "I'll take him."


    
      
    


    "Today."


    
      
    


    Her eyes widened. "Today?"


    
      
    


    "Yes, today. The sooner you get it done and over with, the better."


    
      
    


    Lia groaned. "Fine."


    
      
    


    Jude turned his gaze back to the sky, evidently satisfied. Lia shuffled her feet and scanned the building. She dug her hands into her pockets and clenched her fists. She didn't want to go. She remembered how it had been the last time they had went. It was one of those facts that she preferred not to face. But it was for Carmon, so she had to; she would never be able to forgive herself if she didn't.


    
      
    


    Lia sauntered down the path and made her way toward the building. Carmon would probably be in bed right now. She sighed.


    
      
    


    Here goes nothing.


    
      
    


    * * *


    
      
    


    Jack raced down the path and turned the corner. It was way past the time Melan had told him to meet her and he couldn't help but feel guilty. Hopefully she would still be there so that he could apologize. It had been wrong of him to leave her alone in a situation like this, especially since he had agreed to be there.


    
      
    


    He reached the shop only to find it closed. He ran his eyes over the paths. There were quite a lot of people milling about and chatting animatedly as if something incredibly exciting had just occurred.


    
      
    


    What were they talking about?


    
      
    


    Jack spotted a couple of Cadlians making their way down the path. He went towards them.


    
      
    


    "Why's everyone so hyped up?"


    
      
    


    One of the girls grinned. "There was a massive bitch fight."


    
      
    


    "One was a Cadlian and the other one was Elonsican," added the other, the excitement evident within her tone of voice.


    
      
    


    What was so exciting about that? And then it hit him.


    
      
    


    Shit.


    
      
    


    The girls were about to walk away. He stopped them quickly. "Where did the Cadlian go?"


    
      
    


    The first girl indicated the left path. "She stormed down there I think."


    
      
    


    The second sighed. "And it was just getting good, too."


    
      
    


    Jack paid no attention to her comment. Just because it was a fight between a Cadlian and an Elonsican it suddenly became all the more exciting. If it had just been two Elonsicans, or two Cadlians, everyone wouldn't be so hyped up about it. He hurriedly said thanks and raced down the path. He had to find her before she left, but where would she be?


    
      
    


    The left path was lined with trees; their shadows rippled over the worn pavement. The sky was clear and blue, causing the branches to appear a rich brown beneath its blinding light. There were a few benches lined along the sides. Jack continued to make his way down the path. And then he heard a sound.


    
      
    


    He gazed ahead and spotted her. She was huddled up on one of the benches, crying. She had her arms wrapped around her head so she couldn't see him. The sunlight shone on her hair and made it glow; it looked like gold.


    
      
    


    He walked towards her and slumped down beside her. He leaned forward and placed his hands in his lap. "Hey."


    
      
    


    She continued to cry. Jack swung his legs. What was he meant to do? He had never encountered a crying girl before. Was he meant to say something or just comfort her somehow? He cast his gaze over her form. The latter would probably work, seeing as he was lost for words, but how were you comfort someone who was crying?


    
      
    


    Jack scooted towards her. She didn't seem to notice. He scratched the back of his neck and once again cast his gaze over her form. He lifted his arm out of his lap. It lingered in the air for a moment and then he dropped it. That would seem too forward.


    
      
    


    She sniffed loudly.


    
      
    


    He cleared his throat. "Melan –"


    
      
    


    But he was cut off, suddenly, when she rammed into him and dug her head into his chest, still crying. He was shocked for a moment, before he wrapped his arm around her and pulled her toward him.


    
      
    


    This wasn't exactly how he had pictured their first moment of contact, but it would do.


    
      
    


    He kept his arm around her and rubbed her back with his free hand, soothingly. She continued to cry for another minute or so. Jack brought his hand beneath her chin and tilted it up so that their gazes met. She stopped crying.


    
      
    


    Her eyes were red from crying. She was a wreck.


    
      
    


    She looked cute when she was a wreck.


    
      
    


    He cocked his head to the side. "You shouldn't cry. It might ruin your complexion or something else girly like that."


    
      
    


    The corners of her lips tugged into a smile. She rubbed her eyes with the back of her hand and rested her head on his chest again. She closed her eyes and sighed. "Thanks, Jack."


    
      
    


    He looked down at her. A few teardrops clung to her eyelashes and her hair had fallen into her face and stuck to her cheeks. He brushed some of it away with his spare hand. She opened her eyes again at the contact. She blushed, suddenly, and pulled her head away from his chest. He let go of her and scratched the back of his neck.


    
      
    


    "Are you okay now?"


    
      
    


    She shuffled down the bench slightly and bowed her head. "Seriously, thanks, Jack."


    
      
    


    She hadn't answered his question. That meant no. He swung his legs and placed his hands on the bench, then leaned back. "Do you want to go somewhere?" he quickly rephrased his words. "To get your mind off of things, I mean."


    
      
    


    She ran a hand through her hair. "I look a wreck."


    
      
    


    He shrugged. "You don't…" he replied feebly.


    
      
    


    She raised an eyebrow. "You don't have to lie to me."


    
      
    


    "Well, if you don't want to, then. I guess –"


    
      
    


    She cut him off. "I didn't say no. I'd really appreciate that, Jack." She smiled lightly. Their eyes met. She averted her gaze and ran her eyes over the trees. "But where –"


    
      
    


    He got up and hurried toward her, then took her hand and pulled her up. He cocked his head to the side. "Come on, before it gets too late."


    
      
    


    She bit her lip. "Um, okay." He noticed that he still had her hand. He was just about to pull away when she entwined her fingers with his, then tilted her head to the side. "Where to?"


    
      
    


    He began to make his way down the path. "You'll just have to wait and see."


    
      
    


    She grinned. "What's with all of the mystery?"


    
      
    


    "It keeps you confused."


    
      
    


    "You like to keep me confused?"


    
      
    


    "I like to keep everyone confused."


    
      
    


    She brushed a stray strand of hair from before her eyes. "And why is that?"


    
      
    


    "It's fun."


    
      
    


    "How immature," she joked.


    
      
    


    "I prefer the word youthful," he replied, grinning.


    
      
    


    She laughed. He couldn't help but watch her as she did. The two dimples at the top of her cheeks creased. He tightened his grip on her hand. She didn't seem to notice.


    
      
    


    She stopped laughing, then beamed. "Lead us to our destination, then, oh confusing one."


    
      
    


    He saluted. "Lead you I shall, one who is confused."


    
      
    


    "To the spaceship?" she piped.


    
      
    


    He raised an eyebrow. What an odd thing to say. But he had met someone with a similar sense of humor before, though he couldn't remember who, so he knew how to respond. "The one made from cheese."


    
      
    


    "The cheddar?"


    
      
    


    He stopped walking and went down on his knees before her, then took her hand and kissed it. "Only the best for the lady."


    
      
    


    Her cheeks tinged a faint red. She curtsied. "I appreciate the concern, good sir. And you shall be rewarded greatly when we return to our home planet."


    
      
    


    He stood up and took her hand again. "Your company is reward enough, milady."


    
      
    


    She arched an eyebrow. "Why, sir, I do believe you are trying to woo me."


    
      
    


    "And are you being wooed?" He replied, raising his eyebrows.


    
      
    


    "That I shall consider upon reaching our destination." She curtsied again, then linked her arm with his and laughed. "Seriously, though, where are we going?"


    
      
    


    "You'll figure it out when we get there."


    
      
    


    She sighed. "Fine, then. Mean person."


    
      
    


    "Aren't I just?"


    
      
    


    She jabbed him with her elbow. He grinned, then they continued down the path.


    
      
    


    * * *


    
      
    


    The door was white.


    
      
    


    It was a pasty, dull white like an opening into nothing –an empty pit. Lia stepped back and shuffled her feet. She licked her lips. Carmon was staring at it, his gaze hollow. She looked toward him. He was backing away. She took a deep breath and grabbed his arm, then steered him toward the door.


    
      
    


    He looked down at her. She gave him a reassuring smile. "I'm here," she whispered.


    
      
    


    The nurse was growing impatient. "Are you going to go in, or not?" she bit dryly.


    
      
    


    Stupid insensitive bitch.


    
      
    


    "We are."


    
      
    


    The nurse tapped her pen against her clipboard. "You're not allowed in for too long."


    
      
    


    Lia smiled acidly. "We know."


    
      
    


    The nurse raised her perfectly plucked eyebrows. "Go on, then."


    
      
    


    Lia pulled open the door and stepped in, Carmon in tow. A tall, Elonsican woman sat on a chair before the window, her head resting in her long white hands. Her hair was rich and auburn, falling to her slender waist. She was clad in a white gown and white slippers. She turned to face them when they entered. She had the look of someone who had been beautiful once but through time had faded and lost the elegance she had once possessed.


    
      
    


    Her honey colored eyes gazed at them blankly. "Who are you?"


    
      
    


    Lia tightened her grip on Carmon's arm. Something flashed through his eyes, an emotion that she could not quite figure out. He opened his mouth to speak, then closed it.


    
      
    


    She frowned. "I said who are you?"


    
      
    


    Carmon shuffled his feet. "It's me, Mum, Carmon."


    
      
    


    The lady creased her forehead, then laughed. "I'm not a mum," she crowed. She stood up and twirled around. "I'm far too young." She giggled. "Anyway, Andrew and I only got married a few months ago. And he bought me the most gorgeous ring." She brought forward her right hand, then frowned. She shrugged. "I must have left it in my other dress."


    
      
    


    Carmon's face was tight, frozen.


    
      
    


    She twirled once again and sat back in the seat. "You must have the wrong person. Now, if you will excuse me, I have to wait for Andrew to come and pick me up." She let out a wistful sigh.


    
      
    


    Carmon took a step forward. "Mum –"


    
      
    


    "Don't call me that," she snapped. She stood up again and flipped back her hair, then cast her gaze over Lia. "Men are extremely persistent, aren't they?" She giggled again, as if she had made some brilliant joke. She brought her hand to her lips and stopped giggling. "But you mustn't tell Andrew I said that. He might become offended. And we can't have that, can we? Mother always said that we must keep our men in tow." She giggled again, then shuffled her feet. She looked like a self conscious teenager. "My hair does look okay, doesn't it?"


    
      
    


    Lia smiled lightly. "You look beautiful."


    
      
    


    She beamed. "Thank you." She tugged on her hair, then looked toward them. Her eyes looked watery. "He still hasn't come, you know. And I've been waiting for ages." She pulled off her slippers, then lifted one up and stroked it gently. "I must change my shoes. That's why he hasn't come, isn't it? He doesn't like my shoes. He always did say that my shoes resembled those worn by his dead mother. Do you think that's why he hasn't come yet?" She tilted her head to the side, her eyes blank.


    
      
    


    Lia bit her bottom lip. Carmon appeared rigid, but she could feel his arm shake beneath her grip. "I don't think –"


    
      
    


    She exhaled sharply and her gaze went cold. "It is the shoes, isn't it?" She let her gaze rest on the slipper for a moment, then brought it forward and hit it on her head. "It's the FUCKING SHOES," she screeched. She hit herself on the forehead with her slipper again, harshly. "These FUCKING SHOES are the FUCKING reason he won't come. He's been gone for so FUCKING LONG."


    
      
    


    Carmon stepped forward to stop her.


    
      
    


    "STAY AWAY FROM ME," she screeched. She hit herself again, then again, then again. The door behind them was flung open and a few nurses hurried inside, grabbing her arms and taking the slipper from her.


    
      
    


    Her face was red and she was panting.


    
      
    


    Lia pulled on Carmon's arm. He was shaking. "We better go."


    
      
    


    He nodded, slowly. They made their way through the door.


    
      
    


    "Wait!"


    
      
    


    They stopped, then turned to face her.


    
      
    


    She smiled sweetly. "Carmon, dear, please do bring Jude and Dan along next time. We can all sit down and have tea."


    
      
    


    Lia led him out of the room.


    
      
    


    * * *


    
      
    


    Jack pulled her toward the building, then stopped.


    
      
    


    She shook her head. "Jack, no. This place looks way too expensive."


    
      
    


    Jack shook his head. "Exactly, which means there's less likelihood of you meeting someone you know here."


    
      
    


    She shuffled her feet and frowned. "I don't know…Are you sure?"


    
      
    


    He smiled. "It's on me."


    
      
    


    Melan's eyes widened and she shook her head. "Are you joking? I'm not going to let you pay for all of this on your own."


    
      
    


    "I don't think you have any other choice."


    
      
    


    Before she could reply, he had already pulled her into the restaurant and toward the main desk. He asked for a table near the window, but toward the corner where no one would see them. She would probably feel more relaxed that way rather than sitting somewhere where everyone would watch her.


    
      
    


    Jack paid, not without Melan's continuous arguing, then they made their way toward the table.


    
      
    


    And stopped.


    
      
    


    Jack heard a pair of familiar voices. Melan dropped his hand, her face pale.


    
      
    


    "But why did you kiss Val? I thought you said you wanted me Damien."


    
      
    


    "She came on to me."


    
      
    


    He heard a dry laugh. "Oh, please. Val hates your guts. Why the hell would she come on to you?"


    
      
    


    "Kel, stop being so melodramatic."


    
      
    


    Melan took in a shaky breath, then made her way toward the voices. Jack heard a gasp.


    
      
    


    "Melan…"


    
      
    


    "Whoa, babe, you look a wreck."


    
      
    


    Jack followed her quickly and stood behind her.


    
      
    


    Damien raised an eyebrow. "Jack?"


    
      
    


    Melan took in another shaky breath. "Kel," she hissed.


    
      
    


    Kel looked shocked for a moment before she regained her composure and regarded Melan placidly. "Hello, Melan."


    
      
    


    "You bitch."


    
      
    


    "Mind your language. You're in public."


    
      
    


    Melan was shaking. "Why the hell –"


    
      
    


    Kel stood up suddenly, causing the table to shake. She raised an eyebrow, her eyes fiery. "You want to know why, right, Melan?" she hissed.


    
      
    


    Jack placed his hand on Melan's shoulder as she regarded Kel icily. "Why?"


    
      
    


    Kel let out a dry laugh, then regarded her, seemingly unruffled. "Melan, Val and Kel," she cooed. "Val, Melan and Kel. Val, Melan, Damien and the skinny Cadlian girl. Oh, what was her name? Oh yeah, Kerri? It's always been you, Val and then me. I've always been the third wheel, always the last one to get noticed by guys, always the last one to get noticed by anyone. And then, for once, someone notices me. Your guy notices me." She tilted her head to the side. "I don't intend to be the third wheel forever."


    
      
    


    Damien looked towards Jack. "Dude, girls have issues."


    
      
    


    Jack ignored him and watched the two girls as they regarded each other – Kel's expression full of hate and Melan confused.


    
      
    


    Now that he thought about it, he wouldn't have remembered Kel from the party unless Val hadn't been standing next to her.


    
      
    


    He wouldn't have remembered her at all if she weren't best friends with Val and Melan.


    
      
    


    Melan grabbed his arm. "Let's get out of here, Jack."


    
      
    


    He nodded and steered her out of the restaurant.


    
      
    


    It didn't take them that long to near their area. Melan was silent all the way, her expression blank. She was scaring him. She was holding his arm so tightly that he was sure that her nails would leave marks. She lived in the same building as he and Damien did –by now Jack was pretty sure that almost everyone lived in that same building– so it wouldn't be too hard for him to walk her back.


    
      
    


    He had to talk to her. She was way too quiet.


    
      
    


    "Melan –"


    
      
    


    "Why didn't she ever say anything?" she breathed. "She was always so quiet and so passive about everything." She let out a dry laugh. "I would never have guessed that she hated me this much."


    
      
    


    Jack slipped his arm out from her grasp and took her hand, entwining his fingers with hers. "You're not psychic."


    
      
    


    Melan shook her head. "I was meant to be her friend, Jack. As her friend I was meant to notice it, all of it, and I didn't." She tilted her head to the side. "And the bitch took my boyfriend."


    
      
    


    Jack laughed.


    
      
    


    She smiled. "I need to talk to Val."


    
      
    


    Jack bit his lip. "I'm sorry about that."


    
      
    


    Melan shook her head. "It's not your fault. What I'm curious about is why she was kissing him in the first place."


    
      
    


    They turned the corner. Jack was about to open his mouth to reply when, suddenly, they were surrounded by reporters. Hundreds of microphones were pushed into Jack's face as they began to fire questions.


    
      
    


    "What motivated you to sexually assault Jessica Coles?"


    
      
    


    Another microphone was forced into his face, hitting his nose. ""Did you think that she was giving you signs?"


    
      
    


    That microphone was shoved out of his face, only to be replaced with another which hit his cheek. "Did the fact that she is an Elonsican turn you on?"


    
      
    


    Lights flashed and more questions were fired, too many questions for Jack to fully comprehend. He tightened his grip on Melan's hand and pushed the reporters out of the way, trying to make his way through the crowd. They followed him. He shoved them out of the way and ran, Melan at his heel.


    
      
    


    They entered the building and ran through the main entrance, the reporters at their heel. Jack quickly made his way into the lift, then closed it. He leaned against the wall, panting. He turned his attention back to Melan who hadn't said a word throughout all of this.


    
      
    


    She was regarding him with a look of shock.


    
      
    


    Something buzzed in his pocket; it was his mobile. He pulled it out and flipped it open. He had just received a message. Jack opened it, then his eyes widened.


    
      
    


    You'd think you'd learn from your mistakes.


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER 13


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    Jack laughed.


    
      
    


    His laughter sounded cold, hollow, as it rebounded against the metal walls and echoed within the elevator. Melan regarded him, seemingly contemplating something. She probably hated him.


    
      
    


    He looked at the message again.


    
      
    


    You'd think you'd learn from your mistakes


    
      
    


    "I'm guessing you hate me." He didn't let his voice betray any emotion. He was sick of it, all of it. He was sick of letting people read him, letting people understand his weaknesses only to exploit them and use them against him.


    
      
    


    She wrung her hands, then looked up at the ceiling. "I want to," she began, "but you heard me out and you were there for me when I needed it. So the least I can do is repaying the favor. Anyway-" she bit her bottom lip, then continued, "I'd be a fool to believe anything that Coles says."


    
      
    


    The lift stopped. The doors slid open and she stepped out. Jack followed her onto the landing. He scratched the back of his neck and turned his attention back to her. She was leaning against the wall, watching him bemusedly.


    
      
    


    She tilted her head to the side.


    
      
    


    He creased his brows. "What?"


    
      
    


    Her arms were folded; she shrugged. "Do you … what happened?"


    
      
    


    He ducked his head and shuffled his feet. This was embarrassing. "Do you remember the party?"


    
      
    


    She nodded slowly.


    
      
    


    "She kissed me there. And then yesterday –" he cut himself off. It was unnerving to tell the girl that he liked about all the things that he had done with his boss, even if they weren't technically his fault.


    
      
    


    "Go on," she prompted, though he had a feeling that she knew what he was about to say.


    
      
    


    He scratched the back of his neck. "She invited me to her flat to 'discuss' something. And she came on to me so I kind of, well, I, errhh…"


    
      
    


    Melan sighed. "You're such a guy."


    
      
    


    He raised an eyebrow. "That's more of a compliment than an insult."


    
      
    


    "It is."


    
      
    


    He shuffled his feet. "You and Coles –"


    
      
    


    "What's with the 'I will decapitate your head as soon as I find a sharp enough kitchen knife' look?" She pulled some of her hair out of her eyes.


    
      
    


    What a way to put it. "Yeah…"


    
      
    


    She ran both hands in her hair and began to fiddle with it; she twisted it into a bun, then let it drop again. "She's a bitch."


    
      
    


    He shrugged. "There's more to it than that."


    
      
    


    She smiled at him. "Yeah, there is," she said; there was a sigh in her voice.


    
      
    


    "Are you going to tell me?"


    
      
    


    She folded her arms again and leaned back. "I don't know…" She looked up again and their gazes met. "I guess so…since you told me."


    
      
    


    He scuffed the carpet with the sole of his trainer.


    
      
    


    She looked at him for a little longer, then took in a deep breath. "My dad, he used to work in a factory." She shuffled her feet and looked up at the ceiling, then continued, "He had a problem, a back problem, and the doctor –he told him not to life heavy things. He told this to his boss and his boss' boss was Jessica Coles." She bit her lip. "If that makes any sense."


    
      
    


    Jack smiled. "Go on."


    
      
    


    She sighed. "They moved him off of the heavy stuff for a few weeks, but after a while they moved him back onto them and said that there were no lighter jobs, so he had to cope. He decided to take it to court, because they still refused to give him a lighter job –" she cut herself off and sighed again, "–Jessica Coles decided to pay us a visit. She tried to bribe him into not taking it to court. He refused." She ran her hand over the wall. "He was always so stubborn…" She licked her lips, then let out a dry laugh. "He lost the case. And, of course, Coles just couldn't stand the fact that someone had 'defied' her. She fired him straight after to make an example of him and she made sure that he couldn't get a job after that. He fell ill shortly after and now he can barely even walk." She looked down. "My whole family, I'm their only source of income."


    
      
    


    He bit his lip. "I don't know what to say."


    
      
    


    She tilted her head to the side. "Do you want to know why she hates me?"


    
      
    


    "Isn't it because of –"


    
      
    


    She shook her head. "No. Well, sort of."


    
      
    


    "Go on, then. Tell me."


    
      
    


    She grinned and stared up at the ceiling. She looked like she was remembering something that she was especially proud of. "When she tried to bribe my dad, I tipped milk over her skirt. She's hated my guts ever since."


    
      
    


    Jack laughed. Before he could reply, she was already behind him and peering over his shoulder. He flipped shut his phone, quickly, but she managed to catch the message beforehand.


    
      
    


    Melan wrinkled up her nose. "What does she mean?"


    
      
    


    He shoved the mobile back into his pocket. He didn't want to tell her; he had told her enough already and he didn't want to embarrass himself further. It was bad enough that she knew about the Jessica Coles ordeal, but if she found out about what had happened a few years ago it was unlikely that she would ever trust him again.


    
      
    


    He didn't want her to have a bad opinion of him. Too many people seemed to have a bad opinion of him and, for once, he felt as though he had established some sort of ground with someone. He wasn't going to give that away.


    
      
    


    "She's probably talking about the party or something," he replied.


    
      
    


    She didn't look convinced. "You're lying," she stated.


    
      
    


    "No, I'm… not."


    
      
    


    He was such a bad liar.


    
      
    


    "You're such a bad liar." She looked amused.


    
      
    


    He dug his hands into his pockets and shrugged. "I guess I am."


    
      
    


    Melan sighed. "Tell me."


    
      
    


    He didn't want to tell her, though. It was far too embarrassing and he felt as though he had told her enough already. He may have liked her, but that didn't mean that he was going to spill his guts out at the first opportunity that he got.


    
      
    


    "I don't want to."


    
      
    


    She pouted. "Please?"


    
      
    


    She was way too persistent. "No."


    
      
    


    "Please?"


    
      
    


    He wasn't going to tell her. "No."


    
      
    


    "Please? Please? Please?"


    
      
    


    It wouldn't work. "No."


    
      
    


    "Please? Please? Please? PLEASE?"


    
      
    


    "No."


    
      
    


    She pouted again. Her eyes had gone watery. "Okay, then. I guess you don't have to tell me…"


    
      
    


    He hesitated. "It's not that I don't trust you…"


    
      
    


    She blinked. She had expected him to tell her. "Oh?" She sounded angry.


    
      
    


    How could he explain it to her? It was complicated. He didn't want to tell her, not now anyway. Maybe at another time, another place, but for now he had told her enough. He opened his mouth, then closed it. He must have looked like a gaping fish.


    
      
    


    "I told you."


    
      
    


    Her need to latch onto such immature logic annoyed him.


    
      
    


    "I've told you the Jessica Coles thing."


    
      
    


    He was tired. There was only so much he could go through in one day.


    
      
    


    She let out a dry laugh. "You don't trust me, do you? You think that I'm going to blackmail you, so you want to have equal dirt on me to make sure I don't –you want a fact for a fact."


    
      
    


    What the hell?


    
      
    


    Her words were laced with venom. "I had no idea you thought so lowly of me, Jack."


    
      
    


    How twisted was that?


    
      
    


    "What's with all of the warped logic?" he bit. He wasn't usually an angry person but even he had his limits.


    
      
    


    She pushed herself from the wall and regarded him placidly. "If you trusted me, then maybe there wouldn't be any 'warped' logic."


    
      
    


    A thought suddenly occurred to him. Why the hell were they having this sort of conversation? Why were they talking about trusting each other? It wasn't as if they were going out or something, so why did it matter so much?


    
      
    


    "You take everything too seriously." As soon as the words left his mouth, he knew that it had been a stupid thing to say.


    
      
    


    "What is it with you guys? I mean, everything is always way too serious for you. Everything always has to be so laid back for it to fit your ideal conversation. Can't you ever talk like adults instead of children?"


    
      
    


    Oh, God.


    
      
    


    "Why can't you ever try to relate to someone?"


    
      
    


    How had the conversation suddenly turned into something so complicated?


    
      
    


    "Melan –"


    
      
    


    "First it was Damien. Then it was Val, then Kel and Damien. And then those stupid reporters and now it's you. Why the hell is everyone so intent on stressing me out?"


    
      
    


    "When did it all suddenly become about you?" he said coldly.


    
      
    


    She brushed back some of her hair. "I'm leaving."


    
      
    


    She had really pissed him off. "Leave, then."


    
      
    


    "I'll talk to you later once you've calmed down a bit, Jack."


    
      
    


    Once he had calmed down a bit? She was the one who was making such a big deal out of something so small. He shuffled his feet. He didn't want to say anything. He just wanted it to be over. The temporary fire had subsided. He wasn't an argumentative person and he didn't want to be, either.


    
      
    


    "Bye." He had intended to sound normal and offer it as some sort of truce, but his voice sounded cold –dismissive.


    
      
    


    She stormed off without replying.


    
      
    


    * * *


    
      
    


    It was morning.


    
      
    


    Lia had left the window half open during the night. The weather was getting hotter, which was quite unusual considering that it was only January. But it was better than it being cold all the time. She hated the cold. The bill was always a killer in the winter and Lacey would always get really stressed.


    
      
    


    Lacey was usually happy, so it was weird to see her stressed.


    
      
    


    Shadows danced over her curtains, rippling and breaking off over the edges.


    
      
    


    "Lia, are you awake yet?"


    
      
    


    Lia shuffled off of the bed. "Yeah," she replied.


    
      
    


    She made her way into the main room. Lacey was on the sofa, seemingly contemplating something. She was just way too easy to read.


    
      
    


    She slumped down beside her, causing the sofa to creak. "What's up?"


    
      
    


    Lacey picked up a pillow and held it tightly with both arms. "Nothing." She sighed.


    
      
    


    Lia leaned back. "You don't have to lie to me. Just admit that something's wrong, but you don't have to tell me what it is."


    
      
    


    Lacey dug her chin into the pillow, then sighed again. "Something's wrong."


    
      
    


    "Is this the point where you tell me what it is?"


    
      
    


    Lacey stood up, her arms still wrapped around the pillow. She paced the room, once, twice, then stopped. "I like Jude."


    
      
    


    Lia blinked. "I can tell."


    
      
    


    "But I like Leigh, too."


    
      
    


    Lia bit her lip. "Oh."


    
      
    


    "And they both like me."


    
      
    


    "Yeah…"


    
      
    


    Lacey slumped back down onto the sofa. "What do I do?"


    
      
    


    What was she meant to do? Lacey could always give her advice, but she couldn't do the same. Anyway, it was confusing.


    
      
    


    "I don't understand. How can you like two guys at once?"


    
      
    


    Lacey shrugged. "I don't know. I just do."


    
      
    


    "You must like one more," stated Lia. It was logical.


    
      
    


    "I've thought about that, but I don't. They're both really nice in their own way."


    
      
    


    Lia ran a hand through her hair, then bit her bottom lip. "Have either of them told you that they like you?"


    
      
    


    Lacey blinked. "No, but I can tell."


    
      
    


    "Simple, then. Go for the first one who tells you." Lia grinned. That sounded like a perfect solution to her.


    
      
    


    Lacey shook her head. "But that's just sad."


    
      
    


    She shrugged. "One of them has to get hurt in the end. So whoever it is, make it his fault."


    
      
    


    She was being really harsh, she knew that. But it was the only real way she could advise her.


    
      
    


    Lacey stood up. "You're so insensitive."


    
      
    


    What the hell?


    
      
    


    It was a clever solution, wasn't it?


    
      
    


    "Everyone has feelings. People aren't just empty vessels that you can do with what you please. I need to find a way which won't hurt them."


    
      
    


    She couldn't think of any way that wouldn't hurt them. Lacey was way too idealistic. She thought that everything always had to be right, had to be fair. Life wasn't a fairy tale and she needed to accept that.


    
      
    


    "Do what you wish."


    
      
    


    Lacey looked up. "Someone's at the door."


    
      
    


    She stood up, then made her way to the kitchen. Lia sighed. That meant that she had to answer it. She tugged at the bottom of her shirt. She still had her pyjamas on. Lia slid off of the sofa, then made her way towards the door. She opened it.


    
      
    


    "You." Normally her voice would be laced with disdain at this point, but for some reason she said it with amusement.


    
      
    


    Was she actually pleased to see him?


    
      
    


    It was the morning, she reasoned, and she wasn't in the right state of mind.


    
      
    


    "Me," he replied levelly.


    
      
    


    "What do you want?" The same tone of voice. She was scaring herself.


    
      
    


    Cal leaned against the doorframe and dug his hands into his pockets. A few stray bangs of chestnut hair fell into his eyes, shadowing his face. He looked towards her shirt, then raised an eyebrow.


    
      
    


    She followed his gaze, then grinned. "The rabbit still lives."


    
      
    


    "I can see that."


    
      
    


    "I don't take your words to heart."


    
      
    


    He brushed some hair out of his eyes. "You have a heart?"


    
      
    


    "A very small one, but it's there."


    
      
    


    He smirked. "That's good to hear."


    
      
    


    She hated it when he smirked. He looked so…evil. No, that wasn't the word. It sounded way too childish. But she couldn't describe it. "Don't smirk."


    
      
    


    He raised an eyebrow. "Should I sneer?"


    
      
    


    "It's the same thing."


    
      
    


    "Yet the word sneer sounds more menacing."


    
      
    


    She pouted. "I don't like menacing things."


    
      
    


    "Then you must really hate looking in the mirror every day." His tone of voice was light, joking. It no longer held the mocking tone that she had grown so accustomed to.


    
      
    


    Part of her wanted to bite back with a scathing comment –it was way too weird for them to be getting along. But part of her liked the new way of talking. At least it gave her one less thing to stress about. But wouldn't get along with him, go against everything that she had sworn herself to? After the way he had embarrassed her, after the way he had acted towards her, how could she just get along with him?


    
      
    


    How could she just let all of that go?


    
      
    


    "You cracked it before I could look at it." The biting tone of voice was back. He noticed.


    
      
    


    He creased his brow. "Why are you suddenly acting bitchy?"


    
      
    


    That was blunt. She had to give him a reason. But what was her reason?


    
      
    


    You always used to embarrass me and be so horrible to me.


    
      
    


    It sounded so petty.


    
      
    


    He's trying now. If you don't try, too, then you'll end up being the one in the wrong.


    
      
    


    Maybe.


    
      
    


    Could she forgive him for everything that he had done?


    
      
    


    You shouldn't let the past control your future.


    
      
    


    You have to let things go. Only when you let them go do you move forward.


    
      
    


    When someone is horrible to you, nine times out of ten they won't actually say sorry, but they'll act normal to you afterwards. It's like an invisible truce. You can't expect too much. People have pride.


    
      
    


    But so did she.


    
      
    


    Could she sacrifice her pride and let him in?


    
      
    


    Everyone deserves a second chance.


    
      
    


    "Sorry. I get a bit moody in the morning."


    
      
    


    The ink had set. Her signature was clear. She had signed the treaty and she was ready for the consequences.


    
      
    


    He seemed to accept her answer. "You just got up?"


    
      
    


    Lia bit her lip. "Heh…"


    
      
    


    "It's what, midday?"


    
      
    


    "I like sleep."


    
      
    


    "Most people do."


    
      
    


    She stuck out her tongue. "Not all of us can be early risers like you, your highness."


    
      
    


    He grinned. It didn't hold that familiar trace of scorn. Weird. This was going to take some time getting used to. Anyway, he looked cute when he grinned nicely.


    
      
    


    "Why do you keep blinking?"


    
      
    


    His voice snapped her out of her reverie. "I'm batting my eyelashes. Don't you think it makes me look hot?" she said coyly.


    
      
    


    He creased his forehead. "You're weird."


    
      
    


    She grinned. "I know."


    
      
    


    "It's … interesting."


    
      
    


    She raised her eyebrows. "Interesting?"


    
      
    


    "Yeah. Interesting."


    
      
    


    "What do you mean by interesting?"


    
      
    


    He shrugged. "It's … different."


    
      
    


    She pouted. "Give me a straight answer."


    
      
    


    "You're very unique," he commented dryly.


    
      
    


    She mock frowned. "Don't be sarcastic. It hurts."


    
      
    


    He regarded her quizzically. He was such a guy.


    
      
    


    "I'm joking," she stated.


    
      
    


    "I know," he replied.


    
      
    


    "Then what's with the silence?"


    
      
    


    He shrugged. "It's now a crime not to talk?"


    
      
    


    She didn't know how to reply to that. "With you it's just plain weird."


    
      
    


    This was awkward.


    
      
    


    "A week ago you would have preferred me not talking."


    
      
    


    It looked like she wasn't the only one who was finding this weird.


    
      
    


    "We made a deal to get along," she supplied weakly.


    
      
    


    There was something more than that and they both knew it.


    
      
    


    He pulled a hand out of his pocket and ran it through his hair, making it messier than it already was. "Maybe –" He cut himself off, then looked at the ceiling. He continued. "We could have gotten along from the start and part of us wanted too, but we kept making excuses. And now that we've made a truce, it's easy for us to fit into it. But it's awkward."


    
      
    


    "So –" she searched for the right words. "We don't actually hate each other?" She blinked. It was a brilliant realization.


    
      
    


    He clicked his tongue. "Hate is such a strong word. I prefer immensely dislike."


    
      
    


    She laughed. "Does that even make sense?"


    
      
    


    He leaned back against the doorframe and dug his hands into his pockets. The corridor was quite dark, so his face was shadowed. She couldn't see his expression. He was watching her.


    
      
    


    She blinked. "Do I have something in my eye?"


    
      
    


    "It's usually the other way around."


    
      
    


    "Oh, okay. Do you have something in your eye?"


    
      
    


    He creased his brows. "Why are you asking me this?" he asked impatiently.


    
      
    


    "You were staring."


    
      
    


    "How does that have anything to do with me having something in my eye?"


    
      
    


    She shrugged, then grinned. "Oh, right. I get it. That's for when someone blinks too much."


    
      
    


    He nodded slowly.


    
      
    


    She tugged on the bottom of her shirt. "Do I have something on my shirt? Or on my face?"


    
      
    


    "No," he replied placidly.


    
      
    


    She furrowed her brows. "Then why were you staring?"


    
      
    


    "I was looking at you, not staring."


    
      
    


    Lia shuffled her feet and bit her bottom lip. "Why were you looking?"


    
      
    


    "It's customary to look at a person when you're talking to them," he commented dryly.


    
      
    


    "But you went quiet. You weren't talking," she stated.


    
      
    


    Cal groaned, then cast his gaze over her form. He raised an eyebrow. "Why are you reading into this so much?"


    
      
    


    She smiled widely. "Can I stare at you, too?"


    
      
    


    He blinked. "What?"


    
      
    


    "Can – I– stare – at – you – too?"


    
      
    


    He gazed at her intently for a moment, seemingly lost for words, then replied, "Let me guess, mornings make you hyper?"


    
      
    


    She giggled. "I'm not hyper."


    
      
    


    The corners of his lips tugged into a grin. "I like it when you're hyper," he replied. "It's cute."


    
      
    


    She nodded, grinning broadly. "I like it when I'm hyper, too. It's –" The meaning of his words suddenly settled in. She blushed, then shuffled her feet. "Oh, um, thank you."


    
      
    


    He cocked his head to the side, then opened his mouth, about to say something. He closed it again. A wave of silence fell over them. It had become awkward again. She shuffled her feet, then brushed some hair out of her face.


    
      
    


    "Why did you come here?"


    
      
    


    He scuffed the floor with the sole of his shoe, circling it over the carpet. "Michael wants to see both of us tonight. He told me to tell you."


    
      
    


    "Oh." She hated the awkwardness. "When did you become his messenger boy?" she added lightly.


    
      
    


    He raised his eyebrows, causing the corners of his eyes to crease. They creased when he laughed, too, she remembered. "I'll meet you at the park and we can walk it from there." She blinked in surprise. "I don't think either of us wants to meet Michael alone," he added hurriedly.


    
      
    


    She smiled. "Yeah." She bit her bottom lip.


    
      
    


    He pulled himself up and took his hands out of his pockets. "I'll see you later, then."


    
      
    


    "What time?"


    
      
    


    He dug his hands back into his pockets. "Sunset."


    
      
    


    She shuffled her feet. "Okay. Bye."


    
      
    


    He grinned. "See ya."


