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PROLOGUE



CHAPTER ZERO

Terminus
 
The Fringe District
Amaranthe, 2348 CE
– Three Months Ago
 
At the southernmost edge of the Fringe, the Police Division 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, the Police Division Agents drag her 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 hesitates, 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 ONE

The Uniform
 
The Fringe District
Amaranthe, 2348 CE
– Present Day
 
Lit up against the night sky, a warehouse in South Town, in the Fringe District, is the designated spot for a little midnight business. On the door, two runic code symbols inform passersby that this is a meeting place , but that anyone venturing here should keep a wary eye out for the occasional patrolling Police Division Agent .
Inside, the remnants of an Old World vinegar factory lay shattered and broken. To one side of the room, a table is filled with weapons and five figures—three male, two female—fuss around it.
An arms deal is in progress.
Silently, a convoy of armored Police Division vehicles pulls up outside the building and fills the empty street. Within seconds, seven uniformed Agents, all armed with standard issue PP-2000 sub-machine guns, prepare to storm the room where the arms deal is taking place.
Initially, stealth serves them well.
Thermal imaging devices tell them what to expect on the other side of the door, so they won’t be going in blind. They each switch on night vision lenses built directly into the visors of their helmets, and a technician prepares to cut the power to the building.
He waits for the signal.
C-4 blocks are laid around the main entranceway, and the lead Agent gives the techie the hand gesture he’s been waiting for.
The warehouse goes dark, and …
BOOM!
The C-4 is instantly detonated, and the front door is blown inward. Two Agents move in, armed with shock grenades—the gentler version of a stun grenade. Stun grenades generate a flash of light so bright it’ll temporarily blind you, and a noise so loud it’ll bring you to your knees, whether you’re prepared for it or not. In comparison, shock grenades let off a brief fireball and emit a rapid thunderclap noise, not unlike a firecracker on steroids.
It’s designed to disorient the enemy without disrupting the ambush, and it works. Civilian humans and Chimera can’t override their brain’s confusion at such a bombardment of sensory information. Agents and Hunters, on the other hand, are trained to withstand it.
Needless to say, the combination of the sudden power outage, the explosion, and the grenades sends the arms dealers into a wild panic. Four out of five figures scramble for cover, drop to the floor, or grab weapons and start firing aimlessly into the dark.
Four out of five.
The fifth figure takes advantage of the ruckus, thieves an HK MP7 off the table, and tries to make a break for it. She knows better than to instigate a doomed fire fight with the far more capable Police Division Agents.
Assessing her options and dodging bullets, she bolts for a fire escape doorway. Even in the dark, she knows where to find it. A trained Hunter, she’s been taught the benefits of being able to photographically memorize the details of a location, just in case your life depends upon it.
And it often does.
Unfortunately, she hasn’t counted on the explosion unexpectedly redesigning the floor space. Tripping on some Old World debris displaced by the C-4, she hits the concrete floor knee first.
Searing pain.
Clenching her jaw, she tries to get back up, but feels the barrel of a PP-2000 pressed up against the back of her head. Silently cursing, she turns to face the Agent. In the pitch darkness, broken only by the momentary flashes of shock grenades and the firing of weapons, she can’t make out the name on his Kevlar vest.
He hesitates, though. Through his night vision lenses, he can see her perfectly.
Silver.
His weapon lowers slightly and Silver, confused, takes her chance and bolts out of the doorway—with the HK MP7—before he has a chance to reconsider. Now it’s his turn to curse, and he makes chase again. Confidently kicking open the fire escape door, he steps outside …
Thwack!
A lead pipe strikes him across the side of his helmet and he falls to his knees. His gun clatters to the ground, and he pulls off his helmet to stop the noise and the vibration of the impact from reverberating around his skull.
Sensing movement behind him, he reaches out to grab the lead pipe before it can hit him again. He wrenches it from Silver’s hand and swings around to look at her.
She takes a step back, backing into a trash can and sending frightened rats scattering across the parking lot. “You work for them now?”
Alex stands in front of her, rubbing his sore head. “That was one hell of a hit.”
She comes closer to him and slaps him hard across the face. “That’s for scaring the shit out of me. You could’ve killed me.”
He grabs her by the wrist, inhibiting further violence and holding her close. “I’ve been looking for you. I only took this job so that I could find you.”
“You’re over-qualified.” She pulls her wrist free. “A Hunter in a Police Division uniform. It’s a joke!”
“I want to see you.”
“Aren’t you here to arrest me?”
“Not if you get away. Tell me where you’re staying.”
“Not a chance.” She shakes her head vehemently. “They’ll track you.”
“Maydevine wouldn’t—”
“I said no,” she cuts him off. “He can’t know, and neither can anyone else. The last time someone found out where I lived, my whole life went to shit.”
Phaeden.
Alice.
Kidnapping.
Attempted murder.
Yup, that was all pretty shitty. One might question the state of her life before Maydevine’s fateful rooftop proposition, though. Battling starvation and disease, barely keeping herself or Alice alive anyway. But Alex doesn’t want to go there.
“Okay.” He sighs, opting not to press her on the subject. “Somewhere else, then?”
“Great Kills Park?”
It’s a coastal area on the South Town-Mid Town border. It’s a slum.
“What? Tent City?” He shakes his head. “Not there. Somewhere private.”
“Tent City’s perfect,” Silver pushes. “Fishers patrol there all the time and Omega won’t think twice if your tag broadcasts from a location like that.”
“If that’s your only concern, then how about that bar we used to go to? The place where you saw your first pit fight?”
“Kink Central? Pit fights downstairs, brothel upstairs? Thanks, but no. It wasn’t appealing to me the first time, and it’s not appealing to me now.”
“Come on.” He nudges her. “Our first kiss …”
Silver grimaces. “Don’t remind me.”
“Admit it, it’s ideal. Hunters and Agents use it to meet Jades all the time. It’s more likely to be a red flag on my record if I didn’t go there.”
“The woods are private, so how about Willowbrook?”
“By the ruins of the old mental institution? Are you fucking kidding me? Lurkers creep me out and Ripper trash stinks. You really wanna smell like human soup?”
“You’re exaggerating.”
“And so are you. Kink Central’s fine. It has four walls and a roof, not to mention a bed. So it ranks several thousand levels higher than the woods, if you ask me.”
“Fine,” Silver relents, despite her open disgust. “But if we end up with lice, I’m blaming you.”
Instead of giving him the chance to respond, she punches him hard across the face.
 “What the fuck?!” he yells, taken by surprise.
“Just to make it look realistic.” She grins and plants a kiss on his cheek, leaning in close to whisper in his ear. “By the way, you look really good in the uniform.” 
She winks before she sprints away into the darkness, the stolen HK MP7 still firmly in her possession.
“Tomorrow night,” he calls out after her, shouting into the bleak darkness. “Don’t be late.”
 



CHAPTER TWO

Kink Central
 
Rejected.
Alex tries to insert the room key into the door lock, but the lock refuses to accept it.
Again.
Still rejected.
About to head back down to the lobby to complain, Alex realizes it doesn’t even matter. Inspecting some suspicious scratches on the surface of the lock, he finds it broken. A quick jiggle and the door pops open voluntarily.
He pushes it wide open to reveal a sleazy, cheap whorehouse bedroom. The carpets are stained with bodily fluids and decades of other gunk. The vintage Old World drapes are torn and tattered, barely still able to perform the function for which they were once intended. What remains of them flutters and twirls in the breeze, flowing in through the hole in the wall where the window used to be. The mirror on the dresser is cracked, the glass tarnished and smeared with fingerprints. Other people’s discarded clothes are strewn about the floor, and the bullet holes in the walls and ceiling are too numerous to count.
Closing the door behind him, Alex sets down the hold-all he’s been carrying and uses a broken coffee table to prop up under the door handle, keeping the room about as secure as it’s ever going to get. Without legs, the coffee table’s just a wooden board, covered with graffiti and razorblade scratches. After so many years of abuse, there are traces of white powder now permanently embedded into the grooves.
Satisfied that the table is firmly stuck in place, Alex pulls back from it, disgusted to find a thick, mucus-like substance coating the fingers of his left hand.
“Mutant snails, I hope.”
Unlikely.
In the adjoining bathroom, where Alex goes to wash up, flies swarm around the bathtub. It’s stained with the blood of the room’s last guest. The toilet bowl is filled with vomit, the surrounding tiles splattered with sticky remnants that fell short of their target destination. Pinned alongside one edge of the bathroom mirror, there’s an assortment of ‘business cards’. Some are phone numbers written on napkins. Others are written on scraps of paper, or torn cardboard strips.
For a good time, call …
Happy ending massage.
Tricks for $$$.
Fusion fun.
Turning on the basin faucet, Alex waits for the arrival of water.
Waits.
And waits.
Somewhere in the plumbing system, the pipes begin to tremor and shake. A leak beneath the basin, dripping onto the toe of his boot, indicates that water is available. He hits the faucet.
Once.
Twice.
Before the third strike, the pipe screeches and something within it dislodges. Out plops a small package, wrapped and bound within a translucent plastic bag.
Human teeth.
Followed by a stream of water.
Unsure what to make of that, Alex washes his hands, electing not to dry them on the blood soaked towel that’s bundled on the floor at his feet.
Back in the bedroom, a voice shocks him into reaching for his gun.
“Still think this is better than the woods?”
Silver.
Perched on the dresser beside the ‘window’, she scowls at her surroundings. A dead crow is pinned to the wall above her head, its wings outstretched. Dribbles of blood stain the wall where they trickled down before they clotted and dried.
Alex shrugs. “Some people would call that art.”
“And that?” She nods toward the bed.
Upon the sheets, a severed finger.
Alex cocks an eyebrow. “I’d call that a tragic accident.”
Silver hops off the dresser, hauling something cylindrical behind her.
“Welcome to the Fringe.” She tosses the balled up thing at Alex. “I brought my own blanket.”
Alex examines the woolen blanket, tied up with hot bridge wire, and watches Silver strip the sheets off the bed. The mattress is covered in dry blood, seeped halfway through the thickness of it.
“Help me to flip this,” she asks of him.
“Don’t you think we should talk first?”
“Don’t worry, you’re not getting laid. Not even close. I just want somewhere dry to sit.”
Together, they flip the mattress and spread the blanket out over top of it. The final result is a one hundred percent improvement over the room’s original condition. Content with that, Silver pulls off her boots and shuffles into the middle of the blanket, expecting Alex to follow suit.
Instead, he just stares at her.
Silver grows uneasy. “What? Do I have a bug on me or something?”
“I’m so glad you’re alive.”
The sincerity in his voice is so naked, Silver’s lost for words.
“The last time I saw you,” he continues, “you were about to be enforced for treason.”
“The last time you saw me, I punched you in the face.”
Alex refuses to let her make light of it. “You know what I mean.” He settles on the bed, dragging the hold-all with him. “You didn’t have to do it, Silver. There would’ve been another way.”
She shakes her head. “You know that’s not true. McKean testified against me, and I would’ve been convicted of treason whether I confessed to it or not. Besides, without my testimony, the others would’ve had their warrants reinstated—I couldn’t let that happen. And you … you’d have been implicated, too.”
“Maydevine—”
“Can’t know that you’re seeing me,” Silver breaks in on his train of thought, sending the conversation spiraling in a different direction. “He can’t know that you’ve found me.”
“Why not? What the hell happened between you two?”
Silver looks down at her bare feet, playing with the spuds between her toes, pulling out the little clumps of sock fluff and lint that accumulate when your feet sweat inside your shoes.
“Our last encounter didn’t end that well.”
“No shit. I’ve never seen the old man so tense. Almost every Agent assigned to the Fringe District has had their orders temporarily suspended, pending the priority retrieval of Ella Cross.”
“He does know that I’m an adult now, right?”
“He can’t stand not knowing where you are, El. For six years, he was there for you, bringing you supplies and keeping you safe. Now that you’re out here completely on your own, he’s a wreck.” Alex’s jaw tightens. “So I guess now he knows how I felt.”
That brings back some unwanted memories.
“He never wanted to lie to you.” Silver sighs, her face apologetic.
“I know. Believe me, it was the first thing we talked about when he offered me a place in the Division.”
“You cleared the air?”
“We had to. We’re united by a common interest.” Alex runs his eyes over Silver’s frame. “What’ve you lost in the last three months? Ten pounds? More?”
“I can fend for myself.” Defensive.
“You could, when you had a bounty and enforcement income to rely on. Without that, you’re just like all the other Fringer rats, scrounging around in the dregs of society for scraps of food.”
Silver would smack him, but she doesn’t have the energy.
“Here”—he opens up the hold-all—“I brought you some things.” He unloads some food and a few boxes of ammunition for her HK USP. Looking down at her holster, he realizes the weapon she’s carrying isn’t her own silver-plated, custom piece. “Where’s your gun?”
“Maydevine has it.”
“He took your gun?”
“I gave it to him. After he suggested that I shoot myself with it, instead of waiting for an Enforcer to do the honors.”
Silver butchers the truth and Alex knows it. In silence, he watches her scarf down a few slices of deli meat.
“He launched an appeal to overturn your conviction, you know.”
Silver pretends to be disinterested. “I won’t hold my breath.”
“Phaeden Rist is dead, and the vendetta against you died with him. The election of a new Governor promises to be a fresh start for all of us.” Alex reaches out to her, placing a hand on her clammy foot. “This isn’t over. Not by a long shot.”
Silence.
Taking a chance, he leans in to kiss her. His hand against her cheek, he can already feel the physical difference in her. Her facial structure is leaner and more pronounced.
Reciprocation is his reward for the instigation of a lip-lock, and he pushes the food aside, encouraging her to lie back against the bed. Others not so familiar with her form may find nothing of concern in her slender appearance, but to Alex, the change in her is quite distinct—and troubling. 
Just like the first time, in this very room, Silver forgets where she is. She becomes lost in his touch, and the unappealing scenery around them fades into an unimportant blur of gruesomeness as she welcomes him closer.



CHAPTER THREE

Kink Central: Act Two
            
Three Weeks Later
 
Silver and Alex’s post-coital caress is jaded by the stench of mold and the topic of their conversation.
“Have you heard anything?” Silver enquires.
“About your appeal? No.”
“Has Maydevine even mentioned it?”
Alex lights up his umpteenth cigarette of the day. “He hasn’t forgotten about you, Silver. How could he?”
“But—”
“An appeal of this nature is unheard of,” Alex cuts her off. “I’m not sure that the new Governor knows exactly how to proceed.”
Silence.
Silver closes her eyes, listening to the comforting sound of Alex’s heart beating beneath her. Moments later, she’s distracted by the gentle brush of his hand against her shoulder. Taking his hand in hers, she runs her fingers over a deep scar on his wrist, still pink and healing from the insertion of a platinum tag.
“How did you get back in?”
“The city’s in hell.” Alex puffs on the cigarette. “Since the truth about the Fusion colonization of the Out District erupted, the Hunter Division’s been in turmoil. Without a new Hunter General at the helm, Hunter Division recruits have been dropping out left right and center. They’re terrified, and thanks to that, the Police Division’s being raided for the strongest and the most highly skilled. In return, they’re begging for new recruits just to keep the streets in order.”
“And then what? After the Hunter Division’s done rallying their troops? Another assault on the Out District?”
Alex lets the ash from his cigarette fall onto the dirty floor. “The Third Reclamation needs to move ahead. There’s no way to stop it. The expansion of the city is a necessary burden that would face any Governor, whether they share Phaeden Rist’s views or not.”
“And the only way to achieve that is through brute force?”
“Whatever the approach, necessity demands that the result be the same. The Fusions must give up their land for human development, and I doubt they’ll give it up willingly.” Alex puts out the cigarette and rolls onto his side, leaning in toward Silver. “Just because the Hunter Division is being primed, it doesn’t mean they’ll be activated against the Out District.
“Right now, they have their hands full just culling the Chimera packs that have started nesting near the city walls. And no further orders can be issued on the Out District until after the new Governor’s inauguration and the election of a new Hunter General.”
“And you?”
“Me?”
“You’re happy? Or something like it?”
He breaks into a smile, kissing the top of her head. “Only when I’m with you.”
 “And what about the virus?” she ventures.
Alex nonchalantly brushes away her concern. “The CV2 outbreak? What about it?”
“What precautions is Omega taking?”
“I’m not involved.”
“But you have to be concerned.” She faces him. “If the Hunters are going outside the city walls, they could bring the virus back in with them.”
“Less than twenty percent of all Hunter Division kills are testing positive for the virus, and at least now they’re aware of it as a viable threat. They’re being careful, Silver.”
“Twenty percent? The odds are worsening.” Cogs whir inside her brain. “Why hasn’t a ban on the importation of Chimera for the Fringe District pit fights been executed yet?”
“No cases of human infection have been documented, so the threat level is considered low. We don’t even know if the virus is transmissible to humans.”
“Do you really want to wait around to find out?”
“It’s got nothing to do with me, Silver.” Alex fails to hide his irritation. “Omega’s already working on a vaccine, just in case.”
Silver is irked by Alex’s apparent lack of concern. “Do me a favor: when you go back there tonight, refer them to the history books. Tell them to look up ‘apocalypse’ and ask them if they’ve learnt anything at all about the consequences of underestimating a viral threat.”
Frustrated with the direction of the conversation, she gets out of bed and puts on her clothes.
“What’s the matter?” Alex sits up, watching her holster her hunting knife.
“I have to go.” Stone cold.
She crosses the room to a battered dresser and retrieves her gun—albeit a generic substitute for the original. Next to her gun are Alex’s badge, Omega issue handgun, and holster. She picks up his badge and looks at it, quickly realizing that, despite her reservations about the virus, she’s happy he’s been recruited. A soldier needs to work, otherwise he’d go insane.
On the bedside table, Alex’s pager starts to beep and vibrate. He checks it and gets out of bed, pulling on his pants.
“Maydevine?” Silver enquires.
Alex nods. “There’s no such thing as an off-duty Agent anymore.” He pulls on his shirt, covering a nasty looking scar on his left side. Walking over to the dresser, he retrieves his weapon and steals his badge back from her. “Will I see you tomorrow?” he hopes.
Silver avoids making eye contact. “I have a … business meeting.”
“I won’t ask.”
“Friday?” she offers.
Alex bends down and kisses her on the lips. “Friday.”
He turns to leave, but Silver calls him back.
“When you see Maydevine …”
Alex nods. “I’ll ask him.”
He leaves.
Silver hesitates for a moment, then slips out through the window and down the fire escape stairwell.
 
*************************
 
One Week Later
 
Two cigarette butts smolder in an ashtray on the bedside table. Alex rolls off Silver and makes himself comfortable next to her in the bed, immediately reaching for another cigarette.
Silver shuffles over and snuggles into him. “The nights aren’t enough.”
“Any more and you might kill me.” Alex smiles.
She cracks a brief reciprocal smile, but the next thought that leaps into her mind dissolves it before it has a chance to solidify. “I mean, it’s been four months since I’ve been back here in the Fringe. In all this time, Maydevine’s said nothing?”
“They’re still working on an appeal date.” Alex lights up the cigarette. “Maydevine’s pushing the new Governor for a full acquittal.”
“On what grounds?”
“That your confession was coerced, and that your first conviction for treason was based upon a bunch of unsubstantiated bullshit—which Phaeden admitted just before his death.”
A monumental sigh from Silver tunes Alex in to her frustration.
“It’s nobody’s fault, El. Things are going to be stalled until the Governor’s formal inauguration. You already know that. Until the Governor’s sworn into office, no executive decisions can be made. That’s the law.”
Suddenly remembering something, Alex checks his watch on the bedside table and gets out of bed, scrambling for his clothes.
“What’s the matter?” Silver looks confused. “I didn’t hear your pager.”
Alex shakes his head, talking with the cigarette pinched between his lips while he dresses. “I have a social engagement tonight.”
“A social engagement?” Silver’s voice is etched with suspicion. “With whom?”
“Some guys from work.”
It’s past midnight, and his nonchalance does little to calm her mistrust, which she continues to do battle with inside herself as she watches him tie his shoes.
“To do what?” she speaks at last, feeling altogether too needy for her own good.
Turning to her, he leans across the bed and plants a brief, unfeeling kiss on her lips. “Poker.”
“Poker? Really?”
Reluctantly, Silver gets up and pulls on her shirt, leaning casually against the dresser while Alex holsters his gun and checks his hair in the broken mirror.
Silver’s eyebrow rises upward. “Do the guys from work often care about your appearance?”
He considers his next words carefully. Not that he fears her, but just that he’s not really in the mood for a slap across the face or a punch in the balls.
“It’s been almost twenty years, Silver. Do you really think I’m going to start messing about on you now?”
“Well, who plays poker at one o’clock in the morning?”
“Me, apparently.”
He moves in front of her, parts her legs and lifts her up onto the dresser, kissing her. She wraps her legs around him and holds him against her, silently hoping that the invitation of a rematch will be enough to convince him to stay.
 He breaks the kiss, just for a moment. “Since the first night we ever spent together, there’s never been anyone but you.” He kisses her again, gently unwrapping her legs from around his waist. “I have to go.”
“Don’t.”
As soon as the word escapes her lips, Silver winces at the sound of her own voice, internally chiding herself for the sound of self-pity that she allowed to leak out.
Perhaps Alex didn’t hear it.
He grabs his jacket up off the floor and leaves anyway. “I’ll see you soon,” he calls over his shoulder as the door shuts behind him.
Silver turns away, hiding the tears that beg to escape from her eyes as the door clicks shut. Alone in the room, she feels used. She slides off the dresser, puts on the rest of her clothes, and grabs the hold-all of supplies Alex brought for her.
Jades get money for sex.
She gets sandwiches and bottled water.
 



CHAPTER FOUR

Kink Central: The Finale
 
The very next night, intent on making her displeasure known, Silver sits at home while Alex waits alone in the whorehouse bedroom. Serves him right, she tells herself, fighting the magnetic urge to run to him.
The night after that, an ever hopeful Alex sits on the room’s bed, reading a comic book and checking his watch every five minutes. As time passes, he falls asleep with the comic book resting on his chest.
Until …
Hours later, he’s woken abruptly when the door to the room crashes open and Silver falls through it. She’s covered in blood, barely able to move. Alex leaps to his feet and helps her up off the floor, lifting her onto the bed.
“Fuck … Silver …”
Ripping open her shirt, he tries to find the source of the bleeding, their dog tags around her neck barely visible beneath the gushing of her blood. Exposing her wet skin, he reveals deep gashes across her stomach and her left side, and carefully extracts a Chimera talon that’s protruding from one of the wounds.
“Shit …”
Tossing the talon to one side, he tries, with little success, to stop the bleeding.
Silver passes out.
“Silver?” He taps the side of her face gently. “Silver??” He taps a little harder, shaking her a little, but fails to revive her. “Fuck me …”
Looking around the room for help, nothing catches his eye except his cell phone on the bedside table. Grabbing it with sticky fingers, trying hard to control a shaky hand, he struggles to dial a number.
Forever seems to pass while he waits for the line to connect.
“Fuck, I’m so glad you picked up.”
He pauses for a response.
“Yeah, I know it’s the middle of the night. You think I’d be calling you at this hour if it wasn’t a goddamn emergency?”
Another pause.
“I’m at Kink Central, and you’ve gotta help me. She’s bleeding all over the place and I don’t know what the hell to do.”
A outraged pause.
“Of course not. What kind of dirty prick do you think I am? It’s Silver.”
A looooong pause.
“Are you still there?”
A short pause.
“No, she needs a doctor.”
Pause.
“Okay. I’ll be right there.”
After receiving instructions, he hangs up the phone. Before scooping her limp body up from the bed, he removes the dog tags from around her neck and quickly shoves them into his pocket.
 
