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PROLOGUE
 



CHAPTER ZERO

An Exordium
 
Second Reclamation Territory
Amaranthe, 2338 CE
– Ten Years Ago
 
Destroy. Reclaim. Rebuild. Control.
Repeat.
Destroy. Reclaim. Rebuild. Control.
Again.
Over and over and over again, the mantra repeats inside her head. Steel toed military boots stand their ground in half an inch of water, the heels embossed with a titanium plate that displays the government’s seal of power—an Omega.
The Omega Administration.
Inside a derelict building, rain water pours in from the open roof, slowly flooding the crumbling remains of a long dead human civilization.
As miniature waves lap at the edges of the military boots, they catch upon the light of a fallen flashlight. Swirls of deep merlot mingle with the clear rainwater, and red tendrils of spilled blood pool around her feet. Something small and round, caught in the gravitational flow of the water, bounces on the surface, spinning and tumbling toward the military boots. Seconds before impact, the toe of the right boot rises up and captures the tiny ball gently beneath it.
An eye.
Detached from its former owner, the human-sized eyeball—complete with a pink tail of optic nerve and muscle attachments—gleams bright against the moonlight that’s shining down from above.
Gleams bright.
Gleams violet.
A bright violet iris, crushed beneath the military boot.
Pop.
Exploding eyeball fluid joins the water-blood soup mix.
Click.
A silver-plated, custom engraved HK USP handgun is removed from its holster and taken in the right hand of a seasoned Hunter. Her name, rank and Division are embroidered over the chest of her Kevlar vest, above the Omega emblems.
Commander Ella Cross.
Hunter Division.
Tall and strong, her long blonde hair is always pulled back into a ponytail. She’s in her mid-twenties, and would be captivatingly beautiful if her form were not perennially hidden beneath a soldier’s uniform. Her face, smeared with blood and dirt, is pleasingly symmetrical, and her large, silver eyes abound with feeling: full of the emotions she too often tries to hide.
Oblivious to the rain, despite being soaked through, she keeps her focus and raises the gun silently upon her enemy.
A Chimera.
A skeletal frame that was—many centuries ago—human, is now deformed and quadrupedal. Opposable thumbs have become redundant dew claws, and delicate, pink human skin has been replaced by a thick, gray, leathery sack of flesh. Enraged by the loss of an eye, this particular Chimera digs its long talons into the floorboards so deeply that one of the talons breaks away from the nail bed, tearing through the nail matrix, causing instant and profuse bleeding.
Its fight or flight response triggered, muscle attachments along the creature’s thoracic spine begin to contract. Signaling to an opponent that an attack is imminent, this contraction results in the horripilation of spinal erectile tissue: several engorged bumps, swelling with blood.
Swaying its hindquarters from side to side, the Chimera swaggers, trying to make itself appear bigger. Deep inside its throat, a low rumble begins. Baring its teeth and raising its nose high into the air, the Chimera shows off its strength. Long canines protrude from the maxilla, torn pieces of flesh from its last meal still clinging to the gum line.
Remnants of the Chimera’s human ancestry are few and far between. Human ears sit awkwardly on the side of its head. A human nose has adapted poorly to such a drastic change in cranial anatomy, and appears stretched and pig-like. Only the eyes—or eye, in this case—retain some semblance of humanity. The shape and size remain similar to humans, but the color is distinct and unusual.
Violet.
The Chimera looks up at Commander Ella Cross—or Silver, as she prefers—and she waits with her weapon poised. Wrapped tightly around her wrist, a pair of military dog tags jangle together.
Not hers.
Stamped ‘DECEASED’, they belong to Jonathan Cross.
Done posturing, the Chimera turns in Silver’s direction and takes a step forward.
Click.
She fires, but … nothing.
Empty clip.
Sensing weakness, the Chimera quickens its approach but slips on the wet floor. Unable to withstand the pressure of the animal’s colossal weight slamming down against it with full force, the floor gives way.
Not soon enough.
The Chimera buries its talons into Silver’s ankle.
 Dragging her down with it, they both tumble into the floor below, the empty gun bouncing away into the shadows. Landing flat on her back, Silver struggles to breathe. Water pours down from above and temporarily blinds her. She rolls over onto her hands and knees, trying to get a visual on the Chimera.
A shot.
Out of her periphery, Silver sees the animal fall, the gunshot obliterating its other eye. Following the trajectory of the shot, she finds Alexander King.
Hunter.
Friend.
More.
Sitting in an old rocking chair with a cigarette between his lips, reading a vintage 2013 CE newspaper he found on the floor, he exudes the calm, trained demeanor of an experienced soldier. Tall, with dark hair and soft eyes, he’s the locker room pin-up for every female Cadet in the Hunter Division training Academy. He has the kind of arms you feel safe in, no matter where you are, and the experienced hands that always know just how to touch.
A few years older than Silver, he has a more practiced patience about him. His heart rate doesn’t exceed seventy-five steady beats per minute, despite the war going on around them. Barely looking up from the newspaper, he sets his gun down on the arm of the chair.
“That’s fifteen to me.”
Silver cracks a smile, hauling herself up off the floor and dusting herself down, stepping out of the way of the rain. “It’s still early.” She finds her gun and reloads it, nodding toward the newspaper in his lap. “Brushing up on your human history?”
“Don’t you care at all about how we got here?”
Silver shakes her head. “I care about getting us out.”
Alex folds up the paper—The New York Times—and tosses it aside. The headline story reads: ‘End is Nigh: Chimera Virus Breaks Loose’. It tells of a global terror attack—a catastrophe of epic proportions. During an oil crisis, several major political organizations pooled their resources and deployed a biological weapon, intended to wipe out all opposition to their claim on a newly discovered oil pocket in Russia.
Unfortunately, Russia fought back with unprecedented force and the war turned nuclear. In the midst of their retaliation, the biological weapon—a blood borne pathogen—was vaporized.
A viral strain of purposefully engineered synthetic DNA.
It became airborne.
No antidote.
Exposure meant transformation.
Humans became Chimera.
On the back page, a small footnote documents the extinction of polar bears.
Silver wanders across the room to the nearest window and looks out over the city. Something that was previously known as New York City is now a fragile shell of Old World human civilization, smothered in fire and echoing with the war cries of the Hunter Division.
“Human greed destroyed the Old World centuries ago.” Silver’s jaw tightens. “We fight for the New World now.”
In the distance, the fortifications dividing this reclamation territory, Old World Queens, from an area of human occupation in Old World Brooklyn can be seen protruding above the skyline. Within those fortifications, humans are safe.
Safe inside the Sentinel District: a part of the first reclaimed human city.
Amaranthe.
Her city.
She watches, stone cold, as a Hunter on the street below dispatches a Chimera with his bare hands.
“Destroy. Reclaim. Rebuild. Control,” she repeats.
 



 
 

 



CHAPTER ONE

Alternative Meat
 
The Fringe District
Amaranthe, 2348 CE
– Present Day
 
It barely hurts.
Sharp steel slices through human skin like butter, and Silver knows just how deep to cut. Running her knife’s blade along a fading pink scar of damaged skin, she opens up a fresh, shallow wound and lets the liquid gush.
Flowing from this laceration just below the crook of her right elbow, red tendrils spill out like water from an overflowing cup, snaking down her forearm in all directions. Beside this wound there’s another, and another below that. In all, ten parallel lines mark the soft skin of her inner arm, each in varying stages of repair.
So used to pain, a faint tingle in her fingertips and a sudden rush of warmth to her skin is all she can feel. Soon, the area is throbbing with every beat of her heart. The warm sensation intensifies at the source, while her fingers feel the cold of the autumn breeze for the first time, her body drawing all of its resources toward the site of the injury in an attempt to mitigate the damages.
Standing perfectly calm, Silver waits for a reaction from her audience.
A Chimera.
The lure of her blood ensures that it won’t try to flee. Its violet eyes bulge with anticipation at the sight and smell of pre-dinner drinks, and the wary creature sways its muscular hind quarters slowly back and forth. This trick, the swagger, is supposed to intimidate the opponent, but Silver isn’t the least bit deterred.
It’s been a long day. Her old, scuffed Hunter Division boots need to be re-soled again, and her feet feel like they’re on fire. Her jeans are torn at the knee, and patched up crudely with hemp cloth. A filthy tank top clings to her skin with sweat. From her neck, a tiny bead of moisture breaks free and glides crossways over two pairs of military dog tags.
Hers and her lover’s.
Both stamped ‘DISCHARGED’.
It’s been six years since her banishment to the Fringe District, and the only surviving vestiges of her life in the Hunter Division are the Omega emblems on her boots. Still visible beneath layers of dried blood and the mud of over two thousand days and nights, they’re the last proud remnants of a past devoted to the pursuit of human advancement.
She’s now in her mid-thirties, but her looks have been resilient against the violence of her life. Still strong, still beautiful—still dangerous—her grip tightens around the knife in her hand.
In a second or two, the Chimera will pounce. In preparation, it shifts its weight into its back end and lets out a loud shrill. Any other Chimera within earshot are beckoned to join in the feast.
None appear.
In the Fringe District, live Chimera are kept only for the pleasure of their human captors. Restrained in cellars and basements, behind electric fences and heavy chains, often under armed guard, escapees are an extraordinarily rare find—they’re just too valuable to lose.
Every night, these ferocious beasts are forced to fight each other for the entertainment of anyone able to afford a bet, and pit fights have become big business. Chimera never make it out of the ring alive. For their owners, death has its own price tag.
Chimera are the only legitimate source of meat in Amaranthe, and pit fight losers are butchered and sold as soon as the animal’s corpse hits the ground. This helps to supplement the ruthless meat market, in which the demand consistently outweighs the readily available supply.
With the small exception of these pit fight losers, all the meat in the city is the product of a Hunter’s work, and Silver knows it—she used to be on the front line of it.
Hunters are relied upon for so much, and meat is just one component. Live female Chimera are brought back into the city to be used for milking in the dairies, and for the extraction of abstergent serum—a milky, white antibacterial fluid—from their eyes. Other live specimens are captured for use in the Omega labs for medical research. Some are even used as target practice for the students in the Hunter Division Academy.
During the Second Reclamation, every viable kill was retrieved to feed the city and meat was plentiful. Now, though, with the city still recovering from the unexpected hiatus of the Third Reclamation, meat in the Fringe District is scarce.
At the Hunter General’s order, the reclamation finally recommenced just two weeks ago, and the Hunters are keeping all of their daily kills just to satisfy the Sentinel District population.
Panic on both sides over the sudden irregularity in supply means that less and less fresh meat seems to be making its way into the Fringe. Consequently, the price of Chimera meat continues to sky rocket way above what most here can afford, and the alternative meat market is thriving.
Alternative meat.
Human.
That guy you passed on the street corner last week is next week’s dinner. Though most Fringe District residents push the ugliness of it to the very back of their minds, and pretend not to care where this meat comes from, Silver can’t do that. She’s never eaten it, and nor will she. If she can’t afford Chimera meat, she’ll go without.
Not today, though.
A veritable bounty is staring her right in the face. With her U-Check balance hovering just one bottle of liquor above zero, she’d been starting to worry. After five days without proper food, she can tell that her performance isn’t up to par.
Distracted by her grumbling stomach, she doesn’t hear the footsteps.
She mistakes the creak of floorboards for one of the building’s natural, ready-to-crumble groans, and she doesn’t even smell the stench of freshly burned cannabis until it’s already too late.
A gun is pressed against the back of her head, and a deep voice orders the Chimera to back down. The Chimera is an adolescent, probably hand-raised, and still easily manipulated. Before it’s old enough to fight, it’ll be used as a show of muscle to help guard property or merchandise.
Today, on the top floor of a hemp factory, it’s watching over a stash of marijuana buds, left to dry out underneath a tarp. Below them, on the ground floor, the growing room contains rows upon rows of cannabis plants, tended to assiduously by dozens of laidback horticulturists.
This practice, not just a means of producing pot for the illegal drugs trade, is also an essential part of New World life. Hemp is used to make clothing, bed sheets and other soft furnishings. Almost everything made of fabric is derived from hemp, since the cannabis plant was one of the few not only to survive the apocalypse, but to flourish in the wake of it.
Refusing to completely adhere to the order barked at it by its master, the Chimera puts its belly to the floor and begins to crawl slowly toward Silver.
At the press of a button, the man holding Silver at gunpoint triggers an electric shock, delivered to the Chimera via a metal collar clamped around its neck. Such collars are usually reserved for Jades, the Fringe District prostitutes, but their use is gradually becoming more generalized.
The Chimera squeals and rolls over onto its back, splaying its legs apart. Genitals exposed, the creature conveys its submission by urinating on itself, and keeping its gaze averted.
By Silver’s right ear, at the very corner of her peripheral vision, she can see a pair of broken Police Division handcuffs dangling from the wrist of the man with the gun.
“How did you break free?” she asks, more curious than afraid.
“You must be off your game. A cheap piece of metal can’t beat a hacksaw and a little bit of patience.”
Silently, Silver reprimands herself, makes a mental note of the mistake, and attempts to recover the situation. “It doesn’t matter. The Police Division is already en route.”
Without even the faintest hint of sirens upon the air, the man confidently calls her bluff and pulls back the hammer of the gun. “They must be lost.”
Thunk.
Metal hits wood.
Tumbling in through a shattered window, a stun grenade rolls over the uneven floor and comes to an unsteady stop at the Chimera’s feet. The creature inspects it, poking its snotty nose at the Omega emblems stamped along the edge.
Silver cocks an eyebrow. “I think they found us.”
A timer hits zero.
Armed with the advantage of being able to visually recognize different types of Omega grenades, Silver knows just what to expect. She squeezes her eyes tight shut, clamps her hands over her ears and drops to the floor.
Boom!
The whole building shakes with the shockwave of the sound, and the room fills with a split second flash of bright, white light. The Chimera squeals in pain, its delicate retinas unable to withstand the glare. A tiny trickle of blood seeps out from inside one of its ears, the drum burst from its proximity to the noise.
Temporarily blinded, the man with the gun falls to the floor. The sound from the grenade has shaken his inner ear fluid, causing complete disorientation. Silver, having protected herself as best she could, is already beginning to recover her eyesight. Kneeling on all fours, she waits for her equilibrium to be restored, only vaguely aware of four armed men entering the room behind her.
Police Division Agents, in full combat uniform.
Two of them haul the gun man up off the floor and lead him away, while another confiscates his weapon. A fourth reaches for Silver’s arm and pulls her to her feet. Her ears still ringing, her vision still blurred, she can barely make out the name on his jacket.
Luka Kinsella.
As he props her up against a nearby table, she reaches out for him and places a flat palm against his chest.
“Luka …”
He brushes her hand away. In doing so, he gets her blood all over his fingers. Turning her inner arm upward, he gets a good look at the wound—and the others beside it—before she pulls herself back.
Withdrawing too late to avoid garnering his concern, she turns away and pretends to ignore the heavy hand upon her shoulder.
“Don’t go anywhere.” He squeezes her. “I’ll fetch your Liaison.”
She clutches at his jacket, trying to hold him back, but she grabs a fistful of air and he’s gone in the blink of an eye. Regaining more stability every second, she fumbles her way toward the broken window and looks down onto the street below. Out there, Luka emerges onto the street and removes his helmet while digging around in one of his pockets. Moments later, he tosses something to one of his colleagues and directs the Agent inside.
Before he disappears into the back of a Police Division armored truck, his deep green eyes dart up toward the window. Perfectly groomed, sandy colored hair refuses to be tousled by the wind, and he’s still clean shaven—just how Silver remembers him.
He tips his head to her before he turns and walks away, leaving her with that brief, you-can-still-count-on-me nod.
“Ms. Cross?”
Silver’s attention is whipped back into the room at the sound of her new Liaison’s voice.
“Silver,” she corrects the Liaison. “My name is Silver.”
“Your name is Ella Cross, and you broke protocol today.”
Almost back to one hundred percent functionality, Silver sighs and retrieves her hunting knife from the floor. “Oh, yeah? How’s that?”
Her Liaison, a slender brunette in her early twenties, probably doesn’t have the experience to keep Silver in line, but she’s more than willing to try.
Hands on hips, “You were kicked off this one this morning, after the fuck up at Kink Central. Remember? Another Bounty Hunter was already assigned the job.”
Silver wipes off the blade of her knife and looks around for the Chimera, absently commenting: “Job’s done.”
In truth, the job should’ve been done much earlier. She’s been a Bounty Hunter and an Enforcer for six years. That’s six years on the Police Division payroll as a valuable asset, turning in warrant Dodgers to meet their fate.
Enforcement.
Capital punishment.
Some call it an extension of the justice system. Others call it population control. Either way, any Fringer who racks up three arrests on their record ends up on the warrant list, and Fishers—like Silver’s pretty little Liaison Agent—are sent to hunt them down.
Enlisting the help of Bounty Hunters helps to expedite the process, and Silver, an ex-Hunter Division Commander, is an ideal candidate for the position.
Usually, that is.
But not today.
She should’ve had the Dodger hours ago, when she literally caught him with his pants down. At the precise moment she burst in on him, in the back room of a whore house, he was pissing into the mouth of a kneeling Jade while her hands were cuffed to the bedpost, and her ‘friend’ held her unwilling mouth open. He should’ve been an easy mark, but somehow he’d managed to give her the slip.
Since she arose this morning she’s been distracted, and when she’s not at her best the Dodgers can sense it. Even after all the years that have passed here, birthdays are still hard for her to bear. Without realizing it, she clutches at the dog tags around her neck. He’d be forty today, and he doesn’t even know that she still exists.
Alexander King.
At her request, he’d been informed of her death six years ago. Since then, she’d refused to even hear mention of his name.
Her Liaison jolts her back into reality.
“I’ll have to report you for insubordination.”
“Good luck with that.” Silver laughs. “Send the Commissioner my love, won’t you?”
Commissioner Gabriel Maydevine.
Formerly the Hunter General, he’s Silver’s old boss and—more importantly—her adoptive father. Every penny that Silver earns in bounty or enforcement she owes to Maydevine, who enlisted her when she was first banished.
The Liaison knows her insubordination threat is worthless.
Silver kicks at the Chimera to get its attention. Permanently blinded by the stun grenade, and now deaf in one ear, the animal is completely unable to navigate its surroundings. Stumbling around in circles, bashing its head against walls and furniture, it whines for help.
Silver grabs it by the scruff of its neck and holds it tight. The whimpering monster looks almost pathetic, so helpless and desperate. It tries to take a chunk out of her hand, but its tooth barely grazes her finger. Giving it no chance to get a more significant taste of her blood, she drives her blade into its skull, right up to the hilt.
Instant death.
Silver takes pleasure in her Liaison’s obvious disgust. As she wiggles the knife around to pull it free, one of the Chimera’s eyeballs pops out and lands directly at the Liaison’s feet.
“What happened to your predecessor?” Silver enquires.
Since Luka removed himself from the position six years ago, she’s been assigned more different Liaisons than she can keep track of. This one, the name on her jacket identifying her as Lidia Valentine, is yet another new face.
“You drove him away,” Valentine snarls at Silver. “He quit the Division because of you.”
“I think you’re giving me altogether too much credit.” Silver finds a pile of hemp rope—abundant in a hemp factory—and ties the Chimera’s front feet together. “I was just putting him through his paces.” She smiles up at Valentine.
Valentine doesn’t care to hear her side of the story, and tosses something small and cylindrical at her. “Luka said to give you this.”
Medical gauze.
Silver catches it with one hand. “Much appreciated.”
“I don’t know why he bothers.”
Taken aback by the venom in Valentine’s tone, Silver studies her expression for the slightest hint of an explanation for that sudden surge of emotion.
Jealousy?
Yes, that’s it: a quietly seething jealousy.
Silver makes the leap. “You’re fucking him?”
A flush of color to Valentine’s cheeks answers that question for her. Silver gets to her feet, hauling the Chimera’s corpse up and over her shoulder. She stands a good few inches above Valentine, and she’s got plenty more muscle. Backing Valentine up against a door frame, Silver looms into her personal space.
“Let’s get one thing straight: you can’t compete with the history that Luka and I have together. We’ve known each other longer than you’ve been alive, kid,” she spits that word out for emphasis.
Valentine tries hard not to be intimidated.
Silver reaches her hand—covered in the Chimera’s blood—up to Valentine’s face and runs her fingers lightly across her cheek, smearing blood all over her skin. “Gosh, you must be the lucky centennial.”
“Centennial?”
“The hundredth notch on his bedpost.”
Valentine pushes away Silver’s hand. “I’ll be requesting a reassignment first thing in the morning.”
Silver shrugs. “Suit yourself. Have someone call me when the Dodger’s enforcement papers are signed.”
She begins to walk away, but Valentine calls her back.
“Wait.” She pulls a piece of folded paper out of her pocket. “I’m supposed to give you this.”
Silver takes it, unfolding it to reveal the name of another Dodger.
“Before noon tomorrow and we’ll pay you triple,” Valentine adds, rather begrudgingly.
“Why so generous?”
“He’s a Ripper. Leaving a trail of eight corpses behind him in less than a week bumps him up the most wanted list.”
Rippers.
The dangerous, untrained lunatics hired by Dodgers to rip the tags out of Fringers with a clean record—causing death, more often than not—so they can buy themselves more time in the District without the risk of enforcement.
“Still,” Silver is skeptical, “you’re not giving me much time.”
“Rules are rules.”
“Rules?”
“Five percent of your fee will be deducted for every hour you extend beyond the noon deadline.”
Silver’s eyebrow hits the sky. “Seriously?”
“It’s my understanding that the Commissioner wants to keep you … stimulated.”
Silver smirks.
A challenge.
She does love a challenge, and the Commissioner does love to bet on his favorite horse.
 
            
            
            
            
 



CHAPTER TWO

A Life, In Retrospect
 
Another day, another bounty.
This one—the prolific Ripper challenged to her by Commissioner Maydevine—put up a good fight, and Silver returns home to her dilapidated apartment above the theater with blood all over her hands.
It’s not quite noon, but she’s already on her second bottle of vodka. She has the munchies, too, and quickly raids the fridge for yesterday’s leftovers. The Chimera was only an adolescent, but it had enough meat on it to sustain two people for at least a week.
At the slam of the fridge, her arrival is noticed by the apartment’s other occupant: Alice.
Drabbed in ill-fitting clothes, dark glasses hiding her eyes from the sun, Alice darts in from the balcony, looking as though she was thrown together from the discarded parts of other people’s lives. She’s petite, with short blonde hair that she insists on cutting herself, despite the jagged edges. Not that it matters, since the uneven bob is a perfect frame for her dainty features.
Impossibly fair skin betrays the fact that she doesn’t get outside much, and adds to a look of fragility that could elicit care and tenderness from even the coldest heart. Barely a line on her face, her age is deceptively hard to calculate. She could be tiptoeing anywhere from mid-twenties to early thirties.
Watching Silver from the balcony door, she takes off her dark glasses and undresses her eyes—her bright, violet eyes. She glances from Silver’s bloody clothes to the vodka and back again, and she knows that today isn’t going well.
“What happened?”
Silver looks up at Alice, who’s barely recognizable as the frightened naked woman she first met in that damp, dark abandoned building six years ago, surrounded by Chimera.
She doesn’t answer her.
“Did something go wrong?” Alice persists.
Silver joins her on the balcony, and rests her tired frame upon an upturned crate, sucking back a healthy dose of the vodka. The alcohol’s warmth caresses her dry throat, and brings with it an almost instant feeling of relaxation.
Alice’s eyes drop to the custom made silver HK USP holstered at Silver’s belt, and the hunting knife. The Ella Cross  engraved upon the hilt is barely visible beneath the blood. Like her hands, even the dog tags around her wrist are smeared with human fluid.
Nursing the bottle of vodka in her lap, Silver winces as the sun peeks out from behind a cloud, bathing light and warmth over the rotten city that surrounds her. She doesn’t need to turn and look at Alice to know that she’s trapped in her gaze.
“I don’t want to talk about it,” she says at last.
She takes another sip from the vodka and sets the bottle aside, placing it in a homemade cup holder made from the skull of a Chimera. A jagged circular hole cut roughly into the cranium is just the right size for the bottle.
Despite Silver’s arctic exterior, Alice is still determined to solicit contact with her. After all these years, she’s not been put off by Silver’s harsh tongue, or the pretence of a dead heart.
“You were gone all night.” Alice reaches for a nearby raggedy blanket and wraps it tightly around her shoulders, instinctively seeking some sort of comfort. “I didn’t know where you were.”
“I was working.”
Refusing to be drawn into a conversation about recent events, Silver remains distant. Repositioning her feet on a footrest made from the remains of the recently slaughtered Chimera, she inadvertently draws attention to the faint, lingering smell of death, hanging on the air like a circling bird of prey; a silent reminder of mortality.
There’s too much blood, Alice thinks. Silver’s clothes are covered in it, and she’s leaving a puddle on the floor.
“Is he dead?” she asks, tempting fate.
“Yup.”
Silence.
“Is that bad?”
“For him, I guess.”
More silence.
“I don’t understand … he had a warrant out for his enforcement, didn’t he?”
Silver reaches again for the vodka. “Uh-huh.”
“And now he’s dead?”
“This is getting repetitive.”
“Well, that is what you do for Commissioner Maydevine, isn’t it? You enforce people.”
Silver isn’t sure whether or not she should lie.
She doesn’t.
“What’s your point, Alice?”
“You would’ve pulled the trigger anyway, in the end. So I suppose I just don’t really understand what difference it makes whether he died now, or later.”
“I only get paid half if the fucker dies before the enforcement papers are signed.”
Whoa.
Present in her voice is a callous disregard that would’ve been utterly abhorrent to her six years ago. Even Alice, having only known Silver since her banishment, recognizes the stark and shocking change in her.
Silence.
Alice’s brain weaves thoughts. “They’re exploiting you. You know that, right?”
“Enlighten me.”
“Forcing a Hunter to kill humans. It’s against your code of honor.”
She’s right, but Silver would never let her see that she cares; it might be taken as a sign of weakness. “Killing things is all I’ve ever been any good at,” she insists. “Besides, who else could he ask?”
Though Silver keeps herself so well guarded, Alice knows a few key things about her past. She knows that Maydevine raised Silver since early childhood. She knows that he recruited her into the enforcement program. She knows that Silver will defend him to the hilt, no matter what.
Alice shrugs. “I thought he was supposed to protect you, that’s all.”
That sounds a little like criticism, but Silver ignores her insinuation of Maydevine’s poor parenting skills.
“People aren’t exactly standing in line for the chance to pull the trigger against one of their own, Al. He needs my help.”
“Is that how he sold it to you?”
Whether or not she deliberately intends to rile Silver is unclear, but Silver is immediately set on edge nonetheless.
“We’re family. We help each other.”
Alice’s shoulder rises and falls with a kind of antagonizing nonchalance. “Sort of, I guess.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
Alice doesn’t have a vocabulary extensive enough to be particularly socially tactful, so she says exactly what’s on her mind. “Just that, well, your parents are dead. You don’t have any real family left, do you?”
“Maydevine is my family, Al. Blood has very little to do with it, but maybe you’d have to be human to understand that.”
Ouch.
Alice’s genetic identity is something of a sore subject, and Silver knows that was a low shot. After six years together, answers have still not been forthcoming, and Silver’s grown tired of seeking them out. For the time being, Alice’s human body and Chimeran eyes remain a mystery—to both of them, apparently.
A second or two of awkward silence passes.
Finally, a distraction.
In the street below, a group of off-duty Hunters drag an unconscious, heavily sedated Chimera behind them. Since the animal is still alive, it’s not intended for food. At least, not right away. This one is ready to be sold to whichever Fringe District butcher shop is prepared to offer the best exchange.
It’ll be prepped for its first fight right away.
A fight to the death.
That’s entertainment, Fringe-style.
After the animal dies, either in this fight or the next, it’ll be skinned. The skin will be sold to tanneries to make leather for shoes, belts, and other accessories. No part of the creature will be wasted. Even bones can be carved into cutlery or jewelry—anything that can be sold or traded. A skull can make a pretty decent candlestick holder, and even the candles themselves—tallow candles—are fashioned from the layers of subcutaneous fat cut from around a Chimera’s belly.
Any trace of anger Alice felt a moment ago quickly dissipates at the sight of Silver’s sudden, raw anguish. “You still miss it, don’t you? The Hunter Division.”
“That surprises you?”
“I suppose I thought you might’ve found other things to focus on.”
Alice can’t conceal the hurt in her voice. Nor has she ever tried to hide the fact that all she’s ever wanted is Silver’s full and undivided attention. In the six years they’ve been together, Alice has tried everything to please her, in the hope that some kind of happiness might be enough to ensure her continued loyalty and protection—and companionship.
Alice doesn’t have anyone else, and as long as Silver’s in the same boat, they will have each other. Quite selfishly, Alice was flooded with relief when Silver’s final banishment appeal was rejected by the Banishment and Enforcement Council.
In total, three appeals.
Three rejections.
Six long years.
Yet, the Hunter Division’s magnetic draw still has its hold on Silver. Enrolled in the Academy when she was just five years old, it represents almost a quarter century of her life and she genuinely doesn’t know how to be anything else.
Alice picks at a loose thread on the blanket. “We’ve never really talked about your banishment.”
Time for more vodka. “Is there a reason why we should?”
Alice should let the subject drop, but she has little patience for the emotional boundaries Silver continually tries to set between them. “You punish yourself for it every day. You think I don’t notice, but I do.”
Self-consciously, Silver tugs at her sleeve, hooking her thumb through a frayed hole near the cuff. “I’m innocent. That’s all you need to know.”
“So you keep saying, but I think I have a right to know what kind of person I’m shacked up with.”
Silver sighs, the vodka dulling her anger. “It’s been six years, Al. If you don’t trust me, why the hell do you let me fuck you?”
“I do trust you, I just—”
“Then it doesn’t matter,” Silver cuts her off. “Nothing else matters.” She finishes the last of the vodka. “The worst thing I’m guilty of is defending my right to choose who I spread my legs for. That’s it. Everything else was a lie.”
Silver’s stomach performs a mini somersault at the mere thought of her former lover.
Alice scrunches her face up into a frown. “You were ratted out?”
“At first.” Silver tosses the empty bottle of vodka over the side of the balcony. “Then they accused me of treason.”
 



CHAPTER THREE

Circumstances Beyond Our Control
 
As the sun rolls higher into the sky, erasing all traces of the horrors of the night, Deputy Commissioner Sterling Carter heads through the metal detectors in the busy foyer of the Omega Dual Division Headquarters—the DDH.
He makes his way into a restricted area of the building with a thick file of papers in his hand, fresh crime scene photos among them. As he passes through a security barrier, a machine scans his left wrist.
Every person living within Amaranthe is tagged with a small microchip inserted beneath the delicate skin of the inner left wrist, and the color of your tag depends upon your residential or occupational status.
Blue is for the Sentinel District, black is for those banished to the Fringe District, and platinum is for Omega employees only. The platinum tags have GPS trackers, and give the bearer the ability to cross the boundary from one District to the other, whenever they so please.
On the computer screen in front of a bored security guard, the results of Carter’s scan are immediately displayed. In a split second, all of his personal information is available. The highlights being: picture, date of birth, address, and security clearance.
Entering the office he shares with Maydevine, he discovers he wasn’t the first one to clock in. Maydevine, his second mug of coffee in hand, is standing looking at a wall covered with crime scene pictures, pinned to a map of the city.
Maydevine is much older than Carter—old enough to be his father. His hair, mostly gray, retains flecks of black: a fading reminder of youth, spent long ago. Carter is fresher, younger and eager. Perhaps too young for the emotional burdens of this job, he tries to hide his inexperience behind an ill-fitting suit.
Carter tosses the file down onto Maydevine’s desk, but gets no response from his boss, who doesn’t even have the courtesy to take his eyes off the wall. A Hunter Division veteran, Maydevine seldom finds a challenge in the Police Division. A lifetime of military service has taken its toll on his emotions, and unlike Carter, it’ll take much more than a string of murders to rattle him now.
Carter nods to the wall. “Have you ever seen anything like this?”
Maydevine barely acknowledges him, and steadily finishes the last of his coffee. He was the Hunter General for over fifteen years, and in truth, he’s witnessed far worse than this. A fourteen-year reclamation war has left its mark on his ability to be shocked by death and violence, and it’s not the ferocity of these crimes that troubles him now. He’s concerned by the fact that this is the first killing spree ever to be recorded in the Sentinel District, and the killer is successfully evading capture.
Maydevine hates being outfoxed, but he grits his teeth and doesn’t let his frustration show. “I’m quite familiar with death,” he grumbles, and sets aside his empty coffee cup.
Incapable of hiding his own frustration, Carter pins his hands on his hips and strikes a defensive stance. “Well? What’s the protocol?”
Maydevine hesitates before finally peeling his eyes away from the images of death surrounding him. He seems thoughtful and calm when he turns to Carter, his expression an intricate combination of many things, including a barely concealed touch of disdain for his young colleague. “There is no protocol for something like this.”
Silence seeps into the room and Maydevine reaches for his coat.
“Then … what?” Carter’s voice oozes irritation.
Maydevine slips on his coat and digs out a cigarette from the inside pocket, still eye-of-the-storm calm.
“It’s time to call in the cavalry.”
 
*************************
 
Across the city, buried in the outskirts of the Fringe District slums, Silver completes an arms deal with a hooded Hunter, eager to conceal his identity. As she walks away with her new HK USP .45 and a small hold-all full of ammunition, a black car with darkened windows and Omega emblems pulls up at the end of the street in front of her.
“You’ve gotta be kidding me?” She shakes her head, internally answering her own rhetorical questions. “Fishers? This early in the morning?”
An armed Police Division Agent gets out of the vehicle and aims an MGP 15 sub-machine gun in her direction. “Put down the bag!”
She stays silent and flips him her middle finger before turning and beginning to walk away. Behind her, the car revs its engine and soon appears beside her, keeping pace with her for a while—taunting her—before it passes her, swinging round and screeching to a halt in front of her, cutting her off.
She’s forced to stop.
“It’ll take more than that to reel me in,” she calls out, her hand resting on her gun. “I’m not your average fish.”
The Agent gets out of the car and stares her down. “I know who you are.” He opens the back door. “Get in the fucking car.”
Silver pouts, wholly unimpressed. “What’s the magic word, asshole?”
“Get in the fucking car, please. He wants to see you.”
 
*************************
 
Ten minutes later, Silver is on a North Town rooftop that overlooks the Sentinel District in the distance—and her hands are cuffed tightly behind her back.
Large wooden posts are secured in place at all four corners of the roof, a sheet of tarpaulin pulled across and fixed between them: a shelter, of sorts. It moves and twists in the strong wind, the torn edges of the tarp whipping and cracking like miniature bursts of thunder.
Underneath the limited protection of the tarp, there’s an old circular table with eight chairs around it. The remainders of an illegal poker game are strewn over the floor.
Maydevine sits on one of the chairs, his feet up on the table. Behind him, Carter stands at the edge of the roof and looks out over the city, deliberately keeping his distance from the proceedings.
An Omega briefcase lies open on the table facing Maydevine, his peripheral vision tracking Carter’s movements as he turns to watch Silver approach.
Escorted by the two Police Division Agents who picked her up on the street, Silver jangles her handcuffs at Maydevine.
Déjà vu.
“Is this really necessary?”
Maydevine glances from the handcuffs to his Agents, one of them already beginning to show a nice, purple bruise around his eye.
Turning back to Silver, his jaw tightens. “What did you do?”
Silver is characteristically unrepentant. “You might say that I put him in his place. He was being disrespectful.”
Maydevine prevents a smile from escaping, but Carter senses a weakness in him anyway and steps in to snap at Silver, making no attempt to disguise his contempt.
“The cuffs stay on.”
Silver returns his glare. “I’m not under arrest.”
“It’s not negotiable, traitor.”
Carter snarls out the insult like an impatient Chimera waiting to take the first bite out of its prey, and with that one word, any chance there might have been for them to forge a cordial working relationship with one another is destroyed.
Traitor.
Silver hates that word.
Paying no attention to his Deputy, or to the venomous exchange of words with his daughter, Maydevine nods to one of his Agents—not the one with the black eye—and indicates that he should release Silver from her shackles, secretly enjoying how much that irks Carter.
Unable to hide his confusion and anger at such a public undermining of his authority over a Fringer, letting his emotions write their truth all over his face, Carter’s silent protest goes unnoticed. Unconcerned, Maydevine invites Silver to sit across from him at the table.
“Are we here to play cards?” she quips.
Maydevine ignores her attempt at humor, his brow furrowed with poorly concealed worry. “How’s shit, kid?”
Silver shrugs. “Shit’s shit. It’s the same old shit it was three days ago, the last time you asked.”
Carter cocks an eyebrow. Three days ago? If he didn’t already know they were seeing each other socially, he does now.
Maydevine offers Silver a cigarette, but she declines.
“Good girl,” he mumbles, lighting his own.
“Why the sudden request for company?” She eyeballs the Agents in her periphery. “Judging by the formality of this meeting, you’re not here just because it’s my turn to buy coffee.”
“Could you afford it, even if I was?”
He follows that with a wink but it still prompts her to raise her middle finger at him, albeit in a halfhearted fashion.
“Your men interrupted me at a critical time in my day’s engagements, so if this is business, why don’t you do us both a favor and cut right to the chase?”
Maydevine shrugs. “Suit yourself, kid. I was just making conversation.”
Carter simmers at the edge of the roof, his jaw tightening at Silver’s casual confirmation that she and Maydevine do indeed share regular social engagements with one another. Silver detects his heightened animosity but opts to disregard him, keeping her attention pinned on her father.
“If this is going to be about that little incident last week with the RPG, I had nothing to do with that,” she preemptively defends. “I know I appear to have something of a track record in that department, but I’m not the only Fringer with a rocket launcher.”
Maydevine manages to keep his face expressionless. He won’t give Carter the satisfaction of seeing his heartache at the reference to her banishment for treason, which was all expertly contrived around her supposed theft of a rocket launcher from the Omega Armory two decades ago.
“That’s a comforting thought,” he comments absently, focusing on his cigarette, not really caring to hear anything incriminating for worry that he might have to lie about it at a later date.
“Look”—Silver folds her arms like a protesting child—“if you’re here to pass on another one of the Governor’s little threats, you can save your breath. Phaeden Rist can eat me.”
Maydevine winces at the visual. “I wish you’d stop doing things to deliberately piss him off. He’ll kill you, you know.”
“He’ll try. Wish him good luck in finding an Enforcer ready to pull the trigger, won’t you?”
Maydevine doesn’t even want to entertain that thought. “I didn’t bring you here to discuss the Governor’s latest death wish for you.”
“I bet he’d get you to pull the trigger. He’s perverse like that.”
“Does it give you any small comfort to know I wouldn’t do it?” He puffs on the cigarette, letting that thought rest on her ears for a while.
In a way that only Silver understands, he just told her the only thing that really matters: he loves her.
Before she can respond, he continues. “Listen, I don’t care to hear the details of your ‘business’, you know that. I didn’t come here to throw accusations or to press you for information.” Another puff. “Not even if you are in possession of a restricted military weapon.” He mulls on that for a few seconds. “In any case, Phaeden wouldn’t know what to do with himself if you were enforced. He’d be at risk of actually having to do some of the dirty work himself.”
Silver can’t tell if that was supposed to be a joke or not, so she becomes instinctively defensive. “Fuck you.”
“Whatever.” He leans in closer toward her. “The truth is, I need your help. That’s why I’m here.”
“Having difficulty with the Sunday crossword again?”
Ignored.
“We have a small situation in the Sentinel District that requires immediate and serious attention.”
One of Silver’s eyebrows reaches for the sky, intrigued. “You want an unauthorized enforcement? Why didn’t you just say that in the first place? So far, this has been a rather big show for some disappointingly small words.”
“Wrong tree, wrong neighborhood, wrong city, and there’s you, the proverbial barking dog. Why don’t you just let me finish a thought?” He sighs. “Kid, I’m trying to offer you a job.”
Silence.
Silver lets the information sink in.
Finally, “Bit of a contradiction, don’t you think? I’m not good enough for the Sentinel District anymore, but you’ll dish me out a platinum tag, no problem? I thought I had a lifetime ban?”
Maydevine shakes his head, putting the brakes on her racing thoughts. “It’s a little more complicated than that.”
“Isn’t everything?”
Maydevine flicks the butt of his cigarette over the edge of the rooftop. “It’d just be temporary, but you’d be well taken care of after the job’s done—I can promise you that.”
Silver feels like her time’s been wasted. To work for Omega would be to work for Phaeden Rist, the person responsible, in one way or another, for her banishment. He was the one who signed her banishment papers and denied her appeals, and she would rather die than do him any favors.
“Get lost.” Silver gets up to leave. “I don’t wear the emblems anymore.”
“I wouldn’t do that,” Maydevine warns as she starts to walk away.
“Why?” She turns back. “There’s nothing in this world you could possibly offer me to make me change my mind. I don’t work for Phaeden Rist. Not anymore.”
“Are you sure?”
Maydevine extracts a small zip-lock bag from the briefcase and slides it across the table. Inside the bag, there’s a small blue microchip, and Carter watches carefully from a distance, his wariness growing.
Silver’s stomach flips at the sight of the blue tag.
The Sentinel District.
Repatriation.
Alex.
             
 



CHAPTER FOUR

Reckless Misfits
 
Silver’s eyes flick from Maydevine to Carter, then back to Maydevine, carefully weighing up the gravity of the situation. “Are you being completely serious right now?”
“I know what that tag means to you, so don’t even try to pretend otherwise.” Maydevine lights up another cigarette. “And you should know what it means to me, too.”
She does.
He continues, “This might be the last chance we’re ever going to get.”
His choice of words propels Carter’s anger into orbit, both of his fists clenched behind his back. Unaware of the effect his words are having, Maydevine breaks into a grin.
“Phaeden hates me for this, by the way. So that’s a small bonus we can both enjoy.” A puff. “I’m finally in a position to offer you freedom, and your old bedroom back. And in the meantime, I can offer you full reinstatement of your Division privileges until you deliver the goods.”
Silver remains silent, but Carter reaches breaking point.
He steps up to the table and leans into Maydevine, spewing through gritted teeth, “This is a mistake.”
Silver’s glare returns to him with a vengeance. “Bite me.”
“Where?” He matches her attitude, and slides a hand over his gun in warning.
Maydevine holds up his hand to Carter and signals for him to back off. “I wouldn’t. You don’t know where she’s been.” He turns his attention back to Silver. “You read the paper?”
“They don’t deliver in my neighborhood.”
Maydevine tosses the local rag across the table. It headlines a murder in the very heart of the Sentinel District—an article penned by the Editor in Chief, Celia Rankin.
“There was an incident yesterday, and five more before that. All within the last two weeks. People are panicking, and it’s causing quite a stir.”
“So strip him. We all know your people aren’t shy about that.”
Maydevine’s eyebrow twitches. ‘Your’ people? Omega? Police Division? Or simply the Sentinel District elite? It makes him uneasy when Silver emphasizes the separation between this world and the one she used to inhabit.
Pushing that aside, “I’d love nothing more, but I can’t.” Maydevine locks eyes with her. “He’s not tagged.”
Silver’s brow wrinkles with confusion. “That’s impossible.”
“So you would think.”
Maydevine gets up and walks over to the ledge of the roof to look out over the city while Silver keeps a close eye on him, silently studying his resolve.
“Phaeden must be quaking in his Old World Prada boots to let you make a deal with me.” She smirks, her mood beginning to soften.
“The smell of mutiny is in the air. The citizens are gearing up for a revolt, and we need to take action.” He turns back to her. “Are you ready?”
Before she can answer, he signals to one of his men. The Agent approaches with another briefcase and opens it up on the table.
A portable tag kit.
The look of surprise leaps off Silver’s face as if she’d just been told that up was down. “Right now?!”
Maydevine flicks his second cigarette over the edge of the building and pulls a small zip-lock bag from his inside pocket.
A platinum tag.
One Agent takes the tag from him as another forcibly sits Silver back down at the table. 
“You can’t expect me to do this alone?” she declares.
Maydevine shrugs. “I don’t care what you do, or how you do it. Just so long as it gets done, and nothing gets too fucked up in the process.”
A uniformed doctor swabs the inside of Silver’s left wrist with an alcohol solution.
“My team will need access, too.” She winces as the Omega doctor expertly slices open her wrist along her old scar.
“Your team?”
“My unit.”
“Seriously?” Maydevine frowns disbelief at her. “I’ll give you a unit of my best men. Pick them yourself, if you want.”
“That’s not the deal. Deal is: my unit of Hunters, or I walk.”
As if Maydevine needed any reminder that his Police Division men are of an inferior caliber, in her eyes. As if he deserved one more cheap shot at his voluntary demotion, when everything he’s done he’s done entirely for her.
As the Hunter General he’d lacked authority over the Fringe District. Hunter Division only has jurisdiction over the Out District—anything unreclaimed, where the Chimera lurk. The Police Division has jurisdiction over everything else.
He’d made no secret of the fact that, in his former position, he wouldn’t have been able to protect her. In order to do just that, he’d requested transfer into the Police Division and given up everything he’d ever worked for—and she hated it. She hated it then, and she hates it still.
Maydevine watches her expression closely, hoping to uncover a bluff behind her eyes.
No such luck.
“After all this time, you’re still pining for those reckless misfits?”
“They’re my reckless misfits,” Silver growls through clenched teeth. “Besides”—she watches her black tag be tweezed out from inside her—“I’m not the only one in need of a second chance.”
“You’re talking about Jax and Oz?”
“They’re both on their third strike. They’ve been Dodgers for months and they’re starting to push their luck.”
Maydevine shakes his head. “I can’t do it. There’s only one blue tag on the table, and it’s got your name on it.”
“Not that.” Silver negotiates the terms while she gets stitched up. “Their warrants.”
Maydevine gives a halfhearted shrug, not really putting the effort into it. If that’s all she wants, she can have it.
“Fine. Upon delivery.”
“Permanently,” Silver adds, pushing Maydevine to the very limits of his legal capabilities.
Maydevine hesitates, twirling a third cigarette between his fingers. “You’re asking me to give carte blanche to a pair of unstable fugitives?”
“They were set up, just like me.”
“You were caught up in a technicality, that’s all.”
“Some technicality.” Silver winces again when her wrist is sprayed with an antiseptic solution. “The point is, they don’t deserve to be here anymore than I do.”
“You have to drop this conspiracy theory bullshit, you know that?” He points the cigarette at her. “They did what they did and they were punished for it.”
“Even if you’re right and they are guilty, where’s the harm in making their life sentence a little more bearable?”
Maydevine finally lights up the cigarette, the fresh hit of nicotine bringing him some small sense of temporary relaxation. “It’s not as easy as you’re making it seem.”
“Doing the right thing seldom is.”
An Agent quickly scans Silver’s wrist with a small tag reading device, nodding to Maydevine to confirm that the new tag is working correctly.
“It doesn’t matter anyway.” He puffs on the cigarette. “What you’re asking of me is an impossible thing.”
“You and I both know that’s not true.” Silver smiles, her comment silently piquing Carter’s interest. “Math may not be my strongest subject, but I know I’ve been arrested more than three times.” Her smile turns into a smirk. “And yet, I’m still here, and I’m not a Dodger.”
“You misunderstand me, kid.” Maydevine shakes his head. “Permanence is not something I’m capable of delivering.”
“Bullshit.”
“I’m a year away from retirement.” A puff of a cigarette. “Even if I do acquiesce, their fate would soon fall into the hands of my successor.”
Carter’s eyes dart to Maydevine at the mention of the word, but Maydevine keeps his focus firmly on Silver, unaware of Carter’s subtle bid for his attention.
“As would yours,” Maydevine solemnly concludes.
Silence.
Silver breaks eye contact for the first time, staring down at her sore wrist while the doctor carefully bandages it up. Maydevine watches her from a distance, secretly wishing there was more that he could do to help. If not for their sake, then for hers.
“I’ll do what I can for them.” One last puff. “And that’s all I can say.” He tosses the cigarette away.
At the edge of the roof, Carter shakes his head in another silent protest, but Maydevine behaves as if he isn’t even there.
Addressing Silver, “I want the matter dead, you understand me?”
“That seems to have become my specialty,” Silver mutters, lost somewhere else inside her head.
Holding her bandaged wrist, she gets up and begins to walk away. All the while, Maydevine’s eyes never leave her, the subtle hint of emotion in his expression betraying a distinct sense of the fondness and the history between them.
“Ella,” he calls her back to him. “What about the others?”
She hesitates at the door, but doesn’t turn back. “Red lives for the thrill of the chase. She’d feel awful left out if I didn’t invite her along.”
“And the boy? King?”
“He’s part of my unit, isn’t he?” Trademark deflection.
Maydevine refuses to let her evade the topic. “Is that all he is now?”
Finally, Silver faces him again. “I’ve been dead for six years. I’m probably the last thing on his mind right now.”
“You’re sure about that?”
Silver dare not believe otherwise.
At last, “How is he?”
“Why don’t you just ask him yourself?” Maydevine reaches into his pocket and pulls out a folded scrap of paper, holding it out to her.
All the rest of the world suddenly melting away from her, Silver retraces her steps across the roof and takes the paper from him.
A Sentinel District address.
“You want a ride?” he offers.
Silver shakes her head. “I’d rather walk.”
So nervous her stomach doesn’t know if it should somersault or throw up her breakfast, she clasps the piece of paper tightly in her hand, her knuckles turning white with tension. “Thank you,” she whispers.
Maydevine nods. “Breaking point of the One Way. Midnight. Don’t be late.”
She acknowledges the order with a faux salute and disappears through the doorway.
There’s silence.
Carter breaks it. “If this goes wrong …”
Maydevine takes a deep breath, drawing in the strength of his convictions. “If this goes wrong, you can enforce me yourself.”
 