    
      
    


    He left, down the corridor. She watched his retreating form. That had to have been one of the weirdest conversations they had ever had. Her stomach felt jumpy, but she had no idea why. It must have been because she hadn't had breakfast yet. She turned, then jumped back in shock.


    
      
    


    She put a hand to her heart. "Lace, you scared me."


    
      
    


    Lacey smiled lightly. "I'm going shopping. Do you need any new clothes?"


    
      
    


    Lia bit her bottom lip, then cast her gaze towards the window. Thick beams of sunlight penetrated the curtain and danced over the carpet. "It's getting hotter."


    
      
    


    Lacey stepped back. "Yeah. You'll need some summer clothes."


    
      
    


    Lia shrugged. "I guess so." She made her way to the sofa and slumped down onto it. "How about a skirt?"


    
      
    


    Lacey nodded. "I think baby pink would go well with your hair. Pink usually looks nice with dark hair."


    
      
    


    "As long as it's nice. I trust you."


    
      
    


    Lacey grinned broadly. "Actually… are you doing anything today?"


    
      
    


    Lia blinked. "Not right now, no."


    
      
    


    Lacey grabbed her arm and before Lia could protest, she dragged her into the corridor. "You can come shopping with me, then."


    
      
    


    Lia wrenched her arm from Lacey's grasp, then pointed to her shirt. "I'm in my pyjamas."


    
      
    


    Lacey's mouth formed an 'o'. She laughed sheepishly. "Oh, right. Get dressed, then. I'll wait out here for you."


    
      
    


    She didn't actually want to go shopping but she had no excuse not to. Anyway, Lacey would get offended if she said no; they hadn't spent a lot of time together recently. She shuffled back into the flat and got dressed, then met Lacey outside.


    
      
    


    Lacey grinned broadly. She was usually evil when it came to shopping. "This is going to be so much fun."


    
      
    


    "I'm sure," Lia commented sarcastically.


    
      
    


    Lacey hit her on the arm, then, before she could protest, dragged her out of the building.


    
      
    


    * * *


    
      
    


    He was hanging from a chord.


    
      
    


    Correction: he was tied to a chair which was hanging from a chord.


    
      
    


    Jack shuffled in his seat; the ropes wouldn't budge. They were cutting into his skin, cutting off his circulation. He couldn't get his arms free. Below him was a pit, a dark bottomless pit. The chord was snapping. The demon smirked, then pulled out something sharp. It pressed something on the object's hilt, causing a whirring sound to fill Jack's ears.


    
      
    


    He felt as though an unseen hand was clenching at his stomach.


    
      
    


    The demon cocked its head to the side. "Do you want me to cut the ropes?"


    
      
    


    Jack watched the sharp object. It was whirring and spinning and going so fast that all he could see was a silver blur.


    
      
    


    "Is it safe?"


    
      
    


    The demon smirked again. "You won't find out unless you try."


    
      
    


    "Will it cut my arms?" His voice was filled with panic.


    
      
    


    The demon let out a dry laugh. "You don't have any time."


    
      
    


    He had to risk it.


    
      
    


    "Don't delay," added the demon sardonically.


    
      
    


    But if the object cut into his wrists, it could kill him. He had no other choice, though, he reasoned. The chord was snapping. He had to.


    
      
    


    "Go on!"


    
      
    


    The demon sneered.


    
      
    


    "Too late."


    
      
    


    Then the chord snapped.


    
      
    


    Jack shot up, his breath escaping in sharp, ragged gasps.


    
      
    


    His forehead was matted with sweat. He brushed some of his bangs off of his forehead, then attempted to control his breathing. He cast his gaze over the room; it rested on his clock.


    
      
    


    He was late, again.


    
      
    


    He got out of bed, quickly, then got dressed. He cast his gaze toward the window; the thick curtains shadowed it. He still hadn't opened it and looked at the view.


    
      
    


    He pushed open the door; its heavy creak resonated through the sitting room. Damien was sitting on the sofa. He turned his head, then eyed Jack with disdain. He turned his attention back to the television.


    
      
    


    He was angry at him.


    
      
    


    Like I actually care, Jack thought sarcastically.


    
      
    


    A news reader was on the screen. Jack made his way towards the door, then stopped upon hearing his name.


    
      
    


    "… Sexually assaulting Head of LAFFAT, Jessica Coles. Footage of him entering her flat two days ago and forcing himself on her has been identified along with a text message on her mobile phone requesting for her to 'meet' him later on. Jessica Coles has this to say."


    
      
    


    The screen whirred, then flipped to a recorded interview with Jessica Coles.


    
      
    


    "Are you planning to press charges, Miss Coles?"


    
      
    


    Her eyes looked red and swollen and in her hand was a tissue. She sniffed into it, then shook her head. "Oh, I didn't plan for anyone to find out," she sniffed into her tissue again. "He's still so young. And he's only new. I wasn't planning on telling anyone –I wanted to sort it out between us and make it clear to him that I'm his boss. But he was just so stubborn. I didn't want to ruin his career." She sniffed again, then let out a sob. "But I had to. After he sent me that text message, I wasn't sure of what he was capable of. But, no," she shook her head fiercely. "I'd never be able to forgive myself if I pressed charges. I'd ruin his life. Everyone makes mistakes." She stared straight into the screen. "And if you're listening out there, Harlton, I just want you to know that you still have your position and we wouldn't dream of firing you. We understand that you've probably had some issues in the past that have driven you to this, but we're all here to help you through them." She sniffed and turned. "No further comment."


    
      
    


    His face was burning. He was so embarrassed. He made his way towards the door. How was he going to face the rest of the Sector heads now? Before he could open the door, it was flung open. Lottie and Rory stood in the doorway.


    
      
    


    "Damien in?" asked Rory.


    
      
    


    Lottie sneered and pushed past Jack. She flipped back some of her messily dyed red hair. "Need any help with your issues, Jack?"


    
      
    


    His face continued to burn. They must have caught an earlier news flash. Rory shuffled his feet. He wasn't joining in but he wasn't helping either. Jack hated people like that –people who just watched something wrong happen and didn't say anything because they were afraid of getting involved.


    
      
    


    He had nothing to say, so he left.


    
      
    


    Damien and Lottie's laughter followed him down the corridor.


    
      
    


    * * *


    
      
    


    Jack swung his legs beneath the table and continued to twist the cocktail stick protruding from his glass. All of the Sector heads kept sending him quick glances when they thought he wasn't looking. Seb had smiled at him, but he could see the look in his eyes.


    
      
    


    You've let me down, Jack.


    
      
    


    The aching wouldn't cease in his chest.


    
      
    


    I was so proud of you, Jack.


    
      
    


    Was…was…was…was…was…


    
      
    


    Seb had done so much for him, had brought him so far, but he had let him down. He would never forget that look of disappointment, ever. And he had no idea on how he could redeem himself, how he could make it up to Seb.


    
      
    


    The man was tall. His hair was dark, but not too dark, and he was fair. He was an Elonsican.


    
      
    


    The boy backed into the corner, then held his knees to his chest. He couldn't see him properly; his eyes hurt too much.


    
      
    


    And he was so scared.


    
      
    


    "Go away." His voice sounded weak, frail. And his words came out as a croak.


    
      
    


    The man made his way towards him. He backed away again, until he felt his spine hit against the wall, sending a jolt through his chest. The man bent down and handed him a glass of water. He dug his head into his knees and rubbed his forehead against them.


    
      
    


    He didn't want water. He didn't want anything. He just wanted to wake up.


    
      
    


    Why couldn't he wake up?


    
      
    


    Maybe if he dug his head into his knees enough, the darkness would envelope him. Then he would fall asleep, and if he fell asleep again, he would be sure to wake up… somehow.


    
      
    


    "Go away!"


    
      
    


    "Drink it." The man's voice was soft, softer than everyone else's.


    
      
    


    "Go away! Go away! Go AWAY!" He screamed. He closed his eyes. He wouldn't let this man see his tears. Who cared if this was a dream? He was a boy, boys didn't cry.


    
      
    


    The man went for another approach. "Your name is Jack, isn't it?"


    
      
    


    Jack shook his head. "Jack Relanne. Jack Enrico Allesandro Relanne."


    
      
    


    He hated his full name, but this man had to know. He had to know so that he could find his parents. He had to see his parents. He had to see them so that those horrible images would just go away.


    
      
    


    Because it was all a dream.


    
      
    


    It wasn't real.


    
      
    


    The man laughed jovially. "Okay, then, Jack Enrico Allesandro Relanne. It's very nice to meet you."


    
      
    


    Jack looked up. The man outstretched his hand. "My name is Sebastian, Sebastian Carlyle. And I'm here to help you."


    
      
    


    The door opened.


    
      
    


    All attention was drawn towards it as Jessica Coles entered. Her stride was slow, even, as if she had all the time in the world. She made her way towards her seat, and the Head nearest to her hurriedly shuffled out of his seat and pulled out her chair for her.


    
      
    


    "Thank you, Roland."


    
      
    


    He nodded, hurriedly, like a dog nodding at its master.


    
      
    


    And for the first time ever, Jack knew exactly why.


    
      
    


    "This meeting will be brief," she stated. She cast her gaze over the occupants of the table, her expression calm. Her eyes met with those of Jack's. They glinted, then she tilted her head to the side and addressed the rest of the heads. "Kayden Porter is arriving in Elonsica in three weeks and we are planning to have a …ball to welcome him. I'm quite sure you will have all heard of him, of course." Nods of affirmation; she continued. "You are, of course, all expected to attend." The way she said the word "all" –it was as if she were daring them to argue. "And it will be more appropriate if you bring a partner with you." She let out a laugh; the rest of the Heads laughed along uncomfortably. She was mocking them, it was so obvious, and Jack was pretty sure that only those who were married had even the slightest chance of coming with anyone.


    
      
    


    They were all such losers.


    
      
    


    But then again, he was one of them.


    
      
    


    Who was he going to go with?


    
      
    


    He could tell that his feelings were shared by the majority of the group, though. Half of them looked as though they wanted to sink into their seats and never face broad daylight again.


    
      
    


    It made him wonder –had they ever actually had any sexual contact with a woman before?


    
      
    


    He watched as Fallock's chins wobbled from side to side as he attempted to drink with the straw.


    
      
    


    And the answer to that question would be no.


    
      
    


    "The details will be sent to all of you shortly." She stood up; they all followed suit. She smirked. "Good luck, guys."


    
      
    


    And with that she left.


    
      
    


    What the hell was he meant to do now?


    
      
    


    * * *


    
      
    


    Lia hated the town.


    
      
    


    Before she hadn't minded going shopping –hell, she had actually enjoyed it – but now after those bombs in the capital, she couldn't walk through the shops without feeling as if every set of eyes was searing into her back.


    
      
    


    And nine times out of ten, they were.


    
      
    


    Then there was Lacey. She seemed so oblivious to all of the glares being sent their way. Was it just because she didn't notice them – she was way too caught up in the shopping – or was it because she didn't want to notice them? Whatever it was, she sure knew how to keep her cool.


    
      
    


    She wished that they would get out of there as soon as possible. She knew she was being paranoid and she knew that she was overreacting way too much, but she couldn't help but feel scared.


    
      
    


    Right now all they were doing was glaring, but if they decided to take it further…


    
      
    


    They were only two teenage girls. And Lia had no gun. She wasn't that good at hand to hand combat, but with all of her training, she could probably put up a decent fight… But what about Lacey?


    
      
    


    Stop being so paranoid.


    
      
    


    Her stomach was clenching and she felt so suffocated, so out of place, so isolated.


    
      
    


    How could you be surrounded by so many people yet feel so alone?


    
      
    


    She hated this feeling and she just wanted out. She wanted to run away, run away from it all. She wanted to get out of here. But, obviously, Lacey had no such intention.


    
      
    


    "Do you think that these trousers would make me look fat?"


    
      
    


    Lia shook her head. "I doubt anything could make you look fat."


    
      
    


    Lacey grinned. "I'll buy them, then. We've got quite a lot of new clothes –" She indicated the bags "–shall we be heading back now?"


    
      
    


    "Yes." Please.


    
      
    


    Lacey made her way to the counter, Lia in tow. The lady at the counter was eying them warily. Lia was sure that if she had been carrying some sort of bag, she would have called security right there and then to check her. Lacey didn't seem to notice the ladies glare; she merely shuffled through her purse and paid for the trousers.


    
      
    


    The lady shoved them into a bag and handed them to Lacey, as if they were infected with something.


    
      
    


    Lia was suddenly washed with a sense of déjà vu.


    
      
    


    As she entered its small interior she suddenly felt odd and out of place. It felt as though dozens of pairs of eyes were boring into her back, watching her every move, but when she turned to look, everyone was minding their own business, their eyes skimming across the shelves and picking out whatever they needed. Lia shrugged off the uneasy feeling and after grabbing the biscuits, she made her way to the till and paid, ignoring the wary looks of the lady at the till as she hurriedly slipped the biscuits into a plastic bag and quickly handed them to Lia, as if they were covered in poison.


    
      
    


    Back then she didn't understand why the lady was so eager for her to leave, why everyone was looking at her so much, but now she did.


    
      
    


    This wasn't Cadlia, it was Elonsica. This wasn't her country and no matter how long she lived here, it never would be. They said that they accepted her, that they accepted everyone, but there would always be that underlying sense of unease, that quickness to judge.


    
      
    


    There was no such thing as racial equality and there never would be. She had learnt the truth long ago and she wasn't going to delude herself into thinking otherwise.


    
      
    


    You have to face the truth and move on.


    
      
    


    You're such a hypocrite.


    
      
    


    Lacey smiled at the lady at the counter as she handed her the bag. "Thank you."


    
      
    


    The lady didn't respond. They both left the shop and began to make their way home. Lia scuffed the dusty tarmac with the sole of her trainer as they entered the outer circle of the town. The sun was shining in her face and burning at her cheeks. It was getting extremely hot.


    
      
    


    People were still watching them out of the corners of their eyes as they made their way down the road. She wanted to stop and scream at them, to shout out at them. She wanted to scream that she had a bomb in her pocket and she was just going to throw it at them and blow everyone up, just to see what they would do.


    
      
    


    She hated them so much.


    
      
    


    They looked at her as if they had never seen a Cadlian before in their life.


    
      
    


    "Hey, Cadlian! Lycani." Lia and Lacey both turned to find the owner of the voice. A group of kids –no more than twelve – were leaning against a fence.


    
      
    


    That was another thing that Lia had noticed, it was always the young ones who said something. They were younger, more blunt, they didn't say it behind your back like the older ones did –they said it straight to her face.


    
      
    


    She wasn't sure which method she preferred.


    
      
    


    They continued walking.


    
      
    


    "What's the difference between a Cadlian and a letter?" shouted one of them.


    
      
    


    They paused, as if trying to add some sort of dramatic effect.


    
      
    


    "You can send a letter back to where it came from!" screeched one of the others. They all broke into fits of laughter.


    
      
    


    So funny.


    
      
    


    She knew better than to respond. They just had to keep walking. She cast her gaze towards Lacey. She looked placid, calm, unfazed. Lia wanted to go into a corner and die right there.


    
      
    


    They continued walking, the laughter following them as they walked. It was still ringing in Lia's ears when they entered the flat. Lia threw the bags to the floor and slumped down on the sofa.


    
      
    


    "That was horrible."


    
      
    


    The kids hadn't said much, but the words had still stung. It was funny how something as harmless as a few words could impact on her so much.


    
      
    


    Lacey pulled something out of one of the bags. "Do you want to try these on?"


    
      
    


    She hadn't commented on what had happened yet. She hadn't mentioned anything at all about how everyone had been glaring at them. She couldn't have missed it; it had just been way too obvious. But she didn't want to talk about it. If it had been Carmon, he would have mentioned it and asked her about it and then when she didn't give a response, he would have let the matter go. If it had been Jude, he would have sworn a little, then he would have given her some sort of verbal bashing. If it had been Cal, he would have somehow made her confess exactly what she was thinking without her realizing that she had…


    
      
    


    Wait, why was she considering what Cal would have done?


    
      
    


    "Okay. I'll try them on."


    
      
    


    Lacey passed her the clothes and she made her way into her room. She hadn't worn the color pink in ages, let alone a baby pink skirt. She hadn't worn a skirt in ages, either. And for some reason she suddenly felt overwhelmingly self conscious. She got dressed, then exited the room.


    
      
    


    She tugged on the bottom of her shirt, and shuffled her feet. "Well?"


    
      
    


    Lacey grinned broadly. "I knew that pink was your color!"


    
      
    


    She hated it when Lacey got overly hyper over clothes. It was scary. "So it looks nice?"


    
      
    


    Lacey nodded repeatedly, then she blinked and stopped. She had just realized something, or she had had some sort of brilliant idea.


    
      
    


    "Liiiaaa…"


    
      
    


    * * *


    
      
    


    Jack juggled the phone between his hands, then threw it back down onto the bed.


    
      
    


    He had to ring her.


    
      
    


    But what would he say?


    
      
    


    His room was dark, shadowed, but he couldn't bother to open the curtains. Maybe some fresh air would clear his mind, he thought. He had nothing to do in his room, anyway, apart from wallow over the ball and wallow over the fact that it was going to be really hard to get a date.


    
      
    


    He didn't want to be a loser.


    
      
    


    He slumped down onto the bed and picked up the phone, then he dialled. The phone rang, once, twice; he swung his legs over the edge of the bed.


    
      
    


    She picked up. "Hello."


    
      
    


    "Hey, Melan, it's Jack."


    
      
    


    There was a pause. "Oh, hi."


    
      
    


    He didn't want to ask her over the phone. That would be way too…cheap. Anyway, she was pissed at him. It wouldn't be wise to ask her over the phone. He suddenly had an idea.


    
      
    


    "Will you meet me outside?"


    
      
    


    Another pause. "Why?"


    
      
    


    "Please."


    
      
    


    She sounded hesitant. "Okay. Now?"


    
      
    


    "Yeah."


    
      
    


    "Give me ten minutes. Bye."


    
      
    


    "Bye."


    
      
    


    She hung up. He switched off the phone, then pulled on his trainers. Seb wouldn't mind if he borrowed his car. He had said that he could use it when he needed to, but not too often. Jack pulled open the wardrobe and shuffled through his bags until he found the key. He made his way into the main room. Luckily, Damien had gone out so he didn't have to have some sort of confrontation with him.


    
      
    


    Jack sighed with relief, then made his way outside.


    
      
    


    By the time he got there, she was already stood outside and waiting. She was wearing a skirt again and stilettos and her hair was down and straightened.


    
      
    


    She looked hot, as usual.


    
      
    


    "Hey."


    
      
    


    She turned at the sound of his voice, then regarded him placidly. "What did you call me here for?"


    
      
    


    He shuffled his feet. He wasn't that good at being abrupt. "I want to take you somewhere. Come on."


    
      
    


    He made his way to the parking lot, inwardly praying that she would just follow. She did. Seb's car was parked in the corner but it wasn't that hard to find. He had sent a text to Seb on his way down to tell him that he was borrowing his car and he hoped that he wouldn't mind.


    
      
    


    They entered. She sat in the passenger seat, her arms folded. "Where are you taking me?"


    
      
    


    He was surprised that she hadn't put up much of a fight. "Wait."


    
      
    


    "No, tell me. Or else I'm getting out of this car, now."


    
      
    


    He grinned sheepishly. This was so stupid. He understood why she was acting bitchy, they had just had a fight and he was acting as if nothing had happened, but it would have been helpful if she had at least tried to be civil. "I can't."


    
      
    


    And before she could reply, they were off.


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    The sky was red.


    
      
    


    Lia brushed some hair from before her eyes, then kicked. The swing rose higher, then fell, then rose again. The cool wind brushed against her bare legs, sending goose pimples creeping over her flesh. She slowed down and stopped, then rubbed her legs together.


    
      
    


    She didn't understand why Lacey had insisted that she wear the skirt straight away. She bowed her head; a curtain of hair fell over her face. She began to swing slowly, then looked up as she heard a noise.


    
      
    


    He was standing against the fence, his hands dug into his pockets. His hair looked richer, darker, beneath the sun's orange light. The fence's shadows sent crisscrossing patterns over his arms. He was wearing a tank top, she noticed.


    
      
    


    "Hey," she said chirpily.


    
      
    


    "Aren't you a bit old for that?" His voice sounded softer; it was as if he was blending into the sky, the atmosphere –everything looked, felt, so soft.


    
      
    


    She stuck out her tongue and kicked, causing the swing to rise again. Her hair blew into her face. "You're never too old to have fun."


    
      
    


    He was silent as she continued to swing. She wondered why. She stopped. He was watching her, but his expression was unreadable.


    
      
    


    She blinked. "Do I have something in my eye?"


    
      
    


    "We went over this conversation this morning."


    
      
    


    She smiled. "We did, didn't we? That's such a coincidence."


    
      
    


    She was sure that he was rolling his eyes.


    
      
    


    After a few more moments, he commented. "You're not going that high."


    
      
    


    She kicked harder. He was right, she wasn't. She hadn't been on a swing in years. But how could you get out of practice on something as simple as that?


    
      
    


    "I'm not."


    
      
    


    He watched her bemusedly for a few more moments. The silence was unnerving. Why didn't he just say something?


    
      
    


    He pushed himself up from the fence, then made his way towards her. She could hear the crunching of leaves. They looked red beneath the wavering light and the ground looked dark and shadowed. He leaned against the post of the swing.


    
      
    


    He cocked his head to the side, the corner of his lips tugging into a grin. "You're still not going that high."


    
      
    


    She continued to kick. Her hair kept blowing into her face. This was all thanks to Lacey and her stupid ideas.


    
      
    


    "If you tie it back it'll put a kink in your hair, then what will be the point of me straightening it?"


    
      
    


    "What was the point of you straightening it?"


    
      
    


    Lacey frowned. "Stop talking, Lia."


    
      
    


    "It's because of the hair. And the hair is Lacey's fault," she retorted.


    
      
    


    He laughed. She couldn't help but stop and watch. It was just so weird to see Cal of all people laugh and although she had already seen him do it once, she was sure that it was something rare. She watched as the corners of his eyes creased. It was cute.


    
      
    


    He stopped laughing and their gazes met. He had caught her looking. He raised an eyebrow. She averted her gaze and kicked again.


    
      
    


    Stupid Cal


    
      
    


    "Do you want me to push you?"


    
      
    


    "I can push myself, thank you very much," she replied indignantly.


    
      
    


    "I'm sure," he commented dryly.


    
      
    


    "I doubt that you could get me any higher than I'm already going."


    
      
    


    Cal shrugged. "I probably can."


    
      
    


    She turned her gaze towards him. He was watching her coolly. There was a challenge in his eyes.


    
      
    


    She sighed. "Fine, then. Let's see if you can make me go higher than I already am."


    
      
    


    "And what happens if I can?"


    
      
    


    Lia slowed down and absently swung her legs. "You carry the satisfaction of knowing that you won and vice versa."


    
      
    


    "Good enough."


    
      
    


    "It better be."


    
      
    


    He made his way towards her and took his hands out of his pockets. He stopped when he was behind her. She tightened her grip on the ropes of the swing. He placed his hands just above hers, then bent down so that his lips were just beside her ear.


    
      
    


    "Ready?"he whispered.


    
      
    


    She tossed back her hair, making sure that it hit his face. "More ready than I'll ever be."


    
      
    


    His hands fell further down the ropes so that they were resting over hers. "For moral support," he commented.


    
      
    


    "I don't need you to hold my hand. I'm not a little kid."


    
      
    


    He clicked his tongue and began to step back, pulling the swing along with him. He was going pretty far back. She tightened her grip over the ropes once again. By the time that he stopped, the swing was at an uncomfortable angle.


    
      
    


    She could feel his grin on her back. "Boom."


    
      
    


    And then he let go.


    
      
    


    The swing hurtled forward, then fell back. He pushed with an almighty force. The wind lashed against her cheeks; it was going really fast. He pushed again. She had never been this high before. A few more inches and she'd be level with the bar.


    
      
    


    Lia grimaced. She hated heights and it was going so fast. She could feel her stomach churn.


    
      
    


    "Scared of heights?" his voice rang through the silence.


    
      
    


    "No," she lied. Well, she wasn't technically scared of heights. But that didn't mean that she was okay with them, either.


    
      
    


    "You don't sound too sure." He sounded so full of himself.


    
      
    


    "Asshole." Even the swear sounded panicky.


    
      
    


    Some hair lashed against her cheeks and hit into her eye, causing them to water. Her stomach was turning over. It was going so fast that everything was going by in a blur. She hadn't even known that a swing could go this fast, let alone this high.


    
      
    


    "Stop the swing! I get your fucking point!" She felt like she was about to fall off. Her hands were burning from holding on too tight.


    
      
    


    His laughter was light. He stopped pushing, but the swing continued to sway forward and back. It would take a while for it to fully slow down. She closed her eyes. She was never going to go on a swing again.


    
      
    


    She felt his arms wrap around her waist, causing the swing to still slightly. Lia opened her eyes. His grip tightened causing the swing to come to a complete standstill. He bent down so that his face was in her hair.


    
      
    


    "I win," he whispered.


    
      
    


    His arms remained around her waist.


    
      
    


    "You did," she replied levelly. She bowed her head, causing a curtain of hair to fall over her face. The contact was unnerving.


    
      
    


    He unwrapped one of his arms from her waist, then brushed her hair away with his free hand. "You look pretty with your hair like that. You should do it more often."


    
      
    


    Lia swung her legs. What was she meant to say to that?


    
      
    


    He unwrapped his second arm from her waist, then stepped back. It felt hot where he had touched her. She got up and ran a hand through her hair. He was already by the gate.


    
      
    


    He cocked his head to the side. "Shall we be leaving?"


    
      
    


    She smiled. "Yeah."


    
      
    


    He smiled back.


    
      
    


    She was sure that that was something rare, too.


    
      
    


    * * *


    
      
    


    It was sunset by the time they reached there. Melan was annoyed, he could tell. He had never forced a girl to go anywhere before, so it was a new experience for him.


    
      
    


    "You asshole. Who the hell do you think you are just dragging me to god knows where without even asking me?"


    
      
    


    He had thought it was romantic.


    
      
    


    Jack got out of the car; Melan followed.


    
      
    


    He shuffled his feet. "It's a nice place," he replied sheepishly.


    
      
    


    She looked around and made her way towards the bridge. She leaned against the railing. The sky was a rich shade of red mixed with a tinge of orange. He was never that into scenery, but he loved sunsets. They were relaxing.


    
      
    


    The orange light shone in her hair. She turned her head. "Why did you bring me here?" Her voice was softer now. She was no longer fiery.


    
      
    


    He made his way towards her and propped his elbows against the railing. Thick torrents of water lashed against the rocks, unleashing their rampant inferno, then diminishing before being replaced by more waves. He loved it here. It was so peaceful, so calm, yet it held a harsh quality: something harder, more concrete, more realistic. It was like watching a battle, a never ending battle of the waters.


    
      
    


    "I wanted to ask you something." This place made him feel more confident, freer. He felt like the water, fast, exhilarated, and he could taste the cold salty air as it washed through his nostrils.


    
      
    


    She didn't reply. She was waiting for him to continue. But he couldn't just ask her straight out; he had to apologize first.


    
      
    


    "But first I want to say that I'm sorry for this morning."


    
      
    


    "Okay." She didn't apologize back, he noticed. He decided to let it go.


    
      
    


    He shuffled his feet. The sooner he got this done and over with, the better. "There's a ball in a couple of weeks and all the Sector Heads are meant to go. And I was wondering –" Here it goes "–will you go with me?"


    
      
    


    "Like your date?" she asked slowly.


    
      
    


    He nodded. "Um, yeah."


    
      
    


    She turned to face him. Her expression was fiery again. "Is that why you 'oh so conveniently' decided to apologize before hand? Just so that I'd say yes?"


    
      
    


    He blinked. What? "No."


    
      
    


    "That is so cheap," she bit. "Only apologize if you actually mean it."


    
      
    


    He was getting angry now. Why couldn't they just have a nice, happy conversation? "What more do you want from me?"


    
      
    


    She shrugged. "I want you to trust me."


    
      
    


    "I do trust you," he replied.


    
      
    


    "No, you don't."


    
      
    


    He scuffed the tarmac with the sole of his trainer. "This is about this morning, isn't it? Will you be satisfied if I just tell you?"


    
      
    


    She grinned. Her face lit up.


    
      
    


    Women were so evil.


    
      
    


    "Yes."


    
      
    


    He scratched the back of his neck nervously. She was watching him expectantly. How was he meant to begin?


    
      
    


    "When I was twelve, my parents were shot." He made sure to keep his voice placid, devoid of any emotion.


    
      
    


    She looked shocked. He quickly continued, before she could say anything. He didn't want her pity; he hated it when people pitied him. When hearing that sort of news, no one ever knew what the right thing was to say and they would always end up saying something that would annoy him. He wasn't going to give her the chance to do that.


    
      
    


    "I'm not going into details about what happened next. The main point is that this guy called Seb helped me out and I was adopted by a guy called Joseph Harlton. I was enrolled in a new school when I turned fourteen." He bit his bottom lip; the next bit was going to be hard. "In the year above me there was this girl, one of the most popular girls in the year. She was from the Gredge. Perfect black hair and stark white skin, like snow –she was gorgeous." He let out a dry laugh. "And she wanted me."


    
      
    


    He cast his gaze back towards Melan. She was leaning against the railing, her arms folded and her head tilted slightly to the side. Her expression was unreadable. She had already made presumptions about him the first time they had met, and by telling her all of this he was just proving her right.


    
      
    


    Was this just some kind of affirmation to her that all guys were scum? That he was scum?


    
      
    


    He continued. "She lived with her parents, obviously, seeing as she was only fifteen. Her parents used to work, both of them. She used to invite me over to her house every day after school and we used to get it on her sofa."


    
      
    


    Melan's expression turned to one of disgust. "Her sofa?"


    
      
    


    He shook his head, realizing his mistake. "We never had sex."


    
      
    


    Melan raised an eyebrow. "I never said that you did."


    
      
    


    "Well, we didn't."


    
      
    


    Why did he feel like he had to justify himself to her?


    
      
    


    "Carry on with the story."


    
      
    


    He shuffled his feet. "One day, her parents came home early and caught us." He bit his lip. "She said that I had been trying to rape her." He wished that she hadn't made him tell her. He didn't like thinking about it, at all. It was embarrassing.


    
      
    


    "Jessica Coles did the exact same thing," she stated.


    
      
    


    The comment stung him. "Yeah. That's what she meant in the text message."


    
      
    


    You'd think you'd learn from your mistakes


    
      
    


    She ran a hand through her hair. "I guess I'll go with you, since you did tell me and all." She made her way back to the car. She said it as if she was doing him some big favor.


    
      
    


    He leaned against the railing and listened as the waves crashed before him.


    
      
    


    He was no longer a loser.


    
      
    


    And it felt good.


    
      
    


    * * *


    
      
    


    "When is it?" Lia bit her bottom lip.


    
      
    


    Cal regarded Michael placidly.


    
      
    


    "You have a couple of weeks to prepare," replied Michael.


    
      
    


    "That's not that long," said Lia annoyed. Michael expected too much. How were they meant to do a mission properly with only two weeks to prepare?


    
      
    


    "Tough." Michael got up and threw her a folder.


    
      
    


    She held out her hands to catch it, but Cal beat her to it. He grinned at her with triumph. She rolled her eyes.


    
      
    


    "There's a ball to welcome Kayden Porter. The details are in the folder," added Michael.


    
      
    


    "And our mission?" asked Cal.


    
      
    


    "Your mission… assassinate Arthur Fallock."


    
      
    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER 14


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    She fingered the silk. It was red, a soft ruby red.


    
      
    


    The room was shadowed, shrouded in a curtain of darkness. A few beams of light escalated from an upturned lamp shade in the corner of the room. They danced over the floor, cutting through the shadows.


    
      
    


    If she didn't turn it the right way up, it could set the carpet on fire. A dry smile fell over her features at the thought. Fire, she had always liked fire and if she considered what had happened to Dan, part of her told her that she shouldn't. But when she considered what had happened to Dan, it wasn't the fire that she hated.


    
      
    


    It was the people.


    
      
    


    It was the Elonsicans.


    
      
    


    But recently, something had changed. Something in the way that she had regarded them up until now had changed, but she wasn't quite sure what.


    
      
    


    A voice shouted from outside of the door. She creased her brow, trying to fathom the words.


    
      
    


    "Lia, they're here. Come on!"


    
      
    


    She bit her bottom lip, then clenched the covers. Her knuckles were a stark white from holding on so tightly. She had to get up; she knew she had to get up, yet she didn't want to. But she didn't know why. They were probably growing impatient. She brushed her legs together, feeling skin touch skin.


    
      
    


    She heard a creak. The door opened, followed by a beam of light and a figure.


    
      
    


    Cal leaned against the doorframe, his head cocked to the side. He was clad in a white button down shirt and black trousers. He looked elegant, rich, refined. He looked the part.


    
      
    


    She blinked. "I was about to come out."


    
      
    


    She swung her legs, then stood up. The dress fell below her knees, the soft red fabric brushing against her legs and sending goose pimples creeping across her flesh. Her gun was strapped to her thigh, beneath her dress. It felt cold against her skin.


    
      
    


    He folded his arms. He didn't say anything. He watched her, seemingly contemplating something. She made her way to the door, her stride even.


    
      
    


    She couldn't let him know that she was nervous.


    
      
    


    Her footsteps sounded exaggerated to her, fake. Everything felt so awkward again. Why did he make everything feel so awkward? She was near the door, only a few inches away, then a sudden thought occurred to her. She had to turn the lamp the right way around; otherwise, it could set the carpet on fire.


    
      
    


    She turned again. A hand grabbed her arm, stopping her. His fingers brushed against her bare skin. She turned to face him and met his gaze coolly.


    
      
    


    "What?"


    
      
    


    He cocked his head to the side. "You're scared, aren't you?"


    
      
    


    Why did he always have to affirm what she was thinking –what she was feeling? Why did he always have to spell it out to her and analyze her feelings with such ease as if she were some sort of an open book, its pages splayed before him, stretching over the carpet and screaming out with their bold print and block capitals?


    
      
    


    It made her more nervous to be affirmed in what she was actually thinking. It made it more real. But the thing was, she didn't want to be scared, yet she was.


    
      
    


    And the feeling just wouldn't go away.


    
      
    


    "Why would I be scared?" She tried to make voice sound cool, confident, the question rhetorical. She knew he wouldn't take it that way and, even if he did, he would still reply.


    
      
    


    "It's your first kill. You're entitled to be."


    
      
    


    The word, kill. It sounded so harsh, so gritty, so wrong.


    
      
    


    She slipped her arm from his grasp and let it lay by her side. "Am I?"


    
      
    


    He looked up, his eyes resting over the ceiling. "It's always hard the first time."


    
      
    


    Lia blinked, then stepped back and tugged on some of her hair. She bit her bottom lip. He was still staring at the ceiling. She watched him, his words ringing through her head.


    
      
    


    The first time…


    
      
    


    Did that mean that he had killed more than once, and if so, why? But it wasn't the right time to ask. She could see it in his expression. She went for a different approach.


    
      
    


    "How do you do it?"


    
      
    


    She had never expected to ask anyone that question. Hell, she had never considered it up until now. She had always thought it as simply taking your gun and shooting someone, point blank, but for some reason it felt so much more complicated than that.


    
      
    


    He didn't answer for a few moments. She thought he hadn't heard her, so she opened her mouth, about to ask again, but was cut off by his reply.


    
      
    


    "When you kill someone –" The light from the lampshade flickered over his features, cutting through the shadows cast by his bangs. "–Your target becomes your prey. You detach yourself and your single aim is to hunt it, destroy it, and only then will you be satisfied." He paused, then continued. "You become the hunter and he, the hunted."


    
      
    


    She tugged on her hair, then met his gaze. "And the guilt?"


    
      
    


    He offered her a ghost of a smile. "If you allow yourself to feel guilty, you'll never be able to get anywhere. You have to embrace it, accept it, accept what is handed to you. Only then will you be able to move forward." His voice had adopted a harsh edge; there was finality to his words. He pulled open the door, then looked back at her, then the lampshade. "You'll want to turn that the right way round. The carpet could catch fire."


    
      
    


    He left, closing the door behind him. She made her way to the lampshade, lifting it up and gazing at the dim amber light. The brightness hurt her eyes. She squinted, then switched off the plug, encompassing the room in darkness.


    
      
    


    Lia stood up and tugged at the bottom of her dress. There was no light. She walked towards the direction of the door, her hand resting on the steely metal handle.


    
      
    


    Embrace it, accept it, only then will you move forward…


    
      
    


    She turned the handle, then stepped out into the main room. Light flooded her vision, causing her to squint. The red dress glistened beneath the amber hue.


    
      
    


    They were all stood there, waiting. Carmon was slouched on the sofa; Lacey lingered by the kitchen door; Jude and Cal leaned against the doorframe; Emilie and Leigh stood by the window. They all turned upon her entrance.


    
      
    


    She met Cal's gaze. He regarded her levelly.


    
      
    


    She nodded. "Let's go."


    
      
    


    It was time.


    
      
    


    And there was no turning back.


    
      
    


    * * *


    
      
    


    Jack shuffled his feet and knocked on the door. His hands itched from holding the flowers so tightly and the stems were itchy, anyway. He didn't understand what the girls saw in them.


    
      
    


    "Coming!" Her voice echoed from the other side of the door.


