
        
            
                
            
        

    
SILVER:
A New Age Dawns
 
 
Written By
 
Keira Michelle Telford
 





 
 
Copyright © Keira Michelle Telford 2012
Venatic Press
All Rights Reserved
 
 
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination, or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.
 
 
Chimera & Cover Artwork by
Kitt Lapeña

www.facebook.com/scarypet
scarypet.deviantart.com
 





 
 
 
Other Books in the Series…
 
SILVER: Acheron (A River of Pain)
SILVER: The Lost & Damned
SILVER: Entropy
 





 
 
WWW.ELLACROSS.COM

JOIN THE FIGHT
 





 
Amaranthe & Surrounding Area
(Circa 2349 CE)
 
 






 
Chimera
 

 
 





 
 
 
PROLOGUE



CHAPTER ZERO

I Am What I Am
 
Leonine District (3rd Reclamation Territory) 
Amaranthe, 2349 CE
– Present Day
 
Purge fluid oozes through the cargo net and drips down onto dew covered blades of grass beneath.
Hoisted into the air with steel rope and suspended between two metal rods, the net hangs six feet off the ground. Inside it, three human corpses slowly rot. Rats have found the feast and they scale the rods, tightrope walking over the steel wire to get to the meal inside.
But the lure isn’t meant for them.
The corpse on the bottom is in black putrefaction: the stage of decay in which the flesh is slipping off the bone and the innards have turned to mush. Loose, black, wrinkled skin sags through the holes in the cargo net, beginning to tear. Where the flesh is already torn, the juicy purge fluids leak out.
The rats love it, but so do elderly Chimera. Losing their teeth due to age and bad dental hygiene, the decaying meat is easy to pull apart and the fluids can be lapped up without the need to chew.
The next body in the cargo net is green. In the stage before black putrefaction, the purge fluids are still mostly contained within the body. Some intestinal fluids have begun to leak out through the anus, but the body is still in full bloat.
Swollen to twice its original size around the torso and lower abdomen, the corpse looks like an ugly balloon, waiting to be popped. Baby Chimera love this stage of decay. Their small talons can pierce the skin easily, and the insides are gooey and warm, fermenting for many weeks inside the human shell of an oven.
The third body is fresh.
Pale skin is blanched, and rigor hasn’t yet subsided. Male Chimera and healthy adult females crave the taste of fresh meat. There are more nutrients in it, and the males need the protein for energy to hunt, and to support their considerable muscle mass.
Of course, first, they have to figure out how to get it down. Pawing at it from the ground, the cargo net is just out of their reach. They whimper and whine, one Chimera shrilling into the air to draw in others of their kind.
But the meat isn’t the only lure.
Testing out a new kind of bait, the Hunter Division has synthesized a Chimeran estrus pheromone. Atop the metal rods, a diffuser emits the pheromone into the air, drawing all sexually mature males toward this very spot.
And it works.
Horny males, their penises already erect, their testicles swollen with anticipation, swagger around looking for receptive females. When they find one, they fight over her. Two live-or-die brawls are already taking place just a few feet away from the cargo net. Just a few feet away from Silver.
In the ruins of Old World Manhattan, Silver’s standing in the southwest corner of what was once a park. A long time ago, it was called Central Park. Soon, it will become the Leonine District. For now, it’s an Out District wasteland, populated with Chimera.
And Silver is alone.
Watching them.
Her regulation Hunter Division boots are muddy and scuffed, but the rest of her uniform is pristine. As usual, her regulation helmet is conspicuously absent.
Standing perfectly still, the Chimera—distracted by the rotting meat and the stench of sexual readiness—are oblivious to her presence. One lonely male, unable to find a willing mate, his undersized erect penis dribbling pre-ejaculatory fluid onto the ground, rubs himself against a tree stump for sexual gratification.
Another male, equally frustrated by the lack of suitable females, mounts another male—a younger, weaker male—and forces himself inside the other’s asshole. The younger male shrieks in pain and digs his talons into the dirt, blood dripping from his mouth as he bites down on his own tongue.
Silver looks away.
As the first rays of dawn break over the crumbling remains of humanity, a breeze ripples through the air and her scent is carried into the nostrils of any Chimera standing downwind.
The male on the tree stump ejaculates and collapses into his own mess. He’ll be out cold for a few minutes. Meanwhile, the dominant male of the other fornicating pair is momentarily distracted by Silver, and the younger male exploits the chance to get free.
He bucks, kicking the other male in the testicles, then pulls forward. The other male loses his balance and falls back, tearing the younger male’s asshole open as he quickly withdraws, spraying his load into the air—and his own face—as he tumbles to the ground unconscious.
A baby Chimera is the first one to take a proper interest in Silver.
By the others, she’s almost completely ignored.
There have to be thirty Chimera within eyeshot, but none of them offer her even so much as a glance. One young female, utterly disinterested, yawns and lies down on the soft grass.
A single tear rolls down Silver’s cheek.
They should all be huffing and posturing and preparing for an attack.
They should be eager to feed.
The baby Chimera runs toward her feet, enticing her to play.
She kicks it away, dropping cross-legged onto the damp, crisp morning earth. Her head hung low, another tear escapes. She wipes it away with the back of her hand and reaches for her hunting knife.
Pulling the blade from its sheath, she admires the sharp, clean steel. This weapon, bathed in the blood of victory a thousand times before, begins to glisten with her own blood as she runs it deep against the palm of her already scarred hand.
Dark red liquid spills from the fresh wound and stains the ground below. It rolls delicately down individual blades of grass in tiny, perfect droplets and quickly soaks into the thirsty dirt. A daisy’s petals catch the droplets like rain, holding them on their surface like tiny oceans.
Still, the Chimera do not come.
They raise their noses into the air, acknowledging that blood has been shed, but they make no attempt to attack … until one young female from the back of the pack gets to her feet. It’s an adolescent, perhaps only eighteen months of age. Shy at first, it smells the air and approaches Silver with its head placed submissively low to the ground.
Silver senses the movement and looks up at the Chimera, her vision blurred by tears. Crawling forward, the Chimera lies down at Silver’s feet and reaches out its neck toward her bleeding hand.
Silver doesn’t even flinch.
The Chimera pushes its nose against Silver’s palm, smearing her blood all over its face, and Silver waits for the grin of teeth about to bite, or the first snarl of intent.
She’s disappointed.
At first, the Chimera’s eager tongue explores the blood upon its own lips, licking itself clean. Then, it nuzzles itself back into Silver’s wounded palm, lapping up the blood with as much tenderness and care that a monster could ever possess.
Silver withdraws her hand from the beast and breaks down into countless, uncontrollable tears. She pushes the animal away and gets to her feet while it cowers in fear before her, soon running for the safety of its mother.
Silver turns and walks away. As she makes her exit from the park, a massive herd of Chimera parts in front of her, showing displays of deference all around. Stepping into the street, she pulls a small object from her vest pocket.
A remote detonator.
Wiping the tears away from her eyes and drawing up strength back into herself, she pushes the button. Behind her, Old World Central Park is decimated by a series of C-4 explosions, and the Chimera within it are blown to pieces. The air is filled with their dying howls, echoing in the empty Old World streets as Silver makes her way back toward the Sentinel District.
The Third Reclamation is now well underway.






 
 
 
 
PART ONE

Action



CHAPTER ONE

Disconnect
 
The Sentinel District 
Amaranthe, 2349 CE
– Present Day
 
Alex checks his watch for the hundredth time.
Forty minutes ago, the explosion in the Leonine District shook the foundations of the Dual Division Headquarters where he was prepping his Agents for the day shift, and it hadn’t taken him long to isolate the cause: Silver.
She should be back by now, and he’s about thirty seconds away from picking up the phone to the Deputy General—Rachel ‘Red’ Jenkins—and insisting that she send in some reinforcements.
Twenty …
Fifteen …
Ten …
When at last his continued patience is rewarded with the creaking and grinding of the rising gate to the Bin—the containment area between the external and internal city gates—he’s flooded with relief, quickly followed by anger.
He folds his arms and waits for her at the head of a small group of armed Police Division Agents, all standing in formation in front of their armored trucks, facing the gate. As Silver emerges, Alex’s jaw tightens. He locks eyes with her, hoping for a pleasant exchange of words, but prepared for a fight.
She looks him up and down and his appearance makes her visibly tense. In fact, she becomes nauseous at the very first glance of him. She can’t help it. Finding him dressed in the expensive tailored suit and shined leather shoes that have become commonplace of late, he lacks any semblance of the heart-swelling virility that a Police Division combat uniform might provide. Her stomach fails to perform even the faintest hint of a somersault.
Not even a weak tumble.
Every inch of him is immaculately groomed, and it seems as though he looks less and less like himself every day. His salt-and-pepper hair, the gray now slowly overtaking the black, is usually perfectly unkempt, but today it’s seen the teeth of a comb. He’s clean shaven, and the scent of his cologne drifts into Silver’s nostrils on the breeze. It masks the odor of a late night spent in a bar, and of all the debauchery that comes with it.
Masks it, but doesn’t eliminate it.
She tries to conceal a sudden swell of revulsion at the thought of it, but she can tell by Alex’s clenched teeth that her attempts to hide her emotions have failed. He can read her too well. He can see that she’s repulsed by him, though he doesn’t know the reason why. He doesn’t know how acute her senses have become in recent months.
He doesn’t realize how she’s come to expect to find the stink of dishonesty lingering on his clothing beneath the cover up of cigarettes, or to see the same sour expression on his face every time he looks at her.
He’s not the man she fell in love with.
He’s not the man she married.
She tries to move past him without offering him any acknowledgement, but he has other ideas. He reaches out and grabs her by the arm with force, jerking her roughly back in toward him.
“You broke protocol.”
Silver shakes her arm free. “It’s not the first time.”
Noticing the blood, he reaches out for her hand, but she evades his clumsy solicitation of closeness with ease.
“What happened to you?” His voice is softer now, more concerned than angry.
“Nothing a few stitches can’t fix, Commissioner.” She puts emphasis on his title, throwing in more than a touch of disdain.
The last waves of anger begin to dissipate from his hazelnut eyes as he pins his gaze on her injured hand, her blood dripping onto the asphalt. He feels concern, but all Silver sees is pity. Her own eyes betray the remnants of her hopeless tears, and a persistent sadness that she hasn’t been able to shake in months.
He can tell that she’s been crying, but she doesn’t give him the opportunity to engage her on the subject. Instead, she pushes past him and storms briskly away, leaving him alone, and with the eyes of his staff fixed unwaveringly upon him.
Planting his hands on his hips, he knows he can’t go after her. His men await his orders, and even if he could leave, she’d only push him further away.
“Tell the Governor the detonation was successful.” He sighs. “Prepare for the next phase of reclamation.”
 
*************************
 
Back at home, her self-mutilated hand now expertly bandaged, and all the blood washed off her simple, sterling silver wedding band, Silver tosses her weapons onto the kitchen table, followed by her jacket and Kevlar vest. She rummages around in the fridge, poking around behind leftover meat, cheese and bread, seeking out something to quench her thirst.
A bottle of water.
She downs half the bottle before she hears the front door open and slam shut.
Alex is home.
Appearing in the kitchen behind her, “What was that?”
She ignores him.
“Why all the attitude you gave me at the gate?” he persists. “I thought we were over this.”
“I guess not.”
Silence.
Agitated, Alex subconsciously fidgets with his wedding ring: a sterling silver band with an Ella Cross symbol engraved into it. “The detonation wasn’t scheduled until this afternoon.”
Silver shrugs. “You get a higher kill rate at dawn.”
“No shit. You don’t have to tell me that—that’s Hunter Division 101—but you were the one who made the schedule, General.” He growls out her title with the same contempt she showed his earlier.
“Oops.”
She tries to take another sip of the water, but her nonchalance is pissing Alex off. He strides over to her and snatches the bottle out of her hand, accidentally spilling some on himself.
“You think I’m new here, Silver? You think I don’t know you? You wanted to be out there alone, that much is clear. My only questions is—” He cuts himself off, smelling something on his fingers. “Wait, what is this?” He sniffs the bottle, then takes a sip.
Rum.
He tosses it in the sink, pouring the rest of it down the drain. “It’s eight o’clock in the morning, for god’s sake.” He leans on the sink, exasperated. “What’re you doing to yourself?”
She doesn’t answer.
He turns back to face her. “Do you even care?”
She does. He can tell by the tears in her eyes.
Risking rejection, he reaches out for her shoulders. “What were you doing in the Leonine District by yourself?”
“Conducting an experiment.”
He takes her wounded hand in his. “What kind of experiment?”
Defensive, she pulls back her hand. “I don’t report to you.”
“Fair enough, but I’m not asking you because I’m the Chief of Police.”
“No?”
“No.” He cups her face in his hands. “I’m asking you because I’m your husband.”
Her tears almost break free.
Almost.
He scoops up her bandaged hand again. “What did you do out there?”
This time, she lets him inspect the wound.
“I had a minor disagreement with a sharp object.”
“You did this to yourself?”
“Is that what I said?”
She doesn’t have to; Alex has seen it before.
The same cut along the same old scar.
“Silver …”
“What do you think I am, Alex?”
He looks at her for clarification of the question. “You’re my wife.”
Silver shakes her head, staring down at her feet. “That’s not what I meant.”
“I know what you meant.”
The tears finally fall. “They should’ve tried to kill me. Why didn’t they try to …”
Alex lifts her head up to face him. “You’re my wife. Nothing else matters.”
Silver sweeps his hand away. “It does to me.”
Disappearing into another room, she leaves him alone with a flurry of concerns. Itching for relief of the tension building within him, he reaches for cigarettes and a lighter and steps out onto the balcony.
Lighting up his fifth cigarette of the day, his cell phone begins to ring.
He answers it. “What’s up, boss?”
“I’m not your boss,” Maydevine’s deep voice booms back at him.
“Whatever you say, boss.” Alex smirks.
“You got some time today?”
“Well, Silver finished up in Sector Thirty-nine ahead of schedule.” A puff of the cigarette. “I’ve got a few hours to kill before the paperwork is due for the next phase of reclamation.”
“Good. I have something to show you.”
“Will I go blind if I look at it?”
“Probably not.”
“Ooh, an element of risk. I like that.”
“Are you coming or not?”
“I’ll be right there.”
By the time Silver gets out of the shower, he’s already gone.