 



CHAPTER FIVE

The Crossing
 
After her meeting with Maydevine, Silver makes the trip across the Fringe District on foot. For the first time in a long time, there is a clear purpose in her steps.
She passes brawls on the streets, corpses abandoned in gutters, and utter dereliction seeping from every crack and crevice of this place that she knows all too well. She knows all of the shortcuts and the hideaways, every creep and every con man—and she fears nothing here. Walking through an alley way, the sight of a cloaked Ripper working his knife on the wrist of a corpse doesn’t even draw her attention.
At the edge of North Town, on the water front, Silver looks across at the Sentinel District. It positively gleams with privilege, and boasts wealth and elitism with every single brick and pane of glass, so perfectly placed. It’s a triumph of human success, while the Fringe District is the absolute embodiment of human failure.
The Fringe District is separated from the Sentinel District on all sides by a stretch of water, connected by just one bridge—Old World Verrazano-Narrows Bridge—where the tag Gateway is located. This bridge, now called the One Way, is the only way in or out of the Fringe District, and Silver approaches it now with trepidation.
She hasn’t been back to this spot since her banishment. Fringers have tried to make a statement by hanging banners on the walls of the slums facing the bridge: ‘fuck you, blue’, ‘keep out’, ‘death awaits’.
The buildings and the sidewalks are covered with graffiti: codes and messages embedded in symbols and drawings. It’s a language that paints every corner of the Fringe District, for those who know to look for it, and this runic code is interpretable only to the locals—the Fringers themselves. Here, at the neck of the One Way, the runic symbols are rife with warning: danger ahead, kingdom of death, punishment follows.
All along the Fringe District side of the bridge, rotting human heads are displayed atop large makeshift spikes. Some are hollow steel pipes, looted from the disused gas mains. Others are made out of fire pokers, or splintered pool cues.
Flies and crows swarm everywhere, and the ground is practically a living carpet of writhing, feasting maggots, multiplying by thousands more every day. A few of the severed heads have Police Division helmets on. These are Fishers, who paid the ultimate price for their foolhardy invasions into a world that refuses to submit to outsider control.
Silver walks past them slowly, glancing at some of the faces that are still recognizable. Some are familiar to her, others aren’t. One of them is an old Liaison Agent of hers, and now a rat is munching on his soupy brains.
Further onto the One Way and the symbolism, the warnings, and the smell of decay gives way into a long stretch of Old World tarmac, still stained with the blood and the horror of decades ago.
The midway section of the One Way Bridge.
Breaking point.
Here, the tag Gateway looms like a silent predator; a fly-trap waiting for its unsuspecting prey. Behind her, there is only poverty and misery. In front of her, there lies the façade of a would-be utopia. The Sentinel District is a fading mirage of perfection, faltering in the presence of terror among the people so helplessly confined within it.
This is the very place where your life can change, though never usually for the better. Standing before the Gateway, her wrist dripping blood through the thin bandage, she looks up at the automated machine guns positioned at the top of the Gateway arch. Motion sensors have already detected her approaching, and the guns have been reoriented to keep her in their sights—just in case.
A teardrop of blood escapes the hemp gauze, trickling down her wrist and across the palm of her hand, leaving a bright red streak along the crumpled piece of paper before it finally drips from her fingertips onto the cracked and crumbling tarmac below.
She unfolds the paper again, silently reassuring herself.
Alexander King.
Not a figment of her imagination.
More tiny droplets of her blood start to seep through the saturated bandage, splashing against the ground at her feet. Covered with graffiti, years of anger and desperation have been preserved for all eternity on what remains of the Old World tarmac—and that’s not all.
People have taken their own lives here, in protest against their banishment. Though the elements see to it that much of the evidence is quickly washed away, some traces remain.
Blood.
Broken razorblades.
Skull fragments, complete with locks of hair matted with brain juice.
Shell casings.
Fearing a trick, she hesitates.
She takes just one step closer to the painted yellow line on the ground directly beneath the Gateway, and the guns follow her. She’d be shot dead in an instant if her tag wasn’t programmed correctly, or if this was all just some sort of elaborate scam.
One more step.
She takes a deep breath and holds it in her lungs like the last draw of life.
Another step.
More.
In five slow, painstaking steps she crosses beyond the Gateway.
The guns retract into a neutral position.
Exhale.
Relief.
Silence.
She keeps walking.
 



CHAPTER SIX

Alexander King
 
Silver approaches a harmless-looking Sentinel District bookstore that specializes in reclaimed Old World books. She checks the address against the piece of paper in her hand.
A perfect match.
No use left for the paper, she scrunches it up and tosses it down onto the pavement, at which point a litterbot scurries toward her. Instinctively, she draws her gun on it: a small, spiderlike creation, designed for one purpose only. Remembering what it is, she holsters her weapon and hopes that nobody witnessed the overreaction.
She watches as it senses the paper, scoops it up, and scuttles it over to a nearby trash can. Once the trash has been successfully disposed of, the litterbot slots itself into a charging zone nestled in the side of the trash can, where it will wait patiently for more work.
Turning her attention back to the bookstore, she runs her eyes over the window display: a selection of highly sought after Old World books, recovered from the remains of prior human civilization.
The bell on the door tinkles as she opens it … then plummets to the floor at her feet with a somewhat disenchanting thud. Alex hears the noise and enters the storefront through a door at the back, his nose buried deep inside an Old World reference book.
He has salt-and-pepper hair now, although it shows no signs of receding. With practice, he’s cultivated the notion of ‘permanently windswept’ into something truly dramatic, and his rough charm wears it well.
Unshaven, he verges on scruffy but hangs on to carelessly handsome. Beneath casual, understated clothes, he hides the still well-maintained physique of a Hunter. Today, with a pair of reading glasses perched on his nose, he looks unassuming and average. To the untrained eye, that is.
Not to Silver’s eye.
Stomach flip.
Silver tries to hold back a small smile when she sees him, her heart suddenly realizing that six years is an awfully long no time at all. After all, what the mind tries to conceal beneath business and needs and the innumerous complications of life, the heart is able to reignite with a single glance.
The thumping in her chest is so hard it hurts, and she feels dizzy with adrenalin.
At first, he doesn’t even look up from his book. “Can I help you?”
He turns the page, expecting a standard response, but Silver remains silent. Too struck by him to speak, the words get stuck in her throat, so tight she can’t even swallow. Finally, he closes the book with a sharp snap, takes off his reading glasses and looks up.
Realization.
“Holy cow …” He stumbles back a few paces.
“Moo.” Silver smiles.
Alex looks around him, suddenly disconcerted. “This is the most vivid dream I’ve ever had. I could’ve sworn I was awake.”
“I’m pretty sure you are.”
“No, see, if I was awake you’d be a sweet, little old lady looking for the last Old World copy of Knit Your Socks On, because you can’t be here.”
“Well, okay, but if this is your dream, then how come I’m wearing clothes?” Silver grins.
The grin still on her face, she takes a step toward Alex.
He takes a step back.
Ouch.
Openly hurt by his reticence, the grin dissolves and Silver bites on the edge of her tongue to distract her brain from tear production. “Really? Is that how it is?”
She tries to force the quiver from her voice, but fails, and despite her best efforts to conceal it, Alex can see the fragility behind her eyes. Still wary, he fights the instinct to comfort her, even though his whole body aches to feel the warmth of her touch.
“Alex …” she whispers.
The sound of his name upon her lips jumpstarts a heart that’s been cruising downhill in neutral for too long, but he holds it back. “If you’re really alive, and here, then you’re in violation of the banishment order.” Trying to keep a grip on calm rationality, his voice sounds forced and insincere.
Silver tries to smile, teasing him a little. “Are you complaining?”
“Only if I’m going to get into trouble.”
“Well, in that case, I have special dispensation.” The grin returns.
Still no response from Alex.
Until, “Don’t take this the wrong way, but I’d rather have you far away and alive than right here in front of me, shot dead by the Police Division.”
Silver glances outside into the empty street, then back toward Alex. “I don’t hear any sirens. Do you?”
Alex shakes his head, performing a nervous hair ruffle. “I’m so sure that this isn’t possible.”
“How sure?”
All he can do is stare.
Silver takes another step toward him and this time he stays put, letting her begin to close the distance between them. She holds her hands out, very slowly, and takes the book away from him, setting it down beside the cash register.
That triggers another thought in Alex’s head. “Are you here to rob me?”
Silver laughs. “Thanks a lot.”
“There’s not much in the register, but I have a comic book collection upstairs that’d blow your freaking mind.”
“Those old comic books? Really? Still?”
Alex shrugs. “I had to find something to keep me occupied.” He reaches out to brush some stray hair away from her face, slowly losing himself in her eyes. “Otherwise I’d have lost my mind completely.”
Tucking the hair behind her ear, he brushes his hand against her cheek, resting the palm of his hand so gently against her, feeling the warmth of her skin against his.
“You’re quite real.”
“You’re quite right.” She smiles.
The gentle touch becomes a tender caress and she leans her face into him, softly nuzzling herself against his hand.
“You haven’t forgotten about me, then?”
Alex battles his own tears. “Forgotten you? Christ, El. I never believed that you were …” He doesn’t want to say the word, even in the face of its quite obvious falsity.
“Dead?” she finishes for him.
“Gone,” he corrects her. “I begged Maydevine to tell me the truth.” Alex feels a swell of anger rise in him, his enduring suspicions finally proven by her impromptu arrival upon his doorstep. “I just knew it,” he growls. “He lied to me!”
Silver places a hand against his chest, cooling his temper but firing everything else inside of him.
“It wasn’t his fault,” she assures him. “It was mine. I didn’t think … I mean, he told me I shouldn’t … but, I had no reason to believe … that I would… ever… and I didn’t want you to …”
Jumbling up her words as the explanation struggles to break free from the depths of her brain, Silver fumbles her apology to the point of incoherence. Nonetheless, Alex manages to extract enough meaning from it to temporarily satiate his need for answers. For now, he lets the subject go—it’s not the time.
He places a hand over hers upon his chest and locks eyes with her. “Where’ve you been all this time?”
He watches the remnants of a smile fade from Silver’s face, and her tough façade finally begins to crack under the pressure of her circumstances. Six years of making herself so hard against the world, and fighting for her right to exist, suddenly melts into a tear, escaping from her eye and rolling down her cheek to meet with Alex’s thumb as he gently wipes it away.
Looking deep into her eyes, Alex doesn’t need a magnifying glass to see the pain that’s slowly been eating her up in his absence. Despite her best attempts to wish it all away, she’s utterly engulfed by it. He lets her fall into his welcome arms, softly kissing the top of her head and holding her in so close against him, their warm embrace triggering a powerful flood of memories.
“Come on, let’s take this upstairs,” he ventures.
He pulls himself away from her just long enough to lock the door, and to flip a ‘closed’ sign into the window. Taking Silver by the hand, he leads her upstairs to his small, cramped apartment. There’s an old, scruffy couch and two deck chairs next to a tatty coffee table that’s propped up by books.
Silver looks around, but can see no hint of a female presence.
A mini wave of relief.
“How quaint,” she teases.
“It works.”
Alex goes to the kitchen and sets the kettle to boil, planning to make nettle leaf tea. Without invitation, Silver follows him into the room and begins confidently exploring the kitchen cupboards. He watches her root through a cutlery drawer, but she quickly becomes disinterested with that. Next, she turns her attention to a cupboard full of mugs, and gives them a good shuffle around before exploring the cupboard beside it.
Tippety, tap, tap, tap on the back board.
First one cupboard, then the next.
Cupboard on the left: tap, tap, tap—not hollow.
Cupboard on the right: tap, tap, tap—hollow.
Fascinated by her behavior, Alex turns his back on the kettle to admire her efforts.
Emptying out the right cupboard, mug by mug, she finds something familiar.
Get Your Geek On.
A mug she gave him almost fifteen years ago.
She smiles, sets it carefully aside, and continues with her exploration of the cupboard. Jiggling a loose corner of the back board, Silver wriggles out the false back and …
Bingo!
She finds a stash of Old World liquor, of a proof that exceeds the Sentinel District’s maximum allowable limit: whiskey.
Illegal, Old World whiskey.
She grabs the bottle and makes for the couch, under Alex’s careful watch.
“That works, too.” Discarding the kettle, he grabs two glasses and follows her back into the living room. “I had to pay a guy three times its worth to smuggle that in here.”
Silver moves aside a couple of vintage Superman comics, careful not to crease the brittle Old World paper, and drops down onto the couch, twisting open the whiskey. “You were ripped off.”
Alex slides down beside her, holding out a glass.
Silver ignores the glass and drinks straight from the bottle.
“So it’s like that, huh?” Alex sighs.
Glancing around the room, Silver makes an observation and casually passes the bottle to Alex. “Is everything here reclaimed?”
“This is what I do, for the most part. The little bit of extra income supplements my design work anyway.”
Silver spies a work-in-progress blueprint with an Omega seal on the coffee table. It looks like some kind of robotic incendiary device, and she’s intrigued. “You didn’t lose the Omega contract when you were discharged from the Hunter Division?”
“They need good engineers, and that’s never going to change. But I think Maydevine had a hand in it, to tell you the truth.”
“You like it?”
Alex takes a swig of the whiskey before answering. “Are you asking me if I’m happy?”
“I don’t know. Are you?”
Another swig. “I keep trying to tell myself there’s no point wanting what you can never have.” He hands the bottle back to Silver.
As she reaches for it, he gets a good peek at her bandaged wrist.
“I don’t understand. How did you … ?”
“It’s not blue,” she interrupts his thought, and takes another sip of whiskey. “I’m on the payroll.”
“Maydevine?”
Silver nods.
“The murders?”  Alex guesses.
More nods and another sip. “I get blue once the job’s done.”
“For sure?”
“They’re desperate.”
She passes the bottle back to Alex. As he takes it, he lets his hand rest lightly over hers and she looks up at him, full of anguish.
“I’m desperate.” The agony of her years spent in banishment seeps out in her voice.
“Six years is a long time, Silver.”
“And you have no idea how complicated things have become.” Though she tries to keep her emotions in check, a tremor creeps into her voice.
Her eyes fill with tears, but she successfully holds them back—for now. Alex slides the whiskey bottle to one side and moves in closer to her.
“Don’t ,” she whispers, when his lips draw near to hers.
He doesn’t pull back. “I was afraid I’d never see your face again.”
The sincerity in his voice nearly breaks her, forcing her to squeeze her eyes tight shut to prevent the escape of more tears. Her grip on the control of her emotions weakens further when she feels the stroke of his hand against her cheek again. She catches the faint and familiar smell of cigarettes on his breath as he hovers close to her, his thumb tracing an invisible pattern across her lips.
“Why did you come here?” he whispers.
His question takes her by surprise, her eyes springing open to find his staring right back at her.
Another brave tear makes a dash for it. “I need your expertise.”
Not the answer he was hoping for.
“I’m retired.”
“You’re bored.”
“I make do.”
“I need you.” She sniffs. “And I have a warrant out for my arrest.”
Silver throws that out so casually, Alex is caught off-guard by it. His hand drops from her face and finds her knee instead.
Silence.
Finally, “What for?”
“It doesn’t matter.” Silver shakes her head. “It never matters—not to them. The only thing standing between me and enforcement has been Maydevine, and that ticket’s fast expiring.” More sniffing. “After that, the only thing stopping them would be …” Her voice trails off.
She half smiles at the ridiculous notion of it.
“What?” Alex coaxes.
“Well, for it to work, I suppose they’d have to get me to shoot myself.”
You could hear a pin drop.
A look of understanding spreads out across Alex’s face, his brain carefully processing the completely wretched thought of it. “That’s what you’ve been doing this whole time?”
The tears form again in Silver’s eyes, the fake smile slowly losing its hold on her lips. “I want out, Alex.” She hesitates. “This might be my last chance, and I thought …” She can’t quite bring herself to vocalize the hope. “For us …”
Alex keeps his hand on her leg, giving her a gentle squeeze. “El …” He struggles to find the words he wants to use, but comes up empty.
“Please, don’t.” Silver shakes her head, still trying to suppress her increasingly determined tears.
“Don’t what?”
“Ella Cross died a long time ago.”
Alex shakes his head, defiant. “No, she’s very much alive.”
“She’s broken, then.”
“Well, now you’re just shamelessly flirting with the engineer in me.”
Silver can feel her cheeks flush, so she turns away. “Not everything broken can be fixed.”
“No, you’re right. Humpty Dumpty was a lost cause.”
The quiet giggle might be fleeting, but it comforts Alex to know that not everything changes—he can still dry her tears. Hooking his finger around her chin, he lifts her head and turns her to face him.
 “I’ve always got your back, El.”
 



CHAPTER SEVEN

Rachel Jenkins
 
Red, her long locks of flowing auburn hair giving her the nickname, is in her luxury Sentinel District apartment, playing Danse Macabre on a grand piano. Blind since before she can remember, her cane leans up against the piano stool, and eyes that would be a deep hazel are, as usual, hidden behind dark glasses.
Always dressed smartly, in expensive suits with manicured nails and polished shoes, she looks professional and harmless—almost defenseless.
After Silver’s banishment, and the dissolution of their unit, Red was offered a promotion. Her father, the current Hunter General—then the Deputy—wanted her to take over Silver’s place as Commander, but she refused. Out of loyalty, she resigned from the Division completely and has been something of a woman of leisure ever since.
Occasionally, she teaches classes at the Academy.
But not this afternoon.
Suddenly aware of a presence in the room, she stops playing. “How long’s it been?” she asks, as Silver approaches the piano.
“Six years.”
“Seems longer.”
Red reaches for her cane, but finds Silver’s hand instead, and Silver helps her to her feet. She extends both hands to touch Silver’s face, touching every inch, letting a smile slowly creep across her lips.
“I’m so glad you’re here, but dare I ask how?”
Red leads Silver over to the balcony without using her cane. Her spacious balcony overlooks a large courtyard full of weird and wonderful plants, many in full bloom.
Silver leans over the railing, admiring the view. “You know, there aren’t any wild flowers in the Fringe. How derelict is that? Just trees and weeds.”
“How, Silver?”
“Your front door was unlocked.”
“The Sentinel District, not my home.”
“That was a door Maydevine unlocked for me.”
Silver takes Red’s hand and places it against the moist bandage on the inside of her left wrist, causing Red to raise an inquisitive eyebrow.
“Wow. These murders must really have Phaeden panicked.” Red expertly navigates her way across the balcony, and makes herself comfortable on a nearby swing seat. “You’re the last person in the world he’d ever make a deal with. You think this is your way out?”
“Either that, or I want you to shoot me.”
Red smiles, but Silver is serious.
“I’m not joking,” she insists. “If I don’t make this work, I want you to shoot me.”
“No, thanks. Alex would never forgive me.”
Silver takes a seat next to Red. “He’d get over it.”
“Not if the last six years is any indication. I’m surprised he hasn’t built a shrine in his basement.” Red hesitates. “He hasn’t, has he?”
“Not yet.” Silver laughs.
A sudden breeze ripples through the air and Red catches the hint of a familiar scent, breathing it deep into her lungs. “Well, who’d have thought it?”
“What?”
“Her scent’s fresh on you.”
Guilty, Silver sighs. “I didn’t ever imagine that it would be like this.”
“We never do.”
Silver looks down at her feet, swept up in a sudden wave of shame. “It’s complicated.”
“Does Alex know?”
“No.” Silver shakes her head.
“Are you going to tell him?”
“He hasn’t asked.”
“He will.” Red considers Silver’s predicament for a moment. “She’s not human, you know.”
“She’s not Chimera either.”
Silence temporarily consumes them.
“I thought that part of my life was over.” Silver scratches at the edge of her bandage. “I was lonely.”
“I’m not the one who needs to hear this, Silver. I don’t care who you fuck, but he will.”
“Has he … ?”
Red preempts her question. “Not once.”
More silence.
“What do you want from me, Silver? You didn’t come all the way here for my stellar relationship advice, I know.”
“I’m putting the old unit back together.”
“Because of the murders?”
“Maydevine recruited me this morning, and I thought it might be a good opportunity to pretend that everything didn’t all go to shit the way it did.”
“And your fee?”
“Repatriation.”
“Sanctioned by the Governor?”
Silver shrugs. “I guess.”
“For all three of you?”
Silver’s silence answers that question.
“So what’s in it for them?” Red persists.
“Their warrants.”
“And they’re okay with that? You get to leave the toilet bowl for your efforts while they, in turn for risking their lives for the city that betrayed them, will get nothing more than a pat on the back and a delay of execution?”
“It’s up to them. They can take it or leave it.”
Red smirks. “You’re not going to tell them, are you?”
“It seems irrelevant.”
“That’s a dirty little game. Why bother at all? What could they possibly have to offer you that Alex and I can’t on our own?”
“It’s not about that.” Silver shakes her head. “If I can get myself repatriated and prove that I was set up, then there’s a chance I can do the same for them. For now, the elimination of their warrants will buy me a little time. And they’re more likely to accept my offer if they think we’re working for equal terms.”
“You still believe in their innocence?”
“I believe that all those years of loyalty have to be worth something, don’t you?”
             
 



CHAPTER EIGHT

Austin Calloway & Jacqueline Pryor
 
Silver approaches a dirty little Fringe District strip club, buried down a scummy side street. Oz is working as a bouncer, watching the door alongside some other beefed-up guy with a pet rat on a leash.
The rat’s testicles are almost as big as its head.
Oz, a tall and muscular man of African-American descent, flexes his biceps for no reason other than his own amusement. He’s proud of his muscle power, and he’s not afraid to use it.  He shows it off in muscle tees and one-size-too-small t-shirts, and frequently waxes and oils his dark skin to make it glisten.
Tonight, his tattoos shimmer in the flickering light of a tallow candle lamp hung above the graffiti-covered door. Even his shaved head is tattooed, though not professionally. One drunken night, it was permanently inked upon by a few fellow Hunters in the back room of a Fringe District bar.
That was before he was discharged.
And banished.
Six years ago, he was accused of sexual assault and hauled into detention. As if that weren’t bad enough, upon his arrest, he was found in possession of cannabis and his blood tested positive for its use.
One offense alone would have had him fired, but the combination of all three … that bought him a one way ticket to the Fringe District—despite his proclamations of innocence in the rape charge.
He catches sight of Silver, slipping in and out of the shadows.
“Am I seeing a ghost?”
She finally steps into the light. “I’m dead on the inside. Does that count?”
Oz grins, knowing that her presence here can only mean one thing—it’s play time.
“What’s the game?”
“Hunting, more or less.”
“The Sentinel District psycho?” Oz guesses. He looks as though he wants to accept, but he holds it back. “I have a warrant.”
Silver shrugs. “Slate wiped clean. How about that? No more Fisher dodging.”
Oz can’t hide his interest now. “Maydevine?”
Silver nods. “You think Jax will be up for it?”
“Like a tripped out whore.”
 
*************************
 
Just a few minutes later, Silver and Oz arrive at a sleazy Fringe District butcher shop with a pit fight in mid-swing. The fight takes place in the back of the bar, where the floor’s been ripped up in the center to reveal the basement below. A simple mesh wire fence encircles the hole, but it’s barely enough to keep anything from falling in, never mind from leaping out.
Below, two Chimera—one with a red stripe on its back, and one with a blue stripe—fight each other to the death as onlookers cheer. Betting odds are posted on the wall.
Jax is sitting in a booth, laughing and drinking with a group of men, each with his own Jade. Like the others, she’s in her mid-thirties, but she looks her age. She looks beaten and tired, but her Hispanic skin hides the dark circles under her eyes. She’s petite, but strong. Her long, black hair is yanked back into a scruffy ponytail, with wisps drifting free and framing her face. Often, like today, she wears men’s clothes and shoes. The baggy clothes hide her figure, and make it easy to conceal weapons.
Known for being trigger happy, it was no surprise when she got herself arrested for causing the unintentional death of a Cadet six years ago. They were partnered up on a routine extermination shift, and something went wrong. A stray bullet struck the Cadet in the neck and she died instantly. Jax was arrested at the scene and her blood was tested for illicit substances, as per Division policy.
The test came back positive for amphetamines.
Now, fallen into a routine of despair and self-destruction, she’s a bitter, angry shell of a human being. Her adamant refusal to accept responsibility for the Cadet’s death has painted her black in the eyes of all who once knew her. Every appeal she’s launched to overturn her sentence has been denied, though she maintains her innocence.
Silver stands silently in front of the booth until her presence is felt.
Eventually, Jax looks up and glares at her with a mixture of apathy and disdain, sucking on a cigarette. “I thought you were dead.”
“There’s a lot of that going around. Can we talk?”
Oz returns from the bar with a drink for himself and Silver, and Jax seems more interested once she catches sight of him.
“What’s she roped you into this time?”
“Who cares? I’d be a fucking meter maid if it meant I didn’t have to be a Dodger.”
Jax flicks her eyes back and forth between the two of them, finally landing both eyeballs back on Silver. “No more Fishers? Are you serious? Why are you doing this?”
“I made a deal with Maydevine. I want to cut you in on it.”
“After all these years?”
“I figured we all deserve the opportunity to redeem ourselves. Warrants now, repatriation later.”
“That’s a pretty big leap.”
“You give some, you get some. Show willing and Maydevine will look upon you with favor, rather than disgust.”
“His help wasn’t worth shit when my appeal was filed. The Governor wiped his ass with it, and then he threw it right back at me.”
“Times are different now. And if you want my advice, you’ll take the chance that’s being offered to you.”
Jax shakes her head and knocks back the last of her drink. “Do me a favor: don’t give me any fucking advice.”
“Why? You’d rather sit here in this dingy little butcher shop feeling sorry for yourself?”
Jax flips Silver her middle finger, gets up from the table, and begins to walk away. Silver tries to catch her arm and hold her back, but Jax shakes herself free.
“That world has nothing to offer me anymore.”
“Not only are you wrong, but you can’t afford to turn this down.”
“Says who?”
“Say a dozen or so different Fishers, all with your name on their list.”
Jax confidently squares up to Silver. “You really want to help me?”
“Yes.”
“Then take out your fucking gun and shoot me.”
Their silent standoff lingers for a few moments before Jax ends it.
“I didn’t think so.” She turns and walks away.
“Midnight,” Silver calls after her. “Breaking point of the One Way.”
Oz cleans up his and Silver’s drinks. “I’ll go after her.”
He darts after Jax, leaving Silver alone in the bar while the pit fight reaches its bloody conclusion. Silver remembers when she and Alex used to hold their own illegal pit fights for the other Hunters. Ultimately, there was no winner. Whichever animal won in the ring got shot at the end of the night—often at Silver’s hand.
She leaves the butcher shop dejected and tired. Her wrist itches, and she tries not to scratch at it. Walking back to her apartment in the pouring rain, she hangs her head low and tries to think of what to say to Alice.
By the time she reaches her destination, she’s drenched, and she’s thought of nothing even remotely appropriate. She can’t stop thinking about Alex, and her daydreams have been less than chaste.
Frozen from the rain, it could just as easily be the elements or her mind’s wanderings that give her body the appearance of arousal. Either way, Alice rushes to get her a towel.
“What happened to you?”
Silver dries her face and feels pity when she looks into Alice’s concerned eyes.
“Things are going to change, and they’re going to change very fast.”
Alice catches sight of Silver’s bandaged wrist and reaches out to touch it. “Rippers?”
Silver takes back her wrist, ignoring the question. “You’re going to meet some new people tonight.”
She heads to the bedroom to change into some dry clothes, making sure to wear a long sleeved top to conceal the marks of self-harm on her arm.
Alice hovers in the doorway. “What people?”
“My people.” Silver finishes dressing and laces up a new pair of steel-toed Hunter Division boots—courtesy of Maydevine.
“Hunters?” Alice’s voice is shaky.
Silver nods. “They’ll be staying downstairs.” 
She walks away, but Alice stays hot on her tail.
“For how long?”
“I don’t know.”
Alice looks upset, sensing an intense sharpness to Silver that goes deeper than just one more of her generic bad moods. She hangs back while Silver digs through the fridge.
“Why are you angry with me?”
Silver reappears from the fridge, leftover Chimera meat in her hand and her mouth full. “I’m not angry.”
“You look angry.”
Silver kicks the fridge door closed. “I’m not angry.”
Alice approaches Silver at the counter, comes up behind her, and tries to put her arms around her. Instinctively, Silver rejects her. Her body tenses at Alice’s gentle touch, and she feels immediately guilty. Alice looks so hurt, and Silver tenderly brushes an escaping tear away from her cheek.
“No matter what happens, I will take care of you.”
She pulls Alice in toward her, holds her in her arms and does her best to comfort her, despite the growing feeling of unease beginning to swell in the pit of her stomach.
The last words to leave her lips were a lie. If she’s to be repatriated, there will be no place left in her life for Alice, a potentially non-human enigma that can’t set foot onto the other side of the bridge.
And then there’s Alex.
Her stomach turns upside down.
            
            
 
 



CHAPTER NINE

Breaking Point
 
Silver leans over the railing at the mid-way point of the One Way, striking matches from a box and dropping them down into the water below. She’s so focused on her thoughts, she doesn’t hear the car approach or the crunch of footsteps behind her.
Suddenly, a pair of hands slips around her waist.
Alex.
“Before you say anything,” he warns her, “I have a small confession to make.”
Silver’s heart has a fleeting mini-seizure, but she doesn’t get the chance to formulate a mental list of worst case scenarios. Instead, she gasps as he fully embraces her, holding her body close to his.
For a moment, she forgets the fragility of her situation and leans back into him, accepting the warmth of his caress. “I can’t promise that I’ll absolve you.”
“I’m not looking for forgiveness.” He moves in close and whispers in her ear. “I’ve been fantasizing about you all day.”
Epic somersault.
Not only does her stomach perform the obligatory single rotation, but this time it cascades into a full-on acrobatic routine at his suggestion of their intimacy.
Emotional honesty is the Alexander King guarantee. Silver knows that, but even she—who longs for his company more than any girl has ever wished for anything else in the world before—is taken aback by his haste.
It’s not going to be that easy—certainly not for her.
Still, she shivers at the sensation of his lips against her neck, and it takes every bit of her will power to redress the dynamic before it gets out of hand.
“First and foremost, this is a professional engagement,” she whispers over her shoulder, and swiftly unwraps herself from his arms. Before he can object, she puts a finger up to his lips and silences him. “Whatever else this is, it comes after. Okay?”
Tires squeal against tarmac.
Silver takes a step back and puts some distance in between them, just as a large black limousine pulls up next to Alex’s battered Old World POS. From the limo, a chauffeur gets out and opens up the back door.
Red steps out.
“Small audience tonight,” she senses.
Silver checks her imaginary watch. “There’s still time.”
Alex leans up against the railing and lights up a cigarette, hoping that the nicotine will help to settle his sudden nerves. In seconds, Red catches the scent of smoke in the air.
“I thought you were trying to quit?”
“Not today.”
Alex kicks at the dirt with scuffed shoes, and runs a hand quickly through his hair. Forcing himself to stop biting anxiously at his nails, he shoves his free hand deep inside his pocket. From the periphery of his vision, he steals a glance at Silver.
In full Hunter Division mode, she’s all business and her expression is characteristically unreadable. More than anything, he wants some kind of confirmation that he didn’t just make a colossal fool out of himself, but he gleans nothing from her taut lips or her calculating eyes.
She won’t even look at him.
On the Fringe District side of the bridge, a figure moves toward them from the shadows.
Oz.
Suddenly, a car screeches around the corner behind him. It peels down the bridge and grinds to a halt next to him, letting him hitch a ride to Breaking Point. Speeding way too fast, the car performs a sharp handbrake stop just before the tag Gateway, atop of which, the machine guns are already primed.
The careless driver is Jax.
She exits the vehicle with Oz, a drink in one hand and a cigarette in the other. Converging with the rest of the group at the Gateway, she spits a ball of mucus onto the Sentinel District side of the boundary line and sets her sights on Silver.
Realizing that Silver’s already been upgraded, Jax’s disdain amplifies. “You’re on that side now?”
“For now.”
Alex peers over at Silver, a small frown subtly creasing his brow. For now? She hasn’t told them about her repatriation deal. Why not? He opens his mouth to speak, but Red cuts in instead.
“It’s nice to see everyone together again.”
Silver’s known her for almost twenty years, and knows that her peculiar choice of wording is deliberate. Drawing attention to her blindness often makes strangers feel uncomfortable, and Red gets more than a little pleasure out of ‘watching’ them squirm.
Jax has never been amused by it, and she shoots a scowl out into the dark night. Nobody’s paying attention, though, and the roaring engine of Maydevine’s company car soon slices through the silence.
He strides confidently into the middle of their small group, flanked by Carter and the man who inserted Silver’s tag.
“This feels an awful lot like déjà vu.” He looks at each of them, in turn. “Being out in the cold in the middle of the night, looking at your miserable faces. Minus the gunfire, of course.” He lights up a cigarette. “Now you might think you’re here working for her.” He points at Silver. “But make no mistake, you’re working for me. I will track every move you make, and if you even so much as look at someone from my District the wrong way, I will shut you down.” He puts considerable emphasis on the last three words.
Motioning for the Omega doctor to come forward with his briefcase, Maydevine waits for someone to volunteer for the knife first. “Come on, don’t be shy,” he invites the group. “I haven’t got all night.”
Eager to get this over with, Alex shirks off his jacket and shows willing. Rolling up his sleeve, he bares his scarred wrist for the doctor. This is the fourth time he’s been sliced open—twice now for Silver.
He locks eyes with her, not once flinching. He’s here for her, and her alone. There’s no other reason in the world that he’d risk his blue tag. The hope of being with her again is all-consuming, and he’d never let that hope die.
One by one, the group receives their temporary platinum tags, and Maydevine orders Carter to scan their wrists with the same small, pocket device used on Silver earlier.
Their functionality confirmed, he sends Carter to retrieve a thick Police Division file from the backseat of his car. Practically snatching it from him, Maydevine holds it up in the air, for all to see.
“Here’s a copy of everything we know about the murders, and the prick that’s responsible for them.” He hands the file to Silver. “Find him, kill him, and bring his cold, dead body back to me so that I can see the face of the man who dared to bring fear into this city.”
“If that’s all you want, you don’t have to look any further than Phaeden Rist,” Silver scoffs.
“Nobody likes a smart ass,” Maydevine snaps at her. “And the two of you”—he indicates to Red and Alex—“you fools walk a very thin line here. If you fuck this up, there won’t be a damn thing I can do for you.”
Keen to move on with his evening, Maydevine departs, followed by Carter and the doctor. When Maydevine’s on the clock he’s all business, and spares no special sentimentality for his daughter. It’s enough that everyone already knows their relation, and he’s always been careful never to show her any individualized treatment in the field.
As he walks away, Alex glares at his back, fighting the urge to confront him about the lies he was fed.
Taking him by surprise, Silver squeezes his arm. “Not tonight, Alex,” she whispers, shaking her head. “Not tonight.”
The opportunity is lost anyway. Maydevine’s car gears up and disappears into the night, leaving the sour quartet alone on the bridge.
“Now what?” Jax asks, barely looking up.
Her attention is focused entirely on scratching at her bandage, a fresh cigarette already between her lips.
“I’ve got resources,” Silver informs them. “There’s a place we can stay and use as a war room.”
“In the Fringe?” Alex enquires.
“No. In space.” Silver rolls her eyes. “Of course it’s in the Fringe, you moron. Where else do you think?”
“Well, since we’re on the payroll I thought we might at least get to borrow some office space. Or a desk. Or something. Maybe a coffee maker? Do you people even have coffee over there?”
You people.
Fringers.
Silver snaps from jovial to frosty in a split second, and Alex feels her look turn painfully cold.
“You want a ride?” he deflects.
“In that?” Silver looks at his piece of crap Old World car with a skyward eyebrow and a ‘yeah, right’ frown.
Approaching the car, Alex taps the hood. “She’s a beast.”
“She’s an antique.” Silver opens up the passenger side door and it creaks in protest. “I don’t know anyone else who still drives the same car they had when they were eighteen.”
“Hey, don’t knock it. We made a lot of memories in this car.”
That’s true.
She orders the rest of the group to follow them and gets into the car, finding a familiar blood stain on the passenger side of the dashboard. “Is that my blood? Still?”
“Our first date.” Alex smiles.
“That was a date? Fuck, I wish I’d known. I’d have made you buy me dinner.”
“I bought you coffee.”
“Begrudgingly, if I recall. I’d just undergone minor surgery without anesthetic, and you expected me to drink that pond scum sludge at the hospital? Fat chance.”
“You got what you wanted, as usual, and I got a shit kicking from Maydevine.”
“Didn’t deter you, though, did it?”
Alex catches the smile gently tugging at Silver’s lips. “Never.”
            
 
 



CHAPTER TEN

Old Times
 
Silver and Alex are the first to pull up outside her rundown theater, deep in the Fringe District. The once impressive Scala Theater sign is now weathered, dirty and broken. Most of the bulbs in the old theater marquee have long since blown out, but enough have survived—or been repaired—to light it up.
Apparently, ‘Fuck Off’ is the current production.
The front doors are locked and boarded up, protected by metal screens. Graffiti is sprayed all over the walls of the building, and across the box office window. An Ella Cross  is spray painted in red, just above a sign in the window that reads ‘we’re closed, asshole’. Entry to the building is through the box office door, locked with a keypad entry system.
Soon, two other cars pull up. Red’s chauffeur driven limo gets there just ahead of Jax’s beat up piece of junk-on-wheels. Always easy to please, Oz plasters his face with a cheery grin. Beside him, an ever solemn Jax lights up yet another cigarette and begins puffing the life out of it.
“Just like old times.” Oz beams at his colleagues.
At that moment, the driver’s door of Red’s limo opens.
“My driver, Dylan Reid,” she announces.
Dylan steps out of the limo, wearing a wonky chauffeur’s hat that half covers his eyes. He’s in his late-twenties but he looks much younger. He’s small and slight and not very strong—everything a Hunter is not. An unparalleled geek, his chauffeur’s clothes look at least one size too big, and his regulation white gloves are stained orange with the dust of a long since devoured packet of potato chips.
Jax tosses the butt of her cigarette onto the ground, and grinds it into the dirt with the heel of an old Omega boot, eyeing Dylan warily. “What is he? Twelve?”
All eyes fall upon Dylan, and he wants nothing more than for the earth to open up and suck him in.
“I said no strangers,” Silver chides.
Dylan tries to shield himself from Jax’s glare, using the open car door as a sort of weak protection.
“He’s my driver. What was I gonna do? Teleport myself here?” Red argues. “Besides, he’s an Omega pedigree. He’s loyal, and he won’t be any trouble.”
“Fine.” Silver sighs, lacking the energy to argue.
“Are you serious?!” Jax is outraged, and doesn’t mind showing it. “We don’t know anything about the boy!”
Silver knows there’s nothing to be done about it, and refuses to engage Jax in the matter. Instead, she heads for the door to the theater and punches in some digits on the keypad. Red is the first to follow her—blind, but walking confidently. Dylan tries to stick close by her, but Jax gets in between them and cuts him off, staring daggers at him all the way.
Alex appears behind him, making him jump, and pats him on the shoulder. “She’ll get over it.”
Dylan doesn’t believe that for a second; he’s read her personnel file.
Inside the lobby of the rundown building, Alex tries a light switch.
Nothing happens.
“Nice try.” Silver smirks. “I don’t want to waste power where it’s not needed. You know the electric company is having a hard time meeting the city’s demands as it is.”
“I didn’t realize you were so environmentally conscientious.”
Silver shrugs. “They’re threatening to completely shut off power to the Fringe. For relatively obvious reasons, we can’t afford for that to happen. We’re hoping to delay the inevitable by reducing our consumption wherever possible. As you can imagine, the market for tallow candles has undergone quite the resurgence.”
Alex is struck by the candid nature with which she imparts the details of her Fringe life. Silver’s usually so guarded, and he’s genuinely touched by the raw honesty of it, and all the desperation it entails.
Oz reads the flyers on a notice board, taking in the details of upcoming productions. “If I knew we were taking in a show, I would’ve dressed for the occasion.”
Jax uses her sleeve to rub dust off a glass presentation case in the corner of the foyer, revealing a small shelf of trophies. “Is that real brass?”
Red is quick to disapprove.  “I don’t think we’re here to rob the place.”
Dylan sidles up to Red, cautiously taking in their surroundings. Next to them, Oz blows dust off a picture hanging on the wall, the sudden gust sending two centuries of dirt flying into his face.
Sneeze. “Why are we here again?”
Silver says nothing and walks on ahead, up the steps into the auditorium. She flicks on the house lights—half of the bulbs having been painstakingly removed—and leads her crew down the main aisle. Hundreds of red velvet seats, in weatherworn condition, are spread about the room, and there’s a balcony looking down from above. A tatty, moth-eaten curtain hangs limply from the proscenium arch over the stage.
Jax attempts to light up another cigarette, but Silver stops her dead in her tracks. Jax bumps into Alex and drops her lighter on the floor, while Silver points to a sign on the wall.
No Smoking.
Jax rolls her eyes and tucks the cigarette behind her ear.
Behind the stage, disused props are scattered everywhere. Some of the rigging has fallen from the ceiling and lies derelict on the floor. There are pieces of old set decoration, a workbench, and other theater paraphernalia. At the very back of the room, next to a big loading bay door, a large tarpaulin covers something big and boxy.
A vehicle.
Oz is the first one to notice it. “Is that what I think it is?”
Silver follows his gaze. “There’s only one way to find out.”
Oz struggles to singlehandedly haul the tarpaulin off the vehicle, but Jax is the first one to fully realize what awaits them underneath.
“Oh, my god …”
It’s their old Hunter Division armored truck, but now it badly needs a lick of paint. Alex stands so close to Silver that their shoulders are touching.
“You really are a sentimental old thing.” He nudges her, sharing a smile with her. “How the hell did you manage to smuggle that out of the Division? Never mind the Sentinel District?”
“She got banged up pretty bad and Maydevine had her written off. Consider her a donation.”
“You fixed her up?”
“Over time.” Silver nods. “Maydevine brought parts, piece by piece, and I had a system of reciprocity going with a local mechanic.”
Alex raises an eyebrow, hoping that no untoward favors were exchanged.
Silver reads his expression perfectly. “Is that really what you think of me? He liked weapons, and lots of them. He dealt on the side, and I had better Division connections than him. I was his broker, if you will.”
“Why are you referring to him in past tense?”
Any hint of a smile disappears, and her eyes momentarily lose some of their luster. “I shot him a year ago.”
Silence.
Red runs her fingers fondly over the Omega emblem on the hood of the truck. “Does she still purr?”
“Like a kitten,” Silver boasts, trying to rise back up into a lighter mood.
Dylan wanders warily over to the truck and scratches at what appears to be rust over the hood and front bumper. “It’s a little rusty.”
Keen to dispel that slanderous remark, Silver strolls over to him and inspects the ‘rust’ patches. She rubs a flake or two off with her finger, revealing untarnished paint below. “Yeah, that’s not rust.”
Gross.
Dylan grimaces at his dirty fingers and pulls a clean handkerchief out of his pocket to wipe himself off. Meanwhile, Jax’s initial excitement has given way to some apprehension.
“Please, tell me we’re going to war with more than a dirty old truck and a half tank of butanol?”
That’s precisely the kind of segue that Silver was waiting for.
Pulling back a rug on the floor, she confidently exposes a large backstage trapdoor. “The product of the last six years of my criminality.”
Hauling it open, she skips down into the hatch and flicks on the lights. One by one, the others follow, with Dylan nervously taking up the rear. At the bottom of the steps they get a chance to admire the basement, which is filled wall-to-wall and floor-to-ceiling with as many different kinds of weapons as you could imagine.
A small weaponry.
Silver smiles at her guests, and gladly awaits their approval.
Jax and Oz take a few tentative steps into the room, in a kind of disbelieving daze. Dylan tucks in behind Red, almost frightened of this place, which is so different from anything he’s ever seen before.
Alex is full of admiration for the weapons, and for Silver’s tenacity—both in equal measure. “You never cease to amaze me.”
Oz finds a crossbow. “I’m in heaven.”
Red drags her fingers over a selection of guns on one of the tables. “You hoarded all of our favorite toys.” She selects a gun and admires it with her fingers.
Behind her, Dylan stumbles back and hovers in the doorway. Completely dumbfounded, he absently knocks a loaded weapon off a shelf, sending it clattering to the floor.
He freezes.
“Please don’t touch my shit,” Silver warns him.
Oz picks up a flame thrower. Attempting to figure out what it is, he inadvertently sends out an enormous flame across the table. Thankfully, Alex sees it coming and pulls Silver out of the way just in time, the flame only missing her by inches.
At the ferocity of Alex’s glare, Oz puts the flame thrower down in shame.
“Sorry. Shit like that should come with a warning label.”
“It does: keep out of reach of imbeciles,” Silver spits, carefully separating herself from Alex.
On the other side of the table, Jax picks up an M16 assault rifle and aims it at Alex’s head, pretending to fire.
“Seriously, don’t fuck around with this shit,” Silver raises her voice to make sure she’s heard.
Jax puts the weapon down and throws up her hands in a begrudging apology. Dylan looks pale with fear, and he has to lean against the banister railing to stop himself from passing out.
Sensing his weakness, her patience wearing thin, Silver gets right in his face. “If any of this is going to be a problem for you, you’d better leave right now. I really don’t have the time or the inclination to wipe your shit up off the floor.” They lock eyes. “Got that, Primrose?”
Though he’d never confront her about it, Alex is shocked by her tone. The Hunter Division makes you tough, and Silver’s always been lippy, but never cruel or mean just for the sake of being so.
“Leave the boy alone,” Red warns her. “He’s my responsibility, not yours.”
“Good.” Silver speaks to Red, but keeps her eyes pinned on Dylan. “I’ll fetch you the mop.”
 