    
      
    


    He waited patiently. He would rather have met her by his car –Seb's car, to be exact – but he knew that she wouldn't appreciate that. She would think it rude or something, or say that it was a typical guy thing to do and that guys were all lazy and then go into one of her long lectures.


    
      
    


    He wasn't in the mood for a lecture. Not one from her, anyway. Her lectures were scary, and she was scary when she was giving lectures. He wanted a nice, scare-free evening.


    
      
    


    The door slid open. He stepped back and waited.


    
      
    


    Jack blinked.


    
      
    


    Her dress was black, sleeveless, and it fell beneath her knees. Her hair was in ringlets and she was wearing heels. Two elegant silver hoops fell from her ears and she was wearing a moderate amount of makeup.


    
      
    


    All in all, she looked really hot. And she had nice legs, he mused, which was always a bonus.


    
      
    


    He handed her the flowers, desperate to get rid of them. He was sure that his hands were red. Maybe he was allergic to them?


    
      
    


    "Um, for you." It was lame, but it was the only thing that he could manage to get out.


    
      
    


    She smiled, making her look even hotter than she did before. "Thanks." She gazed down at them with a look of adoration. "That's so sweet of you. You didn't have to."


    
      
    


    He still didn't get what girls saw in flowers. He could have just pulled out some random weeds from the local park –which he didn't, because he had bought them– and she would have still been pleased.


    
      
    


    Women were such a mystery.


    
      
    


    "Let me find a place for them, then I'll be right out."


    
      
    


    She went back inside with the flowers, then returned a minute or so later. She was wearing an elegant black jacket over her dress now. She pushed a curl behind her ear.


    
      
    


    "Let's go to the car," he supplied.


    
      
    


    She smiled. "Okay."


    
      
    


    He led her into the corridor, then out of the building and to the car.


    
      
    


    Hopefully this would be a good night.


    
      
    


    * * *


    
      
    


    Lia stepped out of the car, her heels clicking against the pavement as she ascended. She flipped back her hair and gazed out at the clear, night sky as it stretched above her. It seemed endless.


    
      
    


    A pair of hands circled her waist from behind. He brought his lips to her ear. "Don't be so scared," he whispered.


    
      
    


    She leaned back and placed her hands over his. "I'm not." She tried to wrench them off. He didn't budge.


    
      
    


    "You're shivering," he stated.


    
      
    


    "It's cold." She let her hands rest.


    
      
    


    Cal dug his face in her hair. "There's more to it than that."


    
      
    


    "Is there?" Her voice sounded soft, even to her own ears.


    
      
    


    He waited for a few moments, before replying, "I'm going in with you, so you won't be alone. I'll be there."


    
      
    


    His hands fell to her hips and rested there for a few moments, before he let go. He began to walk forward, towards the building. She leaned against the car. Carmon was watching her, confusion etched over his features.


    
      
    


    She ran a hand through her hair and took in a deep breath, then went after him.


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    Melan's heels clicked against the pavement, her arm resting in his.


    
      
    


    And he felt so nervous.


    
      
    


    There was a man stood at the door. He was elegantly dressed and he regarded them placidly. Jack let his gaze stray towards the building. It was massive, even bigger than the one that he had gone to a party at a while back.


    
      
    


    "Names, please," drawled the man. He had a checklist in his hands.


    
      
    


    "Jack Harlton, Head of Sector four, LAFFAT. And this is my date."


    
      
    


    The man nodded and allowed them entry. Jack was surprised at how easy it was to get in, but when he entered he understood.


    
      
    


    The main hall was large and filled with hundreds of figures all dressed luxuriantly. They all looked so rich and opulent, so powerful as if money fell from their very beings, seeping from their fingertips and wrapping over their forms to produce elegant figurines formed from the finest gold. And the air they commanded, their very presences, reeked from affluence, grandeur and lives spent counting pools of coins and attending parties seething with those painted with aristocracy, fuelled with high blood.


    
      
    


    He knew that he could never compare to them.


    
      
    


    They made him feel low, unworthy. It felt as if all eyes suddenly fell towards him upon his entry, watching his form and singling him out as the one who did not lead their lifestyle –did not fit into their society.


    
      
    


    Yet as he watched them his very being was pumped with an overwhelming feeling of longing, pain, as he viewed those born into a lifestyle that he had once possessed –a lifestyle that had trickled beneath his fingertips and seeped back into the ground whence it came.


    
      
    


    If his parents had lived, he would have been one of them. This would have been his world and he would no longer have been the watcher, the spectator; he would have been the watched, one of them.


    
      
    


    And he wanted it so badly.


    
      
    


    How could you be so near, so close to something, yet at the same time be so far away? How could something so close be so unreachable, so untouchable, save for those short times within his most pleasant of dreams when everything was normal and nothing required so much thought, so much consideration?


    
      
    


    How could one event rip apart, destroy, so much?


    
      
    


    And he was still there. Standing on the edge of a hall full of people and never before had he felt as alone as he did now.


    
      
    


    "It's so beautiful." Melan's voice was filled with awe.


    
      
    


    He allowed a light smile to form on the edge of his features. "It is."


    
      
    


    But he was so used to it and it felt like he was stepping back in time, stepping back into an era which had been left forgotten and wrapped up in sheets of paper, then shoved to the deepest corners of the cupboard and left to fester beneath years of lost hope and broken dreams.


    
      
    


    Because that's all they were now, dreams.


    
      
    


    And that's all they ever would be.


    
      
    


    * * *


    
      
    


    His hand felt warm against hers as he dragged her into the hall, her dress swishing behind her.


    
      
    


    She smiled. "How did you get in so easily?"


    
      
    


    They stopped, then he offered a lopsided grin. "I have my ways."


    
      
    


    She cast her gaze over the inhabitants of the hall. They all looked like such snobs. His grip on her hand tightened as he continued to pull her along.


    
      
    


    "Stop dragging me!"


    
      
    


    He laughed. "You sound better."


    
      
    


    She bit her bottom lip. "I live for the present and don't think about the future!" she announced.


    
      
    


    He raised an eyebrow. "And is that one of your new philosophies in life?"


    
      
    


    She wrinkled up her nose. "I wouldn't want to be a philosopher. They're just loads of old men with nothing better to do with their time."


    
      
    


    "Not necessarily."


    
      
    


    "It's likely."


    
      
    


    "And I call that prejudice," he replied.


    
      
    


    She stuck out her tongue. "Call it what you want. It doesn't bother me."


    
      
    


    "I'm sure it doesn't."


    
      
    


    She grinned. "Is that sarcasm?"


    
      
    


    He raised his eyebrows. "What do you think?"


    
      
    


    She brought a hand to her heart, then gasped. "You wound me with your harsh words, good sir."


    
      
    


    "And may those wounds fester and scab and peel until all that is left are the scars of your inner turmoil, milady."


    
      
    


    Lia creased her forehead. "Ewww."


    
      
    


    He laughed. She grinned and watched as the corners of his eyes began to crease, then he stopped.


    
      
    


    "What?"


    
      
    


    She shrugged. "Why do the corners of your eyes always crease when you laugh?"


    
      
    


    He arched an eyebrow. "Because they do."


    
      
    


    She rolled her eyes. "What an eloquent answer."


    
      
    


    "Only as eloquent as the question."


    
      
    


    She ran her eyes over the hall, searching. The room was large, massive even. It would be hard to find him, but they would be able to manage it. The ceiling was high and hanging from its exterior were nine chandeliers: three along each side and one in the center. Each chandelier was adorned with rich diamonds, diamonds that glistened beneath the warm amber light like hundreds of fireflies flickering in the night sky. Pristine white pillars supported each corner of the room accompanied by a few ornate, arched doorways that probably led further into the building. A flight of stairs led to a higher level, like some sort of veranda, and she could see people strolling along the white marble above her.


    
      
    


    It was like some sort of dream.


    
      
    


    Dresses swished by, accompanied by long black tailcoats and the faint scent of perfume.


    
      
    


    She scoured the veranda, then spotted Carmon. She met his eye and nodded. There were guards stationed along the edges, all poised and ready to shoot if anyone seemed suspicious.


    
      
    


    It was why it had been so easy to get in. They didn't think that anyone was stupid enough to try to get in if not invited. Even the slightest glint of something dangerous would result in instantly getting shot.


    
      
    


    Of course, that wasn't the plan.


    
      
    


    She felt an arm wrap around her waist. He brought his lips to her ear. "The only way we're going to find him is if we go further in," he whispered.


    
      
    


    "How do we do that?" She kept her voice low, hushed.


    
      
    


    His breath tickled her ear. She could feel his smirk. "Simple."


    
      
    


    His grip tightened and, before she could reply, he had pulled her onto the dance floor. He kept his arm around her waist, sending goose bumps creeping over her flesh. He took her hand in his and led her along the floor.


    
      
    


    "Cal, what the f –"


    
      
    


    He pulled her towards him and put a finger to her lips. "Don't talk. I'll lead, you follow."


    
      
    


    He twirled her, then pulled her towards him and continued to lead. She felt dizzy as he twirled her again, her dress belling out around her and causing the air to lash against her legs. The red glinted beneath the light of the chandeliers, the light which danced over the hall's surface, crisscrossing and intermingling like stars flickering in the night sky and shooting over its surface, crashing against the planets and omitting hundreds of jagged rocks all painted a rich gold as they poured out from its many craters and glistened beneath the wavering light of a setting sun.


    
      
    


    Gold light danced across her vision –a rich amber hue. He pulled her closer. His shirt was soft beneath her fingertips, his movements slow, rhythmic, beneath the soft melody of a music playing in the distance, playing so far away yet at the same time so near as its soft harmony reverberated through her ears and overcame her senses.


    
      
    


    They were so close she could feel his breath against her face, their foreheads touching. Her skin felt hot, yet at the same time chilly.


    
      
    


    "Are you wearing perfume?" he murmured. He rubbed his forehead against hers, causing their noses to brush lightly.


    
      
    


    She smiled. "Blame Lacey."


    
      
    


    He twirled her again as the music changed, reaching its crescendo before dropping once again. He caught her, both arms around her waist.


    
      
    


    "You smell nice."


    
      
    


    "Thank you."


    
      
    


    The amber lights dimmed, suddenly, the only light that remained was that which escalated from the chandeliers above them, a pristine white glow that flickered over the darkened, laminated flooring.


    
      
    


    Small beads of white light swam across the now shadowed surface of the room, like miniscule droplets of water pouring down from a gray sky and skittering over the tarmac before forming puddles and slowly rippling with their white light. The glistening of the diamonds seemed more noticeable now and everything seemed faded, dreamlike.


    
      
    


    Lia could hear a few faint gasps as the lighting dimmed, but she ignored them. It just looked so beautiful, felt so beautiful, beneath the continuing harmony of the piano as it filtered through the room and washed over her senses.


    
      
    


    And then the light returned.


    
      
    


    She rested her head in the crook of Cal's neck, peering over his shoulder.


    
      
    


    And then she saw him. "Spotted."


    
      
    


    He dug his head into her hair. "Good."


    
      
    


    Cal twirled her again, hundreds of colors screaming across her vision before they were once again replaced by a stark solidity. They were moving back, slowly. He had spotted him, too.


    
      
    


    It was time for phase one of the plan.


    
      
    


    * * *


    
      
    


    Melan's grip on his hand tightened. "Can we?"


    
      
    


    Jack bit his lip. "I'm not that good…"


    
      
    


    She rolled her eyes, then pulled him further into the hall. "Everyone says that, but they never really mean it."


    
      
    


    "Trust me, I do," he replied. He had danced before, on numerous occasions, and he was terrible at it. He could still remember the lessons that he had to have when he was a boy.


    
      
    


    He winced.


    
      
    


    Aaron had recorded them on his mobile for blackmail.


    
      
    


    Those long hours of learning how to dance would haunt his nightmares forever.


    
      
    


    Melan shuffled her feet.


    
      
    


    She looked so hot when she did that.


    
      
    


    "There's nothing else really to do."


    
      
    


    Jack bit his lip, then considered. It would probably be the closest that he could get to her without seeming too forward, so what was he complaining about? He had to make sure that he looked a bit reluctant, though, because he had already said that he didn't want to.


    
      
    


    "Fine, then. But do you know how to?"


    
      
    


    She fingered some of her curls, then tilted her head to the side. "We're here to have fun, right?"


    
      
    


    And that meant no.


    
      
    


    It would work as long as they moved along to the music. He cast his gaze over the many couples. It didn't look too hard and he could remember some of the steps that he had learnt as a boy. They would be able to manage.


    
      
    


    He led her onto the main floor, then wrapped his arm around her waist along the curve of her hip. His hand fit around her curves perfectly. She was just so perfect. She wrapped her arm around his neck. He could smell her perfume. It was soft, intoxicating.


    
      
    


    This was going to be fun.


    
      
    


    They began to dance, their legs sweeping across the floor as a piano played in the distance, its soft music dancing through their ears. He twirled her, her curls dancing with the wind. She was laughing, her dimples creasing.


    
      
    


    He pulled her towards him, their foreheads touching. He twirled her again, then swept her to the side. Her heels clicked against the floor. He wondered how she was able to dance so well with them on.


    
      
    


    The amber light dimmed for a few moments, causing the room to be shadowed, the only light an ethereal white glow cast from the chandeliers. The white light glistened, rippled, over her hair.


    
      
    


    Everything looked faint, dreamlike.


    
      
    


    He took the moment to pull her towards him again, his voice dropping. "Having fun?"


    
      
    


    She tilted her head to the side. Half of her face was shadowed, the white light trickling over her features. "That's what we're here for."


    
      
    


    His grip around her waist tightened as he pulled her closer, causing their foreheads to touch. He could feel her breath on his skin. She was blushing, he noticed. He rubbed his forehead against hers and brushed their noses together, tickling her cheeks and causing the red to intensify.


    
      
    


    He brushed one of her curls behind her ear, then brought his lips closer to hers, so that they were only a few inches away. "Having fun yet?" he whispered.


    
      
    


    Light crisscrossed over the laminated flooring as the music continued to play in the distance.


    
      
    


    Her grip around his neck tightened. She tip toed slightly. "That's what we're here for," she whispered.


    
      
    


    He bent down, their lips almost touching.


    
      
    


    The lights flickered back on.


    
      
    


    "Harlton!"


    
      
    


    His head snapped up; her grip loosened.


    
      
    


    Oh, no.


    
      
    


    "Harlton, what a pleasant surprise."


    
      
    


    Melan stepped back. Jack shuffled his feet. Jessica regarded them coolly. He felt like a schoolboy being caught doing something very naughty.


    
      
    


    "I'm so glad I found you. And this must be your date." She arched an eyebrow and regarded Melan placidly.


    
      
    


    Melan glared.


    
      
    


    Jessica smirked, then tilted her head to the side causing a curtain of her perfect, layered blonde hair to glint beneath the amber light. "I hope I'm not disturbing you."


    
      
    


    She regarded them for a moment, as if daring them to argue. Melan folded her arms and continued to glare.


    
      
    


    "What do you want?" she bit.


    
      
    


    Jessica's gaze flickered towards her for a moment, cold, cool, before she regarded Jack again. "How are you, Harlton?"


    
      
    


    He shuffled his feet. "I'm cool."


    
      
    


    Melan stepped forward and took his arm, possessively.


    
      
    


    Jessica smiled acerbically. "Have you met Kayden Porter yet?"


    
      
    


    He blinked. He had forgotten about him. "No."


    
      
    


    "As a Sector head, it's your duty to meet him. Shall we introduce you, now."


    
      
    


    It wasn't a question, it was an order. He could hear it in her tone of voice.


    
      
    


    He nodded slowly.


    
      
    


    She regarded Melan brusquely. "You can bring her along, if you must."


    
      
    


    He could feel Melan's grip on his arm tighten. He wasn't altogether sure whether she was holding it to keep him back, or whether she was holding it to keep herself back. He was inclined to believe the latter.


    
      
    


    He didn't know what to say. He wanted to stick up for her, for Melan. He felt guilty letting Jessica take digs at her. But there wasn't anything that he could really say.


    
      
    


    Jessica began to walk away into one of the further corners of the room. Many tables were spread out, all made from a rich, dark chocolate wood which he didn't know the name of. Soft, linen table cloths adorned their surfaces and within the center of each table was a glass vase holding a single, white rose.


    
      
    


    They continued to follow her, then stopped as she did. She stopped before a table; Jack couldn't see past her.


    
      
    


    "Harlton, meet Kayden Porter."


    
      
    


    She stepped back, allowing Jack to see the figure sat upon one of the many carved chairs. He blinked in surprise.


    
      
    


    He was a Cadlian.


    
      
    


    His skin was a rich, Cadlian tan, his hair a stark black containing one or two white streaks. He had a square face and a heavy jaw; he was well built, but not overly so. He looked to be in his mid-forties.


    
      
    


    But it wasn't only the knowledge that he was a Cadlian that surprised Jack; he was sure there was something else. He knew he had seen him somewhere before, but he wasn't quite sure where.


    
      
    


    Kayden regarded him coolly. Jessica sat down in the seat beside him.


    
      
    


    "Mr. Porter, this is Jack Harlton, our new head of Sector Four."


    
      
    


    "Pleasure to meet you, Jack."


    
      
    


    Jack shuffled his feet. "The pleasure is all mine, Sir."


    
      
    


    Kayden continued to regard him blandly, though Jack could see a flicker of interest within his dark eyes.


    
      
    


    Jessica tossed back some blonde hair, then laughed dryly. "Please, Harlton, do sit down."


    
      
    


    Jack pulled out a seat, indicating for Melan to sit, then he sat beside her. Melan was tapping her foot beneath the table; he could tell that she was nervous. And so was he. He swung his legs beneath the table.


    
      
    


    "Jack Harlton," repeated Kayden; he let the name roll off of his tongue, as if he were contemplating something. "I wasn't aware that Joseph Harlton had a son."


    
      
    


    Jack tugged at the bottom of his shirt. "He adopted me," he replied.


    
      
    


    Kayden's eyes glinted. "Oh?"


    
      
    


    Jessica tilted her head to the side, her chin in her hand.


    
      
    


    Jack nodded slowly.


    
      
    


    "Do you know who your real parents are, Jack?" asked Kayden.


    
      
    


    "They're dead," he stated. Hopefully that would make them shut up about it and move onto another subject. He didn't want to talk about his parents to anyone, least of all someone that he barely knew.


    
      
    


    "Oh, Jack, I'm so sorry," cooed Jessica.


    
      
    


    No, you're not.


    
      
    


    Kayden regarded him placidly. "I apologize for bringing up the subject, Harlton. But, if you don't mind me asking, what were their names?"


    
      
    


    Why was he so curious?


    
      
    


    Jack didn't know how to answer. They were making him angry, annoyed. Who the hell did they think they were just randomly asking him questions about his parents when he had just told them that they were dead? He didn't want to think about it. Why didn't they get the hint?


    
      
    


    "I do mind you asking," he replied. "And if you're so curious, look it up yourself." He pushed back his seat and stood up.


    
      
    


    Jessica regarded him with surprise.


    
      
    


    "It was a pleasure meeting you, Sir," bit Jack acidly.


    
      
    


    Kayden raised an eyebrow. "I hope to see you again, Harlton."


    
      
    


    Jessica stood up, a glass of wine in hand. She walked towards them and outstretched her hand. "Do have a drink before you leave, Harlton."


    
      
    


    He blinked. What was she up to?


    
      
    


    "I'm not thirsty."


    
      
    


    She cocked her head to the side. "What a shame. I guess that the drink will just go to – " She tilted the glass, causing the drink to spill over Melan's dress. She smirked. "Waste."


    
      
    


    Melan gasped. "You bitch."


    
      
    


    She let out a dry laugh. "Enjoy the party, kids."


    
      
    


    He had never thought that she was capable of doing something so immature.


    
      
    


    * * *


    
      
    


    Cal leaned against the edge of the table, a glass perched in his hand. "There's time yet. Do you want a drink?"


    
      
    


    She bit her bottom lip. "Where do you get them from?"


    
      
    


    "The corner where all of the tables are. But I'll get it for you if you want," he replied.


    
      
    


    She blinked. "Okay. Thanks."


    
      
    


    He put the glass on the table, then heaved himself up. "No problem. But keep an eye on him."


    
      
    


    She nodded. "I will."


    
      
    


    Lia leaned against the table, her eyes scouring over the room. There were so many people there that they seemed to blend into each other. She began to play with her hair; it curtained her face, falling elegantly to her waist. She must have looked scary. She brushed half of it behind her ear, then watched everyone again.


    
      
    


    A Cadlian girl was walking towards her. She was pretty, Lia observed, extremely pretty, and she looked to be about seventeen.


    
      
    


    She reached her, then shuffled her feet. "Hey, do you know where the bathroom is?"


    
      
    


    Her black dress had a large, wet patch over the front. She must have spilled a drink over it or something.


    
      
    


    Lia shook her head. "Sorry."


    
      
    


    The girl leaned on the table beside her. "I told my date to meet me here in five minutes," she explained. "In case I couldn't find the bathroom."


    
      
    


    Lia smiled. "Is he your age?"


    
      
    


    The girl nodded. "Seventeen. I'm probably a few months older." She outstretched her hand. Lia took it. They shook. "Melan," she supplied.


    
      
    


    "Li– Lisa." She couldn't afford to give her her real name. That would have been a stupid move.


    
      
    


    If she had noticed the hesitation, she didn't comment. "Do you have a date?" asked Melan.


    
      
    


    Lia bit her bottom lip, then brushed some hair behind her ear. "You could say that."


    
      
    


    They stood in silence for a few minutes.


    
      
    


    Melan arched an eyebrow, then cocked her head to the side. "So…"


    
      
    


    Lia grinned. "So…"


    
      
    


    Melan laughed. Lia joined in. The awkwardness was amusing. She liked this girl. It had been a while since she had properly held a conversation with a Cadlian girl who was around her age.


    
      
    


    They both grinned.


    
      
    


    "Is your date a Cadlian?" asked Melan.


    
      
    


    Lia bit her lip. "Elonsican. Though I'm not sure whether I'd call him my date…"


    
      
    


    "Oh?"


    
      
    


    Lia shrugged. "Yeah."


    
      
    


    "I was going out with a Gredge a while back," supplied Melan.


    
      
    


    "Was?"


    
      
    


    Melan's expression fell. "He cheated on me."


    
      
    


    Lia blinked. "With another Gredge?"


    
      
    


    Melan let out a dry laugh. "No, funnily enough with my best friend. Who was also a Cadlian."


    
      
    


    "Oh." She knew that it would be best to change the subject. The conversation was getting awkward. "How about the one you're with now?"


    
      
    


    Melan shrugged. "He's really sweet and I like him. So we'll see how that goes." She brought her finger to her lips. "But if you meet him, hush, don't tell him that. He doesn't know that I like him and his efforts are really cute."


    
      
    


    Lia laughed. "Nice tactics."


    
      
    


    Melan grinned. "I know, yeah."


    
      
    


    "Li!"


    
      
    


    Lia looked up, then met Cal's gaze. He had a look of urgency on his face. Melan followed her gaze.


    
      
    


    "Your date?"


    
      
    


    She was so glad that he had said "Li" instead of "Lia."


    
      
    


    She stood up quickly. "Yeah, sorry. I have to go. It was nice meeting you and have fun with your date."


    
      
    


    Melan smiled. "Thanks. You too."


    
      
    


    "Melan!"


    
      
    


    Lia rushed forward; Cal's expression was serious.


    
      
    


    She just about caught Melan's last words, "Oh, here he is now."


    
      
    


    She didn't bother turning back to look. Cal grabbed her arm and pulled her further into the crowd.


    
      
    


    "I thought I told you to keep an eye on him!"


    
      
    


    Lia looked around. They were surrounded by people and no Fallock.


    
      
    


    Oh, god.


    
      
    


    "You're lucky Carmon spotted him, but we have to hurry. Come on. He's already left."


    
      
    


    Lia nodded. "Okay."


    
      
    


    He led her out of the building, easily slipping through the front entrance. The cool night air welcomed them as they stepped out into the darkness and towards the car. They hurried inside and Lia pulled on a long black coat, then tucked her hair into a hat. She bit her bottom lip, then pulled on her mask and gloves.


    
      
    


    Cal had done the same. He was waiting, patiently, for the signal. Something on his belt beeped. The coast was clear. He pulled the accelerator and then they were off into the night.


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    Jack slipped an arm around her waist.


    
      
    


    She sighed. "I couldn't find it."


    
      
    


    Jack blinked. "Who were you talking to?"


    
      
    


    The girl had moved far too fast for him to see her properly, but he was sure that he recognized her from somewhere. And he knew it was something important.


    
      
    


    Melan bit her bottom lip. "Her name was Lisa."


    
      
    


    He gazed down at Melan's dress, then looked around. "Shall we get out of here?"


    
      
    


    She nodded. "Yeah."


    
      
    


    They began to make their way out of the building.


    
      
    


    Lisa?


    
      
    


    Lisa? He was pretty sure that he had never met anyone called Lisa. It was probably just his imagination, he surmised.


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    Moonlight danced over the gray tarmac. An owl hooted in the distance; the night was still, calm.


    
      
    


    Lia backed away, into the shade of the towering tree. Darkness encompassed her vision, save for the thin beams of light escalating from the windows above. Cal wrapped his arms around her from the back. They made her feel warm. She tilted her head to the side, then looked up and met his gaze. His face was shrouded in a thin, black mask. All she could see were his eyes. He looked scary, dangerous, inhuman.


    
      
    


    She knew that she looked the same.


    
      
    


    He was, she was, dressed like a reaper, the grim reaper preparing to blow its horn of death and swing its axe into the carcass of its victim, watching as the blood trickled and glinted over the harsh metal like the life of him whose blood danced beneath the wavering moonlight and stained the heavy axe, spilling into its cracks and painting them a heavy rouge.


    
      
    


    "Do you have the key?"


    
      
    


    She nodded and pulled it out. He took it and walked out from the shadow of the tree, Lia in tow. They had to hurry and get into the house before he did; otherwise, the plan would go wrong. They couldn't afford for it to go wrong.


    
      
    


    The wind lashed against the skin around her eyes. It was strong, heavy. A few leaves rustled beneath her feet as she walked along the path, her pace fast. Cal pushed the key into the lock, then turned it, slowly.


    
      
    


    Fallock had already opened the gate, so they only had to open the front door.


    
      
    


    He was around the back, parking his car. They were lucky that his garage was separate.


    
      
    


    But they had to hurry.


    
      
    


    They entered the main hall and closed the door behind them. She noticed the grandfather clock stood along the wall and leaning against the smooth plaster. They hurried across the carpet, mentally recalling the lay out of his house that they had stolen from the information centre only a while back.


    
      
    


    The carpet was soft, rich; she couldn't hear her footsteps as she ran across its surface. She hid beneath the main staircase. Lia backed against the wall. He wouldn't see her there unless he looked and, if the unlikely event of him looking did occur, she would just have to shoot him straight away.


    
      
    


    She hoped that it wouldn't.


    
      
    


    Cal was probably already in his allocated position. Now all they had to do was wait. The front door creaked open; its rusty hinges the only sound within the silence. The light flickered on; Lia squinted, then refocused her vision.


    
      
    


    Fallock's voice boomed through the hallway. "My mother! My bloody mother!"


    
      
    


    Lia creased her forehead.


    
      
    


    "Just because I didn't have a date, it didn't mean that I would resort to bringing my mother! The cheek of it!"


    
      
    


    Lia blinked. He must have been on his mobile. She closed her eyes, leaning against the staircase. Her breathing was slow, measured. She couldn't risk getting seen. It would destroy the plan.


    
      
    


    And she was so scared.


    
      
    


    She wanted to stay there, stand there, forever, frozen in that one moment in time, unable to move and encased in that thick layer of ice as the grandfather clock ticked by slowly, surely. And it reminded her that it was nearly time.


    
      
    


    It was nearly time.


    
      
    


    "Yes, yes, I'll calm down, Roland. I need some sleep. It's been a long night. Say hello to Harriet for me."


    
      
    


    He hung up, then sighed. She heard the key click in the doorway. The door was locked. Fallock's heavy footsteps scuffed against the carpet as he made his way across the main hall, then up the winding staircase. The main hall was once again encompassed in darkness.


    
      
    


    Once she was sure that he was out of range, Lia stepped out from her hiding place and scoured her surroundings searchingly. The plush carpet stretched out before her as the grandfather clock ticked away mercilessly. A few paintings adorned the walls, which were clad in heavy plaster, the subjects of which she could not make out beneath the lack of light.


    
      
    


    Where was he?


    
      
    


    Two hands rested on her shoulders. Her stomach jumped and she suppressed a scream.


    
      
    


    "Boo," he drawled.


    
      
    


    She elbowed him in the stomach. "You scared me," she hissed.


    
      
    


    "Do you remember the plan?"


    
      
    


    She rolled her eyes. He loved to be in control. "It's a bit simple not to remember."


    
      
    


    His hands remained on her shoulders. "You're still shivering."


    
      
    


    She was, but she hated it that he noticed. "I'm not," she snapped.


    
      
    


    He massaged her shoulders. "Be calm. You won't be able to do it otherwise."


    
      
    


    Lia shook her head. "Why can't you –"


    
      
    


    He cut her off. "It's your mission. You have to do this."


    
      
    


    She bit her bottom lip. "I know." She sighed.


    
      
    


    He pushed her forward, gently. She walked to the foot of the stairs, then stopped and turned.


    
      
    


    He cocked his head to the side. "Go, I'm coming."


    
      
    


    She nodded slowly, then placed her foot on the first step. What if he didn't come? She knew she couldn't do this on her own. She turned again.


    
      
    


    "Cal –"


    
      
    


    "I told you I wouldn't leave you alone, and I won't."


    
      
    


    The banisters were cold beneath her grip, an icy chill penetrating through her gloves. She wasn't sure if it was from the banisters, or if it was just her. She gazed up at the staircase as it coiled above her; it looked endless.


    
      
    


    She made her way up the stairs, slowly, stealthily. Darkness met her with every step she took, a few beams of white light escalating from somewhere that she couldn't see. Lia looked for the source of the light, then found it. At the top of the staircase was a large, glass window, a few lamps hanging outside of it.


    
      
    


    She made her way towards it and placed her hand on the glass, feeling the cool panes beneath her gloves. She wanted to take them off, to feel the glass with the tips of her fingers and wipe away the thick layer of condensation as water mingled with her skin.


    
      
    


    Lia bit her bottom lip. She was stalling for time and there wasn't enough time to do that. She had to go forward. Cal would come; she knew he would.


    
      
    


    She scuffed the carpet beneath her shoe. Moonlight shone over its black surface. It was like the saying, "In Darkness, there is light." She allowed herself a wry smile.


    
      
    


    Everything seemed to be moving slowly. Fallock would be in his room. She knew what she had to do, but she couldn't let him hear her.


    
      
    


    Upon finding his room, she gently eased open the door. She heard a gasp, then the scuffling of feet. Lia entered. He was stood at the foot of his bed, a broom in hand. He was shaking.


    
      
    


    And the hatred suddenly boiled back, overcoming her senses.


    
      
    


    She hated him so much.


    
      
    


    "I-I'll attack you," he stammered.


    
      
    


    She allowed herself a wry smile. He was far too fat to pin down, so she would have to go for another approach. She stepped forward. He whimpered.


    
      
    


    "W-what d-do y-you w-want?"


    
      
    


    She tilted her head to the side. "I think you already know the answer to that." She was amazed at how cold her voice sounded.


    
      
    


    A rush of wind swept past her and, before she knew what was happening, Fallock had been knocked to the floor, the broom clattering to the ground. Cal took his place beside her, then placed his hands on her shoulders.


    
      
    


    "Are you ready?" he whispered.


    
      
    


    She nodded slowly.


    
      
    


    He noticed the hesitation. He dug his hand into her pocket, then pulled out her gun. Cal placed it in her palm. It felt so cold.


    
      
    


    Lia bit her bottom lip, then began to aim. Her hands were shaking, trembling. Then everything suddenly rushed back to her. She felt her stomach clench. She wanted to run, run away and hide. She didn't want to be here.


    
      
    


    But she was.


    
      
    


    "Lia, do it!"


    
      
    


    She could feel every breath as it shook her body. Everything seemed so blurred, so detached. She clasped her fingers over the trigger. She had to do it. They had gotten this far; she couldn't give up now.


    
      
    


    Lacey's words rang in her ears.


    
      
    


    "People aren't just empty vessels that you can do with what you please..."


    
      
    


    She pulled down the gun, then shook her head. "I can't do it."


    
      
    


    "You have to, Lia. Hurry up! Remember what I told you!"


    
      
    


    She blinked. "But –"


    
      
    


    He grabbed her shoulders, wrenching her around to face him. He shook her. "What the hell has gotten into you? Everyone's risked so much to get us here and you're just blowing it."


    
      
    


    She bit her lip. "I –"


    
      
    


    And then the alarm bells rang.


    
      
    


    They both shot around abruptly. Fallock was lingering by a button near the headboard of his bed.


    
      
    


    He cocked his head to the side, smirking. "Security systems. Couldn't live without them."


    
      
    


    Cal grabbed her arm, pulling her to the door. "We have to get out of here, now!"


    
      
    


    Lia took in a deep breath, then grabbed the gun and pivoted to face Fallock. A look of shock marred his features.


    
      
    


    They'd all done so much to get here. She couldn't blow it.


    
      
    


    She couldn't mess up the mission.


    
      
    


    Embrace it, accept it, only then will you move forward…


    
      
    


    It was in that moment that she made up her mind.


    
      
    


    She was the hunter and he, the hunted.


    
      
    


    And then she pulled the trigger.


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    CHAPTER 15


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    A deafening crash echoed through the room, followed by a high pitched scream.


    
      
    


    His face froze, immobilized with fear. And then he fell to the floor, blood pooling around him and staining the carpet a heavy rouge. Alarm bells rang in the background. They sounded dim, faint, as they echoed within her ears and beat against her skull.


    
      
    


    And she couldn't stop looking at him.


    
      
    


    She felt sick.


    
      
    


    Cal grabbed her arm, shoving her out of the door and closing it behind her.


    
      
    


    "Quickly," he hissed.


    
      
    


    They ran across the landing; they could hear the sound of sirens wailing in the distance. Fallock sure had a quick security system. Lights flared from outside of the many windows lining the landing, cutting through the darkness and blinding them before they moved on.


    
      
    


    And everything felt so numb, so detached.


    
      
    


    Cal still had her arm and he was leading her in a different direction than that of which they had come.


    
      
    


    They reached a doorway. He shoved her inside, then followed and slammed the door shut behind them. There was no light and little space. The darkness washed over her vision. She felt his hands on her shoulders as he pinned her against the wall, his breathing rapid. He pushed something into her hand and she closed her fingers over its cool exterior.


    
      
    


    "I'm going to go out and distract them," he whispered. His breathing was still rapid; he was tired. "When this vibrates –" He indicated the object in her hand "–I want you to make a run for it and go through the back and into the garden. I'll meet you there."


    
      
    


    She shook her head. A few beams of white light wafted down from a window in the ceiling. Half of his face shone white, the other half shadowed by the thick bangs as they fell over his features.


    
      
    


    His grip on her shoulders tightened.


    
      
    


    "Don't leave me alone." Her voice was shaking.


    
      
    


    What was wrong with her?


    
      
    


    Why was she so scared?


    
      
    


    And all she could see was the carpet as it stained a heavy rouge and pools of blood formed around his sleeping figure and that look of shock remained, frozen, on his face for all eternity.


    
      
    


    And everything felt so numb, so detached.


    
      
    


    "I'm not," he replied softly. "I'll meet you out there."


    
      
    


    Liashook her head again. "You're going to get hurt."


    
      
    


    He grinned lopsidedly, then cocked his head to the side. "I'm wounded by your lack of confidence in me." His expression became more serious. "I won't. Don't worry about me, okay? Just be out as soon as it vibrates and then we can get out of here. Trust me."


    
      
    


    "I do."


    
      
    


    He tucked some hair behind her ear. "I'll see you in a little while, then."


    
      
    


    She nodded slowly. His arms slipped down from her shoulders and fell to his sides, then he turned to walk away.


    
      
    


    Lia grabbed his arm, then bit her lip. He turned to face her again. "Be careful, okay?" Her voice was soft, quiet. And she was just so scared.


    
      
    


    His eyes met hers. His gaze was intense, his green eyes omitting a soft glimmer beneath the white light. He offered her a ghost of a smile, then nodded.


    
      
    


    She let her hand drop, then watched his retreating form and the door as it closed behind him. The room was once again basked in silence, but this time she was alone. Lia fingered the small device in her hand; it was cold, cool to the touch. She shoved it in her pocket, then slipped down into a sitting position.


    
      
    


    Lia cast her gaze upon the small window in the ceiling; Beams of white light crisscrossed over the dark carpet, running over its surface before they reached the wall and diminished.


    
      
    


    She held her knees to her chest and rocked backwards and forward. Everything was so dark, so empty. Lia wished the thing he had given her would just vibrate; a feeling of unease rested in the pit of her stomach. She just wanted it to be done and over with, that way she could just forget.


    
      
    


    She just wanted to forget.


    
      
    


    Her breath caught in her throat, suddenly. She could hear a pair footsteps and a low, booming voice.


    
      
    


    "…Don't know what he did."


    
      
    


    Someone replied, "He got away, but they're still searching for him. Apparently they lost him."