CHAPTER TWO

Deception
 
Silver, now casually dressed in civilian clothes, answers the door to the Deputy Commissioner.
Luka Kinsella.
The sandy-haired, green-eyed boy who’d been the first ever to hold her hand. In build and height, he and Alex are almost identical. Both are fine specimens of manhood, though Luka is almost a decade younger and his hair shows no hint of turning gray.
“Morning, sunshine.” He grins at Silver.
“Is it? Still?”
Luka checks his watch for confirmation. “‘Fraid so.”
Reluctant to invite him inside, Silver stands in the doorway and bars his entry. Assuming that he’s come to see Alex, she’s quick to set him straight.
“He’s not here.”
“I know.” Luka leans up against the doorframe. “He’s with Maydevine.”
“Again?”
“You didn’t know?”
Silver shrugs, realizing that she’s grown accustomed to the predictability of Alex’s behavior in recent months. “It would’ve been my first guess.” She looks up and down the hallway outside the apartment, making sure it’s empty. “You should hurry the hell up and get out of here before someone sees you. Neither one of us can afford another little indiscretion right now.”
“Let me in.”
“Are you deaf? We can’t be alone together, Luka. You know that.”
“Where was that voice of reason the other night? Besides, I have legitimate Police Division grounds to be here this time.”
Silver hesitates. At the sound of a neighbor’s front door beginning to open, she panics. She grabs Luka by the shirt and hauls him inside, slamming the door shut behind him. He’s grinning from ear to ear, but she’s not about to let him get too comfortable.
“Make it quick,” she warns him. “I have to get ready for work.”
Luka’s brow furrows. “You’re pulling another double? Why? Is Red sick or something?”
“Sick of paperwork.” Silver putters about getting ready for work. “Over the last few weeks, I’ve come to realize that sleeping is a privilege reserved for those Omega departments not currently running three weeks behind schedule.”
As she steps into the bedroom to change, leaving the door slightly ajar, Luka hovers in the living room. A full length mirror hanging on the wall in front of him bounces Silver’s reflection back into his eyes as she takes off her civilian clothes and slips into her regulation Hunter Division uniform.
All too aware of the increasingly thin line he walks on with his boss’s wife, Luka averts his eyes. His hands shoved deep inside his pockets, like a school boy facing the cane, he dips his head and convinces himself that the periphery of his vision is a safe zone.
Watching her from the corner of his eye, he suppresses his arousal at the fleeting sight of her naked breasts.
“I thought your old man retired?” He tries to distract himself with conversation. “What do he and Alex do all day together? Play checkers?”
“I have no idea.” Silver re-enters the room in Division cargo pants and a tight-fitting undershirt.
In truth, she does have some idea.
Her burgeoning Fusion senses are crystal clear, and she can tell almost precisely where Alex has been just by the smell of him. Likewise, she knows that Luka wasn’t alone when he awoke this morning: she can smell sex on him.
Sex and perfume.
A different kind of perfume than the last time she saw him.
Still up to his old tricks, Silver thinks, dismissing it.
Seeking a change of subject, his tie catches her attention. It’s one of many in the trademark collection of crude cartoon patterns that he’s acquired since his promotion to Deputy.
“Nice tie,” she deflects.
“Thanks. It’s one of my favorites.” He grins.
Meow.
Alex’s cat appears in the doorway.
Ella.
Small Ella.
SmEllie.
She ambles into the room and targets Luka instantly, rubbing up against his ankles, purring softly. He tries to shoo her away, but she persists.
“Your cat has attachment issues.” He tries to side-step around her, but she follows him.
“She likes you.” Silver giggles. “Take her home.”
Luka laughs. “Yeah, nice try.”
Trying to dodge the cat, Luka stumbles against a side table and almost knocks a framed picture onto the floor. He catches it just in time. It’s a picture of the Hunter Division Academy graduating class of 2331.
“Hey, look at us.”
In the picture, Luka is in the front row with Silver. Alex, their supervising instructor, is at the back of the group. Luka replaces the picture on the table.
“Seems like a helluva long time ago.”
Silver grabs her boots and drops onto the couch. “And after all the blood and sweat, you chose the Police Division anyway.”
“Yeah, well, I live with the consequences of that every day.”
Silver laces up her boots. “I know what that feels like.”
“Regrets?”
“Plenty.” She gets up off the couch and stretches, her shoulders popping. “Did you want something, Luka?”
“Same thing you want, I think.” He bites anxiously on his lower lip.
Silver raises an eyebrow. “A healthy dose of vodka and a bit of a rough fuck on the kitchen table?”
Caught off-guard by that, it takes Luka a second or two to respond. “That’s actually not what I had in mind, but I’m flexible.”
Silver laughs that off. “I’d settle for just the vodka, thanks.”
“I’d settle for just the—”
“Luka.” She stops him. “I was joking.”
“I wasn’t.” He winks.
Silence.
Silver holsters her weapons. “Alex would punch you out if he found you here alone with me. You know that, right?”
“I’ll risk it.”
“Luka … it took him so long to trust you as much as he does. Please, don’t go out of your way to blow the relationship you’ve built with him.”
“As I said before, you didn’t seem too worried about that last week.”
Silver rolls her eyes. “I wasn’t thinking clearly, and you took advantage of that.”
“Oh, come on. You weren’t that drunk.”
“I was drunk enough that I let you into my home after midnight and spent the next four hours with you, while my husband was …”
She can’t finish that sentence. She has no idea where Alex was that night, and that’s why she’d embraced Luka’s company so easily, even though she knew she shouldn’t. She’d started drowning herself in a bottle long before he ever knocked on her door.
He was a welcome distraction.
“Not where he should’ve been,” Luka finishes for her.
“I’m sure he was with Maydevine.”
“While you were alone in bed.”
Silence.
Luka reaches out to her, stroking the back of his hand against her cheek. “What man in his right mind would ever leave you alone like that?” Rhetorical.
Silver almost lets herself get caught up in his eyes, but she can smell another woman under his fingernails and pushes his hand away, moderately disgusted. “It should never have happened. What you and I did that night … it was a mistake.”
“Really? You wanna look me in the eyes and say that?”
She can’t.
Staring at the floor, “We agreed it was just a one-time thing. Remember? For old times’ sake.”
“Bullshit. I can’t stop thinking about it and neither can you.”
“You promised you wouldn’t do this, Luka.”
He takes a step closer to her. “Do what?”
“Make a big deal out of it.”
“Yet you’re not stopping me.”
Deeply conflicted, Silver turns her back on him. “We can’t do this again, Luka. I’m sorry. It’s too risky.”
“I miss you, Silver.” He begins to stroke her arm. “We used to be so close.”
“Too close, Luka. That’s the point.” She shrugs him away.
“You want this,” he pushes.
“You have no idea what you’re asking.”
“You’re wrong.”
“You’re out of your mind.” Silver spins back around to face him. “If he knew even half the stuff we’ve done together, he’d—”
“No-one will find out. I promise.” Luka zips his mouth shut.
“Everything we did in the Fringe …”
“Ancient history.”
“We’d both be risking our jobs.”
“Where’s your sense of fun?”
“Buried deep beneath my sense of responsibility.” Silver sighs. “Look, if anything happened, we’d both be in a whole lot of trouble. Alex would kill me, or you, or both of us. It’s just not worth the risk.”
“He’s my boss, not my father.”
Silver tries to hold onto sense and reason, but the reserve supply she’s been clutching is quickly depleting.
“And he’s not yours either,” Luka presses.
Silver shakes her head. “You know how I feel about this, Luka.”
“Yes, I do. That’s why I’m being so persistent.”
Silver’s weakening. He’s wearing her down.
“Won’t anyone notice that you’re gone?”
“The city’s in order. The streets are patrolled, and to be frank, the Fringers don’t take up nearly as much of our time since you got yourself repatriated.”
“Asshole.” Silver laughs, shoving him playfully in the shoulder. “But seriously, with Alex AWOL, you’re the senior Agent in charge.”
“His absence does nothing to change the fact that it’s my day off.” Luka grins.
“Agents get days off?”
“I’ve tried telling Alex, but he doesn’t listen.”
“He has a selective hearing problem. Wasn’t he supposed to take on the Sector Eighteen rebuild today? On the Governor’s order?”
“Rain halted the rebuild. No-one’s been in that sector for over a week.”
“I bet the Governor’s thrilled.”
Luka shrugs. “At least the uncooperative weather is nobody’s fault. However pissed she is now, it’s nothing compared to how ballistic things are going to get when she sees the assignment sheets for the rest of the week.”
“Those sheets aren’t due to be released until tomorrow morning.” Silver frowns. “How could you possibly have seen them already?”
Luka digs a sleek black PDA out of his jacket pocket. “The excuse I’m going to use to explain why I came over here this morning, if anyone traces my tag.” He hands it to her. “It belongs to Alex.”
“Why do you have it?”
“Last time I saw him, we were in a meeting with the armory department, discussing plans for weapons upgrades in the Police Division. I must’ve picked his up by mistake. He probably has mine. I didn’t even notice the switch until I went to e-file a report to the Governor’s office and stumbled onto the assignment sheets instead. They’re programmed to auto-release tomorrow morning.”
“And?”
“Between you and me?”
Silver nods her assurance.
“As of tomorrow, Alex is reassigning me to the Sector Eighteen rebuild.”
Silver’s frown deepens. “He can’t do that. That’s a direct violation of the Governor’s order.”
Luka shrugs. “I’m sure he knows what he’s doing.”
“That’s wishful thinking,” Silver sneers, handing him back the PDA. “And I’m sure you’ll see him before I will, so you can give this back to him yourself.”
Luka puts it back in his jacket for safe keeping and leans up against the wall beside her, his hands in his pockets and concern in his eyes. “Do I sense a hint of disharmony in the King-Cross household?”
Silver hesitates to answer, uncertain whether or not she should further blur the lines of what should be a purely professional relationship with the intimate details of her personal life.
She settles on: “It’s complicated.”
“You’re fighting?”
“He told you?”
“He doesn’t have to. You only ever flirt with me when you’re fighting.”
Silence folds over them again, and Luka pounces on her raw vulnerability.
“I think you could use some friendly company today.”
A hand slips out of his pocket to poke her gently in the ribs, trying to elicit a response. She bats his hand away, holding back a smile. Undeterred, he reaches out again and attempts a light tickle instead.
The smile breaks free.
Rewarded, his actions reinforced, his other hand joins in, targeting her ribs with determination. She pushes him away, but softly, letting him advance upon her again, slowly backing her up against the wall.
“You had fun before. I know you did.” He holds her there. “It’d break my heart if I found out you were faking.”
Silver can’t hold back the smile, and she doesn’t even try. “I don’t fake.”
Her final wall of defense slips away with a giggle as Smellie leaps off the sideboard onto Luka’s shoulders and begins rubbing herself up against his neck, still purring enthusiastically.
“I think she has a crush on you.” Silver smiles.
“I’ve gotta be honest with you, your cat’s kind of a whore.”
Silver picks Smellie up and deposits her back on the floor, aimed toward the kitchen. “It’s not my fault that my husband can’t keep his females in line.”
“I’ll tell him you said that.”
“He’ll give you a black eye.”
“In that case, if I’m getting beaten up regardless, we’d better at least make it worthwhile.”
Silver looks at him, weighing him up, then hangs her head in defeat. “If we do this, you have to promise me something.”
“Anything.”
“Never tell Alex. He can never know. Once could be written off as a mistake, but twice … now it begins to look as if we’re making a habit out of it.”
“Whatever you say, General.” He crosses his heart.
“And don’t you dare make me regret this,” she adds. “Else I’ll kill you myself.”
“You couldn’t. You’d miss me.”
“Don’t count on it.” She shoves him away from her. “You know where the bedroom is. Now hurry up and get your clothes off. We don’t have much time.”
 



CHAPTER THREE

Divergence
 
Silver knocks on the door to the bedroom she shares with Alex, waiting a second or two before pushing it open and peering inside.
“You decent?”
Luka is fastening Alex’s Kevlar vest, putting the finishing touches to the Police Division combat uniform that’s been abandoned in the closet since Alex’s promotion to Commissioner.
“How do I look?” He beams.
Silver, swept up in a sudden wave of emotion, loses the smile she’s been trying so hard to keep pinned to her face. A sudden tightness in her chest draws her attention to the sense of unease rising up within her: a flourishing uncertainty that’s desperately unfamiliar. Running her eyes over the uniform, her stomach performs the obligatory—and recently conspicuously absent—somersault, her emotions tumbling into nausea when her gaze reaches the face of the man inside it.
Not Alex.
She crosses the room to Luka, brushing a sentimental hand across Alex’s embroidered name on the vest. Her palm flat against his chest, she can feel his heart beating beneath the layers of Kevlar.
“Nervous?” She looks up at him.
“Like the new kid in school.”
“Wanna back out?”
“What do you think?”
Silver hesitates, realizing that her touch has lingered. Self-conscious, she retracts her hand.
“Think I can pull it off?” he diffuses.
Silver reaches up and strokes her fingers against Luka’s cheek.
“You make for a pretty decent impersonation, but I’ve gotta say …” She pulls back her hand. “My old fella wears it better.”
“Your old fella’s gotta quit the habit.” Luka roots around in pockets, pulling out packets of cigarettes. “Seriously, they’re all over the place.” He pulls out a half empty packet from a pocket in the Kevlar vest. “You know what this pocket’s meant to be for? Medical supplies. So in a moment of crisis, your hubby would rather have a cigarette than save a limb.”
“He didn’t smoke as much when he was in the Hunter Division.”
“He’s smoked since he was eight.”
“Yeah, but not like this. And it’s been worse since Maydevine retired.” Silver scoops up all the cigarette packets and lighters, dumping them down on top of the dresser. “I don’t know why he’s so tense all the time. His behavior makes no sense to me lately.”
She feels Luka move in close behind her, his breath against her neck. He wraps his arms around her and holds himself close.
“Everything’s going to be okay, El.” He kisses the side of her head. “What’s on the cards for today?”
“Nothing like what we did before. That time, we just gate crashed a routine training exercise. This is going to be the real thing: a reclamation Sector I’ve never been in before. Are you really sure you’re up for this?”
“It’s routine extermination, right?”
Silver nods. “Hopefully nothing too out of the ordinary.”
“Hopefully?”
“Yeah, if you’re lucky. Otherwise, I’ll have to dispose of your corpse and then lie about it.” She peels herself away from him. “Now grab the helmet and let’s go.”
 