*************************
 
On the Fringe District side of the One Way, at breaking point, in the backseat of his beat up Old World car, Alex struggles to keep Silver alive.
He’s restarted her heart twice, and he’s pretty sure he cracked one of her ribs when he was giving her chest compressions the second time around. He felt it snap inside her chest, and he’s lucky it didn’t collapse one of her lungs.
This is the only circumstance in the world that could ever make the experience of ripping her shirt open and pressing his lips against hers an unenjoyable one.
She’s breathing now, but she’s still unconscious. Counting down the seconds until Maydevine’s arrival, he breathes a sigh of relief at the welcome sight of his fraught boss.
“Geez, where the fuck were you? China?”
Maydevine shrugs off his coat and tosses it over the hood of the car, holding something small in his hand. “Beggars can’t be choosers, son.” He waves a bloodstained hand at Alex, ushering him out of the way. “Move.”
Alex obliges as Maydevine reaches into the car and bends down over Silver, unfolding a small zip-lock bag from the tight clutch of his hand.
A blue tag.
Covered in blood.
“Where the—” Alex starts.
“Don’t ask,” Maydevine cuts him off.
Maydevine reaches over Silver, takes her left wrist, and slices it open with a pocketknife.
“Do you know what you’re doing?” Alex fears.
“Barely.”
Maydevine fumbles around in her wrist, locates her black tag, and digs it out with the tip of the blade. He fumbles some more to replace the tag with the dirty blue one from the bag. Without the equipment to sew her up, he takes off his tie and wraps it tightly around her wrist to stem the bleeding.
He motions to Alex. “Pass me the thing in my jacket pocket.”
Alex delves through various pockets until he finds a portable tag reader, and hands it over. Maydevine then scans Silver’s wrist to make sure the tag reads okay.
“From now on, if anyone asks, her name’s Jennifer McAllister. You understand?”
Alex nods, lost for words. Frighteningly calm, Maydevine gets out of the car and picks up his jacket.
“Meet me at Western Point Hospital. I know people there. And you’d better get her across the line quick.” Maydevine points down at the painted yellow line marking the great divide between the Sentinel District and the Fringe District. “In thirty seconds, her tag will breach and …” He looks up at the machine guns atop the tag Gateway. “Well, just hurry.”
Neither of them wants to play chicken with Silver’s life, so they both hightail it out of there. When a blue tag crosses breaking point, the Gateway’s security system is programmed to allow thirty seconds for the breach to be corrected, before gunning down the trespasser—and that’s thirty seconds longer than a black tag gets.
Sentinel District kids play chicken with the Gateway all the time, and the Police Division has no tolerance for it. Last year, a kid was gunned down when he tripped on a pothole Fringe District side and couldn’t get back up in time.
Trying not to think of all the horror that’s happened here, Alex speeds after Maydevine. Not that he needs directions. This isn’t the first time Silver’s blood has been soaked into his upholstery.
 
*************************
 
At Western Point Hospital, Alex carries Silver’s unconscious body into the emergency room. Led by Maydevine, who flashes his badge at the nurses on duty, Alex bypasses the triage room and moves straight into an empty trauma room. He lays her down on the bed, her body now in the throes of a pre-corpse fade, while Maydevine seeks out an experienced doctor.
Moments later, the doctor arrives and can’t conceal his astonishment at the sight of his new patient. “What the hell happened to her?”
For the first time since the One Way, Silver’s chest fails to rise. All rhythms of life stop, and the pump of arterial blood stops with them. His eyes drawn to the severity of the slashes across her torn flesh, the doctor can’t help but draw conclusions.
“These look like—”
“A work accident,” Alex interrupts him, disinclined to volunteer more.
Recognizing that now is not the time for questions, the doctor pushes an alert button on the wall and welcomes in a rush of nurses as Alex and Maydevine are shoved and jostled out of the way.
 
*************************
 
Hours into Silver’s surgery, Alex waits in the hospital lounge with her dried blood all over his clothes and hands. Maydevine returns from the hallway with two cups of coffee, and holds one out to Alex. In contrast, he’s taken the time to clean himself up since arriving at the hospital. There’s not a speck of blood on him.
Of the coffee, “It tastes like sewer sludge, but it’ll keep you awake.”
Alex accepts the cup offered to him and takes a sip. By the look on his face, it tastes a whole lot worse than sewer sludge.
Maydevine takes a seat beside him. “So, you want to tell me what happened tonight?”
Alex shakes his head. “You know as much as I know.” He takes another sip. “You want to tell me where you got that tag?”
Maydevine ignores the question. “Those looked an awful lot like talon marks to me.” He gulps down some of the foul muck in his cup. “What’s she doing getting one-on-one with a Chimera like that?”
“How should I know?” Alex shrugs.
“How long have you been seeing her?”
Alex persists with the disgusting coffee. “A while.”
“Why the hell didn’t you say anything?” Concealed hurt. “Payback?”
“You really think I’d be that petty? She asked me not to.”
Maydevine nods, expecting to hear as much. “Do you know why?”
“She thinks she let you down … again. She hates being a disappointment to you.”
Silence.
Maydevine fidgets. “How’s she doing?”
“As of tonight, not so fucking good.”
Abruptly, and covered in blood, Silver’s doctor reappears. They both stand as he approaches them, and Alex can’t stop the worry from coming out in his voice.
“She’s alive?”
“She lost a lot of blood. We nearly drained our blood bank trying to keep her from bleeding out. She was losing it as fast as we could put it back in.”
“And?”
“We managed to stop the bleeding.” He hesitates, pulling a small jar out from his pocket. “And we found this in one of her wounds.”
A Chimera talon.
“She was cut so deep it was lodged in her uterus,” he adds.
Maydevine takes the talon and examines the thing before pocketing it. Behind him, Alex falls back into his seat, his feet suddenly unsteady.
“Is she going to be okay?”
“We repaired her uterus as best we could, but the damage was significant.”
“Is she still … ?”
“Relatively intact? Yes, but she has absolutely no chance of ever conceiving again.”
Alex hangs on the doctor’s words, barely taking a breath. “Again?”
The doctor looks back and forth between Alex and Maydevine, trying to ascertain their relationship. “I don’t know how well either of you know this woman, or your relationship to her, but when she was brought in here tonight, she was pregnant.”
Alex is floored.
Maydevine tries to gauge his reaction, wondering how the repercussions of this news will be taken. He’d given up the hope of having any grandchildren the day that Silver enrolled in the Hunter Division Academy, but had Alex come to terms with the thought of never becoming a father? Had they even talked about it, he wondered.
Unable to formulate words, Alex drops his head into his hands. Emotions devouring him, he relies on Maydevine to speak to the doctor on his behalf.
“How pregnant?”
“Five weeks, give or take a few days. She probably didn’t even know.”
“Then don’t tell her.” Alex finds his voice. “You can’t ever tell her.”
Maydevine looks down at him. “She’ll read it in her medical file.”
“Then strike it from her record,” Alex addresses the doctor.
The doctor looks uneasy. “I’m afraid that’s just not possible.” He turns to Maydevine for support. “That would be cause for my termination.”
“Maybe.” Maydevine shrugs. “Maybe not. When can we see her?”
“She’s sleeping. If you come back in—”
“Now,” Alex interjects. “Take us to her now.”



CHAPTER FIVE

Standard Procedure
 
Maydevine opens the door to Silver’s hospital room and finds Alex sleeping awkwardly in a chair next to her bed, an Old World comic book open in his lap. He jumps awake when Maydevine slams the door shut behind him.
“Have you been home, son?”
Alex folds up the comic book and runs his fingers through his hair, trying to make himself look presentable. He’s barely slept, hasn’t eaten, and he looks terrible.
“Home?”
“Yeah, you know, the place where you keep all your shit.”
“I’ve had other things on my mind.” Alex sighs, rubbing his eyes. “She needs me here.”
He refocuses every last bit of his attention on Silver, stroking her hand while Maydevine flicks through her medical chart at the foot of the bed.
“Have you been anywhere? Outside? The cafeteria? The can?”
Alex shakes his head.
On the third page of the medical chart, Maydevine finds what he’s looking for. Satisfied, he drops the chart back down into its slot with a metallic clank. “Well, it’s time for you to fuck off.”
Tired and drained, Alex has no strength left to resist when Maydevine ushers him up and out of the chair.
“Go home. Take a shower. Get a change of clothes. Clean yourself up.” He nods to Silver. “She isn’t going anywhere.”
Maydevine shakes off his coat and makes himself comfortable in the chair, but Alex is still hesitant to leave.
“You’ll stay with her? You won’t leave?”
Maydevine waves Alex away with a dismissive hand. Rather begrudgingly, Alex does as he’s told. Still covered in Silver’s dried blood, he’s quite a spectacle to behold as he ambles through the busy parking lot like a zombie, struggling to remember where he parked.
Should be easy.
Look for the battered vehicle with smears of blood all over the passenger side back door. The backseat is soaked with remnants of Silver, and something in the rear foot well catches Alex’s eye beneath the ooze.
Dog tags.
Jonathan Cross’s, caked in Silver’s blood, her black tag beside them.
Before driving away, he pockets them both.
 
*************************
 
Alex drops his keys into a stainless steel dish by the front door of his penthouse apartment. Everything is spotless and new, and it looks like a show home. A sleek, calico cat idles up to him and rubs around his feet, purring.
“Hungry?” He looks down at her.
The cat meows and skips toward the kitchen, hopping up onto the granite counter top and sitting politely beside her dish. Acknowledging that it’s way past her usual feeding time, Alex opens a cupboard and retrieves a tin of wet cat food from a neatly alphabetized and organized stock: Chimera chunks in gravy, Chimera pate, Chimera flakes with optical fluid jelly—a nice way of saying ‘eyeball juice’—and Chimera Premium Formula. A closer inspection of the ingredients list for the latter reveals a delightful assortment of tongue, brains, intestines, and rectal tissue.
Mmm, delicious. At least the cat thinks so. Alex dumps the tin into her dish and tosses the can into the garbage. She meows a quick ‘thank you’ as he affectionately rubs the top of her head.
“You’re welcome, Ella.”
He heads for the bedroom, where he discards his clothes in the trash before jumping into the shower. Stale blood mixes with the water, rehydrating it and washing it down the drain. Unfortunately, the memory of the previous night doesn’t go with it.
Minutes later, Alex—still unshaven, wrapped in nothing more than a towel—saunters back into the bedroom and collapses onto the bed. He needs about twelve hours of sleep, but intends only to take a brief nap.
As soon as his head hits the pillow, his mind begins to wander and he starts to drift into unconsciousness. A crumpled picture of himself and Silver is now preserved in a picture frame on the bedside table.
It’s the last thing he sees before he closes his eyes.
While he slumbers, day begins to fall into night and he’s only awoken when his pager begins to beep. He snatches it off the bedside table, reads the message, and bolts into his clothes and out the door.
 
*************************
 
Alex burns through the entrance to the emergency room, flashing his Division ID. He locates a nurse and grabs her by the arm, forcing her attention on him.
“Where is she? Where’s Jennifer McAllister?”
The nurse shakes her head. She doesn’t know what he’s talking about.
Maydevine hears the kerfuffle and appears at the end of the hall, motioning for Alex to follow.
Walking side-by-side, Maydevine fills him in. “They had to move her to a secure unit.”
“Why? What for?”
Maydevine leads Alex into another wing of the hospital: Quarantine.
Alex looks up at the sign. “Quarantine?” He stops Maydevine dead in his tracks and forces eye contact. “Wait, what happened while I was gone?”
“This is standard procedure.” Maydevine looks defeated.
“Standard procedure for what?”
“CV2 infection.”
Alex is visibly shaken. His shock quickly turns to anger and he vents it on a nearby trash can, kicking it down the hallway and sending its contents spilling out over the floor. “Fuck!”
Maydevine reaches out to place a hand on Alex’s shoulder, but Alex shakes it away.
“How did this happen?”
Maydevine has no answer.
“What the fuck happened to her?” Alex presses him.
“I don’t know.” Maydevine shakes his head. “But we need to make it our business to find out.”
Alex leans up against the wall, trying to compose himself. “I’m not leaving this hospital.”
“Yes, you are. I’m going to give you five minutes in there alone with her, and then you’re coming with me.”
“Not a chance.”
Maydevine squares up to Alex. “Look, son. I know you’re probably dealing with some really epic shit right now, but you still work for me. And if you really want to help her, you need to listen to what I’m telling you.”
Alex remains silent.
“Somewhere out there, inside this city, is a Chimera infected with a deadly virus capable of transmission to humans. The virus is escalating, and if it got to Silver, it can get to anyone. Other lives are at risk. We need to go back into the Fringe and find out where she was that night.”
Alex shakes his head. “Fringers don’t talk. You know that.”
“And so? What? You’d rather not try? You’d rather just sit here and let her die for nothing?”
Alex takes a deep breath. “She’s not gonna die.”
“You keep telling yourself that while you help me fix this.” He points to the room beyond the quarantine sign. “You’ve got five minutes. Then we need to run a little errand.”
Silence.
Alex hesitates, but finally sums up the courage to head through the large double doors. On the other side, he finds himself in the first segment of a full hazmat decontamination chamber. Before he can go any further, he’s instructed to put on protective clothing, including heavy breathing equipment. Once he’s adequately dressed, and his hazmat suit has been checked over, he’s sent into a small room with hermetically sealed doors at each end. The door behind him closes and the room is flushed with a chemical spray before the door at the other end opens.
In this room, Silver lies in a bed surrounded by medical equipment. She’s pale and weak. Her breathing is shallow and rapid, and tiny beads of sweat are glistening on her skin.
Alex approaches the bed and brushes damp hair away from her face, but she’s completely, devastatingly unresponsive. Gently, he lifts up one of her eyelids and reveals a change that sends a shiver down his spine.
Violet eyes.
Meanwhile, Maydevine waits outside quarantine, twirling a cigarette between his fingers. He jolts back into reality when Alex swings open the door and steps confidently into the hallway, charged with a new found vigor.
“Let’s go.”



CHAPTER SIX

Jennifer McAllister
 
Much to Alex’s confusion, Maydevine pulls his car up outside a Sentinel District apartment building.
“I don’t understand. Where are we? What’s here?”
Without answering, Maydevine gets out of the car and lights up a cigarette, swiping his wrist across the parking meter. A smiley face pops up on the screen, and a cheerful voice lets him know that his parking request has been approved.
He hands Alex a cigarette. “I already told you: I need your help with an errand.”
Disregarding the signage that blatantly prohibits smoking in this area, he leads Alex into the building and up to the fifth floor. At apartment number 508, Maydevine takes out a key and lets them both inside.
“Who lives here?” Alex wonders.
“No-one. Not anymore.”
Inside the apartment, however, it’s clear that someone does live here—or did, very recently. It has the look of a woman’s home, judging by the colors and the décor. Maydevine heads straight for the kitchen while Alex stops to look around, examining various ornaments and pictures. He barely pays any attention to Maydevine, who’s busy rooting around in cupboards and drawers, pulling out materials as he finds them: garbage bags, a knife, duct tape.
Alex finds a high school diploma on the mantel and picks it up, his face wrinkling up into a frown at the name beneath the picture.
Jennifer McAllister.
“I thought you said …” His voice trails off.
He turns around in time to see Maydevine push open the door into the bedroom, the sight of the interior making him drop the diploma on the floor, the glass smashing at his feet.
“Holy shit.”
A woman’s fresh, dead body is lying on the bed.
Maydevine, still puffing on his cigarette, doesn’t seem bothered by it. “Meet the real Jennifer McAllister.”
“Oh, fuck.”
Maydevine strolls into the bedroom, dumping his collected supplies down on top of the soiled bed sheets. Still wary, Alex tiptoes up to the other side of the bed and pokes at her body, just in case.
“You killed her?”
Maydevine looks around the room for something. “Where did you think I got the tag? A second hand shop?” He drags a large sports hold-all out of the closet and brings it up to the bed, pulling out the contents and discarding them on the floor.
Alex is dismayed. “I didn’t imagine that you’d kill an innocent woman for it!”
Maydevine shrugs. “Innocent is a bit of a stretch.”
“Why? What did she do?”
“There’s no need to fixate on the particulars. Grab her legs.”
Alex doesn’t move. “You’re making me an accessory to murder.”
“All the things you’ve done in your life, and this bothers you?”
“I’ve never killed someone like this.”
“And you still haven’t. Now grab her legs.”
“No.”
“No?”
“You heard me.”
They face each other in a silent stand-off.
“Do you really want to know what happened?” Maydevine relents.
“I think so.”
“Fine.” Maydevine points to Jennifer McAllister’s body with his cigarette. “Essentially, this is a dead whore.”
“Excuse me?”
“A woman of loose morals.”
“Yes, I know what a whore is. But prostitution’s illegal in the Sentinel District and I just didn’t picture you as the type.”
Maydevine shakes his head, tapping ash from his cigarette onto Jennifer McAllister’s corpse. “I had nothing to do with this.”
“Then who the fuck? And why are we here?”
“Because I offered to clean up for a friend.”
“That’s some friendship.”
“Ain’t it, though? He was paying her for sex because the last time he nailed a Jade in the Fringe he ended up with the clap, and had a hard time explaining it to his wife. He figured this was safer.”
“By the looks of it, he was wrong.”
“Blackmail. She threatened to tell his wife that he knocked her up and made her have an abortion. She kept the fetus in a jar as proof. Who the hell does that? That’s when things got ugly.”
“Okay, so who was it?”
Maydevine’s stern look invokes the code of secrecy between Agents, and Alex gives him a quick nod of assurance.
Satisfied with that, Maydevine tells him the truth. “Carter.”
Alex makes no attempt to hide the shock on his face. “Sterling Carter?! Your Deputy?” he scoffs.
“I’d prefer to think of it as a happy coincidence.” Maydevine shrugs. “I said I’d wipe up after him, in exchange for my own little favor. And besides, he’s not my Deputy anymore.”
“Since when?”
Maydevine indicates toward the body. “Given the circumstances, I thought it would be appropriate for him to step down. He drives one of the transport trucks now.”
“I’ll bet he loves that.” Alex laughs.
Maydevine lifts up Jennifer McAllister’s sliced wrist. “As a parting gift, he gave me the number of an Omega tag programmer who wasn’t adverse to the idea of accepting a bribe.”
He drops her wrist and puts his cigarette out on the floor, crushing it with the heel of his shoe while Alex tries hard to compose himself.
“Does Carter know who the tag was for?”
“I’m sure he’s equipped with reasonable powers of deduction.”
“And you think he’ll keep his mouth shut?”
“He’ll have to. For what he did here in this room, he’d face enforcement.”
“Wouldn’t we all?”
Maydevine shrugs. “Illegally disposing of a corpse? I’d say banishment.”
“Covering up a murder?”
“That one’s a bit iffy.”
“Uh-huh.”
            



CHAPTER SEVEN

Needles & Haystacks
 
After dropping Jennifer McAllister’s body into the ocean off a secluded Fringe District jetty, Alex and Maydevine stop in at the nearest South Town diner.
Maydevine chooses a booth by the window, and leaves it to Alex to haul out the junkie who’s passed out on the tabletop with a needle still in his arm.
Alex tosses the man to the floor and kicks the needle away, his actions drawing dirty looks from other Fringers in the diner.
Two smartly dressed Police Division employees clearly don’t belong in this neighborhood. Fishers, yes—and plenty of them—but the Commissioner accompanied by an Agent in plain clothes? That’s an event sure to set off the whisper wagon.
Alex boots up his laptop on the table and logs into the Omega network. Before they’ve even started, Maydevine’s already grumpy.
“How do you sleep with a woman almost every night and not know where she lives?”
Alex shrugs. “She’s a very private person. I don’t know why you’re yelling at me.”
“Even if she didn’t take you there, she could’ve told you where ‘there’ was. For god’s sake, I don’t have to go to the sewer to know that it’s there. If someone tells me there’s a river of shit flowing right beneath my feet, I’ll just take their word for it.”
Alex waves his scarred wrist in the air in front of Maydevine, waving away his criticism. Maydevine performs this maneuver a lot, when he doesn’t want to waste the time and energy explaining himself, and Alex’s adoption of it is a symptom of the number of years they’ve spent in each other’s company.
“She couldn’t take the risk,” Alex mutters.
That angers Maydevine more. “I’m the head of the Police Division! Nobody’s supposed to track tags without my say so, and how many times do I have to tell you people that I wouldn’t sell her out? She’s my daughter, don’t you forget.”
“It’s not you she’s worried about.”
“Phaeden Rist is dead.”
“Yeah, and some new jerk has popped right up in his place.”
“Better not judge too hastily. The new Governor’s formal inauguration is only just taking place this afternoon, so let’s try not to be so full of condemnation, shall we?”
“Sure,” Alex snorts. “So the whole city grinds to a fucking standstill while we wait on some pompous formalities that have no real meaning. You know, if the new Governor was allowed to begin making executive decisions before being officially sworn in, Silver would’ve had her appeal date already.”
“Oh, that’s what this little outburst is all about.”
“If her appeal date had been set already, this never would’ve happened.”
“Even if that were true, this is the future we’re facing now. And if it hadn’t been Silver, it would’ve been somebody else.”
“So what?”
“We’d be here anyway.”
“But she wouldn’t be sick.”
Silence.
As Alex leans forward, something around his neck clinks against the tabletop.
Dog tags.
His and Silver’s, cleaned of blood.
Always observant, Maydevine notices them straight away.
“Look”—he softens his tone—“you’re not the only one who’s hurting here, son. So don’t you dare disregard what she means to me, too.”
“I wasn’t—”
“I know you feel like there’s nothing else in the world greater than your love for her, but there’s much more at stake right now than your own future happiness. Do you understand me?”
“Protecting the city. I get it.”
“We need to fix this. We need to be able to ensure the safety of our civilians, above anything else. And right now, the best way we can do that is to find out where and how Silver got infected. Do we agree on that?”
No answer.
He does agree, but his emotions are tumbling into freefall and he’s finding it hard to compartmentalize all the pain. He feels responsible for Silver’s infection, and if she dies, he’ll bear the weight of the guilt alone.
It’s really got nothing to do with her appeal date, or the lack thereof. For as much as he tries to tell himself that the Governor’s administration is to blame for being so infuriatingly impotent, he knows that’s not the truth.
Not the whole truth anyway.
The night Silver was attacked, they weren’t exactly on speaking terms. He’d been complacent with her, and was careless with her feelings. Had she been where she was supposed to be—in bed with him, safe in his arms—all of this could’ve been prevented.
Ergo, it’s his fault.
Maydevine doesn’t know that, though, and Alex is too ashamed to tell him. All at once, he’s ashamed, guilty, brokenhearted, and angry—a volatile combination.
He’s angry at himself, and angry at Maydevine for being so rational and calm. Such a temperate demeanor gives the impression of not caring, and Alex finds the notion of that utterly incomprehensible. The condescension in his tone makes it no better, and in his reaction to Alex’s show of emotion, Alex senses a hint of annoyance and disapproval.
Disapproval.
A familiar sentiment.
Unable to regulate himself any longer, he lashes out.
“You never wanted her to be with me, did you?”
Maydevine pinches his nose between his thumb and forefinger, a tension headache blooming. “Where the hell did that suddenly spring out from?”
“It’s true.”
“Says you.”
“Everyone knows you wanted Luka Kinsella for her, so why won’t you just admit it?”
“You’re right. All those years ago in the Academy, when she was a Cadet and I told you to pay special attention to her, I didn’t mean for you to fuck her. All I ever wanted was for her to be safe, and you were the best—you still are. I never imagined that the two of you would become so entwined.”
“Is that why you told me she was dead?”
“Why are we talking about this again?”
“You wanted to break us apart, is that it?”
“I did what she asked me to do. Same as you.”
“Was she seeing him?”
“What?”
“During her banishment. Was she fucking Luka?”
Maydevine falls silent, but only momentarily. “No,” he asserts strongly.
As far as he knows, that’s not a lie.
The table falls silent.
Alex stews. “If I find out that bastard touched her, I’ll—”
“You’ll what, Alex? Beat him to death with a crow bar?”
Maydevine locks eyes with him.
Alex breaks it, but Maydevine’s not done with him yet.
“When was the last time you went to a meeting, son?”
“I’m fine.”
“Are you? ‘Cause your clenched fists say otherwise.”
Alex hadn’t even realized. He relaxes his muscles and takes a moment to collect himself. “I’m fine. When she comes out of hospital, I’ll be fine.”
Maydevine has his doubts about that, but doesn’t press him further. He watches the junkie choke to death on his own vomit while Alex dutifully gets back to work, pulling up a map of the Fringe District on his laptop.
“The place she’s in … it would have to be large. Somewhere with plenty of entrances and exits.”
“Why?”
“Her home is her fortress. Wherever she’s holed up, it’s going to have more twists and turns than a rabbit warren. She doesn’t like to feel trapped, just in case somebody wants to try and kill her. Again.”
Maydevine lights up a cigarette. There’s no such thing as a smoke-free zone in the Fringe District. “Paranoid much?”
“I think she’s got good reason.”
“Whatever.” Maydevine shrugs. “What about a disused warehouse?”
“Disused? Are you serious? That’s prime real estate on this side of the bridge, and not likely to be left free for the taking.” Alex shakes his head. “I’d be willing to bet that every single warehouse in the Fringe District is controlled by a dealer—arms or drugs, or both.”
“Okay. So what does that leave us with?”
“A much smaller selection of Old World industry buildings. We’ve got schools, libraries, museums, a meat processing factory, and a hospital.”
Maydevine shakes his head. “The hospital was claimed by a homeless shelter four years ago. What about the meat place?”
“The abattoir?”
Maydevine nods. “Being surrounded by death does seem like something she’d be into.”
“Maybe. And let’s say that it is, what do you hope to find there? She’s not exactly the kind of girl who keeps a diary.”
“I don’t need a diary. I need a weapon that I can trace, a fingerprint I can identify, a piece of DNA—anything. Something real. Give me fifteen minutes in her place and I can tell you what she does, who she does it with, and what she had for breakfast.” He grabs his jacket and gets up. “Come on, let’s go save the fucking world.”
            