    
      
    


    Her stomach dropped. Lost him? Did that mean that he had already left?


    
      
    


    The footsteps stopped outside of the door. She bit her bottom lip, her breathing rapid. They were coming in. They would see her. She could feel her body shaking. Lia held her knees closer to her chest, backing against the wall. She wanted to shrink, to fade into the wall.


    
      
    


    What would they do to her once they found her?


    
      
    


    The light continued to dance across the carpet; it reached her, illuminating her face and casting patterns over her form. The door handle turned, slowly. Her breath caught in her throat.


    
      
    


    A harsh beeping sound echoed outside, followed by an ear-splitting bang.


    
      
    


    "Holy shit!"


    
      
    


    Lia ducked from instinct; she could hear their retreating footsteps as they raced across the landing.


    
      
    


    Something vibrated in her pocket.


    
      
    


    It was time.


    
      
    


    Lia shot up, then made her way to the door and pushed it open. She stepped out onto the landing. Her eyes widened. She clasped a hand over her mouth and nose, the thick smell of fumes consuming her nostrils. There was no time to survey the damage; the security would be back.


    
      
    


    She took the opposite direction down the corridor, the plan of the house racing through her head. Lia could still feel herself trembling as she ran through the corridor and took a turn.


    
      
    


    An empty corridor blared out before her. Gun shots rattled through the air. She pushed open a door behind her and threw herself into the room, hurriedly locking it. Someone began kicking at the outside of the door, causing it to shake and vibrate.


    
      
    


    She looked around frantically, then spotted the window. As far as she knew, it would lead into the garden. Lia ran towards it and fumbled with the latch. It was bolted. The kicking outside grew harsher, followed by heavy shouts.


    
      
    


    She stepped back. There was no time. Lia pulled out her gun, then shot at the glass twice. An ear-splitting crash resounded through the room as the glass shattered and flew everywhere. She ran her eyes over the room. There were a few cupboards stacked haphazardly in the corner and a small bed.


    
      
    


    She hurried towards the cupboards. The door was beginning to give way. Lia tried to wrench off the front of one of the chest of drawers. They were old and loose, so they would, hopefully, give way easily. She began to twist it from side to side, attempting to loosen it. One of the sides broke off. Lia pulled out her gun and shot the other side, causing it to fall onto her lap.


    
      
    


    She bit her lip in pain, then stood up and raced towards the window. She pushed out all of the glass with the front of the cupboard, then stepped out onto the ledge. There was railing along the walls. She fumbled for her belt and took a coil of rope, then secured it over the railing. Lia tossed it over the edge and began to climb down.


    
      
    


    She heard the door give way behind her, accompanied by heavy shouts.


    
      
    


    There was no time to climb all the way down. They would kill her before she reached the bottom. She closed her eyes, then allowed herself to slide down the rope.


    
      
    


    Her hands burned, the rough chord cutting against her flesh. She wanted desperately to let go, but knew that she couldn't. Lia reached the ground, falling onto the grass. Gunshots rattled through the air.


    
      
    


    She ran, blindly, through the darkness and towards one of the bushes. She ducked behind it and scoured her eyes over the vast landscape behind her. The wood was only a runaway and that was where Cal had said he would meet her.


    
      
    


    Lia bit her lip and raced towards it, diving behind one of the trees. A hand grabbed her arm, causing her stomach to jump. She was about to scream, but a hand closed over her mouth.


    
      
    


    It was Cal.


    
      
    


    She relaxed.


    
      
    


    "We have to get out of here, now." His tone of voice was urgent.


    
      
    


    He pulled her up. They sprinted through the wood, twigs snapping beneath their feet. Finally, they reached the edge.


    
      
    


    A car stood there, waiting for them. The window was pulled open and Leigh indicated for them to get in. They dived into the back and slammed shut the door.


    
      
    


    "You're lucky that they didn't see my car." He sounded annoyed.


    
      
    


    The engine hummed, whirred, and they were off into the night.


    
      
    


    * * *


    
      
    


    Lia awoke.


    
      
    


    Sun light bled through the curtains, bathing the room in a harsh white glow. She pushed herself up and felt her muscles groan in protest. Lia leaned against the headboard of the bed and took in a few deep breaths.


    
      
    


    She pushed off the covers and got out, then made her way out of her room and into the bathroom.


    
      
    


    Lia surveyed her reflection in the mirror. She was pale and her hair was a mess. She turned the tap and allowed the cold water to run between her fingers, then she threw it onto her face.


    
      
    


    She had to forget; if she forgot it, then it would no longer bother her. There was no point in dwelling on what was the past; she had to move forward and embrace the future. It was the only way that she would get better.


    
      
    


    There had been no mission.


    
      
    


    There had been no ball.


    
      
    


    She hadn't shot Arthur Fallock.


    
      
    


    Lia felt as if a great weight had been lifted off of her chest. She exited the bathroom and made her way into the main room.


    
      
    


    Lacey was sat on the sofa talking on the phone. She indicated for Lia to come nearer.


    
      
    


    "It's Carmon. He wants to talk to you about something."


    
      
    


    She tossed her the phone; Lia caught it and brought it to her ear. Lacey left for the kitchen.


    
      
    


    "Aloha, amigo," he said chirpily.


    
      
    


    She had to forget. He sounded happy, normal, so she would too. Lia rolled her eyes. "What do you want?"


    
      
    


    "I love you, too."


    
      
    


    She laughed. "Why did you phone?"


    
      
    


    He sighed on the other end. "I need to talk to you about something."


    
      
    


    "Which is what we're doing right now."


    
      
    


    "Ha. Ha. I mean face to face, idiot."


    
      
    


    Lia fingered the chord. "Why don't you just come over?"


    
      
    


    "I'm outside your door right now. I just need you to open it."


    
      
    


    She rolled her eyes. "Idiot."


    
      
    


    "I know," he replied chirpily.


    
      
    


    Lia made her way to the door, pulling the chord along as she did so. She pushed the door open and poked her head out.


    
      
    


    "Hello."


    
      
    


    Carmon bowed. "Carmon Rosalind Maitfield at your service, ma'am."


    
      
    


    "And what brings you to our humble dwellings on so fine a morning, Sir Carmon?" She grinned.


    
      
    


    "I wish to converse with you on some matters of great importance concerning my brother, Milady," he replied, with a grin.


    
      
    


    She gasped. "I trust you are 'conversing' about Sir Jude, good sir."


    
      
    


    "Indeed I am."


    
      
    


    Lia pulled open the door. Carmon stepped in and surveyed his surroundings.


    
      
    


    She arched an eyebrow. "I do so hope our humble dwellings are to your satisfaction, milord."


    
      
    


    "They'll do," he replied flippantly.


    
      
    


    She jabbed him with her elbow. "Be polite."


    
      
    


    He slumped down on the sofa. "Your carpet is absolutely exquisite, milady."


    
      
    


    She rolled her eyes, then sat down and propped her head on her elbows. "So, has Jude finally decided to get a personality transplant?"


    
      
    


    Carmon leaned back and pitched his legs on the table. "If only." He sighed wistfully.


    
      
    


    "How's your arm?"


    
      
    


    "I did some minor watch out duty with you guys yesterday in the mission. So I doubt I would have gone if my arm wasn't better." There was a "duh" in his voice.


    
      
    


    Lia bit her bottom lip. She had forgotten about the mission, because there hadn't been any mission.


    
      
    


    "What did you want to talk to me about?"


    
      
    


    He noticed the sudden change of subject –she could tell by his expression– but he chose not to comment. Instead, he indicated the kitchen door. "He wants to tell her, tonight."


    
      
    


    Lia blinked. "Tell her what?"


    
      
    


    He threw his head back and sighed. "That he likes her, idiot."


    
      
    


    She pouted. "I'm not an idiot."


    
      
    


    "Keep telling yourself that, dear, then maybe one day it'll come true."


    
      
    


    Lia pushed some hair behind her ear. "What's that got to do with me?"


    
      
    


    Carmon folded his legs. "You know her the best out of all of us, so I thought I'd ask for your advice."


    
      
    


    She knew her the best out of all of them? Lia blinked. Now that she thought about it, she barely knew anything about Lacey. She didn't even know what her favorite color was…


    
      
    


    "Lacey!" she shouted.


    
      
    


    "What?" her voice rang from the kitchen.


    
      
    


    Carmon's eyes widened. "You're not going to –"


    
      
    


    "What's your favorite color?"


    
      
    


    Carmon sighed with relief.


    
      
    


    Lacey poked her head out of the kitchen. "I like blue." She went back inside and closed the door.


    
      
    


    Now she felt better.


    
      
    


    Carmon raised an eyebrow. "That was random."


    
      
    


    "I know."


    
      
    


    "How was that anything to do with our conversation?"


    
      
    


    Lia blinked. "It wasn't."


    
      
    


    Silence reigned for a few moments, then Carmon decided to speak. "Jude's really nervous."


    
      
    


    Lia creased her brow. Jude? Nervous? Jude actually felt things? This was something new to her. "And what can I do about that?"


    
      
    


    Carmon bit his bottom lip. "Do you think that he should?"


    
      
    


    "Should what?"


    
      
    


    He sighed. "Tell her."


    
      
    


    "Oh." She licked her lips. "Errm. It's better in than out."


    
      
    


    He creased his forehead. "Oh?"


    
      
    


    Lia swung her legs. "It's like… when you're constipated."


    
      
    


    Carmon laughed. "What?"


    
      
    


    "When you're, like, constipating if you keep it in, then it's more uncomfortable. And when it's out you feel relieved," she supplied.


    
      
    


    He arched an eyebrow. "Brilliant way of putting it."


    
      
    


    "I know, yeah."


    
      
    


    "So you think he should tell her?"


    
      
    


    Lia shrugged. "He can't keep it in forever."


    
      
    


    Carmon smiled. "I guess he can't." He stood up and shuffled his feet. "Thanks, Lia."


    
      
    


    She grinned. "Any time. Only, why are you so concerned about Jude anyway?"


    
      
    


    Carmon began making his way to the door. "He's always there for me," he began. "He's not good at showing it, but he is. The least I can do is try and be there for him."


    
      
    


    Jude was always there for him? From what Lia had seen, he was always angry or annoyed or shouting at Carmon. How was that being there for him? She didn't understand it.


    
      
    


    "Okay. Bye."


    
      
    


    He smiled. "Bye."


    
      
    


    He left. Lia leaned back into the sofa, then a sudden thought occurred to her. What had the point of Carmon asking her been, anyway? She hadn't really told him anything that he couldn't have figured out for himself. But maybe he needed someone to affirm what he was thinking, someone to agree with him and make him feel more confident about his resolution; someone that he was close to and whose opinion he valued and trusted.


    
      
    


    And she was that person?


    
      
    


    She hadn't realized that he trusted her, valued her, so much. Were they really that close?


    
      
    


    Lacey exited the kitchen, two plates in hand. "Breakfast time," she chirped.


    
      
    


    Lia frowned.


    
      
    


    Eggs. Yay.


    
      
    


    * * *


    
      
    


    Jack stepped out of the car, the harsh wind beating against his face and cooling his cheeks. He cast his gaze over the building, watching the brick as it crumbled and dust fell from the once elegant upper landing.


    
      
    


    It was a wreck.


    
      
    


    Sirens blared in the background accompanied by the constant clicking of cameras. The body had been rescued last night, now all that was left was the wreckage. Jack made his way forward and towards the man at the front –the one who looked to be in charge of the operation.


    
      
    


    He held out his hand. "I'm Jack Harlton, Head of Sector 4, LAFFAT."


    
      
    


    The man eyed him with disdain. "Pleased to meet you." His expression said the exact opposite.


    
      
    


    They shook hands. He instantly knew that the hostility was due to the Jessica Coles ordeal. He was never going to live that down.


    
      
    


    Jack ran a hand through his hair. "What have you got so far?"


    
      
    


    The man cast his gaze over the wreckage. "Arthur Fallock was murdered last night. Shortly after a bomb was set off on the upper landing." He seemed reluctant to share the information.


    
      
    


    "Any casualties?"


    
      
    


    The man shook his head. "It was a minor blast, nothing really big or dangerous. Half of the landing was destroyed, as you can see. Our experts have surmised that it was set off as some sort of distraction."


    
      
    


    Jack creased his forehead. "Distraction for what?"


    
      
    


    The man pursed his lips, then looked around. "Halls, bring the folder," he shouted.


    
      
    


    Another man came towards them and handed them a folder. The head handed Jack the folder. Jack opened it and pulled out the photos.


    
      
    


    "There were two of them," he began. "And they forgot to disable the cameras within the upper corridor." He pointed to one of the images; Jack could barely see the figure because of the lighting. "Our experts are analyzing and clearing out the photos as we speak. They'll be able to distinguish between the nationalities of the assassins, but we have reason to believe that one of them is the same person who entered the information center not long ago."


    
      
    


    "What makes you think that?" It was all adding up…


    
      
    


    The man took back the photos and placed them into the folder. "The style of clothing and the overall style of attack is similar. They tend to conduct these operations on important days –days of festivity– And when there are not many people about."


    
      
    


    Jack bit his lip. "They probably went into the information center to get the layout of Fallock's house and a list of important events. Or something along those lines."


    
      
    


    "Exactly."


    
      
    


    Jack nodded, then surveyed the wreckage. He had never liked Fallock but nobody deserved this: to be slaughtered in ones home, then have half of it bombed. He wondered what these "Rebels" were up to. Didn't they understand that by retaliating against LAFFAT, they were just making matters worse?


    
      
    


    "Have a report on my desk by tomorrow."


    
      
    


    The man shook his head. "Miss Coles has already requested for all information to be forwarded to her immediately, Sir." The venom was barely there, but it was there nonetheless.


    
      
    


    Jack felt a pang in his chest.


    
      
    


    You'd think you'd learn from your mistakes.


    
      
    


    He nodded. "I understand." He felt so embarrassed.


    
      
    


    The man raised an eyebrow. Jack walked away. They wouldn't need his help on this one.


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    The phone was ringing.


    
      
    


    Lia sighed, then picked it up. "Hello?" There was no answer. She repeated herself. "Hello?"


    
      
    


    Someone coughed on the other end. "Hey, it's Leigh."


    
      
    


    Leigh? Why would Leigh of all people be phoning her?


    
      
    


    "Hi."


    
      
    


    "I need to talk to you," he said. He sounded nervous.


    
      
    


    She blinked. This conversation sounded familiar. "That's what we're doing right now."


    
      
    


    "Oh, yeah. I know. I mean, that's why I wanted to phone."


    
      
    


    Lia smiled. He was amusing. "What did you want to talk about, Leigh?"


    
      
    


    He was silent for a few moments, then he replied. "It's about Lacey."


    
      
    


    Her expression dropped. "What about Lacey?"


    
      
    


    He didn't seem to notice the change in her tone of voice. "I'm going to tell her that I like her tonight," he replied.


    
      
    


    "Oh."


    
      
    


    "Oh? What do you mean by that?" He was really nervous.


    
      
    


    She didn't know what to say. "It's just…"


    
      
    


    "It's just what?" he prompted.


    
      
    


    She wanted Lacey to end up with Jude not Leigh. And if they both confessed at the same time it would turn into one big melodramatic mess.


    
      
    


    Leigh noticed her silence. He let out a dry laugh. "I get it."


    
      
    


    Lia blinked. He did?


    
      
    


    "You'd rather Jude gets her, right?"


    
      
    


    She wanted to sigh with relief. "It's like you can read my mind." That had been the wrong thing to say.


    
      
    


    "It's because I'm an Elonsican, isn't it?" he bit.


    
      
    


    She shook her head. It wasn't, was it? "No..."


    
      
    


    "You don't sound too sure, Lia." The way he said her name; he put a twist onto it and made it sound crude, horrible. She had never known Leigh to sound this angry. "Just because a few Elonsicans may have done something to you in the past, it doesn't mean that we're all out to kill you." The humor was twisted.


    
      
    


    Lia shook her head again, though she knew he couldn't see. "It isn't like that –"


    
      
    


    He cut her off. "Don't lie to me, Lia. You can't judge a group of people by the actions of an individual. Just because Jude is more like you than I am it doesn't mean that he's better suited to her. Racism works both ways."


    
      
    


    She bit her lip, then opened her mouth to reply; but he had already hung up. Lia put the phone back onto the receiver and made her way into the kitchen. She took out a glass and poured herself some water, then leaned against the sink and began to drink it.


    
      
    


    Leigh was wrong. She didn't want Lacey to go with Jude because Leigh was an Elonsican; it was because she knew him better. She downed the water and put the glass back into the sink. He was just jumping to conclusions.


    
      
    


    The phone began to ring again.


    
      
    


    She grimaced. What was with all of these phone calls? Couldn't they just leave her in peace? She took her time getting into the main room, then lifted up the receiver.


    
      
    


    "Hello."


    
      
    


    "Hey."


    
      
    


    Her stomach jumped. "Hey." She could feel the smile forming on her face.


    
      
    


    "What are you doing?" he said.


    
      
    


    Lia looked back over her shoulder. "Washing dishes."


    
      
    


    "How exciting," Cal commented dryly.


    
      
    


    "Almost as fun as doing the vacuum."


    
      
    


    "You can't get any better than that."


    
      
    


    She grinned. "Why did you phone?"


    
      
    


    He was silent for a few moments, then he replied, "Are you busy?"


    
      
    


    "I told you, I'm washing dishes."


    
      
    


    Cal laughed on the other end. "I'll take that as a no. You're probably stressed about last night."


    
      
    


    Lia shrugged. "I haven't been thinking about it."


    
      
    


    "You probably have."


    
      
    


    "Okay," she fingered the chord. "And what if I have?"


    
      
    


    "Do you want to go somewhere to get your mind off of things?" he asked casually.


    
      
    


    "But why would I need to get my mind off of it when I'm not actually thinking about it?" she replied.


    
      
    


    She could almost see him rolling his eyes. "I'll pick you up."


    
      
    


    "Now?"


    
      
    


    "Yeah."


    
      
    


    Lia nodded. "Okay."


    
      
    


    "Be ready."


    
      
    


    She laughed. "I will be. Bye."


    
      
    


    "Bye." He hung up. She followed suit and got dressed, then made her way back into the main room and sat on the sofa.


    
      
    


    Lacey came in. "Where are you going?"


    
      
    


    "Out."


    
      
    


    Lacey raised an eyebrow at her lack of an answer. "Okay," she replied. "By the way, Jude and Leigh and Carmon just phoned me to say that they're coming over tonight."


    
      
    


    Lia felt her stomach drop. "Yeah, I know…"


    
      
    


    Lacey creased her brow. "You sound worried."


    
      
    


    She plastered on a grin. "I'm not."


    
      
    


    Lacey smiled. "I'm making my special curry," she chirped. "It's been a while since we've had a get together. You will be back by then, won't you?"


    
      
    


    Lia bit her lip. "I'll try."


    
      
    


    "You better."


    
      
    


    The doorbell rang. Lia stood up and made her way towards the door, then pulled it open. Cal stood there, leaning against the doorframe, his hands dug into his pockets.


    
      
    


    "Hey."


    
      
    


    Lia smiled. "Hi."


    
      
    


    He pulled himself up, then turned around and began walking down the corridor. "Come on, then," he threw over his shoulder.


    
      
    


    She caught up with him. "Where are we going?"


    
      
    


    He shrugged nonchalantly. "You'll see."


    
      
    


    "Tell me."


    
      
    


    "No," he replied placidly.


    
      
    


    Lia rolled her eyes and followed him to his car. They entered. She leaned back in the passenger seat and tugged on the seatbelt as Cal revved up the engine.


    
      
    


    He arched an eyebrow. "Are you going to put that on?"


    
      
    


    Lia continued tugging at it, then let it go so that it fell back in. She tugged again. "Do I ever?"


    
      
    


    He shrugged and started up the car, and they were off.


    
      
    


    * * *


    Lia tapped her feet against the seat impatiently and gazed out of the window. Trees blurred past, shooting across her vision like an arrow slicing through the air and cutting into its target. The sky was white –white tinged with gray. Why was the weather never nice?


    
      
    


    She cast her gaze over Cal. His eyes rested on the road in concentration, never straying from the wide stretch of tarmac before him. Lia kicked at the seat in irritation. Normally she would enjoy a car ride, a quiet, peaceful car ride like this, but it irked her that she didn't know where they were going.


    
      
    


    And he refused to tell her.


    
      
    


    Why had she agreed to come along?


    
      
    


    "Why did I agree to come along?" She sighed.


    
      
    


    He kept his gaze on the road, then commented dryly. "It's not like I'm taking you anywhere horrible."


    
      
    


    She took it as an opening. "Where are you taking me?" she prompted.


    
      
    


    "The Dentist. You need new teeth."


    
      
    


    Lia rolled her eyes. "Ha. Ha."


    
      
    


    "Hilarious, I know."


    
      
    


    "That was sarcasm."


    
      
    


    "I didn't say it wasn't," he replied mildly.


    
      
    


    She groaned. "Why won't you tell me?"


    
      
    


    "Because it'll ruin the surprise. We're nearly there, anyway."


    
      
    


    Lia turned her attention back to the window. She could still see a stretch of green, a fleeting blur, wash across her vision –trees. There wasn't anything else, unless you counted the fields which fell behind the trees and encompassed half of the landscape. Lia creased her forehead and squinted. There were animals in the fields, too. Was he taking her to some sort of farm?


    
      
    


    The car stopped abruptly. Cal kicked open the door and stepped out. Lia followed.


    
      
    


    He took a deep breath and held out his arms. "We're here," he announced with a flourish.


    
      
    


    He was stood before a stretch of thick, dark trees that arched over a long cut of clear land; Lia presumed it was used as a path.


    
      
    


    She wrinkled her nose. "This is it?"


    
      
    


    He made his way towards the cut and ducked beneath the trees, then emerged through the other end.


    
      
    


    "No," he replied. "There's more further ahead. Just follow me."


    
      
    


    Lia sighed. "I have no other choice."


    
      
    


    She ducked beneath the branches and made her way onto the path. Trees towered above them, their branches shadowing the dusty, brown surface of the wood. Sunlight cut through their branches and sent ripples of light cascading over their feet. The air was clear, cool, and so unlike that of which they were accustomed to within the city.


    
      
    


    Cal continued to walk silently for a few minutes, Lia in tow. She surveyed her surroundings; it was all so pretty and relaxing. After a few minutes, Cal stopped abruptly. Lia followed suit. He strayed from the path and cut through some of the trees along the side, ducking under their branches. She followed him hastily, the wood lightly scratching her skin.


    
      
    


    They walked through the trees for a few minutes until they reached a large clearing. In the middle of the clearing was a small, neat house encircled by a few well kept trees. Their appearance differed from those which were in the wood –they looked tamer. Cal made his way to the house, indicating for Lia to follow.


    
      
    


    They reached the door and he knocked, once, then stood casually on the doorstep, his hands dug into his pockets. The door was slid open after a few minutes, meekly.


    
      
    


    An old man stepped out. His eyes widened. "Cal?"


    
      
    


    Cal grinned lopsidedly. "I'm in the area so I thought I'd say hi."


    
      
    


    The man blinked. "You're not just going to say 'hi', young man. Come inside and have something to eat. It's been far too long." His voice was fierce, demanding.


    
      
    


    He was slightly hunched, Lia noticed, but she could tell by the way that he held himself that he had once held a more straight, rigid posture and it was due to his age. His hands looked rough, rough from doing a lot of hard work? And he seemed fierce yet mild.


    
      
    


    Cal shook his head. "I really can't." He cocked his head in Lia's direction. "She can't be back too late. Her friends are expecting her."


    
      
    


    Lia blinked. How did he know? Jude or Leigh had probably mentioned it to him, or Emilie. Emilie usually knew these things before anyone else did.


    
      
    


    The man turned his gaze towards her, as if noticing her for the first time. "Hello."


    
      
    


    Lia shuffled her feet awkwardly. "Hi."


    
      
    


    Cal intervened. "How have you been recently?"


    
      
    


    The man smiled lightly. "Forget about me. How are Leelam and Elaine? I haven't seen them in so many years."


    
      
    


    Something passed through Cal's expression, something she couldn't quite read, before he smiled quickly. "They're fine. Leelam's getting married in a few months." There was a finality in his tone of voice.


    
      
    


    The man seemed to notice it. "Oh. That's nice. But you're not leaving without coming in for a little while." The demanding tone had returned.


    
      
    


    Cal shook his head again, more fiercely. "We really can't."


    
      
    


    The man sighed in defeat. "I've known you far too long not to understand when no means no. But you better come back again some time. There's a lot we need to talk about." There was something hidden in his words.


    
      
    


    Cal seemed to catch it. "I know." He sounded wistful. What were they talking about? Cal turned away, then smiled. "I'll see you some other time, Andy."


    
      
    


    The old man nodded mildly, then closed the door. Cal began to walk back towards the trees, his pace quick. It was as if he was trying to get away from there as soon as possible.


    
      
    


    Lia caught up with him. It would be best to leave questions for later. They continued across the path for a few more minutes, before Cal decided to cut through the woods again.


    
      
    


    "Where are we going this time?" Her legs were beginning to hurt from all of the walking.


    
      
    


    A smile quirked on the edge of his lips; his pace was still fast. "Tired?"


    
      
    


    What was the point in lying? "Yes."


    
      
    


    He clicked his tongue. "Patience is a virtue."


    
      
    


    "And the truth is salvation."


    
      
    


    "Did you come up with that one yourself?" He sounded amused.


    
      
    


    Lia creased her forehead. "I don't know."


    
      
    


    Trees scratched against her elbows, over the scratches that she already had from going to the man's house. Twigs crunched beneath her feet and more than once did she nearly trip and fall flat on her face in the mud.


    
      
    


    Finally, after what seemed like aeons, they reached what Lia presumed was their destination.


    
      
    


    Her eyes widened.


    
      
    


    A large bank stretched out before them, surrounded by thick hills which encircled its small interior. A moderate sized waterfall fell down from the side of one of the hills and crashed down into a thick pool of water at its feet. The water wasn't completely clear –it was tinged a faint brown from the rocks and mud- yet it had an earthy beauty about it, one that Lia could not begin to describe.


    
      
    


    "We're here," Cal stated.


    
      
    


    She blinked. "Pretty…"


    
      
    


    He laughed at her lack of response. "It is, isn't it? But we can't stay long." He made his way towards the edge of the bank, beside the pool, and sat down.


    
      
    


    Lia joined him. "Why not?"


    
      
    


    He looked up at the sky. "It's getting dark. We'll need to be heading back soon."


    
      
    


    She sighed. "Yeah."


    
      
    


    Cal pulled off his shoes, then dipped his bare feet into the water. Lia did the same, circling her bare feet in the water and watching the ripples as they cascaded across its surface. It made her feet feel cold, cold and numb, yet she loved it. Her feet looked paler beneath the water, cleaner, purer. She lifted up her toes and watched as water dripped down onto the grass and tinged it a dark green.


    
      
    


    "Wouldn't you love to live in a place like this," she sighed. "Somewhere pretty and quiet, without a care in the world?"


    
      
    


    Cal shrugged, then cast his gaze towards the sky. "It would be nice," he replied. "But –"


    
      
    


    "But what?"


    
      
    


    He seemed to be considering his words. "Eventually you would get tired of it, then you'd want to go back to city life. And then you'd get tired of city life and want to come back here."


    
      
    


    Lia blinked. The words just seemed to come."People are never satisfied with what they have –"


    
      
    


    "–And they fail to notice that there is beauty everywhere they look. It's just, they grow so accustomed to it that it becomes an every day thing." He looked up again and cocked his head to the side. "You can have so much, be surrounded by so much happiness, yet still find something to moan about."


    
      
    


    Lia bit her lip. "And you don't realize how much you had until it's gone."


    
      
    


    "But by then it's too late."


    
      
    


    "Because," she considered her words for a moment, "once it's gone, it'll never come back."


    
      
    


    He nodded. "And you spend your whole life regretting it."


    
      
    


    He met her gaze. She tilted her head to the side and smiled. There was an understanding in his gaze. It made her feel more comfortable.


    
      
    


    Cal stood up and offered her his hand. He motioned towards the sky. "It's beginning to get dark."


    
      
    


    Lia took his hand and allowed him to pull her up. His fingers were warm. She brushed some grass off of her clothes. "Let's go then."


    
      
    


    Cal dug his hands into his pockets and cast his gaze towards the sky. Sunlight shone over his features and bathed him in a faint, white glow. He turned to face her, a few bangs falling into his eyes. She felt her breath catch in her throat.


    
      
    


    "There's one more place we have to go beforehand, though." He brushed the bangs from his eyes.


    
      
    


    She creased her forehead. "As long as it doesn't take too long."


    
      
    


    "It won't." He didn't wait for a reply, but made his way back towards the trees.


    
      
    


    Lia sighed. She hated all of his short cuts. They were painful. But she had no other option so, with no further hesitation, she followed him into the wood.


    
      
    


    * * *


    The figure quickened its pace; a few beams of light cascaded onto the path, sending a faint glow over the tarmac.


    
      
    


    It could hear its footsteps. They were heavy, loud. The sky was an inky black, a few stars cluttered over its surface.


    
      
    


    And the footsteps were getting louder.


    
      
    


    It was not alone.


    
      
    


    The bag felt heavy, slippery, between its palms. There was laughter now, a faint laughter in the distance. It turned the corner, then stopped.


    
      
    


    A dead end.


    
      
    


    It pivoted, ready to turn back. But it was too late.


    
      
    


    A harsh scream echoed through the night, then silence.


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    The sun had set; the sky was shrouded in a blanket of darkness, darkness which coiled over its surface, wrapped over the edges and encompassed it in a chilly warmth. The car grunted against the tarmac, then stopped.


    
      
    


    Cal pushed open the door, allowing the cool air to wash into the vehicle and send a temporary shudder jolting through Lia's spine.


    
      
    


    Lia followed him out of the car, then surveyed her surroundings. A wood lay before them, cut through by a jagged path. "You sure like woods, don't you?"


    
      
    


    Cal locked the car, then leaned against its exterior his hands dug into his pockets. "Do you know where we are?"


    
      
    


    Lia looked around. "Should I?"


    
      
    


    He cast his gaze towards the trees. "Think back."


    
      
    


    She blinked. "I don't remember."


    
      
    


    Cal shrugged, then pushed himself off of the car. He sauntered towards the path and turned to check if she was following. "Come on."


    
      
    


    "Where are we, though?"


    
      
    


    He cocked his head to the side, lazily. "You'll remember soon enough." He entered the wood.


    
      
    


    She ran after him until she was by his side. "You can't do this for the second time. You have to tell me."


    
      
    


    Cal smirked. "I don't have to do anything."


    
      
    


    Lia really hated it when he smirked. "I really hate it when you smirk."


    
      
    


    "You've told me before."


    
      
    


    "Then why do you keep doing it?" she groaned.


    
      
    


    He shrugged. "Habit."


    
      
    


    He had gone ahead again. Lia quickened her pace until she was level with him, then cast her gaze over her surroundings. Lines of trees met her vision, thick, tall, wild trees stretching out towards the sky and dancing slowly beneath the light wind. Cal was right; she had been here before. But she didn't remember when.


    
      
    


    She felt Cal's hand clasp her own, suddenly. He pulled her towards him and brought his lips to her ear. "Listen," he whispered.


    
      
    


    Cal let go and stepped forward. She stopped and closed her eyes.


    
      
    


    And then she heard it.


    
      
    


    The rumbling.


    
      
    


    Lia's eyes shot open. Cal had gone further ahead. She ran after him and entered the clearing overlooking the top of the hill. A town stretched out beneath her, its hundreds of lights flickering on and off in the distance.


    
      
    


    Cal was stood on the edge of the hill, arms folded. "Remember now?"


    
      
    


    She nodded slowly and joined him by the edge, then gazed down at the landscape as it stretched beneath her. "It's where we went on the first mission when the car broke down." She creased her forehead. "But I don't understand. Why have you brought us here of all places?"


    
      
    


    He cocked his head to the side and, before she could say anything, he took her hand and pulled her towards the edge of the hill.


    
      
    


    Lia blinked. "What –"


    
      
    


    Cal put a finger to her lips. "Wait."


    
      
    


    And then she realized what he was about to do. "Cal, no."


    
      
    


    He grinned lopsidedly. "Embrace it; accept it, and only then will you move forward."


    
      
    


    His words from last night echoed in her mind. She turned to face him; he looked confident, a light smile quirking on the edge of his features.


    
      
    


    And then he pulled them both over the edge.


    
      
    


    Lia closed her eyes, the harsh wind biting against her cheeks. She let out a scream. The grass rubbed against her back, the friction heating up her skin. Her stomach felt as if it had jumped into her throat. His grip on her hand was tight. Lia could hear his laughter as it echoed over the hill.


    
      
    


    Her eyes shot open. Everything was blurring past her at an awesome speed and all she could hear was Cal's laughter.


    
      
    


    Embrace it; accept it, and only then will you move forward.


    
      
    


    This was actually fun; scary but fun. Lia let out a shriek of laughter as they fell headlong into a thick pool of mud which stretched out beneath the hill. She rolled off in the opposite direction to Cal, then lay there panting.


    
      
    


    He propped himself up on one elbow, the mud seeping through his clothes. "Fun, wasn't it?"


    
      
    


    Lia stretched her arms above her head. She felt so dirty. "Brilliant," she commented wryly.


    
      
    


    Cal ran his fingers through the mud. "Shall we get out of here now?"


    
      
    


    She bit her lip. "Actually –" She scrambled towards him, then seated herself beside him. "I think it's quite relaxing here, don't you?"


    
      
    


    He leaned back, clawing his hands into the mud and stretching his legs. "Exhilarating."


    
      
    


    "Mind-blowing," she challenged.


    
      
    


    "Breathtaking."


    
      
    


    "Heart-wrenching."


    
      
    


    "Zestful," he tossed flippantly.


    
      
    


    Lia raised an eyebrow. "Zestful?"


    
      
    


    "It means interesting, full of flavor," he explained.


    
      
    


    "I know what it means." She rolled her eyes. "I just think that it was pathetic."


    
      
    


    Cal arched an eyebrow and turned to face her. "Oh really?"


    
      
    


    "Really."


    
      
    


    "You're calling me pathetic?"


    
      
    


    She tilted her head to the side. "And what if I am?"


    
      
    


    "I think–" He feigned deep concentration for a moment, then continued, "–I'm going to have to ignore you."


    
      
    


    Lia creased her forehead. "Ignore me?"


    
      
    


    "Because I know how much it just kills you not to talk to me."


    
      
    


    She sighed. "Whatever you say, oh great one."


    
      
    


    Lia cast her gaze towards him. He cocked his head to the side. Half of his face was shadowed, a few stray bangs falling into his face. Their eyes met. His eyes were green, clear and green. A few slivers of moonlight danced across his face, mixing with his irises and giving them an ethereal glow.


    
      
    


    Cal's expression softened. He edged forward and brought a hand to her cheek, brushing it lightly with her thumb.


    
      
    


    "You had some mud on your face," he said, his voice was soft, a whisper.


    
      
    


    His hand stayed there for a moment. He cupped her cheek in his palm. Lia tilted her head to the side, allowing his fingers to brush against her cheek, lightly. His hand was so warm. He edged nearer so that they were only a few inches away, then brushed some hair behind her ear.


    
      
    


    Lia smiled. "More mud?" she whispered.


    
      
    


    He cocked his head to the side and brought his hand down from her cheek, allowing it to slide over her shoulder and towards her hand. Cal took her hand, intertwining it with his own. He brought it to his lips and kissed her knuckles lightly.


    
      
    


    "There's too much to brush away," he commented lightly.


    
      
    


    Before she could reply, he pulled her forward, gently, and wrapped his arms around her waist. He dug his head into her hair and pulled her towards him. "Comfortable?"


    
      
    


    Lia leaned back against his chest and sighed. It was warm, relaxing. His hands tickled at her stomach as his fingers brushed over her waist. "I guess it'll do."


    
      
    


    She cast her gaze towards the sky, her eyes resting on the hundreds of stars cluttering over its surface. "They're really pretty," she sighed.


    
      
    


    "They are."


    
      
    


    She looked up again. "Have you noticed how the prettiest things are always those that you can't touch?"


    
      
    


    Cal cast his gaze towards the stars. He seemed to be in deep concentration for a moment."But if you touched them," he began. "You would get burnt."


    
      
    


    She tilted her head to the side. "If it's only for a moment, then the pain's worth it."


    
      
    


    "But then, how would you overcome it?"


    
      
    


    "Overcome what?"


    
      
    


    "The burning, the after affects," he replied.


    
      
    


    Lia shrugged. "If you ignore it, forget about it, then eventually it'll go away."


    
      
    


    "But then the wounds would just fester." He cast his gaze towards the sky again, and added, softly. "The pain would come back all at once and feel worse than it would have been if you had just faced it in the beginning."


    
      
    


    She shrugged. He was hinting at something. "Maybe."


    
      
    


    "Scars never heal, Lia. You have to accept them and only then will you be able to live." He slipped his arms from around her waist and pulled himself up.


    
      
    


    Lia stood up.


    
      
    


    Cal cocked his head to the side. "Shall we be heading back now?"


    
      
    


    A sudden idea occurred to her. She grinned. "Can we walk it back?"


    
      
    


    He regarded her for a moment, as if wondering whether she was being serious or not. When he realized that she was, he arched an eyebrow. "Looking like this?" He indicated the mud.