*************************
 
A naked woman lies on an unmade bed. The bed is old and broken, one corner of it propped up on bricks. Her breathing is erratic, and sweat’s beading on her skin. Her violet eyes roll back inside her skull, Alex watching her slow demise from the edge of the darkened room.
Unconcerned, he lights up a cigarette, his face devoid of any meaningful expression as the woman’s body goes limp.
 
*************************
 
Silver and Luka—his real identity disguised by the helmet—approach the ready and waiting Hunter Division in front of the Bin. As Silver leads Luka toward the principal vehicle in the convoy, she motions for the guards to open up the gates.
Silver is the only Hunter not wearing a helmet.
Luka leans in and tries to whisper to her. “Where’s your helmet? I thought they updated the safety regulations after some guy got his foot caught in the rope he was using to lasso a Chimera, and grated his face on the sidewalk for half a mile before the bolting creature finally broke free. He’d have lived if he were wearing a helmet.”
“The helmet impairs my vision. The better question is: what was that fool doing trying to turn the Hunter Division into a rodeo? Didn’t his mother ever teach him not to play with his food?”
 
*************************
 
Alex wraps up the body of the naked woman in the bed sheets while, behind him, Maydevine opens up the blinds and throws the window wide open. The window overlooks the ocean, with the Sentinel District visible in the distance.
Alex heaves the woman’s body off the bed and throws her over his shoulder, carrying her to the window where Maydevine helps him to toss her out like garbage.
They watch her corpse tumble down into the cold water below, the body cascading out of the bed sheet and sinking below the swell of the waves while the bed sheet bobs on the surface like a crinkled white flag of surrender.
Maydevine tips the ash from his cigarette over the ledge. “Do you think we should say a prayer?”
Alex shakes his head. “That’d only be a waste of a nice sentiment.”
“I wish we had something to believe in.” Maydevine sighs.
“We do. That’s why we’re here.”
            
*************************
 
In a broken down Old World building, Silver pushes Luka out of the way just in time to save him from a lunging Chimera. Instead of taking the hint, the Chimera, angered by her intervention, launches itself at her. It knocks her backwards and sends them both flying out of a second floor window.
Luka, terrified, scrambles to his feet and rushes to look out the window. “Are you okay?”
On the ground below, Silver gets to her feet and dusts herself off, snapping her elbow back into place. “Always.”
With military precision and a Hunter’s calm strength, she raises her weapon and fires a kill shot at the Chimera, who wasn’t quick enough to launch a secondary attack. Behind her, in another building, an explosion blows out all of the windows on the top floor, sending Chimera corpses flailing through the air like ugly paper dolls.
Silver catches Luka staring.
“Welcome back to the line, soldier.”
 
*************************
 
On a large wall calendar, Alex puts a red ‘x’ through today’s date. Underneath it, he notes: ARVD test #58. The days, weeks and months preceding it are dotted with similarly cryptic notations.
Staring blankly at the chart, he lights up another cigarette.
 
*************************
 
Silver watches an injured Chimera try to escape, its entrails oozing out onto the ground. Her bloody hunting knife drips fresh blood, splashing onto the toe of Luka’s boot as he bears witness to just a small fraction of her immeasurable cruelty.
After crawling only a few feet, the Chimera’s entrails become entangled in one of its hind legs. Instead of trying to shake the foot free, the Chimera reaches around itself and begins to chew on its own insides. Even when the foot’s free, the Chimera, easily distracted by the taste of flesh, continues to eat.
“You graduated with flying colors.” Silver catches Luka off-guard. “What made you request a Division transfer?”
“You don’t remember?”
“Fuck, it was over fifteen years ago. With all the kicks and liquor between then and now, you’re lucky I still remember my own name.”
Her expected candor momentarily throws him for a loop, and he forgets the original question.
“Well?” she insists. “Why’d you bail?”
He shrugs. “Why does a man do anything that he does?”
Silver wrinkles her brow at him. “Stupidity?”
“Maybe.” Luka laughs, nodding his head. “It was because of a girl after all.”
 
*************************
 
Alex pulls a bottle of Old World whiskey from the freezer in his secret Fringe District apartment. Sitting down at the kitchen table—which is nothing more than a sheet of corrugated plastic, stapled to a crude wood frame—he dusts off a chipped glass and pours himself a drink.
Wiping another glass off with his shirt, he pushes the glass and the bottle across the table toward Maydevine, who then inspects the bottle for quality.
“I thought we were waiting for a celebration before breaking open the good stuff?”
“Better to drink it than to let it go to waste.”
“You know what your problem is, son?” Maydevine pours himself a generous measure of the whiskey. “You’re impatient.”
“No.” Alex lights up a cigarette. “I give a shit, that’s all.”
“You think I don’t give a shit?”
“I didn’t say that.”
“Not explicitly.”
Silence.
“I’ll remind you again: you’re not the only one who loves her.” Maydevine pushes the bottle back toward Alex. “She’s my daughter. You think I don’t feel this pain?”
“We’re running out of time.” Alex runs a hand through his hair. “She’s distant.”
“She’s always been that way.”
“She’s reckless.”
“What’s new?”
“You don’t know what it’s like,” Alex snaps at him. “She’s tearing herself apart and I’ve got front row seats to the finale.”
“Well, it’s not over yet.” Maydevine finishes his drink. “And it’s your turn to pick up the meat for dinner.”
 
*************************
 
In the remains of an Old World restaurant, Silver dispatches a Chimera in one of the booths before giving in to the magnetic allure of the bar. A quick glance across the room assures her that Luka has everything under control on his end: crushing a Chimera’s neck with a broken chair leg.
She abandons her weapons on the bar and hops over it, beginning a search for booze. Most bottles were smashed or looted long ago, but some have managed to survive intact beneath the bar, caught up in the debris of a world that hasn’t existed for centuries. 
Luka, victorious, tosses the chair leg aside and looks around for his partner.
“Silver?”
A scuffling noise.
“Silver … ?”
More scuffles from behind the bar.
Luka approaches it with his gun drawn.
As Silver jumps up to face him, he almost discharges his primary weapon—an HK417 assault rifle—on her.
“Fuck!” He sets it on the bar, quickly raising his hands up in the air. “I thought you were—”
“I’m not.” She cracks open a bottle of rum. “Calm down.”
She takes a sip of the rum and offers it to Luka. At first, he declines.
“Do you always drink on the job?”
“No, the bar’s usually empty.” She smirks deviously. “Take your helmet off.”
“Anyone could walk in.”
Silver shakes her head. “We’re the only ones in this Sector right now. I made sure of that.”
Luka hesitates, but only briefly. He pulls off the claustrophobic helmet and sits down at the bar, accepting the bottle of rum the second time Silver pushes it toward him.
“This is wrong.” He takes a sip.
“So stop.”
He meets her gaze across the bar and nudges the bottle back toward her. “You first.”
“Not a chance.” She takes another sip. “I’m just getting started.”
She’s about to bring the bottle to her lips again, but Luka quickly covers her slender fingers with his hands and pries it out of her grasp.
“Does Alex know that you’re drinking again?”
Silence.
Luka can tell that he’s struck a raw nerve, and senses that Silver’s about to get defensive.
Her jaw tenses. “That doesn’t concern you.”
“When did you start?” he persists. “Was it that night we spent together? Or before?”
“I’m a big girl, Luka. I don’t need to have this talk with you.”
“Do you remember what it did to Alex the last time you went off the rails?”
“If you’re so concerned for his welfare, why don’t you tell him?”
“It’s not my place.”
“But it is your place to lecture me?”
“I’m trying to look out for you, that’s all. If you’ve got a problem—”
“I don’t,” she barks at him. “You’re talking about stuff that happened over a decade ago. This isn’t like it was before.”
“Are you sure?”
Silver snatches the bottle back from him. “Are you forgetting how many times you deliberately got me drunk in the Fringe? Are you forgetting about all the liquor you supplied me with? Or is it only okay for me to drink when there’s a chance I might spread my legs for you?”
“Silver, that’s not fair.”
“You’re no saint, Luka. You looked the other way when it suited you. Now you can either call me in for drinking on the clock, or you can lighten up and take advantage of how much fun I can be when I’ve got a little liquor in me. Your choice.”
 
*************************
 
Alex’s car is parked outside a nameless Fringe District den of iniquity. Inside, he sits at the bar, nursing a generous glass of something that closely resembles whiskey while a cigarette smolders in an ashtray beside him.
“Back again?”
The soft feminine voice jolts Alex out of a daydream, and he looks around see a young Fusion female smiling at him with bold, red lips. Her hair, dyed purple with platinum streaks, is shimmering with glittered hair mascara. She’s barely out of her teens, and she flaunts her perfect body with a push-up bra and tight, skimpy clothing. An electronic collar around her neck marks her as a Jade, number 042957: a Fusion prostitute.
Alex retrieves his cigarette from the ashtray. “Do I know you?”
“No.” She shakes her head. “But I’ve seen you around.”
“Yeah?” A puff of the cigarette.
“Uh-huh.” She takes a seat next to him. “You’ve met some of my friends.”
Alex takes a sip of his ‘whiskey’ drink. “Where’s your Handler?”
“Attending to some of his own business.” She nods to the corner of the room.
In the direction of her nod, a middle-aged man with a ponytail and a handlebar moustache is receiving an Olympic-quality blowjob from an underage Jade, while an older Jade accepts his hand up her shirt and his tongue in her mouth.
Alex’s attention is abruptly drawn away from the repugnant view when he feels the warmth of the young Jade’s hand upon his leg.
“What’s your name?” he ventures, placing a hand over hers.
His hand easily engulfs her tiny, delicate fingers, his touch preventing her further exploration of more intimate areas north of his knee.
“Anna.” She smiles, her eyes twinkling.
Without warning, she reaches for his other hand on the bar and slips her delicate fingers around his. Her pale skin leads Alex to conclude that she’s been a Jade for a long time—if not her whole adult life—locked up from the outside world and forced to work under the watchful eye of her Handler.
In the last year, the once underground business of Fusion prostitution has become alarmingly commonplace. Before the former Governor’s death, the occasional violet-eyed Jade was presumed to be wearing colored contact lenses, as many Jades did.
But not anymore.
Jades are no longer permitted to alter the appearance of their eyes, since that could be considered a deliberate misrepresentation of the merchandise. And in the wake of this new rule, Fusion Jades have quickly begun to dominate the market. Clients tend to prefer them for their increased stamina and dexterity, despite the higher rates their services command. With this in mind, Alex tries to remember how much money he has in his personal account.
All the while, Anna is gently stroking the back of his hand. Hoping to secure his business, she glides her exploring fingers around his cigarette, thieving it from him and putting it to her lips, taking a long pull from it. “You look like you could use some company.” She hands him back the cigarette.
“You think?” He ruffles a hand through his hair.
“Very much.” She leans toward him, her cleavage spilling out over the top of clothing that’s not intended for daytime wear.
“And what do you want in return?” He tastes her lipstick on the cigarette.
“Depends on the service.”
“I want everything.”
Anna’s eyes light up. “I’ll get my debit machine.” She teeters away in her high heels, reappearing moments later with a portable tag scanner.
“How much?” Alex asks, pulling back his sleeve to bare his wrist.
“A hundred.”
“Wow.” Alex finishes his cigarette. “You must be good.”
Anna takes his money and shrugs. “I’m tight, and if you take your time, I’ll get really wet.” She notices the wedding ring on his finger. “Your wife not putting out enough?”
Alex makes a big ‘zero’ with his hand, and in recent weeks, that’s been the truth … but it’s not Silver’s fault. Not completely. Neither of them has been around enough, and even when they do find themselves in the apartment at the same time, they exchange a few angry words and often spend the night apart.
He’s lonely, and he craves intimacy.
            
*************************
 
The now empty bottle of rum rolls off the bar and smashes into a thousand pieces on the trashed floor of the old restaurant, and echoes of distant laughter roll like thunder through the empty building.
On the roof, Silver and Luka are engaged in a pursuit—of each other, not Chimera.
A dangerous game of tag.
Silver darts perilously close to the edge of the building, her confident balance taking her within inches of the ledge and a deadly drop down below. Suddenly, Luka appears in front of her, running out from a doorway and colliding into her at full force, sending them both to the floor.
Silver, sandwiched between Luka and the floor, bursts into a giggle.
“Hi,” she whispers, their faces mere inches apart.
Before Luka can respond, an adult Chimera charges out from the same doorway. Running at full tilt, the animal has no time to stop. It uses Luka’s back as a spring board and leaps over their heads, skidding and tumbling to a clumsy halt at the edge of the roof.
Silver pushes a winded Luka off her, and hauls herself up off the floor as the animal chatters and postures at them from just a few feet away. She reaches for her gun, but finds her holster empty.
Her HK USP.
Downstairs.
On top of the bar.
“Damnit …”
Behind her, Luka is struggling to get his breath back. He manages to get his secondary weapon out of its holster, but can’t make a steady aim. Thinking fast, Silver dives down on top of him, accidentally elbowing him in the chest. She reaches for the gun, slips her hand over his, and takes aim against the animal that’s now barreling toward them.
She fires.
A perfect aim.
Three shots.
The Chimera falls.
 
*************************
 
In the parking lot at the back of the Fringe District bar, Alex leads Anna to his car.
She paws on him like a puppy, clinging to his arm. Reaching the car, Anna slips in front of him, slides her arms around his neck and holds herself close against him.
“Where do you wanna do this?”
Alex leans forward as if he might kiss her. Instead, he reaches behind her and opens the back door of his car. “Get in.”
Grinning, she gets into the car without hesitation. Alex looks cautiously around the parking lot, making sure he’s not seen, then slides into the back seat with her.
 