CHAPTER EIGHT

Antenora
 
With the Mid Town theater gone, Silver has claimed a new place on the outskirts of South Town’s easternmost coast.
The abattoir.
Alex and Maydevine stand out front, admiring her runic symbol—an Ella Cross —spray painted over the front face of the building. Casting his eyes over it, Alex digs a much needed cigarette out of his backpack.
“That’s subtle.” He smirks at Maydevine. “Do you think we’re in the right place?”
From a safe distance, Maydevine scans the entranceway for incendiary devices. “Is this godforsaken crap hole gonna be booby trapped?”
“I’d be disappointed if it wasn’t.”
“You know all her tricks, though, right?”
“Who do you think she learned them from?”
Making his way confidently to the side entrance of the building, Alex is relieved to find that Silver’s still using a simple keypad entry system, the likes of which are no big deal for a master hacker. He withdraws a pocket-sized keypad decoder from his backpack and attaches it to the keypad. In seconds, it manages to successfully isolate the correct PIN.
Alex grins to himself, but Maydevine doesn’t get the joke.
“What’s so funny?”
Alex turns the decoder upside down and flashes the display at him.
1134.
Upside down: hell.
Maydevine’s not impressed. “What’s that? Some kind of geek humor?”
Alex pushes open the door to step inside, but Maydevine holds him back.
“You’re sure it’s safe?”
“Hacking the primary perimeter security system should’ve shut down all of the main breach response networks.” He shrugs. “It’s probably fine.”
Maydevine steps back and lets him go in front. “After you, then.”
He waits a handful of seconds before following Alex inside. Nothing explodes, so that seems like a good sign.
In the slaughter room, meat hooks hang in sliding rows along metal railings suspended from the ceiling. Drainage gullies—designed to divert dripping blood toward the sewer—run along the floor, stained with bodily fluids. Stainless steel tables that were once used for the gutting of smaller animals line the edges of the room.
Maydevine looks around. “Homey.”
“It’s just the right shade of decay,” Alex concurs.
Alex leads Maydevine to a staircase, taking them upstairs to the old accountancy department and staff lounges. Gently teasing open the first door, Alex reveals an office filled with things of absolutely no use whatsoever. Silver’s dressed up an old storefront mannequin and placed it at the desk, a frown drawn on its face.
Maydevine looks disconcerted. “That’s not creepy at all.”
“It’s a lot less creepy than some other things I’ve seen people do with dolls.”
Maydevine doesn’t even want to think about that, and they move on. In the next room, also once an office, all of the furniture’s been removed. The center of the floor is stained a deep red-brown, and the whole place smells acrid.
Thoroughly repulsed, Maydevine turns his back on it. “I don’t even want to know what happened in there.”
He heads up a second staircase toward a makeshift apartment above, with Alex in tow behind him. Another entry system blocks their way at the top of the staircase, but this one’s more sophisticated than the last. Instead of a keypad, there’s a scanning plate that requires a whole palm print for entry.
Silver’s palm print.
“Well, ain’t that a bitch.” Maydevine reaches for his gun.
He prepares to shoot the entry pad, but Alex stops him.
“If you shoot it, you’ll trigger a remote detonator that’ll blow this whole place to pieces.”
“You’re sure?”
Alex looks apologetic. “I designed it, and showed her how to replicate it.”
“Way to go.” Maydevine holsters his gun. “Now what?”
Alex thinks for a moment, an idea suddenly springing into his mind. “Turn off the lights.”
“What? Why? I don’t want to be in the dark with you.”
Alex rummages around in his backpack. “Turn off the lights,” he insists, pulling a portable black light out of his bag.
Begrudgingly, Maydevine flicks the switch.
Darkness.
Alex slips on a pair of goggles and turns the black light to the wall, scanning it. Next to the entry system is Silver’s right handprint—bold, glowing, and deliberate. Handing the black light off to Maydevine, Alex fiddles in his bag again.
“How did you know it would be there?” Maydevine grimaces at the glowing smudge of his daughter’s hand, not caring to think about what type of bodily fluid she might’ve used to make it.
Alex retrieves a sheet of sticky fingerprint paper from his bag. “Because she knew I’d look for it.”
“But she didn’t even know that you’d be here.”
Alex powders the handprint and peels the sticky translucent sheet down over top of it. “She didn’t have to. It’s an unspoken failsafe, in case anything ever went wrong.”
Maydevine turns the main lights back on and hands Alex back the black light. “The relationship you two have with each other is weird. You know that?”
Ignoring that, Alex presses the generated palm print up against the entry system pad and it begins to read the handprint … albeit very slowly. Seconds pass by like minutes while they wait for a red or green light.
Beep.
Green.
“I really did not think that would work.” Alex grins.
“What kind of failsafe would it be if it didn’t work?”
“I don’t know. We never tested it.”
“Morons,” Maydevine mutters under his breath, allowing Alex to push past him into the apartment.
Inside, there’s a ratty Old World couch and a broken armchair. Bookshelves tilt dangerously to one side, and the coffee table’s been upended. The small kitchenette looks like a health hazard, and it’s practically empty. The refrigerator doesn’t work so it’s being used as a cupboard, storing liquor, mostly. It doesn’t even have a door.
Silver’s got very few personal belongings: only what she’s collected over the last four months. In a large, locked safe, she keeps a small collection of weapons—the start of a new cache.
All of the windows were smashed out long before Silver took occupancy, and she’s tried to secure tarpaulin to the frames to keep out the elements. One entire wall of the living room has been completely cleared of pictures and ornaments. Shelves have been torn from their brackets and discarded on the floor, taking chunks of the dry wall with them.
Silver’s turned the wall into a makeshift map, tracking information and statistics. She’s used a black marker pen to trace a rough plan of the Fringe District, and mark down cases of Chimera CV2 infection: where, when, and how many.
Some of the cases are known to Omega, some aren’t. To the far right of the map, she’s scrawled the runic code for ‘war’ .
Dumbstruck, Alex and Maydevine study the details.
As the gloomy reality of it finally begins to set in, Alex feels a small swell of despair. “Did you know there were this many cases of CV2 within the city?”
Maydevine shakes his head. “If we’d have known the numbers were this high, we’d have called a strike on the Chimera culling a long time ago.”
“Meat or no meat, we can’t risk the exposure.” Alex sighs. “Silver was right.”
“She told you about this?” Maydevine flashes him a deadly look.
“Not the extent of it. She told me to be careful, and to take precautions. She said that leading the Hunter Division against the Out District Chimera colonies was an unnecessary risk, but I reassured her that Omega had the risk under control. I guess that makes me a liar.” Alex spots five names set aside from the rest of the Fringe District map. “And what the fuck is that?” He points.
CV2 infections.
Human lives.
“The evolution of the virus.” Maydevine clenches his jaw. “We only had reports of a few infected Chimera in the Fringe District. A handful of isolated incidents—nothing major. And the pit fight owners are just asking for trouble, still trading Chimera despite the city-wide warning. But there weren’t any known cases of the CV2 infection being transferred to or between humans.” He slumps down into a chair. “I guess that’s all changed now.”
“At least the virus is still passed only through direct contact with an infected animal.” Alex tries to find the bright side of this mess. “Infection must occur through the transfer of bodily fluids, and you’d think that’d be relatively easy for the average person to avoid.”
“Sure, until the virus mutates again and starts passing from one human to another like the fucking flu. That’s when the city walls stop being a protective asset and turn Amaranthe into a living tomb.”
Feigning optimism, Alex tries to muster some buoyancy into his voice. “There’s still a chance yet. If we can find the source of Silver’s infection, we may be able to plug the leak.”



CHAPTER NINE

The Lost & the Dead
 
Alone with the wall chart, Maydevine works on finding a common link between Silver’s documented cases of CV2 infection while Alex wanders into Silver’s bedroom, letting his eyes pour over the remnants of her Fringe life.
There’s a small pile of clothes—one of Alex’s old shirts amongst them—a couple pairs of Hunter Division boots that he’d procured for her, and … not much else.
On top of a dresser, he finds a discarded hunting knife with a broken blade. The broken shard is covered with dry blood. Beside it, there’s a needle and thread, the needle stained red. In the drawer of a bedside table, he finds a gun and some ammo, some of which he’d given her. On the bed, the pillow still bears the imprint of her head.
Perching himself on the edge of the bed, he pulls his old shirt out of the heap of clothing on the floor. He’d left her wearing it one night at Kink Central and hadn’t seen it since. It still smells of her—of them.
Her shampoo.
His cologne.
Sex.
Shaken from a daydream by Maydevine’s booming voice, Alex responds to the call of his name and gets up to leave. Upon standing, he notices something poking out from underneath the bed and reaches down to investigate.
A shiny, new laptop.
“That’s unusual.” He takes the laptop with him and rejoins Maydevine in the living room. “Did you figure something out?”
Maydevine looks grave. “I just got a call from Western Point.”
Alex’s body surges with a pang of worry. “Silver?”
Not sure how to sugar coat it—and not really knowing how that would help—Maydevine just spits it out. “She flat-lined fifteen minutes ago.”
Silence.
Alex’s heart ruptures and he collapses into a chair, the broken springs of it poking into his behind.
“They managed to restart her heart, but she’s completely unresponsive,” Maydevine continues. “They have her on a ventilator, just until we can get back into the District.”
“And then what?”
“Then they have to let her go.” Maydevine’s voice cracks. “I’m so sorry, son.”
Thunk.
The laptop slips from Alex’s lap onto the floor, drawing Maydevine’s attention to it. “What’s that?”
Alex tries to smother his emotions, but he can’t hide the enormity of his devastation. His voice comes out barely louder than a whisper, his eyes filling with tears. “It’s probably nothing.”
Maydevine scoops it up. “It doesn’t look like nothing.”
“Nothing important, I meant. It’s probably stolen.”
Maydevine boots up the laptop. “Yeah, it’s stolen all right.”
He turns the screen to face Alex.
An Omega personnel login page.
“Why would she want that?” Alex frowns.
“Let’s find out. After we get you back to Western Point. If you’re not feeling up to it, I can get some of my other men to work on it.”
Alex shakes his head, summoning strength. “That’s something else you and I seem to have in common.”
“Son?”
“I can’t sit back and do nothing; I’d rather work. I have to work.”
“She’d call you a pussy if you didn’t.” Maydevine tries to entice a smile.
It works.
Briefly.
Sniffing back sadness, Alex wipes his eyes with his sleeve. “I think we were fighting.”
“Come again?”
“The night Silver was attacked, she was mad at me.”
“Don’t go down this road.”
Too late.
Alex is already there, and he’s been there for a while.
“If I hadn’t walked out on her the last time we saw each other, she would’ve been with me the night she was attacked, and not out on the street by herself.”
Maydevine watches Alex make fists so tight his fingernails dig into his palms.
“Act, don’t react,” Maydevine reminds him. “Anger won’t solve this.”
“It’s my fault she’s dead.”
“It’s somebody’s fault all right.” Maydevine holds up the laptop. “Silver was investigating the CV2 outbreak. Whatever happened to her, I’m guessing we’ll be able to trace it straight back to this.”
He’s right.
Silver would’ve devoted herself to hunting down the source of the viral outbreak, no matter what. She’d have been infected, no matter what.
She’d have died, no matter what.
            
*************************
 
The car drive to Western Point passes in silence. At the hospital, Maydevine dutifully pushes aside his own needs to give Alex some privacy in Silver’s quarantine room.
Confined by the hazmat suit, Alex feels a million miles away from her. Holding on to the last warmth of her hand, he watches the technician turn off her breathing apparatus, and the heart beat monitor steadily begins to slow.
Two beeps become one …
Become nothing …
Asystole.
After thirty seconds of Silver being asystolic—the legal requirement for a pronunciation of death—the technician turns off the monitor and leaves Alex alone with her corpse.
Excruciating seconds tick by, and he can’t take it anymore. He wants to feel her skin against his. He wants to touch her lips, one last time.
Violating the hospital’s strict quarantine rules, he pulls off his protective head gear and presses his lips against her forehead. Unless the virus has mutated, he rationalizes to himself, the room must surely be safe. If not, worst case scenario, he’d be nothing more than the next Sentinel District CV2 victim.
Squeezing Silver’s hand tight, he leans in to her and rests his head against the bed, tears welling in his eyes.
Silence.
Silence shattered.
Silver leaps up in the bed, gasping for air. Alex jumps backwards and falls over his chair. Silver looks around the room, confused. Choking to breathe and suddenly panicking, she pulls out the endotracheal tube in her throat and coughs and sputters her way back to normal lung function.
She pulls wires away from her arms and checks herself for injury. Her wounded stomach and side send pain shooting through her nerves, and she falls back down against the bed, crying out.
Alex, his nerves thoroughly rattled, picks himself up and tentatively makes a move toward her. “Silver?”
She says nothing, her breathing erratic and shallow.
“Silver?” He steps closer. “Please, don’t be a zombie.”
Her head snaps round to face him. “Excuse me?”
Alex stumbles back, making a cross symbol with his fingers like he’s warding off a vampire.
“What the fuck are you doing?” She frowns at him.
Her eyes are back to their usual, striking gray, but Alex doesn’t trust that.
“Who are you? If you have a sudden craving for human flesh, I’m not your guy. That’s gonna be a total deal breaker.”
Silver sits up in the bed, her head spinning. “What the hell happened to me?”
Painfully slowly, Alex makes his way closer to her and she can see the fear in his eyes.
“Alex? What’s going on?”
Interrupted by an immediate influx of hospital staff, all in hazmat gear, Alex is pushed away and stuck in the neck with a needle. He promptly collapses on the floor. Silver, now lucid and full of fight, resists their efforts to examine her, forcing them to strap her down amidst her torturous shrieks and screams.
 
*************************
 
Alex wakes up in his own hospital bed, and finds Maydevine at his bedside, giving him a patented, fatherly glare.
“Do you have any idea how long it took me to persuade the chief of emergency medicine that you didn’t need to be quarantined?”
Rising to a sitting position, Alex tries to ignore the pounding in his head. He feels hung-over, though he hasn’t had a drop of alcohol in days.
Maydevine tosses a file into his lap. “You’ll want to look that over.”
“Why? What is it?”
“Silver’s medical file.”
Recollection sparks inside Alex’s head. “Where is she?”
About to leap out of the bed, his muscles tense for action, but Maydevine holds him back.
“She’s in another room. Sleeping.”
“Sleeping?”
“They gave her a sedative.”
“She’s alive?”
“And kicking. She already gave one of the nurses a black eye.”
“How the hell … ?”
“I don’t know.” Maydevine shakes his head. “But they have her under armed guard. She’s the first person to survive the CV2 infection, and she could be the key to a medical breakthrough.”
“Can I see her?”
“Not here.” Maydevine quashes Alex’s objection before he has a chance to make it. “The hospital’s launched a formal complaint about your behavior.”
“Huh?”
“Pulling off your head gear like that. It put you—and everyone else in the hospital—in danger. They wanted you taken off the job, so I had no choice but to temporarily suspend you while you were enjoying your little nap.”
“Thanks.”
“You’re welcome.”
Silence.
Alex twiddles his thumbs. “So my suspension’s over now, right?”
“Depends.”
“On what?”
“Whether or not you’re mentally competent.”
“Are you serious?”
“Since you’ve been suspended, you’ll have to attend a compulsory psych evaluation, then you can have your badge back. In the mean time, we have to figure out what we’re going to do.”
“About what?”
“Jennifer McAllister.”
“I thought we already … you know, with the bag … and the dumping.”
“Not that one. The one in the room down the hall.”
“Oh.” A hesitation. “What about her?”
“Sooner or later, someone’s going to figure out who she really is, and we need to be prepared for that.”
“What do you need me to do?”
“I need you to buy me some time.”



CHAPTER TEN

House Arrest
 
Alex hears a knock at the front door while he’s on his hands and knees in the bathtub, scrubbing at water marks with a scourer. He fails to make his pink rubber gloves look manly. At the knock, he clambers out of the tub, discards the gloves and the scourer in the trash, and bolts for the front door.
Silver’s been escorted to his apartment under armed guard. She’s in hospital scrubs, since she has no clothes of her own, and she looks weaker than he’s ever seen her before. Nevertheless, she refused the wheelchair.
Alex’s delight to see her is marred only slightly by the jangle of her handcuffs.
“Why are you cuffed?” He turns to one of the guards. “Why is she cuffed?”
The guard takes off his shades, revealing a fresh black eye. “This woman is violent. It was for our own protection.” He doesn’t look amused.
Alex turns back to Silver. “Violent? Really? What did they do? Speak to you?”
Though he feigns irritation, Silver catches the hint of a smile behind his words. Truthfully, it reminds him of the night they first officially met. Like an obstinate child, she blows a raspberry at him and holds her wrists up for the guard to uncuff her. He obliges, albeit with some trepidation.
Once free, she brushes past Alex into his penthouse apartment as if she owns the place. By the time he signs the papers for her release into his custody and catches up to her, she’s already in the kitchen, helping herself to some potato chips.
“Hungry?” he figures.
She’s ravenous.
“Nice place.” She takes a seat at the table. “I don’t suppose you have any of my clothes here, do you? I guess the ones I was wearing the other night were kind of ruined.”
Alex sits down beside her. “If by ‘ruined’ you mean that they were torn to shreds and soaked in your blood, then yes, they were ruined. And yes, I do. I went back to your ‘apartment’ and took everything that was yours.”
“You were at my place?”
“With Maydevine.”
“Why?”
“To try and figure out what happened to you.”
“Any luck with that?”
“None.”
Silver goes back to the chips, Alex watching her carefully.
“I was really hoping you’d be able to help us fill in some of the blanks.”
Silver shakes her head. “I can’t. I don’t remember anything.”
Alex swipes the bag of chips away from her, trying to get her full attention. “Nothing?”
She fixes him with a glare. “Nothing.” She snatches back the chips. “Where are my clothes?”
“In the bedroom.”
Potato chips in hand, she deserts him there and goes in search of underwear. She finds her clothes in a garbage bag on the dresser and dumps the contents out over the bed. Eager to change into her own stuff, she’s already half undressed when Alex enters the room. He stops in the doorway, unsure if he should avert his eyes.
He doesn’t.
“Is there a reason why you’re being so bitchy? Or did you just wake up with a mega case of PMS?”
He sounds irritated, but he knows from experience that her sharp attitude is little more than a well-rehearsed self-preservation tactic. Often to her detriment, she’ll hide her vulnerability behind bravado, apathy, disconnect, and anger.
Today is no different.
She’s frightened, and doesn’t want his pity.
Pants on, shirt off, she gives up trying to get the sleeves of her favorite sweater untwisted, and tosses the infuriating thing back onto the bed sheets.
She’s one step away from tears.
Alex’s eyes are drawn to her bandages, wrapped tightly around her torso. Her skin is all shades of purple and blue where she’s been beaten, and her neck bears some odd markings of harm that Alex can’t quite identify.
Reaching for her hand, he glances down at her arm. The scars of self-mutilation are almost completely faded now, though there’s a pin prick of blood in the crook of her elbow. It could be from the sedative at the hospital, he thinks. It could be from a hundred different things.
He places a hand on her shoulder, slipping aside her bra strap to expose the full outline of yet another bruise. Touching her ever so gently, though it still makes her wince, he fits his hand into the shape of the bruise.
It matches, almost perfectly.
A man’s hand.
“Are you okay?” he asks quietly.
The first tear falls. “Why don’t I remember?”
“I don’t know.” Alex shakes his head. “You’ve been through a lot.” He slides her bra strap back into place. “You nearly died.”
“I did die.”
“Yes, but you came back.”
Moving her hair out of the way, he uses tender neck kisses as a subterfuge for getting a better look at the markings on her skin.
Burn marks.
Unaware of his investigation of her body, Silver leans into him. “But how?” she whispers.
“I don’t know.” He pulls back and cups her face in his hands, looking beyond her into the reflection of her back in the mirror.
Squarely behind her shoulder blades, there’s the distinct outline of a shoeprint.
Judging by the size of it, her subduer was male. She was crushed so hard by his boot that the imprints of the sole are still preserved in her skin.
A temporary, purple photograph.
With an Omega emblem in the center of it.
Remembering her question, he looks back into her eyes. “You have some kind of immunity. The doctors have never seen anything like it. I’m a little fuzzy on the details, but the way your lymphocytes responded to the invasion of the virus is going to pave the way for a vaccine.”
He’s holding something back, she can tell.
“Why is everyone calling me Jennifer McAllister?” She waves her wrist at him, her plastic hospital ID bracelet still fastened around it.
She was bound to ask.
Alex sits down on the edge of the bed, unable to look at her. “It was the only way we could get you back here, to get you to the hospital.”
“Who is she?”
“She’s …” Alex struggles to find an explanation, running a hand quickly through his hair.
Silver catches it. “Okay, well, now I know it’s bad because you just did that thing you do with your hands and your hair. Seriously. Who is she?”
“Maydevine took care of her. He borrowed that tag from her.”
“Borrowed it? Like there’s a chance she’s going to get it back someday? Where is she?”
Alex looks away from her, ashamed. “She’s dead.”
“Dead? What kind of dead? Old age dead? Or dead like you guys killed her?”
Alex jumps to his feet and to his own defense. “Hey! I didn’t kill her.”
“So Maydevine did?”
“Not exactly.”
“Oh, my god.” Silver looks horrified.
“Look, Silver … Ella …”
“Alex …”
“Her death had nothing to do with your tag—trust me on that. It was just a coincidence that Maydevine exploited so we could save your life.”
Silver accepts his answer, and accepts his hands caressing her shoulders.
“El, we’re going to figure out what happened to you. I promise.” He checks his watch. “Shit.”
“What?”
Alex rushes to grab a jacket. “I have to go. I’ll be back in a couple of hours.”
“Where’re you going?”
“Maydevine suspended me, and the Division’s making me attend some stupid psych evaluation before I can be reinstated.”
“Suspended you? What for?”
“Breaking the rules. When I thought you were dead, I …”
Silver remembers waking up to his face—a face that should’ve been hidden behind a protective suit—and she gets it. “You went all Romeo and Juliet.”
“Something like that.”
“That would be romantic, if it weren’t so dumb.”
“It wasn’t my brightest moment. I thought I’d lost you.”
“You can live without me, Alex. You’ve done it before.”
“There are a lot of things I can do, El. Whether or not I want to do them is another matter.” He checks his watch again. “You won’t go anywhere, right?”
“I’m under house arrest?”
“Protective custody, more like. You’re not a prisoner, but we need to keep you out of sight, just for the time being. We broke the law to bring you back here, and Maydevine needs some time to straighten things out with the Governor. Until then, we can’t risk anyone seeing you and recognizing your face.” He makes his way toward the front door. “Make yourself comfortable here, okay?”
Rhetorical.
He’s already gone.
Instantly bored, Silver looks around, completely at a loss as to what to do with her time. Alex’s cat startles her by jumping up onto the dresser next to her.
It meows at her.
“Go away.” Silver swats at it.
The stoic cat stays put, and keeps meowing until Silver reluctantly pets it. Tickling it under the chin, Silver checks the name tag.
Ella.
“Oh, no. You’ve gotta be kidding me?”
The cat stares at her.
“You can’t compete with me, Fuzzball.” Silver pokes at it. “I’m the real deal.”
 Meow.
“He actually likes it when I stick my claws in him,” Silver persists. “And I don’t shit in a box.”