    
      
    


    "I feel confident."


    
      
    


    "What about my car?"


    
      
    


    Lia shrugged. "You can come back with Leigh to get it later on."


    
      
    


    Cal shook his head and dug his hands into his pockets. "It's a stupid idea."


    
      
    


    Lia grabbed his arm and pouted. "Please."


    
      
    


    He furrowed his brows. "Don't do that, you look like a pig."


    
      
    


    She let go and glared.


    
      
    


    Cal laughed. "Fine, you win. But only this once."


    
      
    


    She was glad that he had given in so easily. Lia punched the air in triumph and raced towards the path leading up the hill. They drove towards the outskirts of where they lived, then Cal parked the car and they got out.


    
      
    


    A sliver of moonlight trickled across the pavement. Lia raced forward, allowing the cool air to hit against her skin. She felt so calm, so at peace, so relaxed. She took in a deep breath and twirled around on the pavement.


    
      
    


    Cal was watching her, his head cocked slightly to the side.


    
      
    


    She grinned. "I feel good."


    
      
    


    "I can tell," he returned dryly.


    
      
    


    Lia placed her hands on her hips and stuck out her tongue. "Don't burst my bubble."


    
      
    


    She began to make her way along the path, a bounce in her step. The black sky stretched out above her, its hundreds of stars twinkling beneath the wavering light. Cal followed and caught up with her.


    
      
    


    He looked so funny covered in mud. A broad grin fell over her face. Lia turned the corner, her footsteps clicking against the pavement.


    
      
    


    And then she stopped.


    
      
    


    She screamed.


    
      
    


    Before her was a wall splayed with graffiti. In front of it was a large post and tied to the post was a dead body, a body spray painted white.


    
      
    


    Lacey's body.


    
      
    


    Down with the brownies!


    
      
    


    Hurt them.


    
      
    


    Hate them.


    
      
    


    Kill them…


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    CHAPTER 16


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    Jack gazed out at the sky, a blanket of darkness.


    
      
    


    The car stopped. The phone call had arrived half an hour ago. He paid the driver and hurried out. The police were already there and duck tape circled the scene of the crime. It all felt like something out of a cheap detective novel.


    
      
    


    Only it was real.


    
      
    


    He lingered on the pavement, surveying the scene before him. Sirens blared around him as a stretcher, which supported a body blanketed in white, was moved into the ambulance.


    
      
    


    They had called for a Sector Head, because matters like this could not be left merely to the police. He wished that he hadn't been the only one available. Jack moved further towards the post; he didn't want to see the body; he knew all the details already.


    
      
    


    The wall was splayed with fresh graffiti and the post was dripping with wet spray paint. A massive eye was painted around the words. Jack creased his forehead. What was the significance of that? One of the police officers met him.


    
      
    


    He outstretched his hand, "Samuel Turner."


    
      
    


    Jack took it and shook. "Jack Harlton."


    
      
    


    The officer peered at the post, then back at Jack. "A Cadlian and an Elonsican found the body. The Cadlian is suffering from shock and we've got her into one of the cars. The Elonsican refuses to speak to anyone other than a Head of the organization, which is why we called you here." He indicated the path.


    
      
    


    An Elonsican stood there, waiting. Jack nodded and made his way towards him. He outstretched his hand. "Jack Harlton."


    
      
    


    The Elonsican eyed it with distaste and did not take it, but instead replied. "Cal."


    
      
    


    He didn't offer anything else. Jack shuffled his feet. "I was told you found the body."


    
      
    


    "We did," he replied placidly.


    
      
    


    "And do you know the girl?"


    
      
    


    "We did."


    
      
    


    The use of the word "did" reminded Jack altogether of the reality of the situation. "Can you give me her name?"


    
      
    


    Cal dug his hands into his pockets. "Lacey."


    
      
    


    "Second name?" ventured Jack.


    
      
    


    "I don't know."


    
      
    


    Jack ran his eyes over the road. "The Cadlian girl. Does she know her second name?"


    
      
    


    "You're not going to start questioning her." There was a threatening undertone to his voice.


    
      
    


    Jack bit his bottom lip. "Standard procedure –"


    
      
    


    "You're not going to start questioning her," he reiterated. "She's not in the state to answer questions."


    
      
    


    Jack took the hint. He asked a few more questions; the Elonsican wasn't that great a help. His placidity and the passive-sarcastic tone unnerved him and he didn't wish to talk to him for any longer than was necessary. He had an air about him that made you feel as though you could never win and any wrong word or wrong turn of phrase would be instantly latched onto and exploited.


    
      
    


    People like that were dangerous.


    
      
    


    Jack took a few of his basic details in case he would need to get in contact with him again, which he probably would. He made his way back to the Head Officer, Samuel Turner.


    
      
    


    "And where do we stand on this?" he asked.


    
      
    


    Samuel gazed at the post. The reporters had gotten there by now and the sound of cameras clicking was audible above the heavy wailing of the sirens.


    
      
    


    "This morning –" he began. "The Fallock thing was all over the news and the media somehow managed to get some of the main information."


    
      
    


    Jack felt his chest tighten. "The photos showed that the assassin was a Cadlian," he said slowly.


    
      
    


    Samuel nodded. "They announced it in the headlines. The result –" He indicated the post.


    
      
    


    Jack bit his lip. "Fallock wasn't extremely popular," he began. "But since he was an Elonsican and he was killed by a Cadlian, they wanted revenge." The graffiti suddenly made sense.


    
      
    


    "An eye for an eye."


    
      
    


    "But that's so twisted," bit Jack. "They've warped it and given it a totally different meaning."


    
      
    


    Samuel shrugged and cocked his head towards the reporters. "It's going to be a mess. The media'll be on it like dogs and all we can do is try to clear up some of the damage."


    
      
    


    There were going to be after shocks. Lots of after shocks, especially when the murder and the motive was announced. Jack was sure that it wasn't long until it was. And all he could do was watch and wait.


    
      
    


    Jack clenched his fists and gazed up at the sky. Stars twinkled in the distance. He dreaded the next day.


    
      
    


    * * *


    She felt nothing.


    
      
    


    Lia let her fingers trickle over the glass, dampen with the condensation. Yet she still felt nothing. No cold, no pain, no tears, just one great, big gashing blank.


    
      
    


    Why didn't she feel anything?


    
      
    


    She traced patterns over the window, watching the light from a lamppost as it trickled across the path. She wanted it to rain, to thunder. She wanted lightning to rip through the sky and tear across the landscape. She wanted thunder to rumble in the distance, like the heavy beating of drums over a taut skin. She wanted something, anything, because everything felt the same, looked the same.


    
      
    


    But it wasn't.


    
      
    


    The sky was calm, the weather slightly chilly. And the world continued to go round and round and round because everything went on, everyone went on as she stood there, frozen like ice, and gazed out at a landscape once so familiar but now so foreign, so far away –unreachable.


    
      
    


    Lia was in her room, the light off and her window wide open and all she could feel was darkness, a thick, heavy darkness and nothing else.


    
      
    


    Nothing.


    
      
    


    And everything still felt the same, but the logical part of her told her that it wasn't, yet inside nothing had settled in and her senses regarded it all as normal and nothing had really happened because there was no reaction and no emotion and no real feeling.


    
      
    


    And when something bad happened there had to be feeling, didn't there?


    
      
    


    She wanted to cry but nothing would come out and then she felt selfish. Did nothing come out because she didn't care –had never cared? Did nothing come out because it didn't affect her inside? Because she knew that it should have been affecting her and there should have been some sort of reaction.


    
      
    


    But if she cried, if she screamed, it would make it all the more real. If she cried, then the detachedness would lesson and the placidity would shatter, but at the same time it would remain because the crying would be forced, strained.


    
      
    


    And she couldn't cry.


    
      
    


    She wanted so much to cry.


    
      
    


    Cal was in Lacey's room. He thought she was asleep. Lia cast her gaze towards her bed.


    
      
    


    Sleep. Maybe if she slept, she would wake up and it would all turn out to be a dream? If she slept it would all go away and she would wake up and Lacey would shout out to her that breakfast was ready and shake her awake and tell her how lazy she was and how late for work she was.


    
      
    


    Sleep. That's all she had to do now, sleep.


    
      
    


    Because when she woke up everything would be okay.


    
      
    


    It would all be okay.


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    Morning came.


    
      
    


    Fresh air washed over her form, a few red leaves escalating beneath the soft breeze. Lia watched them rise, then tumble in circles over the tarmac. She looked back, then kept walking. Cal was still asleep. He would be wondering where she was but she needed some time alone.


    
      
    


    The wind cut at her hair. She kept walking, absently, across the path. Each breath felt forced, cold, and her face felt numb from the wind. But she didn't care. She needed anything, anything to make it all feel real, anything to wake her up and tell her, remind her, that she was still walking, still breathing –still living.


    
      
    


    Lia pulled her coat tighter around her form and made her way through the heavy outcrop of trees. There was a park nearby. She wanted to go there, go there and rest. Grass crunched beneath her feet and figures walked past her, talking, laughing, because life for them went on and on and on and the world just wouldn't stop going round and round, but she wanted it to stop, for just a moment; she wanted it to stop so that she could feel, so that it could just sink in and the blankness could just stop and she could just get over it because that's what you were meant to do when someone died, wasn't it? You were meant to get over it and move on and forget and get on with your life because that was the only way that you could keep living.


    
      
    


    So why couldn't she feel anything?


    
      
    


    She wanted to get over it, but it didn't feel like there was anything there to begin with, yet she knew that there was something there, but she just couldn't feel it. And she couldn't cry because there were no tears.


    
      
    


    She wanted to cry, but there were no tears.


    
      
    


    Why weren't there any tears?


    
      
    


    Lia reached the park, a steady stretch of landscape and dozens of kids all running and screaming and laughing out to their heart's content. Because for them everything was okay, everything was okay and they could still feel and everything wasn't so blank and distanced and far away and unreachable. She allowed herself a smile. Everything –life, laughter, games, youth – was at their fingertips and all they had to do was reach out and brush it with their little fingers and laugh happily, innocently, because they were still so innocent and young.


    
      
    


    And she felt so old, so lifeless.


    
      
    


    She felt as if her life had just fallen, crashed, crumbled to the ground and washed away into the sea beneath a rough tumult of waves, then disintegrated and dropped to the bottom of a raging sea before being picked up once again and fractured, ripped apart and destroyed until there was nothing, nothing left at all –nothing but an empty vessel which just stood there, wavering, beneath a light rush of wind which lashed against its cheeks and chilled its bones before wrapping over its form and ripping out its last breath, then giving it all back in one, big gasp of cold, icy air.


    
      
    


    Lia reached the bench and sat down. The wind ruffled her hair and she watched the leaves dance, lightly, beneath the soft breeze.


    
      
    


    A figure slumped down beside her. "Hey."


    
      
    


    She didn't look. She recognised his voice and kept her gaze trained on the leaves. They looked so pretty, going round and round in circles, just like the world, round and round and round in never-ending circles which didn't stop, not even for a moment.


    
      
    


    A hand held her arm. "Lia –" Carmon cut himself off.


    
      
    


    She didn't answer.


    
      
    


    His grip tightened. "Lia –"


    
      
    


    Lia shot her head round, so that she was facing him. "What?" she bit. She wrenched her arm from his grasp.


    
      
    


    He flinched, visibly, at the harshness of her tone.


    
      
    


    Carmon ducked his head, as if ashamed, like some sort of little child. "I want to talk to you," he whispered. There was a plea in his voice, a soft, wavering plea.


    
      
    


    Yet she wasn't moved. All she felt was anger, pure, boiling anger.


    
      
    


    "What about?" She wasn't looking at him. She hated him; she hated them all.


    
      
    


    Carmon cast his gaze towards the sky. "Jude –"


    
      
    


    That was it. "I don't give a shit about Jude; I don't give a shit about Leigh –I don't give a shit about you," she bit. "I hate you. I hate all of you. This is all your fault. You should have been with her, you were meant to be with her –" The tears had started falling now, freely, trickling down her cool cheeks and warming them, "–If only you hadn't left her. She was waiting for you and if she was waiting for you, then how the hell did she get outside? How the hell did you let her go outside? And now because of you, because of all of you, she's dead –" It still wasn't sinking in. "She's dead," Lia repeated. "And she's never coming back."


    
      
    


    Carmon looked cold, stung. His knuckles were a stark white from holding onto the side of the bench for so long. He stood up and didn't answer, but merely left. She didn't look up again until she was sure he was gone.


    
      
    


    Laughter filtered through the air. Lia leaned back against the bench and took in a deep breath, then wiped her eyes. She couldn't cry, not here, not now. People would see and that was the last thing she wanted. No one could see.


    
      
    


    She stood up. It was time to go back.


    
      
    


    * * *


    
      
    


    They were at The Harper. Melan refused to go to Ganners again, for obvious reasons. They entered through the glass doors and Melan peered around. She seemed to be looking for someone.


    
      
    


    Jack followed her gaze, then stopped. Val. Melan smiled and made her way towards her; she sat down and they greeted each other. Jack joined them. Val glared at him, acidly. He gulped.


    
      
    


    "Hello, Jack," she hissed.


    
      
    


    He swung his legs beneath the table. "Hey."


    
      
    


    Val gave him a withering look which made him want to shrink into his seat. Melan didn't seem to notice. "This place is way nicer than Ganners, isn't it?" she chirped.


    
      
    


    Val rummaged through her purse and took out some gum. She popped it into her mouth and began to chew. "This is the first time we've came here."


    
      
    


    She offered Melan some gum; Melan declined. They continued talking, Val is acting as if he wasn't even there. He knew it was because of the Damien thing and he was pretty sure that, somehow, she knew that it was him who had accused her ––albeit, wrongly accused her –– of cheating with Damien behind Melan's back. It was times like these that he regretted getting himself into these situations.


    
      
    


    "I'll go get us some drinks." Melan's voice cut him from his reverie.


    
      
    


    He blinked, about to insist that he would go instead, but she had already left. Val smiled at him, acerbically.


    
      
    


    Jack gulped.


    
      
    


    She looked to Melan's retreating form, then back at him. Val blew a bubble. He watched it pop. She chewed, slowly. "So, Jack, how have you been?"


    
      
    


    Jack swung his legs beneath the table. "I've been good, you?"


    
      
    


    "Peachy."


    
      
    


    Silence descended for a moment. Her voice cut through it. "I've never been the sort of person who skirts around a subject." She glared. "So I'll cut right to the chase, Harlton. What the fuck are you planning, you filthy piece of ass fuck?"


    
      
    


    He blinked. "What?"


    
      
    


    "With Melan, piss head." She blew another bubble.


    
      
    


    He was taken aback. "Nothing."


    
      
    


    Val raised an eyebrow. "Oh please, Jack. It is so obvious that you dig her."


    
      
    


    He didn't understand what she was getting at. "And?"


    
      
    


    "Exactly," she replied, as if he had given her affirmation to some special theory.


    
      
    


    "Exactly what?"


    
      
    


    Val rolled her eyes. "First you fuck up a Melan's relationship with Damien, and then you try to shove me out of the picture because you don't want to have any of her friends getting in your way. You've already managed to play that with Kel, Jack, but I'm not that easy to get rid of."


    
      
    


    He blinked.


    
      
    


    What the hell?


    
      
    


    He found his voice. "What happened," he began. "Was Damien's fault, not mine. He's the one who cheated on her and went off with Kel."


    
      
    


    "Oh, please, Jack. If you hadn't gone and stuck your ass into stuff that wasn't even your business, I could have gotten them back together again," she bit.


    
      
    


    "And how did you propose to do that?" He eyed her with disdain. "Having it off with her boyfriend isn't exactly what I'd class as brilliant tactics."


    
      
    


    Val's expression remained placid. "I was getting information off of him and he came onto me."


    
      
    


    "If you were innocent –" He stopped swinging his legs. "You wouldn't be so desperate to get the blame on me and you wouldn't be so uptight about the subject."


    
      
    


    Val folded her legs and blew one, big bubble. It popped. "I'm not going to let you mess with her, Harlton. You just wait."


    
      
    


    He opened his mouth to reply, but found that he was lost for words. Melan chose that moment to return, a tray of drinks in hand.


    
      
    


    She smiled, lightly. "What did you guys talk about?"


    
      
    


    Jack was about to reply, but Val cut him off. "Nothing special." She shot Jack a pointed look. "We were just talking about Kel."


    
      
    


    Melan's face darkened. "Oh." She sat down and took her drink, then leaned back in her seat.


    
      
    


    Val opened her mouth to speak, but was cut off by a soft ringing in her purse. She pulled out her mobile.


    
      
    


    "Hello? Yeah...Okay." She switched her phone off and stood up. "I'm really sorry, Melan, but I got to go. I'll see you later."


    
      
    


    Jack wanted to jump up and down with relief, but he kept to his seat.


    
      
    


    Melan nodded. "Bye."


    
      
    


    Val waved and left. Jack sighed and leaned back in his seat, then cast his gaze towards Melan. "She's scary."


    
      
    


    Melan grinned. "When you're on her bad side, yeah."


    
      
    


    "Then I guess I'm on her bad side."


    
      
    


    She took a sip of her drink. "She doesn't forgive easily."


    
      
    


    "I've noticed."


    
      
    


    An awkward silence ensued. Jack fiddled with his cocktail stick. He looked to Melan. She was focused on her drink.


    
      
    


    Here it goes.


    
      
    


    "Melan –"


    
      
    


    "Yeah?"


    
      
    


    She was fiddling with her cocktail stick now, too.


    
      
    


    "That ball was pretty boring and I was thinking –" He sounded like something off of one of those cheap soaps. "Do you want to go somewhere sometime?"


    
      
    


    Melan blinked and looked up from her drink. She tugged at one of her plaits. He wasn't sure whether that was a good sign or not.


    
      
    


    "I'd totally understand if you don't want to," he added.


    
      
    


    Her expression brightened. "I'd love to."


    
      
    


    He swung his legs beneath the table. "Okay."


    
      
    


    "Okay," she imitated.


    
      
    


    Jack grinned, as did she. Things were finally beginning to look up.


    
      
    


    * * *


    Lia slammed the door shut behind her and leaned against the frame. She cast her gaze towards the clock; it was only eight am. She pulled off her shoes and made her way into the kitchen, then poured herself a glass of water.


    
      
    


    Lia leaned against the sink and drank it, slowly. The water cooled her head and washed out her throat. She felt relaxed. Her gaze strayed over the kitchen; it looked so empty.


    
      
    


    She shoved the glass back into the sink, then proceeded in washing it. There was no one else there to do so, she realized with a pang. There never would be anyone else. Lia washed her hands, the cold water numbing her fingertips.


    
      
    


    She closed the tap and made her way to the other side of the kitchen. She began to dry her hands, then stopped. A note was pinned against the refrigerator. Her chest tightened as she pulled it off and began to read.


    
      
    


    They haven't shown up yet and I realized that I don't have all of the ingredients. I'm going out to the shop to get the remaining stuff, so I'll probably be back by the time you are but I thought I'd write this note just in case. I'm so kind, you see. I'll see you then.


    
      
    


    Lacey


    
      
    


    PS. The eggs still live! Wahahaha!


    
      
    


    The note dampened, tears seeping through the paper and blotting out the ink. She pinned it back against the fridge and took in a few deep breaths, trying to stop the tears as they fell.


    
      
    


    Lia leaned against the sink, breathing heavily. A phone rang in the distance. She held a hand to her head and massaged her temples. The tears had stopped by now and the phone continued to ring. She made her way into the main room and picked it up. She fumbled with the receiver, then brought it to her ear.


    
      
    


    "Hello?"


    
      
    


    "It's Jude." The voice on the other end was cold, impassive. This was the last thing that she needed.


    
      
    


    "Jude, fuck off."


    
      
    


    "What the hell have you been saying to Carmon?"


    
      
    


    The blankness was replaced, slowly, anger welling up in her chest. "Go. Away."


    
      
    


    "You always think that you're the only one who's suffering when something goes wrong but you're wrong, Lia. I –he, we're just as human as you and we knew her just as well. Her death hurt us just as much as it hurt you –" The word, death, it cut. "And Carmon –"


    
      
    


    "Leave me alone," she screeched. She didn't want to –– correction, she didn't need to–– hear this. Why didn't he understand that she knew it wasn't Carmon's fault; she knew it wasn't anyone's fault, but she needed to put the blame on someone because somewhere, something inside of her told her it was her fault and if she hadn't gone out the night before, then she could have helped Lacey out and she would be the one dead instead. She wished that she could be the one who was dead.


    
      
    


    "I'm not going to leave you alone. You're always taking out your anger on him –you're always taking out everything on him and one day he won't be there anymore and then, fuck all, I'll pray every night that every inch of you burns in hell until all that's left is ashes, you bitch."


    
      
    


    The phone was shaking as she trembled with rage. "Fuck. You." She hung up, then bent down and wrenched the chord from its socket.


    
      
    


    Lia slumped down onto the sofa, her whole body still trembling. She dug her head into her hands and cried. Somewhere, wavering on the edge of her consciousness, she heard a door open, then close.


    
      
    


    Cal looked to her, then disconnected the phone. "I'm guessing someone bad phoned."


    
      
    


    She nodded, feebly, her whole body wracked with sobs. Cal stood there, leaning against the doorframe and watching her. He twirled his phone between his fingers and waited.


    
      
    


    Lia leaned back into the sofa and took in a deep breath. "I'm okay now." She wiped her cheeks.


    
      
    


    He shrugged. "I don't mind, but –" He stopped twirling the phone. "Michael phoned and he wants us there, now. But you don't have to go if you don't want to. I can tell him to piss off."


    
      
    


    Lia shook her head. Lacey was dead, Jude hated her and Carmon probably hated her, too. Her missions were all she had left, and she couldn't let that go. She needed normalcy, solidity –she needed something that was the same as it had always been so that she could forget everything and just focus on that one thing and pretend it was all okay.


    
      
    


    If she forgot, if she focused, then it would all be okay.


    
      
    


    Cal seemed to watch her for a few moments, contemplating something. He made his way to the exit and stood there, waiting.


    
      
    


    "You don't have to go," he reiterated.


    
      
    


    Lia stood up and made her way towards him, then wiped her eyes again. "I'm fine."


    
      
    


    And with that she left, Cal in tow.


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    Michael leaned back into his chair and regarded them placidly. "You messed up last time, again."


    
      
    


    Lia scuffed the floorboards with the sole of her trainer and watched the dust collect, then scatter. "I know."


    
      
    


    Everyone knew it had been a Cadlian and they were sure to link it to the Rebels. After all, whenever something went wrong the same people were always responsible, right?


    
      
    


    "This one is your last chance."


    
      
    


    Michael tossed her the folder; Cal caught it. "She's not in the state –"


    
      
    


    "I'm fine," she said, coldly. She wanted, she needed, the stability.


    
      
    


    Cal seemed to get the message. "It's your choice." His tone was placid.


    
      
    


    Lia bit her bottom lip. "I want to do it."


    
      
    


    Michael cut in, his voice calm. "Your mission –" He leaned back in his seat. "Assassinate J. Harlton, Head of Sector four, LAFFAT."


    
      
    


    Lia nodded. It was her last chance and this time, this time there would be no mistakes.


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER 17


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    Lia twisted her fork in the spaghetti, idly, only half conscious of her action. The distant beat of voices echoed through the room, soft voices which blurred and repeated the same words, the same tune, over and over again. It was like this every day.


    
      
    


    "But Aaron's dad –"


    
      
    


    "I'm not Aaron's dad." Dominic's tone was final.


    
      
    


    A hand lay on his shoulder, followed by a softer, milder voice. "Dominic –"


    
      
    


    "No, Lessandra, we give him far too many liberties and he needs to understand where to draw the line."


    
      
    


    "I'm twelve years old." His voice escaped in a growl.


    
      
    


    Lia continued to twist the fork, watching as the spaghetti coiled then dropped back into the plate. The storm was coming.


    
      
    


    Dominic raised his eyebrows. "Then start acting like it."


    
      
    


    Lia winced. The condescension was barely there, but there nonetheless. Jack hated that tone of voice.


    
      
    


    The storm broke. A clattering of knives and forks, then he shoved forward his half-empty plate. It collided with the jug, sending it toppling over and crashing onto the polished tiles.


    
      
    


    Shattering glass, a screech, silence, then pandemonium.


    
      
    


    Dominic shot up and rammed his fist onto the table. "What the –"


    
      
    


    "Don't talk to me! I don't want to hear you. I hate you. I hate your fucking guts and I wish you'd just die and rot and I hate you. I want to just kill you, all of you, and I hate you so much!"


    
      
    


    Lia winced. Why was Jack being so horrible? He had no right to say any of that. Anyway, killing was wrong.


    
      
    


    "Go. To. Your. Room. Now." Dominic's voice was cold.


    
      
    


    Jack cast him a look, a bare, scathing look, then turned with a flourish and marched up the steps, making sure that each footstep pounded and echoed through the room. Dominic slumped back into his chair, then took a glass of water and cast his gaze towards Lia.


    
      
    


    He offered her a smile. "I wish he could be more like you. You would never dream of killing us, would you, Lia?" He joked.


    
      
    


    She liked it when her father complimented her and he usually always did after one of his arguments with Jack. She wanted to say something that would make him happier and compliment her more. Compliments made her feel good about herself and she needed that; she needed to feel good about herself.


    
      
    


    "Killing is wrong. I would never kill anyone."


    
      
    


    Dominic grinned. She had passed the test. Lia grinned with him, then he turned to Lessandra who was mopping up the glass. "We're going to have to watch ourselves with that one, Lessie. In five years time he'll probably be an axe murderer with a price on his head –"


    
      
    


    "Dominic!" Lessandra was indignant.


    
      
    


    "I wouldn't put it past him. But this one –" He pulled Lia towards him and ruffled her hair. "She wouldn't hurt a fly, would you, Lia?"


    
      
    


    Lia nodded. "What Jack said was really horrible. Just because he's angry he shouldn't say that sort of stuff."


    
      
    


    Killing was wrong. Anyway, Jack got angry way too easy. He needed to learn to control his temper.


    
      
    


    "See, Lessie, even Lia agrees with me."


    
      
    


    Lessandra sighed. "You two –" She gesticulated, searching for the right words, then shook her head. "Lia, come down here and help me tidy this up."


    
      
    


    Lia stood up and made for the kitchen, bringing a dustpan and brush. She proceeded to clean the tiles.


    
      
    


    Her father was right; she would never hurt a fly. But as for Jack…They would have to watch him as he grew older. Right now he was only twelve, so it didn't really matter, but at the rate he was going –by the time he reached the peak of his teens – there was no telling what he could get up to.


    
      
    


    What if he did actually kill anyone?


    
      
    


    Lia suppressed a shudder.


    
      
    


    If he did, she would never forgive him. That was for sure.


    
      
    


    * * *


    
      
    


    Sun light poured through the corridor, dancing over the tiles and giving them a pale, opalescent glow. It was a band of light, streaming out behind him and cutting a path to his destination. He looked to the door and gulped, then knocked.


    
      
    


    "One moment!" A voice sang from the other end. He heard shuffling and something fell over, then some more shuffling and the rattling of a key.


    
      
    


    The door was slid open and Melan peered out, a tumble of golden-brown hair curtaining her face. She smiled. "Give me a minute." She left the door ajar.


    
      
    


    He nodded complacently, fiddling with the sleeve of his hoodie and twisting it over his fingers.


    
      
    


    A few moments passed. Melan came back to the door and peered out at him, a single figure stood in the middle of a corridor, fiddling with his hoodie like a fumbling child. She rolled her eyes and he noticed her reappearance.


    
      
    


    He opened his mouth to speak, but she cut him off. "You're such an idiot, Jack." He blinked, obviously unsure as to how he should answer. She continued. "I left the door open so that you could sit in the main room while I got some stuff sorted. I can't exactly leave you standing out there in the corridor."


    
      
    


    Jack nodded. "Okay."


    
      
    


    He followed her into her main room and lingered by the door. The room was elegant, yet casual. A sky blue carpet clung to the floor and, like all of the main rooms in the building, a television set sat in the middle before a sofa. Jack sat down and waited for her to get ready.


    
      
    


    Leaning back, he drew in a sigh. His chest tightened, nervousness welling up in his stomach and bubbling through his veins. Eyes rested on the chimney piece, a stark white upon which sat a small photo in a wooden frame. He squinted, peering at it and trying to make out the figures. One of them looked like Melan, then another Cadlian who looked slightly older and an older man and lady. He guessed they were her parents.


    
      
    


    She reentered. "Ready."


    
      
    


    He indicated the photograph. "Are those your parents?"


    
      
    


    Melan followed his gaze and made her way to the chimney piece. She picked up the photo and traced her thumb over it. "Yeah." Her face adopted a wistful smile. "They live down South. It's really pretty there, but –" She shrugged. "That's only if you live in the right areas."


    
      
    


    "And do they?"


    
      
    


    "With the money I send them, yes they do. Without my support they wouldn't be able to survive."


    
      
    


    Jack nodded, his curiosity peaked. "What about your brother?" He indicated the boy in the picture.


    
      
    


    Something blazed in Melan's eyes, then it was suppressed and she answered with a smile. "He found a girlfriend, got married and we haven't heard of him since."


    
      
    


    Something flickered, then died, and he was left with a sense of remorse. A cloud passed through the air, cutting through the particles and making the room seem hot, stifling. He felt the discomfort and was desperate to say something, but the awkwardness remained.


    
      
    


    Melan broke the silence; as if nothing had been said on the subject, she chirped, "Shall we go now?"


    
      
    


    Jack smiled, a light, neutral smile, and nodded.


    
      
    


    They left.


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    The clouds dissipated and stark white light poured out from the hollow crack, illuminating the wet band of landscape. Grass appeared yellow beneath wavering light and Lia ran her hands over its surface, tearing out a few strands and placing them deftly between her palms.


    
      
    


    She held one out towards the sky, watched it glow and tore at the creases, slowly. The lake appeared crystal, glimmering and glittering beneath pooling light. Her gaze ran over the icy barrier. Something whipped through the sky, a glint of gray, then descended and cut into the water beneath, shattering the layer of glass and sending hundreds of shards into the air in one rampant motion.


    
      
    


    Lia didn't turn, but watched it skitter, then disappear into the waters. It sank.


    
      
    


    "I thought you'd be here." The voice was light, casual, but it evoked the same awareness, a consciousness at the bottom of her mind which was barely recognizable yet it kindled and burnt and pulled at the bottom of her chest, flickering momentarily with no signs of diminishing.


    
      
    


    "You thought right."


    
      
    


    She heard the grass rustle, then the feel of a body sit beside her. Lia still did not turn, but watched the single blade of grass as it glittered beneath the sunlight. Silence ensued for a few moments, then he reached out and took the grass.


    
      
    


    She turned and glared as he fingered it, then threw it out to the wind.


    
      
    


    "Hey!"


    
      
    


    "It was a blade of grass."


    
      
    


    Lia frowned. "It was my blade of grass."


    
      
    


    Cal arched an eyebrow, meeting her gaze head on. The single gesture was enough to tell her that she had lost. How did he always do that?


    
      
    


    Her frown deepened and she shot her gaze over the landscape once again, purposely ignoring him. She heard a tearing, but kept her gaze averted. Something akin to anger welled up inside of her. How dare he just take her grass, then act as though she was being stupid to be annoyed by it? Sure it was stupid to be annoyed about it, but still, it had been her grass and he was just taking liberties.


    
      
    


    The tearing resided, her gaze still averted. A hand clasped over hers and Lia turned, the annoyance evident in her eyes. She met his gaze head on but before she could say anything, he brought her hand to his lips. He turned it over and kissed her knuckles. Something inside of her melted.


    
      
    


    Lia opened her mouth to say something, but he leaned forward and put a finger to her lips, then outstretched his second hand. A blade of grass glinted in his palm, wet with dew.


    
      
    


    He cocked his head to the side. "A new piece of grass."


    
      
    


    Lia laughed and took it from his hands, then put a hand to her chest. "I shall hold it close to my heart for all eternity."


    
      
    


    Cal leaned back, his gaze intense. A few bangs of hair fell into his eyes and he brushed them away.


    
      
    


    She creased her brow. "What?"


    
      
    


    "It's been a whole week since you've laughed."


    
      
    


    Her smile died and she put the grass into her pocket, then stood up. "Should we be going now? It's nearly time." Her voice was quick.


    
      
    


    Cal ascended, ignoring the sudden change of subject. "It is." He bent down and picked up another pebble, juggling it in his hands.


    
      
    


    "Let's go, then."


    
      
    


    She walked away; he followed, tossing the pebble over his shoulder and into the lake. White light glinted over its surface, then it descended.


    
      
    


    This time it didn't skitter, but merely sank to the bottom.


    
      
    


    * * *


    
      
    


    A music pounded through the room. Hundreds of lights flickered over the barely see able floor and the room swelled with a heavy, black heat. Melan's hand felt sweaty beneath his palm as he pulled her in, then stood there for a moment beneath the lights.


    
      
    


    Hundreds of figures danced before them and Melan tugged at his hand. "Come on."


    
      
    


    Jack wavered, regretting the decision to come here instead of the restaurant. It was a club, so obviously they would have to dance. How could he have forgotten that?


    
      
    


    "I can't dance."


    
      
    


    He couldn't see her expression properly, but he had a feeling that she had rolled her eyes. "What else do you do at a club?"


    
      
    


    "Get drunk?"


    
      
    


    "Jack."


    
      
    


    "Mel-an."


    
      
    


    She stomped her foot. "You're so boring."


    
      
    


    "I know, yeah."


    
      
    


    "We're going to dance."


    
      
    


    He shook his head. "No, we're n –"


    
      
    


    But before he could finish the sentence, she had already pulled him onto the floor. There was no escape.


    
      
    


    Welcome, to hell.


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    Lia took in the scent, the heavy, crude smell of sweating bodies and spilt liquor. Music reverberated through her ears, drowning out the shouts and screams of drunken teenagers.


    
      
    


    A few weeks back, she would have shuffled her feet and looked at each figure in turn, then looked at herself and let that feeling of shame and wavering hate pass through her veins and curdle her blood. Yet now, looking at the figures, all she felt was a cold, passive disdain and a lingering, nagging at the back of her mind –the wish to get out of there and away from all of them.


    
      
    


    "Do you know how he looks like?" Her voice sounded foreign, even to herself.


    
      
    


    "I do, so I'll keep an eye out."


    
      
    


    Lia cast her gaze over the crowd. "And me?"


    
      
    


    "Stick with me and when I spot him we'll wait, then move out. You know the rest."


    
      
    


    She nodded placidly and followed him as he stepped into the crowd, the bodies beating against them and pressing them together. Cal grabbed her hand and pulled her to the other side of the room, then stood. She leaned beside him.


    
      
    


    "Do you want to dance?" He was watching the crowd contemptuously.


    
      
    


    Lia replied in a flat tone. "No." She felt the same contempt. Silence descended, then she spoke. "They're such piss heads."


    
      
    


    "I prefer the term dickheads."


    
      
    


    "How crude."


    
      
    


    "As if piss head isn't."


    
      
    


    Lia shrugged. "It sounds more –" She wavered, searching for a word. "Eloquent."


    
      
    


    "Refined."


    
      
    


    She bit her bottom lip. "Articulate."


    
      
    


    "Sententious."


    
      
    


    "Witty?"


    
      
    


    Cal smirked. "Magniloquent."


    
      
    


    She blinked. "What the fuck-iquent?"


    
      
    


    "It means lofty and extravagant in speech," he supplied.


    
      
    


    "Did you eat a dictionary when you were a child?"


    
      
    


    "No –" he replied. "It was a thesaurus."


    
      
    


    Lia raised an eyebrow. "A thesaurus?"


    
      
    


    "It was zestful."


    
      
    


    "Not that word again."


    
      
    


    "You know you love it really."


    
      
    


    He leaned back against the wall, drinking in his surroundings. "I've spotted him."


    
      
    


    The words were enough.


    
      
    


    Lia nodded and made her way through the crowd. She left the building, stepping out into the cool, night air. Her hand fell into her pocket. She patted her gun lightly, the metal cold beneath her fingertips. The sun had set and night enshrouded the landscape, an endless cavern of darkness. She gazed out at the sky and watched the clouds assemble, a few tinges of gray mixing with the black.


    
      
    


    A chill breeze escalated her hair. Lia held out the palm of her hand. A single drop of water fell, lashing against her skin. Thunder rumbled overhead.


    
      
    


    It was going to rain.


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    Darkness enveloped her and something was swinging, clicking, back and forth and back and forth. She bit hard on her bottom lip, so hard that she drew blood, but made no move to lick it off. She liked the pain; it added solidity, normalcy –it made her feel like she was still one with herself and it pushed at something, evoked something unexplainable.


    
      
    


    The man looked down at her and she felt like she was shrinking, but the words echoed in her head. The words he had said which were so clear to her and made so much sense and they appeased something; they linked in with everything she was feeling and made it stark and real.


    
      
    


    Something whipped through her mind and fire coiled over her flesh; wood…


    
      
    


    Burning…


    
      
    


    Lia choked, caught her breath and rammed down the tears, the feelings, because it was all a distant memory. She had to forget. The only way to move forward was to forget.


    
      
    


    "They killed your parents."


    
      
    


    The words cut, stung, and brought forward something else, something that she pushed back immediately, far back into the corners of her mind.