*************************
 
Releasing Luka’s hand, Silver lets her body relax against his. Leaning her head on his chest, she hides her face from him.
She’s ashamed.
She’s always taken unnecessary chances with her own life, and she’s never thought twice about it. Her reputation for recklessness is well documented, especially in recent months, but this is a new low for her. To risk the life of an inexperienced Police Division Agent—her best friend—is an inexcusable error of judgment.
She should’ve known better than to bring him out here.
Sensing her distress, Luka reaches an arm around her shoulders and tries to comfort her. “It’s okay.” He feigns being the hero. “I had your back the whole time.”
The words make Silver wince.
He’s no substitute for Alex.
 
*************************
 
In the back seat of Alex’s car, Anna wriggles out of her jacket and slips off her underwear, tossing them both into the rear foot wells of the battered Old World car that Alex has owned since he was eighteen.
He doesn’t even notice; he’s too busy searching for something in his pocket.
A condom, Anna assumes. “It’s okay.” She giggles. “You don’t need it.”
“No, trust me, I do.”
Undeterred by his insistence, she impedes his search by climbing onto his lap and straddling him. Pushing him back against the seat, she unhooks her bra at the front and displays her ample, firm breasts for him.
He can’t help but look.
It’s been almost fifteen years since he’s seen the naked breasts of a twenty-one-year-old, and he feels a slight tingle of arousal at the sight of her. Forcing himself to concentrate, he resumes the search of his pockets and finally hits gold.
A syringe.
Anna freezes, eyeing the needle with suspicion. “What’s that?”
“An upper.”
Anna’s no stranger to drugs, but she’s not used to taking them from a stranger. “What’s it gonna do?”
“Make it feel really good,” Alex entices her.
She seems uncertain, but she wants to trust him. Very slowly, she bares her arm for him, a faint look of worry creeping onto her face.
“It’ll be okay.” Alex sticks her with the needle. “I promise.”
In seconds, her limp body falls against him.
He pushes her off his lap, unintentionally smacking her head against the car door.
A crease of guilt stretches across his brow. “I’m sorry,” he whispers to her, withdrawing a small toolkit from beneath the driver’s seat.
Less than a minute later, Anna’s electronic collar is disabled and abandoned in the parking lot.
 
*************************
 
At the end of the day, Silver returns home with Luka. He hurriedly changes back into his own clothes, and she ushers him out of the apartment, eager to put this day behind her.
Lingering in the open doorway, Luka knows he should leave.
He doesn’t.
“You know, if you ever want to talk … whatever you’re going through with Alex, I—”
“Goodnight, Luka,” Silver cuts in before he even has time to complete the thought.
“Fair enough.” He leans in to kiss her on the cheek. “Goodnight.”
 
*************************
 
Alex returns home late and finds the apartment in darkness.
He calls out Silver’s name, but gets no answer. In the bedroom, he shrugs off his jacket and leaves his badge and weapon the dresser, next to a curious pile of cigarette packets.
Kicking off his shoes by the bed, his foot catches on something that’s almost completely hidden by the bed skirt.
He picks it up to inspect it.
A man’s tie.
It depicts a cartoon woman lying naked on a bed with an Old World policeman’s hat on her head. There’s a man screwing her. The caption: ‘fuck the police’.
Alex crumples the tie in his fist.
“Luka …”
 
*************************
 
In the dead of night, Silver perches herself on the highest point of the ruins of her old theater in the Fringe District. The remnants of her old life still lay scattered all around, burnt by the fire and scarred by the elements. The bed she and Alice used to share is now home to a nest of rodents, and one of Alice’s old negligees has been commandeered by a nesting bird in what remains of the rafters.
Alice had been wearing it the first time they’d fucked, Silver recalls, knocking back the last of a bottle of could-be-anything liquor that she’d salvaged from the theater’s corpse. She’s drunk now, just as she was then.
She’d returned home from an enforcement job—after taking a three-hour detour in a local bar—and found Alice waiting for her on the bed. She was naked beneath the thin fabric of the negligee, and nothing was hidden from Silver’s wandering eyes. It’d been months since she’d seen Luka and she was sexually frustrated.
Alice had sensed her despondency and quietly approached her at the foot of the bed. “I can make you feel better,” she’d whispered, locking her lips over Silver’s and coaxing Silver’s hand between her legs.
Long before that night, Alice had made it clear to Silver that she could have her in any way that she wanted. At times, she’d been positively seductive. She’d wanted to form an alliance with Silver from the very beginning, and it hadn’t taken her any time at all to discover Silver’s one weakness: loneliness.
She’d wanted Silver to care about her, and the night that Silver finally gave into her was a triumph of her determination.
“Manipulative bitch,” Silver mumbles, trying to bury the memory.
She hurls the empty liquor bottle at the bird’s nest, but misses. The bottle hits a crossbeam and shatters.
Silence.
She checks her invisible watch and determines that it’s still too early to go home. Quite deliberately, she routinely stays out until she knows that Alex will be asleep. She can’t stand the scents he brings home with him, and she won’t set foot in their home until he’s showered.
She’s lost track of the number of different cheap perfumes.
She’s lost track of the lies.



CHAPTER FOUR

Ad Mortem
 
Silver slips out of bed before dawn, leaving Alex still sound asleep. In the bathroom, she leans over the sink and splashes cold water on her face, trying to force herself awake.
The water soaks into the bandage on her hand: an unwelcome reminder of her distorted humanity. Hesitantly, she unwraps it.
Beneath the bandage, her wound is almost completely healed. Fresh pink skin is already sealing the deep gouge shut, and as she flexes her hand, she confirms a sad fact: she doesn’t need the bandage anymore.
Because of that, her mood is subdued and solemn as she turns on the shower and sheds her tank top and undies. Her body is covered with minor scrapes and bruises from yesterday’s escapades, but she knows that they’ll all be gone by the end of the day—fresh ones in their place.
The hot water from the shower scalds her skin, trickling down over a scar on her stomach. It’s an ever present and never-fading memento from her forced battle with three Chimera in the Fringe District, over a year ago. A battle that was deliberately conducted upon unfair terms, and silently orchestrated by an unworthy and cowardly opponent. A battle that she can’t remember, but one that the ugly marks on her body will never let her forget.
Alex is still sleeping when she dresses in her regulation Hunter Division uniform and slips quietly out of the bedroom. Her head pounding from last night’s liquor, she begins rifling through the kitchen cupboards in search of painkillers.
A few months ago, Alex had reconstructive surgery on the titanium plate in his hip. After almost twenty years of wear and tear, his femoral head finally had to be replaced with a fancy new prosthetic, and they’d given him prescription codeine pills to help combat the post-surgical pain.
He’d refused to take them.
He should’ve thrown them out.
Silver eventually finds them in the back of an odds-and-sods drawer and swallows a small handful without bothering to read the dosing instructions. Seeking a liquid chaser for her breakfast of opiates, she swings open the refrigerator to grab a bottle of water.
No such luck.
All of the bottled water is gone.
“Son of a bitch …” She slams the fridge shut.
She should’ve expected that.
Twenty minutes later, grumpy but pain free, she arrives at the loading bay in the basement of the Dual Division Headquarters—the DDH—where the Hunter and Police Divisions converge before starting their shifts.
The Hunter Division’s armored trucks are undergoing their daily inspections before being taken out into combat, while Hunters and Agents knock back their coffees and shake off their morning haze.
Red, in deep discussion with one of the mechanics, seems to sense Silver’s entrance and immediately aborts the conversation to catch up with her.
“I’ve made a promise to the chief mechanic.”
“Congratulations.”
“You’ve gone through three new transmissions in the last eight months.”
“Do I get a prize?”
“No, but if you do it again, you’ll get a bill.”
“I’m pretty sure he can’t do that.”
“Look”—Red forces her to stop in her tracks—“just promise me that you’ll try and be a little bit nicer to his ugly truck babies, okay?”
“They’re not his babies, they’re my toys.”
Not prepared to argue the matter, Silver turns her back on Red and walks away. She makes a beeline for the adjoining weaponry, swipes her wrist against the tag reader at the door, and is startled when Luka suddenly pops up behind her. Unlike many of their colleagues, he seems wide awake, and his Police Division combat uniform is pristine.
“Morning, General.” He beams.
His smile stretches practically from ear to ear. He’s full of enthusiasm and raring to go, and Silver feels like a zombie in comparison.
She pushes open the door into the weaponry. “It’s far too early in the morning for a smile like that.”
She disappears inside, Luka hot on her tail, leaving the door slightly ajar behind him.
“I feel awesome this morning.”
“Good for you.” Silver scoops up some spare clips for her HK USP and looks around for the grenades.
“I had the best night’s sleep ever, thanks to you.”
“Glad I could help.”
“I think you wore me out.”
Silver laughs. “Doesn’t take much, does it?”
“You were amazing.”
“Would you watch your mouth, please? Remember where we are.” She shushes him.
“Did I do okay? I mean, I know I’m not exactly what you’re used to, but—”
“You’re determined to get caught alone with me, aren’t you?”
He ignores that. “With more practice, I’d be better.”
Silver doesn’t find him in the least bit amusing. “Get out of here, Luka.”
“Come on …”
“Do you want to lose your job?”
“You liked it.”
“That’s not the point.” Her frustration is beginning to show.
“Come on. You miss Alex, and I’m the next best thing.”
The smile drops from her face.
Instantly, Luka realizes his mistake. “I’m sorry. I was only teasing.”
Without a word, she pushes past him and out of the weaponry, not noticing Alex quickly disappear around the corner in the opposite direction.
Back in the loading bay, Silver heads for the flagship Hunter Division truck that’s always reserved for her. Across the room, she catches sight of Alex. He must’ve woken not long after she’d left for work, and he obviously didn’t have time to shower; he only puts gel in his hair when he’s in a hurry. He’s on his cell phone, distracted from it for a moment as, one by one, the truck drivers start their engines.
He glances over at Silver, making a point of acknowledging her presence, only to turn away from her and ignore her. They haven’t spoken since their minor altercation yesterday in the kitchen, and something’s obviously eating at him.
She feels a momentary pang of hurt, but it’s quickly numbed by the codeine. She looks away from him, just as Luka emerges from the weaponry and saunters past her on the way toward his truck in the Police Division lineup.
“Hey!” She calls out to him. “Sector Eighteen?”
Luka nods. “Civilian protection.”
“Pussy.” She winks at him.
Alex spots the wink, and Silver turns to find him glaring at her from beside her truck. All hint of a smile is quickly erased from her lips as she approaches him. Yet again, he’s wearing a suit instead of his regulation Police Division uniform.
“Busy day?” he asks.
“The Governor’s pushing us to catch up to our target extermination schedule, since we fell a little behind in the last quarter.”
Alex nods. “Late night, then?”
“Maybe. You? I heard from Luka that the rebuild is starting again in the cleared southwest sectors.”
He doesn’t answer her. Instead, and also rather unexpectedly, he reaches out and gently brushes the back of his hand against her cheek—a tenderness that’s rare between them now.
“Did you sleep at all last night?”
“Some.”
“I didn’t hear you come home.”
“I didn’t wanna wake you.”
They fall into silence.
He looks as though there’s something on his mind, the words resting on the tip of his tongue, but he dare not speak them.
He retracts his hand.
Her hope for the touch of his lips against hers slowly fades as he turns and walks away, barely acknowledging Luka, even though he passes within a few feet of him.
A little bit heartbroken, she watches him go.



CHAPTER FIVE

Act, Don’t React
 
From the comfort and safety of the DDH communications room, which displays live feeds from every single CCTV camera installed throughout the city, Alex watches the Hunter and Police Division trucks roll out into the Third Reclamation territory.
Old World Manhattan.
The Leonine District.
At the edge of the Leonine District, the convoys diverge. The Police Division convoy—protecting a small number of civilian builders, electricians, and other tradesmen—heads to Sector Eighteen, in the southwest corner. The Hunter Division convoy heads northeast, toward the final unreclaimed sectors.
Alex takes a call on his cell phone.
“I’ll be right there.”
 
*************************
 
Silver leads an assault on a derelict building in the far reaches of the unreclaimed Leonine District. Once the home to a human family of five, it’s now the chosen nest for a family of up to fifteen Chimera.
Disturbing them from sleep, they’re easy targets—especially the babies, still suckling from their mothers. With her titanium-plated Hunter Division boots, Silver effortlessly crushes a newborn’s soft skull against the floorboards before it even has a chance to open up its eyes.
 
*************************
 
Luka paces back and forth, patrolling the perimeter of a building under construction. Civilian tradesmen work inside the building, reconnecting and upgrading wiring, plumbing, and critical structural supports. More civilians are at work in buildings across the street, and the buildings are also guarded by rooftop Police Division snipers.
From the corner of his eye, perhaps five hundred yards further down the street, Luka senses movement. He readies his hand on his weapon: a standard issue PP-2000 sub-machine gun, ideal for close quarters combat.
No movement.
He relaxes.
Seconds later, another glimpse.
This time, he ventures closer to explore.
A Chimera.
A skinny, weak Chimera darts into an abandoned building for cover, but Luka makes chase. He corners it easily; the stairwell’s blocked and it has nowhere to go.
No place to run.
Its fear begins to dissipate when it senses an opportunity for a meal. Fight or flight triggered, the Chimera makes a stand for its empty stomach. Hunching its back, it tries to make itself appear bigger and starts to emit a deep purring and gurgling from the very back of its throat. Then it starts to swagger, slowly rocking its hind quarters back and forth, trying to impress upon its human target that it’s a creature to be feared.
Luka fires one shot.
The Chimera falls.
Victory.
But only for a moment.
Outside, there’s a shriek.
Luka rushes back out into the street, just in time to see one of his men get taken down by a pair of attacking Chimera, working together to secure their meal. Another Chimera chases a civilian out of one of the buildings, its pursuit soon joined by others in its pack.
Luka grabs his two-way radio and adjusts it to the Hunter Division frequency.
“General?”
Static.
“General, this is the Deputy Commissioner. Do you copy?”
 
*************************
 
Silver finishes strangling a Chimera with her bare hands. Sitting on the animal’s chest to catch her breath, she wipes some blood off her hands before reaching for her radio.
“What’s up, Deputy? You miss me already?”
 
*************************
 
Luka pulls a Chimera off one of his men and shoots it in the face.
“Sector Eighteen requires emergency assistance.”
He tries to stop the man’s bleeding, but it’s too late.
Across the street, another scream.
Luka fears the worst.
“We’re under attack.”
 