CHAPTER ELEVEN

Hidden Agendas
 
Alex sits in silence on the couch of an Omega psychologist, the psychologist busily scribbling notes on a piece of paper.
“Did I say something interesting?” Alex wonders.
“I don’t know. Did you?”
Alex sighs, folding his arms defensively. “See, this is why I hate this.”
“Why?”
“Because I don’t know what you want from me.”
“What makes you think I want something?”
“Oh, gosh, I don’t know. Maybe because you people always have some sort of agenda.”
“‘You people’?”
“Shrinks.”
Silence.
“I see,” the shrink murmurs.
Alex is getting frustrated. “I took my head gear off—big deal. What’s this really all about?”
“You violated hospital policy. You risked your life and others.”
“Yes, but it was …”
“It was what?”
“The virus is a blood borne pathogen. What risk was there to me?”
Silence.
The shrink makes a notation.
“The woman you brought to the hospital. What’s her name again?”
“Jennifer McAllister,” Alex answers carefully.
“And how well do you know her?”
Alex studies the shrink closely. “Not at all.”
“She means nothing to you?”
“Huh?”
“Or does she?” the shrink pushes.
“What does this have to do with anything?”
“When did you and Jennifer McAllister first meet?”
“When I found her bleeding in the street. Why?”
“No reason at all. Except that acts of suicide are always driven by extremely intense emotions, and I’m finding it hard to understand why the death of a complete stranger might cause you to—”
“You think I was trying to kill myself?” Alex cuts him off.
“Weren’t you?”
“I just told you: there was no risk.”
“Yes, well, the hospital disagrees.” The shrink consults his notes. “The hospital staff also mentioned in their report that you seemed rather distressed the night you and Commissioner Maydevine brought her in.”
Alex rolls his eyes. “I just watched a woman almost bleed to death in the backseat of my car. So yeah, I was a little distressed.”
“I’ll ask you again: how well do you know Jennifer McAllister?”
“I don’t.”
“You’d never met her before?”
“Did I not already say that?” Alex leans back in his seat, making himself comfortable. “Look, whatever it is you’re hoping I’ll say, I won’t. So I’d really appreciate it if we could spur this on a little.”
Silence.
The shrink plots tactics, tapping his pen against the notebook in his lap. “All right.” He sets the pen down. “You were paying her for sex, is that it?”
Shock tactics.
Alex is temporarily lost for words.
“It’s okay,” the shrink assures him. “I’m not the law. You can’t be charged with anything you tell me here in confidence.”
Alex catches sight of a surveillance camera in the corner of the room. “Is this being recorded?”
“All of my sessions with Omega staff members are recorded.”
“For what purpose?”
“It’s filed as part of your service record.”
“Didn’t you say these sessions are confidential?”
“They are.”
Alex stares him down, waiting for more.
“Omega reserves the right to review the tapes in the event that you’re later convicted of a crime,” the shrink explains. “But nailing a whore hardly makes you a terrorist, Mr. King.”
Alex’s jaw tightens. “I don’t sleep with whores.”
The shrink ignores that. “The merchandise is better quality on this side of the bridge, right? It’s worth the extra expense for a bit of clean snatch and some discretion.”
“I’ve got absolutely no idea what you’re talking about.”
“Come on, Mr. King. Don’t be naïve. You’re not her first client, and you’re not the first man to accidentally knock up his whore. Nor will you be the last.”
Alex can barely contain his outrage. As per Omega procedure, he surrendered his weapons at the door. His handgun, the clip removed, is locked inside a clear plastic box with his handcuffs, an Omega issue hunting knife, and a canister of pepper spray.
His eyes flick to the box, then back to the shrink. “She’s not a whore.”
“What were you fighting about that night? You were fighting with her, weren’t you?”
Eerily accurate.
Alex tries to moderate his anger. “That’s none of your business.”
“She told you she was pregnant with your bastard child and you threatened her.”
“You’re out of your fucking mind.”
“You were the father of her unborn child, weren’t you?”
On the shrink’s desk, Alex spots a file with a caduceus emblazoned on the front.
A hospital file.
Alex fixes the man with a glare. “The pregnancy was stricken from her file. How did you find out about it?”
More scribbled notes.
“Your security clearance gives you access to the Omega Victuals and Vivisection department, doesn’t it?”
Alex’s anger reaches a whole new peak. “Are you for real? You don’t think that I had anything to do with this?”
“A Chimera attack happened in the Sentinel District, Mr. King. It’s an unlikely event, to say the least. And you wouldn’t risk enforcement by killing a pregnant woman—you’re smarter than that.”
“You think I deliberately released an infected Chimera from the lab to kill my …”
“Your what?”
Alex controls himself. “To kill an innocent woman.”
“Look, Mr. King.” The shrinks sighs. “I’m not here to railroad you.”
“Could’ve fooled me.”
“I only want to get to the truth.”
Alex leans forward in his seat. “I’m sorry, is this a psych evaluation? Or a police interrogation?”
“The emotional truth, Mr. King. That’s all I care about.”
“Are we almost done here?”
“The woman you were fucking was just pronounced dead, with your baby inside her, and you wanted to hitch a ride with her ‘cause you felt guilty. Isn’t that right?”
Alex leaps to his feet and upends the coffee table, his fists clenched. A box of tissues tumbles through the air, and the tempered glass tabletop smashes upon impact with the floor.
“Submit whatever report you want, you pernicious little shit. I’m not playing this game.”
Alex heads for the door, but the shrink leaps up out of his chair, eager to keep him back.
“Mr. King, wait. Your commanding officer was concerned that you might be experiencing some emotional instability in the wake of recent events—that’s why you’re here.”
Feeling like he’s been duped, though he’s not quite sure how, Alex tries to fathom it. “Maydevine ordered this?”
“By my records, it’s been several years since your last evaluation.”
“I completed the mandatory program.”
“And this is just a routine follow-up. It’s nothing to be concerned about.”
Alex wags a finger in the shrink’s face. “You’ve been trying to provoke me this whole time. That’s what this little charade has been about?”
“I’m sorry for the assault on your feelings, and for the accusations I had to make, but it was necessary to see how you’d react when I confronted you with something that’s obviously hurt you very deeply.”
“And?” Alex seethes.
“Ten years ago, you would’ve attacked me, not the table.”
Alex knows that’s true, and he’s still shamed by it. “Things were different then.”
“You’ve made a lot of progress, Mr. King. My recommendation for further treatment reflects that.”
The shrink hands Alex a sheet of paper, and Alex practically snatches it out of his hand. Expecting to find an order for mandatory attendance of another group program, he’s shocked to find the opposite.
He’s fit for duty.
Further treatment required: none.
“Your emotional response was within an acceptable range,” the shrink certifies. “Any less, and I’d worry you were suppressing your anger. Any more, and I’d call it an overreaction. Appropriate anger management is a thin line, Mr. King. Stay on it.”
His teeth clenched, Alex stifles his frustration and the last dregs of rage. “Can I go now?”
The shrink nods. “I hope you won’t let this ruin the rest of your day.”
Alex slams the door shut behind him.
On his way out of the building, he places a call to Maydevine. “What the fuck was that?”
On the other end of the phone, Maydevine sounds tight. “We can’t talk now.”
“You sent me there on purpose, you conniving bastard. You told that shrink to press my buttons to get me back in the program.”
“I told him to evaluate you, that’s all. But we’re not going to have this conversation. Not now. I’ll be in touch.”
Maydevine hangs up.
“This is bullshit,” Alex mutters to himself.
Back in his apartment, Silver sorts through a bag of her belongings and tries to give them a place in her new home. She neatly pairs and rolls her socks, and opens the top drawer of the dresser. All of Alex’s socks are paired, folded, and color coordinated.
“Wow.” She pushes some of the socks aside to make room for hers. “OCD much?”
Her reorganization of the drawer dislodges something small from its resting place in the back corner, and she reaches in to examine it.
A small, black velvet box.
Her heart skips a beat … or two.
An engagement ring.
A vintage Old World platinum band, set with three princess cut diamonds.
At the sound of the front door, she snaps the box shut and hastily replaces it inside the drawer, quickly covering it with a pile of socks and slamming the whole thing closed.
Alex calls to her from the other room.
“In here,” she calls back.
Snatching a book from the bedside table, she slips onto the bed and randomly opens it in the middle, pretending to read. She closes the book—Dostoyevsky’s Crime and Punishment—when Alex enters the room.
“How did it go?”
Alex slips off his all-business jacket and tie and tosses them to one side. “I’m expecting a call from Maydevine.”
“Did you get your badge back?”
“I think so, but it was weird. It felt more like an interrogation than a psych evaluation.”
“Were you sent there because of me?”
Yes, he thinks, though not quite in the way that she imagines.
“I don’t know.” He shakes his head.
“Then what do you know?”
Alex sits down on the edge of the bed beside her. “I know that Maydevine couldn’t find a pattern in any of the CV2 infections you uncovered in the Fringe District. I know that he’s hoping to find something on a laptop we recovered from your apartment.” He shrugs. “And that’s all I know.”
“For a know-it-all, you sure don’t seem to know very much these days.” Silver smiles.
“Yeah, tell me about it. Have you eaten?”
“I tried ordering take out, but Jennifer McAllister is flat broke. You couldn’t have thieved a tag from a wealthy heiress instead?”
“I’ll keep that in mind for next time.”
            
            
 



CHAPTER TWELVE

The Rekindling
 
Asleep in Alex’s bed, Silver, fed and warm and safe, looks peaceful and content. Sitting in a chair beneath a lamp in the corner of the room, Alex flicks through the pages of an Old World Superman comic, just happy to be near her.
Suddenly, she leaps up in the bed, shattering the silence of the night with a cry.
A nightmare.
She startles Alex, who drops the comic and rushes over to her, ready to comfort or distract—whichever is necessary.
Perching himself on the edge of the bed, he settles her and steals a quick Eskimo kiss. “What’s the matter? Are you okay?”
She says nothing.
“Silver?”
She realizes it was just a dream, realizes that she’s okay, and realizes that almost her entire body hurts. Wincing in pain, she lies back down in the bed. “Fuck.”
The hospital painkillers wore off hours ago, and the aspirin she found in the bathroom cabinet just isn’t doing the trick.
Still concerned, Alex leans over her. “Do you need anything?”
“How long have I been in bed?”
“You fell asleep on the couch after dinner. I brought you here and tucked you in.”
“What time is it?”
“It’s not that late. Is there something you need?”
“Yeah. Something stronger than aspirin.”
“Sorry. It’s either that or the cat’s worming pills, but I haven’t seen you dragging your bum along the carpet so I’m not sure if those would help much.”
Unable to laugh properly, thanks to the cracked ribs Alex gave her when he saved her life in the backseat of his car, Silver smiles.
“If you can’t make the pain go away, why don’t you try and take my mind off it instead?”
That’s tempting.
Still beautiful, though pale from her battle with the virus, Silver looks up at him from the pillow, her deep eyes drawing him in. Exploiting his peripheral vision for all it’s worth, Alex admires her breasts beneath her sheer night shirt.
He hesitates.
“The hospital gave me strict aftercare instructions. You’re meant to rest, and not do anything too physically exerting.”
“That’s okay, I’ll let you do all the work.” Wink.
He leans in closer, planting a kiss on her lips—their first kiss since their last lackluster sexual encounter in Kink Central. Fully responsive, she slides over a little, giving him room to maneuver himself onto the bed.
He breaks the kiss. “I’m sorry I treated you like shit.”
“What do you mean?”
“That night at Kink Central. I should’ve stayed.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“You remember, I—” He silences himself.
She’s being kind.
Her memory of that night remains untarnished, but it’s not worth remembering or recounting, or rehashing the who-did-what-wrong of it. He shouldn’t have walked out on her so carelessly. She shouldn’t have held a grudge. They both should’ve recognized the pressure each was under, and let the matter rest right there and then.
“Never mind,” he mumbles, kissing her again.
Pulling off his t-shirt, Silver releases the dog tags around his neck, smiling when she realizes what they are. “I thought these were lost.”
“I was keeping them safe for you.”
He begins to slip off the chain, returning them to their rightful place around her neck, but she stops him.
“No, you keep them.”
“You’re sure?”
Silver nods, pulling him in for another kiss. While they kiss, she slips one of her legs around him and pulls him down toward her … but he pulls back.
“I don’t want to hurt you.”
He means that in every possible way.
“You won’t.” Barely a whisper.
She pulls him tight against her, his arousal reaching its peak. Despite his initial hesitation, he’s overcome and unable to resist her. Kissing her back, he lets her unbuckle his belt.
Beep! Brrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrp.
On the dresser, his cell phone starts to beep and vibrate.
“Ignore it,” Silver urges him, slipping her hand inside his jeans. “Please, ignore it.”
She pulls him into another kiss, massaging him until the beeping finally stops.
Then …
 The house phone begins to ring.
Alex hangs his head in defeat. “It must be Maydevine.”
Silver gives up and withdraws her hand. “Are you the only Agent working in this city?”
Alex reaches for the phone. “I’m the only one who knows who you really are, and knows what we had to do to get you here, and what we have to do to keep you here. So I don’t think Maydevine has too many other numbers he can call right now. Besides, I need to talk to him about what happened this afternoon.”
He clicks the phone on. “King.”
He waits for a response on the other end.
“Okay, boss.”
He hangs up the phone and tosses it away, acknowledging the look of frustration that Silver intentionally fails to keep from her face.
“What do you need to do?” she pouts.
He looks down at her, eager to erase the annoyance and replace it with the desire he saw in her eyes just moments ago. “He’s coming over.”
Silver begins to sigh, but Alex smothers it with a kiss.
And another.
“He won’t be here for almost half an hour.”
The smile returns.
 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Consequences
 
Alex and Maydevine talk in the kitchen while Silver showers and dresses. They speak in hushed tones, Alex’s voice fraught and angry.
“That was a cheap trick you pulled this afternoon, and it wasn’t necessary.”
“That’s a matter of opinion.”
“Meaning what? You don’t trust me now?”
“Implicitly, in every other way. But when it comes to my daughter, you and she have a way of butting heads. She can bring out the worst in you in the heat of the moment, and you know she likes to push your buttons.”
“It’s been well over a decade. A lot’s changed since then.”
“For you, maybe. But she’s only really happy when she’s hurting.”
“She’s getting better.”
“Is she? How did you conclude that? Not from her medical file, that’s for sure.”
Alex looks blank.
Maydevine sighs. “You didn’t read the file?”
“I did. Most of it.”
“Her toxicology panel?”
Alex’s heart stops, and he drops down into the nearest chair. The color drains from his face and he dreads hearing Maydevine’s next words.
“She had ketamine, Rohypnol, and amphetamines in her system, and her blood alcohol level was three times the legal limit.” Maydevine leans on the table toward Alex. “Look, she’s pissed off and unstable. I don’t trust her not to take it out on you, and I don’t trust you not to escalate it. Do you understand me? You’re both as bad as each other.”
A brief silence invades.
Alex doesn’t protest further, and Maydevine quickly changes the subject.
“How much of her medical file did you read?”
“All the confusing parts, a hundred times over.”
“And did you tell her?” Maydevine’s gruff voice barely conceals his anxiety.
“No, I didn’t tell her.” Alex ruffles his hair nervously. “And I don’t know what difference it would make even if I did.”
“She needs to know.”
“What am I going to say? ‘Oh, hunny, by the way, you’re a medical anomaly. Your T-cells look like golf balls, and your B-cells are so deformed they could leave home and join the circus’. Tell me, how is that going to help? She already knows what matters: she survived, and she’s immune. Let the lab coats figure out the rest.”
“The virus altered her entire immune system. We’ve got no idea how that’s going to affect her future health.”
“Drop it.” Hushed anger. “Now’s not the time. She’s been through enough, don’t you think?”
Maydevine paces the room. “We’re in a very tenuous position here. As soon as her identity’s revealed, we’ll be right in the shitter.”
“You’re just realizing that now?”
Maydevine looks uncharacteristically exasperated. “I delivered her appeal papers to the new Governor over a month ago. This afternoon, her appeal was denied.”
“On what grounds?” Alex is outraged, raising his voice for the first time.
“Because the Governor is a backstabbing bitch.” Maydevine keeps pacing. “I was counting on the appeal to take the heat off our actions. I figured that once Silver was exonerated, we wouldn’t so much be guilty of aiding and abetting a criminal as we would be unlawfully expediting her repatriation.”
“And what about Jennifer McAllister?” Alex growls. “Once Silver’s cover is blown, they’re going to want to know what happened to her, and where the tag came from.”
“I already took care of that.”
“Did you? Really? ‘Cause apparently Jennifer McAllister was a very popular girl.”
Maydevine shakes his head. “She was a foster kid. Nobody will miss her.”
Alex folds his arms defensively, taking offense at the suggestion of a foster child’s lesser worth in this world. “Maybe not family, but she did have half of Amaranthe taking rotation shifts between her legs.”
Maydevine looks surprised.
“Oh, you didn’t know about that?” Alex sneers at him. “Turns out Carter wasn’t the only one slipping it to her. And now, thanks to you, Omega has a tape of me being accused of knocking up a Sentinel District prostitute.”
Maydevine waves that off. “As far as the official records go, the real Jennifer McAllister never existed. I had the tag reprogrammed with a whole new life. So unless any of her old clients are going to come crawling out of the woodwork to volunteer themselves for banishment, nobody can prove any different.”
“And the tag?”
“When they ask where it came from before I meddled with it, I’m going to say that I borrowed it.”
“From where?”
“A corpse in the morgue. As far as I can tell, there’s no law against that.”
“Really?”
“You’d think there would be, wouldn’t you? But the way I see it, I’m only guilty of recycling.” He pops open a briefcase and hands Alex a file. “The appeal papers.”
Alex takes them. “I don’t understand why it would be denied.”
“The new Governor is disinclined to tarnish the good name of her predecessor.”
“And you told her everything?” Alex flicks through the file.
Maydevine nods.  “All the gory details.”
Alex closes the file and pushes it away from him. “I’m not telling her.”
Silver appears in the doorway. “Not telling me what?”
Silence.
Silver steps closer to the table, reluctant to make eye contact with Maydevine, despite his repeated attempts to initiate it. “Do you know what happened to me?”
“No.” Alex shakes his head sincerely. “We don’t.”
“Then what?”
Maydevine takes the recovered laptop out of the briefcase and puts it down on the table, sliding it toward her. “Do you know what this is?”
“The laptop you took from my apartment.” She takes a seat next to Alex and finally locks eyes with Maydevine. “Whose is it?”
Part of Maydevine wants to shove everything else aside and hug her. A bigger part of him knows that she’d only push him away, and he’s not in the mood to be rejected. They each owe the other an apology, but neither of them wants to be the first one to do it. So instead, he focuses her on the laptop.
“You don’t know?”
Silver shakes her head. “I don’t remember.”
Alex pulls his chair closer to hers. “What’s the last thing you do remember?”
More head shaking. “I’m not sure. I can’t piece it together.”
“You have to try.”
“And fast.” Maydevine finally pulls up a chair. “The hospital reported your case, and that puts me in something of a tight spot. A confirmed CV2 infection in the Sentinel District threatens to rewrite the whole course of this event.”
Silver shakes her head in disagreement. “My attack didn’t happen in the Sentinel District.”
“That’s a blue tag in your wrist now, don’t forget. A Sentinel District attack is the story we’re stuck with.”
“How do we fix it?”
“Thanks to Carter—”
“That troll still has a job?” Silver cuts him off, rolling her eyes.
“Barely.” Maydevine chastises her for the childish eyeball acrobatics. “He killed the whore I got that tag from.”
Silver glares at her own wrist as though she’s seeing it for the first time, but Maydevine doesn’t pause long enough for her to verbalize an objection to the facts.
“Needless to say, he owed me a favor. This afternoon, he helped me to intercept a fresh Chimera corpse that was infected with CV2.  It was in an Omega transport vehicle, destined for delivery at the research facility. I had it dropped off down by the waterfront, where your attack was supposed to occur, and I called it in as a kill.
“So as far as Omega’s concerned, your attack occurred as a result of a rogue, escaped Chimera. It’s not like that’s never happened before, and the threat’s been neutralized, so that should be enough to keep it out of the media.” He glances over at Alex. “Unless that snoopy little tramp, Rankin, starts poking about in your business again.” He digs something out of his pocket. “And this is yours.”
Alex’s Police Division badge.
He reaches for it. “I’ve been cleared for active duty?”
“As long as you give me no reason to revoke it.” Maydevine gives him a knowing look.
Silver pretends not to notice. “What about me?”
“Kid, there’s much we have to talk about. But first, you have to figure out where this came from.” He taps the laptop.
“Well, what’s on it?”
“That’s his job.” He points a finger at Alex.
Alex boots up the laptop and stares at the Omega security login page. “I can definitely crack this.”
Maydevine checks his watch and gets up from the table. “I should hope so.” He sighs. “Otherwise, not only would we all be fucked, but you really wouldn’t be worth the salary we’re paying you.”
“What about you?” Alex enquires.
“I’ve got a meeting with the Governor in the morning. She’s pushing hard for resolution of the CV2 crisis, and the city’s officially on lockdown. The Hunter Division’s been diverted to the Fringe District to shut down the pit fights and destroy any living thing that isn’t human or Fusion out there.”
“It’s about time,” Silver mumbles.
Not in the mood for a political argument, Maydevine pretends he didn’t hear her and waggles a finger at Alex. “You fill her in on anything she’s missing. You understand? All of it.”
“Yes, boss.”
Maydevine lets himself out and Alex takes the laptop into his home office—a computer nerd’s wet dream. Silver follows close behind him, wondering if she can be of any use.
Three widescreen monitors are hooked up to a powerful, state of the art computer system. The room is sleek and organized, and everything’s wireless. Various disassembled parts of computers and other electronics are scattered everywhere, seemingly disorganized, but all categorized and all in their place.
On an architect’s drawing board on the other side of the room, there’s a myriad of blueprints for different electronic devices, each in varying stages of construction and design.
Silver lingers in the doorway. “What did he mean ‘fill me in’? What am I missing?”
Hesitant to answer, Alex knows that complete avoidance isn’t an option. He’s got to say something, no matter how vague it might be. “He wants me to talk to you about your medical file.”
“Why? Is there something I should know?”
“Only that you’re incredibly lucky,” he blags.
That seems too obvious, and Silver’s not convinced. “You’re sure that’s it?”
Alex shrugs. “What else could it be?”
Silence.
Silver waits for the truth, but she’s not going to get it.
Not voluntarily.
Too tired to press the matter, she smothers a yawn. “Are you coming to bed?”
Dressed in jeans and one of Alex’s old shirts, she looks girl-next-door alluring and Alex is tempted. His body aches to respond to her invitation, but his mind is drawn to the laptop, eager to uncover the secrets contained within.
“I’ll be there in a minute.”
“Promise?”
“I promise.”
            