    
      
    


    "You can pay them back for what they did. Everything they did to you; is it right, is it just that they get away with it?"


    
      
    


    The answers came now, beating against her forehead and pounding through her flesh.


    
      
    


    His question was rhetorical. He continued. "Your parents were betrayed, Lia; betrayed by them. They were scapegoats and they weren't aware of it until it was too late. After all that's happened to you, don't you want to give them a taste of their own medicine?"


    
      
    


    She did, so badly.


    
      
    


    "You can get revenge."


    
      
    


    Those last words were enough.


    
      
    


    "I'll do it."


    
      
    


    The man nodded, evidently pleased. "Welcome to the Rebels…"


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    Jack leaned against the wall and ran a hand through his hair, then cast his gaze over the figure stood beside him. She offered him a lopsided grin.


    
      
    


    "That was fun."


    
      
    


    "It was?"


    
      
    


    "You're not that bad a dancer." Her voice wavered.


    
      
    


    He raised an eyebrow and she laughed. The dimples creased at the top of her cheeks, and he watched her, something burning in his chest, something hot and exhilarating. He could taste her perfume as it carried in the air and felt the intoxication wash over his senses.


    
      
    


    She had stopped laughing by now and met his gaze, then tilted her head to the side. Gold-brown hair fell into her eyes and he pushed it back, brushing it behind her ear, and cupping her cheek in his hand. He leaned down and her hands wrapped around his neck. She tiptoed slightly and he was aware of the burning as it intensified –the heavy sweltering of heat and flames as they flickered gently.


    
      
    


    A few bangs of black hair fell into his eyes, then he bent down further and kissed her. Everything stopped for a moment, then a hot, pulsating sensation, the fire burnt, flames kindled and ravaged; she dug her hands into his hair, his resting at the base of her neck as she opened her mouth, allowing him entry. They moved slowly, in motion, then pulled away to breathe and dived in again.


    
      
    


    Jack pushed her against the wall, kissing her fiercely as her hands rummaged through his hair. He wanted her so bad. They pulled away again and their eyes met. Her cheeks were flushed and she was panting softly. He bent down again and kissed her neck, wrapping his arms around her waist so that he tickled her stomach.


    
      
    


    She nudged his chin with her shoulder. "Stop it; it tickles."


    
      
    


    "I know," he whispered against her neck.


    
      
    


    She elbowed him this time, then took his hand and tugged at it. "Let's go back."


    
      
    


    He raised an eyebrow. "To your flat?"


    
      
    


    Melan rolled her eyes. "Pervert."


    
      
    


    "My flat?"


    
      
    


    "No."


    
      
    


    "I have a couch."


    
      
    


    She laughed. "How crude."


    
      
    


    He took both hands and pulled her towards him, their foreheads touching. "I know you want to." His voice was soft, barely a whisper.


    
      
    


    "How do you know I want to?" she breathed.


    
      
    


    Jack rubbed his forehead against hers.


    
      
    


    "Get me a drink first," she whispered. "Then we'll decide whether I want to or not."


    
      
    


    He sighed. "Women."


    
      
    


    Melan stuck out her tongue. "Men," she imitated, in an equal tone. He laughed and left.


    
      
    


    She leaned against the wall, letting her gaze rest over the many dancing figures. Someone was leaning beside her. As Jack left, he chose to speak.


    
      
    


    "Your boyfriend?"


    
      
    


    Melan turned her gaze. He was an Elonsican, chestnut hair and green eyes; hot. "Yeah, sort of. You here with your girl?"


    
      
    


    "She's gone outside. It's raining, so we're planning on heading back about now."


    
      
    


    Melan nodded. "So are we."


    
      
    


    "The main road'll probably be pretty blocked up by cars because of the rain," he supplied. "If I were you, I'd go down the other one. There'll be less traffic."


    
      
    


    Melan blinked. She hadn't thought of that. "That's a good idea." She smiled. "We'll do that. Thanks for the advice."


    
      
    


    He shrugged. "No problem."


    
      
    


    Jack returned. Melan turned her attention to where the guy had stood but he was gone. She shrugged it off, ignoring the pin pricking sensation at the back of her neck –the feeling that she was being watched.


    
      
    


    A figure stood in the shadows and awaited the affirmation, then left.


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    They crouched down in the bushes, trees towering above them and rain firing down like pellets. Lia shivered and pulled the hood tighter over her head, her eyes focused on the road.


    
      
    


    They had arrived there beforehand and were waiting.


    
      
    


    The headlights of a car cut through the heavy mist and Cal checked quickly, then bent down again and wrapped his arms around her waist. He nudged her ear with his nose.


    
      
    


    "It's them."


    
      
    


    Something clenched at the bottom of her stomach, but she pushed it away.


    
      
    


    "Go on," he whispered into her ear.


    
      
    


    Dominic and Lessandra Relanne shot dead last night… Officials confirm that they were carrying documents blue printing Rebel plans to destroy the Loscia Tower…


    
      
    


    She tilted her head to the side and gently slid the revolver from her belt, his arm still wrapped around her waist.


    
      
    


    "Scared?"


    
      
    


    … discovered with weapons…shot dead on the spot…


    
      
    


    "What do you think?" she replied, smiling, as she brought the gun forward and aimed.


    
      
    


    Bomb went off a few miles away……Two killed; three severely injured.


    
      
    


    "Ready."


    
      
    


    …Terrorists…


    
      
    


    "Set."


    
      
    


    …Revenge…


    
      
    


    "They killed your parents, Lia. They shouldn't get away with that."


    
      
    


    "Fire."


    
      
    


    A gunshot pierced the air, then the sound of screeching tyres.


    
      
    


    * * *


    
      
    


    Rain pelted the car window, the windscreen wipers working furiously and cutting through the sheets before they appeared once again.


    
      
    


    "It's your birthday and you didn't tell me!"


    
      
    


    Melan shuffled in her seat. "I didn't want you to make a special effort or something." She trailed her fingers over the glass, the heavy pattering of rain audible beneath their soft voices.


    
      
    


    Jack rolled his eyes, his gaze still set firmly on the road. "It's your birthday; I'm meant to make a special effort. We could have gone to a restaurant or something and made everyone sing to you."


    
      
    


    Melan shuddered. "Hell no."


    
      
    


    "Hell yes."


    
      
    


    "I'm glad I didn't tell you after all. That would have been embarrassing. One of my friends did that a few years back and I still can't live it down."


    
      
    


    He grinned. "One of my mates did that when I was younger, too. I just laughed."


    
      
    


    She flicked her nails against the glass.


    
      
    


    He was shot by a sudden wave of inspiration. "I know!"


    
      
    


    "What?"


    
      
    


    "I'll sing to you."


    
      
    


    Melan raised an eyebrow. "Now?"


    
      
    


    "Why not?"


    
      
    


    "The poor windows."


    
      
    


    "How old is that joke?"


    
      
    


    Melan shrugged. "Super old."


    
      
    


    "You know you want to hear me sing."


    
      
    


    "No, I don't."


    
      
    


    "HAPPY BIRTHDAY TO YOU-U!"


    
      
    


    "Oh, God, no."


    
      
    


    He continued. "Happy Birthday to you." She was holding back a smile. "Happy birthday to Mela-an." He put extra emphasis on her name, causing her to erupt into laughter. "Happy birthday –"


    
      
    


    He was cut off, suddenly, as something pierced the air. He brought both hands onto the wheel; the car skidded to the side and tyres screeched on wet tarmac as he rammed his feet onto the brakes. His head knocked against the window, a sharp pain erupting through his temple.


    
      
    


    Rain beat against the windows, trembled. Tyres screeched followed by Melan's muffled screams, then the crashing of bullets. He was jolted forward; the seat belt dug into his flesh.


    
      
    


    An ear-splitting crash.


    
      
    


    Screams.


    
      
    


    Then silence.


    
      
    


    His arms seared with pain as glass cut, embedded itself into his skin and his vision was blurry…so blurry.


    
      
    


    All he saw was red; a trickle of blood, then daggers pierced his flesh.


    
      
    


    He blacked out.


    
      
    


    "Happy birthday to you…"


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    CHAPTER 18


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    Frost was settling, shivering over rustling grass which glittered beneath the torpid light of a pale moon. The rain had stopped an hour ago and now a chill swept the air, rustling damp leaves and cutting through the bare flesh which shook, trembled, beneath its rabid touch.


    
      
    


    Grass crunched beneath a pair of feet, feet which dragged themselves across its surface, then wavered, relaxed and waited.


    
      
    


    Someone sneezed.


    
      
    


    "It is this way, isn't it?"


    
      
    


    He sneezed again, then sniffed. "Yeah."


    
      
    


    "Who would've thought the almighty Cal would catch a cold?" Her voice was chiding, laced with honey.


    
      
    


    "Shut-up."


    
      
    


    Lia grinned and stood there, waiting for him to catch up. Normally it was the other way around. The change in positions made her feel in control. She folded her arms and exhaled, watching her breath collect in a cloud of white, then diminish.


    
      
    


    The fog had settled over the mountains –a few far away peaks which towered in the distance – and everything looked shrouded, misty. Icy wind cut at the bridge of her nose, but she resisted the urge to sneeze.


    
      
    


    Cal didn't. Lia laughed.


    
      
    


    "Shut-up."


    
      
    


    "You've never been ill before. It's hilarious."


    
      
    


    He caught up with her, his breathing harsh, rapid. "Do you remember the way?"


    
      
    


    The urgency in his tone caught her off guard. Lia listened intently but heard no sirens. No, no one had come for the bodies yet –they didn't know. So what reason did he have for being urgent?


    
      
    


    She wavered, gesticulated. "Sort of."


    
      
    


    "We need to hurry."


    
      
    


    He was in front of her now and she hurried to catch up. Once at his side, she replied. "Why?"


    
      
    


    "Because."


    
      
    


    "Because what?"


    
      
    


    Cal coughed and Lia creased her forehead in wonderment. What was wrong with him? She began to ponder this, but was met with a sudden jerk as something collided with her, causing her to fall back into the frost. Ice pierced her flesh like daggers and she shivered abruptly, then looked around. Cal was lay, strewn across the grass, eyes closed and head cocked slightly to the side.


    
      
    


    Panic overrode her senses and she stumbled forward, frantically searching around for any form of life. There was no one and if someone had shot, surely she would have heard it. His hand was hot, damp with sweat. Lia bit her bottom lip and felt his forehead; it was hotter.


    
      
    


    She dropped his hand, eyes running over the broad stretch of landscape. There was no one about and he was too heavy for her to carry. Lia shot up and gazed at the forest. She knew what she had to do. As long as she remembered the way, she would be fine.


    
      
    


    But, then again, who was to say that an old man would be able to help her carry him all the way back?


    
      
    


    There was no other choice.


    
      
    


    Lia raced forward, darting into the trees, her breath slicing at her throat. Icy wind lashed her cheeks, but she ignored it. The frost hadn't fully settled yet, so as long as she kept to the grass she wouldn't slip.


    
      
    


    Luck was with her and she only took a little while to find Andy's house –the small building which stood, encircled by a pack of lush, green trees which glittered like diamonds beneath the night's wavering frost.


    
      
    


    She pounded at the door. It shuddered and an amber light flickered on one of the windows, then the sound of descending footsteps. The old man opened the door and took in her drenched form, quizzically.


    
      
    


    She didn't wait. "Cal, he and I – we told you we were coming, he –" She took in a jagged breath, the full extent of the situation overcoming her. "We were walking and –" She coughed, her throat still searing. "It was really cold." He had to help; he had to understand.


    
      
    


    The old man, Andy, cut her off, his eyes running over the trees, the frost. "I think I can guess what happened. Follow me and hurry up."


    
      
    


    She didn't take in his words, the mere suggestion of help overcoming all thought of possible logic. Something was pulling at the bottom of her stomach, her chest, and it refused to diminish.


    
      
    


    He hurried to the back of the house, his pace brisk. A rumbling cut through the air and he returned with a vehicle; all she could see was its heavy outline. She rushed inside and sat down, then directed him with haste to where Cal was. They took another route, a wider route which enabled the vehicle to pass through –one that's existence she had been unaware of until now.


    
      
    


    The route was hampered, trees blocking their path and lashing against the windows, so that it took longer for them to get there than it had taken for Lia to reach him. When they reached the field, she jumped out. The momentary fear, which until now had subsided, came back in a rush as she reached the unconscious body.


    
      
    


    How were they going to pick him?


    
      
    


    She was strong, but not that strong.


    
      
    


    However, it was a problem she need not have worried about. Andy hauled him into the vehicle and they were off again, cutting through the wood and back to his house. Upon reaching it, he took him out and tossed Lia the key, ordering for her to open the door. She did.


    
      
    


    Darkness met them and she fumbled with a light switch and then, once she had found it, helped Andy haul him up the stairs and to a room. It was a small room, the walls of which were plastered with posters. The light was too dim for her to make them out and even if it hadn't been, she was far too scared to give them a second glance.


    
      
    


    She found the switch and pressed, but was met with nothing. A rasping was heard, then a flicker of light from Andy's direction. He lit a candle, placed it on a small desk beside the bed and turned to her.


    
      
    


    "The lights need fixing upstairs."


    
      
    


    Lia cast her gaze to Cal's figure as he lay, strewn across the bed. She hurried towards him, his breathing heavy.


    
      
    


    "What's wrong with him?" She crouched down beside the bed.


    
      
    


    "The frost." She felt something move and Andy stood up. "Ever since – His body's not good with cold weathers. It's weak in that sense, but he'll be fine by the morning." His voice was warm, cordial, and she had no other option but to believe him, so she did.


    
      
    


    He went to the door. "I'm bringing him something warm to eat. I'll show you to your room meanwhile; you should get some sleep."


    
      
    


    She nodded numbly. Lia was tired and that's what she needed right now. Sleep. Hopefully it would clear her mind.


    
      
    


    * * *


    
      
    


    -


    
      
    


    Rain… lashing… pattering.


    
      
    


    A scream.


    
      
    


    -


    
      
    


    His breathing grew harsh, jagged.


    
      
    


    -


    
      
    


    White… so white…


    
      
    


    Something shattered.


    
      
    


    -


    
      
    


    He tossed, turned to the side.


    
      
    


    -


    
      
    


    Gray light … black… darkness. It pooled through.


    
      
    


    Frost was settling.


    
      
    


    -


    
      
    


    Fists clenched over damp covers and knuckles glistened a stark white from holding on so tight. Moonlight danced over white highlights.


    
      
    


    -


    
      
    


    Glass… screeching… screams echoing…night…


    
      
    


    "Where are you?"


    
      
    


    -


    
      
    


    The figure tossed again, harder this time.


    
      
    


    -


    
      
    


    Something fell, balanced, dripped...


    
      
    


    "Where are you!?"


    
      
    


    -


    
      
    


    His breathing grew heavier, louder.


    
      
    


    -


    
      
    


    Frost glittered over the bone…


    
      
    


    "WHERE ARE YOU?–"


    
      
    


    -


    
      
    


    "Cal!"


    
      
    


    A voice jolted him from his sleep and he shot up, panting. His vision was blurred, muffled, and he shook his head, trying to clear it. A warm glow swept over the room and he blinked twice, the figure before him stumbling into focus. That glow outlined her form, a shower of black and rich skin, but before he could make out who it was the bed jolted.


    
      
    


    She pounced, her arms wrapped around his neck. He fell onto the bed and his head collided with the board.


    
      
    


    "I'm so glad you're okay! I was so worried."


    
      
    


    He coughed. "Lia –"


    
      
    


    She blinked and met his gaze. "Huh?"


    
      
    


    "You're choking me."


    
      
    


    Something in her gaze flickered, as if a light bulb had suddenly come on, and she let go, then let out a sheepish laugh and scratched the back of her head. Her voice was softer this time. "I was worried."


    
      
    


    She wrapped her arms around her legs, pulling them to her chest, and awaited admonition.


    
      
    


    Cal pulled himself up so that he was in a sitting position. His vision had cleared out now and all he felt was a slight chill. He propped his chin on his hand. "I'm touched." His tone was dry.


    
      
    


    Lia pouted and shoved him. "Ass." He fell back again, his body slightly limp, and her eyes widened. "Oh my god, are you OKAY?"


    
      
    


    "Yeah…" His head had hit the board again and now he felt dizzy.


    
      
    


    "I'm so sorry!" Her voice was so high pitched that he wanted to laugh.


    
      
    


    He did.


    
      
    


    Her forehead creased into a frown and she huffed. "Here's me being all concerned and all you can do is be all annoying and –"


    
      
    


    Cal cut her off. "Lia."


    
      
    


    "What?"


    
      
    


    "Just shut-up."


    
      
    


    "That's harsh."


    
      
    


    A grin. "You're cute when you're worried."


    
      
    


    "Only you would say something that sadistic."


    
      
    


    He cocked his head to the side. "You were worried about me?"


    
      
    


    Lia swung her legs. "Don't stick it too far up your ass."


    
      
    


    "Crude."


    
      
    


    "I know, yeah."


    
      
    


    Silence ensued for a few seconds, then she added, only softer. "What happened?"


    
      
    


    "I fainted."


    
      
    


    She shook her head. "No, I mean, like –"


    
      
    


    "I have a weak chest." The answer was final but she knew there was something more to it, something deeper. She didn't pry. The look in his eyes –she knew that it would be pointless.


    
      
    


    The flame flickered, casting an amber glow over the room and coating it in warmth. Shadows danced across his face and Lia fumbled with her hair.


    
      
    


    Silence again.


    
      
    


    Lia coiled a strand over her fingertips, watching gold light dance over black and make it appear lighter, browner. She looked up and met his gaze head on. His look was intense and he looked paler – a slight milky color – beneath the harsh light, the wavering gold. Green eyes glinted, pooled with the amber and the corner of his lips was tugged up in a half grin.


    
      
    


    She creased her forehead, tugging at the hair. "What?"


    
      
    


    His eyes didn't leave hers and she felt unnerved, self conscious. Cal leaned forward and propped both elbows on the bed. Still no answer.


    
      
    


    "What?" she reiterated, something cutting at the edge of her tone.


    
      
    


    She averted her gaze, cast it over the candle. Wax dripped down in a pool of white and the flame was dim. It would be best to go to Andy and get some matches. Lia made to move but a hand grabbed her wrist. She met his gaze again; green shimmered like clear water sparkling in an oasis. He pulled her wrist and she fell forward, meeting with his chest. Cal wrapped his arms around her, his head in her hair.


    
      
    


    He was so warm.


    
      
    


    Candle light flickered, wavered.


    
      
    


    She closed her eyes and dug her head into his shirt. Lia exhaled, took in the scent and was washed, basked in something incomprehensible. His arms tightened, as did her grip. An ecstasy and a fleeting thought; something fluttered, flickered over the flame, was washed anew, then reined through ashes which ravaged, peaked and flew away to the wind.


    
      
    


    It lasted for a few seconds, then lips fell to her ear and a soft whisper. "The candle's going out."


    
      
    


    His breath tickled her ear and she pulled her hands from his chest. "I'll go get the matches from Andy," she breathed. She pulled away, slid off the bed and out of the room.


    
      
    


    The hallway was dark and she squinted, searched for the stairs and made her way down. The lights worked down-stairs, so she merely had to put on the hall light and it would pass to the landing. The matches were probably in the kitchen and all she had to do now was find it.


    
      
    


    After putting the main light on, she scoured her eyes over the small hall, then went for the door nearest to her. It was the kitchen. She slid it open and the first color she saw was white, a stark, blinding white.


    
      
    


    Andy was perched on the counter, a pipe placed deftly between his lips. A window above the sink was open, chill air cutting through the room. Moonlight pooled over his white hair, the coarse, gray-white strands. He looked so solid, stark, vivid, beneath the shattered light and she watched him, his gaze cast towards the open window, as he fiddled with the pipe. He looked soft, worn, but there was something firm about him, something livid and powerful and immeasurable by mere words.


    
      
    


    A question shot through her mind, one which would not be polite to ask, but she could not help but wonder. How old was he? And, considering this question her thoughts wavered again, strayed. At one point in time he must have been the same as her –nineteen years old – so did that mean that he had felt the same things as her, been through the same experiences? And since he was older, he must have been through so much more and he must have overcome everything somehow to have lasted this long. If he had been in her situation, what would he have done and did he know what the right thing to do was? Did he know the answers to all of those questions, those which plagued her every day because he had been through that time in life and overcome the obstacles or was he still as ignorant as she was? Looking at him made her realize how ignorant she must have been –how ignorant she was – because if she had learnt so much in such a short space of time, how much must he have learnt through so many years?


    
      
    


    The respect formed, filled her and made her see him in a new light.


    
      
    


    She wondered, what had he been through?


    
      
    


    "The candle has gone out?"


    
      
    


    His voice cut her from her reverie. She nodded, nimbly. "Yes. Well, not entirely, but –"


    
      
    


    He tossed her a box. She caught it. "Take them anyway and relight it."


    
      
    


    Lia bit her bottom lip. "Okay." She made for the door, then wavered, stopped, turned around. A question which had been plaguing her for so long resounded, reverberated and she felt an inclination to ask.


    
      
    


    Andy noticed that she was still there. The old man brought his pipe to his lips, breathed in and let it out in a puff of smoke. "Yes?"


    
      
    


    Lia gesticulated, shuffled her feet and met his gaze. "I – How do you, I mean, how do you know Cal?"


    
      
    


    A light grin tugged at the corner of his lips. "You don't know much about him, do you?"


    
      
    


    It wasn't the answer to her question; nonetheless, it heightened her curiosity. "I don't." It was a statement, an admittance to something that she herself had not until now realized, rather than an answer. "Tell me."


    
      
    


    "If he hasn't told you," he fiddled with the pipe, "then I am not inclined to break his trust."


    
      
    


    She replied, indignantly, "He's not exactly in the state to tell me anything."


    
      
    


    "He's not." The placidity, the finality, in his tone irked her.


    
      
    


    Anger boiled. "Tell me."


    
      
    


    "No."


    
      
    


    "Why not?"


    
      
    


    The old man cast his gaze towards her and there was something harsh, unnerving in his gaze. "I have no right to tell the secrets of another. If he hasn't told you, then he must have good reason to."


    
      
    


    Lia stood, defeated. "I don't understand."


    
      
    


    The old man shrugged. "His mother used to send him here when he was a child. He liked the trees," he supplied, in answer to her earlier question. "He said they were strong, independent, and the best thing was that they didn't talk, merely listened. And he liked that."


    
      
    


    She blinked, unsure as on how to answer. She didn't need to.


    
      
    


    "The candle must be out by now." His voice carried over, through the air and she knew that there was so much more to what he said –so much then she didn't, and maybe never could, understand because he was so much older, so much wiser, and he knew so much more.


    
      
    


    He resumed with his pipe and she left, closing the door behind her.


    
      
    


    * * *


    Morning light blared through the window and Lia awoke, squinting, then shivered. The window was caked in frost and outside she could see white, a glittering milky white, sprinkled over the small hollow of trees. The grass was a faint green, then white at the tips and shimmering like shattered diamonds.


    
      
    


    A noise was audible from downstairs: a television. Someone must have already been awake. She made her way out of the room and downstairs, following the sound. Upon reaching the sitting-room she discovered that both Cal and Andy were awake –Cal slouched on the sofa, wrapped in a blanket, eating and watching television whilst Andy was perched on a table in the corner, smoking his pipe.


    
      
    


    Andy was the first to notice her. "Good morning."


    
      
    


    Lia nodded in affirmation and Cal turned his attention to her, putting down his food. He indicated the television. "Want to watch the news?"


    
      
    


    Memories of last night suddenly washed through her and she suppressed them, dwelling only on those more tangible moments –everything happy, right – because she didn't care anymore. She couldn't care anymore. She was too far in to move back.


    
      
    


    He budged up and she sat beside him, then he changed the channel. The news reader said something and a girl flickered on the screen, a pretty, Cadlian girl. She knew she had met her somewhere, somewhere at the back of her mind and as the name was spoken recognition sparked but she suppressed it. These people in the car were alien to her; she didn't know them and that's what made this, made everything, so much easier because as long as she didn't know them she couldn't let herself feel any remorse.


    
      
    


    Lia made to get up and turned, but a name caught her attention.


    
      
    


    "Jack Harlton, Head of Sector four, LAFFAT…" She pivoted, abruptly, telling herself it was only a name.


    
      
    


    A picture flickered on the screen, and then everything came crashing down.


    
      
    


    The newsreader continued, but she heard nothing, saw nothing, only that one picture as it danced across the screen, then disappeared.


    
      
    


    -


    
      
    


    "Are you coming too, then?" she asked, slipping on her trainers and a jacket.


    
      
    


    "Yeah, I guess. I haven't got anything better to do," he replied. "Hurry up, Li! Are you coming or not?"


    
      
    


    -


    
      
    


    The face stayed in the corner, flickering again and again and again and something choked up, caught, clenched. Ice formed, shattered, and glass cracked beneath a tumult of waves, diminishing and flying out to a burning sunset.


    
      
    


    -


    
      
    


    "I never said that I wanted to go to Elonsica," said Lia, gazing pointedly at Jack.


    
      
    


    Jack frowned.


    
      
    


    "When I said I wanted to go to Elonsica, I didn't mean in this way. When Aaron went a couple of years ago they stayed in a luxury hotel with its own swimming pool."


    
      
    


    -


    
      
    


    Lia stepped back and the details were announced over and over again, a burning, searing reminder.


    
      
    


    -


    
      
    


    …I feel so alone, Lia. I feel so alone…


    
      
    


    -


    
      
    


    A sense of urgency overcame her. "I have to go, now."


    
      
    


    It couldn't be…


    
      
    


    Cal's gaze flitted towards her and she saw something, some sort of half-understanding, then he pulled himself off of the sofa. "Lia, what –"


    
      
    


    But he didn't get a chance to finish his sentence, because she was gone.


    
      
    


    * * *


    
      
    


    Beep…beep…beep…


    
      
    


    "You're going to have to fill in these forms." The lady wavered.


    
      
    


    A white storm; it gathered, tinged red, wavered, coagulated.


    
      
    


    "Just let me in, please." The patience was barely there.


    
      
    


    The nurse shook her head placidly. "Excuse me, but standard procedu–"


    
      
    


    Lia grabbed the papers, scrunched them up and thrust them onto the table. Her voice was cold, icy. "Why don't you just take your fucking standard procedures and shove them up your ass, bitch."


    
      
    


    The lady had whitened. Indignation sparked. "Excuse me. But –"


    
      
    


    "Where the hell is my brother!"


    
      
    


    Her lips were pursed but she was visibly shaking. "I'll call security."


    
      
    


    A few people lingered on a bench, watching, wide eyed. Lia took in a few deep breaths. "Just tell me where he is –" She breathed in, out "–and then you won't have to."


    
      
    


    "You have to fill in the –"


    
      
    


    But Lia had already peered over. A name was flashing on the screen and a number. "Never mind."


    
      
    


    She walked away and the lady watched her, awed. Confusion marred her features.


    
      
    


    As soon as she had left the room, Lia took the opposite direction to the exit and made for the lift. The number pounded in her mind and she knew she had to get there. She had to get there and prove to herself, affirm that it wasn't her brother, because that's all she had left now, hope.


    
      
    


    But if it was him…


    
      
    


    She followed the numbers, reached a white door and stopped. This was it. Lia looked from side to side. There was no one and a silence had descended, an eerie, inhuman silence. She pushed open the door, then blinked.


    
      
    


    Wires…


    
      
    


    Tubes…


    
      
    


    Beep…beep…beep…


    
      
    


    Two figures…white…


    
      
    


    Something clenched.


    
      
    


    Jack.


    
      
    


    She stood, immobilized, and watched.


    
      
    


    And she felt sick, physically sick.


    
      
    


    A hand grabbed her arm and she pivoted, abruptly, ready to lash out. The grip softened and she let out a breath. Her eyes felt cloudy and all she wanted to do was scream.


    
      
    


    Cal let go of her wrist, then indicated the corridor. "Come on, let's go."


    
      
    


    She nodded, numbly, because she knew there was nothing that she could do. A glance over her shoulder; a figure, covered in a white blanket, but she could see his face, that face that she had suppressed, kept locked up in the deepest chasms of her mind, for so many years.


    
      
    


    And now it was all coming back; everything was coming back.


    
      
    


    She walked away.


    
      
    


    * * *


    Everything was frozen.


    
      
    


    She kicked and made the swing go higher, ignoring the awesome chill which beat against her form.


    
      
    


    Cal watched. "Do you want me to push you?"


    
      
    


    She continued to kick. Back and forth and back and forth. "No." The kicking intensified. "I might fall."


    
      
    


    And she couldn't fall, not yet.


    
      
    


    He was leaning against the fence, its criss-crossing shadows dancing over his arms. "It's really cold out here." He looked unaffected.


    
      
    


    Back and forth, and back and forth. "I know."


    
      
    


    Silence, then a statement. "You haven't had breakfast."


    
      
    


    "I know."


    
      
    


    She continued to kick. He added. "You can eat, then we'll come back." Lia jumped off of the swing, too tired to argue.


    
      
    


    Something flickered in his gaze for a faint second, but she was too tired to pay any attention. The pavement was slippery; it was hard to keep balance. They walked from the park, out to paths which crossed and further towards where the shops were. Lia felt no inclination to use the car; she wanted air, fresh air, and she was glad that Cal shared the same sentiment.


    
      
    


    Cal's hands were dug into his pockets –for warmth? And no one was speaking. Why were they both so quiet? Her foot-steps made no sound against tarmac as they turned across the road, into an alleyway.


    
      
    


    The ground was whiter here, less tame, so it was more difficult to keep her balance, even though she was wearing trainers. Lia watched her feet, each step. One, two, three, four…


    
      
    


    She looked up. A bird circled overhead.


    
      
    


    Cal stopped, suddenly, as did she.


    
      
    


    "What?"


    
      
    


    He put a finger to his lips and looked around, from side to side. Lia stood there, confused, and then he turned to face her. Frost glittered. He stepped forward and took her hand, kissed her knuckles and took two steps back.


    
      
    


    Lia raised an eyebrow. "Cal, what –"


    
      
    


    Gunshots filled the air. Heavy footsteps, hands, she stumbled; something grabbed her. Lia kicked.


    
      
    


    Three words. "I'm sorry, Lia." Heavy shouts; something gripped. "But it had to be done."


    
      
    


    The bird fell, shot dead, from the sky.


    
      
    


    A harsh pain through her head, then darkness.


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER 19


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    Pain will collect and kill you…


    
      
    


    Sing to me


    
      
    


    Sing to me


    
      
    


    Sing to me…


    
      
    


    La. La. La. La. La. La…


    
      
    


    "Stop the –


    
      
    


    La la la la lal alaa


    
      
    


    "I can sing, mommy."


    
      
    


    "Good boy."


    
      
    


    La. La. La. La. La. La.


    
      
    


    "But where are you?"


    
      
    


    Lala lala lalala.


    
      
    


    "Where are you?"


    
      
    


    Lalalalalalalaaaaaaaaaa


    
      
    


    "WHERE ARE YOU?"


    
      
    


    Scream.


    
      
    


    -


    
      
    


    It reminded her of cotton, loads of little balls of cotton and fluff, fragile, whisked into the air by a fan that had been left on overnight. Light pooled from that single shaft of glass, lit up the dim cell, and highlighted dust that had settled, congealed, over a coarse surface.


    
      
    


    Lia pulled her legs to her chest, tightened her grip, and gazed up at the glass. Even if she could, somehow, figure out how to reach it, it was far too small for anything but her head to fit through. Any attempts of escape through it would be futile.


    
      
    


    A door creaked, something far away, and more light pooled in. She squinted, adjusted her vision and watched the figure as he leaned against the door, casually, a bowl of some sort propped in his hand.


    
      
    


    The words came of their own accord. "Decided to visit?"


    
      
    


    "I got bored."


    
      
    


    She inclined her head, every word laced in venom. Did that come of its own accord, too, or was she forcing it? The thought was pushed to the back of her mind. "And the bowl?"


    
      
    


    "How long has it been since you ate?" There was no concern in his words.


    
      
    


    It made her fume. "It's been longer since you had a bath, shit-head."


    
      
    


    Cal clicked his tongue. "Petty insults won't get you anywhere."


    
      
    


    "They'll make me feel better."


    
      
    


    "And that's all that matters, right? Your feelings?" His voice was contemptuous.


    
      
    


    "What's that supposed to mean?"


    
      
    


    He dug his hands into his pockets, didn't answer, and something clicked.


    
      
    


    "Whenever we talked –" The words came, formulated, released into something tangible, "–you used to dig your hands into your pockets." She let out a dry laugh. "You asshole."


    
      
    


    Cal raised an eyebrow. "Finally figured it out?"


    
      
    


    "You recorded me."


    
      
    


    "Every. Single. Word."


    
      
    


    Lia massaged her forehead. "I can't believe you –" She stopped, shook her head.


    
      
    


    He pulled something from his pocket, tossed it into the air, pressed a button. A voice pealed out, "Only you would say something that sadistic…"


    
      
    


    "You had time to even when you fainted." The memories flooded back.


    
      
    


    He switched it off, clicked his tongue. "I'm a professional, Lia. I don't make mistakes."


    
      
    


    "Even when you fainted." She repeated the words, felt them reverberate through her mind. Even when he had been unwell, when he could have died, he had took the time to record her?


    
      
    


    Something cut through her chest, seared, clenched, and didn't let go.


    
      
    


    She looked up, met his gaze. It was cool, hard, just like it had been at the beginning, before…before the truce…before everything. Or hadn't there really been anything to begin with? What had it all been?


    
      
    


    Lia massaged her temples. "I can't believe you…"


    
      
    


    "You've said that already."


    
      
    


    His coolness, the solidity of his words, made her burn. "You're such an –"


    
      
    


    "Asshole? You've said that one, too."


    
      
    


    "Prick."


    
      
    


    "Cow."


    
      
    


    "Pleb."


    
      
    


    "Skank."


    
      
    


    "Dickhead."


    
      
    


    Cal folded his arms. "Scatological bitch."


    
      
    


    "Fuck you, and fuck your thesaurus, shit-head."


    
      
    


    He clicked his tongue, again. "You don't know what to say, so you're swearing."


    
      
    


    "I know exactly what I want to say, shit-brain."


    
      
    


    "Your defiance: sign number one."


    
      
    


    "What are you, my shrink?" she commented, dryly.


    
      
    


    The conversation felt familiar.


    
      
    


    "Your sarcasm just proves that I'm right." He balanced the bowl, tipped it to the side slightly and watched the contents roll, then stop.


    
      
    


    "No, it doesn't, shit-face."


    
      
    


    Cal raised an eyebrow. "That insult applies more to you than me."


    
      
    


    Red hot fire burned, tore. "Petty insults won't get you anywhere, Cal." She threw as much venom into the words, into his name, as possible.


    
      
    


    "Don't –" He stopped, drew out the words for more effect "–try and use my own words against me, because you'll find that you'll lose."


    
      
    


    The power, the self-assurance, of his words affirmed what he said. That unbeatable condescension that had irked her so much upon their first meeting was back, like a single bird swooping up into the sky, scouring for predators then returning to its nest to fester, build, stay. Or maybe it had never gone to begin with; maybe she had failed to notice it? The possibilities were endless.


    
      
    


    Silence descended and in those few moments, something gathered, rose, and crashed to the floor in a myriad of color. Lia stood up and a sharp pain jolted through her head, rocking her to the side. It took her a moment to regain her balance. Cal was fiddling with the bowl, but he looked up and watched her as she made to the bars, ran her fingers over the steely metal.


    
      
    


    She inclined her head to the window. "Some sort of sick joke?"


    
      
    


    He leaned back against the wall, regarded her contemplatively. "Most people would be happy to have light."


    
      
    


    She scoffed. "Light? It's barely even big enough to fit my head through. Are you trying to make me wistful –rub it in my face that I can't escape?"


    
      
    


    "You're so paranoid."


    
      
    


    "No." Her gaze was cold. "I only see what's there."


    
      
    


    Cal shrugged. "Take it however you like."


    
      
    


    The color swirled, clotted, fogged up, twisted over and coiled, choked her. It needed release. "I–" The words wouldn't come, would not formulate, seeped out from a gashing, bloodless wound that tore through a vacuum, begging congestion. "I don't get it. I mean, I don't get why –" She sounded like a child, asking why the world wasn't fair. Maybe that's how she felt. "Why did you – I mean, what –"


    
      
    


    The stumbling seemed to irk him, or heighten something cold and discordant that, until now had remained locked up, bound in chains that had festered, rusted, and awaited release. Vociferation; chains tore, ravaged. He said nothing, but lifted up the tape, pressed a button, waited, then pressed again. A voice rang through.


    
      
    


    "I do and I don't. I mean, it depends what sort of love you mean. I mean, I believe in the whole family love thing, but with a guy and a girl I reckon it only goes as far as liking a lot…"


    
      
    


    Memories of that sun-set after the mission –the cinema – washed through. The words hung in the air and she opened her mouth to speak, confused, but he cut her off, his gaze cold, mocking.


    
      
    


    "I may like you, Lia, but that doesn't mean I'd give it all up for you."


    
      
    


    The words had been tossed back, flailed, and a knife cut through her chest. He put the bowl down, turned to the door, then added, "It's an old torture tactic. Quite funny, really. Starve the prisoner but put the food in front of them, too far away to reach yet still so –" he stopped, drew out the silence, "tangible."