 



CHAPTER ELEVEN

Trials and Revelations
 
At the top of the stairs is the old theater’s function room. It’s a wide, open space that Silver’s filled with reclaimed furniture: a couple of couches, a large table, and several mismatched chairs. On one side of the room is a full bar, with a doorway leading through to the kitchen. The appliances might be old, but they work.
Silver vaguely draws upon the building’s key aspects, pointing halfheartedly in the direction of the hallway. “Bathrooms and bedrooms are down the hall, but don’t get too excited. When I say ‘bedroom’, I mean a random room that has a mattress thrown in it. It’s not much, but you’ll get used to it. There’s a gym room, if anybody cares, and before anyone asks, yes—the bar’s fully stocked.”
Jax grins. “Old or New World liquor?”
“Both. Some of it was here when I took this place. Some of it I reclaimed.”
“Reclaimed?” Alex raises an eyebrow.
Silver shrugs. “Reclaimed. Stole. Same thing.”
“Semantics.”
“Exactly.”
“Who really cares anyway?” Jax grabs a bottle of whiskey from behind the bar. “Liquor is liquor.”
Silver disagrees. “New World liquor doesn’t taste the same.”
“Bullshit.” Jax cracks open the whiskey.
“No, it’s not. Old World liquor was fermented from natural sources of sugar, like grapes, barley, molasses and potatoes. Different sugar, different flavor. New World liquor is manufactured in a lab using synthetic sugars—the same ones they use to make butanol—and it makes everything taste like swamp mix.”
“Whatever.” Jax pokes her head around a doorway to an office filled with a fancy-looking computer system. “What’s this?”
“The office. I’m hoping that Alex can patch us in to the Omega server.”
He nods in agreement. “You know it.”
“My apartment’s upstairs, by the way. So we’ll all be close.”
Jax, her emotions always worn on her sleeve, is thoroughly underwhelmed by the notion of it all. “You expect us all to live here together? Seriously? Like one big, happy family.”
“Why? Got somewhere else you’d rather be?”
Oz darts in between them, heading for the nearest couch. He drops himself down on it, sending a mushroom cloud of dust up into the air. “Beats my dive.”
After the dust clears, Red sniffs the air. “Smells like toilet cleaner.”
“Yeah, well, it’s either that or rat shit.” Silver sighs. “Take your pick.” She looks around the room, hoping to find some sense of appreciation for her efforts, but finds none. “Don’t all hurry to thank me.”
They don’t.
Silver finds Alex exploring a mini fridge behind the bar. Aware of her approach, he pokes his head up.
“Wow. No roaches. Far out.”
Upstairs, the sound of rushing feet thumps across the ceiling and down the stairwell from the apartment. Alice appears in the doorway and darts toward Silver. She collides with her, wrapping her arms tightly around her and breathing her in, so deep.
Always thinking the same thoughts, Oz and Jax look to each other for confirmation of their suspicions.
Alex can’t take his eyes off Alice. He remembers her, of course. He was there the night Silver found her. The only one not shocked by Alice’s arrival is Red, and Dylan makes sure to place himself in close proximity to the calmest mind in the room.
Pointing a grubby finger in Alice’s direction, Jax is the first one to say what they’re all secretly thinking. “What the fuck is that?”
Alice tries to reach up and plant a kiss on Silver’s lips, but Silver redirects her and moves her skillfully aside.
It’s subtle and well executed, but Alex sees it for what it is.
He can’t hold back.
“My god …” he utters under his breath.
He strides over to Alice, takes her by the chin and holds her face to the light, her violet eyes gleaming. Alice pulls her face back from his grasp and moves in behind Silver, hoping for comfort and protection.
Jax wags the same grubby finger toward Alice again, rising up to the brim with contempt. “Does anyone want to explain that?”
Alex fixes his face into his own expression of contempt, laced with hurt and frustration. “Silver found her during the Second Reclamation.” He turns to Silver. “I assumed she was dead.”
Silver avoids his angry eyes, and Alice turns to her for reassurance, looking terribly confused. In a whirlwind of thoughts and memories, she links her recollection of the night Silver found her—and of the man who almost shot her—to the name Alexander King.
Before anyone can make further comment, Jax draws a modest semi-automatic handgun from the back of her pants and aims it directly at Alice’s head. “Why shouldn’t I kill her where she stands?”
Silver shoves her way in between them. She takes Jax’s wrist in her strong grasp and redirects the gun away from Alice before slamming her free hand into the crook of Jax’s elbow, making it impossible for her to retain a grip on the gun. Silver disarms her, then hits her across the face with the butt of her own weapon.
“You want a reason? You’re looking at it.” She glares down at Jax. “You lay so much as a finger on her, and I’ll show you pain like you’ve never felt it before. Understand?”
Jax gets to her feet. “Since when did we start babysitting monsters?”
“She’s not Chimera,” Silver defends.
“No, she’s worse. There’s not even a name for what she is,” Jax rebuts. “And why the fuck am I here? I don’t need to watch you play house with your strange little pet.”
Tears welling in her eyes, Alice bolts upstairs.
Red shakes her head, disappointed by Jax’s poor behavior. “Nice job, Pryor.”
“This is bullshit.” Jax nurses her sore face.
“Perhaps we should call it a night, and look at things refreshed in the morning?” Red pushes Jax down into a nearby chair. “Give some of us a chance to cool down.”
Silver seconds that notion.
Lacking the energy to argue, the rest of the group silently disperses, leaving Silver and Alex alone by the bar. Reaching for a bottle, Silver doesn’t need to look behind her to know that Alex is watching her.
“Should I get two glasses?”
She pours two glasses of scotch anyway.
Trying to remain calm, Alex takes a seat at the bar. “When were you going to tell me?”
Silver places a double-measure drink down in front of him, more than prepared to drink it for him if he’s not in the mood. “What did you expect, Alex? You knew where I was taking her.”
“Honestly? I don’t know what I expected. God forbid you might’ve come to your senses and shot the thing. Or, heck, you’d been gone for weeks, she could’ve been dead before you even got yourself stripped.”
Silver takes a seat beside him, too weary to react to the deliberate suggestion that her banishment could’ve been preventable. “Sorry to disappoint you.”
His anger melts when he looks at her. In this moment, she looks so defeated.
“You don’t disappoint me, El. You worry me.” He places a hand over hers.
“What’s to worry about?” She withdraws her hand from his. “I’m a big girl. I can take care of myself.” She takes a sip of her drink. “I always have.”
“The virus could’ve evolved. She could be a vector.”
“Well, I’m still here.” Silver brushes away his concern.
She finishes her drink and gets up from the bar, expecting to walk away. Alex has other ideas, though, and gets up with her.
He reaches out and takes her by the wrist, forcing her to stand and face him. “Do you think this last six years has been easy for me?”
“It hasn’t been easy for any of us.”
“But not all of us have spent the time screwing …” He struggles to define it. “Whatever the fuck that is.” He points upstairs.
Silver pulls her wrist free, greeting his outburst with a sharp slap to the face. “You weren’t there!”
His strong, determined grasp finds her wrist again, holding her still—harder this time—and preventing further violence.
“No, Silver, you were the one who wasn’t there! All you had to do was shut up and keep your head down, and all of this could have been different. There wasn’t enough evidence against you for the terrorism charge to hold. The case would have been dropped completely, if only you’d have acquiesced.”
Silver struggles to release herself from his grip, but can’t. “Unlike you, I’m not ashamed of our past, and I’m not about to start apologizing for it.”
Hurt that she would think him so callous, or that he could have any kind of disregard their almost two decades long relationship, he sets her free. Bristling with anger, she walks away from him and slips upstairs to the apartment. There, she finds Alice lying on the bed, her eyes already puffy and red from sobbing. 
Sitting down on the bed beside her, Silver tenderly moves stray strands of tear-soaked hair away from her face. “Did you eat today?”
Alice shakes her head.
“Well, are you hungry?” Silver presses.
More head shaking.
Then, “I don’t like them.”
Silver rolls her eyes. “You’ve only just met them.”
“They hate me.”
“They don’t understand you.”
“They don’t want to try. I can tell.”
Silver, tired and frustrated, pinches the bridge of her nose between her thumb and forefinger—a trademark Maydevine gesture that’s rubbed off on her in moments of irritation. “You have to try and see what these people mean to me, Al. They’re like family.”
“Especially Alexander King?”
Silence.
Silver wasn’t expecting that, and her first instinct is to deflect. “It was war, Alice. You have no idea what that’s like.”
To press her point, Silver recounts a story from her time in the Hunter Division, during the Second Reclamation. In her story, she tells of Alex and the rest of her unit beating a Chimera to within an inch of its life while she watches.
The animal struggles to get to its feet, only to be beaten back down to the floor. Frightened and angry, the Chimera’s spinal muscles contract, engorging its spinal erectile tissue with blood. This horripilation is a warning: back off.
The fierce spinal display failing to have the desired effect, the injured creature chatters its teeth and huffs air through its nose, trying desperately to appear threatening.
Finally, Silver steps in, tying the Chimera’s jaw shut and wrapping the rest of the rope around its neck, securing it to a pillar in the corner of the room. She stands just out of its reach, letting it claw and scratch desperately at the empty air between them.
Calmly, she takes a canister of butanol and pours the entire can over the Chimera. As her peers watch eagerly, she tosses the empty canister away and lights a match.
Swoosh! Up in flames.
Smiles upon their faces, they let the Chimera burn alive, shrieking in pain. The fire soon eats through the rope and sets the animal free, and it stumbles across the floor, dying.
A shot.
Silver shoots the creature at Alex’s feet, amidst cheers from the rest of her unit …
Back in the apartment, Alice is scowling at Silver. “That’s grotesque.”
“I’m trying to illustrate a point.”
“What? That you’re all a bunch of disgusting, cruel, violent murderers?”
“That we shared the best and the worst of everything,” Silver defends herself. “We were paving the way for future generations of humans to live in peace and security—we were the chosen ones. Sure, some of our methods were elaborate. We were cocky, and fearlessly reckless. The necessary kill became the final act in a game of unnecessary torture—”
“You’re not really selling it,” Alice interrupts her.
“The conditions were intense. Poor performance could mean death—either yours, or someone else’s. Just one slip of concentration, or a moment of hesitation, and a split second of doubt could incur the ultimate cost: a human life.”
Alice continues to look blank, so Silver gives up.
“I don’t expect you to get it.” She drops back against the bed. “We were soldiers. There’s no other bond like it.”
“And Alex? What about your bond with him?”
Epic deflection fail.
“It was a long time ago.” Silver sighs.
Silence.
Alice doesn’t press her further. Instead, she rolls over and lays her head upon Silver’s chest, snuggling in to her.
For the first time, Silver feels like the name almost fits.
Traitor.
 
 
             
 



CHAPTER TWELVE

The Morning After
 
At seven a.m., Silver stands in the kitchen cleaning a Colt M4 Carbine on the draining board. Alex, still unshaven, his hair ruffled from sleep, appears in the doorway.
“Please, tell me I’m not hallucinating. That’s fresh coffee I smell, right?”
Silver nods her head toward a pot of freshly brewed New World coffee, still cranky from their disagreement the night before.
Desperate for a shot of laboratory-synthesized caffeine, Alex rubs his hands together and pours himself a cup of coffee, thankful for small pleasures.
Silver finishes with the M4, fits it back together in seconds, and leaves the room in silence, taking with her the M4, an M203 under barrel grenade launcher and the custom HK USP that never leaves her side.
Sensing that her anger toward him hasn’t yet abated, Alex hesitates for a moment before following her into the office. By the time he reaches the doorway, she’s already on the verge of beating the computer with a stick.
She’s trying to add data to a map of the city, but the computer’s not cooperating. At every key stroke, the map—displayed on a large plasma screen fixed to the wall—is defying Silver’s best attempts to manipulate it. Every time she types in a piece of information, a warning icon pops up.
Leaning casually against the door frame, Alex smirks to himself. “Having an issue there?”
Silver tries entering the information again.
Another warning icon.
“This computer is a big piece of shit.”
Alex moves in close over her shoulder, his unmistakable scent of cigarettes and cologne triggering a rapid tsunami of emotions and memories within her. He remains oblivious, and diagnoses her computer problem instantly.
“Program doesn’t accept caps.” He hits the ‘caps lock’ key. “All set.”
“I suck.”
“Move over.”
Silver obliges and he slides into her chair, scanning the paper file she was reading from.
“You’re marking the murder sites?”
“I thought there might be a pattern. You can finish it?”
“In my sleep.”
Alex adds data to the map and it appears on the screen instantly. Outside the room, a loud crashing and banging means that Jax is up and about. She appears in the living room with a cigarette pinched between her lips, carrying a crate of home brewed beer in one hand and a half-filled backpack slung across her shoulder.
“I brought my own brand of refreshments.”
Silver visually inspects the piss colored liquid with more than a little skepticism, watching a pubic hair float on the surface of one bottle. “How thoughtful of you.”
Jax dumps the crate down on the table and cracks herself a pube-free bottle while Alex frowns judgment at her, checking his watch.
“You don’t think it’s a little early for that? It’s barely even seven.”
Jax checks her own watch and shrugs. “Depends on your point of view.”
“How’s that?”
She lies down on the tabletop, beer in one hand and cigarette in the other. “If you don’t sleep, the night never ends.”
“That’s great.” Silver frowns. “You’re drunk and sleep deprived.”
Her tone implies that the former would be acceptable, were it not accompanied by the latter, and that makes Alex nervous. Silver’s always had a tough time with moderation, and he’s always done his best to keep her on an even keel.
A leaf bug crawls out of Jax’s hair and scampers off across the table.
“I can still beat the shit out of things,” she assures Silver.
To prove that point, she slams her bottle down on top of the leaf bug.
Squish!
The cigarette back between her lips, she relaxes again and closes her eyes. “Wake me up when you need something blown to hell.”
Red enters the room from the stairwell and negotiates her way over to Silver, barely using her cane. Dylan shuffles in behind her, with two heavy hold-alls slung over each shoulder. His entrance not so well perfected, he stumbles into the room, knocking things over left and right.
Alex helps him unload.
“Didn’t anyone tell you? There was no need to bring the kitchen sink, there’s one here already.” He reconsiders that. “I mean, whether or not it’s hooked up to the main water system is another matter, but I can definitely verify that the sink itself is intact.”
Silver punches him in the shoulder. “There’s water, asshole. Warm and cold. Just don’t drink anything that’s not filtered.”
“Cholera? Again?”
Silver shakes her head. “Salt. Most of the water in the Fringe is siphoned directly from the ocean, so unless you’re a tropical fish, it’s gonna taste pretty foul.”
“You’re not hooked up to the Sentinel District hydro facility?”
“Are you joking? The water pipes run beneath the Narrows and they burst over a decade ago. Without our own desalination facility, like the one in the Sentinel District, all we have here is what nature gives us. We collect what rainfall we can from the water towers, but it’s never enough to satisfy the entire Fringe population.”
She turns her attention back to Dylan and Red. “Seriously, dude. We’re not going into hibernation. How can you possibly need that much shit?”
Red shrugs and takes a seat at the table. “I don’t like to be caught off-guard.”
Jax puts her cigarette out on the table top, immediately lighting another. Lack of respect for other people’s property is just one of her many character flaws, albeit one of the least harmful.
“Don’t tell me that’s a bag full of cunt plugs?” She scowls. “How goddamn long do you think we’re gonna be here for?”
“You can leave any time you want,” Silver reminds her. “Only then, the next time you see me, you’ll be taking the long drop into the cold water.”
That shuts her up.
If she didn’t already know that Silver had been earning a living as an Enforcer, she’s just been succinctly re-educated.
Alice, lingering in the periphery until now, finally makes the decision to brave the room. “You don’t have to be so mean, you know.” She glowers at Jax. “It’s not a very attractive quality.”
“Neither is Chimeran DNA, you disgusting, hybrid bitch.”
Grinning, she tries to take a sip of her beer.
Smash!
Broken glass.
Jax leaps off the table, covered in booze after the beer bottle explodes in front of her.
Silver lowers her gun.
Her jaw tight, “Don’t push your luck.”
Jax flicks her saturated cigarette onto the floor and crushes it into the soiled carpet.
Dispelling some of the tension, Red cuts in. “Where’s Oz?”
Alex shrugs, unconcerned. “I don’t think he’s ever been on time for anything in his life.”
“He probably went out to get laid,” Dylan adds.
Coming from him, that comment takes everyone by surprise.
Jax grimaces. “What do you know? You’re, like, eight years old.”
“I read his file.”
“Have you ever even had proper sex with a girl?”
Dylan’s cheeks flush, but he pretends not to be embarrassed. “Yes, and sex is nothing to be ashamed of.”
That’s ammunition.
Jax glares at Alice. “Depends who it’s with.”
Bored by Jax’s acid tongue, Red follows Alex into the office. A moment later, thudding footsteps on the stairs bring Oz into the room. He blasts through the doorway, his hold-all getting stuck in the frame. He pulls it through with a man’s carelessness, pulling a piece of the frame to the floor.
He looks down at it, then up at Silver. “Do you need me to fix that?”
Silver shrugs that off with a brief eye roll. “You’re late. We need to get to work.”
One by one, the Hunters disappear into the office, leaving Alice and Dylan alone. Having only limited experience with girls, Dylan is less than suave and lacks the confidence needed to engage her in anything more significant than a basic how-do-you-do level of conversation.
“Thanks for sticking up for me,” he mumbles.
“You’re welcome.” Alice smiles, blushing slightly.
An awkward silence lingers between them until a tactless Dylan recklessly bulldozes straight through it. “Is it true what Red says about you? That you’re not human?”
Alice’s sweet smile is gone in an instant.
Shaking her head sadly, “I don’t know.”
Dylan doesn’t know what to say next, so he holds out his hand to her. “Either way, it’s nice to meet you.”
They shake, and the smile returns.
“You’re not afraid of me?”
“Not so far.”
“Then you’re not like the rest of them.” She glances over at the rest of the group. “The Hunters.”
 “Silver takes care of you, doesn’t she?”
“She does, for now. But I can’t give her what she really wants.”
Alice looks beyond the doorway into the office, noting the body language between Silver and Alex. Silver finishes posting some of the crime scene pictures onto a pin board on the wall, while Alex inputs the rest of the geographical data into the city map. Words travel back and forth between them in the exchange of an anecdote, or the remembrance of an old story. Here and there they share eye contact, Alex running a hand briefly across her lower back as he assures her of some fact or another.
Red tests out one of the other computers, running her fingers across a keyboard that has the key functions imprinted in Braille. Beside her, Oz, already bored, uses a flick knife to clean dirt and sex out from underneath his fingernails.
Before Silver has a chance to intercept it, Jax grabs the police file and begins to flip through the rest of the crime scene photos.
“Brutal.” She tosses them down onto the desk, revealing them for any eyes that dare to look.
With perfect timing, Dylan wanders into the room to take a peek and is utterly repulsed. His face loses all of its color, and he looks as though he might vomit.
Oz watches him for any indication that he might be about to hurl. “Dude, if you puke, I’m outta here.”
Dylan looks away from the pictures and swallows some vomit. “I’m good,” he lies.
Ping!
Alex puts the finishing touches to the map and proudly displays it for everyone to see. “Ta-da!”
His smile fades when he realizes that there’s no visible pattern.
“Well, that was anti-climactic,” Silver pouts.
The murders are scattered, seemingly randomly, throughout the Sentinel District.
“Perhaps the connection is in the victims, not the locations,” Red suggests. “Do you have their files to hand?”
“No, but I have Alex.” Silver turns to him. “Would you mind?”
Alex swivels back to the computer and brings up Omega’s main database. A few passwords and some skillful firewall breaches later, and he’s got full access to the network. In seconds, he pulls up each of the victims’ files on the screen.
“I can download all these files into a program that’ll search them for similarities.”
“How long will that take?” Silver leans in.
“One tenth of a second.”
“That’s specific.”
Alex does it.
“That’s the way I roll, baby.”
The program highlights areas in the files which are common to all of the victims.
“Anything?” Red asks.
Alex scrolls for more. “They all worked for Omega.”
Unimpressed, Jax lights up a fresh cigarette. “Duh.”
With lightning swift reflexes, Red swings out her cane against Jax’s neck and pins her down against the desk. Jax tries to force the cane away, almost choking on her cigarette, but Red is strong and she holds her tight.
“If you don’t want to help, like she said, you’re free to walk away. You can take your attitude and your warrant, and you can go sign yourself up for enforcement before the day is out. Would you prefer that?”
Oz steps in, not daring to chastise Red, but eager to keep Jax from blowing her chance to cash in on Maydevine’s generosity.
“Settle down, J-bird.”
Red releases Jax and turns away, not aware—or not caring—that Jax flips her off as soon as her back is turned. Rubbing her sore neck, Jax makes a swift exit so as not to get herself into any further trouble.
“Time for a hard liquor hunt,” she shouts over her shoulder.
Silver plants herself down on the desk next to Alex, resting her foot on the edge of his chair. Alice keeps a close eye on both of them, and she sees the way Alex looks at Silver when he thinks nobody’s looking.
Altogether too soon for Silver’s liking, Jax reappears with a bottle of vodka in one hand, and a six pack tucked under her arm. In her other hand, she holds a clear bottle of translucent liquid up to her face, inspecting it. “Is this what I think it is?”
Silver snatches it from her. “It’s water.”
“Expensive fucking water.” Jax snorts, glaring at the price scribbled in black marker on the neck.
125.00.
Rightfully suspicious, Alice leaps out of her chair and tries to get to the bottle, but Silver’s too tall for her and keeps it out of her reach.
“You promised!” Alice wails, as Silver pushes her back down into the chair.
Silver might have the dominant advantage over Alice, but Alex is a different matter. Towering over her by at least five inches, he swipes the bottle from her hand and uncaps it before she has any chance to stop him.
The smell is instantly recognizable.
Firewater.
Silver’s never seen such anger in his eyes.
“Alex …” She tries to placate him by reaching out to him, but he won’t be so easily manipulated by her.
He shoves past her and storms into the kitchen, firewater in hand. Leaving the rest of the group confused, Silver dashes after him. In the kitchen, he keeps her at arm’s length while he dumps the firewater in the sink.
“I can’t believe we’re back here again, El.”
“We’re not anywhere, Alex. Remember? You’re a freelance engineer and I’m a corpse.”
“You will be, if you keep abusing your liver like this.”
“My liver’s fine.”
“When this is all over, I want you to see a doctor.”
“Stop obsessing about my liver.”
Alex shakes his head. “Not that kind of doctor.”
Silence.
“You want me to see a shrink?” Shocked disbelief.
He doesn’t get a chance to answer that.
Red peeks her head around the doorway. “Is everything okay in here?”
Taut silence.
Silver won’t look at Alex. His aggressive, frustrated, hand-on-hip body language exudes judgment, and she doesn’t like to be judged. Not by him.
“I think now might be a good time to get better acquainted with the plan,” Red diffuses. “Do we have a plan?”
No answer.
 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

The Fusion Project
 
Hours pass.
Silver and Alex push their little spat aside and work together at the computer. After two decades of disagreements and personal friction, they’ve both become good at compartmentalizing their feelings to get the job done.
And they’re alone.
The rest of the group busy working elsewhere in the theater, Alice is conspicuously absent. Having grown tired of watching Silver and Alex fawn over one another, she’d complained of a headache and went upstairs to the apartment.
A suffocating silence pervades.
Silver taps her pen repetitively against a stack of papers. “All six murders occurred in the Sentinel District.”
“Thanks for the review.”
More pen tapping. “All six worked for Omega.”
Alex stays her hand. “Why the recap?”
Gently, he teases the pen out of her hand and weaves his fingers between hers.
She lets him.
“That’s about it for similarities.” She pulls her hand back. “The victims were all badly beaten, though some suffered more than others, but the actual cause of death was different in each case.”
Alex shakes his head. “I agree, it doesn’t fit the serial killer profile.” He glances down at a crime scene photograph. “But the signature does.”
Looking at the graphic image, Silver has to agree. In all six cases, the victims’ inner left wrists were sliced open—a detail not revealed to the press.
She can only think of one thing: “Rippers?”
Red appears in the doorway. “Sentinel District Rippers? You’ve been drinking too much ethanol. Blue and platinum tags can’t be ripped, you know that.”
Silver realizes the idea was stupid and conceals embarrassment. Six years in the Fringe District has made her accustomed to gushing wrists, and the deduction had seemed reasonable, if only for a millisecond.
Alex notices, and runs a hand across her back. “There must be another motivation for the cutting.”
Shuffling into the room beside Red, Dylan knows the answer. “When a platinum tag is violated, it sends a distress signal to Omega. He wants to make sure they’re found.”
“Since when did this killer become a ‘he’?” Alex frowns. “Do we have any actual evidence that the subject we’re looking for is male?”
Red nods. “One of the victims was killed by a single stab wound to the chest. One thrust, penetrating straight through the ribcage and into the heart.”
“That takes strength,” Silver concurs. “I’m strong, but even I struggle to …”
Noticing the way Alex’s expression just changed, Silver’s thought disintegrates. Her bounties hadn’t always gone according to plan, and she’d sometimes been forced to defend herself.
She changes the subject. “What about forensics? DNA? Fingerprints? Anything?”
Alex pulls up some information on the computer. “They ran the prints found at several of the crime scenes, but the results didn’t match any Amaranthian citizen in the Omega database.”
“An untagged Fringer?” Dylan postulates.
Silver shakes her head. “In the Sentinel District? How?” Still unsettled by the disparity in the differing causes of death, a thought strikes her. “The fingerprints were compared to the Omega database, but were they ever compared to each other?”
Alex cocks an eyebrow. “Multiple suspects?”
“You tell me.”
Alex selects fingerprint samples from each of the crime scenes and runs them against each other.
Six crime scenes.
Six prints.
No matches.
Silver feels a small sense of satisfaction. “Six suspects.”
“This doesn’t make any sense.” Alex sighs. “The murders are obviously connected.”
“It makes perfect sense. The motivation must be political.”
One of Red’s eyebrows peeks out from behind her dark glasses. “Terrorists?”
Silver shrugs. “Maybe.”
“The People’s Front?” Dylan assumes.
The room falls silent.
It’s a moment before Dylan realizes the connection. “Oh … well, hey, you’d know better than anyone if they’d really do something like this. Maybe that’s why you were recruited for this case.”
Giving Silver no opportunity to speak for herself, Alex locks eyes with Dylan. “You do know that she’s innocent, right?”
“She was found guilty of treason …”
Dylan’s words evaporate into the air as Alex stands up, looming over him. His stature and muscle put him about fifty pounds heavier than the five-eight weakling, and Dylan is easily intimidated.
Forcing Alex to back down, Silver steps in between them.
“Do you really think I need your help right now?”
Alex knows better than to try and justify himself.
“Sit,” she barks at him. “I need you to find out what Omega department all the victims worked for.”
“You think that’s what got ‘em killed?” Oz appears in the doorway, zipping up his pants. No use left for it, he tosses an old, wrinkled porno magazine onto the table.
Silver grimaces, and Red can smell human seminal fluid.
“Charming.” She folds her arms. “Why you’re still single is a complete mystery to me.”
Doing his best to ignore Oz’s lack of social grace, Alex manipulates the Omega database for information.
“What the …” Alex runs a hand through his hair, frustrated. “I’ve never seen Omega use firewalls like this for their personnel files.”
Dylan’s face wrinkles up in confusion. “Shouldn’t all the HR files be readily available on the Omega server?”
“You’d think. But there’s a whole mountain of files buried so deep inside the server that it would take me weeks to dig them all out. Some of them aren’t even on the main Omega server—they only exist in the Ark.”
“The underground compound?” Dylan frowns.
Alex nods. “The pre-Amaranthe, underground human storage locker.”
“I figured that place was destroyed when the city was reclaimed.”
“They can’t destroy it—they need it. Every piece of data in the whole city is backed up on the Ark’s server, just in case something above ground gets accidentally or irreparably fried.”
“Can you isolate anything useful?” Red urges.
“All of our victims worked for the same Omega department: ECCO.”
Oz readjusts himself in his pants. “What’s ECCO?”
Jax shows up, covered in engine oil, wiping grease off her hands with a dishcloth. “It’s the sound of your voice bouncing back to you when you shout into a large, gaping hole.” She perches herself on a chair. “Like when I yodel into your mama’s pussy.”
Oz hooks his foot around one of the legs on Jax’s chair and jerks it upward. The chair tips, and sends Jax tumbling to the floor.
Without waiting for her to pick herself back up, Silver explains, “It’s the Emergency Conflict and Contingency Office.”
“Who?” Oz scratches his head.
“Remember when the Sentinel District flooded a few years back? Well, they’re the guys with all the sandbags.”
“Environmental disasters … biological hazards … if you can think of it, they have a plan for it. Their job is to spot potentially devastating events before they happen, so that they can implement the corresponding damage limitation measures.” Alex sounds like a textbook.
“Contingency analysts,” Silver reduces.
Alex feels that to be a gross over simplification, but he can’t argue with it. “Basically,” he relents.
“Okay, so why push them off their carts? Why now?” Jax settles herself into a new chair.
Fidgeting discontentedly with a frayed edge on her bandage, and picking at it with such an intense focus, she doesn’t notice Silver’s motherly, disapproving eyes on her.
Silver slaps her lightly on the wrist. “Don’t touch that.”
“It itches.”
Keeping them on track, Alex directs them to the computer screen. “I’m guessing it has something to do with this.”
Access into an encrypted file called ‘The Fusion Project’ is denied.
“They want to shut it down.” Silver frowns. “What is it?”
“Your guess is as good as mine. All I know is that it connects all the victims, and it’s so far underground they may as well have their head office in China … or that rather large piece of dirt where Old World China used to be.”
“Above Maydevine’s pay grade?”
“Definitely.”
Red’s interest is piqued. “You can hack into their project records?”
Alex shakes his head. “The encryption software they’re using is unlike anything I’ve ever seen before. It could take a while.”
“I don’t think waiting is an option.”
“My thoughts exactly.” Silver smiles. “Let’s go ask.”
 



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Hello, My Name Is …
 
Jax brings the armored truck to a standstill in front of the Omega DDH in the Sentinel District.
There’s a parking space right out front, and a large black limousine is trying to maneuver into it, with the help of a valet. Impatient, Jax rolls her eyes and lays on the horn, forcing the limo to give up and pull away—much to the shock of the valet. He watches with wide-mouthed dismay as Jax proceeds to park the beat-up, dirty, old Hunter Division truck in the space with ease.
It sticks out like a sore thumb on the pristine street, sandwiched in between a convertible sports car with the top down, and an Omega decaled Police Division vehicle.
Keeping a safe distance between himself and the misfit quintet, the valet wraps his fingers around a can of pepper spray in his pocket. Red and Alex could easily belong here, he reckons. Red looks the part of a sophisticated Academy lecturer, while he remembers Alex as the harmless computer geek who once taught a night class in robotics for beginners.
It’s Oz, Jax and Silver who’re making him nervous. Jax looks like a hobo, plain and simple. Oz just looks like a thug, and Silver … well, he recognizes her face from the newspaper.
The headline: General’s Daughter Linked to People’s Front Assassination Plot.
Six months later: People’s Front Conspirator, Repatriation Denied.
On the first anniversary: Commissioner Reports Traitor Dead.
Oz swipes his wrist across the parking meter. An ethereal voice determines that their request to park is granted, and a smiley face pops up on the meter to wish them a good day.
The valet, speechless, can do nothing but watch in amazement as the unit of disbanded Hunters walks casually into the building. He gives the meter a quick tap, just to make sure that it’s not broken.
Sentinel District life grinds to a halt when they enter the lobby, each one of them striding confidently through the security gate without issue. Though it seems quite impossible, their wrists all scan ‘access granted’ and the security guards, despite their reservations, have no choice but to stand down.
At the reception area, a young intern scrutinizes them warily, her finger already poised over the panic button beneath her desk. “Can I help you?”
Silver leans over the tall desk, entirely made from one-way glass. On Silver’s side, edged with white LED lights, it reflects their own images back to them. On the intern’s side, she can see straight through it.
“We’re here to see the ECCO department director.” Silver’s voice is stern, and not in the least bit people-friendly.
The intern’s eyes roam over the motley crew. “Do you have an appointment?”
“Not exactly.”
The intern glances through the desk and down at Silver’s gun, Silver’s hand already primed over the holster. She also gets a good shot of Oz messing with his crotch.
Sensing that Silver’s people skills may have disintegrated somewhat since her banishment to the Fringe, Alex comes to her aid.
“Appointments are for matters less pressing.” He flashes the intern his pearly whites.
Instinctively, she smiles back, her pupils dilating ever so slightly.
Alex seems to have more confidence than Silver remembers, and she steps aside to let him work some Luka-esque magic on the young girl. Luka was always the flirtatious Casanova, while Alex was more like the Clark Kent of Hunters. Outside of the Division, he was gentle and mild-mannered. In the uniform, he was the absolute antithesis of his uber geek alter ego.
Silver had fallen in love with both sides of Alex from the very beginning. As Superman, he made her swoon. As Clark Kent, he made her feel like she was the most amazing creature that had ever walked the earth.
Impatiently, Silver checks her invisible watch and inadvertently draws the intern’s attention back to her.
“How did you get in here?”
“Where’s Ethan Raine?” Silver presses, tired of waiting for Alex to get to the point.
“He’s in a meeting.” Her finger closes in over the panic button. “What is this?”
“People’s lives are in danger.”
The button finger hesitates.
“You’re not Omega.” Suspicious, the intern’s eyes become transfixed on Silver. “I know you … you’re that Hunter. Everyone talks about you.”
“And?”
“You’re supposed to be dead.”
“Much like the crimes I’ve been charged with, the reports of my death are about as truthful as the Governor’s re-election campaign agenda.”
“That’s what my mother says.”
“Good. So you know your mother would want you to help me, right?”
Maybe.
Maybe not.
In any case, just minutes later, Silver’s holding the intern as a voluntary hostage—at gun point. Flanked by the rest of her team, Silver barges into a large board room where a private meeting of ECCO executive staff is in progress.
Panic sets in.
Silver’s icy glare has the executives frozen in their chairs.
“Who wants to tell me where we can find Ethan Raine?”
Lacking loyalty in the face of terror, a wave of heads turn to the man at the top of the table. He’s already backing away slowly, but finding himself the sudden focus of their attention, he stops dead.
Silver pushes the intern to one side and aims her gun at him instead, giving the intern a brief wink. “Tell your mother I said ‘hi’.”
Giddy with a rush of adrenalin from the excitement of being a part of what may either be a terrorist attack or a legitimate crusade of righteousness, the intern stifles a giggle.
Turning her attention back to Ethan Raine, Silver drops her tone from cheeky to serious. “We need to talk.”
Ethan Raine hesitates before taking a small step toward Silver, his hands in the air. Visibly shaky, he values his life and doesn’t try to fight her control of the situation. “Let’s go to my office.”
“Lead the way.”
Silver allows him to show them into his office, holding her gun to his head every step of the way. Once inside, Silver pushes him down in his chair and stands over him, her gun still in hand.
Oz and Jax guard the door while Alex begins to search through books on the shelves, looking for anything that might be of interest.
Ethan gets the wrong idea. “My god, are you people from the library? I swear, the book is lost—I told you that already.”
Red leans up against the desk. “I can assure you that we’re not librarians, Mr. Raine.”
Ethan takes a handkerchief from his pocket and wipes a bead of sweat away from his brow.
“Do I look like a fucking book worm to you?” Jax snarls at him.
Ethan shrugs. “It takes all sorts. I got a parking ticket one time, and three goons from the parking authority showed up at my home with a vehicle repossession notice.”
Rising to his feet and leaning over his desk, he waves a hand in front of Red’s face, trying to figure out if she can see him or not. She pretends to be oblivious, for a while, then smacks his hand away and pushes him back down in his chair, freaking him right out.
“We need to ask you a few really important questions, Mr. Raine.” She pauses for emphasis. “Questions about the Fusion Project.”
Silver shakes her gun in front of his face to get his attention. “Let’s start with: what is it?”
Ethan rocks his head vigorously from left to right. “I can’t …”
Though her face is still shoot-you-in-a-second serious, Silver wonders if she might get better results if she were to appear less threatening. She keeps her gun in her hand, but drops to a crouching position in front of him.
“Listen, people who work for your company are dying. A crazy man with a bunch of homicidal friends and a really big grudge is making sure that no-one working on the Fusion Project makes it to retirement, and we need your help to stop them.”
Ethan’s eyes dart between Silver and the rest of her unit. “The Fusion Project is a vigilance committee, that’s all.”
Snap!
Ethan almost leaps right out of his skin at the sound of a closing book, and Alex tosses it down on his desk with a thud.
“Keeping a watchful eye over what?”
“For the last six months, the Fusion Project has been tracking and monitoring the breeding patterns of the Type 1 and Type 2 Chimera.” He stops to gauge their reactions before continuing. “Their numbers have tripled over the last six months alone. The Type 1 Chimera are breeding younger and more frequently than before.”
“But the mortality rate is high,” Alex throws in. “Starvation, mostly.”
“They’re becoming more resilient, and we’re on the verge of such a drastic increase in numbers that it could completely throw off our whole ecosystem. They’re living closer to the city now, and like any other animal, they’re vectors for disease.”
Both of Silver’s knees crack when she stands back up. “What’s the Fusion Project’s solution?”
“A mass culling … among other things.” He hesitates. “They’ve just been given the go ahead to bring the Type 1 Chimera in for a new round of testing.”
“Testing? Why?” Jax scowls. “Why fuck with something that already destroyed the world once?”
“There’s evidence that a mutated strain of the original virus is still active, and on the brink of a resurgence.” He makes eye contact with each one of them in turn. “We’re talking an epidemic here.”
Silver shakes her head, openly rejecting his assessment of the threat. “If that were true, the Third Reclamation would’ve been halted immediately. At the very first sign that the virus was active again, the Hunter Division would be pulled out of the Out District and we’d all be on lock down.”
“In what reality? We can’t fight this war from within our walls, and the Hunter General knows that. Besides which, the city relies on the meat that the Hunter Division provides. Without it, we’d all be facing starvation.” Another bead of sweat trickles down his brow. “You and I both understand the reasons why this war must continue, and the importance of keeping the public blissfully unaware of the risk.”
“And the Hunters?”
“Told only what they need to know.”
“Which is?”
“Destroy. Reclaim. Rebuild. Control,” he repeats the Omega mantra in monotone. “Kill, or be killed.”
Silver is disgusted by his blatant disregard for the rights of the Hunters to be forewarned of the risks they’re placing upon their lives in service to their government.
“The virus …” Alex draws Ethan’s attention to him. “In your estimations, what percentage of the Chimeran population are vectors for it?”
“So far, less than ten percent of the Type 1 samples collected have tested positive for the Chimera virus. Those aren’t bad odds, and Omega wants the threat neutralized before the risk to public safety escalates.”
Something rings a bell in Silver’s brain.
Type 1 Chimera.
Type 2 Chimera.
What the fuck?
“Type 1?” She zeros in on the gap in her knowledge. “What’s the difference between a Type 1 and Type 2 Chimera? I’ve never heard of such a designation.”
Ethan shakes his head, shaking another bead of sweat loose. “And nor should you have. They appeared on Omega’s radar not long after the First Reclamation, but their numbers were low and so the threat remained negligible.”
“What changed?”
“An unprecedented population explosion. That’s what alerted us to the possible resurgence of the virus.”
“So they represent what? The next stage in Chimeran evolution?” Red guesses.
“To tell you the truth, we don’t really know.” Ethan dabs at his forehead with the handkerchief. “The tests have been … somewhat inconclusive in that regard. But it’s clear that the Type 2 Chimera—or the Fusions, as they’ve become known—pose a distinct threat to Amaranthian security.”
Silver shakes her head. “I don’t understand. Omega’s been waging war against the Chimera for over a century. Virus or not, what threat are they against the brute force of the fully deployed Hunter Division?”
“You’re right. In a battle of force and weapons between a Hunter unit and a clan of Type 1 Chimera, there’s only one winner.” He wipes again at his forehead with the handkerchief, catching a dribble of sweat en route down his cheek. “They’re primal animals, controlled by their own basic instincts, and they make clumsy predators.”
“I still don’t get it.” Silver pinches her nose between her thumb and forefinger, trying to fathom it. “A monster is a monster. Get a gun and kill it. What is it about the Type 2 Chimera—the Fusions—that makes them such a threat?”
Ethan locks eyes with her. “The same thing that makes us a threat to the animals we prey upon: independent thought.”
 
 



CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Butchery
 
Side by side in the office, Dylan and Alice sit in front of a computer screen, their shoulders gently touching.
A tinny, eighties-sounding rhythm blares out of the crackly speakers, and Dylan tries teaching her how to play Tetris.
“This game is an Old World classic,” he declares. “This week, Tetris. Next week, Mario Cart.”
Alice clears three lines at once, grinning at him.
“See, you’re a natural,” he compliments.
Without warning, they’re interrupted by the arrival of Silver and the rest of the group. Dylan jumps almost out of his seat at the slamming of the door, and shuts down the game in a split second. Settling himself back again, he slides his chair a subtle few inches away from Alice.
Alice holds back her first instinct to greet Silver, and quietly watches her unload an arsenal of weapons onto the table. “Any luck?” she ventures.
Silver takes a seat at the table, avoiding direct eye contact. “That depends entirely on the level of your expectation.”
Dylan wheels his chair closer. “What did you learn about the Fusion Project?”
Returning from a brief jaunt into the kitchen, Alex slides down into the seat next to Silver and offers her a beer—not one of the piss bottles.
“Nothing that brings us any closer to nailing down a suspect.” He sighs.
Silver cracks open the beer and nurses it between her hands. “They’re using Chimera as lab rats, we learned that.”
Alice, isolated from the rest of the group, tucks her knees up to her chin and wraps her arms around them. “Experiments for what purpose?” She sounds uneasy.
“Knowing Omega, quite possibly the whole range of exploitation.” Silver begins to tick items off on her fingers. “Cosmetics, drugs, genetic modification, disease pathology, toxicology, biological warfare—all under the guise of public protection, no doubt.”
“Could be this is just the work of some jumped up animal rights campaigners,” Alex suggests.
“You really think people care that much about Chimeran protection?” Silver shakes her head. “Not a chance. But if someone found out about a possible viral epidemic and knew that Omega was covering it up? I’d be more than happy to call that a motive.”
“A virus?” Alice suppresses a shiver. “What virus?”
Silver looks down at the nick on her finger, given to her courtesy of the young Chimera she captured at her last bounty. It’s healing now.
Not infected.
Still human.
Lucky.
She answers Alice without even looking up from the table. “A mutation of the Chimera virus. It’s spreading through the Out District.”
Alex misreads the concern in her voice and reaches out to squeeze her shoulder. He believes her thoughts are still with the Hunters who’re stuck unwittingly risking their lives against now two potential killers. Instead, her imagination is running away with her. Could a virus have caused Alice’s condition?
Jax joins them at the table, whiskey in hand. “So how do we catch a ghost anyway? Your motive, if that’s what it is, doesn’t bring us any closer to suspects.”
“You’re right.” Silver takes a sip of her beer. “It’s impossible for the killers to be from the Sentinel District because their fingerprints aren’t in the system. But it’s also impossible for them to be from the Fringe District, because there’s no way for a Fringer to cross the bridge.” She shrugs. “I don’t get it.”
More beer.
Jax begins scratching her name into the tabletop with a pocket knife. “Great. Square one. I love square one,” she mumbles.
Dylan holds up his hand. “I think I can get us to square two.” He spins around in his chair and retrieves a printed e-mail from a pile of papers behind him. “While you were gone, I took the liberty of sifting through ECCO’s e-mail server.
“Ingoing and outgoing mail.” He holds up the sheet of paper. “Amongst requests for coffee dates and meeting schedules, and a rather lewd picture that’s bound to spark a sexual harassment case, Alice and I found this.”
He pushes it onto the table toward Silver.
“An internal memo.” She speed reads it. “A fight night invitation. A Platinum Party, no less. We should go check it out.” Silver hands the memo to Alex. “At the very least, we might get a chance to familiarize ourselves with other members of the Fusion Project. Maybe even figure out who the next target could be.”
Alex starts shaking his head before her thought is even complete. “It’s a waste of our time.”
“If you’ve got a better idea, I’ll hear it.”
He doesn’t.
He turns to Dylan. “What butcher shop?”
He asks, but he fears he already knows the answer.
Platinum Party organizers favor those butcher shops run by ex-Division Fringers. They put on the best fights, and they’ll get you a deal on drinks and drugs and whores if you agree to supply your own animals.
Alex knows this from experience. Not long enough ago, he and Silver were involved in their own pit fight ring, with the help of an ex-Division butcher shop owner in Mid Town. It lasted less than a year, and culminated in disaster.
Their relationship damn near ended because of it, and he doesn’t much care to revisit the old haunt in case it awakens any old stirrings.
Tough luck for him, though.
Dylan re-reads the memo. “It’s called The Dirty Dog. You’ve heard of it?”
Alex looks over at Silver, seeking some kind of reassurance that this isn’t going to open up a whole can of bloated, rotting, fetid worms.
Knowing his thoughts, she offers him a weak smile and swiftly deflects. “When is this thing happening?”
“Tonight.” Dylan double checks.
Jax breaks into a grin. “Sweet.” She grabs a bottle of liquor from behind the bar and urges Oz to follow her. “Come on, the truck needs a lick of paint. We can get high on the fumes.”
Oz doesn’t need to be asked twice.
Silver settle back in her chair and rolls her eyes. “Lovely.”
For once, her body language is open and unguarded. Alex takes a chance and reaches over to her, laying a hand on her leg and gently squeezing her thigh.
“We’ve got a few hours to kill. Why don’t you try and get some rest?”
Alice’s sharp, violet eyes dart down to his hand, then back up to Silver’s face. There’s no glimmer of a reaction.
Silver’s own tired eyes, their usual glint subdued by fatigue, look back at Alex with resignation. “There’s no time for that.”
She’s right.
While Oz and Jax spray paint a naked woman on the side of the truck, Silver spars with Alice in the gym room. Alex watches them from the sidelines, anxiously rolling a cigarette between his fingers. Each time Silver launches a series of kicks and punches at Alice, Alice evades them. Her reflexes are impossibly fast.
Suddenly, Alice switches from defensive to offensive and kicks Silver—full force—in the chest, knocking her to the floor. Alex almost takes a step forward to see if she’s okay, but Alice beats him to it. She drops down onto the floor, straddling Silver.
“Did I hurt you?”
Alex clenches his jaw, a sudden wave of jealousy sweeping through him. Alice jumps to her feet and holds out a hand to help Silver up off the floor, but Silver insists on getting up without the help.
“I’m a rock,” she asserts, trying to get her breath back.
In the doorway, Dylan pushes past Alex, dragging Red into the room behind him. “Teach me,” he demands.
“The instincts bred into a Hunter cannot be taught in one afternoon.” She sighs. “It takes a lifetime of study.”
“If I’m going to be hanging out with you guys, I want to learn how to defend myself.”
“Good luck with that.” Silver smirks.
“I can teach him,” Alice volunteers with a wide grin on her face.
“You don’t have to do that,” Silver corrects her. “He’s not your responsibility.”
“I don’t mind,” Alice insists. “It’ll be fun.”
Fun?
Alice is practically giddy with eagerness, and Silver can see it in her face: she’s crushing on him.
 