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

The Governor
 
Brrrrrrrrrrrrr.
Brrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrring.
Alex wakes up to the sound of his phone ringing.
The sudden jolt from sleep nearly tips his office chair off balance, almost sending him tumbling to the floor. A brief glance at his desk reveals that the laptop, plugged into various wires and hubs, is still running the program he set it for the previous night.
Nothing’s changed, and he’s been here all night.
Silver appears in the doorway, tosses Alex the cordless phone, and walks away. The hostility emanating from her is deadly enough to send the cat running in the opposite direction, cowering beneath Alex’s desk.
“Shit.” Alex catches the phone clumsily and fumbles to hit ‘talk’. “King.”
He listens.
“Right now?”
More listening.
“Okay.”
He hangs up.
Sitting in the living room, flicking through the Amaranthe News and Times on the couch, Silver refuses to acknowledge him at first. Familiar with these tactics, he draws near to her with his tail between his legs, trying to close the gap between them.
“Silver …”
She doesn’t even look up from the paper, and flips him her middle finger.
“I have to go and meet with Maydevine,” he continues.
She ignores him.
“He’s with the Governor,” he adds, hoping for a reaction.
Achieved.
Silver looks up, folds the newspaper to frame the front page story, and holds it up to him. “Is it about this?”
The headline: Monsters or Refugees? CV2 Virus Has No Limits. An article penned by the paper’s Editor in Chief, Celia Rankin.
The picture is a crowd of Fusions, clamoring at the fortified entrance to Old World Queensboro Bridge—now City Bridge. It links the Sentinel District directly to the Old World Manhattan part of the Out District, an area now designated as Third Reclamation territory.
Alex snatches the newspaper from her. “How the hell did that bitch get hold of this already? I just heard this from the Commissioner two minutes ago.”
Disinterested, Silver gets up and heads into the kitchen with an empty coffee cup. “Chaos rules,” she mutters.
Alex tosses the newspaper down and chases after her. “Are you not in the least bit concerned?”
Silver pours herself another cup of coffee, still irritated from the night before. “What do you want me to do? I’m in protective custody, remember?”
As she lifts the coffee cup to her lips, Alex snatches it away.
“Oz and Jax are out there, and—”
The coffee spills onto his fingers, causing him to drop the whole thing into the sink, wringing his hand from the sudden sizzle of nerves in his fingertips.
“They’re out there and so is the virus,” Silver completes for him. “I get it. Don’t forget who you’re talking to.” She fixes him with a glare. “Don’t think I don’t know how serious this is. I was the one who warned you, remember?”
Pushing him back to give herself some space, she retrieves her coffee cup from the sink and refills it. “If the virus is attacking the Fusion colony, it’s going to spread through the Out District like a wild fire. It might even be airborne by now. Heck, it’s already jumped the species barrier.
“That makes everyone living in the Out District—human or Fusion—extremely vulnerable. Worse still, if CV2 is anything like its predecessor, less than two percent of the human population will be immune to it.”
She shoves past Alex into the living room, a fresh cup of coffee in hand.
He keeps on her tail. “At least we have the Hunter Division.”
Silver shakes her head. “The Hunter Division is unprepared and outnumbered. If Omega denies the Fusion colony entry into the city, they’ll take entry by force and the Hunter Division will be powerless to stop them.”
“We’ll grant them asylum, then.”
Silver scoffs at that, continuing her tirade. “Even if Omega did agree to give the Fusions a freedom pass into the city, they lack the manpower to properly command or contain them. Compulsory tagging? Not a chance. There’s not the time, nor the capacity. The city’s already breaking at the seams with an overflowing human population. Where would the newcomers go? The only thing Omega could do is store them in the Belt.”
The Belt.
A narrow band of Old World land—Roosevelt Island—located between the current city walls and the Out District. Left unreclaimed, it’s a shell of Old World ruins, protected only by a small stretch of water that runs between it and the Out District.
Silver shakes her head at the thought of it. “It’s not inconceivable that desperate Chimera could try to cross the water to get onto the island.”
 “But it would put some distance between the infected and the refugees at least.” Alex plays devil’s advocate. “And it’d also keep the refugees at bay from the Sentinel District.”
“Just one bridge between them and us. Sound familiar?”
“It would only be temporary.”
“That’s what they said about the Fringe District.” Silver lets that sink in for a while. “There is no protection here, Alex. Not for anyone. All it would take is one whiff of a riot in the Belt and this city would completely self-destruct.”
She can see the tension in Alex’s expression, and she knows this can’t be easy for him. “What will you tell the Governor?”
 
*************************
 
Alex and Maydevine stand side-by-side in the Governor’s office—the office that used to belong to Phaeden Rist. The Governor stands at the edge of the room, looking out over the city.
The new Governor.
Eleanor Grant.
“We’ve got much to talk about,” she states, turning to face the duo.
She looks as though she’s in her early forties, and she’s wearing a bold suit and impossibly high heels. An impeccably preened, strong and confident woman, her outward presentation is absolutely flawless. It mirrors an internal sense of dominance, achievement and imperium that she’s mastered over a lifetime.
“My daughter’s future?” Maydevine presumes.
The Governor allows a brief silence to gently hug the room, before she carries on as if he’d never spoken at all. “I’ll start from the beginning, so that I can be certain we’re all on the same page.” She leans up against her desk, facing them. “I’m aware that you’ve both suddenly come into possession of a very valuable thing.”
Alex and Maydevine share a look, neither one of them willing to speak up.
“A woman infected with CV2,” the Governor explains, watching their reactions.
They seem tense.
“This woman survived the infection,” she continues, “and at this juncture in the evolution of the virus, that’s really something quite unique.” She eyeballs them both. “So what is it that we’re calling this woman?”
Alex ventures an answer, albeit warily. “Jennifer McAllister.” His intonation rises at the end of the name, making it sound more like a question.
“Ah, yes, that’s right. I have her file right here.”
Alex and Maydevine share another look as the Governor reaches for the file. She begins flicking through the pages, for effect more than for the attainment of information.
“Born in the Sentinel District thirty-four years ago,” she summarizes. “Parents are deceased, no siblings. Not married, never was. She has no known relatives at all, in fact. Dubiously self-employed, so no real work records. Home schooled by a string of brief foster families, so no educational records that could be verified.” She tosses the file back down on the desk. “A very neat life.”
She waits.
She gets nothing from their expressions.
“Convenient, isn’t it?” She raps her fingernails against the edge of the desk. “Some might say it was rather unlikely.”
Still nothing.
Tired of waiting for one of them to give something up, she jumps to the crux of the issue. “This wouldn’t have anything whatsoever to do with an appeal I just denied for a banished Hunter, would it?” She flicks her eyes to Maydevine. “Your beautiful little daughter.”
Alex peeks over at Maydevine, who keeps his own eyes fixed unwaveringly upon the Governor. Sensing that Alex might be easier to crack than his would-be father-in-law, the Governor switches targets and pins all of her attention on him instead.
“What was her name again?”
Startled, it takes him a moment to answer. “Ella Cross, ma’am.”
“Ella Cross the Hunter. Silver, am I right?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“You lost your job for her. True?”
“Several years ago, yes.”
“Because you were unlawfully bedding her?”
The insinuation that their relationship was little more than a foolhardy pursuit of physical pleasure bothers Alex. “Because I was in love with her,” he corrects her.
“You gave up your career in the Hunter Division for her,” the Governor needles.
Alex hesitates, unsure if he might be unwittingly incriminating himself. “Yes, ma’am.”
“And now?”
“Now, ma’am?”
“Yes, now.”
“I’m afraid I don’t understand.”
The Governor picks up another file from her desk and scans the pages. “Well, let’s start with something you do understand. I presume you’re aware that Omega keeps a DNA record of everyone born and living in the Sentinel District?”
Alex nods.
“Normally, these records are discarded and destroyed in the event that the individual is banished or enforced, but Omega employees are an exception to that rule.” She glances up at him, making sure that she has his full attention. “Their records are permanently archived.”
Alex and Maydevine share another look.
“You weren’t aware of this?” she triumphs.
“No, ma’am.” Alex shakes his head.
“Then I shall educate you both. When a patient is admitted to the hospital, no matter how minor the complaint, the hospital is obligated to run the patient’s blood work to confirm tag identity.”
Another shared look.
“Usually, this turns out to be nothing more than a mundane formality. But, in this case, Jennifer McAllister’s DNA was an exact match for the banished Hunter, Ella Cross.” She smiles. “Imagine that.”
Alex and Maydevine try to keep the anxiety from their faces.
The Governor presses them further. “You wouldn’t happen to have any comment on that, would you?”
They don’t.
“Ripping is a crime punishable by enforcement,” she reminds them both. “Not to mention the unlawful reassignment of a blue tag to a known criminal.”
Silence.
She fixes upon Alex. “So who did we found at your apartment this morning? Jennifer McAllister? Or Ella Cross?”
Alex and Maydevine turn to each other, about to share words, but there’s no opportunity for even the first utterance of shock. The door to the office swings open and two armed Omega security guards bring Silver in, handcuffed and struggling to get free.
Using the guard standing behind her as a tool to push her weight against, she lifts up her legs and kicks the second guard to the floor. The guard behind her pushes her quickly to her knees, subdues her, and draws his gun on the back of her head.
At this, the Governor leaps from her desk with a sudden rush of almost inhuman agility.
“Stand down!” she barks at the guard.
The guard looks to her for clarification.
“Stand down,” she repeats, more calmly this time.
Reluctantly, he lowers his weapon, and Alex helps Silver to her feet. The sudden exertion put stress on her injuries, and she does everything she can to stop the pain from showing.
“Who the fuck are you?” She tips her head to the Governor, an unnecessary look of disdain plastered all over her face. No hint of recognition.
The Governor holds out her hand for Silver to shake, but Silver doesn’t reciprocate.
“Eleanor Grant.” She keeps her hand held out. “You can call me Governor.”
Silver’s disdain becomes a fierce glare. “You denied my appeal, didn’t you?”
The Governor withdraws her hand from the hostile air and crosses both hands behind her back. “I don’t want to cause a stir by formally acknowledging an appeal,” she explains. “Your appeal papers would become public documents, and these people—my people—are scared and confused enough as it is. They don’t need to know that their former Governor was a sadistic prick who liked to rape and abuse Fusion women.”
Silver is livid. Her broken body prevents her from lashing out, so she funnels every bit of her anger into her voice. “You’re sending me back to the Fringe District because my innocence is an inconvenience to you?!”
“Oh, no,” the Governor assures her. “You’re not going back to the Fringe.”
Bombshell.
Without pause for thought, Alex and Maydevine leap to the wrong conclusion.
Enforcement.
 In unison, they bombard the air with objections, insults, threats of violence, and unadulterated outrage. All the while, the Governor sits back and takes it. She lets them spill their bile, with Silver caught between them, looking as if the bottom just fell out of her world.
Eventually, the room falls silent.
The Governor sighs. “If you gentlemen are quite done besmirching my good character, perhaps you’ll let me finish?” She has everyone’s attention. “I’m not sending Silver back to the Fringe District because I’m ordering a full acquittal.”
Silence.
“I can force through an acquittal without having to divulge the details of the case,” she explains. “All the public will need to know is that the conviction was overturned.”
Silver is utterly expressionless. “You’re going to have to say that again.”
“I’m throwing out your conviction.”
“I thought that’s what you said.”
The Governor turns to Maydevine. “You should’ve had more faith in me.”
“You were taking your sweet time.”
“I gave you my word. You should’ve come to me the night you took her to Western Point, instead of sneaking about behind my back like naughty school children.”
Silver and Alex look blank.
Neither were aware of any preexisting arrangement between the Governor and Maydevine, and both are suspicious of it.
Sensing Silver’s mistrust, the Governor makes an effort to appear forthcoming. “In return for your repatriation, there is something I must ask of you.”
“Awesome.” Silver seems skeptical.
“I’m sure you’re aware of what the Hunter Division has become in recent months.”
“A bunch of terrified, bumbling fools, struggling to tie their own shoes.”
“There was a time when the Hunter Division could pick and choose from an abundance of raw talent, all clamoring to sign the enrollment papers. Now they’re chasing people down with offers of employment, and thieving sub-par candidates from their sister Division.”
“They’re Agents with delusions of grandeur,” Silver concurs, looking apologetically at Alex and Maydevine. “No offense.”
“What they need is a new leader,” the Governor keeps pushing Silver. “Someone with experience, integrity and courage.”
“Superman?”
No-one but Alex gets the reference.
“You.” The Governor beams.
Dumbstruck silence.
“That is, if you want the job. Otherwise, I can still hold you on the assault and attempted murder charges.” The Governor takes Silver’s file and holds it over the waste bin by her desk. “Or I can toss the whole thing out.”
Tick.
Tock.
Tick.
Tock.
Life hovers over a waste basket.
Silver pins her eyes to the file in the Governor’s hand while Alex nudges her with his elbow.
“Silver …”
Wary of hidden caveats, Silver still doesn’t leap at the chance. “What exactly is the position?”
“You’ll be in charge of the Hunter Division.” The Governor looks proud.
“What part of it?”
“All of it.”
“My own unit?”
“All of the units.”
Realization. “The Hunter General?”
“Indeed.”
Silence falls and Silver contemplates the generous offer, not quite sure what to make of it.
“Why the hesitation?” Maydevine coaxes her. “You always had your eye on my job.”
“Yesterday, everybody wanted me dead.” Silver meets his eyes. “Now they want me to run the place? I’m just guessing, but I reckon there’s a catch.”
“No catch,” the Governor promises, dropping the file into the bin. “I’m assuming that you’ll accept?”
“Well, yes, but what about the Deputy General? Traditionally, the Deputy has dibs over shit like this.”
“What Deputy? He defected over a month ago.”
“And you couldn’t find anyone else willing to step up and replace him.”
“What makes you think that?”
“Because you asked me.”
“I asked you because you’re the best.”
“No, you asked me because I’m the only. Because no other Hunter in this city wants the responsibility of cleaning up after Phaeden Rist, and because this Fusion crisis has the whole city on tenterhooks, just waiting for something to snap.”
“The situation is delicate. I’m not denying that.”
“Delicate? It’s fucking nuclear. As if Omega’s formal acknowledgement of the Fusion colony’s existence wasn’t enough to send the public reeling in the first place, the resurgence of the Chimera virus is triggering mass panic.”
“It’s a shitty job, we’ve already established that. But I’m in a position to give you everything you want: repatriation, employment, and more.” She glances at Alex, then back to Silver. “I fail to understand your hesitation.”
They lock eyes.
A silent eyeball standoff.
The Governor wins.
“When do I start?” Silver concedes.
“I have a surgeon standing by downstairs.”
Shocked by the Governor’s haste, Silver is unusually speechless. Instructed by the Governor, one of the guards who brought Silver in uncuffs her, and prepares to escort her to the lab. She tries to steal one last glance at Alex over her shoulder. She hopes for an encouraging smile, but all she receives is a sharp, manly nod of approval.
And she’s gone.
Not yet done with the day’s administrative tasks, the Governor switches her attention back to Maydevine. “That’s one recruitment issue solved. Has there been any forward motion on the selection of a new Deputy in your Division?”
“Some.”
“Care to elaborate?”
“I have candidate in mind for the position.”
“When can I expect to receive your recommendation?”
“Knock yourself out. He’s standing right there.” Maydevine nods toward Alex.
“Are you serious?” Alex seems oddly surprised.
“Why?” Maydevine frowns at him. “You think I’m making a mistake?”
The Governor shushes him with a wave of her hand. “It’s done.”
“Just like that?” Alex can’t quite wrap his head around it.
“I don’t have the time for red tape, and I’m familiar enough with your work. Don’t let me down, Deputy.”
 
*************************
 
Elsewhere in the building, Silver watches an Omega surgeon cut through her stitches and slice open her wrist, removing Jennifer McAllister’s old tag. Retrieving a brand new platinum tag from a tray of saline solution, he inserts it into her wrist with absolute precision, and she doesn’t even flinch.
Stitching her up takes only seconds, and he weaves the sutures through the hospital’s puncture marks, still fresh from the night she was brought in. He wipes away the blood, and bandages her fresh wound before reaching for a portable tag reader to make sure that everything’s working correctly. Scanning her wrist, all of Silver’s information pops up on the small LCD screen.
Name: Ella ‘Silver’ Cross
Division: Hunter
Rank: Hunter General
Date of birth: 27.08.2314
Clearance: Level 5
Badge #: 197065
Officially cleared for duty, Silver’s escorted to a private room where a new Hunter Division uniform awaits her. Seeing that her name is already embroidered on the left chest pocket of the Kevlar vest, she cocks an eyebrow. The Governor must’ve had this plan in motion long before she was hauled out of Alex’s apartment.
In a briefcase next to her clothes, she finds her personalized hunting knife and two HK USP handguns, though her custom piece is still conspicuously absent. She holsters the weapons and retrieves her new dog tags from a pocket in the briefcase, admiring her appearance in the mirror.
She’s back.
            



CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Pressing Matters
 
An impromptu gathering has formed in an Omega DDH function room. Following the announcement of Silver’s new rank, the Hunter units have been sent on the first of many compulsory training exercises to get them back up to speed, while the heads of both Divisions are being congratulated in a room full of their seniors and peers.
Silver is the primary target of the meet-and-greets, and Alex struggles to track her down in the crowded room. Spotting her through an ocean of faces, hers isn’t the only one he recognizes.
Luka Kinsella.
Luka strides up to Silver with a wide grin etched onto his face, and she can’t help but smile back at him.
“This is a vast improvement over the last time I saw you.” He leans in for a peck on the cheek.
Their first real physical contact in a long time.
“You could’ve said something, you bastard.” She shoves him playfully. “I was being escorted to my death, and you just sat there like a mute with a miserable look on your face.”
“Hey, I was following protocol.”
“So I’m not worth breaking the rules for anymore? Gosh, things really have changed.”
Luka catches sight of the marks on her neck and sweeps her ponytail aside to get a better look. Feeling the tickle of his fingertips against her skin, exploring the bruises, Silver isn’t sure if she should slap his hand away.
She doesn’t.
“I came to see you in the hospital,” he says, his hand still gently stroking her neck. “But Alex was there, and I … I didn’t want to get in the way.”
She takes his hand in hers and squeezes it, moving him away from her neck. “Thank you.”
For what? For coming? Or for not rocking the boat? Luka’s not in the least bit sure.
“Are you and he … ?”
Silver feels herself blush. “Yes. Very.”
Luka pulls his hand away. “Then I guess I won’t ask you if you’d like to nab a bottle of wine from the bar and get the hell outta here with me.”
“I guess not.”
Luka shoves his hands into his pockets. “Well, it was just a thought.”
An awkward silence lingers.
Silver breaks it. “I’m sorry, Luka.”
“No, it’s okay. It was a silly idea.”
“Not that. I mean, about the Deputy position. I know you were next in line after Carter.”
Luka shrugs. “Maydevine wants to make you happy. I get that.”
“He didn’t do this for me.” Affronted.
“Didn’t he?”
Silver detects the slightest hint of bitterness. “Well, even if he did,” she fumbles, “he’s less than a year away from retirement.”
“So?”
“Alex will take his place, and then—”
“And then nothing. Alex wouldn’t make me his Deputy if his life depended on it.”
“He will if he trusts you.” Silver locks eyes with him. “So no more inviting me to steal booze and get drunk with you, okay? This isn’t the Fringe District. We can’t do that anymore.”
In the corner of her eye, she clocks Alex weaving his way toward them. Rather conveniently, and just in the nick of time, Luka’s dragged away by one of his peers and Silver’s blindsided by an older man in a suit.
By the time Alex reaches her, the Omega suit is quizzing her about the election of a Deputy General.
“Do you plan on selecting an individual from the Hunter units? Or is it your intention to pull a qualified candidate back from the other Division?”
A qualified candidate?
Luka fits the profile, but he’s referring to Alex and she knows it.
“I have no intentions.”
“The Governor seems unusually keen to leave the decision making in your hands.”
“Are you asking me a question, or making a statement?”
Pushing away the last dregs of jealousy that’d flourished when he first caught sight of Luka, Alex excuses himself and interrupts their exchange. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you.” He smiles at Silver. Realizing they’ve never before met, he holds his hand out to the suit. “Alexander King.”
The suit takes his hand, seemingly reluctantly, and they shake.
“Congratulations on the promotion. I had no idea you were even being considered for the position.”
“Neither did I.” Alex smirks.
“Generally speaking, the convention is that members of staff with the greatest level of seniority are to be given priority consideration.”
“In this case, I think priority consideration was given to the member of staff displaying the greatest level of aptitude,” Silver butts in with a smile.
“Well, be that as it may, I’ll be lodging a formal complaint with the Governor’s office.” He flicks his eyes to and fro between Silver and Alex. “Everyone here knows of your personal involvement, and I’m not the only one who thinks this situation reeks of nepotism.”
Alex adopts a protective stance beside Silver, sneakily reaching his arm around her waist, eyeballing the suit. “You might want to consult the rule book first, because the last time I checked, government policy outlines no prohibition on members of the dual divisions engaging in personal relationships with one another.”
The suit regards him with disdain. “Well, then perhaps I will include a suggestion for revision of the current guidelines along with my complaint.”
Silver extricates herself from Alex’s arm as the suit turns and walks away.
“Did you have to be so antagonistic?”
“Did he have to be such an asshole?”
Maydevine appears from the bustle of shoulders around them. “Nice spread.” He nods to the buffet table. “Don’t eat the green stuff, though. I’m not sure what it is, but it tastes like pureed nutsack.”
“Thanks for the warning.” Silver cringes at the mental imagery.
Fishing in his pocket, Maydevine pulls out a packet of cigarettes and wiggles them toward Alex. “Care to join me?”
He welcomes the chance to get out of the jam-packed, claustrophobic room, and so does Silver. Out on the balcony, Maydevine and Alex both light up while Silver, passing up the offer, takes a seat on the very edge of the balcony railing, balancing herself precariously, but confidently.
Night fell over the city long ago. In the distance, fires can be seen burning just beyond the Belt. They’ve been deliberately lit on the outskirts of the Out District, and a foul stench drifts through the air.
Alex wrinkles up his nose. “That’s rank.”
Silver looks out at the fires, a Fringer’s perspective giving her a clearer understanding of the desperation facing the Fusion colony, and the futility of their predicament. “They’re burning the corpses of the dead CV2 victims. The fires have been burning for seven days straight.”
“Well, it stinks.” Alex hopes to obscure the smell with cigarette smoke, but fails.
“The Out District has become a death trap,” Maydevine throws in. “The Old World buildings are elaborate chunks of firewood, just waiting for ignition. It’s not safe.”
“It’s smart, though,” Silver justifies it. “They’re destroying everything with fire, and the virus can’t survive under those conditions. Besides, there’s a storm on the horizon; they won’t be burning for long.”
“Hmm.” Maydevine nudges Alex. “Any luck with the laptop?”
Alex shakes his head. “You’ll be the first to know.”
Maydevine tosses the last of his cigarette onto the ground and crushes it with the heel of his shoe. “I have many virtues, but I’m afraid that patience isn’t one of them.”
Silver jumps off the railing and steps in front of Maydevine. “I’m sorry, I could be wrong, but are you sure this is the best use of your Deputy’s time? Given the circumstances.”
“The circumstances?”
“I just don’t think that diverting your Deputy’s attentions to a fool’s errand will prove to be very productive when the whole city’s about to be besieged by hordes of angry, rioting Fusions that could be infected with a deadly virus. The fortifications around the entrance to the City Bridge are weakening. They’re pushing their way in, and there’s nothing we can do to stop them.”
Maydevine stares her down, saying nothing to allay her concerns. “I’ll see you in the morning, General.”
That’s brisk, even for Maydevine. The tension between the two of them is still at a critical level, and neither of them is willing to break the stalemate. Aware that she deliberately chose to cut him out of her life after her second banishment, Maydevine’s resentful.
After all he’s done—and continues to do—for her, he sees her avoidance of the topic as the behavior of an ungrateful child, rather than as a symptom of her shame.
He doesn’t know how much she craves his forgiveness and approval.
The latter perhaps even more so than the former.
Leaving them alone on the balcony, Maydevine disappears back into the Omega soup, their unsettled dispute left festering for another day. Sensing her agitation, Alex slides a hand over Silver’s shoulder, trying to calm her.
“You’re both too stubborn.” He nibbles on her earlobe. “Come on, we should get going, too.”
Still captivated by the Out District fires and the trouble brewing there, she shrugs his hand away. “What’s the point? I won’t sleep.”
Refusing to take no for an answer, Alex spins her around by the arm and compels her to face him. Before she can object, he flicks his cigarette off the balcony and cups her face in his hands, pushing his lips against hers.
She likes giving in to him.
Wrapping her arms around his neck, she smothers a squeal of pain when he holds her tight against him, slightly crushing her bruised and battered body.
To her, this is just a kiss. A passionate lover’s kiss, but nothing more.
To him, it’s a display.
Before he locked lips with her, he saw Luka watching them from inside the function room, and the message here is clear: back off.
 