*************************
 
Silver rushes out of the building, grabs three of her best men, and gears up her truck. Within minutes, they’re at the scene of Luka’s ambush.
The street looks quiet, but it’s filled with corpses.
Chimeran and human.
Silver rushes over to the body of a Police Division Agent, relieved to discover that it’s not Luka.
“Silver!”
Luka.
Thank fuck.
Silver spins round to face him. “What the hell happened here?!”
“That’ll be an awesome question to ask later. Right now, we need to mitigate the damages.”
“Where are your men?”
“I sent all of my trucks back to the city, civilians aboard. They took the unharmed and the wounded. I’m here with five of my best men and, I’d guess, about a dozen Chimera.”
Armed with at least that much information, Silver doesn’t hesitate to delegate orders to her Hunters. “Start a sweep of the area. Your priority is the retrieval of the Deputy Commissioner’s men—unscathed. Round them up, bring them to safety. Then we’ll stay out here until every living thing is dead. Go!”
Feeling as though her search and rescue orders are misplaced, Luka grabs Silver by her Kevlar vest and pulls her attention toward him. “My Agents aren’t your responsibility.”
“Anything that lives and breathes in this city is my responsibility when it’s at the mercy of Chimera.”
No time to dwell on the subject.
They both hear several loud thunks coming from inside a nearby building, and they hurry to investigate. One of Luka’s men lies crumpled at the foot of a staircase, while at the top, a Chimera laps his blood up off the floor. Silver expends almost the entire clip in her HK USP dispatching the creature as Luka checks his comrade for a pulse.
He shakes his head; no such luck.
Shots are fired in the street, followed by a series of loud woots from Silver’s Hunters as they successfully bring down more Chimera.
The war cries draw Silver and Luka back outside, where Luka’s immediately caught off-guard by one of his men. Running blindly, not looking where he’s going, the man catches Luka’s left side and they both tumble to the ground, their weapons scattering across the aged and cracked asphalt.
Silver hauls the man up off the ground and to his feet, allowing Luka enough room to gather his bearings and search for his weapon. Still holding the man by his shirt, she forces him to look at her.
“Act, don’t react.”
The Chimera he was running from aren’t far behind. They round the corner into the street behind Silver, and he becomes visibly terrified. He points behind her, as if there’s even the slightest chance she doesn’t know that they’re there.
She remains calm.
“Kill, don’t be killed,” she asserts.
Standing in between the Chimera and Luka, she casually replaces the clip in her HK USP. The Chimera sniff the air, hesitate briefly, then begin their approach, slowly working themselves up into a gallop in Luka’s direction.
In the nick of time, Silver turns and fires, dispatching two of the three before her weapon jams. Luka’s man takes flight again, but Luka sticks around. Silver tries to fix her gun, but the clip is bent and defective and she can’t get it to release.
Luka pushes in front of her and takes aim at the Chimera with his own weapon, but his hand isn’t as steady. He expends a whole clip, but only strikes the animal twice.
It’s not sufficient, but it’s better than nothing.
Having injured it enough to disrupt its attack, the Chimera slams into Luka with full force, talons—but not teeth—digging into his skin. The impact sends Luka to the ground, taking Silver down with him. The Chimera lands on them both, the fall knocking the wind out of all three of them.
Silver, having taken the brunt of the fall, and now having the combined weight of Luka and the Chimera upon her back, is powerless to do anything. Luka reaches behind him and fumbles clumsily for Silver’s belt. He presses his hand against her, first grabbing too low—too intimately. He tries again, and finally locates her hunting knife.
Struggling to get the knife free from Silver’s holster, he holds the Chimera’s face away from his with one hand against its neck, preventing it from taking a bite out of him.
His grip weakening under the strain of the Chimera’s determination—and his vision blurred by the animal’s saliva dripping into his face—he releases the knife with seconds to spare and thrusts it deep into the creature’s head, piercing it through the eye.
With the last bit of strength he has left, he pushes and kicks the Chimera away from them both and rolls off Silver, struggling to speak.
“Are you okay?”
She coughs and sputters, trying to draw air back into her lungs. “It’s sad really, but I’ve had worse days.”
“That’s oddly reassuring.”
She rolls over onto her back, wiping dirt and dust off her face. Turning to Luka, the first thing she sees is the blood. “Oh, my god, you’re bleeding.” She struggles to sit up and get a better look at him. “Luka …”
She leans over him and unzips his Kevlar vest to expose the extent of his wounds. He’s got a deep gash across his chest, and is spurting arterial blood from a talon strike on his arm.
Determined to save his life, she retrieves her knife from the eye socket of the dead Chimera—the eyeball refusing to part from it. She slides the eyeball off the shaft of the knife and tosses it to one side, a passing carrion bird finding it and claiming it almost instantly.
She strips off her Kevlar vest and uses the knife to slice the lower portion of her undershirt, tearing the material free and using it as a tourniquet around Luka’s arm.
“I have to get you back to the city.”
“What about the others?”
“My Hunters will take care of them.”
Silver forces her body to stand, and helps Luka up off the ground. Holding his good arm around her shoulders, she supports him and helps him to walk.
“Where’s your truck?”
“I sent it back to the city with the rest of my men.”
“That’s less than helpful.”
“Sorry. I didn’t plan on getting myself speared by a Chimera.”
Silver leads Luka to her Hunter Division truck and helps him inside, contacting DDH dispatch on her radio headset. “Dispatch, this is the Hunter General.”
Crackles.
“Go ahead, General.”
“I need an evacuation vehicle in Sector Eighteen immediately. Three Hunters and four Agents from the Police Division need emergency transport.”
Crackles.
“Copy that, General. Vehicle is on its way.”
Silver ditches her headset and starts the truck. Sensing that Luka is close to losing consciousness, she tries to keep him engaged. “I don’t regret it, you know.”
“Huh?”
“What happened between us when I was banished. I regret plenty else, but not that.”
Luka slides a hand onto her leg, smearing his blood all over her pants. “You’re just saying that to be nice, in case I die.”
“You’re not gonna die, you fool.” Silver tries hard to force certainty into her voice.
Trying to pull him back from the brink of unconsciousness, she squeezes his hand tight.
It works.
He squeezes her back. “It was you.”
“What?”
“You’re the reason I quit the Division.”
Silver holds back tears, trying to appear calm. “I know.” She squeezes his hand tighter, kissing his blood soaked palm. “I’ve always known.”
            



CHAPTER SIX

Kill, or Be Killed
 
Alex rushes into the DDH loading bay, his eyes peeled for Silver. Instead, he finds Red talking privately with the Governor.
“Where’s Silver?” he interrupts.
They both appear slightly annoyed by the intrusion.
“In the hospital,” the Governor answers, checking her watch.
“Is she okay?”
Red nods. “Isn’t she always?”
“I heard there was a disturbance in Sector Eighteen?”
“You heard right,” the Governor snarls. “And if you’d have been at your designated post, you would’ve heard about it over three hours ago. Where were you?”
“I had some business to attend to.”
The Governor glances down at a cliché smear of pink lipstick on his collar. “Do I really need to remind you that personal business ought to be conducted on personal time, Commissioner?”
“You have my apologies.”
“Save them for your Deputy.”
“Why? Where is he?” Alex looks confused.
“At the hospital with Silver. He was badly injured this afternoon, while he was performing a duty that you were assigned to.”
Alex refuses to let her bully him. “I think you’ll find that responsible delegation of duties is just one of the many things cited in my job description.”
“Responsible, yes. Sector Eighteen backs out onto land that’s only been partially reclaimed thus far. Scattered herds of nesting Chimera are just a stone’s throw away, and you were assigned to the rebuild there because of your experience in the field—of which Luka Kinsella has none.”
“He’s a trained Hunter, and it was supposed to be a routine babysitting assignment. Nothing he couldn’t handle. That sector should’ve been secure.”
“That’s beside the point, Commissioner. You know as well as I that if you had performed your duties as you were expected, this disaster could very likely have been averted.”
Getting the distinct impression that he’s on the losing side of this argument, Alex bites his tongue and walks away, eager to get to the hospital to check on Silver.
“I expect to see both you and the General in my office before the day is out!” the Governor warns him as he strides off.
He doesn’t make any effort to respond.
 
*************************
 
In the hospital, Silver, now cleaned up and wearing civilian clothes, takes a seat on the edge of Luka’s bed. His shoulder is bound and strapped, and a colorful purple bruise is forming on his cheek.
“Nice war wounds.” She smiles.
Luka chuckles, but it hurts. “Thanks.”
“How long are they keeping you here?”
“A few more hours for observation. Oh, and this.” He holds up his hand, proudly displaying an IV drip.
“Need me to call anyone for you? Mother? Girlfriend? Your favorite Jade?”
“Don’t bother my mother. She worries too much.”
“Girlfriend, then?”
“That position’s vacant. Didn’t you see my ‘help wanted’ ad in the paper? And I don’t sleep with whores.”
“Okay, then. I’ll just stop by your place to feed your cat.”
“I don’t have a cat.”
“Want one?”
Luka struggles to adjust himself in the bed, trying to get more comfortable. Playing the unlikely nursemaid, Silver helps to fluff up his pillows.
He won’t lie, he likes the attention.
“So how come I look like hammered shit and you look like this has just been a normal day at the office?”
“I have a really high threshold for violence.” Silver perches herself back on the edge of the bed.
“Apparently.”
“You did really well today, Luka.” She slips her hand around his. “I mean it.”
“Tell that to my ribs.”
“How many?”
“Two.”
Silver lifts up her shirt to reveal a white bandage wrapped tightly around her torso. “Four.” She sounds proud.
“It’s not a competition.”
Silver shuffles closer to Luka, leaning over him on the bed. “You saved my life today.” She runs a hand through his hair. “Thank you.”
He knows what’s coming next.
Her eyes drop briefly to his lips, then her lids softly close. He can feel her breath against him, and the warmth of her lips moments before she presses them against his.
It’s been so long since he’s tasted her, and the kiss might be brief but it’s perfect. She locks her lips over his and he savors every second of it.
He wants so much more, but she breaks it before either one of them can get carried away.
She pulls back from him just in time.
“Is it true?” Alex’s voice startles them both.
Silver literally jumps at his stealthy arrival, and quickly pulls her shirt back into place, hoping he hadn’t been standing there long. “Is what true?”
Alex, looking solemn and tired, holds up a copy of the newspaper.
The headline reads: Deputy Commissioner Saves General’s Life in S18 Security Breach.
Written by Celia Rankin, the Editor in Chief.
Silver is floored, and snatches the newspaper off him. “How the hell does she do this so damn fast?”
Ignoring that, Alex approaches the bed, his eyes fixed on Luka. “You saved her life?”
“I think it’d be more accurate to say that we saved each other’s.”
Luka flashes Silver a smile, but she’s too self-conscious to smile back, and Alex’s stern expression soon wipes the smile off his face anyway.
“I’m thankful for that,” Alex says at last. “But do forgive me if I don’t express my gratitude by groping your tonsils with my tongue.”
Silence.
An empty, hollow silence.
“Alex …” Silver tries to take his hand in hers, but he resists.
“Don’t.” He points a finger of warning at her. “I don’t want to hear another word from you.” He turns back to Luka. “I’ll expect your report on this incident in the morning.”
“Yes, boss.” Luka nods.
Eager to displace the tension and get out of the room, Silver checks her invisible watch. “We should go. The Governor’s probably expecting us.”
She succeeds in taking Alex by the arm and dragging him away, but as soon as they’re out of the room and out of earshot, Alex pulls himself free.
“I don’t want to talk about this right now.”
“You’re overreacting.”
“Not this time.”
“I don’t know what you think you saw, but it was a friendly peck on the lips, not the lovers’ foreplay you’re making it out to be.”
He hits the button for the elevator at the end of the hallway. While they wait, Silver reaches out to him again. Pressing her hand against his chest, she notices that his shirt feels starchy. It’s new, and it smells like fabric softener. It’s definitely not the shirt he was wearing when she saw him in the loading bay this morning, and she’s not altogether sure she wants to know the reason why.
She pretends not to notice.
What she can’t ignore, however, is the sensation of his muscles tensing at her touch, and his fists clenching with anger.
“Alex, what’s gotten into you?”
Ding.
The elevator doors open.
“Nothing.” He steps inside. “Which is more than can be said for you.”
The elevator doors close on him, leaving Silver alone and confused.
            