 
 
 
 



CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Angry Dogs
 
Evening has fallen.
Dylan leans back in his chair in front of the computer, nursing a fresh black eye with an ice pack. A dot on the screen marked ‘Betty’ bobs along the Fringe District streets on a grid map of the city.
Across the room, Alice watches him with a fretful look, nervously biting at her lower lip. “I’m sorry about your face.”
Dylan tries to pretend that it’s no big deal. “Shamefully, this isn’t the first time I’ve been beaten up by a girl.”
“I didn’t mean to—”
“No, it’s okay,” Dylan cuts her off. “It was my fault. I shouldn’t have been standing in front of your fist.”
Alice tries to subdue a smile but fails, and Dylan catches it.
“It’s not funny.”
Alice makes an ‘eensy-weensy’ gesture with her thumb and forefinger. “Little bit.”
Dylan releases a small smile. “Fine, but if anyone else asks, I got this doing something really manly. Like rescuing you from a terrifyingly enormous mouse.”
“Okay.” Alice laughs. “I promise.”
Happier, Alice begins doodling on a piece of paper, quietly humming a tune to herself. Dylan’s eyes bounce back and forth from the computer screen to Alice, and it’s not long before she catches on to the special attention.
“What?”
He jerks his head back to the screen. “Nothing. Sorry. I didn’t mean to stare.”
“It’s okay, you’re not the first.” Self-conscious, she turns back to her doodles. “I have contacts, but they make my eyes burn.”
“No, it wasn’t that. Honestly.” He feels bad. “I wasn’t staring at you because of … I mean, because you’re … it wasn’t that.”
“If you say so.” Disbelieving.
“It’s just that … you and Silver. It seems strange to me, that’s all.”
“Huh?”
“Your … arrangement.”
“Arrangement?”
“Here … the two of you … together.” He struggles to find the words to express his meaning. “You just … and she just … I mean, I didn’t think …”
Alice becomes lost in his poor articulation. “I don’t follow.”
“Beans and tuna, you know?”
She doesn’t.
She has no idea.
“She keeps me safe.” Alice smiles. “And in return, I take care of her in as many ways as I can. Do you understand?”
“Not really.”
“A symbiosis.”
“You buy her loyalty, you mean?”
Alice is shocked by his reductive and damning conclusion. “I owe her my life.”
“I’d imagine that debt was paid in favors a long time ago.”
Affronted, Alice pushes him hard and knocks him clean off his chair.
“I’m not a whore!” she snaps. “You can’t possibly know what it’s like.”
Dylan picks himself back up and drops the subject. “I guess not.”
Silence.
Alice stews. She can’t let it go.
“The ability to form alliances with other animals is a basic survival instinct, just so you know. What Silver and I have is an effective partnership.”
“Really? Is that how she sees it?”
More silence.
The dot on the computer screen stops moving in front of the butcher shop’s address.
 
*************************
 
Signage on the front of the building includes a neon sign with the runic code for ‘danger—angry dog’ .
Butcher shops are dark and sleazy, and dangerous territory for anyone not heavily armed. Jax and Oz have come equipped with enough fire power to decimate a lightly populated city block, and they’re the first ones inside. Red follows behind them, using the fresh smell of paint fumes for guidance.
Alex holds Silver back. “Is there anything we need to talk about before we go in there?”
“Not that I can think of.” Defiant.
“Come on, El …”
Silver pulls herself free. “It’s been a long time, Alex. Let it go.”
He lets her walk away from him, knowing that he couldn’t stop her anyway. Inside, the clientele in the front room is a mixture of Fringer trash and off-duty Omega employees. A caged baby Chimera paws at a Jade’s cleavage by the bar, trying to get to her soft flesh.
The air is thick with cigarette smoke, and the whole place reeks of cannabis. This room’s for drinking, and there’s another for gambling. In the back, a special room lurks beyond a doorway draped with a heavy black curtain. The curtain bears the same angry dog symbol as on the front of the building, and it’s guarded by a stocky doorman.
He’s carrying a bazooka.
When Silver tries to pass him, he blocks her way.
“Sorry, it’s PP only tonight and the guest list’s restricted.”
Silver spots a portable tag reader in his hand and holds out her inner left wrist for him. “Check me out.”
Dubiously, he scans her wrist, and becomes even more suspicious when the result comes up favorable. He resets the machine and scans her again.
Same result.
Rather begrudgingly, he draws the angry dog symbol on the back of her hand in red marker and lets her pass.
Alex’s turn.
Two for two.
On the other side, Silver heads straight for the bar, but the others have already beaten her to it. Jax is trying, semi-successfully, to carry four beers without dropping or spilling any.
“You should keep a clear head,” Red mothers, having declined a beverage for herself.
“Please.” Jax snorts. “I can do this shit in my sleep.”
Silver grabs two beers off Jax—one for herself and one for Alex—and surveys the room. It’s packed, way beyond the limit of what any Sentinel District fire code regulations would allow.
She feels Alex move in beside her, and she hands him one of the bottles.
“You think these people would still be here if they knew the risks of contamination?”
Alex shrugs. “The virus is blood borne. You’d probably have to climb right down there into the pit with them to run any real risk of infection.”
Silver’s eyes are drawn to the fight pit in the center of the room. It’s surrounded by overcrowded tables, and rows of benches bowing under the weight of so many parked asses.
Something strange, though.
This pit, unlike the ones Silver’s used to, is surrounded by two wire fences. The external fence is about eight feet high and made from standard wire mesh. The other fence, about a foot closer to the edge of the pit, is electrified, and it reaches right up to the ceiling. It certainly didn’t look like that back in the day.
“Doesn’t that seem a little unusual to you?” she whispers to Alex.
“Everything’s felt a little bit unusual to me lately.”
“An electric fence, though? Who needs that?”
An approaching bookie circulates the room, taking bets on the impending fight, but a simple head shake from Silver sends him onward before he even opens his mouth.
Jax swings in behind Alex and Silver. “What’s the plan, ladies?”
Silver shakes herself loose; Jax stinks of paint.
“Hang back. Watch. Wait. Enjoy.”
“That’s my favorite kind of plan.” Jax gives them both a pat on the back and hurries to take a seat.
Silver scans the crowd for faces that might be from ECCO, but the room is filled with Omega personnel from the Hunter and Police Divisions. Some are in uniform, some aren’t. Some are dressed up, some are dressed down.
She does catch sight of one familiar face, though, and he clocks her instantly.
Jake.
Their crooked-nosed ex-Division contact, still alive and kicking.
He shuffles his way through a sea of faces to get to her, but once he gets close enough to recognize Alex he slows up and considers turning back.
Too late.
Alex has him fixed with a menacing stare, and to retreat now would only appear cowardly. At the sight of his cockeyed facial features, Alex smothers a cruel smile before it escapes.
“Sorry about your nose.” Insincere.
Jake keeps just out of arm’s reach, ready to make a break for it if he has to, should Alex decide to engage him.
Warily, “I guess an apology is still an apology, even if it comes a decade late.”
“It’s the best you’re gonna get.”
Wishing he could pop Alex in the face without being beaten to a pulp, Jake suddenly realizes something. “Aren’t you a little too far from home, Blue?”
Alex pulls back his sleeve to show his bandaged wrist. “I got an upgrade.”
“And you?” Jake turns to Silver. “How’d you get in here?”
Silver reveals the same enviable upgrade, and Jake considers the implications of that for a moment.
Conniving, “I guess our deal’s off, then?”
Every muscle in Alex’s body tenses, and Silver’s instant look of panic gives him little reassurance.
“What deal?” she asks, her eyes wide. “We don’t have a deal.”
Jake shrugs that off. “Not to worry. There are a hundred more customers in line behind you.”
A wink and he’s gone, and Alex swings Silver around to face him.
“What’s going on? What’s he talking about?”
Silver rolls her eyes. “You know how he is. He’s just jealous because I’m getting sprung. He’s trying to bait you, and look: it’s working.”
“Silver …”
“What, Alex? What else do you want me to say?”
They lock eyes.
Neither backs down.
Tired of waiting for her to come clean—or to present him with a more avid denial—Alex pushes his beer into her hand and shoves her lightly aside. “Excuse me.”
“What? Wait. Where’re you going? Alex, don’t.”
He doesn’t hear any of that. He catches up to Jake and throws him up against the wire fence. “I swear to god, if you come within a hundred yards of her ever again, I’ll kill you.”
Jake enjoys being able to get under Alex’s skin so easily. “You seem awfully protective for a guy who was happy to let her go without a fight six years ago. What’s the matter? Worried you won’t be able to pry her away this time?”
Crack!
The cartilage in Jake’s nose audibly snaps at the kiss of Alex’s fist.
Blood.
Everywhere.
Jake drops to his knees, and Silver pulls Alex away before he can do any further damage.
“Are you out of your mind?! We’re not here for this.” She steps in between him and Jake, both her hands pressed against his chest. “You have to trust me, Alex.” She reaches up and strokes her palm against his cheek. “This isn’t how it seems.”
She appears sincere enough, and Alex’s business with Jake is finished anyway. The last of his anger and frustration subsides when she takes his hand and tries to lead him away.
“Come on,” she urges, scowling at Jake over her shoulder.
Alex lets her lead them to a place where they can sit together, a few feet away from the rest of their group, and Red hands them back the beers she’s been babysitting.
Perfect timing.
As they sit, an announcer gets on the loudspeaker to call the first fight.
“Here to warm you up tonight, T-Rob versus Blue Collar Bob!”
Sounds of cheering and applause echo throughout the room.
“Let me hear you! Five, four, three …”
The enthusiastic crowd counts down to zero, and a wooden gate at one end of the fight pit opens up to reveal a starving, angry Chimera. It bursts out of the gate, the name ‘T-Rob’ spray painted on its back.
“Let’s give it up for T-Rob!”
Whoops from the crowd.
“And appearing for the first time tonight …”
Another wooden gate at the opposite end of the fight pit slides open, and a second spray painted Chimera crawls out.
“Blue Collar Bob!”
More whoops.
A loud gong announces the start of the fight, and the two hungry Chimera begin to circle each other.
Alex leans in to Silver, casually putting his arm around the back of her chair. “My money’s on Bob.”
Emotionlessly, Silver analyses various physical attributes of the opponents and comes up with her own judgment of the situation. For one thing, T-Rob has deep slash marks all over his back.
“They whipped T-Rob before he came out, and probably starved him for a week. He’s hungry and angry—he’s a winner.”
She takes a sip of her beer and leans back in her chair, watching the fight. Either she doesn’t notice—or doesn’t mind—that Alex’s arm is around her.
T-Rob tears into one of Bob’s feet and rips it clean off, running into a corner to eat it. The crowd springs alive, cheering, booing and throwing empty beer bottles into the fence to startle the Chimera.
While T-Rob is distracted from the fight, the mauled foot in his mouth, Bob launches an attack and brings him down to the ground. T-Rob loses grip on the foot and it lands a few feet away. Bob sees it and goes after it—a frantic and desperate attempt to eat his own flesh.
The fight goes on for minutes more.
The foot is reduced to bone, and Bob becomes weaker with each scuffle. When, eventually, only one living Chimera remains, the gong denotes the end of the fight and the announcer gets back on the loudspeaker.
“Is everybody warm?!”
The crowd cheers.
“Is everybody ready?!”
More cheering.
“Then bring on the main attraction!”
The crowd erupts as T-Rob—the winner, of course—is shot with a tranquilizer dart and removed, while what remains of the body of poor, dead Bob is scraped up from the ground.
The crowd stomps eagerly on the floorboards, clanging drinks against tabletops and hurling garbage at the fence, until the wooden gates are opened up again.
Silver leans in to Alex. “Do you have any idea what’s going on right now?”
“I think Omega just upped the ante.”
The wooden gates rise and reveal two men. One is dirty, and wears ill-fitting clothes. Perhaps he was picked up from the streets earlier that night. He looks cold and afraid, but the other man looks clean, angry and ready. When he looks up to see the crowd, all peering down upon him, his violet eyes gleam in the light.
“Oh, my god …” Silver stands up in amazement.
Alex joins her.
“I think we just learnt what a Fusion Chimera looks like.” He turns to her. “And your life just got a little bit more complicated.”
The Fusion man gives a loud and fierce war-cry before the fight begins. From several rows nearer the front of the audience, Jax and Oz turn toward Silver to witness her reaction: shock and horror.
Red drops her head. Although she can’t see, she can smell well enough. Frozen in disbelief, Alex can’t take his eyes off the fight. It’s already clear which competitor is going to win, since the Fusion is effortlessly ripping the human man to shreds.
Fusion.
Silver mentally processes the term for the first time. Chimeran and human traits … a fusion mix.
“This is unbelievable,” she whispers, half to herself and half to Alex.
Around the Fusion’s neck, something shimmers against the bar’s artificial light: an electronic collar.
Silver points it out to Alex. “You think that’s a fashion statement?”
That’s not the only thing that catches her eye either. On the other side of the room, a man in a hooded jacket tries to keep his face hidden and watch the fight without being noticed.
Silver nudges Alex. “Does that guy seem a little out of place to you?”
A half-shrug. “It’s not that unusual. Some folks just don’t want to be recognized in the morning. You know how it is. Guilty pleasures and all.”
The fight ends and the crowd erupts in a standing ovation. People are holding up their betting tickets in the excitement of winning, or throwing their fists down on the tabletops and smashing glasses at their loss. In typical post-fight fashion, a brawl breaks out in the corner of the room.
In the chaos, Silver has difficulty keeping her eyes on the hooded man. Winding his way toward the exit, he bobs through the crowds of jostling people, with Silver shoving her way through the masses after him. She tries to maintain a low profile, but she has to struggle just to keep up with him.
Alex is hot on her heels, though the rest of their group is stuck still trying to pinpoint exactly what’s going on. Sensing that something’s up, the hooded man hesitates at the far back of the room and turns around, locking onto Silver immediately. She freezes, but it’s too late: she’s blown.
He bolts through a doorway and she scrambles the rest of the way as fast as she can. On the other side of the door is a hallway, lined with people waiting to use the washrooms.
No sign of the hooded man.
Silver points to the men’s washroom, motions for Alex to check inside, and he follows the order without hesitation.
No sooner is he gone, and from the corner of her eye, Silver notices a fire escape doorway click shut.
Gotcha!
She bursts through the fire escape and finds herself in a cluttered parking lot. It’s a mess of household garbage, smashed up cars and random trash people have thrown there. Somewhere in the darkness there’s a muffled cry, and Silver draws her gun.
Following the sound around a corner …
Damnit.
There’s a man lying on the ground with a knife in his chest and blood pooling everywhere.
“Shit.”
Silver stops to check his pulse, but he no longer has one. She looks around, waiting for movement. Almost instantly, something draws her attention and she spins around.
Aha!
A short distance away, the hooded man turns and looks directly at her, frozen like a deer in the headlights of a speeding car. He waits a moment, and then darts into the darkness before Silver’s gun is even properly aimed.
She fires a shot, but fails to subdue him. She tries to catch up to him, but he’s too fast.
He’s gone.
 



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Indiscretions
 
The mood inside the truck is a somber one.
With Oz behind the wheel, Jax rides shotgun, her feet resting up on the dash. As always, there’s a cigarette between her lips, but with somewhat uncharacteristic consideration, she tries to blow the smoke out of the window instead of letting it circulate inside.
Red is in the back with Alex, trying to teach him how to play poker with her special deck of Braille cards. Alone, Silver sits and gazes absently out of the window for several blocks, before suddenly leaning forward in between Oz and Jax.
“Pull over.”
Oz obliges. “Why? What’s here?”
Without answering, Silver opens up the door and jumps out, slamming the door shut behind her.
Leaning into the driver’s side window, “Go back to the theater.”
Alex almost gets up to follow her, but he can feel her tension and he’s not in the mood to be rejected. “What about you?”
She offers him nothing more than a cursory glance. “Don’t wait up.”
In a second, her slender figure vanishes from sight into the Fringe District shadows, and Oz drives away. No sooner is the truck gone from her view than a loud crack of thunder heralds a sudden downpour of rain.
Awesome.
She sighs at her own misfortune, thankful she only has to walk a couple of blocks. Nevertheless, she’s drenched by the time Maydevine’s car stops to pick her up.
“You’re late. Get in,” he grumbles.
 
*************************
            
Back at the theater, Dylan and Alice sit across from each other, in silence on the couch, munching on peanuts. Dylan tosses one at her head. It bounces off and startles a nearby rat, scavenging for crumbs on the dirty floor. The rat steals the peanut and scampers away with it, victorious.
“I’m sorry I made you angry,” he offers.
Alice shrugs and bites into another peanut. “You’re entitled to your opinion.” Forced cordiality.
He flicks another peanut at her, this time hitting her in the face.
She tries hard to appear irritated.
“Stop that.” She checks an invisible watch—Silver’s quirk rubbed off on her. “Where are they? Shouldn’t they be back by now?”
Dylan starts throwing peanuts into the air and trying to catch them in his own mouth. “It’s still early.”
“It’s after midnight, I’m sure.”
He temporarily discards the peanuts and sits up, leaning in towards Alice. “Like I said: it’s still early. Besides, if any of the stories I’ve heard about her are even remotely true, then I’m pretty sure she can take care of herself out there. Am I right?”
“More than likely.”
He leans back again, relaxing and making himself comfortable.
More peanuts.
“Okay, then. So you’re a fool for worrying about her. At least we can agree on that.”
She throws a peanut in his direction, but misses him completely. “I already told you it’s complicated. And you don’t even want to try and understand.”
Dylan sighs. “Look, I understand your situation, I just can’t say that I agree with it.” His tone comes off holier-than-thou, and that causes instant offense.
“Don’t say it like that.”
“Like what?”
“Like you think you’re better than me.”
Dylan inspects a moldy peanut. “You’re misunderstanding me.”
“Wanna bet?”
“I think you give too much of yourself to her, and for all the wrong reasons.” He discards the unsuitable peanut. “That’s all.”
“That’s quite the judgment for someone who’s only known me for a day.” She chomps on another peanut.  “You think I don’t care for her? Is that it?”
Dylan shakes his head. “I didn’t say that.”
“You think it’s not logical?”
“That’s more the point, to me. Logic has no place among feelings.” He hesitates. “Not for humans.”
Saddened, Alice seems lost in thought, her eyes drawn down into the bottom of the peanut bag, seeking answers.
Silence.
Then, “You’re right. She’s going to leave me.”
“I didn’t say that. Why would you—?”
“Because she’s human.”
A single tear emerges, and her sudden emotion makes Dylan feel instantly uncomfortable. Unsure of what to do, he reaches out to pat her on the shoulder, giving her three surly, it’ll-be-okay taps.
“She won’t let anything bad happen to you.”
“I don’t want to be alone.” Sniff.
“You won’t be.”
She looks up at him, teary eyes obscuring her vision. “You mean you’ll take care of me?”
Dylan’s tongue stumbles over words he doesn’t know how to speak. “I …”
Alice moves slowly in closer to him, pushing him back against the couch. He looks unsure but doesn’t stop her. His heart pounding, he anticipates a kiss.
Denied.
Instead, she rests herself down on top of him and lays her head against his chest, listening as his heart rate kicks up from seventy to eighty-five.
His body reacts to her close proximity.
She can feel it.
All trace of sadness wiped from her expression, a smile of satisfaction begins to creep onto her lips and she snuggles deeper into him. Before Dylan has a chance to respond to the flood of lust building within him—or to even begin to address the morality of his blossoming, uncertain desire—the door bursts open.
In walk Alex, Jax, Red and Oz, all equally tired and dirty.
Dylan pushes Alice away from him, trying to smother his feelings of guilt before the fact of it becomes apparent. While Alice, calm, her heart rate holding steady at sixty-five, straightens her clothes and behaves naturally. Fortunately, nobody notices their interrupted indiscretion.
Dylan tries to appear nonchalant, and partially accomplishes it. “Success?”
Nobody answers him, and Alice notices someone missing from the bedraggled group.
“Where’s Silver?”
No answer.
Jax glares at her, the night’s events justifying her own personal opinions about violet-eyed Alice.
Without words, the weary quartet ditch their weapons on the table and begin to disperse, so Alice raises her voice to make herself heard before it’s too late.
“Where is she?”
Alex answers her without looking up. “She hung back.”
“What for?”
“She had a bad night.”
“And?” Alice presses.
Alex finally meets her gaze, his expression fraught. “I know that you’re new to this, so I’ll give you the benefit of my considerable experience.” He squares up to her. “Let it go.”
Alone again, Dylan seeks to comfort Alice, but he doesn’t know how. He tries to put his hand on her shoulder, but she brushes it off and runs upstairs to the apartment to be alone.
 
*************************
 
Maydevine’s black Division vehicle is parked outside a lopsided Fringe District building. The runic code for ‘meeting place’  is scrawled in spray paint along the side of the old tumble-down porch, and the interior is lit by tallow candlelight.
At a table fashioned out of bricks and a plank of wood, Silver and Maydevine share a picnic of sandwiches and raw vegetables. Maydevine, seated on an upturned trash can, picks at his food more out of politeness than hunger. Truth be told, he only brought some for himself with the intention of giving it to her as an additional meal.
Cozied into a bucket seat ripped out of some Old World car, propped up on a pile of cinder blocks, Silver takes a bite out of a raw cauliflower floret and pulls a face.
“It’s good for you,” Maydevine chides. “Get it down you.”
Maydevine slides his own portion of veggies toward her, but she doesn’t look enthused.
“Can’t I just put it in my pocket? Like I did when I was a kid.”
“I miss you, but I don’t miss picking veggie stodge out of the washing machine drum.”
Silver smirks. “That’s parenthood for ya.”
“Of course. I’ve been the teacher, the cleaner, the shoulder to cry on, the advisor, the friend, and the disciplinarian.” He takes a sip of the soda water he brought her. “Speaking of which …”
Silver tosses a chunk of the cauliflower aside. “Here we go …”
“You fucked it up tonight, kid.”
“We suffered a setback,” she pouts. “We’ll bounce back.”
“Meanwhile, I’ve got another dead body on my hands.” He hesitates. “Thanks.”
“It’s not our fault. That guy was just in the wrong place at the wrong time.”
Maydevine lights up a cigarette. “He was taking a fucking piss.”
“Yeah, in the Fringe. In a butcher shop parking lot, in the dark—real smart,” Silver sneers.
Maydevine puffs on his cigarette in the silence that follows.
Finally, “That guy you shot at. We picked him up a few blocks away.”
Silver perks up, but Maydevine quickly sets her straight.
“Not our guy.” Another puff. “Just some Dodger who chose a bad time to panic.”
Silver gives the cauliflower another go. “What was he doing there anyway?”
“By his account, he was there to buy drugs and he snuck upstairs when no-one was looking.”
“He had some balls, sneaking into a PP event. The place could’ve been crawling with Fishers.”
“I think he was willing to take a chance on that, but he started shitting bricks when he saw your face. Police Agents have to operate within the rules, Bounty Hunters don’t—that’s why he panicked.”
“Did you guys cut him a break when you caught him?”
Maydevine’s silence and deflection speaks volumes. “What’s your next move on the ghost?”
Silver sighs, hoping that the Dodger’s enforcement will be assigned to someone else. She’s got too much on her plate already.
“Keep the remaining members of the Fusion Project in protective custody, and wait for our deviant ghost to turn it up a notch.”
Maydevine takes another long puff of the cigarette. “I don’t like waiting. It’s not productive.” Another puff. “What are we looking at here? Some freak taking the moral high ground? An over-zealous hippy? Or what? Who the hell gives a shit about Chimera anyway?”
Silver thinks back to the pit fight, and to the opponent with the violet eyes. In light of this new information, Alex’s animal rights theory seems far more plausible—just not in the way he originally thought.
“Another Chimera?” she postulates.
Maydevine locks eyes with her. “Excuse me?”
“What do you know about Fusions? Did you know about the Fusion Project before meeting me here tonight?”
“I gave you everything I had. Why? You think I’m holding back?”
Silver doesn’t answer, so he looks away from her.
Shaking his head, “I’m offended.”
“I’m just trying to figure out how deep this conspiracy runs.”
“Well, you can turn your attentions elsewhere ‘cause I don’t play dirty for anyone—not even Phaeden Rist. You know that.” He crushes the butt of his cigarette on the dilapidated floorboards. “You really think a Fusion could be responsible for all of this?”
Silver shrugs. “This all started at the recommencement of the Third Reclamation. It’s about land—it has to be. It’s nature. We’re trying to take something that doesn’t belong to us, and the indigenous population is fighting back.”
“So, do you want to tell me how the fuck an Out District mutant is getting into the Sentinel District and rattling my cage?”
“I don’t know that—not yet. But I’ll get to him. You know I will.”
“Yeah, well, when you do, can you try to keep it away from my turf? I took a lot of flack for that little stunt you pulled today in the Sentinel District.”
“Ethan Raine?”
“He cried like a little girl and said you assaulted him.”
Silver blows a raspberry. “I didn’t touch him.”
“I believe that. He’s kind of a wet blanket, that twit.”
Outside, the rain finally stops and the storm begins to move away from the city.
“That’s my cue.” Maydevine gets up and straightens his jacket. “You want a ride?”
Silver shakes her head. “It’s out of your way, and the weather’s cleared. I don’t mind the walk.”
Maydevine moves in close to her and plants a kiss on the top of her head, his firm hand upon her shoulder. “I’ll be in touch, kid.”
A squeeze, and then he’s gone.
Silver packs up the rest of the food. Except for the cauliflower, which she leaves behind for the rats. On her walk home, just a few blocks away from her meeting with Maydevine, Silver passes by the entrance to an Omega protected chunk of North Town land, cordoned off from the rest of the Fringe District.
A large sign on the front entrance identifies the contained area as a Hazardous Waste Treatment Facility, Restricted Entry: Omega Personnel Only—but Silver knows better. Protected by a ten foot, electrified chain link fence topped with barbed wire, this place gives off the illusion that the security precautions exist entirely for the safety of curious passersby.
That’s all just distraction, though. There’s no hazardous waste here, and even if there was, Omega wouldn’t give a crap about Fringer safety. All the bio-hazard and toxic waste symbols are nothing more than simple misdirection, just like the pile of burning tires and a large pit filled with household refuse from the Sentinel District.
Poor Staten Island.
Once a dump, always a dump.
Most of the Sentinel District trash—that which can’t be recycled—is taken to the main Waste Management Facility and incinerated. Strategically, a small portion of the stinkiest, most fetid and rank garbage is saved, and transported here as an additional deterrent.
The smell is bad enough, but it’s not nearly the worst thing. An abundant supply of decaying meat and vegetables, disposed of here all year round, brings out the death scavengers. The ground around the pit is virtually carpeted with rats, crows, feral cats and all manner of flying, swarming, breeding bugs and creepy crawlies.
In the midst of all this, there stands one, lonely building. Erected during the First Reclamation, barely anyone still living has ever seen inside it. Presumably, it’s filled with drums of lethally toxic chemicals and other nasty, deadly materials that’ll burn your face off or make your bones dissolve.
It’s a single level, concrete shell with a corrugated metal roof. One bay door, just big enough for a Hunter Division truck, is the only legitimate way in or out, and it’s protected by a numeric keypad.
Silver’s been here before.
She’s one of the few who knows that the Hazardous Waste Treatment Facility is completely empty. Behind those walls, there’s one large room with a twenty-by-twenty-foot hole in the middle of the floor. The hole is covered by steel trap doors, sealed by another numeric keypad and an Omega tag scanning plate.
Beneath that, there should be … nothing. What used to be there should’ve been destroyed almost a decade ago, at the end of the Second Reclamation.
An old Hunter Division service passage.
Constructed by Omega, it was used during the First Reclamation for the Hunter Division to move easily back and forth between the war zone and the Sentinel District. The One Way Bridge didn’t open up until after the Chimera here were exterminated, so the service passage was the only way in and out. Essentially, this main tunnel is a completion of the abandoned Old World subway extension, originally intended to connect Brooklyn to Staten Island.
It outlived its purpose, though, and the entire tunnel system was demolished with C-4. After a group of Fringers breached Omega’s security protocols and used it to sneak into the Sentinel District to wreak havoc, the Governor had no choice.
At least, that’s what all the official documents say.
Which begs the question: why the need for such security here? If there’s nothing left but a useless pile of dirt?
A curious thought leaps into her head.
What if?
 
 



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Crossing the Line
 
Huddled in the doorway of the rear entrance, Alice waits for Silver.
Her hair’s dripping wet, and her clothes are soaked through from the rain. More than ever, she looks like the fragile, young woman Silver found naked and lost in the Out District, and Silver can’t help but feel maternal.
“What’re you doing?”
Rubbing her hands over her arms to try and generate some warmth into her frozen body, Alice gets up and takes one small step out into the street. “Waiting for you.”
“You know you can’t be out here alone. Fishers patrol here.”
Alice nods, shaking her tears loose. “I was worried.”
“What’s wrong?” Silver coaxes. “What happened?”
“I don’t want to be left alone,” Alice wails.
“You’re not alone.”
“But if something happens to you … or if you …” Her words die.
“Nothing’s going to happen to me,” Silver attempts to comfort her.
“These people …”
Silver pulls Alice in close. “They won’t hurt you.” She wraps Alice up protectively in her arms. “I promise.”
While Alice sobs, Silver’s attention is drawn to a Chimera down the street. It’s tied up on a heavy metal chain, guarding a private scrap yard. Standing downwind of her, the Chimera smells a meal and begins clawing at the ground, huffing and posturing. A sign that once said ‘beware of guard dog’ has been amended to say ‘beware of guard animal’.
She begins to think of how many Chimera could be lurking in the Fringe District. They represent food, pets, entertainment and more, and each and every one of them could be a possible vector for a deadly virus.
She remembers the sandwich in her hand.
“Come on, you need to eat.” She nudges Alice. “Let’s go inside.”
Alice doesn’t fight it, and chomps down the sandwich before they even get back up to the apartment. With food in her belly, the next thing on Alice’s mind is sleep … sort of.
She strips herself bare and clambers into the bed, waiting there for Silver. “Are you coming?”
Hesitant, Silver sits on the edge of the bed and removes her boots, deliberately taking her time. She feels Alice slide up behind her. Knowing what will follow, she fights her body’s reaction to flinch when Alice touches her.
Moving Silver’s ponytail out of the way, Alice leans in and starts planting kisses on her neck. Reaching around Silver’s waist, Alice slips her hands up and starts copping a feel of Silver’s breasts over her clothing.
A recipe for instant nausea.
Silver stops her, and pulls her hands away. “Not tonight.”
Rejected, Alice slumps back onto her side of the bed.
Silence.
Then, “Is it because of him?”
Jealousy prevents Alice from saying his name, but Silver doesn’t need her to.
Alex.
Her stomach does a one-eighty.
“It’s been a rough day, all right? Can’t we just leave it?”
Alice doesn’t answer. She rolls over and tucks the blankets around her, sulking. Silver hates hurting her, but she can’t see any other way forward.
Hours later, lying next to a soundly sleeping Alice, the swelling guilt keeps Silver awake. Bored, and fed up of rolling from front to side and back again, Silver gets up as quietly as she can, dresses, and sneaks out of the apartment.
In his own room, Alex also lies awake. Flicking through the pages of a reclaimed Old World Superman comic, barely interested, he pulls an old photograph from its safe hiding place within the pages.
It’s himself and Silver, from many years ago.
Somewhere in the building, a door slams shut and Alex is jolted out of his reminiscent daydream. Curious, he closes the comic and gets up. Still dressed, it only takes him a second or two to catch up with Silver, and to watch her leave through the theater’s back door.
He follows her, of course, and keeps pace with her on the short jog back to the bogus Hazardous Waste Treatment Facility in North Town. From the shadows, he watches her walk the perimeter of the site, seeking an entry point.
No such luck.
The fence is completely intact, and it’s impossible to dig beneath it; it extends several feet beneath the surface of the ground. Still unaware that Alex is spying on her, Silver catches a morbidly obese rat as it waddles over her foot, and she tosses it at the fence.
The result? Fried rat.
Still electrified.
Stepping backwards and almost tripping over a nearby manhole cover, another thought sparks in her head. Using all her strength, she hauls up the manhole cover and peers down inside.
Darkness.
Withdrawing a mini flashlight from her pocket, she shines it down into the pitch blackness and satisfies herself that there’s nothing harmful skulking within close proximity. That settled, she jumps down into the hole with practiced co-ordination, and lands perfectly on her feet.
The pipe she finds herself in is roughly six-by-six feet, and circular. It looks like some sort of drainage system. She shines the flashlight both ways, but the powerful beam hits nothing more than empty sewer space before fading out into the darkness.
Careful to properly orient herself, she picks the direction which will take her toward the service passage—and Alex isn’t far behind her.
He waits until her bouncing light begins to fade away, and then jumps down into the pipe, though his landing isn’t quite so flawless. Without a flashlight to guide him, he follows the bobbing dot of Silver, being careful to keep his distance. Ahead of him, Silver reaches the passage behind the sealed metal doors and drops down inside.
It looks just how she remembers it.
She used this tunnel system regularly during her time in the Hunter Division, though not for work. Disused since the end of the First Reclamation, she and Alex had taken advantage of the vast, derelict space. They used to hide out down here, screwing on an old mattress, exploiting the fact that the tunnels interfered with their tag signals.
Omega had no idea where they were.
Old, dry bones from long dead Chimera are scattered all over the dirt floor. There’s graffiti on the walls, drawn by the hands of Hunters, and the images portray a vivid picture of life during a time of war.
She clambers up onto a small platform where the electrical box is located. Without a key for the box, Silver clenches the mini flashlight between her teeth and uses her hunting knife to pry open the lock. Inside, there’s a mess of switches and wires, with one master switch.
Silver flicks it on.
The tunnel has clearly not been destroyed.
Lights start to flicker on with a loud, electrical buzz, lighting the way down the tunnel. The humming, cracking, and occasional spark from the dusty wiring obscures the noise as Alex stumbles clumsily into the tunnel, just as Silver turns a corner and disappears out of sight.
If she hears the noise, she ignores it.
She continues down the tunnel for several hundred yards, trying to establish the likelihood that the rest of the service passage is just as intact as the entranceway.
It appears to be, and she turns back.
Scrutinizing the interior face of the metal doors, she tries to guesstimate their thickness, mentally trying to determine what force it would take to annihilate them.
Her feet leave tracks behind in the soft, powdery dirt floor, and hers are not the only tracks she finds. By the entrance to the sewer, where Alex dropped so delicately into the tunnel, Silver spots his shoe prints in the dirt.
Busted.
Back inside the theater, unawares, Alex casually hangs his jacket up on the rack. He believes he followed Silver unnoticed, but he should know better. Passing by the table, Silver surprises him from behind and forces him on his back against it, holding her hunting knife to his throat.
“Why did you follow me tonight?”
Shocked by her sudden insinuation of disloyalty, especially after so many years of unparalleled trust, Alex is affronted. “Overreaction much?”
He wraps his hand around her wrist and moves the knife away from his throat, and she lets him. Giving him some space to straighten himself back up, she tucks the knife back into its holster and waits for him to explain himself.
But he doesn’t.
Instead, “It’s a little late in our relationship to start developing trust issues, isn’t it?”
“That doesn’t answer my question.”
“Do I really need to?”
“You were spying on me.”
“No, I wasn’t. That’s just one of your paranoid Fringer delusions talking.”
Ouch.
Alex expects what he gets, and Silver strikes him hard across the face. Not just an open-palm girlie slap, either. It’s a powerful right hook that could send a heavy weight to the floor.
He reels and regains himself, and catches her fist before she can start the second round of her assault. As he manipulates the trajectory of her arm away from violence, her sleeve rides up an inch or two, revealing the hint of a scar beneath.
Stronger than she is, Alex prevents her from jerking back her arm. Holding her tight—and against her will—he pulls up her sleeve. The most recent cut is still wrapped in a thin bandage, and her arm looks like a graphic timeline of desperation.
Silver fears his pity. She shoves him in the chest and forces him to back away, releasing her arm.
Tears in her eyes, she straightens her sleeve and banishes the shame back into hiding. “It’s not what you think.”
“No? Then why does this feel so familiar?”
“You’re making something out of nothing, I swear.”
 “Drunk, high or bleeding, it’s all the same for you. You’re just taking a different path down the same well-trodden road, and I’ve pulled you back from there before.”
“I’m not asking for your help.”
“For god’s sake, El, you don’t have to. I’ve always got your back, you know that.”
With Olympian quality defiance, Silver stands to face him, still trying to be tough. “Yeah? Well, you’re not
my guardian and that’s not your job,” she insists. “Not anymore.”
“If the position’s still vacant, I’d like to reapply.”
She backhands away tears and sniffs snot back up into her head. “Don’t try to be cute.”
For the first time, Alex notices something around Silver’s neck: the dog tags. They’ve slipped out from beneath her shirt, and he takes them in his hand to read them.
His and hers.
The sentiment is deeply heart stirring. 
Overcome with that, and without warning, he leans into Silver and pulls her toward him, pushing his lips against hers. Before her brain has time to engage, Silver is swept up in instinct.
Instant reciprocation.
She kisses back, the taste of his lips so hungered for. The kiss lasts several moments, until Silver feels Alex’s groping hands reaching for her belt and she panics. Half pulling herself away, the kiss breaks and she holds him at arm’s length. Pressing her hand up against his chest, she can feel the rhythm of his heartbeat mimicking hers, urging her to surrender.
Yet, she resists—though she doesn’t know why.
“Ella …” he whispers.
The inviting tone of his voice tugs at her heart strings, and she forces her body to do something—anything. Hooking her foot around the back of Alex’s heel, she pulls his foot forward and tips him off balance, making him fall back against the floor.
Before he can catch his breath, she drops down over him and straddles him. Resting her hands on the floor beside his head, she leans in over him and he anticipates her. Slipping a hand around the back of her neck, he pulls her into him and steals another kiss, while his other hand reaches for her hips.
He pushes her pelvis down against his, managing to elicit a small gasp from her lips at the sensation of his arousal. Her apparent receptiveness spurring him onward, he flips them both over and pins her to the floor beneath him.
“Not like this,” she mumbles between kisses.
He doesn’t listen.
“Alex, not here,” she persists.
His wandering hand makes its way beneath her shirt, and she struggles to regain control. Managing to get one leg underneath him, she pushes on his pelvis, exploiting an old injury to his right hip, broken almost two decades ago.
He grits his teeth as she puts pressure on his femoral head, compressing it against his rebuilt pelvic structure, articular cartilage grinding against a titanium plate where his acetabulum and labral cartilage should be.
In the midst of the distraction, she pushes him off her and windmills herself back into an upright position. “You’re crossing the line, Alex.”
Alex heaves himself up off the floor, his hip giving a loud crack of resistance. “Since when is there a line?”
Keeping her back to him, Silver lets him get close enough to wrap his arms around her waist.
“Tell me you don’t want this and I’ll stop.” He kisses her neck softly. “If you can look me in the eye and tell me you’re not in love with me, I promise I’ll never touch you again.”
Silver spins around to face him, and just for a split second, he fears that she might just be that obstinate. The queen of doing things just to spite herself, Silver’s always had trouble allowing herself to feel comfortable with the notion of happiness.
Not this time, though.
Tired of fighting it, she tentatively caresses his cheek against the palm of her left hand. He kisses her palm, admiring the scar that brought them together in the first place, when she was just fifteen and he was a twenty-two-year-old Hunter Division rookie.
Silently, Alex lifts her arms around his neck and wraps his own around her waist again. Resting a hand on her lower back, he pulls her hips against him.
He’s still ready, and this time, Silver doesn’t freak out. Smiling, she leans into him and releases six years of tension with another passionate kiss. She lets Alex disarm her, dropping her gun and knife to the floor—his lips never leaving hers.
The taste of him is so familiar—so wanted—and the warmth of his touch is so breathtakingly exhilarating. She puts up no resistance when he pushes her up against the table. Her agile fingers swiftly unbutton his shirt, pressing her palms against his bare chest as he throws the shirt to the floor, his heart pounding against her fingertips.
Another kiss, and she lets him pull off her shirt, hastily discarding it onto the growing pile beside them. He fumbles with her belt while she expertly removes his, and moments later both pairs of jeans are discarded on the floor.
Lifting her up onto the edge of the table, he parts her legs and positions himself in between, muffling her gasp with his lips as he pushes himself inside her …
 



CHAPTER NINETEEN

The Lost
 
Silver wakes up at the crack of dawn, naked in Alex’s bed.
She’s alone.
Her first thought is of Alex, and of the most satisfactory sleep she’s had in years. Her second thought is of Alice, and some of the satisfaction melts. Aware of the fact that Alice will soon wake, she needs to return to her own bed before her absence is recognized.
She peels herself free of the covers and quickly pulls on yesterday’s clothes. In her haste, she knocks a comic book off the bedside table, the picture of her and Alex falling to the floor with it.
Those were happier times: creeping around behind Omega’s back, hooking up wherever and whenever they could.
She leans it up against the wall.
As she sneaks through the living room to the upstairs stairwell, trying not to make a sound, Alex appears from the kitchen and cuts her off, a mug of coffee in each hand.
He passes her one, and breaks into a toothy smile. “Good morning.”
“Indeed.” She accepts the mug.
He leans on the door frame, smiling at her, making her blush.
“Why do I feel like I’m a giddy teenager again?” She smiles.
He bends forward and kisses her on the lips.
She accepts him and kisses back, but breaks the kiss seconds later. “I have to go.”
“Really? Are you sure?”
He steals another quick kiss from her, but she pulls back from him.
“Really.” She keeps him at arm’s length as noises down the hallway herald the awakening of the rest of the group. “And please,” she presses him, “let’s keep this between us. Just until this is all over.”
Still smiling, she disappears up the stairwell. In the apartment, she looks around for Alice. The bed is empty, but the sheets are displaced and the shower’s running in the bathroom.
Shit.
Silver rolls through lies in her head, and settles on an early morning meeting with one of her business associates. That happens frequently, and shouldn’t seem out of place. Expecting a scowling, pouting Alice, she takes a deep breath and enters the bathroom …
Nothing.
 She turns off the shower and looks around for clues, but all she finds is a small smear of blood on the rim of the basin.
She calls Alice’s name a few times.
No response.
Anticipating the worst, and knowing precisely who to blame, she drops her coffee mug to the floor and rushes out of the room.
Back in the living room, Alex is leaning in front of a blender, watching it do its thing with a mish-mash of Fringe leftovers, trying to turn it into food. Jax creates herself some disgusting concoction of stale cereals for her breakfast, while Oz chows down on some cardboard-colored mush that might be called oatmeal. Red’s already at the table, reading a book in Braille and sipping at her coffee.
It’s serenely quiet.
Until Silver erupts into the room, angry as hell, with her gun in her hand—and she’s aiming straight for Jax. “Where’s Alice?”
Jax jumps up out of her chair and backs up when Silver gets close to her.
Without waiting for an answer, Silver hits her across the face with the butt of her gun. The hit knocks Jax back against the tabletop. Silver grabs her by the shirt and throws her back down into the chair, the gun in her face.
Again, “Where is she?”
The rest of the room watches in a stunned silence, Red calmly closing her book and sliding it onto the table in front of her. Leisure time over.
Jax is speechless, too busy trying to figure out what the hell’s happening to her.
Silver locks a bullet into the breech of her gun. “You’re a dead woman.”
“I don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about!” Jax holds up her hands.
Silver pushes her gun against Jax’s temple, but Alex shoves her away before she can pull the trigger. Like lightning, Silver draws a twin gun from her belt and aims it at him.
Alex puts up his hands in surrender. “You’re really going to have to learn how to communicate.”
Jax takes advantage of the distraction and slides out of the chair, moving a few feet further away from Silver. “What side of whose bed did you crawl out of this morning?”
In reply, Silver redirects both guns to Jax. 
Another gun appears at Silver’s head from behind—Oz.
“Put your shit down,” he snarls.
Silver doesn’t flinch.
“Step back,” she warns.
Oz doesn’t move.
“Step back,” she repeats, putting emphasis on the words.
Red finally gets to her feet and joins in. “Where’s Alice?”
Silver nods toward Jax. “Ask her.”
Alex tries to stand between Silver and Jax, hoping to diffuse them. “Alice is missing? Since when?”
Jax breaks into a smirk, pushing her luck with Silver. “You lost your pet?”
Silver moves in toward Jax, but Jax anticipates her next play. She uses the tabletop and the back of the chair to support her weight and she lifts up, kicking the gun out of Silver’s right hand. Silver retaliates by kicking the chair out from underneath Jax, but she lands on her feet. 
Red catches the stray gun out of the air and aims it back at Jax. “Stop.”
Jax backs off, her palms up.
Oz lowers his gun.
Red aims hers at Silver. “Your turn.”
Silver hesitates, then lowers her gun.
“On the table,” Red demands.
Silver lays down her gun, and Oz confiscates it behind his back.
Red lowers her weapon. “Now, what happened to Alice?”
“She’s gone,” Silver answers without taking her eyes off Jax.
Red turns to the prime suspect. “Anything you want to say?”
“Sure, make me the bad guy.” Jax snorts.
Alex points a disapproving finger at her. “What did you do?”
She turns to him, defiant. “Nothing.” She turns to Silver. “Cross my heart and hope to die.”
Silver looks unconvinced. “Sit the fuck down,” she growls.
Jax pulls out a chair and begrudgingly sits back down at the table. “I never left my room last night.” She tilts her head up at Silver. “Which is more than can be said for some of us.”
Silver accepts her challenge. “She was in bed when I left.”
“Where did you go?” Red questions her.
“Out.” Silver glares at Red, even though she’ll never see the emotion in her face. “Ask Alex. He was with me.”
“I know,” Red matches her stern expression. “I’m blind, not deaf.”
Jax raises an eyebrow, causing Silver to redirect the glare toward her instead.
“Save it.”
Jax leans back in her chair, calmly interweaving her fingers behind her head. “Maybe your little friend went out. Did you think of that?”
“She doesn’t leave alone,” Silver dismisses the thought.
Jax leans forward in her chair, baiting Silver. “Yeah? Well maybe that was before she caught you with your legs open?”
This time, Silver doesn’t have to say anything. Alex steps in to her defense.
“You’re really just begging for someone to shoot you this morning, aren’t you?” He stares her down. “One more comment like that and I’ll put you out of your misery. You understand?”
Silence fills the room.
Silver notices something missing, and looks around for an absent face. “Where’s Dylan?”
Alex follows her thought train. “I’ll check his room.”
He disappears, only to reappear moments later shaking his head. “His stuff’s gone.”
Silver is quick to shoot unseen daggers at Red. “Loyal?!”
Although Red can’t see her glare, she can certainly feel it. “He’s been my aide for three years, and you have no proof.”
“His absence is my proof.” Silver turns to the rest of the group. “Get your guns. We’re going on a road trip.”
She reaches a hand out to Oz, and he obliges by returning her gun.
“We need to find the boy,” she says to Alex. “He’s our only link to Alice. You can run a trace on the GPS in his tag?”
“I can.” He nods.
Jax holds up a hand to speak, as if she’s in a classroom. “Not that I want to get a gun shoved in my face again or anything, but aren’t we allowing ourselves to get a little misdirected here?”
No-one answers.
“I mean, we were hired to catch a homicidal maniac, not to hunt down your ex-girlfriend like a hungry pack of weasels. Am I right?”
Silver locks eyes with her. “Would I be right in assuming that if you were being held against your will by a power-hungry narcissist with an entire army of blood thirsty militants at his fingertips, you’d expect me to find you and return to you safety?”
Jax drops her head and looks down at her feet. “That’s a fair point.”
“I thought so.”
 