*************************
 
Alex wakes up alone in his bed, several hours post-coitus. The clock says it’s still the middle of the night and he looks around for Silver, but she’s not there. Yawning, he slips out of bed to look for her, noticing on his way out of the room that the sock drawer is ajar. He pulls it open to find that the socks have been disturbed, and finds Silver’s socks in there also.
Shit.
The ring box.
Moved.
Unsure whether or not the surprise has been ruined, he shoves it back under the socks on his side of the drawer. His search for Silver resumed, he follows the light that’s emanating from his home office down the hall.
Bingo.
There she is, in front of the laptop.
“Silver …”
Silence.
“Ella …”
Slowly, her face pale and her expression grave, she looks up at him.
“Your program finished decrypting the laptop.”



CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Phase One
 
Alex manipulates data on the laptop while Silver paces back and forth behind him.
“I don’t understand.” She shakes her head. “The CV2 virus was deliberately engineered. Why would someone do that?”
Alex selects files to save onto a portable flash drive. “I don’t know, but this explains why you were infected.” He looks over his shoulder at her. “With this evidence in your possession, it was no accident: someone did this to you on purpose.”
“But who?”
All Alex can offer to that is a one-shoulder shrug. “I’m not sure. The registration files are either blocked, or non-existent.”
He tries to save the data to the flash drive, but the laptop has other ideas. A warning icon alerts him to the fact that the laptop is equipped with an anti-tamper device that will automatically erase the contents of the hard drive if they’re altered or copied.
Undeterred, he cancels the file transfer and flips the laptop upside down.
“Fortunately for us, everything leaves a data trail and Omega is nothing if not predictable.” Retrieving a screwdriver from a desk drawer, he swiftly dismantles the laptop and removes a tiny microchip from the motherboard. “See?”
“What is that?” Silver squints at it.
He puts the laptop back together and reboots it. “It’s a suitably predictable—and highly ineffective—anti-tamper device.” He logs back into the files and quickly copies them onto the flash drive, this time without a hitch. “This gives us everything on the manufacture of CV2, from its conception to its release. It even contains a written execution order from Phaeden Rist.”
Alex is pleased with the findings, and the measure of the smile on his face speaks to that.
Silver picks up the phone.
He stops her. “Who’re you calling?”
“Maydevine.”
“It’s the middle of the night and that’s not a secure line. We’ll have to be a little more direct.”
 
*************************
 
Alex pounds on the door to Maydevine’s ground floor apartment, Silver by his side. This was her home from the age of five until her first banishment, and it’s been almost seven years since she’s been inside.
Moments later, Maydevine opens the door dressed in pajamas and a robe, his hair ruffled. “This can’t be good.” He sighs.
Leading them into his kitchen, he offers them a seat at the table and Silver goes to claim her usual chair, but Alex gets there first.
“This is where I sit,” she pouts, ready to fight him for it. “It’s my chair.”
“It’s not your chair. How can it be your chair?”
“Historically, it’s my chair. I always sit here.”
“Does it have your name on it?”
Silver yanks the chair away from him, pointing to the inside face of the back rest. Upon it is an Ella Cross , crudely carved into the cheap wood with a kitchen knife.
“Good enough?”
“Fine.” He relinquishes it with a smile.
He knew. He’ll pretend that he didn’t, but he knew. He just likes to spar with her. Maydevine, on the other hand, is nearly falling asleep on the other side of the table.
“Can’t you kids learn how to flirt like normal people?” He yawns. “Why the hell are you even here?”
Alex takes a seat beside Silver and slides the flash drive across the table toward his boss. “I decoded the laptop.”
“And?”
“You’re not gonna like it.”
“I haven’t liked much of anything in almost a decade. How bad could it be?”
“The virus was deliberately engineered.”
Silence.
Eventually, “Engineered? Are you sure?”
Alex points at the flash drive. “Full details of its preparation and manufacture.”
“By whom?”
“Your guess would be as good as mine.” Alex shrugs. “This was all done off the books, of course, and there aren’t any official records. We do know that the virus was originally created on the order of Phaeden Rist, but the real trouble is that the work continued after his demise.
“He was only responsible for the release of a prototype virus: a less virulent strain that targeted just the Chimera. Since his death, a more destructive version of the virus was introduced into the population—the strain that infected Silver.”
Maydevine nods with understanding. “So now we’re looking for the person who put the final nail in the coffin. Someone who wanted to see to it that Phaeden’s work didn’t die with him.”
Silver taps her fingernails anxiously against the table top. “Do we tell the Governor? I’m supposed to meet with her in the morning.” She spots an old photograph stuck to the fridge: a picture of a woman. “Is that my mother?”
“What of it?” Maydevine shrugs it off.
“Nothing, I just … after all these years, I didn’t think … I mean, I thought you only kept that stuff around for my sake.”
“Jonathan Cross wasn’t the only one who loved your mother.”
Alex looks from Silver to Maydevine and back again, as Maydevine expertly deflects away from any potentially awkward questions about his relationship with a woman who died over thirty years ago, and tries to get the conversation back on track—a conversational trick that Silver learned from him back when she still rode her bike with training wheels.
“You’re meeting with the Governor to talk about the refugee crisis?” he asks.
Silver nods. “She wants resolution.”
“And how do you plan to do that?”
“Extermination or asylum. That’s all we have.”
Alex furrows his brow. “I thought you said asylum wouldn’t work? Too many people, not enough manpower.”
“It’s not ideal, but it might be better than the alternative. And let’s face it, that’s got to be a part of the reason why I was chosen for this job. I thought about it all night, and it’s the only thing that makes any sense to me.”
“I don’t follow.”
“She didn’t hire me because I’m the best.”
“You are the best,” Alex butts in.
“The best you’ve ever had.” She winks.
It’s been nearly twenty years, but any reference to their sexual relationship in front of Maydevine still makes Alex feel uncomfortable. The old man made it very clear how he felt about their developing intimacy, right from the outset. Though Alex had never been completely certain if it was because of his genetic lineage, or simply the circumstances under which he and Silver had begun their romance, he always felt like he’d been an unworthy suitor in Maydevine’s eyes.
Not to mention the added complication of Luka.
Silver’s voice brings him back into the conversation. “The Governor knows my history with Alice. Any other Hunter General would leap on extermination like it was a dirty whore. I’m the only person who she knew would be willing to approach this problem from different angle. This is what she wants, I guarantee it. She just didn’t want to put her neck on the line by signing the order for it.”
Somewhere in the apartment, a toilet flushes.
A bedroom door clicks shut.
An awkward silence settles.
Silver opens her mouth, but doesn’t get past “Who’s—” before Maydevine slams the brakes on her question and steers them back on track.
“Let’s say you’re right.” His thumb and forefinger find the bridge of his nose. “You think you can pull it off?”
“If not, then I become the scapegoat she hired me to be in the event of a complete catastrophe.”
“Are you serious?” Alex surges with a sudden rush of overprotection.
“Her scheme is foolproof. If I do this right, I save the city and hundreds of Out District lives in the process, and she becomes a hero for hiring me. If I fail, the disaster will land at my feet. She’ll condemn me, and force my resignation. Or better yet, my failure will result in my death.”
“No.” Alex shakes his head, half in denial. “That’s not how this is going to end.”
“It doesn’t matter.” Silver smiles. “Even if it is what she wants, it doesn’t matter.”
“Of course it matters.”
“No, it doesn’t. Granting asylum into the Belt is just phase one, and my plan goes way beyond that.”
“Okay. So what’s phase two?”
“Incineration.”



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Asylum
 
Silver stands at the head of the Hunter Division’s front line, heavily armed and in full regulation uniform.
The front line is the best of the best.
As usual, she’s not wearing the optional protective headgear. Rather unusually, though, she’s the only one. Under normal circumstances, the split is often fifty-fifty. Depending on experience, rank, and line designation, it’s not out of the ordinary for a Hunter to go into the field ‘soft top’.
But today is different.
Preparing to face the Fusion colony for the first time, the entire Hunter Division front line has opted for the added safety of a helmet. Standing in perfect formation behind Silver, they wait for a unit of Police Division Agents to open up the gate to the city.
From a nearby watchtower, Alex and Maydevine observe the proceedings, side-by-side with the Governor.
Though he tries not to, Alex bites nervously on his fingernails. “Couldn’t she at least wear a helmet? Just this once?” he fusses.
Before the gate is opened, a junior Police Division Agent cuts in front of the Hunter Division front line and scurries over to Silver, carrying a black leather case.
“Apologies for the interruption, General.” He bows his head. “The Commissioner requested I give you this before you leave.”
Silver glances down at the case, recognizing it instantly.
The crest on the front of it reads ‘J.C.’.
Jonathan Cross.
His gun case.
The Agent opens up the case to reveal Silver’s inherited HK USP. Alongside it: Jonathan Cross’s Hunter Division dog tags. Swelling with emotion, Silver looks up at Maydevine in the watchtower.
The stalemate is broken.
A gesture like this means more than countless words, and she knows it. What she doesn’t know, though, is that Alex had his own hand in it. Not so long ago, he’d presented Maydevine with the dog tags and suggested, in no uncertain terms, that he should swallow his pride and make at least some effort to repair the emotional rift between himself and his only child.
From the watchtower, Maydevine gives Silver a fatherly nod of approval, encouraging her to take the gun.
She does.
First, she wraps the dog tags around her wrist. Second, she takes the gun and loads the clip, trading the junior Agent for the inferior replica she’s been carrying in her main holster.
“Thank you.” She dismisses him.
Moments later, the gates open up into a holding area called the Bin. It serves as an additional barrier between the Sentinel District and the City Bridge, providing yet one more line of defense against any wandering Chimera—or any other creature, for that matter—that might try to force its way into the city.
Silver leads the Hunter Division front line into the Bin, where they wait for the city gates to fully close behind them before the barrier onto the City Bridge can be opened. Snipers are positioned along the top of the outside wall of the Bin, ready to pick off any overeager enemy Chimera.
Slowly, the barrier creaks open, the pulley system grinding against its badly lubricated joints. She hears the rest of the front line ready their weapons behind her, while she stands motionless.
They aim their guns, while she waits.
One single Chimera scrambles underneath the barrier as it opens, and it’s immediately dispatched by a sniper. The Hunters breathe a collective sigh of relief when the door opens fully, and reveals the empty City Bridge before them.
Amaranthe is secure—for now.
 Forming a convoy of armored trucks, Silver leads the front line onward toward the entrance to the Out District, passing over the derelict Belt beneath them. Their progress is watched closely by the snipers, ready to fire at any indication of trouble. As they reach the fortified gate on the other side, a horde of Fusions and exiled humans falls into a hushed silence.
The Out District side of the electrified gate was once covered in a blue tarpaulin, to prevent eyes from looking either in or out. Now, though, after weeks and months of exposure to the elements, the tarpaulin is torn and ragged, and blows wildly in the wind. 
Silver halts her Division ten feet short of the fence.
Some of the faces on the other side may recognize her; those who once wore the emblems, but were since banished and forgotten. Silently, one body pushes in front of all the others and approaches the fence, standing confidently to face Silver. It’s a face unknown to her: a Fusion female of similar age and build to her own.
Silver breaks the silence. “Do you speak for these people?” She tips her head to the crowds behind the Fusion.
The Fusion spits her ‘gum’—a balled up chunk of over-cooked human gristle, leftover from a recent meal—out onto the ground at the base of the fence. “Someone has to.”
“Well, I’m here to speak for mine.”
“You can speak, but I won’t say we’ll listen.”
“You’ll have to, if you want to live.”
The intrigued Fusion waits for her to continue.
“The city’s prepared to offer temporary asylum in the Belt to those who remain unaffected by the virus. Once we’re able to engineer a vaccine, the city will see to it that everyone being held in the Belt will receive it before the protection of asylum is withdrawn.”
“What about the reclamation?”
“I’m not here to negotiate those terms with you.”
“Of course not.” The Fusion scowls.
“The continuation of the Third Reclamation has been temporarily deferred, pending the resolution of the viral crisis—you know that. We’re under new governance now, and once the wellbeing of the city is restored, I’m sure that plans for the next stage of the reclamation will be re-examined.”
“And what’s to say you won’t just hole us up in tight quarters to hasten your plans for extermination?”
“If we wanted you dead, we’d leave you where you are.”
Silence.
“Trust me”—Silver plants her hands on her hips—“this is the best offer you’re going to get all day.”
“We won’t give up our land.”
“When the time comes, the Governor’s prepared to consider a truce that will incorporate both the needs of the Fusion colony, and the needs of the human population. This proposal is expected to include the formal establishment of an area of the Out District as a recognized state belonging to your people.”
“Yeah, right.”
“You don’t believe me? You’ll be officially seceded from the rest of the Out District, which will remain the property of our government and allow for the expansion of the city into other areas that are uninhabited.” Silver lets that settle. “Now, I think it would be polite for you to graciously accept our offer of asylum, and to prepare your people for the transition.”
“And how do you propose I do that?”
“Telling them not to shoot at us would be a fine start.”
 
*************************
 
An hour or so later, a white medical tent has been erected on City Bridge. Heavily armed Hunters line the Out District gate, allowing people to pass by them in single file toward the tent.
They’re there for crowd control. Anyone caught jumping the line or causing a stir is volunteering for a public beating. Anyone who’s obviously sick is pulled aside and dispatched. Which means, in plain terms, they’re shot in the head.
Inside the tent, all asylum seekers must pass through a metal detector. If the metal detector is set off, they’re told to unload their weapons into a large metal bin, guarded by Hunters. They have to keep passing through the metal detector—and will be strip searched, if necessary—until the Hunters are assured they aren’t concealing any more weapons.
After they’ve been disarmed, each individual is forced to submit a sample of blood. A laboratory technician pricks the finger of each person in turn, and runs it through a portable CBC device to determine whether or not they’re carrying the virus.
If they are, they’re shown through a separate exit and silently dispatched. Which only means, of course, that the gun used to shoot them in the face is fitted with a silencer. On the other hand, if they’re found to be uninfected, they’re quickly loaded into a transport vehicle and taken to the Belt in large groups.
Lucky for them.
Suddenly, there’s a kerfuffle just beyond the entrance to the Out District. A small crowd surrounds two Fusion males who’re tangled up in a fist fight, and a woman gets knocked down in the push-and-shove of the jeering mob.
Two Hunters respond to the brawl, but instead of intervening, they start taking part in the assault. Silver forces her way into the fight and breaks it up, pulling one of the Hunters off a Fusion who’s been beaten to the ground. The pissed off Hunter responds by lifting his visor and pushing her away.
It’s McKean.
“Don’t forget which side you’re on,” he growls, before slamming his visor shut and storming off.
Silver would retaliate with an obscene hand gesture, but she can’t be seen lowering herself to such tactics—not given her new position. Carefully controlling her behavior, she looks down at the woman on the ground, ready to help her up, not at all prepared for what she sees.
Alice.
Pregnant.
Approaching the end of her second trimester, her belly beautifully and perfectly round, she looks up at Silver and they both hesitate. Recovering from the shock first, Silver reaches her hand out to Alice and helps her get back on her feet. Both are lost for words, and Silver isn’t sure if she should let their familiarity show.
“Are you okay?” she asks finally.
Alice nods.
Thinking quickly, Silver leads her over to the tent and brings her to the front of the line. The Hunter stationed there flashes her a questioning look.
“She’s pregnant,” Silver defends.
Once Alice is safely inside one of the transport vehicles destined for the Belt, having tested negative for the virus, Silver turns her attention back to the crowd. One of the other Hunters—presumably McKean—is glaring at her from behind his visor.
He thinks she’s weak.
She can tell.



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Vengeance
 
As the day draws to a close, the last individuals have passed through the tent and are now safely contained within the Belt. With nightfall approaching, Silver orders three of the Hunter units—with herself at the helm—to perform a sweep of the sectors just outside the gate. Their orders are abrupt and straight forward: round up any stragglers, and kill anything else that moves.
As Silver exits the last cleared building in her designated sector, she feels content that there’s nothing else worth saving still lingering in the darkness. “All units fall back,” she calls out over the headsets. “Hunter General’s orders: fall back immediately.”
She admires her bleak surroundings, wrinkling up her nose at the fetid stench of fiery death that still permeates the dry and eerily calm air of the Out District.
“There’s nothing left out here,” she mutters to herself.
Almost immediately, her headset crackles.
“Backup,” another Hunter calls. “I repeat: I need backup. I have three hostiles and no ammo. In need of immediate assistance in Sector Five.”
Silver rolls her eyes. Any experienced Hunter worth his or her salt should be able to muscle their way out of a situation like that, but the Hunter Division she’s inherited is a far cry from the one she once served in.
“This is the Hunter General,” Silver responds. “I’m in Sector Five. What’s your location?”
The distressed Hunter gives her the co-ordinates of an old apartment building less than a block away, and she makes her way there on foot. Entering the dark, creaking shell with her gun drawn and expecting a fight, she’s disappointed.
Silence.
The building is oddly serene, with no evidence of a struggle, or of a Hunter in danger.
More crackles.
“I’m on the third floor,” the headset reveals.
On her way up, Silver notes that the entire building seems suspiciously quiet. There’s no motion whatsoever. No Chimera, either alive or dead. Her training and years of experience conflict irreconcilably with the actuality of her surroundings, triggering an array of alarm bells inside her tactically driven mind.
On the third floor, the sound of a creaking floorboard draws her into a room at the end of the hallway. Expecting to find a Chimera, she swings through the doorway ready to fire her weapon.
“What the … ?”
She doesn’t even get to finish her sentence.
In a moment of confusion, she lowers her weapon. A fresh Chimera corpse lies on the floor in the middle of the room, blood still pouring from its wounds.
A gunshot.
A bullet rips through Silver’s right arm—her gun arm—severing her brachial nerve and shocking her hand into releasing her weapon. The gun clatters to the floor, landing in a pool of Chimeran blood.
Clutching at her arm, Silver swivels to face her attacker.
McKean.
Again.
A smile begins to seep slowly out across his lips and he allows himself to enjoy the moment, his gun still aimed at her. Silver keeps her eyes fixed on him, while exploiting her peripheral vision to locate any possible exits in the room. She finds only two: the window, and the doorway McKean is standing in.
Silver backs herself up against a bookshelf. “I had a feeling we weren’t quite done with each other.”
“Not for lack of trying.”
“What’s the matter? You’re still bitter because I shot you?”
“I bet you wish you’d killed me.”
“Same.”
McKean’s smile dissolves into a scowl. “You shouldn’t have lived. Nobody lives, for god’s sake!” He allows his anger to temporarily take control of him. “How the fuck did you even get out of the pit alive?!”
Confused, Silver frowns. “Excuse me?”
“Not one, but three Chimera! And yet there you fucking were in that hospital bed!”
Silver’s face melts from confusion into a dawning realization. “It was you? You infected me with CV2?”
“Yes! But not before I drugged you and sold you to a butcher shop in the Fringe.” McKean laughs. “You really don’t remember?”
Silver shakes her head. “What butcher shop?”
“The Dirty Dog. As if it matters.”
It does matter. Very much.
And Silver does remember something.
Jake, her old Fringe District associate.
She remembers him, and the needle he stuck in her arm. She’d thought it was an old memory, mixed up with recent history in the complex muddle of dying and her brain’s desperate attempt to make sense of the chaos.
She was drugged, and he’d given her the kick.
Amphetamines.
Frequently taken by Hunters, kicks are used to counter the effects of sleep deprivation. Over the years, it’s become a popular—albeit completely illegal—stimulant that’ll give you a kick a thousand times more potent than caffeine.
In Silver’s case, it gave her a fighting chance.
McKean laughs. “Pitching a former Hunter against the creatures she used to hunt? Priceless.” He thinks about it. “Actually, not priceless. I got fifty percent of the door money, and let me tell you, that’ll be paying for my Fringe entertainment for a long time to come.”
Silver struggles to remember more. She vaguely recalls drowning her sorrows in a bar, but that could’ve been any other night that week.
McKean takes advantage of her temporary vulnerability. “You know what? I wish you could remember. I wish I knew how you managed to get out of there with enough life left in you to go run for help. You had so much ketamine and Rohypnol in your system, I’m surprised you even knew how to put one foot in front of the other.”
Thanks to Jake, she thinks.
“And when I heard that you got free, I didn’t even think that much of it.” McKean is starting to sound awfully cocky. “I figured you’d just turn up dead somewhere, or not at all. Either way, who would give a shit? Then I hear that some woman got brought into Western Point after a Chimera attack.
“So I go down there to check it out and, fuck me, look who I found?! A living, breathing corpse, being watched over by her faithful little sheep. Thank god Maydevine isn’t quite as diligent as your boyfriend. All I needed was a minute to slip into your room and give you my little parting gift.”
Silver begins to put the pieces together in her mind. “The virus. That means … the laptop is yours?”
“You were supposed to trade me. The laptop and my immunity, in exchange for the name of the person responsible for engineering the virus and instigating its release.”
“That sounds like a nice enough plan. What went wrong?”
McKean takes a step closer to her, forcing her up tighter against the bookshelf.
“I don’t like you,” he sneers.
“You double-crossed me.” She rolls her eyes. “Again.”
“I did what had to be done.”
“We still have the contents of the laptop. You can kill me—or try, again—but it’s too late. We’ve already told the Governor everything,” she outright lies.
“You’ve got a glorified recipe book, that’s all. No names, no leads, and the entire thing was completely off-record. I’ll enjoy watching your men struggle with aimless suspicion while they weep over your corpse, though.”
Standing less than two feet away, McKean pushes his gun against Silver’s temple.
A noise.
In the hallway.
The scuffle draws his attention for a split second, which is just long enough for Silver to capitalize on the distraction. She pulls his wrist off-aim and brings a swift knee under his ribcage, causing him to fire an accidental round into the wall. Now the one in control, she takes the gun from him and pushes him to his knees, watching him struggle to take a breath.
A Chimera appears in the doorway.
It hesitates, smelling the air in the room. It smells blood: human and Chimera. A panicked McKean tries to get to his feet, fumbling for a second gun that can’t be found.
At first, Silver’s Hunter instincts lead her to aim McKean’s gun at the Chimera … but then she reconsiders. She shoots McKean in both legs, making him a much easier target for the hungry animal.
McKean reels from the pain and Silver steps back, giving the Chimera a clear path into the room—and to McKean.
“Don’t do this!” he wails. “You’re making a mistake!”
Retrieving her own weapon from the floor, Silver ignores him.
“We can cut a deal,” he pleads.
“Although I have no direct recollection of it, I’m guessing that I’ve heard that line before. Besides, need I remind you that I spent six years in the Fringe because of what you did?”
“You’re still sore about that? I was only doing my job!”
“Your job?!” Silver bursts. “Since when was it your job to set me up?”
“I was following orders!”
“Whose?”
“General Jenkins.”
Silver is momentarily thrown for a loop. For all her suspicions about Phaeden Rist, she’d never once thought to question the integrity of Darius Jenkins. “Why?” she asks. “Why was he so invested in that?”
“Phaeden wanted a reason to decommission you, and I was told to find the seeds for him to sow your downfall. Jenkins didn’t care about you, he just wanted the promotion.” 
“And the rest of my unit?”
“What about them?”
“You set them up, too. Admit it.”
McKean shakes his head. “It had nothing to do with me, I swear. Their charges were solid.”
Silence.
Silver had never really considered the possibility of their guilt. Or rather more precisely, she didn’t want to. “Either way, you’re a lousy sonovabitch for bending to the will of worthless assholes like Darius Jenkins and Phaeden Rist.”
McKean half nods, holding back tears of pain. “Look, I can give you the name of the person responsible for engineering the virus, but I want protection.”
“Suck it.”
“Help me disappear,” he carries on regardless. “I’ll quit my job. I’ll sign the papers for voluntary exile.”
“I don’t think so.”
“You need me!” he yells, the rage in his voice startling the approaching Chimera.
“The only thing I need from you is to see you die.”
With perhaps a little too much enjoyment, Silver watches the Chimera start to maul McKean, despite his best attempts to fight it off.
“You’ll let me die despite yourself? What kind of soldier are you?!” he cries, as the Chimera tears a chunk of meaty flesh out of his arm.
Silver smiles.
She knows precisely what kind of soldier she is.
A vengeful one.
Eventually, McKean’s screams fade and his body relaxes into an uncomfortable, agonizing death. When the beast is done feeding, Silver shoots it.
Back at the Bin, Maydevine and Alex observe nervously from the watchtower as the last dregs of the Hunter Division units travel back across the City Bridge. Silver isn’t at the head of the convoy, where she ought to be.
Alex scans the crowds, but he can’t find her and they’re preparing to close the gate. “Make them hold the gate.” He turns to Maydevine. “Make them wait for her.”
Maydevine is powerless. “It’s not my Division.”
“She’s still out there.”
Maydevine is about to place phone call, just as a figure emerges from the Out District, covered in blood. The City Bridge gate narrowly closes behind her.
Silver.
Safe and sound … sort of.
Blood dripping from her injured arm, she leaves a trail of ooze behind her. Chimera are lured out from the shadows by the scent of her blood, and two manage to slip through the closing gate after her. A third one doesn’t quite make it, and becomes caught in a painful limbo between both worlds and inevitable death, crushed beneath the gate.
The two that made it through follow eagerly in Silver’s footsteps, sniffing and licking at her blood on the ground, until the snipers pick them off with ease. An armored truck—the last in the convoy—doubles back on the City Bridge to pick Silver up and bring her back into the Bin. All the while, their progress is eyeballed with great interest by the refugees in the Belt beneath them.
 