 
 



CHAPTER SEVEN

The Blame Game
 
Silver and Alex stand shoulder to shoulder on one side of the Governor’s boardroom table, while the Governor, flanked by Red, glowers at them from the other side.
“How did this happen?” she demands to know. “What went wrong out there?”
Neither Silver nor Alex ventures an answer. Exasperated, the Governor tosses a thick internal affairs file down onto the table.
“Three civilian casualties, five civilian injuries, three Police Division casualties, and the Deputy Commissioner is in the hospital.” She pauses to draw breath. “For both your sakes, I hope that someone here has an explanation.”
Silence.
“Of course.” She sighs. “For the first time in history, you’re both speechless.”
“With all due respect, ma’am,” Alex speaks up, “I don’t know why I’m here. It wasn’t my Division that fucked up.”
Silver feels those words cut through her chest like a knife. Despite the recent turmoil in their personal lives, she’d been fully prepared to present a united front to the Governor, and to defend both of their Divisions against any accusations of wrongdoing.
Obviously, Alex entered into this meeting with another game plan in mind.
The gloves are off.
May the shit flinging commence.
“So you think this is my fault?!” Silver glares at him.
Alex shrugs and won’t make eye contact. “It’s your Division, that’s all I’m saying.”
Red slides another file down onto the table, open to a specific page.
“Those are your initials on the clear sheet for Sector Eighteen?” she asks Silver.
“You know they are.” Silver glances down at the file. “If I said the sector was clear, then it was clear.”
“I think the hospitalized civilian victims might beg to differ,” the Governor snorts.
“I know how to do my fucking job,” Silver matches the Governor’s attitude. “That sector was cleared.”
“Then how do you explain the thirteen Chimera that were dragged out of there this afternoon?”
Silver is momentarily silenced.
Then, a thought pops into her mind.
“Did you check the perimeter? If there was a breach, then surely that’d be the responsibility of the Police Division, wouldn’t it?” She turns her accusation to Alex.
“The perimeter was secure.” Alex returns her defiant stare.
“Says who? You? Because you haven’t exactly been on top form lately, have you?”
“And you have?”
Silver’s expression flashes both confusion and insult. “I’ve been out there every goddamned day, and where’ve you been? Off gallivanting with Maydevine. Working your second job at a store that sells nothing but cheap perfume and shame.”
Alex wags a well-used finger of warning in her face. “You have no idea what I’ve been going through these last few months!”
She pushes his hand away, promptly shoving him in the chest to get him out of her personal space. “Of course not! How could I? You clearly don’t know how to communicate!”
She goes to shove him again, but he grabs her by the wrist and holds her hard in his grasp.
“That’s some allegation, coming from you.”
Silver tries to break free, but he holds her tight.
Snap!
Red slaps her cane down on the tabletop. “Stop it! Both of you!”
Alex releases Silver’s wrist and takes a step back.
“This isn’t couple’s therapy.” Red sits down in her chair. “Nor is it the playground.”
The Governor raps a fingernail against the internal affairs file. “You’re facing the start of an IA investigation which will see you both lose your jobs unless you can find some explanation for this event that renders it an unpredictable, unpreventable accident, rather than the direct result of your own tragic human error. And even then, you’d better hope that the Deputy doesn’t file a negligence lawsuit.”
Alex laughs at that. “He’s not gonna sue the Hunter Division.”
His loaded comment leads Silver to shoot steely daggers in his direction.
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
Alex won’t look at her. “You know what it means.”
“You’re not making any sense.”
“Don’t keep insulting my intelligence, Ella. You’ve done enough of that already.”
Silver has nothing to say to that; he used her proper name. Not the nickname he gave her, nor the shortened derivative he sometimes uses when he’s trying to be tender.
Nobody calls her Ella.
Ever.
Not unless she’s been really, really naughty.
The Governor looks confused. “Look, I have no idea what’s going on here, or what messed up game the two of you think you’re playing with one another, but I’m giving you forty-eight hours to resolve this. If I don’t get answers by then, I’m going to let the internal affairs board loose on you. Do you understand? Put your marital problems aside and fix this, before you both find yourselves in the unemployment office.”
 
*************************
 
In the DDH loading bay, the air is filled with whispered talk of the Leonine District catastrophe. As two mechanics perform routine maintenance checks on Alex’s truck, they pass the time with gossip.
“Ask anyone in the Hunter Division and they’ll say he’s been off his game lately.”
“Uh-huh,” the other mechanic concurs. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d have said he was a rookie.”
Alex appears behind them. “Who?”
The two men look startled, but the man on the left finds the courage to speak first.
“Just gossip, sir. I’m sorry. You know how the Divisions are. It’s a schoolyard down here.”
“Gossip? About whom?”
“Yesterday, in the field … and before that, during training.”
Alex shrugs and shakes his head. “What?”
“You seemed like you were out of your depth, that’s all. Not quite like yourself, I mean to say. You’re just rusty, I ‘spect, ‘cause of the surgery and all that work you had to miss. Folks are saying that’s why you withdrew yourself from the S18 rebuild, ‘cause you didn’t feel up to it.”
More confusion.
More head shaking. “I don’t understand. I wasn’t even …”
Alex’s voice trails off as he catches sight of Silver entering the bay. She’s back in regulation Hunter Division uniform, and she looks so perfect that he can’t help but be transfixed by her. Other men drool over bikinis and kinky lingerie, and so did he until the first time he saw Silver in her Cadet uniform.
His idea of sexy was never the same again.
As she approaches him, her eyes wander up and down his length and she’s wholly unimpressed. He’s still wearing a tailored suit and polished shoes, and her stomach decides it’s not worth the effort to turn any acrobatic tricks.
“If we’re going to do this, you’ll have to change. I’ll wait twenty minutes, and then I’m leaving without you.” She pushes past him.
 
*************************
            
Back in their apartment, Alex bursts into the bedroom and begins rummaging through their large walk-in closet. His Police Division uniform looks clean enough, but his regulation Division boots have dried blood on them.
Suddenly, he begins to understand.
 
*************************
 
Silver checks her imaginary watch every thirty seconds while she waits for Alex. As the twentieth minute ticks by, he appears in the DDH loading bay, wearing full regulation uniform.
This is the first time in a long time that she’s seen him like this, and even though her anger toward him prohibits her from allowing it to be known, she feels something familiar in the pit of her stomach.
Flip.
The closer he gets, the faster her heart beats as it swells with anticipation. Then, it aches with disappointment as he pushes past her with a blank expression and barely an acknowledgement.
“Get in the truck.”
 



CHAPTER EIGHT

Not That Type
 
Silver and Alex’s trip into the Leonine District is conducted in almost complete silence. For the first time in their lives, the silence and the space in between them feels awkward.
Alex fights with the transmission to move the truck into fifth gear. “Your transmission’s fucked.”
“So are we.”
Silence.
Alex can’t get a good read on her emotions. “Did you clear Sector Eighteen yourself?”
Silver shrugs. “I guess so.”
“You guess so?”
“Sure. I mean, I lead all the units. I don’t remember Sector Eighteen specifically, but since I’m on the line with both extermination shifts every day, I presume that I must’ve been there.”
“You don’t remember signing the clear sheet at the end of the day?”
Silver fidgets with her fingers. “It doesn’t quite work like that.”
“Sure it does. I know it’s been a while since I was a Hunter, but the world hasn’t been flipped on its head since then. You clear a sector and sign the sheet at the end of the day, along with the rest of the paperwork.”
Silver looks out of the window, trying to shrug off the conversation, but Alex won’t let her.
“You do the paperwork, right?” he presses her.
“Not exactly.”
“What does that mean?”
“Red sometimes does it. She’s my buffer.”
“Buffer?”
“Between me and the Governor.”
“Between you and your responsibilities?”
“Paperwork isn’t a responsibility, it’s a chore.” She folds her arms in a pout.
“You’ll find no argument with that here. Still, the person who clears the sector is supposed to do the paperwork.”
“I work both shifts, so how am I supposed to do that? I have no time. Red just fills them all out and I sign them at the end of the week. It’s no big deal.”
Alex thumps the steering wheel, making her jump.
“That’s a very big deal!”
“Only if you make it one.”
“Silver, you’re signing off on the quality of your work. She doesn’t know what you did out there. How can she possibly have the authority to verify its completion? Not to mention, do you even know what the fuck it is that you’re signing off on? What if you never even cleared Sector Eighteen at all?!”
“If I hadn’t cleared it, she wouldn’t have let me sign it.”
“How would she know? You say eight, she writes eighteen, and here we are.”
Silence.
“All those sectors look the same to me.” Silver sighs. “I’ve seen them all so many times.”
Alex’s anger and frustration, built up over weeks, begins to dissolve at the uncharacteristic sound of defeat in her voice. “You can’t keep on doing this.”
“Which part? The fucking it up part? ‘Cause I’m not doing that on purpose, just so you know.”
“No, the part where you perform two people’s jobs seven days a week.”
“I prefer it like that.”
“Why? What’s the point of having a Deputy if you don’t allow her to perform the duties that are assigned to her?”
Silence.
Silver bits her tongue, holding back a tirade about hypocrisy and the unfair burden that Alex has been placing upon Luka in recent weeks.
Alex grips the steering wheel so tight his knuckles turn white. “Silver, the extermination shifts are split into two for a reason: to divide the labor equally between the General and the Deputy—to share the load.”
“I’ve never been very good at that.”
“You’re a control freak, I know.”
“I am, but that’s not it. Not this time.”
“Then what? You don’t trust her? You don’t think she can handle it?”
Silver shakes her head. “She can handle this shit probably better than the rest of us.” She pinches the bridge of her nose between her thumb and forefinger, preparing to unload some of her personal baggage. “It’s you, Alex.”
“Me? How could any of this have anything to do with me?”
“I got tired of being alone in an empty apartment, waiting for you to come home.”
Silence.
Alex pulls the truck up at the entrance to Sector Eighteen and kills the engine as Silver gets out.
“I’m not that type of wife.” She slams the door shut.
Alex chews on a fingernail, waiting for Silver to open up the gate to the sector so that he can drive the truck inside. Once they’re in, she closes the gate and approaches the driver’s side window.
“How do you wanna do this?”
“You check my work, I’ll check yours. I can use the thermal imaging unit to check for nests while you walk the perimeter.”
Silver nods. “Sure thing, Commissioner.”
She begins to walk away, but he calls her back.
“General.”
She turns back to the truck, but holds her distance while he addresses her.
“If this is my fault … if my negligence has caused yours, then we’ll fix this. You have my word.”
“That’s good, because I’m still pretty sure this is all your fault.”
 