CHAPTER TWENTY

We Go ‘Boom-boom’
 
Deep in the heart of Willowbrook woods, Silver stares distrustfully at the ruins of an Old World mental institution, now almost completely reclaimed by nature.
Stone built, the walls are intact. Ivy creeps in through the gaping holes where panes of glass used to be, and spreads like living wallpaper throughout the interior. Every inch of the exterior is completely covered, and the roof collapsed under the weight of it a long time ago.
A breeze whispers through the trees and Silver almost gags.
The stench of rotting human flesh is pervasive, and the corpses are everywhere. Some have been dumped by the entrance to the building, while others have been left half-covered in the shrubbery and the weeds. Many more are rotting even deeper in the dense cover of the evergreens, never to see the light of day again.
Ripper victims, mostly.
The woods have been an illegal dumping ground for Ripper trash for decades. Aborted fetuses are also tossed here, if they’re too big to be flushed and not sold as a delicacy to the meat shops. Still born babies are frequently thrown from moving vehicles, tumbling down into the darkest parts of this wasteland. Likewise, hideously disfigured newborns—suffocated before they could even draw their first breath—are abandoned here without a care.
And that’s not all.
Murder victims are disposed of under the cover of nightfall, as are the bodies of the elderly. Their flesh is too bland and tasteless to be sold as food, and if they’re left in the city they attract vermin. Out here, they serve some purpose at least.
The Lurkers aren’t picky.
They’ll snatch up any fresh meat, no matter if it’s mutton or lamb, and they’ve roamed these woods for almost a century. They’re human, but barely. Pale from lack of sunlight, they’re feral remnants of humanity who scavenge the woods for food, willing to kill anything that trespasses into their domain.
Lacking human language skills, after generations of wild breeding, they can only grunt and snort the most basic of vocalizations. Able to construct crude tools from shards of sharp rock and stripped branches, they’re armed and vicious—they’re natural born hunters.
Surveying the scene, Jax shrugs her shoulders. “Well, he’s dead. Let’s go.”
She tries to get back inside the truck, but Silver blocks her way.
“We don’t know that yet.”
Jax accidentally steps on the skeletal remains of a human newborn, and crushes the skull. Disgusted, she kicks it away into the undergrowth. “You see anything alive around here? This is an organic waste dump, not a social club.”
“Fair enough, but he might not be alone in there.” Silver conceals her fear. “Alice might be with him.”
“Then she’s just as dead as he is.”
“Maybe, but I still need to know. If this isn’t a rescue mission anymore, then I need to start thinking about payback.”
Alex doesn’t like the sound of that, but he says nothing.
“I don’t care.” Jax lights up a cigarette. “I’m not setting foot in there.”
“Your feet will go wherever I tell them to,” Silver snaps at her.
“Na-uh. Not this time.” Jax shakes her head. “I know you’ve been out of the game for a while, but come on. This has been a set up from the start!”
Returning from her inspection of a Fisher corpse, dangling by his legs from a tree branch, Red sighs. “It’s not often that I say this, but she’s probably right.”
Smug, Jax smirks at Silver. “Phaeden Rist turned the little pickle and planted him in our group to keep an eye on us.”
“Okay, then why kill him?” Alex challenges her theory. “If you’re right, then Phaeden must’ve double-crossed him. Why?”
“Bait.” Jax takes a puff. “Phaeden Rist is a cunt, but he’s not stupid. He knows you’ll go after the pickle as soon as you realize the theft, and he knows you’ll lead with anger and not with brains—as your track record suitably predicts.”
Silver plants her hands on her hips. “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”
“When we first met, you were stuck up a tree surrounded by a pack of Chimera.”
“I climbed that tree on purpose.”
“You think that I’m a loose cannon, but you barge into everything without ever stopping to consider the consequences.”
“I was fifteen.”
“Nothing’s changed. Maydevine didn’t promote you to Commander because of your skill. It was pure nepotism, and everyone knows it.”
No sooner does she complete that sentence and she hits the ground, Silver’s punch almost knocking her unconscious. Unrelenting and unapologetic, Jax continues her tirade from the dirt, motioning toward the building. “It’s a trap, you crazy bitch. The whole building’s going to be rigged with C-4.”
“You’re full of shit.”
Jax retrieves her cigarette and picks herself up off the ground, giving the filter a cursory clean before putting it back to her lips. “Am I?” She points down at the ground by their feet.
A discarded blasting cap.
“There are military tire tracks all over this place.” Jax sucks on the cigarette. “At least one Hunter Division vehicle was here recently, and I’m pretty fucking sure they weren’t here to lay down flowers for the unfortunate deceased.”
“Rist does want you dead,” Red agrees. “He’s made no secret of that over the years. The only reason you’re in on this at all is because of Maydevine.”
“And now the Governor’s looking for a way out of the deal.” Alex nods his head. “It makes sense.”
“Does it?” Silver peaks an eyebrow at him. “Newsflash: we don’t have the killer yet. If that’s really his plan, don’t you think he’s being a little bit previous?”
Jax snorts, taking one last suck of the cigarette. “Be real. He’s known all along that responsibility for all this havoc lies at the hands of a Fusion.” Jax tosses her butt to the ground and obliterates it with the heel of her boot. “He doesn’t need you anymore.” She looks up at Silver. “He doesn’t need any of us.”
“You done?” Silver spits the words at her.
Jax shakes her head in annoyance. “We’re all done, sweetheart.”
Silver ignores her and heads for the entrance to the building.
“You know I’m right!” Jax shouts after her.
Ignored.
At the entrance, the runic code for ‘place not safe’  is scrawled onto the building’s face beneath the ivy, and Silver draws her gun. Inside, it reeks of urine and feces, and a large pile of human shit in the corner of the room is crawling with rats and bugs.
A voice startles her from behind.
“Looks like they’re potty trained.”
She turns to see Alex behind her, his gun, an HK .45 ACP, also drawn. Even though the Hunter Division uniform is absent, she finds a certain security in the familiarity of the situation.
The two of them working together again.
She suppresses a tummy flutter. “They must be close by.”
A noise echoes down the stairwell from the upper level.
Wood scraping against wood.
Lurkers.
“We need to check the whole building.” Silver calculates tactics. “You wanna split up?”
Alex shakes his head. “No way. That’s exactly what the primal little fuckers want—divide and conquer.”
Leading the way toward the staircase, Silver steps over a fresh Lurker corpse sprawled out on the floor.
Neither she nor Alex notices the mistake until it’s too late, and Silver’s struck in the side with something sharp. She smothers a squeal, looking down to find a jagged metal spear tip sticking out of her flesh, narrowly missing one of her kidneys.
Lurker’s know how to play dead.
Blocking their only exit, the filthy Lurker grunts and reaches for a mace, carved out from a dead tree. Lurkers have no shame, and he’s completely naked. Skinny but strong, he wields the weapon at them, ready to bash their brains out.
Mace versus gun.
No contest.
Silver raises her weapon to shoot him, but Alex has other ideas. He yanks the spear tip out of her side and hurls it back at the Lurker.
Bullseye.
It strikes him right between the eyes, killing him instantly.
Silver clutches at her side, smothering another squeal. “A little warning would’ve been nice.”
“Why? I thought you liked a little bit of spontaneity every now and again.”
“This isn’t foreplay, Alex. I was just impaled with a rusty piece of scrap metal.”
Alex pries her hand away and inspects the wound.
“You don’t even need a bandage. You’ll be fine.”
Thunk.
A Lurker jumps into the building through the hole in the roof, after waking up from a nap inside a treetop. His footsteps thud heavily on the floorboards above Alex and Silver, and Silver forgets all about her pain.
She must find Dylan.
Checking every room, they head upstairs. There are plenty of corpses, and many have been dumped in large, festering piles. Some are partially consumed, others aren’t. Some are decaying and oozing purge fluid out onto the floor. Some are fresh.
None are Dylan.
Or Alice.
After taking only a few steps on the top floor, a whirring noise becomes audible, and gets louder every second.
They stop and listen.
 Recognition spills out across Alex’s face. “Uh-oh.”
“Uh-oh? What’s uh-oh?”
Alex looks around the hallway. “We need to make ourselves scarce.”
“Why?”
Right on cue, a small, round robotic device, not unlike a Roomba, wheels itself into the hallway. It stops, turns to the left and beeps. As it begins to turn in their direction, Alex grabs Silver by the arm and pulls her through a doorway, slamming the door shut behind them.
Silver doesn’t understand. “Why are we running from a vacuum cleaner?”
Alex holsters his gun and peers out into the hallway through a small crack of wood in the door. “Clearly that’s not what it is.”
“It looks like one.”
“Trust me, it’s not. I designed it. I’m still contracted by Omega, remember? Last time I saw it, it was a drawing on a napkin.”
“What does it do?”
“It’s a motion detector, programmed to seek out a target and send a detonation signal to an explosive unit.”
“Fine.” Silver checks the clip in her gun. “Let me shoot it.”
“That’d be a supremely bad idea. If it’s breached in any way, it’ll revert back to a default setting.”
“Which is?”
Alex pantomimes a big ‘kaboom’ motion with his hands.
“Awesome.” Silver sighs.
Alex looks back out through the hole and watches the Roomba bump straight into a Lurker.
He holds his breath.
A green laser scans the Lurker up and down, while the Lurker backs away in fear.
Nothing happens.
The laser shuts off and the unit beeps, spinning around to check elsewhere.
The Lurker makes a run for it.
“They’re target specific.” Alex feels a small sense of relief. “Assuming that you’re the target, the bomb won’t go off unless it knows for sure that you’re in the building.”
“That’s comforting.”
“Avoidance and caution, and we’ll be fine. But where there’s one, there’ll be more.”
Silver’s not listening.
Crumpled on the floor in the room with them is her target: Dylan.
His ankles and wrists are bound with hemp rope, and his face is pressed up against the floor, right in a puddle of purge fluid.
Silver kneels to check for a pulse.
Remarkably, he still has one.
“He’s alive. Why didn’t the Lurkers get to him?”
“They’re scared of the robots. They must be keeping their distance.”
Silver looks around the room, just to be certain of something. “Alice isn’t here.”
“So?”
“I think she’s alive. I think Phaeden’s hoping to use her as some sort of leverage to get to the Fusion killer. He must be. It’s the only thing that makes any sense.”
“Explicate.”
“It’s like I said before: why now? I mean, if he knew all along that a Fusion was responsible for the murders, then why wait till now to cut me out of the deal? Or why make the deal with me in the first place?” Silver shakes her head, trying to understand it. “Something changed. He found something out that altered the dynamic of our agreement, and Alice has to be the key.”
As she rolls Dylan over, hoping to try and shake him into consciousness, something in the room beeps.
She freezes.
Beneath his limp body, a tiny trip plate is activated.
Shit.
A whirring noise.
Another explosive Roomba wakes up.
Alex panics internally, keeping his fear well hidden. “I hope you have a contingency plan.”
Silver holds a careful eye on the device while it backs up to her. At the right moment, she lifts her foot and brings it down on top of the thing, so gently. The device can’t move, and can’t turn around to check the rest of the room.
“How’s that?” She looks up at Alex. “Your device has some limitations. Go and fetch the rest of the group. I’ve got an idea.”
He obliges without question.
Waiting for Alex to return with the others, Dylan begins to regain consciousness. His brain working in overdrive, trying to comprehend what’s happening to him, he squints up at Silver—and she’s quick to congratulate him.
 “We finally have something in common: we’ve both been fucked over by Phaeden Rist.”
Dylan looks frantically around the room. “Where’s Alice? Is she okay?”
“You tell me.”
A tear rolls down Dylan’s cheek. “They took her.”
He tries to concentrate on something other than his own fright and pain, but it doesn’t work. He collapses into unconsciousness again, his mouth open, drooling onto the floor.
At the arrival of the rest of the group, Silver orders Jax and Oz to untie Dylan—much to Red’s confusion.
“I thought you didn’t trust him? Why save his life if you think he was in on it with Rist?”
“His innocence is a theory I’m definitely going to test, but the truth is that Phaeden left him here for dead. Even if they were in on it together, it looks like Dylan got cut out of the deal. Just like me.”
Silver takes out a pocket knife, and before anyone can clue in to what she’s doing she slices her left wrist open, dripping blood all over the floor.
Alex rushes to her side and tears the knife from her hand. “What the fuck?!”
She holds out her wrist to him. “Take it out.”
“Have you lost your mind?!”
“Not yet,” she insists. “Do it. We don’t need it.”
“What’re you talking about?”
“Phaeden’s got too much power. He always knows exactly where we are, and he wants us dead.”
Red catches on. “You’re giving Phaeden what he wants?”
“Alex and I know how the murders have been committed without a tag, and without a trace. We don’t need these.” She digs the tag out of her own wrist. “We rip ourselves, ditch the tags, and let this fucking ruin burn.”
Alex cuts a piece of fabric from his own shirt and wraps it delicately around Silver’s bleeding wrist. “We fake our own deaths?”
“If Phaeden believes that we’re gone, he loses his power against us. More importantly, he won’t be able to plan a counter-attack.”
Alex takes his time with the bandage, prolonging their physical contact. “We’ll have to hurry. We have less than two minutes before your tag alerts Omega that it’s been ripped, and if the bomb doesn’t detonate before then, the scam will be blown.”
Silver nods. “Better make fast work of it, then.”
One by one, they rip themselves and toss their platinum tags onto the filthy floor. The pain almost shocks Dylan back into wakefulness, but it doesn’t last long. His head hits the floorboards with a hard smack, and he’s out cold again.
Silver gives the order for them all to get clear before she lets her foot off the little robotic device, but Alex doesn’t leave.
“You think I’m just going to leave you here alone?”
“We have no idea how long before detonation, or the point of origin,” she summarizes. “It could easily kill us both.”
“I lived with the alternative for six years. I’ll chance it.” He takes her hand. “We go on three.”
One.
Two.
Three.
Silver lifts her foot off the device, which isn’t half as daft as it looks. Recognizing that it was trapped, it immediately swings around and catches their movement as they disappear through the doorway.
First, it begins to beep. A small LCD screen on its face shows a timer, counting down from ten seconds. By the time it reaches zero, Silver and Alex are in the lobby of the building, just a few feet from the exit.
A few feet from safety.
The first explosion comes from the upper level, and the reverberations knock them both off their feet. A second explosion follows from the stairwell, and blows out some critical supporting joists. A parallel explosion blows the joists on the other side of the building, and the weight from the upper floor sends the ceiling crashing in onto the ground floor, pulling the remnants of the roof down with it.
Alex hauls Silver up off the floor as a flurry of dust and debris catches up with them. Two more successive explosions send the remaining walls tumbling down in a powerful crash of fire behind them.
Freedom.
But only just.
 
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

The Head of Phaeden Rist
 
The bedraggled group enters the theater’s communal living area, Silver dragging a handcuffed—but now fully conscious—Dylan behind her. She throws him down on the floor, his head only narrowly missing the corner of the table.
Jax pulls off her steel toed boots and tosses them onto the tabletop. “What now?”
She takes a seat at the head of the table and pulls a cigarette from her pocket, rolling it between her fingers. Disgusted by her lack of etiquette, Silver brushes Jax’s boots off the table and onto the floor, crashing them down on the top of Dylan’s head.
“Don’t get too comfortable. We need to move fast.”
Alex twists the cap off a rare bottle of Sentinel District water with a refreshing ‘pop’. “We need to formulate a strategy.”
“Yes.” Silver nods. “We’re going to kill Phaeden Rist.”
Alex nearly chokes on his water. “Excuse me?”
Silver helps herself to his water and takes a sip, addressing the group. “Alex and I made a discovery last night.”
“Yeah, we heard. Remember?” Jax smirks, lighting up her cigarette.
Silver scowls at her. “I’m going to put that cigarette out on your face.”
Jax leans back in her chair and gives Silver a wink. Beside her, Dylan tries to get up off the floor, but Jax casually puts a hand on the top of his head and pushes him back down. He almost falls into Red.
“Okay, I’ll bite.” Red carefully sidesteps Dylan’s flapping arms. “What did you find last night?”
Ignoring Alex’s protests over her impromptu assassination idea, Silver sends him to retrieve his laptop while she fills in the rest of the group about their discovery.
“The ghost’s using tunnels underneath the city.”
“That’s basic.” Jax puffs.
“Omega’s abandoned service passages,” Silver explains. “It’s the Old World subway system that was used during the First Reclamation to get into the Fringe District, and the same one we used during the Second Reclamation to get into the Out District. It’s still intact, and now we’re going to use it to get to the Governor.”
Red frowns. “I thought Omega destroyed all the tunnels after the Second Reclamation? For security reasons.”
Alex returns and fires up the laptop at the table. “It looks like they got lazy. Either that, or Phaeden deliberately forged the paperwork so that the Third Reclamation could commence ahead of schedule. Maybe he just didn’t want to waste the man power—or the C-4.”
Silver can corroborate that. “Six years ago, when I used the tunnels to bring Alice here, there wasn’t an ounce of C-4 anywhere, even though the demolition date had already been assigned.”
Red’s frown comes back. “Why didn’t you say something? Report it, I mean.”
“She had other things on her mind,” Jax sneers.
“Actually,” Silver defends herself without getting angry, “I didn’t think anything of it. I assumed they were running behind schedule. It wouldn’t have been the first time an Omega department failed to meet a deadline.” She rests her hand on Alex’s shoulder. “Pull up everything you can find on the rebuild of the city.”
Jax flicks the ash from her cigarette onto Dylan’s head. “Those stupid tunnels must snake all through the city.”
Silver agrees. “The Fringe District tunnel goes straight to the Sentinel District, where it branches out. Among other places, it leads straight into the Out District.”
Coming up empty on the laptop, Alex shakes his head. “There’s no data left on the service passage system. It looks like Omega destroyed the records after the order was signed for the demolition.”
“We need a map.” Red sighs.
Jax puts her cigarette out on the table. “How do we find a map for something that doesn’t officially exist?”
Alex looks up from the laptop, an idea blossoming.
“We make our own.”
 
*************************
 
Silver drops down into the sewer pipe for the second time, and makes another perfect landing. Jax and Oz drop their heads down over the rim to take a look, Jax squinting into the dark hole.
“Wow.” Oz sniffs the air. “Smells like shit.”
Alex crouches down by the hole with a small device in his hand, holding it up so that Silver can see it. “Be careful with this,” he insists.
Silver holds out her hands to catch it, but he doesn’t throw it down to her.
“Don’t drop it,” he warns her.
“Just throw the damn thing.”
He lets it drop and she catches it with one hand, making Alex wince.
“It’s very expensive, and I only have one, so …”
“Uh-huh. Don’t fuck it up. I got it.”
Under Alex’s guidance, she turns the unit on.
“Just hold it steady,” he fusses.
She does, and a red beam shoots out in all four directions, disappearing into the darkness. “How long does this take?”
“It works kind of like a bat. It sends out a sonar signal and the sonar detects walls, other solid objects, and space. It’ll travel through all the empty air until it has nowhere left to go.”
“And … ?”
“Just hold it still.”
She keeps it steady. A minute passes and the unit beeps twice. She almost moves, but Alex makes her stop.
“Wait.”
They wait. Finally, there’s a third beep and the red beams disappear.
Alex claps his hands together. “Okay, done.”
Silver tosses the unit nonchalantly back up to him. He catches it, but his catch is clumsy.
“Be careful. That’s an expensive piece of equipment,” she mocks him.
She runs at the wall, using it as leverage to jump up and grab the rim of the hole, pulling herself up and out.
 
*************************
 
Alex lays a printout of the service passage map flat on the table. It’s a complex mess of red lines, with crosses marked through them at random intervals and intersections. Silver stands by Alex and looks over the map.
“Looks fascinating,” she under-enthuses.
Red runs her fingers over the red lines, raised off the page for her to read them. “This tunnel system is more complex than I thought. It goes way beyond the city walls.”
Oz pokes his head over Red’s shoulder. “What do the crosses mark?”
Red traces her fingers over one. “Blocked passageways, I’d guess. The tunnel system’s been left derelict for all these years without maintenance. It’s probably a death trap.”
Not wanting to feel left out, Jax joins them and squints down at the map. “This means nothing to me. Where’s everything in relation to the city?”
Silver retrieves a second map—a street map—printed onto semi-translucent paper, and lays it over the service passage map. Using the known Fringe District tunnel entrance as a reference point, Silver lines up the two maps precisely.
Immediately, it becomes obvious just how vast the service passage system actually is. It covers all of the Sentinel District and the Out District—anywhere that the Old World subway used to run.
“Anything could be lurking out there,” Alex comments, half to himself.
“I think we know what’s lurking out there.” Silver looks over her shoulder at him. “And so does Phaeden Rist.” She turns to Dylan, who’s lurking in the corner of the room, handcuffed to the radiator.
“Now”—she snaps her fingers at him to get his attention—“we’ve provided the method, you provide the zip code. Where did he take her?”
Dylan does nothing to hide his alarm, his voice squeaking a full octave higher than usual. “Tonight?”
“Why? You have a problem with that?”
Dylan clambers to his feet, his handcuffs clanking against the radiator.
Alex sees him struggling to answer, so he jumps in. “Don’t you think we should wait until morning?”
“She could be dead by morning,” Silver barks.
“Phaeden has no use for her dead, you know that. If he hopes to use her as some sort of bargaining chip, he needs her alive.”
 “Alex is right,” Red assures her. “We should hold off until dawn. It’s a long walk from here to the other side, and I’m sure we could all use the rest.”
Alex puts his hand on Silver’s shoulder, drawing her attention back to him. “Not to mention, it’s been less than twenty-four hours. Phaeden takes longer than that to tie his shoes, never mind negotiate the intricate terms of a peace treaty with a hostile combatant. He doesn’t even know how to get to this ghost. If he did, you wouldn’t have been called in to help.”
Silver shrugs Alex’s hand off her shoulder; she doesn’t need to hear any more.
“Fine. We leave at daybreak.”
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Brief Mistrust
 
Silver closes the door to her apartment and leans her weary frame against it. Taking a deep breath, she looks around the room. The place is filled with six years of memories: the bed she’s shared with Alice, and the life they’ve lived together.
She heads for the bathroom and splashes water on her face, taking a long look at her exhausted reflection in the mirror before turning on the shower and stripping naked.
Minutes later, shave and a haircut is tapped gently on the front door to Silver’s apartment.
A pause.
Two bits.
Another pause and the door opens, just a smidge.
Alex pokes his head into the room. “Hello? Silver?”
He doesn’t see her, but he can hear the distant sound of running water beyond the open bathroom door. He slips inside the apartment, carrying a tray of snacks and goodies. He places the tray down on the kitchen counter and walks across the room to the bathroom, catching sight of Silver’s reflection in the mirror.
He should turn away, but he doesn’t.
He watches her.
She seems oblivious to his presence at first, but then, suddenly, her eyes lock with his in the mirror’s reflection. She doesn’t seem shocked or self-conscious, so he stays put. When she turns the shower off and steps out, he has a fresh towel ready for her. Meeting her at the edge of the bathtub, he wraps the towel around her dripping, naked body and moves damp hair tenderly away from her face.
“I thought you might be hungry. I brought some snacks.” 
Her stomach grumbles.
Cupping her face in his hands, “Come out when you’re ready.”
Leaving her to dry herself off, Alex begins putting together some treats in the kitchen. Searching for a knife to butter some toast, he opens up a drawer and finds something suspiciously familiar.
An Omega hunting knife.
Police Division issue.
As an anti-theft measure, the blade is engraved with the last name of the Agent to whom it was issued.
Kinsella.
A familiar ripple of jealousy courses through him, and he glances in Silver’s direction, considering what trouble it might cause to question her about it. While he’s still undecided, Silver appears in the living room, dressed only in underwear and a tank top.
His mind diverts to other thoughts.
Abandoning the knife, his heart warms at the sight of her. She’s so casual and unguarded.
Rubbing her hair dry with a threadbare towel, Silver approaches the bed, left exactly as it was after Alice was abducted. Not wanting to be reminded, she tosses aside the towel and begins to rearrange the sheets.
As she tidies, her foot catches on something almost completely hidden beneath the bed. Bending to investigate, she retrieves a pair of men’s briefs.
Dylan’s name is written in felt pen on the tag.
She wants to kill him.
Before Alex has a chance to figure out what’s going on, Silver pulls on a pair of jeans, grabs her gun, and darts out of the apartment.
In the communal living area, she finds the rest of the group playing a game of cards at the table. Jax spins an empty beer bottle in front of her while she waits for the other players to make their moves, and the noise of it is gradually eating at Oz’s patience. Dylan’s still tied to the radiator, poking unenthusiastically at some cold toast.
Silver bombs into the room, almost slamming the door completely off its hinges. Jax jumps back in her chair in shock, accidentally losing her balance. Amidst a flurry of playing cards, her chair clunks to the floor, taking her flailing body down with it, and spilling her beer all over her shirt. Oz cracks a laugh before he realizes the seriousness of Silver’s pursuit.
She storms over to Dylan and tears him up from the floor by his shirt. She pulls him away from the radiator and hurls him back down to the floor, the handcuffs pulling tight. The force dislocates his shoulder with a teeth-clenching, hollow ‘pop’.
Dylan cries out in pain, and is met with a blow to the face with the butt of Silver’s gun; a hit so hard it almost knocks him out cold.
Alex flies into the room behind Silver as the rest of the group looks on in dismay. Silver aims her gun, and—although the room believes she intends to shoot Dylan—she shoots at the cuff keeping him held to the radiator.
Before Alex can reach her, she grabs Dylan by his dislocated arm and drags him away, ignoring his squeals of unbearable pain.
 The group makes chase.
Silver emerges with Dylan on the upper walkway of the rigging above the theater’s stage. She grabs a length of rope and wraps it around Dylan’s neck, forcing him up against the railing and holding her gun to his head, half choking him.
“You want to tell me what really happened last night?!” Venomous.
Dylan spits some blood, trying hard to speak. “I already told you,” he mumbles.
Silver tightens the rope around his neck. “I think you missed some.”
Dylan clutches at the rope with his good arm, trying to pull some slack. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
Silver presses her gun against his head. “If you didn’t want to get on my bad side, you should’ve kept your pencil dick in your pants.”
She takes a step back from him, but keeps her gun aimed at his head. The rest of the group appears on the walkway, Alex leading the way.
“Silver!” He holds out a hand to stop her, but she barely acknowledges him.
He steps closer.
“Look, I don’t know what the fuck you think you’ve been doing for the last six years, but you don’t have to do it anymore.” He takes another step. “Silver, I’m here. I’m right here.” Another step. “El …”
He steps close enough to take the gun from her hand, and she lets him. Tears are welling in her eyes, but she tries to fight them back. Alex tucks her gun into the back of his jeans and places two comforting hands upon her shoulders, keeping her focused on him.
“Whatever kind of companionship you gave to each other, for as much as it meant to you, this is not your life.”
A tear freefalls from Silver’s eye and runs down her cheek.
Alex wipes it away with his thumb, cupping her face in his hands again. “It’s not the boy’s fault.”
Her eyes fixed on Alex, Silver asks Dylan, “How did it happen?”
Before answering her, he pulls the rope from his neck and plonks himself down on the floor, nursing his dislocated shoulder. “No offense, but I couldn’t sleep. You and Alex … and this place echoes like a tomb. I got up to get myself a drink, and there she was.”
“Oh, god …” Silver winces.
Dylan wipes blood from his face with his sleeve. “She was upset. I comforted her, and—”
“You pity fucked.” Silver grimaces. “That’s gross.”
“No.” Dylan shakes his head vehemently. “It wasn’t like that.”
Silver watches his expression closely. “You have feelings for her?”
Dylan responds with a degree of uncertainty, half expecting more violence. “We only just met …”
“You like her, though? And she feels the same?”
Dylan would shrug but he can’t, and the answer is irrelevant anyway. Alex’s arms still around her, Silver wipes her eyes and forces strength back into her voice.
“I’m going to get her back.”
 
 
 
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Calming the Storm
 
In the weaponry, Silver packs a hold-all full of ammunitions for a whole range of powerful weapons. Alex enters the room behind her, aware that her fraught emotions are balanced precariously on the edge of two detrimental extremes: internal collapse, like a building wired for demolition, or a path of self-destruction headed straight for war.
The board is set.
White moves E2 to E4.
“Are you sure you’re ready to do this?” he chances.
“What’re my options?” E7 to E5.
Alex approaches the table, placing a hand over hers. That’s F2 to F4—the gambit.
“The morning won’t change anything. I thought we were set on that?”
She stops packing and pulls her hand awayfrom his. “You think I could sleep?” Gambit accepted: E5 to F4.
They share a look, silently weighing each other up. While Alex desperately tries to understand what Silver’s thinking, he calculates his next move with care, but her fuse is too short to wait for his answer. She breaks the look and forces her way past him, knocking against his shoulder.
That sparks a reaction and he spins around, grabbing her by the arm and pulling her back to face him.
G1 to F3.
“Have you given a thought to the consequences?”
Silver wrenches herself free, her anger escalating. “Which ones in particular?” G7 to G5.
“Let’s start with the fact that all of us who are in this with you may soon find ourselves on the receiving end of an Enforcer’s bullet.” H2 to H4.
“You’re quite the pessimist tonight.” G5 to G4—gambit declined.
“Look”—Alex points his finger at her—“you may not seem to give a crap about what happens to the people you drag down with you, but I do.” He points in the direction of upstairs. “Those people were brought into this by you.” He points the finger back to her. “Not Phaeden Rist.” F3 to E5.
“I didn’t force them!” Eruption.
The board is flipped off the table.
Pieces are lost.
Alex looms over Silver. “You bribed them. Which, by the way, is gonna be a ridiculously hard debt to wriggle out of now that Phaeden Rist’s played you the way he has. Not to mention, we’re all now officially dead. That’s going to make things rather difficult for us in the future, don’t you think?”
“Don’t worry. Maydevine will see to it that you and Red have your blue status is reinstated after we put an end to all this bullshit.”
“And what about you? And Jax? And Oz?”
Vigorous head shaking. “The deal hasn’t changed.”
“It will, when you blow the Governor’s fucking head off.”
“I didn’t make my deal with Phaeden, and Maydevine has never promised anything he couldn’t deliver.” Defiant.
“You’re planning to assassinate the head of our government, and you think Commissioner Maydevine is going to be able to protect you from the aftermath? Fuck, could we maybe just take a quick step back here and try to remember how this all started in the first place? You were supposed to kill a murderer—not Phaeden Rist.”
“Phaeden Rist is a murderer.”
Alex rolls his eyes. “That’s not the point.”
“Isn’t it?”
“No, trust me, it’s not. Not yet.”
Silver’s frustration leaps up several knots, and the tightness in her chest grows with each verbal tussle. “I thought you were on board with this?”
“Honestly? I was just hoping to buy us enough time for you to cool down and start thinking straight. But now, thanks to you, a scared young boy is upstairs talking gibberish to a sock puppet, ‘cause Red gave him too much Phenobarbital for the pain from the dislocated shoulder you gave him before you scared him half to death.”
“I apologized.”
“Oh, yeah. Good for you. You deserve a fucking medal.”
“You don’t want to assassinate the Governor? Fine—you’ve made that clear. But do you have a better idea? Or do you just enjoy scolding me?”
Alex narrows the gap between them and puts his hands on her shoulders, calming her, casually sliding his hands down her arms to take her hands in his. “I don’t want to punish you.” His voice is softer now. He lifts her hands up and over his shoulders, placing his hands on her waist and pulling her close to him. “But in this instance, I do want you to do things my way.”
“Which is how?”
“Go straight to the source.”
A furrow appears on Silver’s brow. “I don’t think I understand.”
“Go back to the beginning: a murderer that Omega can’t catch. Phaeden took Alice because he plans to make a trade, but he’s just as vulnerable as he always was. He doesn’t know they’re using the tunnels, and he doesn’t know how to initiate direct contact.”
“And you’re suggesting?”
“We take a trip into the Out District. Let’s try our luck with the bad guys, and get to them before Phaeden does. Let’s find out what all this fuss is about. Something’s going on here. Something more than Phaeden’s letting on to his staff.”
“You want to go beyond the city walls? With the virus? Are you bonkers?”
“Ethan Raine is a dipshit, but I’m inclined to agree with him on one thing: ten percent really isn’t bad odds.”
“Sure, if he’s telling the truth.”
“You had a gun in his face, so I don’t think he was in a position to lie. Besides, a blood borne pathogen needs a direct pathway into the bloodstream in order for infection to occur.”
“So?”
Alex shrugs. “Just don’t get bit.”
Silver rolls her eyes. “Oh, god. I’m so glad you’re here to offer such unparalleled advice. Why on earth didn’t the Academy invite you back to teach another semester, I wonder?”
Alex ignores her attempt to belittle him. “I think it’s because I was fucking one of my students.” He smiles, nudging her gently. “Admit it. The tactic is solid, and it’s certainly much more strategic than an off-the-cuff assassination plot.”
Silver can find no argument to that. At least, not immediately.
“Find the person responsible for the murders and do what you were hired to do,” Alex presses. “Don’t let yourself get sidetracked. Get to this guy before Phaeden does, and you’ll have him by the balls.”
“How so?”
“Phaeden wants to make a trade, right? If you have the murderer, and you know the method, then you control the rules of engagement. You’ll be the one he’ll have to trade with. It’ll be Alice and your freedom, in exchange for the murderer. He’ll have no choice but to acquiesce.”
Silver’s stopped resisting, he can tell.
He holds her close to him, wrapping his arms around her, pulling her body tight against his. “Please, don’t do anything to jeopardize your repatriation.”
She leans into him, allowing him to run his hands across her back in comforting, sweet caresses. She’s tired, and the exhaustion begins to show on her face as she finally allows her body to relax.
“We’ll head out first thing in the morning?” she clarifies, her mind still racing at a hundred miles an hour.
Though the ache in her chest begs for her to heed Alex’s logic, her mind is already hell-bent on vengeance. He’s right about one thing, though. Taking Phaeden’s life might give her some small satisfaction and a sense of personal justice, but it would also confirm every insult that’s ever been thrown at her.
Conspirator.
Killer.
Traitor.
She’d never be repatriated.
She’d never be free.
Fortunately, she doesn’t need to incriminate herself to get the job done. If she can ally herself with Phaeden’s enemies, there’ll be no shortage of people willing to get their hands dirty.
All she has to do is help set the trap.
Easy.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Cyclotrimethylene-trinitramine
 
It’s late at night when Silver slips quietly from Alex’s bedroom. Turning into the hallway, she comes face to face with Jax and stops dead in her tracks.
A deer caught in the headlights.
“What’re you doing up?”
Jax holds up a can of soda and waggles it in the air before pushing past Silver and disappearing into her own bedroom. Silver can’t help it; she feels dirty. She sneaks back up to her apartment and grabs a beer from the fridge.
Alex’s attempt at toast and a sweet gesture is still on the kitchen counter, attracting flies. An empty box of colored contact lenses reminds her of Alice, who never leaves the confines of the theater without concealing the natural pigment of her eyes.
Crawling onto the bed, Silver presses her face against Alice’s pillow. It still smells like her. In the distance, gunfire and explosions from the continuation of the Third Reclamation in the Out District bring her thoughts back to Phaeden Rist.
Her intention is to sit in silence and think a while, collecting her thoughts, then return to the comfort of Alex’s arms. Instead, she finishes the bottle and falls asleep, sobbing quietly into her pillowcase.
Five hours later …
Crisp dawn sunlight wakes her as it breaks over the city. Stiff from an uncomfortable sleep, she gets up and stretches, her limbs popping and cracking. She checks her invisible watch and knows instinctively that she’s too late—Alex will already be awake.
Without hesitation, she rushes downstairs and follows the scent of food into the kitchen, where Alex is flipping pancakes. Though she doesn’t say a word, he can feel her standing there in the doorway.
Over his shoulder, “Couldn’t sleep last night?”
Silver shrugs, oblivious to the tightness of his jaw and the irritation in his tone. “I lost track of time, I guess. I’m usually up before dawn anyway. You know that.”
Alex tosses his spatula down with vigor and slides the last pancake onto his plate, spinning around to face her. “Is this just the way things are with you?”
A frown creases Silver’s brow. She’d object, but Alex doesn’t give her the chance.
“I’d forgotten what it felt like to wake up to an empty bed like this.” He drenches the pancakes with cheap syrup. “Never knowing if you’re hot or cold.” He hesitates. “Or dead.”
“Where the fuck did that come from?” Affronted.
“I worry about you, Silver.”
She doesn’t know what to do with that.
“You keep everything so locked away inside yourself,” he goes on. “I never know what you’re thinking.”
“I tell you what matters.”
“Do you?”
Silence.
Alex stares her down. “Why are you so determined to shut me out?”
“I think you’re taking this way too personally. All I did was leave your bed. Is insomnia really such a crime?”
“I think you forget how well I know you, El. I think you forget that it was my bed you left the night before you took your first shift as Commander, or the night before your Banishment and Enforcement Council hearing. It was my bed you left when you thought you were pregnant, and that time I didn’t see you again for three days.”
“What’s your point?”
“You get defensive when you get scared, and you won’t let me in. You keep things from me and you become restless—it’s a familiar routine.”
“I just want to get this over with, that’s all.”
Alex shakes his head. “It’s more than that.”
“You’re wrong.” A lie.
He knows it.
“Never in twenty years. Not when it comes to you.”
“What’s the matter? You think I still plan on killing the Governor. Is that it?”
“Don’t you?”
Silver grows agitated. “What do you want from me, Alex?”
“The truth would be nice, but I’m not naïve enough to think that I’m ever going to get it.”
He snatches up his plate and brushes past her into the communal living area, leaving her speechless and a little hurt. Convincing herself that the lies and omissions are ultimately for his own good, she lingers in the doorway, hesitant to follow.
She knows she has to sell him something—something real—to keep his curiosity at bay. By the time she commits to follow him, he’s at the table with half a pancake already devoured, and a creased Old World comic book open to the third page.
The closer she gets, the harder he tries to ignore her. Taken by surprise when she kneels down beside him, he almost chokes on a chunk of pancake. Washing it down with a quick swill of water, he fumbles the glass when he feels her hands slide gently onto his lap.
“My world collapsed when I lost you, and that’s the truth.”
It is.
Alex’s attention is drawn back to her like a magnet, his frustration melting away at the sight of such sincerity in her eyes, and yet … she shies away from him. Unable to make eye contact, she looks down at her fingers and picks at imaginary dirt beneath her nails.
“Since then, I’ve done everything possible to try and keep you out of my head.” She sniffs back a sneeze. “And I do mean everything.”
Shame is a rare thing to find hiding in her expression, but Alex catches its fleeting presence there. For just a micro-second, her lips pull down at the corners and she averts her eyes. Her brows peak at the inner corners, causing them to slope like Everest from the center of her forehead.
It’s the faintest glimmer of something so heart-wrenchingly true, and it’s gone just as fast as it appeared.
She lets a tear run loose. “Nothing worked.”
“El—”
“Truthfully, of all the things I thought might’ve happened when I sought you out, the possibility of your fervor wasn’t even on my list.”
“Honestly?”
“At best, I thought I’d find you angry. If I was lucky, I’d hoped you might have the capacity to forgive me. At worst, I was prepared to find you … bound.”
“Married?”
“You were a free man.”
“I was never free.”
Silver shakes her head. “You had no pledge to me.”
“And that’s still my only regret.”
Silence.
“I waited for you, you know.” He hooks a finger under her chin and tilts her up to look at him. “I never believed you were dead, and I never gave up hope.”
Silver battles a sudden rush of feeling, and only just manages to keep the dam from rupturing. “I did,” she barely whispers.
She feels tainted, and unworthy of his devotion.
He slips a hand over hers. “It’s okay, El. Take all the time you need just, please, don’t push me away.”
He chances a kiss, but as their lips touch, Jax appears from the hallway and ruins it.
Immediately, Jax covers her eyes. “It’s way too early in the fucking morning for sentimental crap like that.”
The mood shattered, Silver gets up off her knees and backhands away the rest of her tears. “Crawl back under your rock, you shriveled up old bag.”
Jax responds with an obscene hand gesture and disappears into the kitchen while Silver contemplates the thought of breakfast, eyeing Alex’s pancakes with envy.
“Thanks for making me some, by the way.” She takes a seat beside him. “Very thoughtful of you.”
He takes a large mouthful of pancake. “I was mad at you.”
“You’re always mad at me.”
“No. Sometimes I’m just overwhelmed by how much I love you.”
His calm, understated, matter-of-fact delivery catches Silver off-guard. She doesn’t know how to respond, but it doesn’t matter. The silence is broken again by Jax, re-entering the room with an overflowing pasta bowl of cereal.
Silver watches her spill milk all over the carpet. “You want a bucket instead? Better yet, a trough?”
Jax takes a seat at the table, ignoring Silver’s sarcasm. “No, thanks. I’m good.”
“Well, eat fast. I need your help this morning.”
Jax looks up suspiciously from her cereal, her mouth full. She flicks her eyes from Silver to Alex, and back to Silver again.
“I have a present for you.” Silver cracks a small smile.
The cereal soon abandoned, Silver leads Jax and Alex downstairs to a room behind the box office. She swings open the door to reveal an old front of house staff break room, filled with bombs.
Yup, bombs.
There are bags upon bags of RDX powder, 2-ethylhexyl sebacate, polyisobutylene, and cans of synthetic motor oil. Strewn about the tables are electrical blasting caps and hundreds of meters of hot bridge wire, wound into large reels.
Jax appears on the verge of explosion herself, playing the part of a hungry cat in a room full of frightened mice. “Holy shit!” she squeals.
Alex flanks Silver, intrigued, but less ecstatic. “I’m pretty sure this is a fire hazard. Don’t let your insurance company see it.”
Silver laughs, even though the joke is poking at her own wretched circumstances. Behind them, Oz stumbles into the room in an early morning haze.
“I heard voices …” He looks around. “Oh, hell … is this boom-boom?”
Jax picks up a brick of C-4 and tosses it back and forth between her hands. “Where did you get all this stuff?”
Silver gives her a quick, one-shoulder ‘you-know-how-it-is’ shrug. “I know some people. Ex-Division. They’re holed up in a warehouse on the other side of the Fringe—in the Buffer Zone. I provide the materials, they provide the manufacture.”
Alex kicks at a bag of RDX powder in the corner of the room. “And where did you get the materials?”
“Same place I got my guns.”
Alex looks around the room and performs some swift mental calculations. “You’ve got enough RDX in here to make over five hundred pounds of C-4. What in the world do you imagine you’re ever going to need it for?”
“Up till now, it’s been purely precautionary.”
“Till now?” Alex raises a questioning eyebrow at Silver.
“We’re not walking to the Out District.” She grins. “We’re going to take the truck.”
 