CHAPTER NINETEEN

A Page Turns
 
Silver sits at Alex’s kitchen table, a spaghetti strap tank top revealing her freshly stitched and bandaged arm. In the open doorway onto Alex’s deck, Maydevine smokes a cigarette while Alex busies himself wrapping an ice pack in a towel. Sitting down next to Silver, he holds the ice pack against her arm, the sudden chill and the pressure against her bruised skin making her wince.
“Three Hunter Division units were deployed against a vacant District with nothing more than a handful of wandering Chimera. Everyone else came back without incident, and yet you still manage to come home injured,” he mollycoddles. “Explain to me how that happens?”
“I had a bad day.”
“What happened out there?” he pushes her. “And where’s Lockie McKean? Hunter records show that he called for help right before this happened to you, and there’s no record of him re-entering the city.”
“That’d be because he’s dead.”
Alex’s grip on the ice pack falters for a second, revealing his insecurity. “You killed him?”
“No, not really. But thanks a bunch for allowing that to be your first assumption.”
Maydevine tosses the butt of his cigarette off the edge of the deck. “He shot you?”
“He did.”
Maydevine sits himself down. “Why?”
“The laptop belonged to him. Or at least, I was supposed to give it back to him in exchange for the name of the person who’s responsible for causing all of this mess.”
“He knew the origins of the CV2 virus?”
“He didn’t just know about it, he was in on it. He wanted to trade for his immunity.”
Alex tries to shake off a startlingly apparent truth, but can’t. “No offense, but why was he making deals with you? And why the heck didn’t you tell me about it?”
“Okay, first of all, I don’t think he was trying to make a deal with me. I think he was humoring me so that he could get close enough to kill me. The man drugged me and sold me to a butcher shop, for christ’s sake. It’s not like he was my best friend.”
Drugged her.
Rohypnol and ketamine.
Alex feels guilty for suspecting the worst of her, and so does Maydevine.
Silver is oblivious. “Second of all, I was mad at you.”
“Mad at me?” Alex seems genuinely surprised. “Why? What the hell did I do now? Is this about Kink Central again? I thought we—”
“It doesn’t matter what you did, Alex. The point is, McKean tried to kill me because of what was on that laptop, and when that didn’t work, he tried to kill me again. And again. And now he’s dead. So let’s move on, shall we?”
Alex leans back in his chair, leaving Silver to hold the ice pack herself. He can’t believe that she’d let their personal life interfere with their work.
“Did he give you a name?”
“Before the Chimera ate him? No.”
“You didn’t interrogate him?”
“I already told you”—Silver fixes him with a ferocious glare—“I had a bad day.”
“Well, that’s just great.” Alex sighs.
“Thank you for being so sympathetic, by the way. It’s really charming. Seriously, it’s making me wet.”
“Okay, kid.” Maydevine gets up from the table, trying to dispel the tension. “Do you have any coffee?”
He begins searching through cupboards, ignored, while Silver continues to berate Alex.
“Did you hear the part where I said he tried to kill me?”
“Yeah, I heard it. And if I’d have been there, I would’ve killed the bastard myself. In fact, if you’d have come to me in the first place, instead of sneaking around behind my back, I would’ve shot the asshole before attempt number one.”
“Oh, here we go.” Silver leans back in her chair, tossing the ice pack down onto the table. “That’s what this little outburst is all about.”
Maydevine locates the coffee. “Anyone else want some?”
He gets no answer, and carries on regardless as the argument behind him continues to blaze.
Silver slides her chair back from the table and gets up, looming over Alex. “You didn’t get to be the hero. I’m sorry.”
She’s pushing him. Alex knows it, Maydevine knows it, and it’s not going to work.
“That’s not it, Silver.” Alex’s voice suddenly has more sadness in it than anger.
“Isn’t it?”
“I can’t be there for you if you’re not there for us.”
“Us?”
“You and me. We’re supposed to be a team.”
“Since when?”
“Since always. Don’t let our personal shit get in the way of us doing our jobs.”
Silver slams her chair in against the table. “I was banished. I didn’t have a job!”
Alex stands up to face her. “You never stopped being a Hunter.”
Silence.
Silver’s cell phone rings.
“Don’t answer that,” he chides.
“You’re one to talk,” she mutters, taking a look at the caller ID. “I have to take this, it’s the Governor.”
She answers the call as Maydevine offers to make Alex a cup of coffee. Disinterested by that, Alex reaches into a cupboard and pulls out a bottle of scotch.
Maydevine shrugs. “Be like that, then.”
By the time Silver hangs up the phone, Alex has poured himself a generous glass and is already halfway done. Avoiding eye contact with her, he stares down into what’s left of his drink.
“The trucks are ready,” she announces. “Phase two commences at dawn.”
Assuming that Alex has nothing left to say to her, she leaves the room. Both men know better than to go after her, and her impromptu departure leaves Maydevine with the task of trying to console his would-be son-in-law.
“You’re worried about her,” he guesses.
“Of course.”
 
*************************
 
Alone, Silver enters the Belt.
 It’s the middle of the night, and most of the refugees are sleeping—or trying to. The broken down, unmaintained Belt looks like a slum, and is already liberally decorated with runic code. Some faces watch her curiously as she walks by them, but others are too traumatized by recent events to care. She stands out like a sore thumb in her regulation Hunter Division uniform, silently making her way through the streets, scanning the crowds for a familiar face.
She finds a pregnant woman sheltering in the doorway of a crumbling building, but a closer look reveals her to be a stranger.
Silver keeps looking.
In one dark corner at the very edge of the Belt, a sheet of corrugated plastic has been torn away from a pile of construction garbage and used to construct a temporary shelter from the elements. Beneath it, Alice is wrapped in a blanket.
On the other side of the water, Silver runs her eyes over the Out District. Upon its shores, a large pack of Chimera are gathered and they’re pacing back and forth. They sniff the air, some shrilling, calling out to other Chimera. They smell humans, sure enough, but are still uncertain whether or not they should make the leap into the frigid water.
Silver stops in front of Alice, who instantly flicks open her bright violet eyes, running them over Silver’s uniform and taking in every detail of her appearance.
“What’ve you become?"
Silver’s eyes betray an internal war between two opposing loyalties as she considers her answer to Alice’s question. “I’m not sure, Al.” The uncertainty in her voice confirms the truthfulness of her response.
Kneeling down in front of Alice, she half expects a welcoming embrace. Instead, Alice tucks herself deeper into the blanket, choosing its meager warmth over the unspoken offer of physical contact.
“These people actually think that you’re going to save them.” Alice glances over at the hordes of sleeping homeless that are crowding the dingy streets.
“That’s the plan.” Silver’s eyes are drawn to Alice’s pregnant belly. “Where’s Dylan?”
Alice looks away sadly, shaking her head.
The virus, Silver assumes.
“Then who takes care of you?” she presses Alice for more.
“Not you. Not anymore.”
Silver hears the click of a gun, the barrel soon shoved against the back of her head. She raises her hands steadily in the air and rises slowly to her feet—no threat.
“I’m not here on official business,” she offers, hoping to allay her aggressor.
“I can see that.”
Something in the voice triggers recognition in Silver’s brain, and she pivots around to face the woman holding the weapon.
Jax.
Silver can’t smother the relief in her voice. “You’re alive.”
“You’re astute,” Jax growls. “Now back off.”
Alice gets up and moves past Silver, standing behind Jax for cover. Taken aback by Alice’s apparent new social alliance—and Jax’s obvious acceptance of it—Silver’s confused and a little hurt.
“I guess I didn’t need to come here tonight.”
She begins to lower her hands, but Jax ushers them back up.
“Why did you come here?”
“I just had to make sure, that’s all.”
Jax’s aim is unwavering, her expression cold. “Feel better now, Hunter?”
“Hunter General,” Silver corrects her.
Jax spits on the ground at Silver’s feet. “Traitor.”
“I’ve been called that a lot lately.”
“Must be true, then.”
“I only did what I thought was best.”
“You did what was best for yourself.” Jax pokes the gun at Silver’s name and rank, embroidered on her Kevlar vest. “Hunter General.”
“Believe me, this was not the plan.”
“No? Lucky turn of events, then.”
The sarcasm in Jax’s voice lights Silver’s fuse.
“Four months ago, I was on my knees, staring down the barrel of an Enforcer’s gun. I didn’t ask for this. When everything went to shit, I brought Maydevine Arcadian’s head in exchange for his word that nobody would come looking for you. I figured that a life in the Out District—away from the Fishers and the rotten stench of Omega—was better than a life in the Fringe District, by a country mile.
“You said it yourself: that’s what you wanted. I thought I was doing you a favor. How the hell was I supposed to know that this would happen?”
Jax seems uncertain, her resolve faltering. “You turned yourself in?”
“I acted in the best interests of the unit.”
“Well”—Jax lowers her weapon slowly—“this isn’t your unit anymore.”
Silver looks around, expecting—or hoping—to catch a glimpse of another familiar face.
 Oz.
Jax reads it in her expression and shakes her head.
“The virus?” Silver asks, looking defeated.
Jax nods, holstering her weapon. “One of your Hunters shot him this morning.”
Silver doesn’t know how to respond. “I’m sorry.”
“No, you’re not.” Jax shakes her head. “You’re just doing your job, and your job doesn’t involve us—not anymore. So do the rest of us still living a favor: turn around and walk the fuck away.”
Tempting fate, Silver hesitates to obey her old friend’s request. “That weapon …”
“You can call it what you want, but this is still the Out District, sweetheart.” Jax grins. “There are plenty more where this came from.”
Feeling guilty that most of the weapons are probably hers anyway, Silver turns and disappears into the darkness of the Belt streets.
 
*************************
 
Hours later, Silver lingers in the doorway to Alex’s bedroom.
He’s sprawled out in the bed, half in and half out of the covers, sound asleep and snoring, his tackle bared. The gentle rhythm of his breathing and his relaxed, contented appearance is enough to remind Silver of the benefits of her decisions, and to put to rest any doubts that her visit to the Belt may have stirred up.
On her pillow, there’s a note.
Careful to step silently, she approaches the bed to retrieve it.
 
Spare us both the bullshit & just say yes.
 
On the pillow beneath the note: the engagement ring.
 
 



CHAPTER TWENTY

Another Piece of the Jigsaw
 
Not long after dawn, Silver wakes up awkwardly on someone else’s couch.
She’s avoiding Alex.
He’d want to talk about the obvious, and she’s got too much else on her mind. She’d left him in bed, sleeping like a baby, while she decided to make an overdue visit to an old friend.
Rolling over onto her side, she’s startled to see the owner of the couch sitting patiently in a chair on the other side of the coffee table, waiting for her to rise.
Red.
Silver nearly jumps out of her skin, slipping off the couch and struggling to reposition herself while Red ‘watches’ her in silence. Managing to perch herself back on the couch, she tries to look casual.
Red raps her fingertips against a copy of today’s newspaper, folded carefully in her lap. “I’m deeply offended. I just want you to know that.”
“It’s okay.” Silver rubs her tired eyes. “I’m having that effect on people lately. What did I do to piss you off?”
“How long have you been back?”
“I don’t know.” Silver shrugs. “A week?”
“And what happened? You got lost on your way to my apartment?”
Silver is shamed. “There’s been a lot going on,” she weakly defends.
“Oh, I know.” Red tosses the daily newspaper at her. “But since you gave up your life to save mine, I thought I might at least get the chance to buy you a drink.”
Silver glances at the newspaper’s headline story. Her own face is on the front page, leading the Hunter Division front line onto City Bridge.
“Well, you’re going to have plenty of opportunity for that, I hope.” She discards the newspaper onto the coffee table.
Intrigued, Red raises an eyebrow. “Is that so?”
Making herself comfortable, Silver leans back on the couch and wriggles down into the soft cushions. “I’ve been told to elect a Deputy.”
“And?”
“I’m hoping that you might be in the market for new employment.”
Silence.
Silver begins to feel awkward. “Or not …”
“This isn’t the first time I’ve been offered that position.” Unimpressed.
“No, but those were worse circumstances.”
“Worse than the death of my father?”
More wretched silence.
Silver mentally chastises herself for having let that little detail slip her mind. “I’m sorry.”
“I appreciate the sentiment, really, but it’s not necessary to lie.” Red remains stoic. “I read a copy of your report from yesterday’s asylum project, including all the gory details of McKean’s deathbed confession, right before his rather conveniently unpreventable demise.”
Silver doesn’t know how to respond to that.
“You really believe that my father helped Phaeden to set you up?” Red asks.
Silver contemplates a lie, but thinks better of it. She nods her head. “I do.”
“I disagree.”
“Fair enough.”
“He wouldn’t do that.”
“Okay.”
Silence.
 
*************************
 
Alex wakes up alone. He reaches for the other side of the bed, but Silver’s not there.
Both the note and the ring are gone.
 
*************************
 
Red pours Silver a glass of water in her kitchen, and as Silver accepts the glass with her left hand, Red hears the tell-tale, metallic clink of a ring. She stops in the midst of the trade-off, her hand still on the glass.
Confused, Silver hesitates. “What’re we doing here?”
Red pulls the glass back, re-depositing it on the counter. She takes Silver’s left hand and explores her with her fingertips, finding the engagement ring. Self-conscious, Silver yanks back her hand.
“That’s progress.” Red grins.
Silver retrieves the glass of water and takes a sip. “It’s definitely something.”
“It’ll make the paper, that’s for sure.”
“With an array of complaints, no doubt.”
“Don’t be surprised. That’s just what you get for working in an old boy’s club. They do seem to have some trouble abiding change.”
“Too many assholes like McKean, that’s the problem.”
“Well, there’s one less of those, thanks to you.”
Silence.
Silver swirls the water in the glass. “How the hell did you find out about all of this so quickly?”
“I have my ways.”
“See, that’s why I need you in my Division.” Silver slides the glass back onto the counter. “You have insight.”
“No, I have a phone.”
“Good. Use it to call the Governor and arrange a meeting.” Silver heads for the door.
“Where’re you going?” Red calls after her.
“I have to go down to BioScience and donate more blood.”
“On a Sunday?”
“I guess.”
“The vaccine?”
“Either that, or some lab tech has a fetish.”
“How long?”
“It usually takes about twenty minutes. Why? Will you miss me?”
“That’s not what I asked.”
“What do you want? A stop watch? It could be days or weeks. I’m not sure.” She hesitates in the doorway before leaving. “Either way, call the Governor.”
 
*************************
 
The City Bridge gate opens and a convoy of incendiary trucks spills out into the Out District. These machines are tankers loaded with butanol, with spouts to spray the butanol out left and right. They spread out into different streets and begin to douse everything in sight.
Maydevine watches their progress from a secure observation room within the Omega DDH. Behind him, Alex tumbles in through the door, expecting to see Silver. He looks around the room, his desperate gaze catching Maydevine’s attention.
“Can I help you?”
“I guess not. I thought Silver would be here.”
Maydevine turns back to the screens, disinterested in Alex’s latest personal dilemma. “She was invited, and so were you. I figured the two of you were …” He runs a quick glance over Alex’s scruffy hair, unshaven face and casual clothes. “Busy.”
Alex feels the first pang of worry.
“I haven’t seen her since yesterday.”
            



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Our Dead Friends
 
Tippety tap, tap, tap.
Silver knocks on the door to the BioScience lab.
No answer.
Peeking her head around the door, she finds the place deserted.
“Hello?” She steps into the room and begins to look around. “Anyone home?” She checks her invisible watch. “Hmm.”
Behind her, a door opens and closes and she’s surprised by Ethan Raine, his nose buried in a medical chart.
She thinks back to their last meeting and tries to break the ice softly, with a gracious—albeit rather out of character and thus slightly disingenuous—smile. “Oh, hey. It’s my best friend.”
Ethan Raine looks up, but doesn’t share her smile. “Take a seat in the chair, please.”
All business, he indicates toward something that looks like a dentist’s chair. From a safe distance, Silver eyes it with suspicion.
“That looks brutal.”
“Not as brutal as me being called out here on a Sunday—my day off—to make small talk with you.”
“Fair enough.”
Silver shakes off her jacket and slides into the chair while Ethan Raine prepares the equipment he needs.
“Fortunately, this won’t take long.”
He ties a rubber band around her upper arm, and swabs the crook of her elbow with an ethanol solution before withdrawing a hypodermic needle from a nearby table. 
“How many vials this time?” Silver wonders.
Her question is ignored.
“Turn your head, please.”
Silver frowns, but obliges. “I’m not squeamish.”
Ethan Raine sticks her with the needle. “I know. I bet you didn’t even flinch when you watched Lockie McKean get eaten alive.”
She turns back, just as Ethan Raine withdraws the needle from her arm and releases the rubber band.
“Excuse me?” She winces as the room begins to sway. “What’re you doing?”
“Cleaning up after our dead friends.” Ethan Raine finally smiles.
Silver tries to get up out of the chair, but she stumbles. “What did you do to me?”
“Oh, come on. You remember this feeling, surely? It’s just a little ketamine-Rohypnol solution.”
Silver tries to keep herself upright, but fails. Knocking over a small table of medical implements, she falls to the floor unconscious.
 
*************************
 
Alex drops his keys into the dish in the hallway of his apartment. The lights are out and the place is silent. With no sign of Silver, he checks his cell phone again.
No missed calls.
For the millionth time, he speed dials Silver’s number. It rings and rings, and finally goes to her voicemail—now full—so he hangs up.
Something by the phone in the hallway catches his attention: a notepad, with Silver’s handwriting scrawled on it.
 
BioScience @ 2pm
 
Alex snatches up his keys and heads back out the door.
 
*************************
 
Alex finds the door to the BioScience lab slightly ajar, so he pushes it open and surveys the room.
It’s empty and silent.
Walking through the room, he catches sight of Silver’s jacket, still draped over the dentist’s chair.
He draws his gun. “Silver?”
Silence.
“Ella?”
Alex finds the table that Silver tipped onto the floor, its contents scattered. Satisfied that the place is empty, he rushes out of the room with only one thing on his mind.
 
*************************
 
Back in his apartment, Alex logs into the Police Division security network from his home computer. Accessing the platinum tag GPS tracking system for Omega employees, he initiates a trace on Silver’s tag.
Something’s blocking the signal.
“Fuck.”
He attempts to back trace her tag by bringing up a list of every location she’s been to in the last twenty-four hours. First, he uncovers her late night trip to the Belt. After that, he tracks her back to his apartment before she left for Red’s. Finally, her tag record shows that she arrived at the BioScience lab, right on time.
With her time and location confirmed, he cross references other Omega tags to isolate who else was with her in the lab at the time she disappeared.
One name.
Ethan Raine.
He grabs his cell phone and dials Maydevine.
“We’ve got a problem.”
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Vengeance, Part Two
 
Headed by Alex, a unit of six Police Division Agents blows open the door to Ethan Raine’s comfortable Sentinel District apartment, using a small C-4 charge. In regulation uniform, armed with standard issue PP-2000 sub-machine guns, they storm into the apartment and clear every room systematically, until they reach the bedroom.
Alex is in the kitchen when the first responding Agent calls out for emergency medical assistance over the headsets. Inside the master bedroom, Ethan Raine is hanging from a homemade noose tied around the ceiling fan, and Alex nearly swings the door into his dangling legs when he bursts into the room.
“Cut him down,” Alex orders.
He calls for an ambulance while the other Agent uses a hunting knife to slice through the electrical wire, and Ethan Raine’s limp body drops to the floor at Alex’s feet. Knowing that he’d be dead by the time the EMT unit even arrives, Alex kneels down beside Ethan’s body and pulls the wire away from his neck, urging the other Agent to help him perform CPR.
First, Ethan sputters.
A gasp and a cough, and he begins to regain consciousness. While he’s still disoriented and choking for air, Alex hauls him up off the floor and dumps him into the chair he used to hang himself. Setting aside his PP-2000, he pulls out an HK USP handgun instead.
“Leave,” he commands the other Agent without taking his eyes off Ethan.
The Agent hesitates.
“That was an order,” Alex asserts. “Take the others and wait outside—now.”
Alex ushers him out of the room, locks the door behind him, and turns back to Ethan, who’s only just beginning to realize what’s going on. He flinches as Alex approaches him with the HK USP, which is aimed straight between his eyes.
“Start talking.”
“Keep dreaming.” Ethan forces a smile.
Without warning, Alex smacks him across the face with the butt of the HK USP and cracks his zygomatic bone. “You don’t strike me as the kind of guy who likes it rough, so this might work out a little better for you if you cut the crap and get right to the good stuff.”
“This isn’t the Hunter Division, you know.” Ethan spits blood. “There will be repercussions for this.”
“Don’t count on it.” Alex pushes the gun against Ethan’s temple. “Where is she?”
“Shoot me.”
“Later.”
Alex holsters his gun and looks around the room for something to spice up the interrogation. He spies an open closet, a toolkit inside. Within seconds, he locates a pair of pliers and walks back across the room to Ethan, catching him in the midst of a fumbled escape. Trying to bolt from the chair, Ethan trips up on the electrical wire. Still weak from hypoxia, he collapses on the floor.
Alex plants a steel-toed boot on his back, forcing his face against the floor. “Better luck next time.”
Uncharacteristically callous, and drawing on some of the residual Hunter Division venom still in his veins, he pulls a hunting knife from his belt and slices Ethan’s hamstring tendons at the back of his knees. Deaf to Ethan’s squeals, Alex heaves him up off the floor and deposits him back in the chair.
“This time, sit still.” He wheels Ethan’s chair over to the foot of the bed and sits down in front of him, wiping the blood off his hunting knife onto Ethan’s clothes before holstering it and retrieving the pliers. “Now that we understand the seriousness of this situation, I’m going to ask you again.”
Ethan tries to look away, tears of pain in his eyes, but Alex grabs him by the chin and forces him to make eye contact.
“Where is she?”
Pulling his face away, Ethan refuses to answer. So, without letting his anger show, Alex removes Ethan’s tie and uses it to bind his left wrist to the arm of the chair. Giving him no chance to plead—or to capitulate—Alex takes the pliers and pulls out one of Ethan’s fingernails, tearing it out right from the nail bed.
Ethan bites at his lower lip, trying not to cry out. “It’s too late.” He locks eyes with Alex. “You’re too late.” He tries to smile, confirming the time with a clock on the wall. “The incineration began fifteen minutes ago.”
Alex’s face drops. “She’s in the Out District?” He shakes his head. “That’s impossible. The city’s on lockdown. The only traffic allowed in and out of the city gates in the last twenty-four hours has been the transport trucks charged with the disposal of the corpses from the evacuation.”
“I know.” Ethan grins.
Alex pushes the chair away from him, disgusted by Ethan’s cruel enjoyment of Silver’s possible murder. Calculating tactics in his mind, he gets up and begins pacing the room.
“Look, it’s nothing personal.” Ethan spits more blood. “Your people shouldn’t have gotten in the way.”
“Of what?”
“The Fusion Project.”
A bell rings inside Alex’s head. “The vigilance committee?”
“Phaeden’s magnum opus.” Ethan nods. “A virus that could destroy the Chimeran and Fusion colonies, eliminating everything that stands in the way of the Third Reclamation.”
“Phaeden’s dead,” Alex snarls.
“But his work lives on.”
“On whose orders?”
“It’s not that simple.”
“Wanna bet?”
Alex draws his gun and aims it at Ethan. Ethan squirms in the chair, his body slowly succumbing to shock and numbing further every second.
“There’s more going on here than you know,” he mumbles, the world beginning to tumble into shades of gray.
Alex shoves the gun against Ethan’s chest. “You’re responsible for the deaths of thousands.”
“We slaughter animals, that’s all.” Ethan fights back against a swell of nausea in the pit of his stomach. “We’re just butchers.”
“And the human cost?”
“Human infection was never part of the plan,” Ethan confesses. “After Phaeden’s death, the release of the new virus was pushed ahead. We didn’t have time to complete the trials.”
Alex’s finger closes in over the trigger and he shoots Ethan in the knee, the instant wave of pain jarring Ethan back from the verge of unconsciousness.
“What was that for?!” he cries out.
“Being an uncompromising asshole with no respect for human lives.” Alex aims his gun back at Ethan’s temple. “Now, who’s ‘we’?”
“I engineered the virus and McKean introduced it into the environment. He was the only one who had access, through his position in the Hunter Division.”
“And Silver found out about it?”
“We had to eliminate her.”
“But she survived.” Alex frowns. “And the Governor already knows everything, so what purpose does her death serve now?”
Ethan shrugs. “Consider it vengeance.”
“For what?”
“Lockie McKean.”
Alex loses it.
 