CHAPTER NINE

Sector Eighteen
 
Trudging the perimeter alone while Alex peruses the streets in the truck, Silver’s got plenty of time to reflect on the past few days.
She’s slept less than twelve hours in the last seventy-two. She hasn’t eaten anything since yesterday. She’s got a cracking headache, which returned as soon as the codeine wore off. She hasn’t had sex in … a week? Two? More?
More.
And even then, it wasn’t much more than fucking.
Back to work.
The perimeter is protected by a series of guard units. They stand five feet tall and look like sleek black pencils, each about ten inches in diameter and set six feet apart from one another. At the top of each guard unit, a small blue band emits an inaudible frequency which, when connected to another guard unit, forms an impenetrable shield between them. If the shield is breached, a two-thousand volt electric shock renders the intruder fried. Instantly.
Silver glances at each guard unit as she passes by them, verifying that they’re operational. Holding a bunch of small sticks in her hand, she tosses a stick at each shield along the way, and the result is the same every time.
Dead stick.
Burnt to a crisp.
Another shield, another stick.
Until …
Thunk.
A stick lands on the ground on the other side of one of the guard units.
Silver looks up at the top of the offending guard unit which, just a few moments ago, was blue.
It’s black.
She tosses another stick, just to be certain.
It lands in a pile of dirt on the other side, completely unharmed.
She looks down at the ground beneath her feet, finding that a recent rainfall has made the ground soft enough to preserve the footprints of the invading Chimera.
This is their point of entry.
She crouches down in front of the unit and swipes her wrist across a scanning plate near its base, unlocking a small compartment just above. This compartment provides access to the inner workings of the unit so that it can be evaluated for maintenance and routine checks, and it keeps an automatic log of all the people who’ve inspected it since it was installed at this location.
Silver’s name appears almost immediately at the bottom of the digital list.
The name above hers: Alexander King.
Her chest tightens.
A broken unit, she assumes …
She’s wrong.
Further investigation of the unit’s mechanics reveals that the nature of the problem is distinctly more troubling. Where there should be a clock, there’s a timer, and it’s counting down from thirty minutes. Not only that, but the automatic shut down is no random malfunction: it’s a scheduled event, programmed to repeat every few hours.
Programmed.
Deliberately.
Silver resets the guard unit, and its connection with the other units is instantly restored. As fast as she can, she completes her walk of the perimeter and hurries back to meet Alex at the gate where they started.
She finds him leaning up against the truck, lighting a cigarette.
“Find anything?” She startles him.
He shakes his head. “Two juveniles holed up in a corner store.” A puff of the cigarette. “You were right: this sector was cleared.”
“Cleared, but not secure.”
Alex’s face falls. “The guard units?”
“Police Division responsibility.” Silver nods.
“Damnit.” Alex tosses the cigarette onto the ground, no longer in the mood for it.
Silver watches his reaction closely. “You didn’t know?”
“Know? How could I know?” He turns two palms upward. “Predicting mechanical failure isn’t something I’m particularly good at.”
Silver shakes her head. “The unit isn’t broken.”
Alex’s expression slips into puzzlement, silently urging her to explain.
She locks eyes with him. “It was deliberately programmed to shut down.”
“By whom?”
Silver keeps her eyes on him, but says nothing.
He catches the hint.
“Me? You think I did this?! Why the hell would I?”
Silver shrugs. “Your name was last one on the inspection list. You tell me.”
“Are you accusing me of something, Ella?”
There it is again: her name.
A symptom of their emotional divide.
“You’re guilty of plenty. Where do you wanna start? Being an absent husband, an inattentive lover, an ineffective Commissioner, and now this: sabotaging Luka.”
Frustrated, Alex plants his hands on his hips. “Stop this, please.”
“What were you trying to do? Get him killed?”
He keeps his hands firmly on his hips, fighting the urge to punch something. “No matter what, I’ve never wished him dead.”
“Bullshit. You’d be thrilled if he were out of the picture. You’ve never trusted him with me, Alex. Not completely.”
“And I never will. Don’t you think I’ve good reason? Especially after what the two of you have been doing behind my back in recent weeks.”
Silence.
Silver’s heart plummets, just like it did when she saw his name on the maintenance log. “Who told you?”
“Who told me what?” Alex clenches his jaw. “Just say it.”
“About me and Luka. How did you find out?”
Alex glares at her. “Fuck the police.”
Luka’s tie.
Silver curses herself for not being more careful. “Where did you find it?”
“Under our bed.”
Great.
That couldn’t possibly look any worse.
“You and Luka …” Alex winces at the thought of it. “How long?”
“What?”
“Come on, Silver. The length of his cock. What do you think?” Exasperated. “How long have you been seeing him?”
“It only happened a couple of times.” Silver sighs. “He begged me to—”
“Don’t,” Alex cuts her off. “Don’t even think of blaming him for this. You were perfectly capable of rebuffing his advances.”
“I tried, Alex.”
“Bullshit.”
Silver throws up her hands. “Okay, so I didn’t try hard enough. Is that what you want to hear?”
“At least it’s honest.”
“What else do you want me to say?”
“You wanted it to happen.”
“Fine. Yes, I admit it. I wanted him.”
The words hit Alex’s ears like a bullet tearing through his skull.
“I wanted his company more than I can explain,” Silver continues, the tightness in her chest finally releasing. “I needed that closeness—a closeness that you and I haven’t had in so many months. Not since …” The words evaporate on her tongue. “And then he was there, and he was so eager.”
“Please.” Alex rolls his eyes. “Spare me that at least.”
“Your jealousy could’ve killed Luka!” Silver pushes the truth home. “Some of his men—your men—were killed.”
“You really think I’m capable of doing something like this?” Alex shakes his head in disbelief, more hurt than he is angry. “What kind of person do you think I am?”
Silver holds back tears. “A jealous and vengeful one.”
“I didn’t do this!” Alex fully loses his composure for the first time.
“Then who?!” Silver holds her ground against him. “You were assigned to the rebuild, but you pushed the job off onto Luka. Why?”
Alex runs a hand through his hair, anxious and frustrated. “I had other business.”
“Yeah, right, I forgot. The ‘other business’ that keeps you away from home for half the night all the time.”
“It’s not what you think.”
“How would you know what I think? We haven’t spoken in weeks.”
Alex brushes that off. “We speak every day.”
“No, we exchange words. That’s different.”
Alex turns his back on her, infuriating her further. In retaliation, she punches him in the arm—hard.
“Don’t turn away from me!”
Wish granted.
He swings back around, grabs her fist, and holds her tight at arm’s length before she can lay another punch on him. “Touch me like that again and you’ll be walking back to the city alone.”
She pulls her hand free, tears welling in her eyes. “Who are you?”
“I’m your husband, and you’re supposed to be my wife!”
Silver shakes her head. “I didn’t marry a cheating, murderous asshole.”
Alex brings out that wagging finger again. “You’ve got some nerve.” He looms over her. “I’ve never been unfaithful to you.”
“Really? So you expect me to believe that you’re paying the Jades for their scintillating conversation?”
Angry beyond reason, he clenches his fist as if he means to throw a punch. He wants Silver to let up on him, but the vague threat of violence does nothing to intimidate her. It never has. Instead of stepping back and moving herself out of harm’s way, she waves a red flag at the angry bull.
She stands tall and strong, locking eyes with him and practically daring him to strike her. She knows that she can give as good as would get from him, and even though she’s not really in the mood to deal with the slew of endless guilt-ridden apologies that would follow, backing down just isn’t in her nature.
Bring it on.
She waits.
But he does nothing.
In fact, he regrets his actions almost instantly.
Silence ensues.
The passing seconds give Alex time to regain his composure. “I’m not cheating on you, Silver. Not even in retaliation for your own infidelity.”
Silver leaps to the wrong conclusion: a lingering bitterness over her long dead relationship with Alice. “How many times do I have to keep telling you? I thought I’d never see you again. Alice was a convenient distraction.”
“I don’t give a shit about that worthless tramp,” Alex snarls. “I’m still talking about Luka.”
Silver is momentarily stunned. “What?”
“You heard me.”
“You think I’m sleeping with Luka? That’s what all of this is about?”
“You know, taking him out on the line and parading him as me to satisfy your craving for partnership, I could understand that. If I’d driven you to that, I’d understand and I’d forgive you for it. But nothing—absolutely nothing—I’ve done justifies you fucking him.”
Silver’s so mad she could wring his neck. “Never mind what kind of person I think you are, what kind of person do you think I am?”
She looks so genuinely hurt, Alex’s conviction begins to falter.
“You just admitted it!”
“I admitted to bringing him out onto the line, yes. I admitted to keeping it from you, lying to you, and sneaking around behind your back. Let’s face it: you’re not a husband. You’re barely even a roommate, but I would never …” She shakes her head. “I’ve never …”
“The tie …”
“He got changed in our room, you suspicious old git. Ask him yourself.”
“And back at the hospital? What happened there?”
“Oh, now you wanna talk about that?”
“You kissed him.”
“It was a lapse of judgment.”
“Is that what you call it so that you don’t have to use the word ‘adultery’?”
“It was a peck on the lips, Alex. It didn’t mean anything.”
“To him? Or to you?”
“I’m lonely, Alex. I had a rough day. He saved my life, and I made a mistake.”
Alex tries to approach her, but she pushes him away.
“I’ve been in love with you since I was fifteen, and you’re an asshole for thinking I could be swayed so easily.”
He tries again and she pushes him harder.
“Six people are dead!” She returns the argument to its roots.
“Silver …”
“You tried to kill Luka!”
“It wasn’t me! I’ve never even touched the fucking guard units.”
“Well, the inspection list says different.”
“Then the inspection list is botched.”
“Alex …”
“Silver, I need you to trust me.”
He approaches her again and this time she lets him. He takes her by the shoulders and tries to comfort her, but his touch can’t even begin to relax her now.
“I don’t.” She looks up at him. “I don’t trust you. We never see each other. I don’t know where you go, or what you do.”
“I’m with Maydevine.”
Silver shrugs. “And? You come back smelling like liquor and whores. What am I supposed to think?”
“I wish I could tell you …”
“Fuck this, Alex.” She pushes him away from her once more. “If you can’t tell me, then I can’t help you.” She shakes her head.  “I can’t do this anymore. I won’t.”
“El …”
“I won’t lie for you.”
“I’m telling the truth, I swear.”
“If not you, then who? Who else would want Luka dead?”
“Nobody.”
Silver shakes her head again, a few determined tears of frustration running free. “I don’t understand.”
“Nobody could’ve known that he’d be the one out here, El. Nobody. The assignment sheets weren’t released until this morning.”
Silver sorts the jigsaw pieces in her head.
She gets it.
“He wasn’t the target.” She looks up at him. “You were.”
He wipes tears away from her eyes. “So now we know you’re not the only one who’s mad at me.” He smiles.
In his smile, Silver sees the man she married. Not the man who looked as though he wanted to punch her in the face five minutes ago.
She snaps back into Hunter General mode. “We have to tell the Governor.”
“We can’t.” Alex shakes his head. “Not yet.”
“That’s completely illogical.”
“Is it? We have no idea who’s behind this.”
“You suspect the Governor?”
“I suspect everyone. Besides, doesn’t it strike you as odd that the Governor was so insistent on me being out here to supervise the rebuild in the first place?”
“Motive?”
“I have a theory.”
“Do share.”
“I can’t.” Alex drops his head. “I don’t know how.”
“Well, you’d better find a way. And quick. ‘Cause if you don’t, you’re gonna be in the market for a divorce lawyer.”
“Don’t even joke about that.”
Silver’s head fights against her heart. “I’m not.”
Dead silence.
She wishes she were bluffing.
 



CHAPTER TEN

Unpredictable, Unpreventable
            
For the second time, Silver and Alex stand on one side of the boardroom table, facing the Governor and Red. Their report of the incident, hastily typed up by Alex, is in the Governor’s hands.
She flicks through the pages, reading just enough of it to gather the gist of the information contained therein.
“A malfunctioning guard unit?” She tosses the file down onto the table. “You’re sure?”
 Nods all around.
“And its status now?”
“Repaired,” Silver assures her.
The Governor regards Silver with a small amount of suspicion. “And where did you receive your engineering degree?”
Before Silver can retort to that with something characteristically crude or vulgar, Alex steps in to her defense. At the same time, he reaches for her hand and prevents an obscene finger gesture from involuntarily popping up.
“I designed the new units, and I repaired the malfunctioning one myself. It was a simple wiring glitch.”
“Is that so?”
“It is.”
Sighing, the Governor pushes their report aside. “Very well. Send a maintenance crew out to check the rest of the units before the sun goes down.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Now go home.” She shoos them both away. “I’m sick of looking at you.”
Silver and Alex don’t wait to be told twice.
As soon as they’re out in the hallway, Silver drops the pretence that everything’s all right. She’s fatigued, and in desperate need of sleep. “Do you think the Governor bought it?” She smothers a yawn.
Alex shrugs. “Her reaction seemed genuine enough.”
“You still think she could be in on it?”
“If she is, her involvement won’t be direct. We need to find the person responsible for sabotaging the guard unit.”
Silver makes a rather noncommittal kind of noise. “Assuming you’re telling the truth.”
“We just went over this, El.” Alex sighs, trying to suppress his frustration. “I asked you to trust me.”
“And I said that wasn’t good enough. Remember?” Heading for the elevators, Silver pushes in front of him and stops him, pressing her hand against his chest. “What’s going on here, Alex? Who would want to do this to you? And why?”
Alex sees concern in her eyes. For weeks, he’s seen nothing but anger and hostility, and he’s relieved to see even the slightest hint of something loving.
“We can’t talk about this now. Not here.”
“I’ve been racking my brain trying to think of any reason why somebody would want to set you up.”
“And?”
“Nothing makes any sense. You’re a good man, Alex. You don’t make enemies and you’ve always done things by the book.”
“Have I? Are you sure? I seem to remember a whole decade of our lives spent eagerly flouting Division policy at every stolen opportunity.”
Silver rolls her eyes. “Our sexcapades don’t count.”
“Why not?”
“We were in love. That’s what people do when they’re in love: they stop at nothing to be with each other.”
Alex’s heart almost ruptures.
We were in love.
Past tense.
He forces himself not to fixate on it. “The point is, the book doesn’t apply when it comes to you, El. It never has.”
Silver reads between the lines. “This business with Maydevine … it’s got something to do with me?”
“I’ve always broken the rules for you. Remember your graduation?”
Silver blushes. “We were making up for lost time.”
“I think I contravened Omega protocols on a number of different levels when I helped you celebrate by fucking you in the Academy Director’s office.”
“I was sixteen and legally an adult. You didn’t break the law.”
“You were my student.”
“Na-uh. We had sex after the ceremony, so I was already a graduate by then.”
The memory brings a smile to Alex’s lips. “That ceremony was some kind of torture. I had to stand shoulder to shoulder with the Academy Director and shake your hand on a stage in front of the entire graduating class, trying desperately not to betray our familiarity, while all I could think about was the next chance I’d have to get between your legs.”
“You were a horny bastard,” she teases him. “And I was so sweet and innocent.”
“Innocent?” He backs her up against a wall. “You wanted inside my pants since day one.”
“And you played hard to get, you infuriating fool.”
“You were underage.”
“Oh, please.” Silver waves that off. “Hunters screw Academy girls all the time and no-one bats an eye. It’s a privilege to lose your virginity to a Hunter of any rank, never mind a unit Commander.”
“Ah, so you only wanted me for my title. Is that it?”
“I wanted you. Period.”
“And now?” He locks eyes with her. “Do you still want me? The same way you did before things got … complicated.”
“When wasn’t it complicated?”
“You know what I mean.”
“No, I really don’t.” Silver snaps herself out of reminiscence. “Just when exactly did things go to shit for us? Was it before or after you started telling me lies and tiptoeing furtively around behind my back?”
Silence.
Alex is shamed. “I never wanted to hurt you.”
“Prove it. Tell me everything.”
 
*************************
 
With few words spoken on the way home, the somber duo enters their apartment in silence. Having agreed upon an appropriate course of action, the conversation had soon withered and died between them.
No small talk.
No flirtatious back-and-forth.
Nothing.
In the entranceway, Alex notices the absence of a welcoming cat. “Where’s Smellie?”
“She’s a cat.” Silver shrugs. “Cats wander. Can you access the DDH personnel files from your personal computer?”
“Do I breathe?”
In the kitchen, Alex notices the absence of a cat dish. “Where’s Smellie’s dish?”
“I dunno. In the sink? Can you access the personnel files without being traced?”
“I’m the Chief of Police.”
Silver beats him to his home office and is already booting up his laptop by the time he catches up to her. He looks around the room for Smellie’s bed, but doesn’t find it.
“Wh—”
“Laundry,” she preempts his question. “What’s your password?”
“Move.” Alex ushers her out of the chair.
He types in his password and has the Omega DDH personnel files located within seconds. Inputting various search parameters, he pulls up a list.
“This is everyone who has clearance to the maintenance networks. Recognize any names?”
Silver crouches beside him, squinting at the screen.
The list is long.
“There must be at least fifty names on that list.” She shakes her head. “And most of them are Police Division. That’s your territory, not mine. How well do you know your Agents?”
Alex runs his hands through his hair, leaning back in his chair with a sigh. “It’s not like the Hunter Division. There’s not that sense of camaraderie. Civil disorder is seldom a matter of life or death.” He shrugs. “I’m just the guy who delivers the orders.”
“There was a time when you would’ve hated that.”
Alex disagrees. “It was never the job that I loved.”
Silence.
“Make the call,” Silver says at last.
“El, I—”
“Do it, Alex. Aside from anything else, Maydevine knows the Police Division inside and out. If there’s anyone suspicious on that list, he’ll know it.”
Alex hesitates to reach for his phone.
“Some of the things I’ve done”—more hair ruffling—“I’m not proud of them. People have died, Silver.” Craving nicotine, he raps the fingers of his cigarette hand against his leg. “I don’t know what you’ll think of me.”
Silver stays his hand, slipping her fingers around his and giving him a gentle squeeze. “You didn’t let my banishment exploits taint your view of me when you asked me to be your wife. And whatever you’ve done, I’m sure it’s a lot less vile than some of the things I’ve been guilty of.”
Holding her hand, strengthened by her faith in his integrity, he finally dials Maydevine’s number. Three seconds later, the line connects.
“We need to meet.”
He can hear Maydevine sighing on the other end of the line.
“Does this have anything to do with the catastrophe in the Leonine District?”
“There’s more to it than Celia reported in the paper.”
“There always is. Meet me at the office.”
Click.
Alex hangs up and sets the personnel list to print. While it goes to work, he heads for the bedroom and begins unbuttoning his shirt.
Silver stops him. “What’re you doing?”
“Getting changed. Why?”
“Don’t.” Silver does his shirt back up, pressing her palms against his chest. “You should wear the uniform more often.”
“I thought you were immune to the incurable moistening effect of the emblems?”
“It’s not the emblems, Alex.” She runs her fingers over the perfectly sculpted contours of his chest. “It’s all you.”
            