    
      
    


    And then he left, closing the door behind him. Darkness flooded the cell.


    
      
    


    * * *


    White. Pristine, stark white and something pushed, scraped across tiles. Shouts echoed, rebounded against walls and dim lights swung under a soft breeze. The snow had settled.


    It was wheeled across and their footsteps clacked, clicked, a heavy, precipitous beat.


    
      
    


    "Emergency –"


    
      
    


    "––but they told us ––"


    
      
    


    "––have to get her––"


    
      
    


    A main voice was cutting through, panting, racing above the others and screaming into a flashing object, a phone which beeped. "I don't give a shit about the motives. Just tell him to get down here –No. No? Why the HELL –"


    
      
    


    The nine-year old raced after white-clad figures, sweeping conjectures his only salvation from ignorance and a static reminiscence of events that played, over and over again, to form a single, resolute picture.


    
      
    


    They wheeled her into a room and doors clanged. He slipped through the gap, waited by the wall and watched, just watched. The figures crowded and something was pressed, a heavy sound, then again.


    
      
    


    "We need more pressure!"


    
      
    


    The man was still screaming into the phone. "Tell him that he needs to get his fucking ass down here because – "


    
      
    


    Press.


    
      
    


    "We need more pressure here!"


    
      
    


    "–a business meeting? He can get his fucking ass out of a goddamn business meeting, for fuck's sake. No, I will not calm down you fucking –"


    
      
    


    Rebound. Press.


    
      
    


    "Get us some more goddamn pressure!"


    
      
    


    "Tell him –"


    
      
    


    Press…beep…


    
      
    


    "Just tell him already –"


    
      
    


    Beep…beep…


    
      
    


    "Fuck's sake, she's going to die!"


    
      
    


    A white chord hung from the lady's hand and she walked, slowly, resolutely, to the nine-year old. There was something soft, pitying, in her expression, which sparked hatred in his chest. Why was she looking at him like that? He couldn't stand the pity…


    
      
    


    "She wants to see you."


    
      
    


    Hope rekindled and all thoughts were lost as he ran, sprinted, to the bedside and leaned over the figure, clasping her hand in his. It was cold, clammy even. His voice was choked, "Mom –"


    
      
    


    A ghost of a smile played over her features. "Cal, honey –"


    
      
    


    Honey? And the words seemed so foreign. He wrinkled up his nose. "Mom, what's –"


    
      
    


    "Did you have a nice time at Andy's?"


    
      
    


    He wavered, confused. "You were with me."


    
      
    


    Something sparked. "No duh." She softened again. "But I didn't get to ask you whether you had fun."


    
      
    


    "You don't usually…"


    
      
    


    "But this time I am."


    
      
    


    There was command in her tone. He shrugged. "It was cool."


    
      
    


    "He likes you and he's normally such a solitary old man. Always been like a father to me, but he's on his own. Especially these past few years after Becca died." She stopped, took in a few breaths. "You should visit him more in the future."


    
      
    


    "We will." The defiance was there.


    
      
    


    "No, Cal. You will."


    
      
    


    Cal blinked, confused. "Did you guys have some sort of fight? Was it something to do with dad? Was it –"


    
      
    


    "No." She cut him off. "Andy and I are on perfect terms and your father. I just –" She looked like she was desperate, desperate to get something out, but felt pushed, jolted, by some unknown force which wavered at the peak of her subconscious. "Cal, I want you to listen to me."


    
      
    


    His eyes were on the wires and things were flooding through his mind, short glimpses that added together and fuelled him with some sort of overriding passion, fire, hate. Faces…hoods…laughter and a tumult of fire that scorched across snow and illuminated a figure, stark features, for only a moment before he ran and the fire spread.


    
      
    


    "Cal, I don't think I have much time left."


    
      
    


    He held her hand tighter. "It's not even morning yet."


    
      
    


    She offered him a ghost of a smile and something formulated, was brought to life and lingered on her lips before release. "I'd love to see the sun-rise, Cal. Could you open the window for me?"


    
      
    


    He nodded, slowly, and made to the shutters. All of the other people had left now and the only sound was shouting from outside –from the man on the phone. He wondered why they had left. Probably because she was okay and there was nothing else they needed to do? He stuck to this resolution, fumbled with the shutters and managed to pull them open, then returned to his mum and held her hand.


    
      
    


    "Did you want to tell me something?" His curiosity was peaked and there was a displeasure lurking in the back of his mind. A displeasure at the room, at the surroundings. Was this the best they could find for his mother? Considering her health, her state, weren't they meant to be trying a little harder?


    
      
    


    "Yes." Her grip on his hand tightened. "I did. I – Cal, I was thinking. About your father, that is."


    
      
    


    Cal interjected. "The guy outside's ringing him. He'll come and then we can take you out of here."


    
      
    


    The ghostly smile formed again, filled him with dread. "Your father has this thing about him, this fascination with analyzing and picking at things, trying to figure things out, especially when it comes to people. He loves to do that, figure out people. Have you noticed that, Cal?"


    
      
    


    "It's why Andy gets so annoyed at him…"


    
      
    


    "Yes," she agreed. "It is. But there's a major flaw in what your father does."


    
      
    


    Cal waited.


    
      
    


    "He's always so busy trying to analyze other people that he fails to notice those closest to him. He fails to notice that they're suffering. And then he thinks he notices it all, strides away with his head high and does things, does things which he thinks are so hidden when they're just –" She stopped, took a breath. "Not." She looked to him, longingly. "You understand what I mean, don't you, Cal?"


    
      
    


    He didn't and he couldn't fully hear her words, only watch her mouth moving and the sounds coming out and nod, attempting to listen but some words, some phrases stuck and rang clear in his mind. "I do, sort of, mom."


    
      
    


    "People aren't a game, Cal. You've probably heard this so many times and it's been repeated over and over again at such a rate that it's lost all meaning –it's become redundant but it's just so true. Everyone is an individual; everyone hurts and it hurts so much more when those who are closest to you are so wrapped up in themselves that they fail to notice your pain, but instead do things to just build on it. They don't realize that what they're doing and their every action affects someone near them. It's like a big cycle."


    
      
    


    Something he had learnt in school flickered through his mind and begged for attention, maybe to make it clearer, more understandable. "Like the water cycle?"


    
      
    


    She smiled. "Which goes round and round."


    
      
    


    "A never-ending cycle."


    
      
    


    A soft nod and a bird chirped in the distance. "The sun's rising." Her voice was quieter now, more strained.


    
      
    


    Light pooled through. Cal nodded. "Can you see it, mom?"


    
      
    


    No answer. Cal tugged at her hand. It was limp. Panic overrode his senses. "Mom –Mom!" He shook her hand; it fell, toppled beside her.


    
      
    


    The room was flooded with light and the figure was bathed, dressed in silver.


    
      
    


    The sun had risen.


    
      
    


    "MOM!"


    
      
    


    * * *


    The doctor rattled on and something pounded, craned at the back of his mind. Jack nodded in affirmation, massaging his temples, but his mind was elsewhere. As soon as the doctor was done, he interjected.


    "But Melan – will she be –" He left the sentence unfinished.


    
      
    


    The doctor knitted his brows, pushed his glasses onto the bridge of his nose. "Son –"


    
      
    


    I'm not your son.


    
      
    


    "There's a fifty-fifty chance. We can't be too sure of the situation right now. She took the full brunt of the crash and right now all you can do is pray –"


    
      
    


    The rest of his words were lost except for those six which wavered, balanced on a chord, tightened, teetered to the side but refused to let go.


    
      
    


    …all you can do now is pray…


    
      
    


    She was as good as dead.


    
      
    


    A weight dropped on his chest and he nodded, numbly. Jack stood up, about to leave, when a voice cut through.


    
      
    


    "Harlton, I'm so glad to see that you're okay." He turned, pivoted, and she threw him a cold smile, leaned against the doorframe. "I came to see Doctor Flore." She supplied, "And I didn't think I would run into you."


    
      
    


    "Miss Coles." He kept his tone passive.


    
      
    


    She moved from the doorframe and he made his way past her, desperate to get out, but her voice stopped him, again. "You had a visitor, by the way."


    
      
    


    His pace slackened and he turned to face her, unconcerned. It had probably been Seb. After all, who else would visit him? "Who?"


    
      
    


    Jessica examined her nails, tossed her next words casually, "Your sister, apparently."


    
      
    


    His breath caught. "What?"


    
      
    


    She looked up, tilted her head to the side. "I said –" Her words were slow, as if talking to a small child. "She called herself your sister. Gave the secretary a real scare she did. Quite a fiery girl." Her tone was joking, mocking even.


    
      
    


    That couldn't be Lia. He shook his head. "My sister's dead." The words were ice on his tongue.


    
      
    


    "She looked alive to the nurse."


    
      
    


    The foundations were cracking, swaying from side to side and the walls began to crumble. "Where is she now?" He didn't believe it. It had to be one of her tricks.


    
      
    


    "LAFFAT prison," she tossed, flippantly.


    
      
    


    He nearly choked. "Wha – Why?"


    
      
    


    "Because –" She stopped examining her nails, moved towards the doctor and took a seat, then threw the rest over her shoulder as if bored. "She tried to kill you."


    
      
    


    And the walls toppled.


    
      
    


    * * *


    She was walking through darkness and something soft trailed behind her, something soft yet so heavy.


    Lia tugged, roughly, and a light beamed before her. She raced forward, reached for it, but it held back, tugged again.


    
      
    


    Then the light went out.


    
      
    


    "Relanne." The voice was gruff, jolted her from her sleep. "You have a visitor."


    
      
    


    She rubbed her eyes, peered out. Light pooled through and the guard let someone through, then left. "You have ten minutes."


    
      
    


    Lia squinted, trying to make out the figure. His step was timid and he held a wooden torch, fire flickering over its surface. "Lia?"


    
      
    


    The voice was soft, quiet, like that of a child, but she caught it and her stomach clenched. It couldn't be.


    
      
    


    "Who –" She wavered. "Who is it?"


    
      
    


    The torch moved, came near his face and light shone over his features. Everything crashed. He offered her a grin, a dry, humourless grin. "Has it really been that long?"


    
      
    


    Her breath caught, choked her. "Jack?"


    
      
    


    Something flickered in his gaze and he stepped back, shook his head. "No, you –" He shook his head again and there was some sort of turmoil. "You can't –" He took in a breath. "I can't believe it." There was disbelief. "I thought she was lying but this is just – You tried to kill me."


    
      
    


    She was at a loss for words. "I didn't know it was you."


    
      
    


    "You tried to kill me." He was speaking more to himself –to affirm something? –than her.


    
      
    


    Anger sparked. "Five years and that's the best you can come out with."


    
      
    


    He looked to her and his eyes flickered. "The best I can come out with? Fuck's sake, Lia, I nearly died because of you."


    
      
    


    Pent-up frustration escaped in turbulence. "You don't know anything, Jack, so don't pretend to be the victim here."


    
      
    


    "You tried to kill me."


    
      
    


    "Oh, wow, big deal." The words sounded stupid even to her.


    
      
    


    He looked hurt, like a little child again. "Why are you being such a bitch?"


    
      
    


    It cut. Something melted. Lia massaged her temples. "Why are you here?"


    
      
    


    "I wanted to see if it –" He shuffled his feet. "If it was really you because I thought you – I thought you were dead."


    
      
    


    There was something else to his words, something deeper and at that moment she felt the guilt cut through her chest, like a knife through human flesh. All of that time she had known that he was alive, so why hadn't she tried to find him? Why had she pushed it all to the back of her mind, locked it away, forgotten? And here he was, standing before her now after five-years of hell.


    
      
    


    The bars screamed out, mocked her.


    
      
    


    But he was still so unreachable.


    
      
    


    She repeated her words. "Why are you here?"


    
      
    


    He laughed, dryly, catching her off guard. "It's funny, ironic even, don't you think?"


    
      
    


    "What?"


    
      
    


    "We finally meet again. Five goddamn years and the only reason we do meet is because you tried to kill me. Hilarious."


    
      
    


    It sparked again. "It wasn't my fault."


    
      
    


    "Did you shoot the tyres?"


    
      
    


    "Yes, but –"


    
      
    


    "Then how the hell can you say it wasn't your fault?"


    
      
    


    "You don't know anything, Jack."


    
      
    


    His gaze was cold. "I can't believe you actually think this is going to solve something? Come on, Lia, kill off all of LAFFAT and the world'll be at peace? Yeah. Right."


    
      
    


    He made it sound so childish, so trivial. He didn't know half of what had happened, so what right did he have to judge? "They killed our parents and you're working for them." Indignation sparked.


    
      
    


    Jack moved the torch to his other hand and the fire rose, danced. "The best way to solve something is to attack from the inside."


    
      
    


    She raised an eyebrow. "Like the inside of Jessica Coles? Great way to go."


    
      
    


    His face burned. "Everyone makes mistakes."


    
      
    


    "Look at where your LAFFAT ass-kissing's got you, Jack. They all hate you; I watch the news. No-one trusts you."


    
      
    


    "At least I'm not rotting in a prison cell."


    
      
    


    She stood up, leaned against the wall. "Your situation's no better."


    
      
    


    Jack looked up, cast torch-light over the ceiling. "Do you want to get out?"


    
      
    


    The words caught her off guard. "What? Of course I, but –"


    
      
    


    Jack moved to the door. "Ten minutes are nearly up." He offered her a light grin, then whispered, his tone hushed. "Tomorrow, at dawn, be ready."


    
      
    


    Lia blinked, nodded. "I will be." He opened the door. "And, Jack –"


    
      
    


    He stopped. "Yeah."


    
      
    


    A light smile. "I'm sorry."


    
      
    


    Jack nodded. "Yeah, me too." Then left.


    
      
    


    She leaned against the back of the cell, watched snow hit the glass pane and sighed. They had fought, again, just like old times.


    
      
    


    It was nice to know some things never changed.


    
      
    


    


    There was a heavy smell, a rancid odor. The fruit had only been there a day or so, yet it was already rotting. Lia's stomach rumbled and she leaned against the back of the cell, praying for morning. How many hours must have passed by now?


    The door opened, suddenly, and for a moment she thought it was Jack come back to tell her something. It wasn't. Cal leaned against the doorframe.


    
      
    


    "Having fun?"


    
      
    


    "The smell's bad enough already without you adding to it."


    
      
    


    He raised an eyebrow. "Your insults never fail to amuse me."


    
      
    


    "So glad to be of service." She kicked her legs up, wrapped her arms over them for warmth. "What do you want?"


    
      
    


    "Got bored."


    
      
    


    Lia looked up; cast her gaze over his form. Looking at him made her stomach twist, coil and something else tore and stung like a fresh, bloody wound exposed to cold water. "Who exactly are you?" She kept her tone firm, casual.


    
      
    


    "Cal."


    
      
    


    "No." She stood up, made to the bars and ran her fingers over the cold metal. "You know what I mean."


    
      
    


    "And why," he tossed. "Should I tell you that?"


    
      
    


    Lia shrugged. "You have nothing to lose."


    
      
    


    "My name is Cal Lawken. Mother died when I was nine, father's a general for LAFFAT. I work undercover most of the time for whoever pays me the most. Anything else you'd like to know?" There was a mocking, offhandedness to his voice that set her on edge.


    
      
    


    Memories of a past conversation stilled themselves in her mind, refused to let go. "Who's Leelam?"


    
      
    


    "My half sister."


    
      
    


    "And –" The name was at the tip of her tongue. "Elenna?"


    
      
    


    "Elaine." He corrected her. "The same." His answers were short, curt.


    
      
    


    Lia tapped her fingers against the bar, desperate to be doing something. A thick cloud hung in the air, suffocated them. "You said to Andy that Leelam's getting married, though. For that to make sense she'd either have to be getting married really young or not be your biological half-sister." She couldn't imagine someone younger then her getting married.


    
      
    


    "She's twenty-one and she's from my father's second wife, so it's biological."


    
      
    


    But for that to make sense she'd have to have been born when his parents had still been – unless they had been divorced, but he hadn't mentioned that.


    
      
    


    Cal noticed her look of confusion, regarded her with placidity. "He was still married to my mom when he fucked her, if that's what you're wondering."


    
      
    


    The bluntness of his statement made it sound crude, harsh. "I'm sorry." The words came instinctively, from lack of knowing what else to say, and knowing that she had to say something, anything at all.


    
      
    


    He pulled himself up from the doorframe and a fire burned. "Number one: I don't want your pity." His voice was colder, harsher. "And number two you're not sorry and I'm so sick of hearing those goddamn words so don't bullshit me, Lia."


    
      
    


    Memories of past experience sparked and the hatred, the condescension, that had come upon hearing those same two words from others rekindled. She felt incredibly stupid. "Fine," she bit. "I'm not sorry. Better?"


    
      
    


    "Yeah, much. Done with the questions, now?" His tone was contemptuous.


    
      
    


    She didn't let it faze her – pushed back the building anger –not this time. "No, I'm not."


    
      
    


    He made to the bars, walking slowly, casually, and she stepped back. He ran his fingers over the metal, flicked it. "That's tough then, isn't it, because it's about time for me to leave."


    
      
    


    He looked up and their gazes met; a hard-set green seared into her skin and he released the bar, turned, and walked away. And only when he had gone and she had sat down again, resuming with her waiting, did she notice the single item lay between the bars, just near enough for her to reach.


    
      
    


    A chocolate bar.


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER 20


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    An alarm rang.


    
      
    


    Lia awoke, jolted from her sleep. Light from the glass was stark, orange.


    
      
    


    It was dawn.


    
      
    


    She pulled herself up, shook herself awake and made to the bars. Hands grasped over steely metal and she waited. There was shouting outside now, as the guards raced to the source of the alarm. How stupid could they be? Didn't they realize that if they all went to check it out there would be no one to guard the prisoners and anyone could just randomly come in and help them escape? The door opened and light pealed through.


    
      
    


    Speak of the devil.


    
      
    


    "Jack."


    
      
    


    He put a finger to his lips, made to the cell and pulled out a key, then began to fumble with the lock. Alarm bells rang in the distance –heavy footsteps – and a click. The door swung open.


    
      
    


    She made her way out, tasted freedom. It had only been a week or so, yet it felt like an eternity. Eyes fell to the pane of glass; snow continued to crash against its exterior in a tumble of white.


    
      
    


    She wanted to see the snow so badly.


    
      
    


    Jack made to the door and Lia followed. "What's the plan?"


    
      
    


    Jack shuffled his feet, scratched the back of his neck. "Well…"


    
      
    


    "You have got a plan, right?"


    
      
    


    He rolled his eyes. "Duh. I'm not twelve-years old anymore, Lia. I wouldn't go into this without the plan."


    
      
    


    The alarm continued to ring. She felt rushed. "What is it, then?"


    
      
    


    He shoved some paper into her hands and she ran her eyes over it, quickly. "Can you –"


    
      
    


    Lia nodded, hurriedly, shoved it back into his hands. "Burn it. Otherwise, it could be used as evidence."


    
      
    


    He crumpled up the paper, took out a lighter. "You always had a good memory."


    
      
    


    She hurried to the door, pushed it open and was met with an empty corridor. The alarm bells pierced at her eardrums, so she tuned them out –attempted to – and using the information he had given her, formulated an escape route. Jack had never been a good planner –she had been prepared for that – and there were many flaws in his plan. After all, he did come up with it in one night.


    
      
    


    He made his way into the corridor, wavered. "I –"


    
      
    


    She understood, nodded her head in affirmation. "I'll meet you outside."


    
      
    


    Jack grinned. "Yeah. I'll see you there." He left down the opposite way.


    
      
    


    If he went with her and she was caught, he would get into trouble. She couldn't let that happen, and she couldn't let herself get caught. It was her last chance.


    
      
    


    She wasn't going to blow it.


    
      
    


    Lia made down the corridor, quickly, yet stealthily, the building's layout that Jack had just shown her imprinted clearly in her mind. Soon the guards would realize that the alarm was a fluke, then they would be returning to their posts. And then – She had to get out before then; otherwise, she would be caught again.


    
      
    


    So how was she meant to manage that?


    
      
    


    An idea suddenly occurred to her.


    
      
    


    Lia hurried back to the cell, backed herself against the door and waited. It was a risk but it was the best she could think of. And the guard would check to see if she was still there; there was no doubt about that.


    
      
    


    Approaching footsteps. Her chest tightened.


    
      
    


    The door slid open and someone came through, gold light dancing over dirty floors from a torch bracket. His figure was silhouetted in the darkness, one big mass smothered in a green uniform. The guard peered round, once, twice, then realization.


    
      
    


    He pivoted, about to call the alarm again, and she rammed into him.


    
      
    


    He fell to the floor in a heap, his head hitting the wall, rendering him unconscious. She was glad of that; it meant she wouldn't have to do anything else. The torch had fallen to the floor and Lia retrieved it, quickly, before the fire had any chance to spread. She then eased off his coat and hat, draped herself in them and pushed her tangle of black hair into the cap, then made to the corridor again, locking the door –with his key – behind her.


    
      
    


    It would be a while until they noticed that anything was amiss.


    
      
    


    But until then…


    
      
    


    Lia pulled the cap further over her features, allowing it to shadow her face. If they saw that she was a Cadlian, questions would arise. It was a well known fact that, even though there were some Cadlians who worked in this part of LAFFAT, the number was very small and, therefore, questionable.


    
      
    


    She continued to walk, casually, seemingly in no hurry at all. There was a gun in his pocket, and for that she was glad. If she ran across any trouble, there would be no problem. They were only Elonsicans, after all.


    
      
    


    Lia had been walking for what seemed like aeons now –the alarm bells had stopped long ago and the corridors were filled with a deathly silence. The silence was unnerving her, heightening a sense of paranoia. Where was everyone? She pushed it to the back of her mind. After all, this only made her job easier, right?


    
      
    


    There was another corridor before her, followed by an office, another corridor, a door, then freedom. By now she could almost taste the snow. The feeling was exhilarating. It was hard to think that only a week ago –maybe less – she had been out there, walking over grass and tasting fresh air.


    
      
    


    The corridor came to an end and a door stood, beckoned. Excitement fuelled her and she put her hand to the handle, slid it open and stepped through. The door stood at the other end of the room, behind a neat desk, beside of which was a chair. Someone was sat at the chair and, not knowing what to do, Lia saluted, spoke.


    
      
    


    "May I get through the door, please, Sir?"


    
      
    


    Hopefully he wouldn't recognize her.


    
      
    


    The chair wheeled round and she saw his face.


    
      
    


    Shock.


    
      
    


    "Leanora Alexandra Relanne, what a pleasant surprise."


    
      
    


    Kayden Porter.


    
      
    


    * * *


    
      
    


    Jack toed the carpet, gazed at the window. "Seb, what happened to my parents?" The tone was wistful, the question one which had lingered, festered, awaited abundance but found no release for so long.


    
      
    


    The figure smiled down at him, pulled up the blind and sunlight spilled through. "You've read the article."


    
      
    


    Jack blinked, felt embarrassed, searched for an excuse, "Seb, I –"


    
      
    


    "You could have asked me." Seb moved from the blinds, sat on the floor and fixed him with a hard stare. "I wouldn't have to forbid you. Hell, I would've given you the newspapers myself."


    
      
    


    Jack bit his bottom lip, unsure as of what to say. "Seb, it's –" He stopped himself, felt annoyed at the subject and had no wish to continue. "My question, though." He waited.


    
      
    


    "You've read the articles. You know what happened."


    
      
    


    Jack shook his head, furiously. "There's got to be more than that." There had to be more than that. "My parents weren't terrorists."


    
      
    


    Seb stood up again and made to the window, peered out. Sunlight illuminated his face. "Your parents –" He wavered, searched for the right words. "They weren't exactly terrorists, but –" He stopped himself again, cast his gaze towards Jack. "They were involved in similar…proceedings."


    
      
    


    Fists clenched over a bed-sheet, knuckles polished a stark white. "Tell me." His voice was hard, immobile.


    
      
    


    Seb pulled something from his pocket, tossed the article to Jack and he skimmed his eyes over black print. He'd read this one before, way too many times. He looked to Seb, questioningly.


    
      
    


    "Your parents were part of a rebel organization within Cadlia who were, supposedly, campaigning for 'peace'. They carried this out through similar methods as those used by the rebels within this country –bomb blasts, high-profile murders, the likes."


    
      
    


    Jack cut him off. "My parents worked with the government."


    
      
    


    Seb smiled, lightly. "It was a cover. All those late night parties, the long-hours, they were all for one purpose." Seb paused, then continued. "Loscia Tower."


    
      
    


    Jack's grip tightened. Everything was beginning to add up: the way that they sometimes came home from work really late and didn't tell him and Lia where they had been, they way that sometimes they would be talking and when he and Lia walked into the room, they'd suddenly stop, the way that –


    
      
    


    "However," Seb's voice cut him from his reverie. "Your parents realized that what they were doing was wrong and they had blueprints, plans, concerning the Loscia Tower. They travelled to Elonsica in secret to deliver said plans to LAFFAT. But, of course, the rebels caught wind of the plan. Do you remember the night your parents died, Jack?"


    
      
    


    A wave of memories that blurred, rocketed, and faces, so many faces. But he would always remember that one face, the hood that fell off and the pulling of the trigger that cut through his mother's flesh, sent screams ululating across the walls.


    
      
    


    A Cadlian.


    
      
    


    "Cadlians shot my parents."


    
      
    


    "They made a diversion near by," continued Seb. "Something to distract Elonsican officials who were meant to meet your parents at the exact time. A bomb. The bomb blast that killed your sister and twelve others." Seb stopped, cast his gaze towards Jack and regarded him. "Your parents wanted peace, Jack. They wanted equality, equality between Cadlians and Elonsicans and The Gredge and Lycani and everyone. But they went about finding it the wrong way. The best way to attack a system is from the inside. I'm giving you that opportunity, the opportunity to carry out your parents' wishes. So –" He stopped, smiled. "What do you say?"


    
      
    


    Jack nodded, slowly. "I'm in."


    
      
    


    * * *


    The corridors were empty and the alarm had stopped ringing long ago. So where was everyone?


    
      
    


    A hand grabbed his arm and he jerked around, abruptly. The grip was strong. "Miss Coles wishes to see you."


    
      
    


    He didn't wait for an answer, merely dragged him through the corridor. Jack fell in step, wrenched out his arm and followed him. It wouldn't do to be in too much of a hurry; that way, they would catch wind of the plan. They entered a room and the guard left, stationed outside the door. Jessica Coles was sat at a desk, a big, fat brown book snuggled deftly between a stack of documents and behind her, a television screen.


    
      
    


    She clapped. "So glad you could make it, Harlton." She bent down, pulled out a mug and two cups. "Tea?"


    
      
    


    "No thank-you."


    
      
    


    Jessica shrugged, poured some in for herself. "Whatever suits you." She took a sip and put it back onto the table. "Far too hot. But the wait for it to cool down is ever so annoying, don't you agree?"


    
      
    


    "What do you want?" His voice was short, curt.


    
      
    


    "Why, Harlton." She tilted her head to the side. "You were released from hospital a few days ago and I was worried about you." A finger coiled over white-blonde hair, curtained a lucid grin.


    
      
    


    He sat down, swung his legs beneath the table. "It –"


    
      
    


    " –have you noticed," she cut him off. "How, whenever we're in a meeting, the rest of the Sector heads are always so…scared?" There was something in her eyes, something he couldn't quite catch.


    
      
    


    He nodded, numbly. How did she always manage to make him so nervous –so afraid? She pulled open a drawer, took out an article and tossed it to him. Jack caught it, looked at her questioningly.


    
      
    


    "Do you remember your first meeting, Harlton? You were so passionate," she stressed the words, made them sound so powerful yet at the same time so…mocking. "You had fire, enthusiasm, and I liked that." The words seemed familiar. "But at the same time, you were so naïve. It was cute. And our discussion, the idea of mixed schools and your input –" She smirked, lightly. "It took place a while back but it seems that, unlike you, most people just aren't prepared for change…"


    
      
    


    Jack looked to the article: FIGHTS BREAK OUT IN LOCAL HIGHSCHOOL. FOUR SERIOUSLY INJURED.


    
      
    


    She continued, noticed his gaze. "The Cadlians, well, the Cadlians think that we're mocking them, trying to prove to them how much better our children are to theirs by mixing their children –who have, up until now, undertook a lower class education – with ours. The end result being higher exam results on our part and, all in all, humiliation." An acerbic smile, then continuation. "The Elonsicans, well, they don't seem to be taking it too lightly, either. I mean, why should their children have to mix with, and be influenced by, would be terrorists. It's just." A gasp. "Outrageous!" She let out a dry laugh. "I could have told you all of that the first time you proposed it, but then, where would the learning experience be? Of course, we gave the 'founder' of this preposition all of the, what's the word? … recognition, he deserves."


    
      
    


    Jack skimmed his eyes over the print, found his name. They were blaming it all on him: the fight –the injured children. It was all his fault.


    
      
    


    She stood up, fiddled with a remote. "Do you remember Daniel Clifford, Harlton? He was the man whose post you took up after he met in an 'unfortunate' accident."


    
      
    


    Something clicked. "You killed him."


    
      
    


    "Like you," she supplied. "He had that fire and he just…refused to let go. So we let go for him."


    
      
    


    He was lost for words. "You –"


    
      
    


    She propped her chin on her hands, smirked again. "But you're not going to tell anyone, are you, Jack?"


    
      
    


    "Why shouldn't I?"


    
      
    


    She clapped her hands together, let out a dry laugh. "My favorite bit." The press of a remote, then the screen flickered, came to life.


    
      
    


    His eyes widened.


    
      
    


    "Ten minutes are nearly up." He offered her a light grin, then whispered, his tone hushed. "Tomorrow, at dawn, be ready."


    
      
    


    Lia blinked, nodded. "I will be." He opened the door. "And, Jack –"


    
      
    


    He stopped. "Yeah."


    
      
    


    A light smile. "I'm sorry…"


    
      
    


    Jessica shook her head, clicked her tongue and began to file through the book. "These books. So annoying. I mean, the least they could have is a contents page, but no, everything's in alphabetical order." She sighed, dramatically. "I mean, how are you meant to find the punishment for 'helping a murderer escape from prison?' What letter would that come under?"


    
      
    


    Jack watched, blinked, lost for words.


    
      
    


    Jessica shook her head, sighed again. "But they usually use loads of big words for these sorts of things, don't they? So how would they abbreviate that…?" She looked up again, regarded him acidly. "So nice talking to you, Jack. You can leave now."


    
      
    


    The words came out, choked, strangled, "But the tape –"


    
      
    


    "Oh, that." She waved a hand, absently. "No-one has to see that, Jack. I mean, I'm not that cruel. But, of course, we can't just let you get away with it, either." A light, cold smile, then her tone changed. "LAFFAT is mine, Harlton. The property of Kayden Porter and I. There are no Sector Heads; there is no democracy or decision making. Whatever we say goes and, most importantly, there's no opposition." Her tone adopted a light, sweet edge. "If anyone saw this tape, Jack…Well, let's just say that your job isn't the only thing you'll have lost. And now," a light smile. "You can leave." She waved. "Bye."


    
      
    


    A fire flickered, wavered, pleaded absolution.


    
      
    


    Then died.


    
      
    


    Jack left.


    
      
    


    * * *


    "Judging by the expression on your face, it seems you remember me."


    
      
    


    She stepped back, nearer to the door. If only she could reach it.


    
      
    


    "Don't bother." His voice was ice, searing through flesh, numbing the insides and tearing out organs that reeked, dripped with sweat and blood that screeched a plea and clotted over in an abrasion. "As soon as you step out," he supplied. "They'll grab you and take you back to your cell." A smirk. "Wouldn't you rather we talked first?"


    
      
    


    She mustered all the venom she could into her next words. "I can see why my father hated you."


    
      
    


    "The feeling was mutual." He laced his fingers together, regarded her with bemusement. "Take a seat."


    
      
    


    He was so calm, so passive. It made her burn. "I'm fine standing."


    
      
    


    Kayden clicked his tongue. "It's been five years, Leanora. You could be a little more polite."


    
      
    


    "I could," she bit. "But I won't. What do you want?"


    
      
    


    "Always so blunt." He stopped, sighed. "Just like your father."


    
      
    


    Lia blinked, confused. He kept referring to her parents as if –"You know something."


    
      
    


    "How did your parents die, Leanora? What led you to become what you have? I'm just so curious and we have so much time. Enlighten me."


    
      
    


    The mockery, the sarcasm of his comment and the way that he pushed together, undermined, five years as if they were nothing, set her on edge, made her blood boil. "Fuck you."


    
      
    


    He winced. "Crude. Another trait of your fathers. Didn't you inherit anything from Lessandra?"


    
      
    


    He was making her angry. "What the hell do you want?"


    
      
    


    "Answer my question," he hissed. "How did your parents die?"


    
      
    


    She creased her forehead. "You already –"


    
      
    


    "Answer the question, Leanora." His voice welcomed no argument.


    
      
    


    She bit her lip. Fire sparked, rose to a peak and danced under heated fumes that rose, tore at its periphery and crumbled to ashes. "They were shot, fuck-head."


    
      
    


    Kayden rolled his eyes, sighed and tapped his fingers against the table. "Have you ever wondered why?"


    
      
    


    "They were set up." She stretched her arms, casually, walked around a bit and met his gaze head on. "By Elonsicans." The words were venom on her tongue. "They were working for the government, your government, but LAFFAT thought they were a threat, so they sent them to Elonsica with blueprints of the Loscia Tower and shot them, dead, on the spot, then blamed the Rebels."


    
      
    


    He let out a dry laugh, a dry, chill laugh that curdled her blood and sent a shiver racing through her spine. "Well done, Leanora. Beautiful explanation. But, as is expected, only half right." He clapped, causing her to fume.


    
      
    


    Lia dug a hand into her pocket, felt the cold metal graze her fingers. Only a little longer, and then… "Oh?" She raised an eyebrow, kept her cool. "Then what's the other half?"


    
      
    


    He began tapping at the desk again, regarded her, amused. "I am considering as to whether I should…share that information with you."


    
      
    


    Lia leaned against the wall, waited. "As you said, I'm only going back to a cell straight after this. So it doesn't kill you to tell me."


    
      
    


    Kayden cocked his head to the side, smirked. "No, it doesn't. After all, even if you did tell anyone, who would believe you?"


    
      
    


    She bristled, chewed at her bottom lip. As long as she didn't get angry –kept her cool – he would tell her, and then…Lia fingered the gun, steely metal cold to the touch, yet at the same time so…inviting. Hatred poured through her chest, something so soft and tangible that begged for abundance. She let it fuel her, waited.


    
      
    


    "Your parents –" He leaned against the back of his seat, casually –took his time. "Well, let's start from the beginning, shall we?" A smirk. "Sure you don't want a seat?"


    
      
    


    She kept her back against the wall, didn't meet his gaze. "I'm fine." Because if she met his gaze –


    
      
    


    "A few weeks before you came to Elonsica, there was a party, a ball, if you must; everyone was invited. And, your parents, working for the government as they were, as well as being immensely rich, were also invited to this 'ball.' I was there, too, as was the leader of the Gredge, Marcus Stanton, and other such people. Not to forget Jessica Coles, of course. Though, she was quite new to this whole business back then. Five years is a long time."


    
      
    


    The delay was irking her. "Stop reminiscing, old man, and cut to the chase."


    
      
    


    He tapped his fingers against the desk, regarded her bemusedly. He was just waiting for a reaction, she told herself. It was essential to stay calm; otherwise, he wouldn't tell her anything.


    
      
    


    "Patience, Leanora, is a virtue." Eyes glinted, maliciously, like a hawk, feeding on its prey. "Now, where was I?"


    
      
    


    Her eyes narrowed. "Everyone was invited."


    
      
    


    "Yes," he agreed. "They were. And what a splendid party it was. Of course, as all parties go, a number of the officials ended up getting drunk." He shook his head. "What a pity. Missed out most of the night, you know…"


    
      
    


    She reminded herself to stay calm; the gun was just itching for release.


    
      
    


    "Your parents, though, Dominic was never a heavy drinker and the same could be said for Lessandra. They went out to the balcony, needed fresh air, you see. After all, considering Lessandra's condition –" He stopped, cast his gaze towards her. "Of course, you'll know all about that, won't you?"


    
      
    


    Old wounds tore, ravaged, seeped with blood that curdled over rabid flesh, opposed the clot that formed over their scabby surface and mixed with age old sweat that lingered so far from termination.


    
      
    


    The answer came through gritted teeth. "Just finish the fucking story."


    
      
    


    "Well." He stretched out his arms, let out a yawn. "She got thirsty, so Dominic went inside to get her a drink. Feeling a bit faint, Lessandra made away from the rail and to the wall where she stayed for a little while. She was about to go back to the rail when a couple of Elonsican officials came along, drunk as hell, and began talking."


    
      
    


    Lia fingered metal, looked up and cut him off. A question lingered on the edge of her mind. "How do you know so much detail?"


    
      
    


    "We're getting to that." He sighed. "Now, as I was saying, they began talking. What they were actually talking about, well, I'm not going to let you in on that, but let's just say that they were matters of great importance, 'top secret' and if they got out, well…" He stopped, paused for effect. "They didn't notice her and left soon after. When Dominic came, she told him immediately and, being the trusting, law abiding citizens they were, who else to tell but their boss?"


    
      
    


    A hiss. It was all adding together. "You."