*************************
 
Maydevine enters the hallway outside Ethan Raine’s apartment and finds Alex’s unit of Agents—and the EMT unit—standing there, making small talk. Upon his approach, they stand to attention and fall into a respectful silence.
Scanning all the faces looking back at him, Maydevine’s expression turns grave when he realizes that Alex’s face is not among them.
A gunshot.
Maydevine pushes his way inside the apartment and crosses paths with Alex, already on his way out. A quick glance into the bedroom, and he discovers Ethan Raine on the floor, lying in a pool of his own blood.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

The Unstoppable Force
 
Regaining consciousness in a dark, squalid room, Silver rolls over onto her side and tries to focus her brain, still groggy from the drugs. The floor feels damp against her hands and she smells the air, and the liquid residue on her fingers.
Butanol.
As the cylinders start firing in her woozy head, she begins to realize where she is, and she smells something else.
Smoke.
Trying to get to her feet, she’s nearly crippled with pain shooting through her ankle. Weak and vulnerable, she falls back down to the floor, the tumble jarring bruised ribs from the beating she received before she was left for dead.
Her ankle’s sprained, but not broken, and although the pain sears through her nerves like fire, she struggles to get on her feet again. Balancing herself against a nearby table, she achieves verticality. Her head swirls, and teeters on the brink of unconsciousness as her body battles to compensate for her low blood pressure, her heart suddenly racing to deliver oxygen to her brain. Her vision falters as a rapidly encroaching grayness pushes its way in from the periphery of her sight, forcing her to clench her eyes tight shut.
Bent over the tabletop, she dips her head down and waits for this lightheaded feeling to pass, hoping to prevent her collapse. Her empty stomach, seasick from the swaying, unstable world of her brain’s disorientation, threatens to bring up bile, but she holds it back, forcing her breathing into a deep, steady rhythm.
Outside the window, she can see flames already engulfing the building across the street, and she knows that her margin for error is slim. If she passes out—if she stumbles or falls—she risks succumbing to carbon monoxide poisoning long before the flames ever reach her, and the air is already chokingly thick, hot, and toxic.
Stinging from the intruding billows of smoke, her eyes fill with tears and she looks around the room to locate the nearest exit: a window at the back of the building. This second floor window backs out onto a small, stone-built courtyard that’s not yet touched by the fire.
Exploring the hallway, she finds an Old World fire extinguisher mounted onto the wall. Thinking fast, she uses it to smash the glass in the window—her only escape—before dragging herself to the ledge. The outside air meets her welcoming lungs with a cool, crisp breeze as she clumsily positions herself, then drops down to the ground below.
Crack.
The landing lacks her usual finesse. The pain in her ankle overrides her reflexes, and her feet are increasingly unable to maintain a steady balance. She drops onto her knees. The unsettling swirl of the world returning to her, a Chimera bolts out of a doorway on the other side of the courtyard, on fire and screaming in pain.
Another Chimera pushes out of the doorway behind it, unharmed but frightened. It spots Silver instantly, and she locks eyes with it, an instant surge of adrenalin preparing her for an attack.
Relax.
Terrified beyond the capacity for rational thought, the Chimera chooses to move on, darting away from its dying friend and off into the smoke filled streets. Relieved, Silver tries to pick herself back up off the ground, but she’s too weak. The last of her energy expended, she feels the approach of darkness as it sweeps over her again, and this time, she’s powerless to stop it.
She collapses, falling back into unconsciousness.
 
*************************
 
Alex throws open the door into the Governor’s board room, interrupting a meeting between the Governor and the man in the suit from the Division meet-and-greet. Red, having accepted the Deputy General position, is sitting at the Governor’s right.
Alex’s eyes drift from the Governor to the man in the suit, then to Red, then back to the Governor, and finally to the two security guards with their guns now aimed at his head.
Waving them off, the Governor rises from the table and fixes Alex with a fierce glare of outrage. “There’d better be a good reason for this intrusion, Deputy.”
“You have to call off the incineration.” He points at the man in the suit. “And he can fuck off.”
The Governor shakes her head. “That’s completely impossible. Why?”
“The Hunter General is out there.”
Realizing that this interruption is not one that’s likely to be easily swept away, the Governor sighs and looks somewhat apologetically toward the man in the suit. “You’re excused.”
“Are you serious?”
“We’ll resume this at a more appropriate time.”
Making his displeasure known, the suit snatches up his jacket and prepares for a gruff exit. “I’m not done with this.”
“I imagine not. Feel free to call my office and reschedule.”
He shoves roughly past Alex, and Alex happily closes the door behind him, slightly tapping his backside with it, making the door quite literally hit his ass on the way out.
“Is he for real?” Alex snorts.
“Are you?” the Governor draws the conversation back. “Where’s Silver?”
“I just told you: she’s in the Out District.”
“Doing what? For god’s sake, we just turned that place into an oven.”
Alex doesn’t wait for an invitation, and takes it upon himself to approach the table. “We have to stop it.”
Red shakes her head. “The city doesn’t have a water supply large enough to meet the demand of putting out a fire that big. And even if we did, we could never sanction such an action to save the life of just one person.”
“Why not? You’re looking for a promotion already, Deputy?” Alex growls.
The Governor holds up her hands to prevent them from bickering. “What’s already begun cannot be stopped. Never mind anything else, these were her orders. So until I see a corpse, she’s still the Hunter General of this city and her orders will remain. Now, where precisely is she?”
Rather too boldly, and crossing all lines of propriety, Alex gets right in the Governor’s face. “Were you not listening?”
Instead of responding with a chastisement, which would be her prerogative, the Governor simply refuses to back down. “Aren’t you? Trace her tag. Where is she?”
“The signal’s being scrambled.”
“By whom? And how did this happen?”
“One of Phaeden’s old puppets, Ethan Raine. He’s the one who engineered the virus.”
“And where is this Ethan Raine now?”
“The morgue.”
“Old age?”
“Justice.”
Silence.
Maydevine bursts in on the room.
“Rein in your Deputy,” the Governor snaps at him.
“I apologize for the imposition, ma’am.”
“When you’re done cleaning up after him, make sure his trigger finger is under control before you let him out of your sight again. You understand?”
Red gets up from the table, making sure she’s heard. “Has anyone considered how Ethan Raine was able to transport the body of the Hunter General outside city walls without being detected?”
“Of course.” Alex nods. “He must’ve used the transport trucks.”
“If that’s the case, there must be some sort of collusion. An accomplice,” Red deduces. “The drivers have to sign off on the contents of any vehicle before they drive it out of the DDH, so he didn’t do this alone.”
A symphony rings out inside Alex’s head. “Carter!”



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

A Storm Comes
 
Alex finds Sterling Carter in the parking lot of the DDH transport bay. Flanked by two other Police Division Agents, their weapons already drawn, he sets on him.
Carter is alerted to their presence when the friends he’s with begin to back away, aware that something heavy is about to erupt. He spins around just in time to see Alex’s fist, a moment before it hits him in the face.
He hits the concrete, chipping a tooth.
Alex hauls him back up to his feet and throws him into the side of the nearest truck. Pressing him up against it, Alex forces Carter’s hands behind his back and cuffs him. The metal shackles pinch and scrape against his skin, forcing a wince of pain to crease his brow.
Alex flips him around and pins him against the truck.
“Sterling Carter, I’m arresting you on suspicion of conspiracy to commit murder, aiding and abetting in the kidnap of the Hunter General, and just generally for being a bit of a prick. You are hereby advised that your rights to citizenship have been suspended, pending a hearing to determine your sentence.”
“My sentence? You haven’t even proven my guilt.”
“I won’t have to. You’re going to confess.”
Alex pulls him away, taking more than a little pleasure in the public nature of the arrest. On the other side of the room, Maydevine’s deep in conversation with Luka, one hand resting on his shoulder.
As Alex draws near, Maydevine preempts his question.
“Kinsella’s coming, too.”
“What? No.”
“It’s not up for discussion.” Maydevine tips his head to Luka. “You’re driving.”
Luka acknowledges the order and leads the way outside, amidst a growing parade of photographers and journalists, each vying for one more tidbit of information than the other—anything to help their version of events make it to the front page.
Luka pushes and shoves his way through, ousting the usual driver from his seat behind the wheel of the Police Division van that’s been waiting there for Carter.
A crack of thunder rolls over the darkening sky as Alex drags Carter outside, Maydevine not far behind them. Wincing against the glare of flashbulbs, Alex doesn’t make it more than a few feet before he’s blindsided by a determined Celia.
“Is it true that she intentionally left McKean to die?”
Wrong question. Wrong time.
Alex explodes.
“I’m hauling the dishonorable former Deputy Commissioner away to the detainment corridor on an attempted murder charge, while the Hunter General’s missing—possibly dead—and your only concern is that she—my future wife—may not have done her absolute best to save the life of a traitor who tried to kill her?”
Celia doesn’t even try to respond; something in his words has silenced her.
Moments later, the first drops of rain begin to fall, and Alex bundles Carter into the back of the Police Divisions van. He shackles him down and takes a seat opposite him, soon joined by Maydevine.
Rain beats down on the roof of the van.
Maydevine casually lights up a cigarette. “More rain in one night than we’ve seen in six months.” A puff. “That’s what they’re saying.”
Alex won’t stop staring at Carter. “Good.”
Silence.
Within the first few hundred yards of their journey, Alex notices that they’ve already gone off course. Judging by the path they seem to be taking, they’re heading straight for the Fringe District.
Alex leans in to Maydevine. “Where’re we going?”
“We’re taking the scenic route.”
Now Carter starts to notice the deviation, and quickly becomes anxious. “This isn’t the way to the detainment corridor.”
More silence.
Sure enough, they hit the One Way Bridge.
Alex suddenly gets it, and he looks to Maydevine for confirmation.
“You’re not the only one here with balls, son.” Maydevine tosses his cigarette butt out of the window. “I don’t have a problem going off protocol, you know that. But at least I know how to do it without leaving behind a trail of bloody corpses. Not to mention witnesses.”
“Ethan Raine deserved what he got.”
“And I’m not arguing with you, but your methods are unrefined, to say the least.”
Every muscle in his body tense, Alex’s heart rate almost doubles when Luka pulls the van up in front of the enforcement bay.
Yes, that’s right.
The enforcement bay.
Carter realizes it and starts to panic. “No … you people can’t do this. I don’t care what I’ve done, this isn’t right!”
Nobody gives a shit.
Alex releases him from the seat and drags him out of the van, literally kicking and screaming. The intensity of the storm is growing now, and waves are crashing against the sea wall, splashing up over the railing and onto the road.
Luka swipes his wrist over the tag plate that secures the main entrance, and he lets them all inside. Carter refuses to walk and pulls backward, forcing Alex to grab hold of him by his handcuffs and pull him into the building.
Carter trips in the doorway and falls into the dirt, his face narrowly missing a hard, crusty pile of human feces, where the last victim of enforcement shit himself before being led up the staircase.
The man had sharted, and the chunky, wet, trickly ooze had slid down his pant legs and dripped out onto the floor around his ankles.
Alex kicks the crumbly pile of human waste into Carter’s face before picking him up and heaving him up the stairs. Not given a chance to get back on his feet, Carter is dragged up there on his ass, catching splinters and scrapes along the way, his head bashing against every step.
Luka watches, impressed. For an older man, Alex has real strength. There’s only six years between them, but Luka’s always thought of himself as the superior model of the male human form.
But he’s never seen Alex with his shirt off.
Alex drops Carter down in the middle of the enforcement bay floor.
Everything going according to his plan, Maydevine checks the clip in his gun.
Full.
“This is against regulation,” Carter barks at him.
Not bothered by his bitter attitude, Maydevine steps closer. “So is the kidnapping of the Hunter General.”
Carter looks for an escape route, but finds none. “I didn’t kidnap her. The only thing I’m guilty of is agreeing to look the other way.”
“Well, there’s that, and the murder of Jennifer McAllister.” Maydevine aims his gun at Carter’s head. “I’ve got a lot of different reasons to want to put a bullet in your head. Laying your hands upon my little girl just happens to be at the top of the list.”
Carter backs up, holding his hands in front of his face for some sort of protection, maybe also so that he won’t see the shot coming. “You don’t want to know where she is?”
Maydevine lowers his gun. “I did everything I could to help you, and you repaid me by trying to destroy everything I’ve worked so hard for. I think telling me where I can find my daughter’s corpse is the least you can do.”
Alex’s brow creases with intrigue at his boss’s choice of words, but Maydevine remains oblivious to it. For so many years, Alex has tried to convince Silver that Maydevine doesn’t measure her worth by her successes or failures, yet he implies now that her accomplishments are attributable to his own achievement in raising her. For the first time, Alex sees where her deep rooted cynicism of parenthood stems from.
Silence.
A subtle change in Carter’s expression reveals the briefest hint of regret. “Sector Twelve.” He drops his head. “We left her in Sector Twelve.”
Maydevine gives a sharp that’ll-do-pig nod, but he doesn’t raise his gun.
A bullet between the eyes would be too quick and painless, and that wouldn’t be satisfying at all. He holsters his gun and strikes Carter across the face before kicking him in the stomach.
Alex snatches a broom from the corner of the room and breaks off the handle.
Luka pulls out his knife.
While they take it in turns slowly beating him to death, dragging the punishment out, Alex goes over Carter’s words in his head.
Carter said ‘left’ not ‘dumped’.
Alex hangs on that like the last breath of life.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Sector Twelve
 
Dawn breaks over the horizon, and an unshaven, bedraggled Alex gets into the back of an open-top SUV—a Police Division vehicle, not usually intended for use in the Out District—and waits for the gate onto the City Bridge to open.
In his regulation Police Division uniform, he’d look like a real muffin were he not so utterly exhausted and overwhelmed. Two other Agents in full regulation uniform, including headgear, are in the front seats of the SUV. In front of their vehicle, an armored Hunter Division truck prepares to escort them into the Out District.
The rain has only just stopped, and the fires have been reduced to smoldering ashes and towers of smoke. Visible would’ve-been-refugee corpses from the hurried evacuation—those found to have been infected with the virus and dispatched—are nothing more than bones and dust.
Corpses of Chimera that tried to flee from the inferno lay scattered throughout the streets. Other Fusion and human corpses are scattered here and there. Either those who never made it to the scheduled evacuation on time, or had refused the offer of help.
As they arrive upon Sector Twelve, the convoy slows. The land designated as S12 is a small, one mile square chunk of Old World Manhattan not far from the gate, and they begin a systematic search of it. Crawling through the streets, searching for any signs of life amongst the shells of the Out District buildings, they concentrate their search in areas where the corpses are most abundant, on the basis that these areas more likely represent those in which the transport trucks would’ve dumped the evacuee corpses as fuel for the fire.
 Suddenly, the convoy stops.
 Mourning whines and whistles from a large pack of Chimera fill the hollow, crisp air, and the Hunters in the armored truck exit the vehicle with their weapons ready.
Following the sounds of the eerie, sing-song cries, they make their way toward a courtyard, surrounded on all sides by large brick buildings, creating a small horseshoe of protection from the fires. Alex gets out of the SUV and follows them inside.
As the Hunters breach the entrance to the courtyard, the Chimera—lucky survivors from the fire—move into a protective formation around their young. A few of the biggest and strongest males step forward from the group and make their own formation—one that indicates they’re ready for the hunt, and are eager to feed.
Strong and defensive, they start posturing. Swaggering their muscled bodies slowly from side to side, they rumble a guttural purring noise used to express dominance, but the Hunters are undeterred. Growing more anxious every second, the male Chimera begin to huff, and behind them, the agitated females open their mouths wide to display large, fierce teeth.
No match for the Hunters’ powerful weapons, they’re dispatched in seconds, leaving what remains of the protective formation—mainly females, and some younger males—vulnerable. The Hunters raise their weapons to strike again, but Alex holds them back. He steps closer toward the group of Chimera, noticing something unusual in their midst.
Behind the protective line, there are a handful of immature Chimera, frightened and cowering. One of the youngest is hiding behind something bigger than itself, curiously peeking its terrified head out above its protection for a split second, then diving behind it and out of sight.
Alex moves steadily toward it, the Chimera pack keeping a watchful eye on his progress. Any Chimera that moves offensively toward him is immediately dispatched by one of the Hunters behind him, and this keeps their attention strongly focused on the biggest threat to their safety: the men with guns.
Young Chimera scatter for the cover of their mothers as Alex disrupts their hideout. Kneeling on the wet asphalt, a thick layer of ash covering everything in sight, he reaches out with a shaky hand and wipes damp, dirty hair away from the creature lying motionless on the ground before him.
Brushing ash off her face with his thumb, Alex reveals what he already knew.
He’s found Silver.
Though her Hunter Division uniform is badly tattered, the rain has washed away much of the blood. He rolls her over onto her back, her left hand falling limply down to her side.
No engagement ring.
Reaching for her neck to feel for a pulse, he dislodges her Hunter Division dog tags that are caught beneath her Kevlar vest.
Ta-da!
On the chain with her tags, all smeared with dirt and her dried blood, is the engagement ring.
His stomach somersaults.
His heart goes into overdrive.
He presses two fingers against her neck, and …
Relief sweeps across his face, a tear running down his cheek. Picking her limp body up off the ground, he turns back to the Hunters behind him. “She’s alive.”
With rapid fire, the Hunters finish off the last of the Chimera, and Alex returns to the SUV with Silver in his arms. Not wanting to broach the subject with the Deputy Commissioner, one Hunter waits until he’s out of earshot before whispering to another of his colleagues.
“Why didn’t they kill her?”
True enough, the starving Chimera should’ve slaughtered her the moment they found her.
In any case, just minutes later, the convoy passes back over the City Bridge. From the watchtower, Maydevine and the Governor watch with bated breath as Alex steps out of the SUV with Silver’s body in his arms.
Awaiting him is an ambulance, and the coroner’s van. Nobody was sure which one to send, so they sent both.
Alex delivers Silver into the ambulance, and Maydevine reminds himself to breathe. As the ambulance speeds off to Western Point, its sirens blaring, the Governor sighs with that seems like relief.
If Maydevine catches it, he doesn’t press her on it.
“I can’t do this anymore,” he announces. “You’ll have my resignation on your desk in the morning.”
Unwilling to enter into a dialogue with her, he tosses his cigarette over the edge of the tower and makes his exit, leaving her dumbfounded.
 
*************************
 
For the second time, Alex keeps a vigil by Silver’s bedside. A doctor stirs him from an uncomfortable half-sleep when he comes into the room to check on her, and Alex recognizes him as the same doctor who saw her the first time she was admitted.
“She’s going to be fine, you know.” The doctor smiles at him.
“Yeah? I’ve heard that before.”
“She lost a lot of blood and she was badly dehydrated, but her blood pressure’s stabilized and she could wake up at any time.” He flicks through her chart. “She shouldn’t sustain any permanent damage, although she will need to take it easy for the next few weeks.”
“Good luck with that.” Alex smirks.
“Nothing was broken, but her left ankle was badly sprained. If she doesn’t keep off it, and let it heal, she could do more damage to it.”
“I’ll let you be the one to tell her she’s on bed rest, because she’ll be thrilled.”
“I’ll remember to get an armed guard.” The doctor drops her chart back into its slot at the foot of her bed. “I do need to borrow you for just one moment, though. If you wouldn’t mind.”
“What for?”
“There’s some paperwork in my office that requires a signature.”
“Can’t it wait?”
“Not really.” The doctor shakes his head. “I need someone to sign off on her aftercare so that I can start preparing her discharge papers.”
Eager to get her home, Alex nods. “Okay.”
He follows the doctor out of the room, glancing back at Silver over his shoulder.
No sooner have they left than the Governor slips into the room, watching to make sure she hasn’t been seen. Sitting down on the edge of the bed, she reaches out and lays a hand on Silver’s shoulder, gently shaking her.
“Silver.”
Silver doesn’t stir.
More shaking. “Silver.”
Silver begins to move in the bed, trying to roll away from the shaking, but the Governor holds her firm, forcing her into consciousness.
“Silver, we have very little time.”
Silver opens her eyes and looks around the room, trying to fathom out her surroundings. “What happened?” She searches the room for a familiar face. “Where’s Alex?”
The Governor tries to settle her. “He’s fine. He found you and brought you back here. You need to listen to me, Silver.”
“Where is he?”
“He’ll be back soon, but I need you to pay very close attention to what I’m about to tell you.”
“Why? What is it? Where’s Ethan Raine?”
The Governor has a poor bedside manner, and can’t hide her frustration. “He’s dead,” she snaps.
Silver tries to sit up, but the Governor holds her down with surprising force.
“What do you want?” Silver eyes her potential assailant with caution, caught off-guard by her strength.
“I know that Alex hasn’t told you because he’s scared and he doesn’t know how, and he doesn’t know what it means. None of them do.”
“What are you talking about?”
“It’s in your medical file: the truth about what happened to you when you were infected.”
“No …” Silver shakes her head, not wanting to listen. “I want to see Alex.”
The Governor continues to hold Silver against the bed with a firm and steady hand. Averting her eyes from Silver momentarily, she removes her contact lenses.
Silver almost dies on the spot.
The Governor’s gleaming, bright violet eyes are shining back at her.
Undoubtedly Fusion.
“You’re a part of this now.” The Governor exudes such great pride.
Silver tries to back up, but she has nowhere to go and the Governor leans in closer, forcing her full attention.
“Welcome to the dawn of a new age, General.”
 





 
 
 
 
 
 
EPILOGUE
 



CHAPTER  Ø

A Prelude
 
The Sentinel District
Amaranthe, 2349 CE
– One Year Later
 
A Sentinel District apartment.
A bedroom.
In it: Silver and Alex.
Silver, bedraggled and tired, is standing at the foot of the bed while Alex, beaten and bruised, his knuckles and his wedding ring smeared with blood, lights up a cigarette.
Silence.
Then, a noise.
A buzzing.
A distant hum, growing closer; growing louder.
A strange vibration gently shakes the floor beneath their feet.
Silver and Alex share a look.
“What the fuck is that?” she asks the engineering expert.
Alex shakes his head.
Moments later, stepping out onto the balcony, they look up into the sky.
Above the city, below the clouds but above the rooftops, three Old World military helicopters—Chinooks, with large Union Jack flags spray painted on their undercarriage—are approaching at great speed. Silver and Alex turn to each other, Silver already striking conclusions in her head.
“This can’t be good.”
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