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

It Goes ‘Boom-boom’
 
From inside the tunnel, Jax finishes packing bricks of C-4 in measured intervals around the edges of the service passage’s steel doors. She embeds blasting caps in each brick, and uses the hot bridge wire to connect the blasting caps together. A long line of the hot bridge wire leads far enough away into the sewer pipe so that they’ll be protected from the blast.
Jax puts the finishing touches on the detonator attached to the hot bridge wire and grins at Silver. “Ready?”
Silver braces herself against the wall of the pipe. “Always.”
Boom-boom.
Jax detonates the C-4, and in a split second, the frame holding the steel doors in place is obliterated. Blown outward with the force of the explosives, the bent and twisted doors fling open and crash down against the dirt floor outside the tunnel, concealed behind the façade of the Waste Treatment building.
Dust and debris from the blast explodes into the air and blows down the sewer pipe in a thick cloud, making Silver cough and gasp for air.
“Awesome.” She chokes.
Using their shirts and sleeves as basic—and highly ineffective—dust filters, Silver and Jax stumble toward the manhole cover. Surface side, Alex watches a mushroom cloud of dust erupt from the hole, and sees Silver’s hands groping for a firm hold of something to pull herself out.
He scoops up one of her arms and she latches onto him. Using all of his muscle, he hauls her up and out of the hole and plants her back down on her feet, on firm ground.
Disoriented by the smoke and lack of oxygen, she steadies herself against his chest, breathing fast and shallow. Her eyes are burning and her lungs hurt, and the bottle of water Red passes her is eagerly snatched up.
Alex keeps one arm around her while she douses her face with water, washing the blast debris out of her eyes. Meanwhile, Jax clambers clumsily out of the sewer by herself, struggling to breathe.
Lying on her back in the dirt, wheezing, she gives Alex a sarcastic thumbs-up. “Thanks for the help.”
Silver passes her the water. “Rinse and repeat.”
Behind them, Oz spits the last bits of chunky vomit out of his mouth, and almost upchucks again as he watches a family of rats swarm toward the steaming pile of puke and fight over chunks of Chimera tongue from the soup he consumed an hour ago.
Determined to keep the rest of his meal inside his gut, he takes his t-shirt off and ties it around his face, blocking out the smell from the nearby rotting food dump. “Now what?” Muffled.
Red helps Jax get back on her feet, oblivious to the dusty handprint left behind on her suit from Jax’s ‘thank you’ pat on the shoulder.
“We need to cut power to the electric fence.” Red turns to Alex for the solution. “You can locate the main breaker?”
He glances down into the sewer, making sure the dust has settled before he jumps inside. “I’m on it.”
Armed with a flashlight and a few basic tools, Alex navigates his way through the sewer pipe and drops down into the tunnel on the other side. He climbs the steep slope into the Omega building, and swings the flashlight around.
Empty.
Just as it should be.
It doesn’t take long to find the building’s breaker box, nor for his skilled hands to isolate the power supply to the fence.
Awaiting his cue, the rest of the team congregates by the truck, parked by the fence gate. Jax brings her face right up close to the metal, trying to see if she can feel the electricity running through it.
“How will we know when it’s safe?”
Only Red’s sensitive hearing can detect the faint hum of electricity surging through the wires, and she’s standing right behind Jax. “Why don’t you check?”
Shove.
Red pushes Jax into the fence, and Silver’s never heard her squeal so loud. No harm, though—the power’s already been cut.
Silver almost dies laughing.
Embarrassed, Jax tries to hide the redness in her face by turning her back and opening up the gate. “Bullies,” she mumbles.
With the power off, all of the fence’s security features are offline, including the maglock on the gate. A soft click indicates when the magnetic seal is broken, and the gate swings open with little more than a gentle tap.
Wiping tears of laughter away from her eyes, still giggling to herself, Silver gears up the truck and heads for the building. Jax gives the side of the truck a good kick as it passes by her, trying to knock the persistent smirk off of Silver’s face.
It doesn’t work.
Jax closes the gate behind them and follows in the truck’s wake, dodging fleeing vermin. A swarm of rats, frightened by all the sudden noise and movement, scurries frantically back and forth in front of the truck.
Squelch.
The decimation of many tiny, little rat bodies is one audible ‘pop’ after another, and it sounds like the tires are rolling through a sticky mud puddle. In the back seat of the truck, Red helps Dylan to blow his nose, since he only has one arm to work with.
“I still don’t understand why we had to bring the boy,” Red grumbles. “Don’t you think he’s been through enough?”
“It’s character building.”
“It’s torture.”
“He’ll live.”
“You promise?”
No answer for that.
By the time the truck reaches the building, Alex has already manipulated the entry system from the inside, and the bay door is opening in front of them. The truck pulls in, Oz and Jax running behind it to catch up.
Once everyone’s safely inside, Alex resets the lock on the bay door and restores power to the fence. “I hope no-one saw us.”
“So what if they did?” Silver shrugs. “People aren’t exactly lining up to get in here and take a swim with some toxic sludge.”
She notices a jumble of wires where Alex has taken apart the keypad entry system and hacked a code to get them inside.
“You haven’t lost your touch, then?”
Alex’s mind leaps into the nearest available gutter. “You tell me.” He wraps his arms around her.
Flip.
Blush.
Focus: task at hand.
She peels herself away. “We should get going.”
She lets Jax drive, and Oz rides shotgun. He helps her navigate through the tunnels using one of Alex’s GPS devices, with the map programmed into it. Their path takes them under the Sentinel District and beneath Old World Hell Gate Bridge, into an area of the Out District known to be heavily populated with Chimera. According to First Reclamation records, the Chimeran population here was the reason why the main Old World bridge connecting the two districts was destroyed.
After twenty minutes of bumping and rattling along the old dirt ‘roads’, they reach their final destination. At this end of the line, there are no Omega steel doors to blast through. Abandoned since the Old World occupation of this land, the entrance to the old subway tunnel is clogged with centuries of dirt and debris. Parts of it have collapsed, and it’s completely impassable.
Jax kills the engine and reaches for the C-4.
“No.” Silver stops her. “Not here.”
“Why not?”
“It’s too dangerous. It’s going to be crawling with Chimera out there, and if we tear a hole beyond the city walls, all we’ll be doing is opening up a one way street to carnage in the city. Besides which, this part of the tunnel system hasn’t been reinforced by Omega. An explosion here would be more likely to cave in this whole stretch of tunnel, rather than open up an exit route.”
“So your suggestion is?”
“We need to use the drainage system.”
“That’s gross.”
“That’s tough.”
“And on the other side?” Red helps Dylan out of the truck. “He won’t be able to walk far, and he needs to rest.”
“Lya-bill-it-ee,” Jax sing-songs under her breath.
Silver ignores her. “We just need to find a building above ground that we can use as a safe house. It’s all part of the plan, don’t worry.”
Alex’s eyebrow darts up. “There’s actually a plan?”
He sounds relieved, and a little shocked.
Silver is a little insulted. “The four of us are going to try and lure out the Fusions, while Red and Dylan man communications and keep an eye out for any stealth offensives headed in our direction.”
“You think they’ll try and ambush us?”
“If we’re lucky. Otherwise, who knows how long it could take us to hunt down their colony out here.” She checks her weapons, making sure that every clip is full and that she has plenty of extra ammo, encouraging the others to do the same. “Don’t forget, it’s going to be like the front line out there. Be on guard at all times.”
“And don’t get bit,” Alex reminds them.
The scent of cannabis tickles at Silver’s nostrils. Behind her, she finds Jax rolling a joint on the hood of the truck.
“And you think that’s appropriate, why?”
Jax responds with a spittle-loaded raspberry, vaguely aimed in Silver’s direction, while Oz delves in his pockets for a lighter.
“Hey, you’ve got your connections, we’ve got ours.” He winks at her.
Silver’s jaw tightens. She’s not in the mood for setbacks, and she doesn’t have the patience to fight with either of them.
Red reaches into a backpack and pulls out some tiny wireless headsets. Barely visible, they clip onto the top of the ear and fit inside the ear canal, just like a small hearing aid.
“Alex modified them with GPS trackers,” she explains. “As long as we’re all switched on, Dylan and I will know exactly where you are at all times.”
No arguments.
All plugged in, Silver digs a crow bar out of the back of the truck and tries to pry the grating off the entrance to one of the drainage pipes.
No such luck.
The grating bends around the crow bar, but the bar doesn’t give her enough leverage to force the grate off completely.
“Need some help with that?” Alex offers.
Silver notices a little smirk on his lips, and takes pleasure in rebuffing his shining armor advances. “Nope.”
She abandons the crow bar in favor of a steel girder she finds in the dirt, and jams one end of the girder into the gap made by the crow bar. Taking a few steps back, she gives herself enough room to take a running jump at the girder. She gathers momentum and strikes the protruding end of it with a powerful flying back kick.
The steel girder slams back against the tunnel wall, Silver using it as a foothold into a back flip away from the wall, landing adeptly on her feet as the grate becomes an airborne weapon.
Her friends dive for the dirt as the grate tumbles through the air, slamming into the side of the truck with some force. The titanium plated armored truck wins, but the impact is enough to set off the alarm.
Jax spits dirt, fumbling for the remote to shut off the ear-piercing siren.
Got it!
Silence.
Alex, crouched just a few inches away from the grate’s final resting place, uncovers his face. He looks first at the grate, up to the dent it made in the truck, and then across at Silver. “Really? You could’ve killed me!”
“It was an accident,” she pouts.
“That’s what you said when you dislocated my hip almost twenty years ago. Funnily enough, ‘sorry’ didn’t make it better then, either.”
“I made it up to you.”
He can’t deny that.
Silver heads for the drainage pipe and hops confidently inside. The rest of the group follows, with Jax and Oz taking up the rear, retrieving the joint from the tunnel dirt before catching up to everyone else.
A few hundred meters in, Silver locates a manhole cover and climbs the ladder. Lifting the lid just slightly, she looks out into a world she’s never before laid eyes upon.
The remnants of unreclaimed Old World New York City are all around. This is a piece of land in the borough of Manhattan, jutting awkwardly out from beneath the Bronx. Dilapidated buildings in the far north of the Old World Wards Island area are overgrown with weeds and other greenery. Old, rusty cars litter the streets, and wildlife watches her from the shadows.
This place is way more wild than it ever was human, and it appears as though Fusion occupation here hasn’t even been attempted. There aren’t enough residential buildings—and certainly not enough resources—to make it worth their while.
Silver doesn’t see any Chimera.
She moves the manhole cover out of the way and climbs out. Crouching by the hole, she listens. There are sounds, but she can’t identify them, and although she can’t see it, she senses something stalking her in the undergrowth. She takes her gun in hand, fixes a silencer on the barrel, and spins around.
Just in time.
A Chimera is in mid-air, leaping toward her.
One well-placed shot and the Chimera falls to the ground, lying there crumpled and twitching. Silver gets to her feet and takes a better look at her surroundings. There’s hardly any place here that could be used as a safe house, and everything left still standing is going to be crawling with nests of Chimera.
Except for one.
Tucked away beneath an overpass is an Old World military check point that was erected during the apocalypse. Constructed from reinforced, quake-proof, bomb-proof, radiation-proof materials, it’s one of the few manmade things that’s actually managed to stand the test of time.
Silver crosses the street and tries the handle.
It’s stuck.
She jiggles it.
The noise attracts some unwanted attention, and two Chimera take a run at her on the right side.
Aim.
Fire.
Repeat.
One clip later, and both Chimera are on the ground, blood pooling around them. While Silver changes the clip, an adult male Chimera darts out from her blind spot and launches itself at her. It brings her to the ground with very little effort, and pins her there, knocking the gun from her grasp.
The Chimera shrills to its brethren.
A shot is fired.
Blood trickles down between the Chimera’s eyes as death claims it, and its tear ducts release their load of abstergent fluid, completely covering both eyeballs. As its other muscle functions begin to shut down, Silver pushes the dead weight of the beast off her chest before it urinates all over her, and she rolls over to look behind her.
Alex.
His head and shoulders visible above ground level, he lowers his HK .45 ACP and gives her a sharp nod. Silver recognizes the expression on his face—she’s seen it a hundred times before. It’s ‘I’ve got your back’ mixed with a pinch of ‘you need me, so don’t even bother pretending otherwise’.
She jumps to her feet and tries the door again. This time, with a bit of force, it comes unstuck. Checking inside, she finds it to be dirty, but probably quite safe. Things have been left exactly as they were in the last days of the Old World. There’s a small, unhygienic washroom at the far end, and a human skeleton sitting in an old desk chair by the front window.
The corpse was once wearing a United States army uniform, but that’s long since rotted to shreds. Partially mummified in the dry tomb of the check point booth, old leathery skin is desiccated and clinging to the bones, keeping the remains almost completely intact.
An old army issue handgun is at the floor by his right arm, and two holes in his skull show an entry wound behind his right ear and an exit wound just above his left eye.
“Cozy,” Silver mutters to herself.
It could be much worse anyway.
Alex leads the rest of the group into the building, just in time to see Silver wheel the chair over to a trash can in the corner of the room and dump the corpse inside.
“Respectful.” He rolls his eyes at her.
“He’s past caring.”
“His people died for ours. You do realize that?”
“I think it’s the least they could do, since they were the ones who caused the problem in the first place.”
No argument there.
Dylan claims the desk chair. It’s stained from the leakage of the soldier’s bodily fluids centuries ago, but he doesn’t care, he just wants to sit. Red digs a laptop out of her bag of supplies and sets it up on the desk in front of him.
“I should be able to tap into Omega’s border control.” He gets straight to work. “That’ll give me access to their thermal imaging cameras. They’re not sensitive enough to show individual heat sources, but they’re designed to detect large swarms of heat. Omega uses it to monitor Chimera packs outside the city. We should be able to use it to locate the Fusion colonies as well.”
Silver watches him activate the border control surveillance footage on the laptop. He’s still lightning fast, even with only one arm, and he starts by pulling up a map of Wards Island.
Silver shakes her head. “I think it’s pretty clear that the island’s uninhabited.” She taps on the screen. “Try here, just over the bridge.”
She’s pointing to the southernmost point of the Bronx, and Dylan finds an old warehouse that’s glowing like a Christmas tree.
“It’s something all right.”
Inspecting the corpse’s mummified head, Jax pries open its mouth and releases a giant cockroach. Before it can disappear inside an eye socket, Jax grabs it, and discards the skull in favor of it. “How do we know it’s part of the Fusion colony, and not just a massive nest?”
“We don’t.” Silver shrugs. “And it doesn’t matter. We just need to get up there and make our presence known.”
“Draw them out.” Alex supports her method.
 Oz gets it, too. “Same tactics, different enemy.”
Sneaking up behind Red, Jax releases the cockroach onto her shoulder and smothers a giggle. The cockroach doesn’t get far.
Swat.
Red feels the pressure on her shoulder and sweeps the bug away. It lands on the desk in front of Dylan, but before he has a chance to shriek like a frightened child, Silver stabs it with her knife.
Dylan looks pale.
“You good?” Silver asks.
He gives her two thumbs up and a forced smile.
Good enough.
She pats him on his uninjured shoulder, grabs her knife, and heads for the door, ushering Oz, Jax and Alex outside.
“We’ll head for that warehouse. Keep the door locked and try not to draw attention to yourselves,” she calls over her shoulder. “If you stay inside, you’ll be safe.”
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Divide & Conquer
 
At this time of day, Chimera are usually caught sleeping.
With the exception of one juvenile found napping in the back of an abandoned station wagon on the bridge, the trip to the warehouse passes without incident. Alex puts a bullet in the creature before it even has a chance to rub the crumbly sleep out of its eyes.
Passing through an old parking lot, littered with battered and rusted FedEx trucks, the Hunter quartet approaches the main entrance of the warehouse with their guns drawn.
It used to be an old FedEx depot, but it was commandeered by the military during the final few months of the Old World viral crisis. Parcels were moved out, hospital beds and hazmat teams were moved in.
The runic code for ‘safety’  is painted on the door, but ever skeptical Silver isn’t convinced by it.
“Somehow, I doubt that.” She nods toward it.
Alex’s wrinkled brow is an instant reminder to Silver that he hasn’t shared her Fringe experience, but that’s not all he’s confused by.
“Fringer code? In the Out District?”
“I guess the exiles have to go somewhere, when they opt to be cast out rather than enforced.” Quickly deflecting away from the topic, she fires a question at Dylan over the headsets. “What is this place anyway?”
“The Federal Emergency Management Agency took it over in a panic, and turned it into a makeshift quarantine and research facility. The other buildings to your right are staff lodgings, and two massive incinerators.”
Jax lights up a cigarette. “So how do you wanna do this?”
“We should split up.” Silver tips her head to the staff lodgings. “You and Oz go check out slumber land over there. Alex and I will take the slice and dice.”
Nodding agreeance, Jax saunters off with Oz in tow behind her. Alex waits until they’re alone, and pulls Silver back just before she reaches the door to the warehouse. Catching her off-guard, he plants a brief kiss on her lips.
It lasts just a moment, and then he pulls back.
“Just in case,” he whispers.
“Save it.” She pushes him gently away from her. “We’re not gonna die today.”
She reaches for the door handle, and it doesn’t give her the least bit of resistance. She pokes her head inside, slightly irritated that Alex is standing so close behind her.
She hip checks him. “Do you have to stand so close?”
“I find comfort in body heat,” he teases.
“That’s sexual harassment, you perv—”
Alex smothers her mouth with his hand and pushes her up against the door frame. She doesn’t know if he’s about to chastise her or kiss her, but he does neither. Gun in hand, he pushes open the door all the way …
On the other side of it is a swaggering adult male Chimera, awaiting them with bared teeth and one badly swollen testicle. Dangling between its back legs like a squishy purple coconut, it looks about ready to pop.
Alex raises his gun on the creature, but waits for a clear shot. It keeps swaggering, the heavy left nut swinging in and out of view.
In and out.
In.
One shot.
It looks like a giant exploding pimple, with puss and blood flying everywhere. The Chimera gives out one loud, high pitched yelp and tucks its head beneath itself to inspect the damage.
Silver pulls Alex’s hand away from her mouth. “You’re disgusting.”
“I did the guy a favor.”
Three more shots: one in the chest, two in the head.
Dead.
By Silver’s hand.
“That’s a favor.” She smiles.
“If you say so.” Alex pushes her back up against the door frame, his hand on her hip. “Now, where were we?”
She can tell by the tone of his voice that being back out in the field with her after so many years is stirring up some fond memories, but she shuts him down regardless.
“We were digressing.” She forces her way past him and onward into the building.
In the meantime, at the lodgings, Oz kicks the back door open. It swings in on the room with a crash, and a dozen Chimera look up from feasting on the carcass of one of their own in the middle of the floor.
Jax appears at Oz’s side, moments before the alpha Chimera of the nest begins a proud rumble strut. It thrusts its nose high into the air and sways back and forth, emitting a low, throaty growling noise.
Attack is imminent.
The room is like a dormitory, lined with beds down each wall, and Chimera are everywhere: on the beds, underneath them, and around them.
Jax tosses her cigarette onto the ground and crushes it. “Rise and shine, sleepyheads.”
She wastes no time marching into the room and firing two shots at the closest Chimera. It’s stunned, but not dead. She walks up to it and kicks it in the head, breaking its neck. Another Chimera launches itself at her from behind, hoping for a surprise attack.
Foiled.
Jax draws a knife, spins around, and slices the Chimera from gut to neck in one clean motion.
Oz, a PP-2000 sub-machine gun in each hand, pumps shots into two circling Chimera until both animals eventually succumb. From the end of the room, a Mexican wave of beds begins as a Chimera runs toward them underneath, knocking each bed over on the way.
The enormous Chimera emerges in front of Jax, its unanticipated speed and force knocking her straight to the floor. Her gun, an HK UMP, slips from her hand and skids away from her. She throws several punches to its head, manages to get her legs up underneath and flips the creature over.
Windmilling herself up off the floor, she snatches a back-up handgun from her ankle holster and slams three shots into its chest before it has time to reorient itself.
Fresh from her victory, she finds Oz taking on three Chimera at once. Fast as she can, she grabs her HK UMP back off the floor and runs to his aid.
Back in the warehouse, Silver shines a pocket flashlight into the bleak darkness. Everything seems quiet. To the left of the decontamination lobby, she spots a rather enticing red door. She jiggles the handle, but it’s locked. A single, well placed kick opens it, and she steps into the room—Alex right behind her.
What was once a supply room is now an empty mess of shelves and filing cabinets, thanks to looters. Guns drawn, they check the room for any signs of life.
A scraping noise really starts to get on Silver’s nerves, and she assumes it’s Alex. “Stop dragging your feet.”
“I’m not.”
They both stop moving.
The scraping continues.
Silver keeps an eye out for the source, and eventually spots an emaciated Chimera, paralyzed from the waist down, pulling itself across the floor in their direction. It’s dying, but it’s putting some serious effort into trying to look menacing.
Not in the least bit threatened, Silver lowers her gun and walks brazenly up to the pathetic creature. She pushes her foot down against its throat, holding it to the floor. It desperately clutches at her ankle, too weak to fight back, and it begins to choke as she crushes its trachea.
She kneels down over it and forces the barrel of her gun into its mouth, making it struggle for air and gag as the gun’s barrel rubs against the back of its throat.
She pulls her gun back and watches the Chimera cough. It coughs up blood, looking up at her with solid, violet eyes that are sunken into its skull from hunger and dehydration.
Alex, watching from the doorway, winces when Silver finally pulls the trigger. Moments later, she appears by his side with a slight blood spatter across her clothes.
“Let’s go.” Trademark calm.
In the next room, Silver and Alex find a section devoted to cellular research, though anything of value is either long gone or destroyed. Oddly, there’s a bowl of putrefied food on the table, breeding maggots.
Alex picks it up and offers it to Silver. “Hungry?”
She pulls a face and carries on, leaving Alex to discard the bowl and shake a wandering maggot off his thumb.
“It’s weird though,” he ponders.
“What is?”
“That food’s only got to be a week or two old, don’t you think? And Chimera don’t use cutlery.” He points to a spoon on the desk next to the bowl.
“Or electronics.” Silver nods to a nearby countertop, where a reclaimed Old World microwave is plugged in.
They both make a mental note of it, and Silver tries to get hold of Jax and Oz on her headset.
Crackles.
“Jax? Oz? What’s your position?”
“Usually doggy,” Jax answers in typical Jax fashion. “But I’m not fussy. We can do it however you want.”
“We’re on the second floor of housing.” Oz laughs. “It looks quiet up here, so far.”
Silver and Alex enter another room: the autopsy room. Silver glances over ancient human remains that were once carefully laid out on a steel slab, but have been picked apart and scattered across the room by some young Chimera that used them as teething toys.
Their progress is painstakingly slow, as Alex investigates everything he passes. He picks up autopsy tools, examines a human tooth off the floor, and even pokes his head inside an old cryopreservation tank.
A whirring noise attracts Silver’s attention, and she looks upward. “Alex …”
He gets up from the floor, smashing his head against a morgue table on the way. “Another brain cell bites the dust.” He rubs his sore head.
Silver points to the ceiling. “Look up.”
He follows her pointing finger to a CCTV camera in the corner of the room.
“Security cameras,” she whispers. “They must be everywhere.”
“Huh. You think it’s a remnant?”
The camera zooms in on them.
“I don’t think remnants move like that.” Silver frowns.
He takes her by the arm. “Let’s get out of here.”
Hightailing it out of the cut-‘em-up room, they find themselves in a long hallway lined with plastic. On either side, the hallway is filled with large, seven-by-seven feet cages.
Solitary confinement.
It’s not for Chimera, though. It’s for the infected.
Infected humans.
There’s a single bed and a bedside table in each one—no homey comforts. Every cage has a corpse inside. Some are lying on the bed. Some are hanging from bed sheets, crudely fashioned into nooses and hung from the bars on the top of the cages.
Some are in a kneeling position, praying. Some are underneath their beds, as if trying to hide. Some have scrawled messages in their own blood on the concrete floor: embittered last words juxtaposed with Bible quotes.
Silver’s interest in the bodies quickly fades, but Alex’s curiosity is unending and it’s slowing them both down. She stops abruptly, making him bump into her.
“Look, can we kick this up a few knots? I’m getting hungry.”
Above them, there’s another disturbing sound.
On the upper level, a second row of human cages lines a metal walkway, and the scratching noise gets louder … and louder … and louder.
“Rats?” Alex suggests.
“It could be a rat …”
Silver angles around to try and get a better look at the sound’s point of origin, but she can’t find it. At the end of the hallway, a metal staircase leads to the next level and Silver peeks up it.
Target identified.
Dead ahead: two Chimera clawing at some cage bars, trying to get at the skeletal remains inside.
“… Or not.”
Alex follows her gaze. “That’s desperation.”
“Do you want to take this? Or shall I?”
Alex concentrates on the Chimera, calculating the best angle from which to take a shot. Adjusting his position, he accidentally knocks over a metal bucket on the floor.
The clattering alerts the Chimera.
They sniff the air before they lock in on Alex and Silver, and quickly begin to shrill. More Chimera appear from the other end of the hallway, surrounding them both.
Alex takes a step back. “My bad.”
“Just a smidge.”
Upstairs, Chimera begin to fan out closer to the staircase, and Silver takes a gun in each hand. The air is filled with Chimeran mutterings, and one of them pisses on the old bucket—claiming it for their own.
“Want to take the higher ground?” Silver nods toward the staircase.
There’s fewer beasts up than down, and Alex likes the sound of her plan. He covers her, firing at the Chimera on the ground while she breaches the staircase and begins to take out the ones guarding the upper level.
Alex sticks close by her, navigating his way up the stairs backwards, still shooting. Chimeran blood drips down through the grates in the metal walkway, and Silver thinks the level’s clear.
Wrong.
Stepping back to reload, she accidentally puts herself in front of an open cage. While her back is turned, a Chimera leaps out of the cage and catches her off-guard. Its weight knocks them both over the railing, and down onto the ground floor.
“Silver!” Alex calls out to her, still firing at the approaching Chimera.
Silver shakes off the Chimera and pulls her hunting knife from her belt. Before the animal gets a chance to pin her down again, she thrusts the blade deep into its neck. Seeking out the jugular vein, Silver pushes the Chimera back against the floor and twists the knife inside its flesh.
Vein: severed.
Chimera: dead.
Armed with nothing more than her blade, and acutely aware that she’s almost completely surrounded by Chimera, Silver jumps to her feet. “I’m not feeling very confident right now.”
Alex continues to fend off the Chimera as best he can from the upper level, but he’s running out of ammo. Almost tripping over it, his foot finds one of Silver’s guns on the floor.
“Here!”
He kicks it through the railing and she catches it perfectly.
“Much obliged.”
She resumes firing at the Chimera closest to her, while she locates the nearest exit. In her periphery, she sees that Alex is being beaten backwards by the encroaching Chimera, and they’re both running out of time.
“Any suggestions?” he asks, loading his last clip.
Silver carefully surveys their situation.
“Run?”
 
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Big Brother
 
Exploring a faculty lounge, Oz opens up a fridge and releases a horrendous smell.
“That’s the worst thing I’ve ever smelled in my life.” He slams the door shut, hoping to trap the stench back inside.
Behind him, a cracking noise.
Floorboards giving way.
He turns around and Jax is gone.
“J-bird?”
He takes a few steps across the room and almost stumbles into a gaping hole in the floor. Looking down, he sees Jax lying at the bottom, atop a pile of rubble.
“You okay?” he calls down to her.
Winded, she chokes for air. Unable to speak, she gives him a quick thumbs up.
Meanwhile, in the warehouse, Silver barricades herself in a small closet, away from the horde of Chimera gathering outside shrilling.
She can hear Jax and Oz over the headsets.
“What was that? Oz?”            
Oz leans over the hole to Jax, who’s dusting herself off below.
“Jax fell down a hole.”
Silver looks for a way out of the oversized cupboard. “You okay, Jax?”
Jax lights up a cigarette. “Never been better.”
Silver’s shit out of luck for doors, but there’s an air vent near the ceiling.
“Don’t let yourselves get separated,” she warns them.
Oz gears up his brain to think of a solution. “Hold tight, J-bird. I’ll find a way down to you.” He sprints out of the room.
Silver pulls off the grate covering the air vent and lifts herself up to crawl inside. “Alex? Can you hear me? Where are you?”
He doesn’t answer, but Dylan does.
“He’s on your level, at the end of the hallway.”
Silver struggles through the air vent until she can go no further. At the end of it, she struggles even harder to get herself turned around so that she can kick out the grate on the other side, and drop down into the room beyond.
Bingo!
Alex.
Sitting on the floor, propping himself up against a wall, he lowers his gun. “Fuck. I could’ve shot you.”
“How many Chimera do you know that could fit inside a ventilation duct?”
“Does that question bear any relation to the one I heard last week about the light bulb?”
Silver can’t joke back. His clothes are covered with blood, and his hand’s pressed up against his lower left side to compress an injury: a deep gash underneath his ribcage.
Silver hurries over and kneels down beside him. “Are you okay?”
“Not so much.” Breathless.
“What was all that talk about not getting bit? Ever think of taking your own advice once in a while?”
“Hey, I didn’t get bit—I got mangled. Big difference.”
“Marginal.”
“Even if the Chimera was infected, it’d have to have tainted blood on its talons in order to transmit the infection.”
“Is that supposed to sound reassuring?”
“Make the most of it. It might be the best news you get all day.”
Silver moves his hand and peels back his blood soaked shirt to get a better look at the wound. The Chimera talon gash is severe, but in Silver’s relatively experienced opinion, it’s not fatal—the risk of viral infection notwithstanding. 
“You’ll live.”
“How do you know?”
“I told you we’re not going to die today, remember?”
She helps him up off the floor, supporting his weight on her shoulders.
“They’re still out there.” He points feebly toward the door. “We’ll never make it.”
“That’s okay.” She props him up against a table. “We’ll improvise.”
She uses the butt of her gun to break the window glass, and smash all of the jagged edges. Disoriented from blood loss, Alex hadn’t realized they were on the ground floor.
Silver climbs out first and helps Alex through, calling to Oz and Jax over the headsets. “Guys? Can you hear me?”
Oz is kicking down the door to the room where Jax fell. “We’re good,” he shouts out between kicks.
Silver steadies Alex, making sure he doesn’t pass out. “Pull out,” she orders them. “Pull out now.”
Alex tries to laugh, but it hurts. “That’s what she said.”
Over the headsets, Jax giggles.
“I’m serious,” Silver shuts her up. “Alex is hurt, and there aren’t any Fusions here. Pull out.”
Silver helps Alex to the front of the building and looks up and down the street. There are more CCTV cameras, wired up to buildings and utility poles. A few hundred feet away, a remote controlled toy car with a small camera mounted on the roof watches them. After Silver clocks it, the little thing spins around and zips off down another street.
Oz and Jax round the corner, and Jax is practically beaming with anticipation. The deal was, if they didn’t find Fusions here, she’d get to blow something up.
“Plan B, right?” She grins. “You said we needed to cause a ruckus out here, and nothing causes more of a ruckus than an explosion.”
“I’m sorry.” Silver shakes her head. “I’d love to let you play, but there’s no need to expend our resources—we’re being watched.”
She tips her head to the CCTV cameras, and Jax’s smile turns upside down.
Oz, on the other hand, is rightfully more concerned about Alex than their mission. “You look in a bad way, dude. I think you need a doctor, and Silver dressing up as a nurse doesn’t count.”
Jax pins her eyes upon Alex’s main point of leakage. “You want me to shoot you now, or later?”
“You really know how to build morale, don’t you?”
“Well, do you wanna die painful? Or do you wanna die quick?”
“Quick. In my sleep. When I’m about ninety.”
A sign on the building across the street brags that they have the best selection of janitorial supplies in the borough. Catering supplies, soaps, napkins … bandages? Maybe.
Silver’s ready to leave, but then remembers something. Without explanation, she darts back to the front door of the building and pulls out her hunting knife. She scratches out the runic symbol for ‘safety’, and replaces it with the symbol for ‘great danger’ .
When she gets back to the street—back to Alex’s side—he questions her.
“What was that all about?”
“Fringer code.”
He crushes his first instinct to ask more, mindful not to draw any further attention to the experiential differences that separate them. Instead, he bums a cigarette off Jax.
“Where to now?”
Silver points at the janitorial building. “We might be able to find something to stop the bleeding.”
“You really think there’s going to be anything left in this District that hasn’t been looted a hundred times over?” he mumbles.
“Do you want to try? Or just bleed to death slowly?”
“You said I wasn’t going to die.”
Silver shrugs. “I’ve been wrong before.”
“That’s heartening. Thanks.”
He puffs on the cigarette, and the CCTV cameras watch them make their way on foot down the street. Jax shoots out one of the cameras before Oz wrestles the gun away from her.
“Save your ammo.”
 Back in the safe house, the communications network goes down. Dylan tries to connect with the rest of the group, but he gets nothing more than white noise or dead air.
“Somebody just flooded the airwaves with a scrambling signal.” He tries to hide the panic in his voice. “There’s nothing I can do to override it.” Studying the laptop monitor closely, he watches another GPS dot appear on the screen. “What the … ?”
Looking around the room, he confirms his suspicions.
Red’s gone.
He gets up to look out through the small window in the door, and considers stepping outside … until a Chimera leaps out of nowhere at the glass. He jumps back, quickly locks the door, and jams the desk chair under the handle.
Internal panic.
Another Chimera leaps against the back window with such force that the centuries old reinforced glass cracks. There’s more thumping, and a third Chimera paces on the roof.
They’re surrounded.
“This can’t be good.” He gulps.
Outside the safe house, Red makes her way swiftly across the street, using her cane for guidance. Out in the open, she stops and listens, sensing that a Chimera is stalking her from the top of an outhouse structure on her close left.
It picks its moment before leaping down toward her, and she waits until the absolute last second before she swings around and delivers a roundhouse kick to the Chimera’s chest, sending it to the ground, stunned. This buys her enough time to reach for her gun, and to aim in the creature’s general direction.
Again, she waits.
The Chimera makes a sound, and, her aim secured, she fires a kill shot. Satisfied of her accuracy, she turns toward the safe house. About to raise her gun, she freezes, listening to the buzzing and whirring of CCTV cameras all along the street.
“That’s interesting.”
In the safe house, Dylan yammers quietly to himself. Watching a Chimera push its face up against the window and stare in at him, its breath misting on the glass, he’s flooded with panic.
“There was nothing I could’ve done.” He flinches as the Chimera paws at the window. “I couldn’t stop her.”
A gunshot tears through the skull of the Chimera at the window, sending it to the ground.  Another round sends the Chimera on the roof falling to the ground on the other side of the safe house.
“Hell, yeah!” Dylan jumps up from his chair. “Boo-yah!”
His moment of excitement is cut short by the sudden appearance of another face outside the safe house window, and the face is looking straight at him. It’s a distinctly human face, but with bright violet eyes …
Fusion.
And angry.
“Oh, poo …” Dylan’s words die on his lips.
Gunshots echo from the street outside, and Red dispatches more Chimera. The gunshots can also be heard by Silver, Alex, Jax and Oz, who come to a grinding halt as they approach the entrance of the supply store.
Realizing that the headsets are down, Silver removes hers and tosses it to the ground. “I guess we’re going dark.”
Forging onward, the front door falls off its hinges when Silver nudges it open, and the inside is just how she expected it to be: trashed.
Most of the shelves are on the floor, but a lot of the stock still appears to be intact. It seems that metal items were the target of the raids, and everything else was left for garbage.
Silver sits Alex down on a chair behind the counter and busies herself finding the supplies she needs. Focused on their own primary objective, Oz and Jax search amongst the Old World debris for cigarette papers to roll another joint, while Alex takes off his shirt and admires his wound.
In moments, Silver reappears and kneels down beside him. “I think you need stitches.”
“Oh, sure. I’ll get right on that.”
He lights up another cigarette, trying to take his mind off the discomfort as she does her best to bandage him. Making the most out of what she could find, she manages to get a wad of restaurant napkins taped crudely to his skin with electrical tape.
It’s a temporary fix, but it’s definitely better than nothing.
Suddenly, a noise cuts through the silence.
It’s the low rumble of a truck engine, and it startles them all.
“Is there any chance that Red got her sight back, dug the truck out, and learned how to drive?” Oz wonders, pocketing a freshly rolled joint.
Silver draws one of her guns in preparation. “I think the locals are finally coming to say hi.”
A heavily armed truck pulls up outside, and a voice booms out over a loudspeaker. “Come out, come out, wherever you are.”
Silver takes a step toward the door, but Alex holds her back.
“Are you serious? You can’t go out there.”
“Isn’t this what we came here for?” She shakes her arm free. “Besides, you need medical attention, and that’s all I care about right now.”
Jax leans in to Oz, passing him back his little zip-lock bag. “Hide your weed,” she whispers.
Silver takes a step out into the street, the sun temporarily blinding her. Alex scrambles to follow her, his weapon drawn, just in case. Oz and Jax bring up the rear of the group, hovering near the doorway.
The figure behind the loudspeaker on the roof of the truck hops down onto the street, poring over the trespassers.
He begins to circle them.
“You don’t look like Omega.” He sniffs them. “You don’t smell like them either.”
“What does Omega smell like?” Silver asks.
He steps up close to her, looking her straight in the eyes. “Shit.” His violet eyes shine back at her. “Self-righteous bullshit.”
He spits on the ground, narrowly missing Silver’s feet. He has scars on his face and his teeth are in bad shape. He wears old, ill-fitting clothes and he doesn’t have any shoes. From inside the truck, other faces are watching them.
He begins to focus in on Silver, looking her up and down. “Get in the truck.”
“Eat me.”
He laughs, turning to his friends in the truck. “Guess what we’re having for dinner tonight?”
Those other faces join in his laughter.
Drawn to protect her, Alex comes to Silver’s side, his knight in shining armor mode instantly reactivated. “Not tonight, buddy.”
The Fusion’s focus switches to Alex, the laughter fading, and he lifts Alex’s jacket to reveal the seeping wound below. “Ooh, nasty.”
“Look,” Silver interrupts him, “we need to see the one you work for.”
The Fusion’s head snaps back to her. “The one I work for?” He stands face to face with her. “I don’t work for anybody, darling.”
“Okay, then I want to see the one who’s been killing innocent Amaranthian humans.”
The grin disappears completely from his face. “You hear that?” He calls to the other faces in the truck. “She wants to see Arcadian.” He turns back to her, a fresh look of contempt on his face. “He’ll kill you where you stand, human.” He motions to the rest of her team. “He’ll kill all of you.”
“Let’s find out,” Silver challenges him.
 The Fusion brings out a Striker 12 semi-automatic shotgun and aims it at her head.
“Get in the fucking truck. Now.”
 
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Arcadian
 
Silver wakes up on top of a small hospital bed with thin sheets and a damp pillow, stained with drool and sweat and tears—none of it hers. Rubbing sleep away from her eyes, she begins to realize that she’s not alone. There’s a face staring back at her, mere inches away.
The face belongs to a young woman with violet eyes, and as Silver pulls back in surprise, the woman leaps up in excitement.
“This one’s awake!” she declares.
Silver tries to sit up, but the world’s spinning. “What did you give me?”
A man with violet eyes and a bloodstained apron answers her, approaching the bed with calm authority. “Just a little ketamine concoction.”
Silver tries to steady herself and to keep the world in focus, but she’s too groggy.
“Feeling a little woozy?” the man enquires. “Don’t worry, that’ll pass.”
He tries to feel her forehead to check her temperature, but she brushes his clammy hand away.
“Where am I?” She winces, looking around the room. “Where are my friends?”
Giving her no chance to protest about it, the man spreads her eyelids between his thumb and forefinger and shines a tiny flashlight in her eye, checking her pupil’s dilatory response.
“Sleeping.”
Silver’s eyes adjust enough to spy a stethoscope around his neck. “You’re a doctor?”
The man nods, ticking job titles off on his fingers. “Surgeon, pathologist, coroner, and gynecologist. When was your last pelvic exam?”
Suddenly feeling much less confident, Silver checks herself for weapons.
Shit.
Unarmed.
Unarmed and drugged.
“It’s purely precautionary,” the doctor explains, sensing her mistrust. “Nobody gets in to see Arcadian without a full inspection.”
Silver looks around, her eyes finally beginning to take in the finer details of her surroundings. The room is filled with beds. Some empty, some not. Can she make out the figures of Alex and the rest of her team? She swears she’d recognize the sonance of Alex’s snoring anywhere, but even that sounds distorted in this strange place.
She has to ask, “What is this?”
“Phase one.”
She looks up at him, not liking the prospect of that.
“Then what the fuck is phase two?”
 
*************************
 
Moments later, Silver’s being hauled into another room. Still groggy from the drug cocktail, her hands are tied tightly behind her back with coarse hemp rope, and she struggles to regain her balance when she’s thrown roughly to the floor.
This room is small and dark and empty. While she’s on her knees, a male Fusion kicks her in the stomach and sends her back to the floor, knocking the wind right out of her. His assault continues by trying to stomp on her ribs, but she rolls out of his way and manages to get to her feet.
Assessing the threat, Silver detects the shape of a handgun tucked into the back of his pants, somewhat concealed by his shirt. She tries to wriggle her wrists out of her binds, but there’s no give.
“Kind of an unfair fight, don’t you think?”
He doesn’t care. He strides over to her, grabs her by the throat and pushes her up against the wall. Poor dental hygiene leaves this morning’s breakfast and a dozen different dinners lingering in the air between them, and his bleeding gums are a testament to the dismal state of his oral health.
“Why are you here?” he snarls at her.
Silver tries hard not to breathe through her nose. “Not for the five star hospitality, that’s for sure.”
He punches her across the face, still holding her against the wall. “Don’t make me ask you twice.”
He pulls his hidden gun on her and aims it at her temple. Glancing at the gun, she’s outraged—not afraid—when she recognizes it as one of her own: her custom HK USP.
“Are you fucking kidding me? You’re a bully and a thief. The pride of your parents, I’m sure. You really think you’re going to shoot me with my own damn gun?”
“I haven’t decided yet.”
He hits her with the butt of her gun and sends her to the floor for a third time. The theft was the last straw, though, and Silver’s not about to let him get away with that so easily.
While he tries to figure out how to take the safety off, Silver rolls onto her back and kicks at his left knee. Striking him at an angle, she dislocates his patella and he drops to the floor like an unmanned marionette.
He struggles to get to his feet again, but can’t: his out-of-place kneecap won’t let him. Silver finally pulls one of her hands free and releases herself from the rope, her wrists sore and bleeding. She stands up and towers over him as he writhes on the floor, trying to put some distance between them.
He fails.
Silver recovers her gun from the floor and checks the clip: fully loaded.
“Let’s get things back on track here, shall we?” She aims her gun at him as he backs himself up against the wall. “Let’s start with: what the fuck is this? And if you say ‘phase two’, I’m gonna shoot you in the face.”
He makes another attempt to get up. Again, he fails, and slumps back down with resignation. “An interrogation.” He sighs, aware of his failure.
Silver allows a small laugh to escape from her lips. “I hate to break it to you like this, but it’s not going well.”
“Not as well as I’d planned.”
“Why the big show?”
“It’s procedure. No need to take it personally. We interrogate everyone.”
“This happens a lot, does it?”
“What? Me getting beaten up by a girl?”
“No, but I expect that pretty much sums up every date you’ve ever been on.”
The Fusion finally manages to get vertical, leaning himself against the wall for support. “Look, we see more new faces around here than you’d think. Many are just outcasts, and we take them in. If we didn’t, they’d die. And that was never a problem until the Governor got wind of our come one, come all citizenship policy and started sending in his spooks.”
“Spies, you mean?”
“After a couple of mistakes in the past, we prefer to err on the side of caution.”
“And you think I’m one of them, is that it?”
“Until proven otherwise.”
“Does this help?” Her gun still trained on his head, she flashes him the inside of her left wrist.
The bandage has been displaced by the rope, and the wound is irritated and bleeding. Still, her Fusion captor appears doubtful.
“You ripped yourself? Why would you do that?”
“Because that’s not my world. It’s not the world I fought for, and it’s not any kind of world I want to be a part of.”
Fought for? Her word choice troubles him, and he looks down at her boots.
Hunter Division.
Omega.
“You do work for them.”
Silver shakes her head. “Not anymore.”
“Then who?”
“You can consider me a freelance problem solver. And believe it or not, we have things in common.”
The Fusion regards her closely, suspicion oozing from his expression and a sliver of rotting meat clinging to his teeth. “Is that right?”
Assured that she has control of the situation, Silver holsters her gun. “We both want Phaeden Rist dead.”
The Fusion laughs, just a little, not quite certain how to process his unease. “You want to kill your own kind?”
“He’s not my kind. He’s an asshole.”
“A human asshole. Doesn’t offing the Governor go against some kind of Hunter code or whatever?”
Silver’s chest tightens, and she holds back a gush of self-loathing. “It’s too late for that.”
Silence.
Somehow, he knows better than to press her on the subject.
Finally, “What do you want from us?”
Silver messes with the bandage on her sliced wrist, trying to make the burning sensation stop. “We need to see Arcadian.”
“The doctor isn’t done with your friends yet.”
“Well, he’ll have to make do. And if you think you’re going to subject anyone else to phase two, I’ll bust your other knee. Do we understand each other?”
            