    
      
    


    "Yes." He yawned. "Me. I really shouldn't have slept that late last night. It can't be good for my health."


    
      
    


    How could he be so casual, so placid, about it? She clenched her fists. "Will you just –"


    
      
    


    "Finish? Yes, in my own time. Now, as I was saying, they told me, their boss. Now, you may not be aware of this but I have…connections with the rebels."


    
      
    


    She blinked in wonderment. "The rebels?" Something clenched in her chest, filled her with worry.


    
      
    


    "Yes. Well, actually, in fact –" He stood up, smirked. "I'm the leader of the rebels."


    
      
    


    Silence.


    
      
    


    The foundations cracked, splintered, and bricks toppled to the ground in an earthshaking tumult of concrete and mortar that cut through tarmac and stained pure earth like ash over snow.


    
      
    


    Everything crashed.


    
      
    


    And somewhere, at the back of her mind, something clicked. "That's why you're not leader of LAFFAT." She said her words slowly, carefully, more to herself than him. "Because –"


    
      
    


    "Yes. I leave that up to Miss Coles. After all, if I were leader of LAFFAT, surely the rebels would become suspicious, don't you think? But, as it is, they just think I'm working undercover for them. After all, I do pass useful information once in a while to keep the whole thing going. Now, at the time, as you are probably already aware, the rebels had a plan."


    
      
    


    She cut him off. "They wanted to bomb Loscia Tower."


    
      
    


    "Indeed they did. Now, the information that Lessandra and Dominic discovered was the sort that…well, they weren't meant to know and, by them knowing it, a threat was posed to, well, everything. I sent them to Elonsica, to one of the remotest and 'undercover' looking places possible, as to both arouse suspicion and …not. You see, by going somewhere remote there would be less likelihood of them being found, on the surface layer; however, at the same time, such a step would also be looked upon with suspicion by the residents of said area –after all, your parents went to Elonsica at a time of great political unrest."


    
      
    


    The glares that had burned, seared into her skin, left white-hot fingerprints that still blistered and itched a new, washed through her mind –the shop where she had bought those biscuits, the taxi driver and the people at the port.


    
      
    


    "I supplied them with blueprints of the Loscia Tower. Told them not to look at them and that they were letters to the Elonsican government concerning what they had discovered at the party. Then the tricky part. A message was sent to the rebels to say that the blueprints had been 'stolen' by two Cadlians who were planning on handing them over to the Elonsican government. Police officials within the area were given a 'tip off' to say that terrorists were arriving to give some important information to the rebels. Of course, one slip up and the plan would have been destroyed. It was timed, perfectly." He stopped, smirked, noticed her anger, the taut expression. "The rebels were made aware that Elonsican police were coming so they set off a bomb nearby as to serve as a distraction, then made to the house. The order: take no prisoners. Of course –" He sighed. "There had to be complications. The Elonsican police split up and half went to the house. Your parents were caught in the crossfire."


    
      
    


    It came out in a hiss. "They never had a chance. You son of a –"


    
      
    


    "Mind your language, my dear. You're on camera."


    
      
    


    That was the last straw. Hands tightened over steely metal, pulled it out, rested on a trigger. Something pierced the air, then a sharp pain in the back of her neck.


    
      
    


    Five words. "Take her back to the cell."


    
      
    


    And she lost all consciousness.


    
      
    


    * * *


    Water trickled over soil, made it darker.


    
      
    


    He spoke. "It's a bit pointless, don't you reckon?"


    
      
    


    Emilie stopped pouring, flitted her glance over to him. "Oh?"


    
      
    


    "The weather." Carmon wavered, gesticulated. "It's way too cold. Past minus. You can't expect anything to survive in this weather."


    
      
    


    "If it can't survive –" She fingered the petals, let pink bleed into her fingers. "Then it wasn't worth my money."


    
      
    


    Carmon toed the soil. It was hard, dry and he flicked it with his feet. She shoved his foot away, glared, and he raised an eyebrow. "What do you mean?"


    
      
    


    Emilie shrugged. "If it's a strong flower –I mean, if it was worth it, then it should be able to survive anything and take whatever's given to it."


    
      
    


    The words, the philosophy, hit a chord, pulsated and wrenched out strings that panged upon release. He replied, fervently, "But –" Carmon wavered, searched for the right words. "Yeah, I mean, if it's strong it should be able to take whatever's given to it, but at the same time, no matter how strong something is, it needs support. Good weather, sunshine, I mean, to keep it going, if only a little. It can't stand on its own." He was aware that he was rambling.


    
      
    


    A light smile flitted over her features. "Maybe."


    
      
    


    He formulated the words, desperate to make her –to make anyone – understand, then buried them beneath the sand, let the waves wash over thrust them into the sea like pebbles strewn across a rocky surface. "Have you spoken to Lia recently?"


    
      
    


    Emilie turned her gaze back to him, raised her eyebrows. "Do I ever talk to Lia?" She smiled, spoke again. "Why?"


    
      
    


    "It's just –" Carmon shrugged, slipped on his trainers. "Ever since that time –well, since Lacey died, anyway; I haven't actually seen or spoke to her and I guess I –"


    
      
    


    "You're worried?" Emilie put down the jug, made towards him and plodded herself down on the grass.


    
      
    


    He nodded. "Yeah."


    
      
    


    "Then –" She fingered white grass, let cold seep through her legs and met his gaze levelly. "Why are you always so concerned about her? I mean, she treats you like shit. I don't get it."


    
      
    


    The corner of his lips tugged into a grin and he fingered the grass, followed suit and watched frost crumble. "Jude and Lia." He stopped, looked up. "They're all I've got left and, I guess, I'm all they've got left, even though they don't realize it. And both of them –" He shrugged. "They're so fucked; they need someone to be concerned about them."


    
      
    


    She took his hand, laced his fingers with hers and tilted her head to the side, spoke softly. "But who's concerned about you?"


    
      
    


    Carmon stood up, abruptly, pulled his hand away and cast her a smile. "I'm going to go check on her. You coming?"


    
      
    


    She shook her head and crawled back towards the plant, smoothed over the soil. "I'm going to stay here for a little longer. Make sure my baby's healthy." She pinched a leaf.


    
      
    


    He grinned. "Yeah. See you."


    
      
    


    "Bye. And, remember, tomorrow –"


    
      
    


    Carmon nodded. "I won't forget. I'll be there."


    
      
    


    "You better be."


    
      
    


    "I will."


    
      
    


    And with that he walked away, across frost that crunched, shuddered, beneath his feet.


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER 21


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    "Hungry?" He kicked at the bowl, made it slide over tiling until it was just in reach of the bars.


    
      
    


    "No," she replied, bluntly, and slid her hand through bars, pushed it back, then added, "They've fed me already, so the tactic doesn't work."


    
      
    


    "It's still fun." Cal picked up the fruit bowl, balanced it in his hand. The cell still reeked of the old bowl –the rotting fruit – even though it had been taken out.


    
      
    


    Lia fingered her sleeve, tugged at it. Whenever he came, something caught at the bottom of her stomach, pulsed through and refused release. She hated it, bit out her next words, "Why the hell are you here?" They came out softer than she had intended. But at the same time she felt so angry and hated him, so so much. Why didn't that show through?


    
      
    


    "I heard you tried to escape." She could see half of his face, lit up by fire dancing from a torch on the wall. Chestnut hair was highlighted at the edges, looked almost gold under flickering candlelight.


    
      
    


    "No thanks to you."


    
      
    


    He smirked and the fire caught the edges of his lips, pooled into irises that shone a stark green. "In a few days," he began, stopped and turned to face her. "You're base –the one in the old building. They're going to raid it. As for everyone in it …" He cut himself off, didn't need to say anymore. She knew the rest.


    
      
    


    "And you're going to say I spilled, aren't you?" Her words were soft, as if if spoken any louder they would crumble, rocket down from a peak and crash, smash into heavy rock like shards of glass.


    
      
    


    Cal shrugged and pulled an orange from the bowl, juggled it between his hands. He kept looking away, focusing on something else. Why wouldn't he just meet her eye already and affirm everything? His words were harsh, calm, yet there was something at the edges that caught, diminished into a thick mist that clogged and choked and cut off into an epiphany of light. She hated him for it, hated that he made her doubt –hated that she caught the cracked edges that kindled doubt and hope in one rabid inferno that was crushed upon each syllable, then rekindled once more. She hated that she couldn't hate him.


    
      
    


    Why couldn't she hate him?


    
      
    


    Because he, sure as hell, hated her.


    
      
    


    She could see it; hear it, in the way he spoke, the way he looked. Something blazed in his eyes, shot out from his lips and seared through flesh that burned and screeched –begged penance.


    
      
    


    "It wasn't my idea." Why was he defending himself? Why was she noticing that he was defending himself? Why was she thinking so much? What was she thinking about? And why was it all so jumbled and messed up and she hated it –hated everything so much.


    
      
    


    Lia wanted to scream.


    
      
    


    "Not that I care," he added, casually. His tone of voice, the way he said everything, were the same as usual –calm, placid, cold – so why was she noticing something else? Or maybe she was searching for hope, for anything. Because it felt like nothing was left. "But even if you did somehow manage to escape, you'd have no where to go. LAFFAT would be after you, and the rebels would hate you. Win-win situation."


    
      
    


    And now she wanted to punch him. "Shut-up."


    
      
    


    "Is that the best you can come out with?"


    
      
    


    She had to stay calm, catch him off guard. Maybe if she was careful –played her cards right – she would achieve something, find something. Because this couldn't be the end. It just couldn't. "What happened to your mom?"


    
      
    


    He answered, dryly. "She died."


    
      
    


    The way he said it, the sarcasm, the condescension, made her want to bite back. Then something clicked. Sarcasm…whenever someone asked her about her parents, about anything, she always used sarcasm to signify that she didn't want to talk about it –to put them off.


    
      
    


    "But how?" her voice was calm, controlled even. Now that she thought about it, she couldn't recall ever being this controlled.


    
      
    


    "Can't you get a fucking hint?" Or a time that Cal had ever lost his cool…


    
      
    


    Lia winced. "It's something to do with us –with Cadlians," she stated. "And your dad." The words dropped, rested on a shore and awaited confirmation.


    
      
    


    "Yeah," he replied. The momentary outburst had subsided to be replaced with the old calmness, placidity. "Why do you care?"


    
      
    


    "I want to know –"


    
      
    


    "Why?" he bit, let out a dry laugh. "Why I betrayed you, betrayed everyone, right?" She didn't answer. "I'll tell you why, Lia, and you can listen to me, and you can pity me, or you can hate me or do whatever the fuck you want to do with whatever I tell you because, frankly, I don't give a shit what you think." The words were crude, raw, bled from open wounds that refused to clot over. "When I was nine, my mom and I were driving back from Andy's house and it was snowing, frosted over, kind of like it has been now." His voice softened, "I'll always remember the window pane and the way frost settled over it in cross shapes. At the time it made me think of snowflakes, even though it was way too big. There were gunshots –" He hesitated, continued rapidly. "Men in masks and screaming and a crash and I fell out and the tarmac was cold and hard and frosted over. Before I blacked out I saw a man. His hair was black, stood out against the frost and his skin –a dark, Cadlian tan. He had matches and there was oil, a heavy, sick smell. Fire trickled over frost, wrapped over it as if drinking it in." He stopped again, fiddled with an orange. "When I woke up there was no-one about." His tone became harsher, tinged with ice. "I wandered for ages, through alleys and it was cold, so fucking cold like needles just stabbing and stabbing into your chest. After a while I went back to the car wreckage. I found her before the police came." He stopped, gaze cold, then added, "She died the next morning."


    
      
    


    "And that's why you blacked out that one time, when it was really cold," she said, slowly.


    
      
    


    "My body can't handle something like that again." He met her gaze, hard set. "Good enough for you?" She didn't speak, unsure as of what to say. He spoke before she could. "I hate you; And I hate all your fucking people. Just because my father, her goddamn husband, was a General, your people decided to take it upon themselves to 'make a stand' to 'set an example' kind of like what you did with Fallock, right?"


    
      
    


    It was making her burn. "You're the one who made me shoot him."


    
      
    


    "I didn't 'make' you do anything. You wanted to shoot him from the first time you met him but you were always too scared, too scared that you'd get caught. And just look where that got you."


    
      
    


    "Fuck-you."


    
      
    


    "And that's all you can ever say," he continued. "Whenever someone tells you something, whenever someone tries to talk to you about anything, you just throw something in and act like a bitch because you can't face the facts and you just don't want to hear them."


    
      
    


    It was all coiling, choking, ripping off chords, wrapping over the edges and cutting off her circulation. The bonds were tight, spiralled over wrists and veins that pulsated blue and purple, flaring out beneath a luminous light that washed into darkness and clotted over with dark blood caking off festering wounds. "Just shut-up."


    
      
    


    "I will." His voice was calm again, but there was something on the edge. He kicked the fruit bowl and it collided against the wall, shattered. An orange rolled away, stopped by the bars and he turned, pivoted.


    
      
    


    Then left, slamming the door shut behind him.


    
      
    


    * * *


    Night had fallen, dimmed the cell and seeped with an icy cold that washed through and curdled her flesh. It had been a day since the escape attempt, a few hours since her conversation with Cal and with night everything felt so…calm. Why did it feel so calm?


    
      
    


    Nothing was happening –nothing had happened, at all, and the future looked bleak, like a bottomless pit aching fulfilment. Questions raced through her mind, were pulled back by ropes that tightened over the edges and pushed through with hope that flamed, ignited. There had to be some way out, any way out. There had to be something and something had to happen next. There was a future, she was sure there was, a future that lingered and awaited abundance.


    
      
    


    Everything ached, clotted over with tiredness and ripped, slowly, at the pit of her stomach. Everything made her insides rip –Jack, Cal, the escape, everything and so much had happened, so much that she couldn't help but push and bind back and forget.


    
      
    


    Because the best way to get over something was to not think about it, right?


    
      
    


    The best way to get over it was to forget.


    
      
    


    And that's what she had been doing for the past five years, forgetting. She had always had a good memory and she always remembered what she wanted to remember. But with that same ease she could forget what she wanted to forget and it made everything so much simpler.


    
      
    


    Darkness surrounded her and the torch light wavered. She gazed at her hand, could not see it, then up to the pane of glass, high up in the ceiling. All was foggy, obscure, clotted over and Lia backed against the wall, drew her knees to her chest and took in a deep breath.


    
      
    


    There had to be some way out.


    
      
    


    And then she heard footsteps, rapid footsteps. They were approaching. She shot up, hope rekindling. Maybe he had finally decided, with the conversation they had just had. Maybe –


    
      
    


    The door shot open and a figure entered, hurriedly, a gun in hand.


    
      
    


    Carmon.


    
      
    


    Her eyes widened. "What are you –"


    
      
    


    "I'm getting you out." He was tugging at the lock, letting it clang against the bars.


    
      
    


    "You need a key for that, dear," she commented dryly.


    
      
    


    "Oh." He let out a sheepish laugh, fumbled in his pocket and pulled something out. It caught light as he turned it in the lock. Click. Then the door swung open.


    
      
    


    Lia stepped out. "You had one all along."


    
      
    


    "I forgot…"


    
      
    


    She rolled her eyes. He jerked his head toward the entrance, made to the door. "Come on."


    
      
    


    No further words were needed. They left.


    
      
    


    


    Frosted grass glittered under a starry night. Light caught over milky edges, reflected like shattered jewels strewn over a soft surface and Carmon lay down, outstretched his arms.


    Lia fingered the grass. It was cold, cut like needles, yet it was still so beautiful. "Where are we going?"


    
      
    


    It had been quite easy to get out, seeing as Carmon had drugged the guard beforehand and security was low –they didn't expect another escape attempt one day after the last. Anyway, Carmon was used to these sorts of things; he planned in advance, unlike – She pushed back the thought, to the deepest chasms of her mind. When she was safe and everything was secure, then she would dwell on it and she would check on him. That would be the best time. But, right now, it was about getting herself out. Getting to safety. That was the main priority.


    
      
    


    "Back to the base," he replied, softly. "We'll work it out from there. Michael'll be able to figure something out."


    
      
    


    Led fell to the pit of her stomach. The base –she had to tell him. Lia opened her mouth, about to speak, but was cut off. "Don't you reckon stars are pretty, Li?"


    
      
    


    The words caught her attention. He was asking a stupid question and they had to get away, before someone caught up with them. Why was he wasting time?


    
      
    


    "They're okay," she answered. "But –"


    
      
    


    "Emilie said," he continued, "that no-one's concerned about me. I mean," he corrected himself. "She didn't say it like that, not in a bitchy way, but it made me think and it's lingered and I can't stop dwelling on it."


    
      
    


    "Emilie's a bitch," she said bluntly.


    
      
    


    "No, she's not." His voice was still soft, but it welcomed no argument. "You just haven't given her a chance, but –" He wavered, hesitated. "So much has happened to us, Li. We met like what, three or four years ago? But in that time, it's been like…" He shrugged, then smiled, as if remembering something amusing. "Do you remember the first time we met and you were new to the class? You and Dan were the only Cadlian's in the school, so Dan felt like he had to help you and you became friends straight away." He laughed. "I was so jealous. I hated your guts. I mean, I was like, Dan's my best-friend but he used to always talk about you as if you'd known each other for years."


    
      
    


    She offered a light smile. "You tried to trip me over on my way to English, then Dan had a bitch at you. You guys didn't talk for weeks after that. I felt so guilty…"


    
      
    


    He sat up, raised an eyebrow. "And that's why you glared at me every time I walked past you in the corridor. Because you felt so guilty?"


    
      
    


    She shoved him into the grass, stuck out her tongue. "You did try and trip me over, you know. What did you expect me to do, smile at you?"


    
      
    


    "It would've been nice."


    
      
    


    "That was the first time Jude ever gave me one of his ice glares."


    
      
    


    "Ice glares?"


    
      
    


    "Yeah," she replied. "He hated me for messing up your friendship with Dan, even though it was your fault."


    
      
    


    "Hey, at least I can admit my faults."


    
      
    


    "I can admit my faults." Lia grinned. "I can admit that it was my fault for being so enviable and causing you to hate me, because you were so jealous of me."


    
      
    


    Carmon began to laugh. She joined in, then it dropped and he spoke, voice more serious. "I didn't tell you this before, but I guess –" He hesitated.


    
      
    


    Her curiosity peaked. "What?"


    
      
    


    Carmon fingered the grass, tore at it. "Remember the night Dan died –" She didn't want to remember and it was beginning to tear now. Tear and choke and she wanted him to shut-up before he went any further but he continued, "We were meant to meet him at his place that night, because, I mean, there was a plan –"


    
      
    


    It caught her attention. She suppressed the urge to push it, bury it, because curiosity overcame her. "What sort of plan?"


    
      
    


    "I was going to leave a little early, and then –" He hesitated again, for longer this time, and spoke, finally, choked out the words. "Dan liked you, Li, he liked you a lot. And he was going to tell you, that night, and he'd been planning it and thinking about it, and –" He cut himself off. No further word was needed.


    
      
    


    And the panging wouldn't stop.


    
      
    


    Silence fell.


    
      
    


    It was beating at her chest, her stomach, and the cords were tightening again, ripping through and choking her.


    
      
    


    Carmon began to speak, shattered the silence. "The night dad died, there weren't any stars."


    
      
    


    Why was he talking about this? Why was he digging up subjects that had been long forgotten, washed over by a tide and buried beneath crumbling sand that swirled round and round before sinking to the deepest chasms of a black sea? But there was something in the way he said it, something in his words that urged her to speak.


    
      
    


    Because he sounded so vulnerable.


    
      
    


    "You can't blame yourself."


    
      
    


    He met her gaze and there was something cold, an emotion that she had never seen before. "Do you think I want to blame myself? Do you think I make myself blame myself? But I can't fucking help it, Li. Because it all points to one goddamn thing. Why did he die? Why did he kill himself?"


    
      
    


    The questions were rhetorical. She knew the answer. "Carmon –"


    
      
    


    "I'll tell you why, because he couldn't handle it. He couldn't handle that he had married a Gredge woman. He couldn't handle that he had two half-caste kids because that's what Jude and I are, Lia. We're half caste –half made. Because that's what the word means, right? Incomplete, half made, dirty."


    
      
    


    She grabbed his arm. "Carmon –"


    
      
    


    "And I wanted to talk about it, Li. I wanted to talk about it so much but you and Jude and everyone; you were all always so –"


    
      
    


    She clasped a hand over his mouth, suddenly, and brought a finger to her lips. There was a sound…crunching. He noticed it, tensed up and his hand slipped into his pocket, tightened over the gun. Lia nudged him, slowly, and they edged further toward the wood where they would reach the shelter of trees. Then they could make a run for it.


    
      
    


    Ice cold needles dug into her flesh and the frost was crunching.


    
      
    


    Shouts, and gunshots rained upon them.


    
      
    


    They bolted.


    
      
    


    Toward the trees and icy wind lashed over her form, seared into flesh but she kept running. She had to keep running. Carmon was ahead, his figure obscure and her legs strained, ached with effort.


    
      
    


    Someone grabbed her arms. Lia kicked , pushed back, and tried to wrench herself from their grasp. They didn't let go, twisted her arms and she screamed out in pain. Carmon stopped, abruptly, pivoted.


    
      
    


    Momentary panic flooded her. "Carmon, just RUN!"


    
      
    


    He was shaking, aimed and shot and whoever had held her fell back, suddenly. Lia wrenched free of his grasp and made forward, but was pulled back. A hand grabbed her foot and shouts from behind became audible. Carmon was aiming again.


    
      
    


    "Just run!" she screamed, screeched out and let her words settle over frost. "If you get away, then you can come back for me later!"


    
      
    


    She kicked at the hand and it pulled her down. Lia fell to the ground and an emotion flickered over Carmon's face, was restrained, and then he bolted into the woods. He disappeared. Figures fell upon her, pulled her from the ground and she kicked, tried to pull free, but to no avail.


    
      
    


    A voice beat through. "Go after him." Cal.


    
      
    


    He stepped before her and a man ran toward the wood. Lia watched his retreating form. Cal dug his hands into his pockets, cocked his head to the side. She didn't notice anything, see anything, because it was all blurring and distorting and nothing was clear anymore and why did she feel so –


    
      
    


    Gunshots. Heavy, beating gunshots in the distance.


    
      
    


    And some sort of shout, a scream of pain.


    
      
    


    "Carmon," she breathed, then screamed, lashed out. "CARMON!"


    
      
    


    No answer.


    
      
    


    They pulled her away, dragged her across crunching frost. And then she looked to the sky, the bleak, dark sky and noticed for the first time what he had been trying to say.


    
      
    


    There were no stars that night.


    
      
    


    For the first time in five years, Lia cried.


    
      
    


    * * *


    The skin vibrated, pulsated with life as the drum-stick beat down, crashed through the room and pounded at ears that heated with blood. The window lay open and an ice cold wind cut through, lashed against plaster and ruffled silk curtains.


    
      
    


    Leigh leaned against the wall, checked his watch. "He's not here yet."


    
      
    


    "No duh." Jude continued to beat, lash out, let the adrenaline pump his form.


    
      
    


    "He'll be here," stated Emilie, her voice clear-cut, adamant. "It's his birthday, he can't –" She shook her head, affirmed herself. "He promised."


    
      
    


    She scuffed the carpet with her shoe. It was red, red like blood.


    
      
    


    Somewhere, far away, a flower shook, held onto wind that slipped and shook from outstretched fingers that seared with life.


    
      
    


    Then died.


    
      
    


    And the petals screeched, were scattered, to the wind.


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER 22


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    Frost crusted over a window pane, shivered an ice white that blew and cut, scattered like glass tarnished to the wind. It remained turgid and she drew circles over a blackened floor, ignored torchlight that wavered, just barely, trickling over the surface like crystalline water too pure to the touch.


    
      
    


    Everything chimed from the outside, wrapped blistering cords over her wrists and cut off a circulation that remained frozen at the peak of time and was beginning to slowly, so slowly, melt away to be replaced by something softer –a liquid that refused evaporation.


    
      
    


    Lia drew in a breath, leaned against the wall and pulled her legs to her chest. The tears had stopped long ago, tears that until now had remained buried at the deepest chasms of a casket, sunk to the depths of a bottomless well with no rope to pull it out. It all came back, washed over her in one awesome wave that lashed out beneath a heavy storm and refused control.


    
      
    


    Time felt like sand, trickling through gaps beneath her fingers and Lia cast her gaze toward the small window which shone a mocking white. Up until now there had been hope, hidden at the back of her mind and hundreds of plans that filtered through her subconscious, waiting to be carried out.


    
      
    


    But now, for some reason, there was nothing.


    
      
    


    The detachment that up until now had served her so well, had been a part of her that refused dissipation had gone, vanished, to be replaced by one big bleeding gash that stung and bled anew. Or had it always been there to begin with, only she hadn't realized it?


    
      
    


    Everything washed over in a flood of pain and hurt that left her crying and choking with some sort of half-noticeable detachment that still teetered on the edge of her subconscious. Lia felt cold, so cold but at the same time it all felt so hot and stifling. Time was going by so slowly, dragging on and reaching for the next day, but by now she had lost sense of all time and what came next because it didn't feel as though anything would come next.


    
      
    


    When something happened, anything happened, there was always shock and grief and pain and tears, but no-one ever talked about that detachment that came afterwards and if you suddenly silenced then that meant it was all over and all the pain was just over. But time didn't heal like wounds that scabbed, clotted over, before breaking out in a new layer of skin, because wounds like these stayed forever and bled again when broken.


    
      
    


    For most people, time made the pain lessen but by lessening everyone else presumed that it was all gone and that you were over it, but how could you be over it if you had never faced it to begin with?


    
      
    


    And why, whenever anything happened, did she forget it so easily as if it had never happened? Why couldn't she be like everyone else and face it at the time instead of dwelling on it five years later when there was no one left because at the time everyone was there for you but later on they just…weren't.


    
      
    


    Because people are only there at the start and later on they get on with their own lives and forget.


    
      
    


    They can't wait for you forever.


    
      
    


    No one waits forever.


    
      
    


    Guns…death…hatred. Maybe it had been, was, some sort of release, some way of controlling everything that was going on around her and actually doing something instead of just waiting and watching it be done. She hated sitting there and watching everything happen and not doing anything about it.


    
      
    


    But sometimes, she realized, sometimes there was nothing you could do about it. Sometimes you just had to watch everything run its course and just…wait. Patience was something so hard, though. Something so foreign and difficult and it all had to be done and over with so that there would be no stressing and dwelling.


    
      
    


    Lia hated to dwell. Because dwelling made you think, think about things you would rather pretend were not actually there.


    
      
    


    But had that been what she had been doing all along, pretending that nothing had really happened and telling herself she was over it, only to have it all come back in one big rush that piled and piled and buried her beneath tumults of choking sand.


    
      
    


    And then there was Carmon.


    
      
    


    He had always needed her, always reached out to her, ever since Dan died. Because he had been alone, she realized. Because he had so desperately needed someone to talk to and the only way that he had thought he could do that was to make her talk first, then him next.


    
      
    


    Why hadn't she realized it before?


    
      
    


    She felt the coldness wash over again, the necessity not to think. Whatever had happened to him, whatever was going on, it wouldn't do anyone any good if she dwelt on it. That was how it had been with her parents, and Dan…and Lacey. If she dwelt on it, if she thought about it, what good would it do her? It would just make her cry and feel upset and that didn't help anyone.


    
      
    


    Embrace it, accept it, and only then can you move forward…


    
      
    


    But by not dwelling on it, by not thinking about it, was she truly accepting it?


    
      
    


    No.


    
      
    


    The answer rang out clearly, a realization that ripped out from a bottomless pit in one great beam of light that danced and reflected, reached out to glittering stars that burned with an eternal fire.


    
      
    


    Her parents.


    
      
    


    Dan.


    
      
    


    Lacey.


    
      
    


    …Carmon


    
      
    


    Up until now, she hadn't thought about them at all. Up until now, she had pretended that they had never existed because it had all felt as if her time with them had been another life, but it hadn't and she had forgotten that. It was real, all of it; and the only way she could move forward was to accept it.


    
      
    


    But for that she needed time. Loads of time.


    
      
    


    Lia gazed out at the torch, watched the fire flicker and tears fell again, freely, tingeing with age old dust.


    
      
    


    She had killed Fallock and actions…actions always had consequences. And these consequences were reinforced by the law, by her morals. The penalty for murder…


    
      
    


    She knew she had no chance.


    
      
    


    * * *


    -


    
      
    


    A hand tugged at his arm, drew him nearer and Cal winced at the contact. Fingernails dug into his flesh and dragged him down onto the seat; a face smiled, toothily, pristine white teeth glinting under the dull lights.


    
      
    


    White.


    
      
    


    White.


    
      
    


    Why was everything so white?


    
      
    


    "I'll have some water," she ordered, then turned her attention to him. "You're paying, remember."


    
      
    


    Yeah, whatever.


    
      
    


    "Sure."


    
      
    


    Why would he pay for water?


    
      
    


    She began to sip at her straw, drink it all in slowly. Dark hair and white skin, so white, that glistened and looked pale under torpid light.


    
      
    


    So why did it look so dull to him; why didn't it appeal to him?


    
      
    


    "Aren't you going to have anything, Cal?" she asked, her voice chip.


    
      
    


    "I'm not thirsty."


    
      
    


    "No need to be such an asshole about it…"


    
      
    


    "Okay," she replied, and began to sip at her drink again.


    
      
    


    Cal leaned back in his seat, drew in a deep breath and cast his gaze over the ceiling. It had been a while since he had been off work, since he had been able to relax and get out and do something and he had thought it would lighten his mood. But it hadn't.


    
      
    


    And he couldn't figure out why it hadn't.


    
      
    


    It was all so…annoying.


    
      
    


    "Aggravating…"


    
      
    


    Irritating.


    
      
    


    "Difficult."


    
      
    


    Galling.


    
      
    


    "Caustic?"


    
      
    


    Spiky.


    
      
    


    "Spiky?"


    
      
    


    Yeah, Spiky.


    
      
    


    "What kind of a word is Spiky?"


    
      
    


    What kind of a name is Leanora?


    
      
    


    "Shut-up."


    
      
    


    "Is that the best you can come out with?"


    
      
    


    "Come out with what?" She was regarding him, quizzically.


    
      
    


    He had spoken aloud. Cal shrugged off the thoughts. "Nothing."


    
      
    


    She regarded him for a moment, fiddled with her straw as if by staring at him long enough, she would figure out what he was thinking. Was she trying to analyze him?


    
      
    


    Stupid bitch.


    
      
    


    You couldn't just analyze and figure out what a person was feeling by looking at them. Unless the person was really temperamental, that is. That usually made it easier, if you tried really hard.


    
      
    


    Temperamental people, like Lia.


    
      
    


    "I think I'll have some water, too."


    
      
    


    The girl ––Alex? –– Shot her gaze toward him again, obviously confused. "You don't usually have water," she stated, as if it actually meant something. Was this her method of trying to figure out what was wrong –make him talk? Or was it some sort of statement that made her feel clever, as if she had actually hit on something?


    
      
    


    What. An. Idiot.


    
      
    


    "I feel like it." Why did he feel the need to justify himself? And why was she looking at him like that?


    
      
    


    "Is –" She hesitated, fiddled with the straw, "–is something wrong?"


    
      
    


    No, duh.


    
      
    


    "Just because I asked for water," he replied, "it doesn't mean that something's wrong."


    
      
    


    This was the part that Lia would have started to get angry.


    
      
    


    The girl shrugged. "Okay."


    
      
    


    Was that all she could say?


    
      
    


    "Okay," he echoed and brought the glass to his lips, took it in. There was a spider-web on the far wall, he noticed, hidden under a mat of dust. Cal ran his eyes over the wall, searched for the spider, then spotted it, dead, on the floor.


    
      
    


    Yum.


    
      
    


    "I'm leaving," he stated, bored, and stood up, pushed back the stool.


    
      
    


    The girl stayed seated, nodded. "Okay." He made to the door, and then she added, "I'll see you tomorrow, then."


    
      
    


    Would she be seeing him tomorrow?


    
      
    


    For some reason, he just didn't feel like it. "Doubt it."


    
      
    


    Before she could reply he was out of the bar, into a busy street that absolutely beamed and reeked with life. It made him want to be sick. Cal made to his car, revved the engine and he was off.


    
      
    


    * * *


    -


    
      
    


    A figure stood, wavered in the doorway and it lay ajar, a thin beam of light cutting out from its edges and into the cell.


    
      
    


    She didn't notice.


    
      
    


    Lia dug her hands into her pockets, desperate for warmth, for comfort, for something. Because now she was ready, she was ready to talk and let it all out and move on and make something, do something with herself.


    
      
    


    But there was no time.


    
      
    


    Why was there no time?


    
      
    


    There was so much she still wanted to do, so much she still wanted to see and all that time that she had just used and taken granted of and wasted was just piling up and screaming and mocking her.


    
      
    


    There was something damp, crusted in her pocket and she pulled it out, brought it to light.


    
      
    


    A single blade of grass.


    
      
    


    Lia opened her mouth to say something, but he leaned forward and put a finger to her lips, then outstretched his second hand. A blade of grass glinted in his palm, wet with dew.


    
      
    


    He cocked his head to the side. "A new piece of grass."


    
      
    


    Lia laughed and took it from his hands, then put a hand to her chest. "I shall hold it close to my heart for all eternity."


    
      
    


    Eternity, forever…Nothing lasted forever.


    
      
    


    She crushed it beneath her fist.


    
      
    


    Never.


    
      
    


    Never.


    
      
    


    Never.


    
      
    


    And the figure stood in the doorway, his key glinting, catching light. He took a step forward, the intention clear, then stopped. A jumble of emotions flashed, met and commingled then a decision, and consequences, so many consequences. And there was a contradiction, too, contradiction of so much that had up until now remained set in stone, engraved and cut into pristine marble that refused erosion.


    
      
    


    How could something that had lingered and stayed and been built upon for so many years simply disappear and change in a moment? And that was the thing, it couldn't. Because to have changed, to have progressed, you needed time.


    
      
    


    But his decision was now.


    
      
    


    And there was no time.


    
      
    


    Cal turned, pivoted, and walked away.


    
      
    


    Maybe forever.


    
      
    


    And the grass crumbled to dust.


    
      
    


    * * *


    -


    
      
    


    The bed creaked under his weight and Jack leaned into the warmth, closed his eyes and took in a deep breath. The room was bathed in a dark blue and white seeped out from unopened curtains. Jack cast his gaze toward the window, the dark-blue shroud that remained still, immobile.


    
      
    


    Throughout all of the time he had stayed here –– been here –– he hadn't really had the time to open the curtains, look at the view. Now that he thought about it, he hadn't had time for anything.


    
      
    


    But now, now he had too much time.


    
      
    


    He fingered the fabric, drew it aside and white light spilled in, set the room aglow. It was snowing outside. That was the first thing he noticed, one spiralling blizzard that washed past in a whirlpool of ice white. Jack squinted, trying to make out the figures beneath his window.


    
      
    


    Then smiled.


    
      
    


    Children, having a snowball fight.


    
      
    


    Even in such terrible weather they were out there, outside, trying to have fun –embracing it – while he stayed inside and just…watched. But why wasn't he outside, why didn't he go and have some fun, just like them.


    
      
    


    I'm not a kid anymore…


    
      
    


    And there's nowhere for me to go.


    
      
    


    Damien, Damien hated him with a passion and he had every right to, Jack thought, after all, what he had done to him was far from right. And then there was Melan, who right now lay in the recovery unit of the hospital, a few wires all that separated her from death.


    
      
    


    The word sounded so brutal.


    
      
    


    … All you can do now is pray…


    
      
    


    Pray? Jack scoffed. What would he pray for? Pray that she recovered, then hated him for the rest of his life for pulling her into this mess? Or pray that, if she didn't recover, he would be able to get on with his life as if nothing had happened?


    
      
    


    Next was Lia, Lia who, right now, sat rotting away in the corners of a prison cell. He had long since given up any hope of getting her out. After all, what could he do?


    
      
    


    Nothing. Absolutely, nothing.


    
      
    


    Just like he couldn't do anything for Melan. Just like he couldn't do anything for Seb, Seb who had helped him through everything that had happened. Just like he couldn't have done anything for his parents…


    
      
    


    "It's only for a couple of weeks," said Lessandra reassuringly. "Once your father has cleared up a couple of things, we'll be back in Cadlia in no time. Anyway, you did say that you always wanted to go on a holiday to Elonsica, so here's your wish…"


    
      
    


    "But you were part of that wish, mum," he whispered. "You and Dad and Lia and my little baby brother or sister, because we were meant to be together, forever."


    
      
    


    Forever.


    
      
    


    Jack gripped the ledge and a swirl of white hit the window, then slipped down. A snowball, probably from the children. And he had promised himself he wouldn't cry; he had promised himself that he would never cry.


    
      
    


    So why was he crying?


    
      
    


    Jack made his way to the window, wrenched it open and let ice-cold air wash through the room. The wind shook at it and he held it firm, tried to keep it open. The air was cool, calm, relaxing.


    
      
    


    And I feel so alone, mum.


    
      
    


    I feel so alone…


    
      
    


    Snow swept in, suddenly, causing him to fall back. Wind shuddered, shook the glass.


    
      
    


    Silence fell. A crack.


    
      
    


    And then the window slammed shut.


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    * * * 
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