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

The Dude
 
Back in the room with the doctor and the bloodstained apron, and all the dirty beds, Silver is reunited with Alex just in time to see him wake up.
For having been the recipient of medical treatment by an unlicensed, untrained, possibly mentally unstable non-human, his wound has been rather professionally stitched and bandaged.
Silver supports his efforts to sit up and reaches slowly for his shirt, letting her eyes wander. “Feeling better? You don’t appear to be leaking anymore, so that’s one good thing at least.”
Alex pulls on his shirt, trying to ignore his screaming muscles and a shooting pain in his side. Though Silver tries to keep her face angled away, he catches sight of a nice purple bruise forming on her cheek.
“What happened to you?”
He reaches out to touch it, but she sweeps his hand away.
“It’s nothing. You should’ve seen the other guy.”
The Fusion who interrogated Silver hops into the room on homemade crutches.
“Oh, there he is.” She smirks, winking at Alex.
He tries to get up off the bed, and she helps to steady him.
“You sure you’re ready to go vertical? It’s a pretty big commitment.”
He uses her shoulder to help him balance. “I think I can make it work.”
Across the room, the interrogator receives some brisk medical treatment from the doctor, whose name Silver can now make out scrawled across his apron.
Trieste.
He pops the interrogator’s patella back into place, noticing that Silver and Alex are on the move. “I’m not finished with you yet.”
Alex, his arm draped over Silver’s shoulders for support, begs to differ. “I’m sore in places I haven’t thought about since I was a teenager. I think you’ve done enough.”
At the back of the room, Oz checks desperately through all of his pockets. Everything he was carrying with him is gone, including the cannabis, his lighter, some condoms, and a cock ring. 
Jax strolls over to him, taps him on the shoulder and directs his eyes to a pair of cute, punk female Fusion twins sharing an armchair in the corner. One is the face Silver woke up to, although she’d never be able to tell you which one. Both are smoking a joint.
“Fuck,” Oz whines.
Silver watches the interrogator wiggle his injured leg around.
“All better?” she enquires.
The man shrugs.
That’ll do, Silver thinks. “Let’s go.”
Trieste doesn’t even try to hide his outrage. “You’re taking them to Arcadian?!” he screeches at the crippled interrogator. “You can’t! She assaulted you!”
“Hey!” Silver jumps in. “He assaulted me first.”
“How many times do you have to be told? It’s procedure.”
“Let me tell you something, jackass. The Governor won’t stop until he’s destroyed you—that’s a fact. Right now, your best chance of survival is a banished Hunter with a grudge, and every minute you insist on keeping me down here, the Third Reclamation draws closer.”
Trieste turns on her, a bloody scalpel in his hand. “You need to stay in line and watch your mouth.”
“Back off, buddy.” Alex pushes him away.
Trieste turns on Alex instead. “You want me to rip your stitches out?”
An unidentified flying object swings through the air and knocks the scalpel out of Trieste’s hand. Another object catches him on the side of the head and sends him to the floor, smacking the other side of his head against the edge of a table as he falls, now unconscious.
A few feet away, Jax is armed with a handful of makeshift missiles: pewter cups, a tennis ball, and a shoe. She drops them all to the floor with a loud clatter.
“Are we done here, or what?”
With Trieste unable to protest further, the interrogator leads them all up to the top floor of the building. Here, the expansive penthouse suite of an Old World hotel is Arcadian’s private domain.
Unlike the rest of the hotel, Arcadian’s penthouse has been completely refurbished. Walls have been repaired and repainted, and all of the furniture’s been refinished. Works of art have been painstakingly restored and re-hung, and the place looks almost … normal.
Escorted into a room at the far end of the private entrance hallway, they find something completely unexpected.
Red.
Seated at a table, sipping cannabis leaf tea with an unknown male.
And that’s not all.
Tucked away at the edge of the room, Dylan receives a lap dance from a borderline underage Fusion. Judging by the expression stuck on his face, he’s either lost in awe of her beauty, or he’s very, very frightened. Silver can’t tell which, but at the sight of such calm civility, her blood begins to boil.
“Well, what the fuck?!” Hands on hips. “We all get drugged and beaten, and you get to come up here and have a tea party with the butler?”
The man, having heard their rapid approach down the hallway, doesn’t seem at all surprised to see them. “You’ve been looking for me? So I’ve been told.”
Silver’s heart almost stops.
Arcadian.
Not the butler.
He’s tall, with dark hair which he grows long and seldom brushes. The lines on his face suggest that he’s slowly waving goodbye to his thirties, but he still looks dashing. In a suit and a long black coat, he appears suave and mysterious, and he hides his strength. He’s incredibly powerful, and doesn’t have to work out to maintain his physique.
His violet eyes lock onto Silver. “You’re friends of Red’s, I presume?”
“You’re the dude?” She points an accusatory finger at him. “You’re Phaeden’s ghost?”
“You were expecting something else? A monster, perhaps?”
“Something like that.”            
Arcadian gets to his feet and approaches Silver, his coat ruffling and swaying in the light of a hundred flickering tallow candles. Where holes have worn through the old leather, he’s patched them up with human skin.
Many of the patches bear tattoos, and Silver catches sight of at least one Omega emblem among them. A Hunter? One of Phaeden’s bodyguards? A member of the Fusion Project?
He holds his hand out to her. “I hope I won’t be too much of a disappointment.”
She ignores the offer of a handshake.
Instead, with tight lips, “You knew we were here?”
“Of course.”
“Red told you?”
“Everything.”
“So how is it that she didn’t receive the same generous welcome downstairs?”
Arcadian gives up waiting for a handshake and pockets his hand, looking mildly apologetic. “The men who picked her up didn’t consider her or the boy a threat.”
“That’s funny, given that she knows at least a hundred different ways to kill you without even using her hands.”
Arcadian shrugs. “The system’s not perfect.”
He can smell Alex’s blood. Just the faintest hint of it makes him salivate, and he runs his tongue slowly across his lower lip.
Nobody notices.
“Besides, it looks like your friend here needed some work.” He indicates to Alex’s wound.
Silver scowls her displeasure at his twisted logic. “And the rest?” She points at the bruise on her face. “Or is this just what you call foreplay?”
Taking her by surprise, Arcadian reaches for her face and runs his fingertips softly over her cheek, admiring the shade of violence.
Alex waits for her to rebuke him, but it doesn’t happen. She’s paralyzed with intrigue. Arcadian’s hypnotic eyes have a hold of her, and she can’t pull away … so she reaches for her knife.
As her fingers wrap around the handle, Arcadian’s fingers wrap around hers, holding her hand there.
“If you didn’t like the pain,” he whispers, suddenly tugging her hand away from her knife, “you wouldn’t do it to yourself.”
He holds out her arm and pulls back her sleeve, her scars revealed.
Spell broken.
Silver yanks back her arm and covers the shame with her sleeve. It’s too late, though. Oz and Jax already saw, and their opinion of her is already irreversibly changed.
Alex strikes offense at the smirk pasted on Arcadian’s face, and he steps in between them. “Touch her again, and you’ll have me to answer to.”
Arcadian glances down at Alex’s wound, then back up to meet his eyes. “You’d die for her. That’s sweet.”
In the bedroom, two Fusion strippers stir from sleep and catch on to the scent of fresh flesh.
Men.
Human men.
Wearing only underwear and stiletto heels, they stride boldly toward Alex and Oz. One of them is so skinny, Silver reckons she’d fly away in a gentle breeze. She couldn’t weigh more than about ninety pounds, and Silver hasn’t weighed that since she was thirteen.
While Oz happily accepts the advances of one of the strippers, the one approaching Alex is about to be forcefully rejected. Catching her attempting to run her hand across his chest, Silver snatches up the stripper’s boney wrist and jerks her away from him.
She’s angry now, and desperate not to be thought of as weak. “Try that again and I’ll break your face,” she snarls.
The stripper backs off, and once she reaches an acceptable distance away, Silver turns back to Arcadian—back to business.
Tipping her head toward Red, “Did she tell you why we’re here?”
“Yes, you want to kill Phaeden Rist.”
Alex’s face becomes you’re-out-of-your-mind serious. Turning his back on Arcadian, he wags a finger at Silver’s face. “This is not why we came here!” he chastises her.
“Isn’t it?” She pushes him out of the way.
“You have to stop this,” he pleads.
Her recent bout of insomnia suddenly makes sense: lying to him messes with her conscience.
“You have to trust me,” she urges him, before quickly refocusing on Arcadian. “I need you to lure Phaeden Rist into the Out District.”
Arcadian pours himself a glass of whiskey. “What makes you think I can do that?”
“You know how to get to him. You can send one of your men to deliver the message. I don’t have the time to sit and wait for him to fumble his own way out here to you.”
“Why do you think he’d want to meet with me?”
“He’s got something he wants to offer you. He thinks it’ll buy him a truce, and I want you to let him think that he’s right.”
Arcadian swirls the whiskey in the glass. “Maybe he is right. What is it?”
“A girl.”
“A girl?”
“One of yours,” Silver explains. “A Fusion.”
Arcadian’s eyes narrow, his interest growing. “What kind of girl? What does she look like?”
“Short, blonde, cute.” Silver shrugs. “You know, a girl. He stole her from me, and now I want her back.”
“He stole her? From you? And where did you steal her from?”
“I didn’t. I found her. Look, I know your men can come and go from the Sentinel District as they please. Send a messenger. Tell him you’re willing to make a truce, but you want to make the deal with him in person, not with one of his mindless goons.”
Arcadian shakes his head, dismissing the notion. “Even if I thought you were a sane person, it wouldn’t work. We don’t have the firepower. We’d not be able to get within five hundred feet of him, he’d be so well protected.”
“Phaeden Rist is just one man, and I can get you weapons.”
“What kind of weapons?” Arcadian raises an eyebrow.
“Anything you want.”
The eyebrow stays put.
“How soon can you ready your people?” Silver presses.
He downs the whiskey. “How soon can you get me the weapons?”
 
 



CHAPTER THIRTY

The Futurist
 
Silver unloads the last of her weapons onto a large banquet table in the dining hall of Arcadian’s Old World hotel. When her arsenal, C-4 and all, is laid out all in one place, it looks frighteningly impressive. The sheer range of weapons, as well as their quantities, has violet eyes gleaming all around the room.
There are: assault rifles—M16, AK-47, and HK G36; sniper rifles, like the M40; semi-automatic shotguns, including a lot of Striker 12 shotguns, and more than a few Pancor Jackhammers.
There are sub-machine guns: HK MP7, HK UMP, MGP 15, and a number of her favorite close quarter combat weapon, the PP-2000.
Semi-automatic pistols are everywhere: the HK P46, Desert Eagle, and Jericho 941, to name but a few. Grenades fill hold-alls strewn about the room. All sorts of grenades: percussion, fragmentation, concussion, smoke, riot control, incendiary, stun, and sting.
Silver looks anything but weak now.
“Dare I inquire as to the origins of your acquisitions?” Arcadian asks.
“No.” Silver folds her arms, adopting a defiant stance.
“Fair enough.”
He orders his men to leave the room, and indicates that Silver should do the same. She obliges, although Alex is hesitant to go. When they’re finally alone, Arcadian steps up to the table and admires an HK G36 assault rifle, deep in thought.
“Why?”
Silver seems taken aback by his question, uncertain of his meaning. He selects an HK MP7 semi-automatic shotgun from the table of goodies and picks it up.
“Why do you want to help us?” he continues.
“I told you.”
“No, you didn’t.” He aims the shotgun at her head.
Silver doesn’t even flinch. “Are you going to be the next person in a long line of assholes threatening to kill me with my own weapons now?”
“You’re not afraid?”
“Seldom, if ever.”
He puts the shotgun back down on the table. “You don’t care if you die?”
“Honestly? It’s probably overdue.”
He wanders over to the C-4 and squishes a block of it in his hands. “You were a Hunter during the Second Reclamation?”
Silver nods. “Front line. So what?”
Arcadian finally takes a seat at the table. “Why’d they kick you out?”
“Why are you making small talk with me?”
“I want to understand you,” he confesses.
“I wouldn’t bother. I’ve been reliably informed that any attempt to do so only generates more confusion.”
Undeterred, Arcadian continues to push her for more information. “Omega … did they know? About the girl.”
“No.” Silver shakes her head. “They would’ve enforced me.”
“Where did you find her?”
“In the Out District. The place was filled with Chimera. I thought I was saving her life.”
“Did she say where she came from?”
Silver shakes her head again, sitting down opposite her unlikely ally. “She didn’t say anything. She didn’t speak—not a word. Didn’t remember a thing. But she belongs to you, yes? She came from here?”
“I would imagine so.” His eyes run over Silver, taking in every detail of her. “When you found out what she was, why didn’t you kill her?”
“I don’t know what she is,” Silver corrects him. “I don’t know what you are.”
“You know she’s not human.”
“I know she’s not Chimera.” She fixes on his violet eyes. “Did the virus do this to you?”
Arcadian shakes his head, beating on his chest with his fist, his hand over his heart. “Born Fusion.” He beams with pride. “Most are. Some are turned, but the virus is so … selective.”
“Deadly, you mean.”
“Believe me, it’s worth the risk.”
“Yeah, well, I hope you won’t be too offended if I’m not the first in line to try it out.”
Arcadian breaks into a condescending smile. “Quicker reflexes, advanced healing, and a better immune response. Who wouldn’t want that? You’d be stronger, faster, and more capable.”
“I’d be a traitor to my species.”
“Nonsense. You’d be a futurist.”
“Like you? Is that what you think you are?”
“A new age is coming, whether you like it or not.” Arcadian leans back in his chair, resting his feet on the table. “You should embrace it.”
“I’ll take that under advisement.” Gear shift. “How long have you been sparring with Phaeden?”
“Do you have any idea what that man has done to us?” His anger rises. “The expansion of your human city has not been well tolerated by my people.”
“The Third Reclamation? Why?”
“This district does not belong to Phaeden Rist. I told him he’d have to fight for it.”
“That’s all this is? A good, old-fashioned turf war? Why don’t you just go and pee on a lamp post like all the other wild dogs?”
“I met with him, years ago, before the expansion began. From my limited view of your world I could see your tiny human bubble growing cramped and dense and I knew what was coming. The Second Reclamation took your people to the edge of my world, and Phaeden agreed upon it. But now, as time goes on, the less he seems to care about our arrangement.”
Silver isn’t surprised. “He’s a well-renowned jerk. It’s a wonder it took you so long to figure that out.”
“I did everything I could to hold him off. He wanted biological samples, I gave them to him. He said he wanted to run tests. He wanted to find out what we were: where, or what, we came from. To him, they were just sacks of genetic material. To us, they were mothers, brothers, and sisters. For his end of the exchange, he promised to hold the line.”
Silver can’t quite fathom that. “You gave them up? Just like that? Your own people.”
“Kill one, save a thousand.” He locks eyes with her. “I know you must understand that. If you didn’t, you wouldn’t be here.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“You intend to kill the Governor. Such an act cannot occur without the anticipation of retaliation.”
“I intend for the Governor to be killed, yes. Do I intend to make myself a martyr for the cause? Hardly.”
“This is not a spectator sport, my dear. If you intend to become a part of my faction, direct participation is required.”
Silver brushes that off. “For one thing, I don’t want to join your little tea party—I’m just trying to help you rid the world of a tyrant. For another thing, I already did participate. I gave you the means to fight your battle, and win it.” She folds her arms in protest. “I think I’ve done enough.”
“And when it’s over? Where do you go then? Back to the city?”
“For your sake, you’d better hope that I do.”
“For my sake?” Arcadian cocks an eyebrow. “Since when am I so invested in your wellbeing?”
“After you kill Phaeden Rist, you and your people will become the target of an all-out war. Unless, of course, someone goes back to Amaranthe and kindly reports your death. I’ll tell them the person responsible for the Sentinel District murders was killed in the same ruckus that killed the Governor, and there’s no need for retaliation. I’ll say you led the Governor into a trap, luring him there with talk of truce making. You double crossed him, and you both died in a blaze of fire and gunplay.”
Arcadian is becoming sufficiently seduced by her proposal.
“The Third Reclamation will be halted,” he ponders, “buying us enough time to re-group. And the election of a new Governor may well pave the way for some alternative territorial negotiations.”
“No more trading lives for land.”
Some hint of sadness is visible on Arcadian’s face, albeit only very faint and fleeting. “You have to understand that all of this—the genetic exchange for peace, and the years of torment—was before Phaeden Rist started to abuse his position. There came a point where the continuing loss became unbearable for me. He wanted more—more than I was willing to give. And so he began to take.”
“He does that.”
“And for what? To make my people suffer torture and humiliation. To make my men fight in rings, and to turn my women into their sluts.”
“Forced prostitution?” Silver feels a pang for Alice. “Well, if it makes you feel any better, his love of torture and humiliation isn’t species specific. He’ll do just as bad, if not worse, to his own people.”
“I’d noticed. Where do you think your people end up when Phaeden Rist turns them out?”
That’s news to Silver. “You have humans in your colony?”
“Many.”
Silver picks an incendiary grenade up off the table and messes with the pin. “So why ECCO? I mean, why not just bust in there and start a riot? Really draw attention to yourselves.”
Arcadian shakes his head, setting her straight. “We don’t want that kind of attention. We just want to be left alone. Targeting the Fusion Project was supposed to be a warning.”
“I don’t think the Governor’s any good at taking hints.”
“Apparently not.”
“It’s time to up the ante.” Silver tosses the grenade aside. “Time to finish this, once and for all.”
Arcadian is sold.
“Very well.” He nods.
“Tomorrow, then?” Silver reaches out to shake his hand.
“Tomorrow.”
 
 



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Pillow Talk
 
Silver and Alex lie in bed together, awake and in each other’s arms, wrapped in a post-coital silence. Once a posh hotel room, the bedroom is bare bones and it smells kind of funky. It’s comfortable enough, though.
Alex strokes Silver’s shoulder in comforting repetition while she rests peacefully against his bare chest.
“Does anything about this seem oddly familiar?”
Silver follows his gaze around the room and sighs. “Doing the dirty in the Out District? In some sleazy, rat infested hole? Unfortunately, yeah. And I thought all those years of sneaking around behind Omega’s back were over. How naïve was I?”
He wriggles down in the bed to be face to face with her, and she looks up at him, wide eyed, her lips slightly parted.
Enticing.
Without hesitation, she accepts a tender kiss on the lips, hoping for more.
“Are you sure you want to do this?” he asks, gently brushing hair from her face and moving his body against hers.
“You’re about twenty years too late to ask that question.” She smiles. “Besides, I thought we just did it already?”
He ignores that, sliding a hand down to her lower back while he plants kisses on her neck. “Not that. I meant tomorrow, with Phaeden.”
He holds his naked body against hers, pulls her in toward him, and kisses her again. Responding to his arousal, she bites gently on his lower lip.
“I can’t believe you’re coming on to me while you’re talking about Phaeden Rist.”
He repositions himself above her, pushing her legs apart and resting himself gently against her. “I just want to make sure you really know what you’re doing. If anything goes wrong …”
More kisses.
“Nothing could,” she assures him. “Arcadian should be able to take out the Governor without even firing a single shot.”
“If any Hunters are harmed—”
Silver hushes his lips with her finger. “They won’t be. You know me better than that.” She gasps as he suddenly pushes himself inside her. “Besides, what other choice do we have?”
He moves deep inside her, slow and gentle.
“We could cut our losses and stay here.” He kisses her. “At least we don’t have to answer to him on this side of the wall.”
She tries to suppress a moan, and fails. “But what kind of life is this? You want to live like feral cats in a dark alley, raiding trash cans for food?”
“I want whatever kind of life allows me to spend the rest of it with you.” He keeps moving, and kisses her again. “Jax and Oz have already made their choice.”
“What? They want to stay? Since when?”
“Since they discovered there’s no monetary system out here, and that weed is free.” Alex chuckles, still keeping rhythm.
She holds him against her, forcing a gasp from his lips as she digs her nails into his skin.
“Tomorrow, we’re going to help Arcadian eliminate Phaeden Rist. I’ll collect from Maydevine, after I give him a corpse to pin the Sentinel District murders on. For all he’ll know, this had nothing to do with any of us, we just showed up to the party late.
“Once I’m repatriated, we can live in a place without spider webs and Chimera and seedy little hotel rooms.” A shiver ripples through her body, from her head to her toes. “And the virus,” she adds.
They kiss again.
Silver breaks the kiss and throws her head back against the pillow, arching her back beneath Alex, crying out. She slides a hand across the back of his neck and pulls him down toward her, bringing him into another kiss. With her other hand on his lower back, she flips them both over so that she can take control.
He winces when she accidentally presses against his stitches.
“Sorry.” She slows down. “I forgot you’re a cripple.”
She bends to kiss him and he slides his hands around her hips, pulling her firmly down on top of him, burying himself up to the hilt inside her.
“Don’t fuck this up,” he whispers.
She stops moving, wondering if that was meant to come out sounding like a threat. “Didn’t we already have this conversation? And I told you to trust me.”
“He’ll be surrounded by Hunters,” Alex frets. “If we’re seen by anyone who knows us—”
“I get it,” Silver cuts him off. “We’d be screwed.”
Without warning, he flips them back over and puts himself back on top. In doing so, her thigh presses against his stitches. Though he tries hard not to wince, he can’t keep the sting of pain from etching itself across his face.
“All I want is for you to be safe, El.”
Silver gasps as he pushes her legs wide apart and forces himself deeper inside her.
“I belong by your side,” he whispers.
That’s true, and Silver’s always known it.
Kissing him, she wraps her legs around him and holds him tight, tipping him over the edge.
 



CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

The Tug of War
 
It’s dusk when Phaeden Rist’s heavily armed motorcade pulls up at the rendezvous point in the Out District. A league of Arcadian’s men—a mixture of Fusion and human—awaits them, armed with concealed weapons.
A show of muscle.
Just in case.
Arcadian has chosen a warehouse on the outskirts of Old World Bronx. It’s an area of the Out District beyond the Third Reclamation Territory, and completely unknown to the Hunter Division.
Of the ten armored vehicles in the motorcade, four pull up at the front of the building and four park curbside at the rear. The two vehicles that were safely nestled inside the convoy, both bearing Omega plates, keep at a distance.
From her concealed vantage point on the top floor of the warehouse, Silver watches them park a few hundred feet away at the entrance to the warehouse parking lot. Third Avenue Bridge—which they used to get here from the Third Reclamation Territory—is within eyeshot. On it, two more Hunter Division trucks lie in wait.
Snipers, Silver guesses.
In case something goes wrong.
She thinks nothing of the unusual convoy formation. Vehicles at the front and rear of the building ensure that there can be no surprises—no Fusion ambushes. Keeping the Governor’s vehicle at a distance gives his bodyguards a chance to sweep the perimeter for concealed artifice, before they allow him to step outside his vehicle.
Doing precisely that, the Hunters who parked at the back of the warehouse exit their vehicles and split into two groups. One group walks the length of the building east, the other west. They converge at the front of the building, signaling to one another that the coast appears clear.
Watching them form protective circles around the two Omega cars, Silver assumes that one or two Hunters have been held back, to keep an eye on the building’s rear entrances and exits.
They’re surrounded.
Escape would be futile, should anyone try to back out now.
Behind her, Arcadian ushers last minute orders to his men. In addition to the gang waiting outside, he has men placed throughout the warehouse. Unbeknownst to the Governor’s convoy, Arcadian is now in possession of a full military arsenal, and the element of surprise should definitely work to their advantage.
“The Governor is your only target, don’t forget,” Silver reminds him. “This isn’t supposed to be a bloodbath.”
“I’ll do my best.” Arcadian smiles.
Knowing full well he’s not invested in the lives of the Hunters, Silver’s got nothing more than his word that he won’t try to go after them.
A calculated risk.
Or a foolish one.
Just then, the back door of one of the Omega vehicles opens up, and Silver anticipates the emergence of Phaeden Rist …
Wrong.
Her heart sinks.
It’s the Hunter General.
Darius Jenkins.
“Uh-oh,” Silver whispers under her breath.
“I don’t like that word,” Arcadian whispers back.
“We can’t do this.”
“That’s too bad. We broke this bitch’s hymen the minute you showed up here—it’s already done.”
“The Hunter General isn’t supposed to be here. He never leaves the city.”
“I guess he didn’t want to miss this historic occasion.”
“You don’t understand,” Silver insists. “He’s Red’s father!”
Arcadian shrugs. “Oops.”
Silver grabs him by the arm and spins him around to face her, the force behind the gesture rather taking him by surprise.
“If I can count on you for nothing else, see to it that the Hunter General remains unharmed.”
“Did I invite you to touch me?” Arcadian shakes himself free. “We expected there’d be some collateral damage, and I’ll promise nothing.”
Ignoring her protest, he pushes past her and leaves. Moments later, she watches him appear in the street below.
Darius Jenkins, flanked by Hunters, approaches Arcadian and orders one of the Hunters to frisk him. Arcadian allows it, knowing that a hundred different weapons are already pinned on the General from within the warehouse.
The frisking Hunter reports that Arcadian is unarmed and Jenkins smirks, greatly underestimating Arcadian’s preparedness.
In many ways, he’s the very opposite of Arcadian. He’s shorter and wider, and his mousy hair is balding on top. He’s in his late fifties, and way past his physical prime.
Unlike his predecessor, Jenkins fights wars from behind his desk, not face to face. Since his promotion, he’s not been within a thousand yards of the front line. He hasn’t even left the Sentinel District.
Until today.
Arcadian looks beyond Jenkins toward the second Omega vehicle, guarded on all sides by Hunters. “Where’s Rist?”
“I have the truce agreement right here.” Jenkins pulls a thin wad of papers out of his inside pocket. “The Governor’s already endorsed them.”
Arcadian shakes his head. “I’ll deal only with Phaeden Rist.”
“You’ll deal with me, if you want her back alive.”
“Where is she?” Arcadian’s jaw tightens. “Where’s my sister?”
Silver frowns. Did she hear that right? Sister? Arcadian’s voice is hard to make out clearly from such a distance.
At the General’s command, another Hunter hauls a slender female figure out of the back of the General’s car.
Alice.
Handcuffed and drugged, she looks weak—weaker than her usual Fusion self at least. The Hunter restraining her looks familiar to Silver, but she has to squint to make out any of his features. Between the fading sunlight, the distance between them, and the dirty, cracked panes of glass, it’s hard to say if she really recognizes him or not.
“You can’t do this to me!” Alice squirms.
“We bought you,” the Hunter growls back at her. “We can do whatever we want with you.”
“Sasha!” Arcadian calls out.
This time, his voice echoes all around the street and Silver knows she heard that correctly. She heard it, but she doesn’t understand it.
Alice looks over at Arcadian and shakes her head, tears in her eyes. “My name is Alice.”
Devoid of emotion, Arcadian turns back to Jenkins. “She’s broken.”
Jenkins shrugs. “We promised you she was alive, that’s all. We made no guarantees about her mental state.”
“I need to see the Governor,” Arcadian insists.
“What for? We’ve delivered the merchandise. Now you fulfill your end of the bargain.”
“Damnit.” Silver clenches her jaw.
This isn’t going as smoothly as any of them had planned, and she can see Arcadian growing impatient.
Behind her, Alex appears in the hallway. “Silver? Is something wrong?”
Silver refuses to be drawn into that. “Where’s Red?”
“Trying to convince Jax and Oz not to get involved.”
Silver sighs, half expecting that this may happen. “I respect their decision to stay, but taking part in a potentially deadly assault against a small Hunter Division posse isn’t the way to prove their point.”
“They just want to take their anger out on somebody.”
“I’ll get them a punching bag.”
“If it doesn’t have a pulse, Jax won’t be interested.”
Alex tries to get near Silver at the window, but she prevents him from getting close enough to look out. She meets him halfway, moving him backwards and away from the view of the catastrophe she fears may be about to ensue beneath them.
Seeking a distraction, she lifts his shirt to look at his seeping wound, and his muscles tense at her gentle touch.
“You need a fresh bandage,” she diagnoses. “Why don’t you go sit down and I’ll bother Trieste for one?”
He cocks an eyebrow. “Are you trying to get rid of me?”
“Oh, please. You spend so much time watching out for me, I’m just trying to return the favor. Don’t make that a crime.” She coaxes him back inside the room he appeared from, and pushes him down into a chair. “Stay,” she orders.
Closing the door on him, she clicks the latch into a locked position and turns back to the window. In the parking lot, Arcadian tries again to draw the Governor out.
“I’ll sign, but a deal’s not a deal without a gentlemen’s handshake. You must allow me that at least.”
“Very well.” Jenkins nods, uncapping a pen. “But he’ll not exit the vehicle, and you will not be permitted to enter.”
Jenkins forces one of his Hunters to lean forward and he places the papers on the man’s back, holding the pen out to Arcadian.
Arcadian doesn’t take it.
“First, the girl.” He nods toward the warehouse. “Hand her off to my men.”
Jenkins points at the Hunter holding Alice, indicating that he should escort her into the building.
“The room at the end of the hall,” Arcadian calls out to him.
He takes the pen from Jenkins, but waits until he gets delivery confirmation from one of his own men before he signs.
As ink touches paper, Jenkins smiles. “You’ve done the right thing, you know. For your people.”
“You think?”
“You’ve prevented a war.”
Arcadian hands him back the pen. “We’ll see. I’m still owed a handshake.”
Jenkins pockets the pen and takes the papers up in his hand. “Right this way.”
He leads Arcadian over to the second Omega vehicle, and the back window winds down.
Phaeden Rist.
If Silver could see him clearly from her limited viewpoint, Phaeden would appear of an ambiguous age, somewhere between thirties and forties. He prides himself in wearing expensive, vintage Old World suits that have been tailored to fit him perfectly. His hairline is receding and his nose doesn’t fit properly on his face. Overall, he’s a distinctly average looking man with an oversized ego.
At the impression of him, Silver breathes a sigh of relief … but the feeling doesn’t last long.
From the ground floor of the warehouse, she can hear a scuffle.
A muffled scream.
Alice.
Silver hesitates.
Another scream—this one of pain, not fright—and Silver knows she must do something.
Feeling like she has no other choice, she jams her hunting knife into the lock on Alex’s door. Twisting and buggering the Old World metal until she breaks it, she seals the door tight shut.
Too late to do anything about it, Alex leaps up out of the chair and begins pounding on the other side of the door. “Hey! Silver!” He jiggles the handle, but it won’t budge. “What the fuck?!”
Trying to ignore the noise, Silver disappears down the hallway and hopes that, in his current state, he doesn’t have the strength to force his way through.
Downstairs, she tries to keep a low profile. She doesn’t recognize any of the faces outside, but doesn’t want to take the chance that they might be familiar with her nonetheless.
Following Alice’s desperate cries, Silver locates the room where she’s being held and pushes open the door.
She’s just in time.
There’s Alice, lying prone against a tabletop, and an unidentified Hunter is trying to forcibly remove her jeans. The would-be rapist looks up at Silver and hesitates, just long enough for Alice to get a good kick at his head, knocking him off balance.
And then …
Thwack.
Some other Hunter’s poor shot hits the doorframe beside Silver’s head, causing her to turn away from the assault in progress. As she steps back into the hallway, another bullet rips through her arm.
A flash of pain.
Her brachial nerve almost severed, the bullet tears through flesh and muscle, and the shock of it sends her to the floor. Rolling onto her back, she looks up to see a familiar face standing over her.
Lockie McKean.
 
 
 



CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

Everything Goes ‘Boom-boom’
 
Silver clutches at her arm.
Lockie McKean, the Hunter who tipped off Darius Jenkins about her relationship with Alex, looms above her.
Silver recognizes him instantly. “You again?”
“You’re supposed to be dead,” McKean growls at her.
“Surprise.” Silver waves at him, getting back on her feet.
Behind her, Alice’s persistent attacker slams the door shut.
Silver’s sense of urgency heightens, though she can do little about it. Staring down the barrel of McKean’s gun, her options are limited.
“This is the best fucking day of my life.” He grins at her.
“Why?” Silver tries to stem the bleeding from her arm, but achieves very little. “Did you miss me?”
“I actually get to pull the trigger on the most infamous Hunter ever to betray the city.” He laughs. “I get to destroy the prodigy.”
At the mention of her old Academy nickname, a sudden wave of anger trembles through her and she forgets all about her pain. “Nobody’s called me that in at least fifteen years.”
“That’s because you fell short of their expectations. You know what they call you now? Traitor.”
“I was innocent.”
“No-one cares.”
“Wait, what’s that on your nose?” she provokes him. “Oh, never mind, it’s just Phaeden’s shit. Why is it that every time I see you, you’re either sucking his cock or your head’s buried so far up his ass you can taste his dinner?”
He hits her across the face with the butt of his gun and sends her back to the floor.
“Tell me”—she fights back against her body’s reflex to black out—“what exactly did you get in return for selling me and Alex out?”
“I got your unit. Back in the hands of a man, where it belongs.”
He doesn’t get much of a chance to enjoy his moment of pride. Out of nowhere, he’s struck across the side of his head with an old chair leg and he tumbles to the floor, unconscious.
Behind him, Alex.
Silver’s savior.
Meanwhile, out in the parking lot, Arcadian finally gets his face time with Phaeden. They shake hands awkwardly through the open car window, and Arcadian prolongs their interaction with false compliments, buying his men in the warehouse enough time to reposition.
And they do.
If only the untrained Fusion sniper had thought to remove the laser sight from his rifle.
Too late.
A tiny red dot leaps onto Phaeden’s forehead, and Hunter General Jenkins reflexively exhibits one of the finer instincts of his training.
“Fucking shit bag!” He punches Arcadian to the ground and steps in front of the window.
The sound of the impact is almost imperceptible.
With a silencer fitted to the rifle, the shot itself makes no noise. As the bullet rips into the General’s chest, it makes only the very quietest thud.
Perhaps, when he took that step in front of the window, it was his intention to give his life for the Governor. Or, more likely, he thought his Kevlar vest would protect him from what he assumed was a black market bullet, made from a weaker metal and no match for the Kevlar.
He had no way of knowing the bullet came from the Omega Armory. He had no way of knowing it was copper-coated, and capable of piercing body armor.
Until he felt it enter his chest.
Then, he knew.
Leaking life, he slides down the side of the car as the window rolls up and the vehicle slams into reverse.
Finding himself on the ground beside a disoriented Arcadian, he laughs. “My turn, asshole.”
Papers still clutched in his hand, he pulls a remote detonator out of his pocket and presses the button before Arcadian even knows what it is.
Inside the warehouse, Alex tosses aside the chair leg.
He’s angry as hell. “Bandages? Really?”
No time to answer.
Heat.
Fire.
Explosion.
A series of C-4 bombs are detonated along each side of the building.
The Hunter Division trucks.
Vehicle bombs.
Eight explosions, one right after another.
The trucks are flipped into the air like children’s toys, and blown to smithereens. Much of the lower floor of the warehouse is decimated, leaving the upper levels seriously unstable and in danger of collapsing.
The fuel tanks in the trucks ignite, causing secondary explosions left and right. The Hunter General’s vehicle, not equipped with a bomb, is thrown through the air with the force of the explosions around it.
Becoming a lethal projectile, the car smacks into the Governor’s vehicle, impeding the driver’s best attempts to get to safety. The collision tips the Omega car, and sends it spinning over the ground like a bouncing ball.
In the chaos, dust and debris fill the air, obscuring vision. Some of the Hunters take cover, while others are blown to pieces. Some, finding themselves caught off-guard by the explosions, struggle to respond to the brute force of Arcadian’s men, who took advantage of the uncontrolled panic and launched themselves into battle almost immediately.
Inside the warehouse, the external wall facing the parking lot is blown inward. The building loses half of its frontage, and Silver, Alex and McKean become living debris. Silver is spun into the door to Alice’s room, the impact of her weight against the Old World wood snapping it straight off its hinges.
She rides the wooden missile across the room, until the top of it shatters against the far wall. As the wood splinters and cracks behind her, she rolls off it onto the floor, just about managing to land on her feet.
Alice, knocked out by the blast, is lying in the corner of the room. Her shirt’s ripped, her underwear is on, but her jeans are off. The table she was forced upon is upended, pinning her attacker to the floor. His pants are down, his limp dick awkwardly exposed. Fully awake, he looks up at Silver, seeking her help.
It’s her absolute pleasure to offer him none of that whatsoever. Instead, she draws her gun and shoots him in the face, without saying a word.
Crouching beside Alice, Silver taps her on the cheek until she begins to stir into wakefulness. Upon first rousing, Alice is fearful, not knowing precisely where she is, or what just happened. She looks up at Silver, a barrage of complicated emotions passing between them through the smoky air.
Realizing her assailant is no longer a threat, his features completely obliterated, Alice falls into Silver’s arms. Noticing something wet against her fingertips, she pulls back to investigate and finds herself already covered in Silver’s blood.
“You’re bleeding …”
Alice tears off a piece of her already tattered shirt and presses it against Silver’s arm, tying it tightly around her. Adrenalin pumping, Silver barely feels any pain from the gunshot. She gives it no more than a cursory glance, satisfying herself that no major artery is broken.
“I’m okay.” She forces a small smile of comfort. “We just need get you someplace safe.”
“What happened? It was loud.”
Silver shakes her head. “I don’t know. I think someone improvised.” Silver hauls Alice up off the floor and retrieves her jeans from beneath a pile of rubble, handing them to her without making further eye contact. “Hurry, Dylan’s waiting.”
Alice stalls at the mention of his name. “You know … ?”
Silver doesn’t need to answer that. “Are you okay?” she redirects. “Did they hurt you?”
Alice nods her head, to either one or both, straining to see through the tears in her eyes.
A rumble.
An adult male Chimera postures at them from what remains of the doorway. The noise of the explosions and the ruckus of the melee has drawn them out, enticed by the possibility of an easy meal. Behind the creature, the inside has become the outside. The warehouse walls have crumbled into nothing and there’s a direct view of the street, a battle now in full swing.
A shot is fired and the Chimera hits the dirt.
Oz lowers his weapon and steps in from the street, soon catching sight of another Chimera mauling and pawing at something concealed beneath a tarp, bundled up at the side of the hallway: a motionless heap on the floor.
He shoots at the Chimera, hitting it once in the side. It snarls at him, rumbling and baring its teeth. He fires again, this time knocking it to the floor.
Another shot.
A miss.
The Chimera limps away at an astonishing speed.
Approaching the crumpled mess on the floor, Oz stops to kick at it. It doesn’t move. He kneels down beside it and pulls back the tarp.
Alex.
As Oz disturbs him, he regains consciousness.
“Silver?” Hopeful.
“Not even close, mate.”
Oz takes his jacket off and uses it to apply pressure to a fresh wound on Alex’s side. The stitches on his other wound are broken, and he’s bleeding profusely.
“Where is she?” Alex rasps.
“I’m here.” Silver steps into what was once an inside hallway and drops to her knees beside him, taking his hand in hers, all emotional complications forgotten in an instant. “I’m right here.”
“What the hell happened to you?” Oz asks, looking around for anything that might be of help to Alex. “You were supposed to stay in the back, in case things went to shit.”
Alex tries to sit up, gritting his teeth through the pain. He struggles to breathe in the thick, dusty air and winces against the pain shooting through his dry eyes. “I’m not entirely sure what happened, but I don’t think it went particularly well.”
Silver and Oz help to get Alex to his feet. Now, for the first time, Alex notices Silver’s injured arm and he reaches out to touch it.
“What the fuck did you do?”
She knocks his hand away. “Don’t deflect.” She looks around them, mentally assessing their options. “We need the doctor.”
She props Alex up against a portion of an internal wall not completely destroyed by the C-4, and shelters him from the blast as a grenade bounces nearby and explodes, the reverberations from it nearly knocking her off her feet.
“We have to get out of here!” Oz states the obvious.
Silver looks around for Alice, but she’s gone. “Fuck!” She turns back to Oz. “You get Alex out of here. Red’s waiting with Dylan in the building across the street—go there. I’m going to find Trieste.”
She disappears before anyone could argue, and Oz does as he’s told. Seconds later, Silver’s caught off-guard as she rounds a corner into another part of the warehouse. A hand reaches out for her ankle and trips her up, making her to topple to the floor like human Jenga.
She turns behind her and discovers a wounded McKean reaching for his weapon. Badly hurt from the explosion, he can’t get to his feet.
While he struggles to get his gun free, Silver breaks his elbow and disarms him, kicking him back down into the dirt and debris that’s spread over the floor like carpet.
“I spent six years in hell because of you,” she barks at him.
Her mouth is dry and filled with dirt. She bites on the edge of her tongue to make herself salivate so that she can spit, and she spits on McKean, only narrowly missing his face. Her bleeding arm now battling complete numbness, she reaches for her gun and pulls it from the holster.
“You know, a gunshot wound to the stomach can be one of the slowest and most painful ways to die.” She raises the gun on him. “It’s not even half of what I’ve lived through, but I guess it’ll have to do.”
One shot.
In his gut.
 



CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

Truth Be Told
            
Silver pushes the doctor, Trieste, into the back room of an old massage parlor at gun point, his medical kit in hand.
Barely conscious, Alex is lying on an old massage table, slowly bleeding to death under the careful watch of Oz and Jax.
“You took your sweet fucking time.” Jax lights up a cigarette. “We could all have died waiting here for you.”
Silver nudges Trieste toward the table, running her eyes over the blood on Jax’s clothes. “What are you doing here? Bored of the fight already?”
“I’ve done my bit.”
Silver doesn’t bother to push her for more, and assumes a rare smattering of conscience is responsible for the sour look on her face. Killing a Hunter or two obviously didn’t provide the vengeful satisfaction she was hoping for.
Trieste lifts the fabric pressed against Alex’s side and lets it all fall to the floor, soaked through with blood.
“I can stop the bleeding,” he surmises, examining the wound. “But I tend to work better when there’s not a gun thrust against my head.”
Silver hesitates, then lowers her weapon. Finding her within arm’s reach of the table, Alex grabs Silver by the wrist and pulls her close to him, using up all of the energy he has left.
“Hey, stranger.” He tries to force a smile. “You’re going to marry me, right?”
His question vaults at her out of left field.
“Are you hallucinating?”
He tries to laugh, but his injured body won’t let him. “If I were hallucinating, I’d be imagining something far more romantic than this. I’d be down on one knee and everything, and I probably wouldn’t be bleeding.”
Trieste begins to poke about inside his open wound and he winces, his grip tightening reflexively around Silver’s wrist.
Behind them, Red and Dylan burst into the room—a welcome distraction.
A Chimera, skulking in the halls, catches the scent of Alex’s blood and seizes the opportunity to try and force its way inside with them. Dylan pushes on the door, trapping the Chimera halfway, but he hasn’t got enough strength to hold it.
Red takes out her gun and tries to fire at the Chimera’s head, but her weapon is jammed. Finally overpowering Dylan, the Chimera barges its way through and knocks him to the floor. Oz grabs his HK P46 and pumps lead into the beast, shooting it down mid-air as it leaps toward them.
Eventually, it hits the floor.
Dylan kicks the door closed just in time to knock back another hungry Chimera, and he locks it quickly. Not that Chimera know how to use door handles anyway. The Chimera on the floor twitches, and Oz fires two more shots into its head.
Adeptly fixing the jam in her gun, Red keeps an ear out for approaching Chimeran vocalizations. “This place is crawling with Chimera.”
Duh, Silver thinks. “They’re opportunistic hunters, intrigued by the noise. As long as there’s a commotion here, the temptation of food will keep on drawing them in.”
Oz looks outside the window, where a small pack of Chimera have nearly stripped a human corpse bare.
Dylan sees it and huddles nervously in the corner. “Where’s Alice?”
Silence.
Although it pains her to admit it, Silver tells him the truth. “I don’t know.”
Outside, the Chimera finish with the corpse, leaving nothing but bare bones behind. Able to whiff the strong allure of Alex’s bodily fluids through a broken pane of glass in the window, they shrill to one another.
Oz reloads in anticipation.
Preparing themselves for an attack, one of the Chimera launches itself at the window and the weak glass cracks against the weight of its body. Another Chimera soon follows in the footsteps of its more dominant counterpart, managing to break through into the room.
Oz unloads on the Chimera outside, while Red delivers a death blow to the one that landed practically at her feet. Jax, a cigarette in her mouth, arms herself with a PP-2000 in each hand and begins shooting alongside Oz.
Disaster averted, and almost out of ammo, they don’t get even a second to relax. The door to the room flings open, the lock broken with one swift Fusion kick, and in storms Arcadian—wielding a severed human head.
He tosses the head at Silver.
She drops Alex’s hand to catch the head, and orients its pale dead face and glassy eyes toward herself, trying to understand. “What’s this?”
“It’s your birthday present. What do you think?”
Silver shrugs. “I dunno. It’s some dude’s head. If you’re trying to seduce me, flowers usually work best.”
Alex smiles, barely holding onto the last dregs of consciousness. “That’s not what you said eighteen years ago.”
“Yeah, well, it’s been a long time since you’ve killed anything for me, Romeo,” she teases him, and turns her attention back to Arcadian. “So where’s Phaeden Rist?”
Arcadian frowns. “His body, you mean?”
“I guess. You did kill him, didn’t you?”
“Well, decapitation isn’t something you can normally recover from.”
“I don’t understand.” Silver turns the severed head to face Arcadian. “This isn’t Phaeden Rist.”
All traces of pleasure drop from Arcadian’s suddenly stony expression. “What do you mean?”
“You think I don’t know the Governor of my own city when I see his ugly mug?” Silver tosses the head back at him. “Trust me, this isn’t Phaeden Rist.”
Arcadian’s hands shake ever so slightly at the reality threatening to set in before him. “This is the face of the man I met with during the Second Reclamation. This is the face of the man I’ve been dealing with for over a decade!”
He slams the head down against the floor, the sudden force of the fall popping out an eyeball and some brain juice. As the eyeball rolls toward her boot, Silver clues in to the levity of the situation.
“Oh, my god. He sent a decoy.” Her chest has never felt so tight. “I’ll bet he’s never even set foot in the Out District.”
Arcadian, angry and at the end of his tether, strides up to Silver and tears her away from Alex, throwing her to the floor like a paper doll.
“Do you see what he’s done here?!” He bears down upon her. “He knows that I’ve double-crossed him. He will retaliate, and we’ve expended almost all of our resources on this false victory!”
Silver picks herself up off the floor. “We can mend this.”
Arcadian grabs her by the throat and pushes her up against the wall. “This is all your fault!”
“I can fix this,” she insists. “There’s still a way.”
“I think you’ve already done enough.” He squeezes her neck harder. “Killing you now might be the only meager satisfaction I’m able to glean from this whole miserable fucking experience.”
She forces him away from her and launches a powerful right hook at him, but she’s way too slow. He blocks, grabs her fist in his hand, and crunches her knuckles. With a gentle shove, he sends her back to the floor, kneeling in front of him.
“I’m a lot faster, and a lot stronger. So don’t bother wasting any of your precious last moments on a futile counter attack. Instead, have you any last words?”
“Yeah.” She fixes him with a glare. “Blow me.”
He is about to laugh when a chair hits him across the side of the head and sends him staggering sideways, away from Silver.
Alice.
She tosses away the chair while Silver stares at her, astounded.
Arcadian fixes on Alice. “Bitch!”
Fearlessly—and much to Silver’s surprise—tiny Alice stands to face him.
“Fuck you, Arcadian.” She draws an HK USP from the back of her jeans and aims it at him with an uncharacteristically steady hand. “I’m so ready for this.”
Silver recognizes the gun and checks herself, finding her secondary weapon missing.
Arcadian takes a step toward Alice. “Sasha?”
Alice shakes her head. “Not anymore.”
He steps even closer. “You’re not going to shoot me, Sasha.”
“Sasha’s dead. She died the night you sold her to Phaeden Rist. Remember?”
“Do you?”
“Vividly.”
 
 



CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

Into the Fray
 
Alice takes a step closer to Arcadian, forcing him to back up to keep a safe distance between them. Alice is furious, and a hundred percent committed to her pursuit of vengeance.
“I remember being beaten and bound and gagged, and led to the city wall. I remember Phaeden Rist and his pathetic little friends. I remember them raping me, and then I remember being beaten some more.”
She keeps stepping closer, backing him up further. “I remember breaking free from them and running naked in the rain, through your stupid tunnels and back into the Out District.” 
“Holy shit,” Silver mutters under her breath.
Alice turns to her, with a regret that appears genuine. “I’m sorry.”
While her attention is drawn away, Arcadian picks up a piece of the broken chair and smashes it against the side of her head. The impact knocks her out cold. Even before her limp body hits the floor, a bullet is fired from a gun, just missing Arcadian and coming perilously close to Silver.
Silver follows the trajectory of the shot, shocked to find Dylan with a gun in his hand. He tries to fire again, but the gun’s jammed and he can’t figure out how to fix it. Shaking it doesn’t appear to be working. Not taking any chances, Oz tackles Dylan to the floor and sends the gun clattering away from them both.
Despite the ongoing chaos, Silver can’t take her eyes off Alex. He’s unconscious and utterly vulnerable. Jax closes the door against a lurking Chimera, and jams a chair underneath the broken handle to hold it shut.
Catching Trieste trying to make a break for it, she draws her gun on him.
“Back to the table, chump.” She directs him to keep working on Alex, despite the distractions in the room.
Dylan, freeing himself from Oz’s clutch, crawls along the floor to Alice and tries desperately to revive her, while Arcadian dusts himself off and prepares for round two. Unconcerned by Arcadian’s continuing rage, Silver concentrates on Alex, now appearing completely limp and lifeless on the table.
At his side, she touches his forehead so tenderly. “I would suffer any pain on earth rather than see this man die.”
Arcadian pulls a weapon on her. “I can arrange that.”
Silver closes her eyes, feeling the cold barrel of the gun shoved hard against her skull, the muzzle caught up in her hair. “There’ve been times in the last six years when I would’ve begged you to go ahead and pull that trigger.”
She swivels around to face him, letting the gun rest against her cheek. “But that ship has sailed.” She pushes the gun away with the back of her hand. “I may not be afraid to die—and god knows I love the taste of gun metal—but if you kill me now, you’ll never be free.”
Arcadian holsters his weapon, willing to hear her out. “You said you could fix this. So tell me how?”
“I’ll be honest, this day hasn’t quite gone as I’d expected. I had quite a lot riding on Phaeden’s death, but I can work around that.”
“Don’t make me repeat myself.”
“We still have the tactical advantage.”
“How’s that?”
Silver finds the decapitated decoy head on the floor and picks it up by the hair, dangling it in front of Arcadian. “This isn’t Phaeden Rist.”
“Thanks for the reminder.”
“But you thought it was.” Triumphant, she tosses the head out of the broken window. “The real Phaeden Rist has never laid eyes on you, and everyone who has is now dead.”
That makes sense to Arcadian. “You want to play him at his own game?”
“He wants you dead. We can still give him that, just like we originally planned.”
“You return to the city with my head, and he’ll have nothing to retaliate against.”
“Presactly.”
“And with no evidence linking you to the assassination attempt, you’ll still be free to claim your fee for solving the mystery of the Sentinel District murders—your repatriation.”
That’s news to Jax. “What?”
Fuck.
Silver had forgotten Jax was even in the room, and forgotten about the little white lie she’d told. Jax crushes the butt of her cigarette against the wall and squares up to Silver.
“You said we were working for our warrants?”
“What difference does it make? You don’t want to go back to the city anyway.”
Jax shoves Silver into the table, causing Trieste to fudge one of Alex’s stitches.
“You lied to us.” Jax gives her another shove. “Maydevine’s giving you blue, and all we were supposed to get is a brief extension of our sentence?” She looks over at Oz. “Did you know about this?”
He shakes his head, looking to Silver for clarification. “It’s true?”   
Silver’s silence confirms it.
“You bitch,” Jax snarls at her. “This whole time you’ve been working for yourself. You don’t give a damn about us.”
“No,” Silver denies the accusation vehemently. “I was trying to give you a second chance—I didn’t lie about that. Once I’m repatriated, I can try to get your sentence overturned.”
Jax punches her in the face and throws her to the floor. “Go back to the city. Take whatever lie you’re going to sell and get the fuck out of here. I don’t ever want to see your face again.” She urges Oz to follow her and they both turn to leave. “We don’t need anything from you, traitor.”
There it is again.
That word.
Traitor.
In this moment, Silver actually feels like one. She leans up against the table and dislodges a broken tooth from the back of her mouth with her tongue, spitting it out onto the floor. Alice, now awake and on the other side of the room with Dylan, allows him to help her back on her feet.
She stares at Silver in disbelief. “You were really going to do it.”
Silver flicks her lost tooth away, watching it tumble beneath the cracks in the floorboards. Using the table for support, she makes herself vertical again, her head beginning to pound from dehydration and fatigue.
“Do what?”
“Leave me.” Alice sniffs. “This whole time I thought you were being paid to catch my brother. I didn’t realize you’d been bribed with the promise of a new life on the other side of the bridge.”
“Don’t talk to me about honesty, Sasha,” Silver spits back at her. “Every wretched day I spent with you was a lie.”
“How could I have told you the truth? You’d have killed me. Or worse, brought me back to this godforsaken place.”
“Speaking of which …” Arcadian locks Alice in his sights. “Welcome home, baby girl.”
 
 



CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

A New Divide
 
Silver watches over a sleeping Alex at his bedside. Meanwhile, Jax and Oz are busy making new friends among the Fusion colony, and trying to forget about their old ones.
After dining with Arcadian, Red comes to Silver with news. “You know, he has Alice locked up.”
“I’m not surprised. She tried to kill him.”
“Dylan’s with her.”
Silver looks up at her. “What’s the matter? Feeling guilty?”
“I didn’t put the gun in his hand.”
Silver turns back to Alex, disinterested. “She’s a big girl. She’ll take care of him.” She shrugs. “Or Arcadian will kill them both.”
“You’re angry because she lied to you, and that’s fine, but does she really need to die because of it?”
Silver stretches her aching shoulder and arm, now carefully bandaged up. “She manipulated me.”
“Any more than you manipulated her?”
“I saved her life, and gave her six years of mine.” Defensive.
“You let her believe she had a future with you, and then you cast her aside.”
“You think I did that on purpose? I didn’t have a choice.”
“Spare me the bullshit, Silver. I know you. You were lonely, and you invited her into your bed despite the fact that you knew you could never love her back.”
“Thanks for that. That was really uplifting.”
“What do you want me to say? Congratulations, you exploited each other. Now get over it.”
“Look, if you want me to save her and Dylan, why don’t you just come right out and say it? You don’t want to stand by and watch the boy die for no good reason.”
“There’s that, and there’s the other thing.”
“What other thing?”
“Your plan to deceive the Governor.”
“You don’t like it?”
“I’d like to recommend that you make a slight adjustment, that’s all.”
“It’s already been taken care of. Arcadian’s picked the decoy, and we’ll go all Queen of Hearts on him in the morning.”
“Another innocent life.”
“Kill one, save a thousand.”
“For how long, Silver? For as long as it takes Phaeden to launch another Out District attack to steal more land away from the Fusions? What we need is compromise, not sacrifice.”
“You should launch a peace rally.”
“Bringing Phaeden the severed head of a Fusion leader does nothing but delay the inevitable for them. Come on, you’re smarter than this.”
“That’s an opinion.”
“If you go ahead with this scheme, you’ll be the only one who benefits from it. Don’t forget why you really came here. You’re not that selfish.”
“I came here to kill Phaeden Rist, and I failed.”
“You came here to free Jax and Oz, and you did it. You came here to save Alice, and you did it. You reunited her with Dylan, and now they’re just one step away from having their very own happy little ending.”
“I feel like I’m in a comic strip.”
“Don’t fall at the last hurdle, Silver. Ensure Alice and Dylan’s safety by taking out the only obstacle left standing in their way, and then claim your repatriation from the Governor. If another life has to be lost, at least make it count.”
“You want me to kill Arcadian?”
“Complete the job you were hired to do, and let Maydevine work out the rest.”
Silence.
“You can’t bring peace to this side of the wall,” Red goes on, “but you can give two people a chance at something real.”
Silver thinks about that.
Two people.
Jax and Oz? Alice and Dylan? Herself and Alex?
In any case, Red’s right. With Phaeden Rist still alive, the Out District can’t be saved—the Fusion people cannot be protected. Whether she presents him with the head of a decoy or the head of the real thing, it’s all the same in the end.
Except for Alice.
Her life depends upon Silver’s willingness to protect her, one last time.
 
*************************
 
On an upper floor of Arcadian’s hotel, Alice and Dylan are being held in a disused bedroom after being badly beaten by Arcadian’s men.
Dylan is lying in a heap on the floor. Both of his eyes are swollen, and it’s impossible to tell whether he’s awake or unconscious. His breathing is irregular and shallow, and his hands are bound behind his back.
Alice, faring slightly better, struggles to break the binds tying her hands. She looks around the room for help and spots something familiar on the dresser: a knife holster.
Silver’s.
Alice knows Silver’s behavior by heart, and if there’s a chance she slept in this room, then there’s a chance she left something behind. Alice checks under the pillows on the bed.
Nothing.
She tears the sheets off the bed.
Still nothing.
Kneeling down on the floor, she puts her back up to the bed and contorts her hands to reach down between the mattress and the bed frame …
Bingo!
Alice pulls Silver’s back-up hunting knife free and starts to cut the rope binding her wrists.
Success.
She frees herself, and is about to check on Dylan when footsteps thunder toward the door and someone unlocks it. She tucks the knife into her back pocket and looks frantically around the room for a weapon of distraction.
Aha!
She snatches a lamp from the bedside table and dives into a corner behind the door.
Slowly, it opens and a body steps in.
Smash!
Alice cracks the lamp into the person’s face.
Arcadian.
Instinctively, Arcadian puts his hands to his face, blood pouring from his nose. Alice glances once more at Dylan before bolting out of the room, past Arcadian and down the hallway. In the haste of her escape, the knife slips from her pocket and lands on the hallway floor.
Seconds later, chasing after her, Arcadian spots the knife and doesn’t think twice about hurling it down the hallway at his little sister.
It strikes her in the back, knocking her to the floor.
“I know you don’t believe me, but I never wanted to hurt you.” He wipes blood off his face with his sleeve. “I only did what was necessary.”
On her hands and knees, Alice reaches for the handle of the knife, but she can’t quite get her fingers around it. “I looked up to you. You were supposed to protect me.”
Preventing her from getting to her feet, Arcadian puts a firm foot against her back and forces her down against the floor.
“I had no choice.” He crouches above her and pulls out the knife. “I had to think of the others.”
“Since when did being a hero mean more to you than your own blood?”
He rolls her over and presses the knife against her throat, ready to cut her. “I couldn’t expect them to make any sacrifice I wasn’t willing to make myself.”
Suddenly, a noise.
Behind him.
He whips back around to see Dylan pulling himself out of the hotel bedroom on all fours. Alice exploits the distraction and pulls Arcadian’s HK P46 from his holster, shooting him several times in the chest. He falls down on top of her, but he’s not dead.
She pushes her brother away and crawls out from beneath him, rushing over to Dylan as fast as she can. Kneeling beside him, she helps him to sit up.
“I was going to come back for you.”
Down the hallway, a door slams shut and Arcadian’s gone, leaving behind nothing but a blood trail.
Preparing to go after him, Alice kisses Dylan on the forehead. “Wait here.”
She gets up and follows the deep, red smear, trying with all of her Fusion strength to appear as if she’s in control. The doorway leads into a maintenance stairwell, and it only goes one way: straight to the roof.
On top of the building, the world bathed in darkness and shadows, the silence of the night is shattered by a loud click, and motion activated floodlights illuminate the rooftop.
Alice, the HK P46 still firmly in her hand, follows the trail of blood until she comes across Arcadian, dragging himself over the roof toward a fire escape stairwell.
“Nice try.” She smirks overconfidently. “Ten out of ten for effort.”
He hauls himself up to the steps, while Alice gets closer and raises the HK P46. He appears weak, and allows her to approach him. When she finally steps within range, he swings round and launches the knife back at her.
She falls backward, onto the cold, stone roof, the knife embedded in her shoulder and the gun lost to the shadows. Arcadian stands up and stretches his back, his wounds already beginning to heal. He kneels over her, pressing his knee against her chest, forcing his weight down on top of her.
“We heal fast, remember?”
She struggles under his weight, the pressure in her chest almost unbearable. About to succumb to his brawn, she nearly passes out … but resists it at the very last moment.
Suddenly revitalized, she pulls the knife out of her shoulder and thrusts it deep into Arcadian’s neck. She forces him down onto his back, and watches him begin to choke on his own blood. With what little strength he has left, he pushes her off him and staggers to his feet, stumbling hazardously close to the ledge of the roof.
He pulls the knife out of his neck and lets it drop to the floor. Another step backward and his foot catches on the ledge, causing him to lose his balance.
Alice picks herself up and collects the knife from the floor, just in time to see Arcadian disappear over the edge of the building. Rather hesitantly, she creeps up to the spot where he fell and peers down below.
He’s lying motionless, in an unnatural position, with blood pooling around him.
It’s over.
Silver takes the knife out of Alice’s hand.
Alice sensed her arrival on the roof moments before, but wasn’t about to let her steal the pleasure of exacting such long-awaited vengeance.
“Go inside,” Silver orders her.
Alice seems as if she might want to object, but she obeys nonetheless. Silver looks back over the ledge at Arcadian’s body, then down to the knife in her hand.
Problem solved.
 
 



CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

All That Remains
 
Silver finds the armored truck exactly where they’d left it in the tunnels. She throws a heavily filled backpack onto the passenger seat and gets in.
First stop: her old theater.
Omega has ransacked the place, and barricaded it with yellow ‘OMEGA QUARANTINE – DO NOT CROSS’ tape. Silver slices through the tape with her knife and enters the building anyway.
This place is tainted now, and she has only one purpose here.
A symbolic cleansing.
She drags out three drums of butanol from behind the stage and douses everything in sight. With the strike of a single match, it all goes down in flames.
Just like that.
Second stop: the Sentinel District.
She exits the tunnel system through a drainage pipe in front of the DDH, and her arrival turns heads. Police Division Agents watch her with suspicion, unsure whether or not they should apprehend her. They grow even more suspicious when she strides into the building, clearly armed.
Daily routine grinds to a halt in her presence.
Walking through the tag detectors, she sets off a series of bells and alarms and the screen flashes ‘no tag detected’. Having never encountered this problem before, the security guards on duty are confused and flustered. They hesitate to draw arms on her, and by the time they do, it’s already too late—she’s gone.
She enters the elevator and pushes the button for the top floor. It’s a long way up, and by the time the elevator reaches its destination, the security personnel on that level have already been advised of her arrival.
They greet her with weapons drawn, except … when the doors open …
She’s not there.
While they huddle around the steel box, examining the interior, trying to find her, she slips out of a stairwell doorway behind them and rounds the corner toward an office at the end of the hall, perfectly unobserved.
Gabriel Maydevine’s office.
Maydevine’s cigarette drops from his mouth when Silver enters his office without knocking, and smashes the pin pad entry system with the butt of her HK USP—sealing the door shut behind her.
He gazes at her in stunned silence until the embers from his cigarette ignite the papers on his desk, and he’s forced to put the flames out with his sleeve. Brushing scorched papery remnants off his shirt cuff, he steps out from behind his desk. The black band around his shirt sleeve is a painful reminder that, for the last several days, he’s been mourning her loss.
“Ellie Bean …”
“I’m very pleased to announce that the reports of my death have been greatly exaggerated.” She winks at him.
“How the hell … ?”
Silver dumps the backpack down on top of his desk. “I have a present for you.” She opens it up and removes Arcadian’s severed head, holding it out for him to see. “Meet Arcadian, the man responsible for the Sentinel District murders and the attempted assassination of the Governor.”
She offers the slightly squished head to Maydevine, but he takes one look at it and grimaces, quickly indicating that she should put the rotten, oozing thing away before it starts to drip onto the carpet.
“Most importantly,” Silver continues, “it represents my end of the deal. Phaeden’s arch rival is dead, and now I’m here to collect my fee.”
Though she’s beaming with pride, and anticipates receiving a hug or a smile—or even an enthusiastic handshake—Maydevine opts to keep his distance. He’s eager to embrace her, but even more eager to learn how she came to be here, in front of him, and still so very much alive.
“I don’t understand.” He shakes his head. “You deliberately went off the grid? Why would you do that?”
“Phaeden used the GPS in the tags to track me in the Fringe, and he tried to sabotage my repatriation.”
“Another conspiracy theory? Jesus, El.”
“He was monitoring us the whole time, just waiting for an opportunity to cut me out of the deal. Why else do you think he was so quick to sign my repatriation papers? He never planned on letting me live long enough to need them.”
“That explosion in the Fringe …” Maydevine latches on to her insinuation. “You’re not trying to tell me it was intentional? That Phaeden planned the whole thing?”
“When he discovered I knew the whereabouts of Arcadian’s sister, who’d escaped from one of his prostitution rings, he figured he didn’t need me anymore.”
This is all a revelation to Maydevine. “Fusion prostitution? In the Fringe?”
“It’s big underground business. But you don’t exactly get to peruse that type of merchandise without a platinum tag and the highest level of Hunter Division clearance.”
“Let me guess: Fusion girls are bought and sold across the city line in exchange for supplies to keep their population afloat? Like Hunters buying favors in the Fringe.”
“That, and security. Phaeden promised not to expand the city into Fusion territory, so long as they agreed to keep him up to his ears in Fusion booty and free weed.”
“What went wrong?”
“Phaeden got greedy and blew the deal, so Arcadian retaliated. The Sentinel District murders were supposed to remind the Governor who was really in charge.”
“That worked well.”
“It would’ve, if Phaeden wasn’t such a dumb shit. Instead, he kidnapped a defenseless woman out of my care, did god only knows what to her, and tried to sell her back to the very people he stole her from in the first place, in exchange for a temporary truce. And that, by the way, represents the very least of the crimes he is responsible for committing against these people.”
Outside the door, an armed search of the building is underway. They’ll reach Maydevine’s office in minutes, and their short window of time spurs Maydevine’s need to glean as much information from Silver as he possibly can.
“And the girl? Where is she now?”
“Back where she belongs.”
“What about your friends?”
“I need you to send a team of your men to extract them from the Out District as soon as possible. Just Alex and Red. I’ll give you the co-ordinates.”       
“Not the others?”
“They’re gone.”
“Gone?”
“Quite gone.”
“Better off?”
“They’ve made some new alliances, let’s put it that way.” She can sense Maydevine’s hesitancy, and a lifetime of experience tells her there’s still some kind of worry lingering on his mind. “Look, I did everything that you asked me to do. What’s the problem?”
The search reaches Maydevine’s door, and the lead Agent knocks upon it.
Maydevine ignores it.
“The atrocity in the Out District …” He remains undeterred by the continued pounding against his door. “I’m not in the loop, but I hear things. I heard that this man, Arcadian, launched one heck of an attack against Phaeden’s motorcade.”
“He fought back, that’s true. But it was the Hunter General who destroyed the motorcade—not Arcadian.”
“The Hunter General was shot with an armor-piercing bullet.”
“So?”
“Where on earth did Arcadian get weapons like that?”
Silver falls silent.
“Ella …” Maydevine finally takes a step toward her. “Did anyone from the city see you?”
“My cover’s intact, I swear. As far as the official record will state, I showed up when the fire fight was already over and there was nothing I could’ve done to stop it. I killed Arcadian, and put an end to the Sentinel District murders—that’s all.”
“Christ, Ellie … you tried to kill the Governor,” Maydevine whispers, as if someone might overhear.
“He tried to kill me first—and the rest of my team.”
“You’re walking such a dangerous line.”
“It’s almost over.”
“You promise me, once you’ve been repatriated, you have to drop this. I don’t care what Phaeden’s done to others, I care only about what he does to you, and I want you to give him no cause to send you back to the Fringe. Or worse.”
“He’s a criminal, Papa.”
“You can’t win this, Ella.” He shakes his head at her. “There are lines you just can’t cross, and whether you like it or not, this man is above the law.”
“How can you say that? After everything he’s done to me.” Silver can’t help but become offended at his apparent lack of hatred for the person responsible for all the evil she’s suffered. “How can you stand there, listen to what I’ve been telling you, and not want to rip his throat out?”
“Because I’ve lived through enough to know how to pick my battles, kid.” He closes the gap between them and pulls her into him, wrapping her up in an embrace. “Your life is not something I’m willing to risk, no matter how desperately this city needs social reform. You must know that if I have to choose between you and this wretched place, I will choose you. Every time.”
The Agents finally kick down the door and target their weapons on Silver, until Maydevine holds up a hand and calls them off.
“Stand down,” he orders them.
“Sir?” The lead Agent seems uncertain.
“Stand down,” Maydevine repeats. “This woman is no longer an enemy of the city.”
“I wouldn’t be so sure of that,” a familiar voice sounds out from behind the Agent in the hallway.
Silver recognizes it and her blood freezes. “Uh-oh.”
She pulls back from Maydevine just in time to see an electric wheelchair buzz and whir into the room, its patient only just released from hospital.
Lockie McKean.
 



CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

Treason
 
Silver sits in a small, underground cell in the detainment corridor of the DDH. In the cell, there’s a filthy, shit-stained toilet; a wash basin, splattered with stale vomit; an uncomfortable metal chair; and a small wooden table.
On the table: Silver’s HK USP.
The empty magazine has been removed. Beside it, there’s one bullet, carefully and precisely placed. Sitting in front of the table, Silver stoically rebels against the magnetic lure of the gun, averting her eyes with deliberate care.
Shuffling her feet against the debris covered floor, she finds a shard of a broken, rusty razorblade. Could be rust, or blood. She’s not sure, and even less sure that she cares. Taking it between her fingers, she picks dirt and dry blood out from underneath her nails, trying to ignore the sound of footsteps echoing down the hall, growing louder.
Sure, steady footfalls.
Maydevine.
Emerging in front of her cell, he says nothing. In the silence, he pulls out a packet of cigarettes and rolls one back and forth between his fingers.
He waits for her to make the first move, and she vice versa.
Neither of them budges.
She glances up at him, but the disappointment written all over his face quickly shies her away from maintaining eye contact. Trying not to fidget, she tosses the razorblade aside, rests her elbows on her knees, and stares down at her feet.
The silence persists.
Silver cracks first. “What’s the matter, old man? Got nothing left to say to me?”
“Plenty, but you never fucking listen.”
“I already told you: I did what was asked of me.”
“And then some.”
“I gave it my own personal twist,” she admits.
Silence.
Silver nods toward her HK USP. “What’s the deal with that?”
“It’s a courtesy.” Maydevine lights up the cigarette at last.
“At your request?”
He doesn’t answer that.
Instead, “You said you were careful.” A puff of the cigarette. “You said there were no witnesses.”
“I shot him. He should be dead. How the hell was I supposed to know he’d manage to crawl out of there with his life?”
Her words, and the sharp tone of her voice, instantly crush the fragile and fading image of an innocent little girl, fondly preserved for all these years in Maydevine’s memory. The little girl who liked to bake cakes with mud and leaves, and build forts out of couch cushions and bed sheets, is long gone. In her place, is a vengeful and bitter woman with an apparent disregard for human life, and Maydevine’s got no-one to blame but himself.
He’d steered her toward the enforcement program. She’d resisted, but he’d twisted her arm. She’d abhorred the thought of killing humans, but he’d convinced her that homicide could be justifiable, under the right conditions.
Unwittingly, he’d laid the framework for her crusade against the Governor—he can see that now. He’d spent six years drilling into her the notion that some people just deserve to die, and she’d taken every word of it to heart.
He didn’t realize how deep his influence had taken hold, and how lost she’d become in the swell of it. If he didn’t already feel guilty for manipulating her into joining the enforcement program in the first place, he does now.
Yet, he shouldn’t.
Desperation wasn’t the reason she’d accepted his invitation. The truth is that she’d seen the anguish in his face when he spoke of the program, and of the fate of so many Enforcers who’d come and gone before.
Suicide.
She knew he felt responsible for their lives in some way, and she wanted so much to spare him from that. If only she could now spare him from this.
“Why the fuck did you have to do this?” he says at last. “Why couldn’t you just let things be?”
The despair in his voice almost breaks her, but she clings on to her hard, detached exterior for all it’s worth.
“They’re charging me with treason?”
Maydevine nods. “Thanks to McKean’s testimony, and your affidavit of events.”
Silver knows what a treason charge like this means.
Enforcement.
“Not to mention the attempted murder of a Hunter,” Maydevine continues, “and the unlawful death of the Hunter General.”
“That wasn’t my fault,” Silver defends. “He wasn’t even supposed to be there.”
“But he was, and now he’s dead.” Another puff.
Silence.
“What about Alex and Red?” Silver sighs. “You’ll ensure their safety?”
“There aren’t any witnesses to their involvement. That, together with your own sworn statement, seals things up pretty neatly from an administrative point of view.”
“You read my statement?”
“Every word, and I’m ashamed that we didn’t even consider the possibility of the old service passages underneath the city still being intact.”
Silver shrugs. “Don’t be. Phaeden forged the paperwork—Alex has proof. He made it look like the tunnels had already been taken care of, so he could move the commencement of the Third Reclamation forward.”
Maydevine nods. “Sounds like something he’d do.” He puts the cigarette to his lips again. “The rest of your statement is bullshit, though.”
“That’s the point.”
“You confessed to an attempt on the Governor’s life. Why? And why the hell did you let anyone interrogate you without my being present?”
“They knew they wouldn’t be able to get the treason charge to stick properly without a confession—just like last time. Only, back then, they didn’t seem to care so much; they were happy to settle for banishment. This time, they offered me a deal.”
“Silver …”
“In exchange for my admission of guilt, they agreed not to go after the others.”
Of course, Maydevine doesn’t see that as a fair trade. Her life outweighs all others to him.
“They were all complicit,” he reminds her. “They should share the burden.”
“Where’s the benefit in that? Besides, this way it wasn’t all for nothing. Alex and Red don’t deserve to be punished for something I led them into—you know that. And if the Council believes Oz, Jax and Dylan are dead, they won’t have to spend the rest of their lives on the most wanted list.”
“They won’t thank you for this, you know.”
“For what? For saving their lives?”
“For martyring yourself.”
Silver rolls her eyes. “Typical.”
Silence returns.
Maydevine frowns upon her seemingly relaxed attitude. “You think this is funny?”
“It is what it is.”
Maydevine lets the ash from his cigarette fall to the floor, suddenly so disinterested in it. Today, the nicotine does nothing to quell the unease or the desperation, or his erratically pounding heart. A nauseating loss is already preemptively building within him, and it’s taking all his strength to remain calm.
Stepping so close to the cell bars he can smell the rusting iron, he challenges her to give him something real. “Stop pretending that you don’t give a fuck.”
She looks up at him. “Excuse me?”
“You heard me.”
Eyeballing the cigarette in his hand, she gets up from the cold, metal chair in her cell and stands to face him, reaching out through the bars to take it from him.
He lets her.
“You said it yourself: I martyred myself for them.” She raises the cigarette to her lips. “So don’t ever question how much I fucking care.” The first inhalation takes her back two decades. “I care more than you’ll ever know.”
Maydevine is irritated by her failure to grasp his meaning. “Your loyalty runs deep and I’ve always known that, but I’m not talking about them.”
“Then what? What else is there?”
“The only thing you’ve never cared about.” His fingers itch for another cigarette already. “That sweet, little girl who fell into my arms thirty-some years ago and gave me a reason to be a better man.”
“She’s dead.”
“She’s about to be.” Maydevine stumbles for words. “And, kid … I can’t.”
Silver’s chest feels hollow, her heart dropping at his reference to her impending enforcement.
“I can’t get you out of it, not this time.” He shakes his head. “You’ll be put before the Council and enforced for treason. You’ll face a bullet for what you’ve done—or what you’ve confessed to doing—and there’s nothing I can do to stop it.”
Silver takes another drag from the cigarette, trying to ignore the tears behind her father’s eyes. “Phaeden Rist’s done terrible things to those people.”
“They’re not people, Silver, and that’s the point.”
“Is it? Are you really so sure? If it looks like a duck, and quacks like a duck …”
“Don’t try to take the moral high ground, it doesn’t suit you.” Maydevine finally gives in to the craving and lights up a fresh cigarette for himself. “You’re not here in political protest. You’re here because you broke the first Hunter code in the book—something I’ve been trying to drive into you since you first learned how to hold a gun.”
“What’s that? To follow orders blindly, without question or complaint?”
“Act, don’t react.”
Silver takes a final breath of the cigarette, crushing the butt of it beneath the heel of her boot. “Kill, or be killed—I get it.”
Maydevine shakes his head. “Clearly not. I offered you a chance to take back everything that was taken from you, and you chose throw all of your energy into an emotional attack against an indestructible enemy. You made this personal.”
“I did what I felt was right.”
Silence.
Maydevine pulls out an emotional trump card.
“You know what the difference is between you and the man you got your name from?”
His question catches her off-guard, her defenses crashing to the floor at her feet, waiting for him to continue.
“Jonathan Cross was a true soldier.”
“I exceeded his kill count before my twenty-fifth birthday,” Silver prides. “I forged myself in the heat of battle, and earned my status as Commander. I’m every bit a soldier, and you and I both know I never had any choice about that.”
“You fight and you kill. You lead fearlessly, and you’re capable of great things in battle, but you’ve never once fought for something you believed in.”
Silver, so angry she’s speechless, isn’t given the chance to contrive a response.
“You’re a fighter,” Maydevine keeps on. “You fight with pure, unadulterated anger for the enemy before you, and you’re utterly consumed by it. Whatever you set your sights on, you drive that hatred into the power behind your gun. You destroy, and you revel in the destruction that you cause.”
“Destroy. Reclaim. Rebuild. Control,” she repeats, failing to understand the criticism. “The first words I ever spoke.”
“A fighter fights to destroy what they hate. A soldier fights to protect what they love.”
Absolute silence.
Silver never saw her life from that angle before, and Maydevine’s got one final point to make.
“Jonathan Cross fought for the love of his family. He fought for their protection—for your protection. He fought for this city, and for the people in it. He fought because he loved what he was fighting for. That’s what made him a great soldier, and that’s the reason why, no matter what you ever did—no matter the successes you achieved—you could never be the soldier he was.”
Silence closes in on them again, but this time, the oppressive nature of it begins to choke Silver’s emotions. Internally reeling from Maydevine’s battery of her character, she reaches for the HK USP. Steadily, she inserts the bullet into the magazine and loads the gun, locking the single bullet into the breech.
Facing Maydevine, standing mere inches away, she holds the gun at her side. She watches his eyes dart from hers, to the gun, and back again. Somewhere down the hall, a door opens and several heavy footsteps make their way toward Silver’s cell.
One last time, she locks eyes with Maydevine. “Is this really what it’s come to?”
Two heavily armed Police Division Agents and a detainment guard arrive at her cell, and the two Agents pull their weapons on her when they see that she’s armed.
Maydevine’s cigarette smolders between his fingers, his chest tight. He wants to breathe, but he can’t, his chest is just too heavy.
“Ella …” he whispers.
Before he has a chance to say more, she raises the gun and slips her finger around the trigger … then releases her hand around the grip, and lets the gun tip forward and dangle upside down. Wrapping her fingers around the barrel, she holds the weapon out through the bars toward Maydevine.
“His gun,” she announces. “Take it.”
She waits for him to accept it, and he does, although more so for the fact that he doesn’t want her to use it than for fact that she wants him to possess it.
“Apparently, I don’t deserve it.” She forces her facial muscles to combat any display of emotion whatsoever. “I guess, by your standards, I never did.”
Once she’s disarmed, the Agents lower their weapons and wait for the detainment guard to open up the cell door.
Without resistance, Silver quietly accepts her fate.
 
 



CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

Charges Laid
 
Silver’s standing in the dock of a small court room, facing a panel of suits from the Banishment and Enforcement Council. Among the spectators in the public pews is Maydevine, the black armband still on his sleeve. This time, in anticipation.
Silver’s face gives nothing away—no hint of sorrow or pain—while the foreman of the Council addresses her directly.
“Ella Cross, among many other things, this Council has found you guilty of treason. Your other convictions include …” He dons a pair of reading glasses and consults his notes. “Kidnapping, assault—”
Silver glares at Ethan Raine, who’s watching from the public pews.
“—Reckless endangerment of human lives,” the foreman continues, “vandalism, willful destruction of government property, carrying a weapon without a license, storing weapons without a license, malicious mischief, attempted murder—”
Silver glares at Lockie McKean, also in the public pews, and he pantomimes a gun firing at her.
The list goes on: “—Possession of a controlled substance, theft, arson, terrorism, trespassing on government property, and handling stolen goods.” The Council foreman puts down his notes and sets his glasses to one side. “This verdict is unanimous, and the sentence is enforcement. Do you understand?”
“A chest full of lead. Yeah, I get it. Why dress it up? You’re just paying some guy to shoot me. There’s no glamour in the gutter, gentlemen, just more filth waiting to be swept away.”
The foreman carries on regardless, behaving as if she’d never even spoken. “The ordered enforcement shall be carried out immediately, and—”
“Wait. What?” Silver interrupts him, every muscle in her body suddenly tense. “You can’t do that—I have rights.”
“You do?”
“I’m entitled to an appeal.”
“You’re not entitled to shit!” McKean shouts at her from the pews.
“Next time, I’m gonna shoot you in the face,” she snaps back at him.
Crack!
The foreman slaps the gavel down, forcing her attention back to him and putting McKean back in his place.
“Under usual circumstances, you would be held in the detainment corridor, under armed guard, for seventy two hours following your judgment. But these circumstances, Ms. Cross, are most certainly not usual.” He locks eyes with her. “You’ve been convicted of treason.”
“Yeah, I know. I was listening.”
“Good. Then you’ll also be aware that this is not your first conviction for such. So let’s not forget who you are in this.”
“Who I am? A Hunter Division Commander, accused of a crime she didn’t commit, wrongly banished, and now standing before you as a traitor because she dared to stand up and call a liar a liar. And who tried to stop said liar from destroying the lives of countless innocent civilians. Is that what you mean?”
“I mean, the banished Hunter on her third strike, facing enforcement for petty theft and assault. The banished Hunter who was only spared enforcement the first time around because the evidence against her was wholly circumstantial, and her father was the second most powerful man in the city.”
Silver rolls her eyes. “Oh, that Ella Cross. Okay, well, she’s got a message for you.”
Silver flips him her middle finger.
The foreman doesn’t care. “That’s the attitude that got you banished in the first place.”
Jaw tight, “I was banished because I didn’t allow the Council to pre-approve the guest list into my bedroom.”
“You will not provoke me, Ms. Cross. Now, unless you have anything further to add, our session here shall be concluded.”
Silver remains silent.
Across the room Maydevine drops his head, wishing there was something—anything—he could say in her defense. He feels impotent, and Silver feels abandoned.
“Very well, then.” The foreman shrugs. “This court is now adjourned.”
Before he has a chance to raise the gavel, another member of the Banishment and Enforcement Council approaches the bench and elbow nudges him, handing him a slip of paper.
Moments pass in whispers.
Eventually, the foreman clears his throat and prepares to speak, the message scribbled on the paper clearly making him feel uneasy. “Though the Governor regrets he was unable to attend this afternoon’s proceedings, it appears he’s written a brief note for me to share with you on his behalf.”
Reading from the paper, he avoids making eye contact with Silver. “I just want you to know …” He licks his dry lips and hurries through the rest of the note at double speed. “I’m sure it was you she was thinking about while I was fucking her.”
Dead silence.
Silver loses it.
She leaps over the dock railing and sprints toward the Council foreman, instantly tackled by two security Agents. They restrain her, and begin to lead her away despite her kicks and screams.
“He’s an asshole! You should do this city a favor and let me kill that worthless sack of shit!”
It takes five men to hold her back.
“He’s a corrupt, immoral prick, and you know it!” she screams at the top of her lungs. “He forces women into prostitution, and falsifies criminal evidence to suit his own goals. Fuck, that greedy, good for nuthin’ bastard will rape anything that moves!”
The security Agents pull her backwards through the entrance to the court room, and out into the lobby of the DDH. She kicks at one of the Agents who dares to place his hands on her, and he stumbles backwards, smacking his head against a public water fountain and spilling blood.
“Fuck you!” she yells at him.
The lobby falls into low murmurs. Two more Agents accost her and bring her to the floor, one of them kneeling on her back to tighten her cuffs. Crushed beneath them, Silver looks up to see another team of Agents making their way into the building.
Alex and Red are safely in tow behind them, and now, Silver’s silenced.
She doesn’t even try to fight back against her oppressors.
Alex looks much better—healthier—and the sight of him pleases her. Red, calm and unsurprised, doesn’t need her sight to know that Silver’s in the room—or where she’s going next.
For the first time, Silver’s face shows some raw emotion as she looks across the crowded room toward Alex, and her heart breaks all over again. Repatriation was within a hair’s breadth of her—of them. At least, this time, she doesn’t have to live with it.
The Agents haul her to her feet, and Alex finally notices the kerfuffle. One glance at the manner in which she’s being restrained, and the sheer number of Agents detaining her, and he knows where they must be taking her.
He tries to break free of his guard. “Silver! What did you do?!”
She turns away from him, not willing to cry in front of so many hoity toity Omega onlookers. He gets no more than two paces toward her when another guard subdues him, and tackles him to the floor.
Outside, Silver continues to be the center of public attention. A large and very vocal crowd has gathered to watch them load her into the Police Division van after her sentencing. Journalists snap photographs and people wave banners at her, cheering for her enforcement.
One journalist pushes past the Police Division barrier and thrusts a voice recorder in front of Silver’s face. “A word for the News and Times?”
Silver looks the woman up and down. She’s a well-kempt, forty-something, housewifey sort of woman. Averagely attractive, but not particularly memorable, Celia is the Editor in Chief of the Amaranthe News and Times.
Silver scowls at her. “I’d give you a few words, but you wouldn’t be able to print any of them.”
Celia lowers the recorder, knowing better than to press her luck. “You really haven’t changed, have you?”
“No. And guess what? He still loves me.”
Celia is forced back by one Agent while several more haul Silver into the back of the waiting criminal transportation van, headed straight into the Fringe District.
Safely locked inside, Silver is handcuffed to the side of the truck and shackled into her seat. As if that weren’t enough, she’s also being guarded by an Agent armed with a stun gun. She recognizes the scent of his cologne and looks up at him.
Luka.
Silver drops her head back down, refusing to bear the judgment of his eyes. She waits for him to say something, but he doesn’t. He’s speechless. She wishes he’d break protocol and engage her, but he’s a stickler for the rules and the vans are monitored with cameras.
He’d be fired in an instant.
At the southernmost edge of the Fringe, the van pulls up alongside a warehouse that’s decorated with Omega emblems. Silver’s led out of the van, leaving Luka behind, and is escorted through the nondescript entranceway where a dark stairwell leads them up several hundred feet to the very top floor.
Here, they drag Silver into an all-too-familiar room.
The enforcement bay.
Just three walls and a roof, the fourth wall never existed. Backing directly out onto the ocean, this place used to be an Old World shipping warehouse. Construction materials were routinely hauled out from this room onto the transport boats waiting below, using an old pulley system.
Now, though, it’s just a place of death.
Her hands cuffed behind her back, Silver’s led to the far side of the room in front of the drop, and forced to kneel. She’s walked this floor so many times before, but never on this side of the gun. Where she kneels, the floor is stained with blood.
Once they have her in position, the Police Division Agents stand aside and congregate in the corner of the room, some turning their backs on her. A moment or two later, someone else enters the room.
The Enforcer.
Silver can tell by the lack of confidence in his step that he’s a virgin in this room. His boney frame and gaunt features show that he’s gone without a proper meal for quite some time. He’s malnourished, and desperate to rid himself of the disease of poverty. Upon seeing Silver, he seems hesitant, but approaches her nonetheless. Standing within two feet of her, he aims an HK UMP sub-machine gun at her head.
Worse than being an enforcement virgin, Silver takes one look at the unsteadiness in his hands and knows he’s never even fired a weapon. At least, he’s never killed anything before—especially not a human.
“Do you know me?” she asks.
The Enforcer nods.
“Then do me a favor.” For his sake, she tries to sound as if she means it. “Shoot me.”
 
 



CHAPTER FORTY

The Denouement
 
His hands clammy, Maydevine wipes nervous sweat from his palms before knocking on the door to Phaeden Rist’s office.
It’s locked.
The tag plate glows, inviting him to swipe his credentials.
He does, and the door lock surrenders to his name and rank. Only a handful of people have this type of access to Phaeden’s private office: the Hunter General, the Commissioner, and the Governor’s two personal aides.
Nobody else is allowed to be alone with the Governor.
Ever.
Maydevine enters the room and the door locks automatically behind him. They’re alone, but not out of sight. Maydevine eyeballs the CCTV monitoring system in the corner of the ceiling, knowing that every inch of the room is covered under its watchful gaze.
He glances at Phaeden, standing by the window with his back turned.
“You wanted to see me, sir?”
There’s an unopened bottle of Old World scotch on the desk, with two glasses beside it. Through the reflected image of the room in the window pane, Phaeden catches Maydevine staring at it.
“Will you do the honors?”
Maydevine solemnly obliges, keeping his back to the CCTV camera and an eye on Phaeden in his periphery.
Phaeden checks his watch.
It should be over by now, and he cracks a small smile. Maydevine notices, but keeps his emotions in tight check as he hands Phaeden a glass of the scotch.
“What’s the occasion?”
Skipping right past the disingenuous pleasantries, Phaeden gets straight to the point. “I need for us to be clear on something, Gabriel. It’s important that there be no hard feelings between us, after all that’s happened.”
“If it’s my forgiveness you’re after, forcing the subject on the day of my daughter’s execution might not be the best way to go about it.”
“On the contrary, it can’t wait a minute longer. Not if you intend to retain your position.”
His slightly ambiguous threat doesn’t shake Maydevine in the least.
“You didn’t have to press those charges. You could’ve banished her again, if you had to, for what she did to McKean. But you found nothing linking her to the sabotage of your decoy’s convoy. There was no evidence of treason.”
“Other than her history, you mean? And the small matter of her confession.”
“Her confession was coerced, and she was never affiliated with the People’s Front. The attempt on your life that year was an act of terrorism by an isolated cell of extremists.”
“Who just so happened to be in possession of a restricted military weapon that was last registered to your daughter?”
Maydevine can’t explain how they got that weapon. He couldn’t explain it then, and even now, he’s no closer to understanding the series of events that lead to her conviction. That’s why, when it came right down to it, there was nothing he could do to prevent her banishment to the Fringe.
“You really think she’s a traitor? After everything she’s given to this city in service to the Hunter Division.”
Phaeden downs his drink, considering the question carefully. “She was dangerous and unpredictable.” He pours himself another glass. “There’s no place for people like her in my city.”
“She’s my child!”
“I’m aware of that, Commissioner. I know precisely what she means to you. I’ve read your confidential personnel file, don’t forget.”
Maydevine is seething. “If it weren’t for that girl, Arcadian’s sister, this whole mess never would’ve happened. You pushed Silver to act when you extracted the Fusion from her custody.”
“I borrowed that Fusion bitch, with every intention of returning her to her rightful owners.”
“Whom, by all accounts, you stole her from in the first place.”
“She was traded to me, perfectly legitimately.”
“Is the flesh trade really that legitimate?”
“They’re not human, Commissioner. You’d do well to remember that.”
“I take no issue with their humanity, or the lack thereof. I only question the right we have to subject other living, breathing, sentient beings to torture and humiliation for the sake of our own guilty pleasures.”
Phaeden waves that off. “They’re animals. Last time I checked, animals don’t have rights.”
“Still, you didn’t think Silver would go after her?” Maydevine pushes him. “You didn’t think she’d see your theft as an act of betrayal and try to retaliate?”
“I was counting on it,” Phaeden snarls, suddenly angry. “And I have absolutely no idea how she survived that damn explosion.”
A sudden shiver ripples through Maydevine, and Silver’s words start ringing in his ears. She’d pointed the finger at the Governor, and he’d chastised her for it. Why hadn’t he believed her? Too late now.
“It was reported as a methane vent explosion,” Maydevine’s voice is tight and controlled. “That’s what it said in the paper.”
Phaeden laughs. “Yeah, sure.” He takes a sip of his second drink.
“The News and Times said it was a naturally occurring methane vent, from the Old World landfill beneath the Fringe District. They said it was accidentally ignited by some squatters when they tried to light a fire, and got more than they bargained for when the whole place went up in smoke.”
“Of course they did.”
Maydevine battles the urge to reach for his gun. “It’s true, then? Everything she told me?”
“Ella Cross”—Phaeden spits out her name—“was the bane of my existence since her days in the Hunter Division.”
“She was one of the best Hunters the Division has ever seen.”
“She was a loose cannon.”
“How so?”
“She’d only take orders if they met with her approval.”
“She was under my command, and I had no problem keeping her in line.”
“Really? So you must’ve known that she was illegally harboring a Fusion escapee—for all intents and purposes, an enemy of the state—all these years?”
Maydevine looks blank.
“No, of course not.” Phaeden sighs. “She left that part out, didn’t she?”
“Silver found that Fusion girl during her investigation into the Sentinel District murders.”
Phaeden laughs cruelly. “She found that creature during the Second Reclamation, and kept it hidden in the Fringe District while she was still under Omega employment.”
Maydevine refuses to be derailed. “Even if that’s true, how was she to know?” He stands up for his wayward charge. “The existence of the Fusion colony was knowledge kept way above her pay grade. Even mine, for god’s sake.”
Unconcerned with Maydevine’s little outburst, Phaeden calmly finishes his second drink. “Look, she had promise as a Hunter—I’ll give you that. She could’ve excelled beyond anyone’s best expectations, and you would’ve done anything for her—that was the problem.”
“I don’t follow.”
“You had more loyalty to each other than you ever did to the government you were meant to be serving. With you as the Hunter General, she and her faithful pack of dogs could run rampant, using my city as their playground. You needed to be reined in, so I had no choice but to split you up.”
Maydevine shuffles a few mental jigsaw pieces, and recollects one of Silver’s many conspiracy theories. “Her banishment … you’re admitting that was contrived? From the very beginning?”
“The Hunter Division is supposed to be an extension of the government’s power, not an authority in its own right. The balance of control had to be redressed.”
“By sending Silver to the Fringe?”
“A necessary first step. No offense, but I knew that where she went, you would soon follow.”
Another jigsaw piece. “My transfer into the Police Division?”
“Indeed.”
“Orchestrated by you.” Maydevine clenches his jaw.
“And I knew that without her I could count on Alex’s quiet dismissal, slipping into the background like a depressed puppy.”
“And the others?”
Phaeden shrugs. “What about them? A bunch of inconsequential twits, that’s what they were. You can’t possibly think I had a hand in any of that? Truthfully, I was sad to lose the Jenkins girl. Her father was always thankful to you for his promotion, by the way. Until your precious little girl went and shot him.”
“Collateral damage,” Maydevine mumbles under his breath.
Phaeden doesn’t hear it, and carries on. “I offered Rachel the Deputy position, but she refused it.”
“Good girl.”
“A silly girl, who threw away her career in support of a convicted traitor.” Concealing a faint unsteadiness in his hand, suddenly feeling unwell, Phaeden sets his empty glass down on the edge of the desk. “Dissident mutineers, all of them.”
The glass slips, and smashes against the floor.
“So why allow me to make that deal with Silver?” Maydevine pretends not to notice. “Why give her hope?”
“Are you really that naïve?” Phaeden laughs at him. “You offered me your resignation, you old fool.”
“For her repatriation.”
“As a civilian, you’d be impotent. If you had no authority left to protect her with, I’d be free to dispose of her without having to consider your political response.”
“You set her up? You allowed me to set her up. She brought you his head!”
Phaeden seems to get a little hot under the collar and he loosens his tie, a tiny bead of sweat appearing on his brow. “After she tried to take mine!”
“And what of the Fusions?” Maydevine growls.
Still uncomfortable, Phaeden removes his tie completely and undoes the top button of his shirt. “What about them?”
“Is it true? What she said about all the empty promises you made about their land. The hollow deals you brokered while you continued to take their women and children away from their homes.”
“The expansion of the city will go ahead as scheduled. They have no leader, so they’re weak. We can take this opportunity to force them back.”
Now Maydevine’s fuming. “And the rest?” He approaches Phaeden, challenging him. “The Fusion pit fights? Illegal prostitution? Genetic experimentation?”
“What’s the matter, Commissioner? Upset that you weren’t invited?”
“You’re sick.”
“You have to understand, when we first struck the deal for the Fusion trade, we thought it was best to keep the new toys eyes only, just in case the arrangement went sour. Only the highest level Omega executives and some Hunter Division personnel were even aware of their existence, and you transferred out of the Division before your clearance could be finalized.” He shrugs. “Of course, now that everything’s about to be blown out in the open, I’m expecting the restrictions to be lifted.”
“What you’re talking about is sheer exploitation.”
“Legal exploitation, Commissioner—don’t forget that part.”
“It’s abuse!”
“I’m not interested in being a shoulder for your tears,” Phaeden sneers at him.
Maydevine would retaliate, but he doesn’t have to. He can see that Phaeden’s not well, and all he has to do is bide his time.
Just a few more minutes.
“Well, you’re right about one thing, Governor.”
Now sweating profusely, Phaeden looks irritated. “What’s that?”
“I would do anything for her.”
Losing his balance, Phaeden falls back against the edge of his desk.
He’s having a heart attack.
He reaches for the phone to call for help, but he fumbles it. The receiver falls off its cradle, landing at Maydevine’s feet.
Maydevine stoops to scoop it up and Phaeden lunges forward, desperately clutching at his shirt. Maydevine helps to lower him gently to the floor, watching him slowly suffocate inside his own body.
Crouching beside him, Maydevine mindfully keeps his back turned to the CCTV camera, deliberately obscuring its view of Phaeden’s head.
Phaeden opens his mouth to talk, but he can’t get any words out.
“Sshhh,” Maydevine whispers. “Relax.”
He holds Phaeden’s jaw closed with his thumb, and pinches his nostrils between his middle and index fingers.
Phaeden struggles, but not for long.
He passes out, and Maydevine uses the phone to call for help.
He has to. There’ll be an official record of this moment, and failing to do so would be tantamount to murder in the coroner’s eyes. He’d be indicted on the spot, and he can’t afford for that to happen.
Not now.
Seconds after the phone call, Phaeden’s personal security team overrides the door lock and rushes into the office. They find their Governor dead, and Maydevine casually lighting up a cigarette.
They draw their weapons, but they have no idea how to proceed. Maydevine seems calm, and isn’t holding a weapon.
Without fear, he glares at them. “What are you waiting for?”
Silence.
“The Governor’s dead.” He takes a puff. “All orders, sentences and procedures, both military and political, are to cease—effective immediately. Call your commanding officers, and call the Enforcement Officer. Now.”
 
*************************
 
On the edge of the Fringe District, looking out over the ocean, the Enforcer lowers his HK UMP on Silver as one of the Agents takes a well-timed call from his dispatcher.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
To be continued…
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