CHAPTER ELEVEN

King’s Gambit
 
Alex pulls his shiny new company car up to a crumbling Fringe District apartment building that directly overlooks the ocean.
A naked junkie is passed out on the front steps, drooling over his own shoulder. He must be in his early fifties, and he’s got at least one sexually transmitted disease. His limp penis oozes a thick, yellowy-green slime from the urethra, and he’s got sores on his face.
Silver peaks an eyebrow. “Is that your doorman?”
Alex sighs theatrically. “It’s hard to get good staff around here.”
“That’s because this isn’t a real office, it’s a crack house. You should sue your realtor for misrepresentation.”
“The rent’s cheap.”
“I’m not surprised. I hope it’s month-to-month, ‘cause there’s no guarantee the place will even still be standing when your next payment’s due.”
“Damnit, I knew we should’ve gotten renters’ insurance.”
“Fire, earthquake, flood, meth lab explosion—you need the full package here. Good news, though: having twenty-four hour security entitles you to a ten percent discount off your annual premium.” Silver nods to the junkie.
Playful banter.
Just like old times.
They share a smile.
Maydevine, resting his bones on an old park bench till now, puts out his cigarette with the heel of his shoe as they approach.
“It’s about time.”
Alex checks his watch. “We’re not late.”
“That’s not what I meant.” Maydevine glances over Alex’s shoulder at Silver. “You finally came to your senses and decided to tell her?”
“He doesn’t have a choice,” Silver answers for him. “I want my husband back.”
Alex fights the urge to sweep her up into his arms.
She wants him.
He needed to hear that.
Maydevine lights up another cigarette and shoves the junkie off the steps with his foot. “Best get on with it, then.”
Inside, the whole building echoes with grunts and groans and the creak of bed springs. In one room, a Hunter sits in a flea infested armchair with his pants around his ankles, jerking off vigorously. In front of him, another Hunter slams his dick into a naked, barely conscious, young junkie who’s sprawled out on the cold, splintered floorboards.
She’s not a Jade.
There’s no collar around her neck, so she’s not here on business. She’s just a drug-addicted tramp, being gang raped by a bunch of sadistic assholes.
A third Hunter tries to get another stoned girl to sit on his lap and ride his semi-erect penis, but when she straddles him, her last deposit dribbles out all over him and he pushes her away.
“Dirty fucking whore,” he mumbles, wiping some other dude’s cum off his cock.
The Hunter in the armchair, close to sexual climax, begins to whimper. Oozing copious amounts of pre-ejaculatory fluid, his fingers slip and slide along the shaft of his dick with ease, squelching and squishing with every stroke, his balls just about ready to explode.
And they do.
As he squirts his load into the air, some of it lands on a wandering cockroach and almost smothers it beneath the hot, sticky mess.
Silver is physically repulsed.
Not much makes her gag, but the sight of such vulgar debauchery is really turning her stomach today. Alex takes her by the hand and leads her up a rickety flight of stairs, careful to avoid the aborted fetus left dangling from a banister railing by its umbilical cord.
On the next floor, Silver makes the mistake of glancing through an open doorway. Before Alex pulls her away, she catches sight of an off-duty Police Division Agent making love to a Chimera.
Yup.
A Chimera.
The female monster is strapped down on her back against a tabletop, with metal braces around each ankle and wrist, and heavy chains keeping her bound to the spot.
She can’t move a muscle.
Her legs are splayed wide apart, and he’s definitely not fucking her. He’s tenderly, slowly, sensually sliding in and out of the animal’s hole, taking his time with his pleasure.
In the Fringe District, this is a genuine fetish that brings in good money to the owners of the beasts. So does petplay. Just one rung lower down on the fetish ladder, petplay involves a human girl covering her entire body in gray liquid latex, getting dental implants and violet colored contact lenses, and pretending to be a tame Chimera.
Silver wishes she could erase all of these images from her mind.
Finally, on the top floor, they reach a private apartment that’s protected by a trademark Alexander King palm print recognition system.
The apartment is small, and modestly furnished with some reclaimed furniture. Dark curtains have been pulled across the windows, and since many of the light bulbs have blown and not been replaced, the place is awkwardly and unevenly lit, casting dark shadows over the mundane and making it appear unnecessarily suspicious.
Silver’s eyes fall upon the doorway to the bedroom. The sight of the suspiciously ruffled sheets on the broken bed sends a small shiver of anxiety rushing through her. A woman’s high-heeled shoe lies abandoned in the corner of the room, next to a used syringe.
Alex follows her sightline and quickly navigates her away from it. He urges her into the kitchen, where her curiosity is equally piqued by a bottle of Old World vodka on the table and two glasses beside it.
Drink, sex, and drugs? That type of behavior is uncharacteristic for both of them, and Silver searches around for something extenuating. She tries to decipher the cryptic ARVD chart, full of Alex’s handwritten notations, but she draws a blank.
Behind her, he pulls out the printed list from his pocket and hands it to Maydevine. “Do any of these names mean anything to you?”
Maydevine dons reading glasses. “Son, you’re going to have to be a lot more specific.” He frowns down at the list. “This may as well be a Police Division payroll sheet. I know most of the people on here.”
“These are all people with access to the security maintenance networks,” Alex explains.
“And?”
“One of them is responsible for tampering with the guard unit that caused the Leonine District ruckus.”
“You’re sure?” Maydevine looks up at him from behind his reading glasses. “My contact in the Governor’s entourage told me it was faulty wiring?”
Silver opens up a random drawer and finds it, not full of cutlery, but hypodermic needles and syringes. “What the hell is going on here, Alex?”
She spots an empty glass medical bottle on the counter and reaches out for it. Her first thought: kicks.
Wrong.
She inspects the bottle.
Epinephrine.
Synthetic adrenalin.
She dangles the bottle in front of Alex. “This stuff won’t get you properly high, just so you know.”
He snatches the bottle off her. “This has nothing to do with getting buzzed.” He tosses it into a nearby trash can. “But trust you to make that your first thought.”
“What else am I to think? You haven’t exactly been forthcoming with the truth, and you’re certainly not out here running a community outreach and needle exchange program.”
“I was only trying to protect you.”
“Protect me from what? I don’t understand. What does any of this weird shit have to do with me?”
“I was losing you. You were so cold and distant, and I couldn’t bear to just sit back and watch you slip away from me like that. I had to do something, but I didn’t want to give you false hope. I was afraid that you wouldn’t be able to cope with the disappointment if our attempts here failed, so I kept it from you.”
Silver seems confused. “Whatever it is, I’m sure I’ve conquered worse.”
“Nothing like this,” Maydevine mumbles from behind a freshly lit cigarette, pinching the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger. “The corruption of your own humanity.”
Silver’s eyes narrow in thought. “You’re meddling with the Chimera Virus? That’s what all of this has been about? The vaccine was distributed last year. What threat is there now?”
“To us? None.”
Silver looks back and forth from Maydevine to Alex, expecting answers.
“The vaccine has taken care of the future—for now.” Alex tries to explain himself. “What we’re trying to do is repair the damage that’s already been caused by it.”
Silver snorts. “That’s a cute notion, but it’s completely impossible. There’s no cure for a retrovirus. Once the host’s been infected, the RNA virus replicates in the host’s cells and incorporates itself into the genome. It can never be extracted.”
“No, but what if we could reverse it?”
Silver looks to Maydevine for clarification.
“With the right cocktail of drugs, it should be possible to decrease the viral load.” He puffs on his cigarette. “The symptoms of the infection would certainly be diminished.”
Silver glances again at the chart on the wall.
Cogs whir in her mind.
“ARVD: antiretroviral drugs. That’s what you’ve been working on?”
Alex nods. “You’ve been so unhappy since …” He can’t bring himself to say it. “I hate seeing you in so much pain.”
“And the Governor is blissfully unaware of your controversial new hobby, I take it.”
“Given her apparent genetic lineage, we felt it best to conduct ourselves beneath the Omega radar.”
“With whom? Neither of you are lab coats.”
“We have people.”
“Fringers?”
“Sort of.”
Silver plants her hands on her hips, trying to process it all. “Well, now I see why you were so disinclined to inform the Governor about the attempt on your life. She’d need to hear about the motive, and then you’d have to confess to”—she flaps her hands around the room—“all of this.”
Maydevine looks surprised. “Someone tried to kill you?”
Alex points toward the list of names. “I
should’ve been in Sector Eighteen, not Luka. That little gift was intended for me, and I can’t think of any other reason why someone would want me dead.”
“Have you spoken to anyone about what we’ve been doing here?”
Alex shakes his head. “Not a word. Not even to my own wife, for god’s sake. Who else would I tell?”
Maydevine shrugs. “Maybe it’s unrelated, then. In any case, it was a pretty pathetic assassination attempt if you ask me. Herding in Chimera to dispatch a Hunter? That’s seriously the best idea they could come up with?” He shakes his head in disbelief.
He’s right. Under normal circumstances, this would be almost laughable. Unfortunately, his words trigger an unwelcome epiphany for Silver.
“Shit.” She drops her head.
Alex sits down at the table and bums a cigarette from Maydevine. “What?”
“This is all my fault.” She sighs. “Luka may have been wearing your uniform, but he’s by no means a perfect replica. Let’s just say that, after all the years he’s spent in the Police Division, he doesn’t exactly share your skill in the field.”
“So I heard. There are rumors going around that my post-surgical recovery has left me in poor form, and both Divisions are keeping themselves busy by making amusing caricatures of me in the staff lounge. This is worse than all that third nipple gossip.”
“I’m sorry. Whoever did this must’ve been trying to take advantage of your supposedly weakened state of health. Luka got hurt because of me.” She slumps down into a chair next to Alex. “I should never have taken him out there.”
Alex senses her distress, but fails to quantify it. At best, he hopes that she simply feels guilty for putting Luka’s life in danger. At worst, he worries that her anxious nail biting is a symptom of deeper feelings.
Either way, the tug upon his heart soon becomes unbearable, and he reaches out to place a comforting hand gently upon her leg. “It wasn’t your fault.”
Those are empty words.
Silver’s weak smile carries her appreciation for the effort, but Alex’s good will does nothing to change the facts: against her better judgment, she gave in to Luka’s persuasion and unwittingly led him into danger.
Sensing tension, Maydevine tips ash from his cigarette onto the tabletop and changes the subject. “So, this was an opportunistic crime.” He tosses the list of names back across the table toward Alex. “The culprit only had a small window of opportunity to get out there and tamper with the guard unit. Check the security logs and find out who came and went through the city gates outside of the schedule. Problem solved. What else do you kids need me for?”



CHAPTER TWELVE

Meow
 
Dark rain clouds hang over the city, tricking the light-sensitive street lamps into thinking that night is falling. With the streets bathed in this eerie half-light, Alex and Silver pull up at the city gates.
Beside the gateway maintenance room, there’s a security box. This metal box, locked with a tag reader, contains some minor wiring for the gate, and stores a digital log of every tag that’s used to open the gate manually.
Alex swipes his wrist across the scanning plate and the box responds with a soft click. He pulls open the front casing and reveals a jumble of parts inside: wires and cables everywhere, bent and twisted and choking one another.
“That’s not the most delicate looking thing I’ve ever seen.” Silver smirks. “Not your best work.”
“Criticism duly noted.”
He digs his cell phone out of his pocket and slides out a small flash drive from a built-in docking port in the back of it. Punching a key code into a small device inside the security box, he inserts the flash drive into a hidden port and downloads the security log.
Once the log is downloaded, he plugs the drive back into his cell phone to instantly review the records.
“And the winner is?” Silver asks.
“Not us, that’s for sure.” Alex sighs. “The records have been wiped.”
“You’re certain?”
He shows her the phone, the screen of which displays a conspicuously empty log sheet.
“So we’re no further ahead.” Irritated, she passes it back to him.
“It’s worse than that.” He pockets it. “Only a handful of people have access to this box.”
“How’s that worse? I like shortlists. Shortlists are good.”
“Well, two of them are standing right here.”
“And the others?”
He hesitates for effect.
“Red and Luka.”
 
*************************
 
Luka is tired and sore when he finally gets home from the hospital. Wearing jeans and a hooded sweater, and looking uncharacteristically civilian, he’s carrying a hold-all that’s stuffed full of everything that was with him when he was attacked in Sector Eighteen: his uniform, weapons, boots, and a few condoms.
The apartment is dark, so he flicks on the hallway light.
Meow.
He drops the hold-all and leaps around to face the beast.
Smellie.
Sitting calmly three feet away, she looks at him with ‘I’m hungry’ eyes and licks her lips before running up to him and weaving between his legs with a soft purr.
“What the … ?”
She plants her bum on his foot and looks up at him, offering a louder call for food, just in case he didn’t hear the first one.
“You’re not my cat.”
Meow.
“You don’t live here.”
Meow.
She leaps off his foot and darts into the kitchen. Following her, Luka finds her sitting next to her empty dish on the floor. She pushes her nose into the dish and sniffs it all around, re-establishing the lack of food inside it.
Meow.
A post-it note stuck on one of the cupboard doors catches Luka’s attention.
 
Welcome home!
 
He opens up the cupboard to find a selection of neatly organized tins of cat food.
Meow.
“Okay, you win.” He looks down at her. “But just for tonight.”
As he’s dishing up her dinner, he hears his front door quietly open and shut.
Footsteps.
The creak of floorboards.
Instinctively, he reaches for his weapon, completely forgetting about the hold-all. Silently cursing, he reaches up under the extraction fan hood above the stove and withdraws a small, 9mm handgun: a vintage Old World Smith and Wesson.
Gun in hand, he peers around the doorway into the empty hallway. Trying to keep his feet quiet on the hardwood floor, he sidesteps toward the door into the living room …
Thunk.
Alex nonchalantly tosses Luka’s mail down onto the coffee table.
Without looking up, “The hospital said that you’d been discharged. I just wanted to make sure you had everything you needed.”
Luka lowers his gun. “And then some.” He looks over at Smellie, who leaps up onto his couch and begins cleaning her paws. “I think you lost something.”
Alex doesn’t seem entirely surprised to see his cat in Luka’s home. “I had a suspicion about that.” He purposefully places his hands on his hips, moving his jacket back and displaying his weapon in front of Luka. “I’ve been having a few of those lately.”
Luka lays his weapon down on a nearby cabinet, making clear the fact that he’s not interested in engaging in any sort of conflict.
“Want to talk about it?” he offers.
Alex weighs Luka up, trying not to let their largely downplayed rivalry over Silver cloud his judgment.
Finally, “Silver tells me that you knew I was going to reassign you to Sector Eighteen.”
Luka nods. “She’s right.”
“How?”
Luka reaches slowly for nearby bureau drawer. He pulls it open to retrieve Alex’s PDA, holding it up for him to see. “You left this at the armory meeting.” He places it down on top of the bureau. “I’m guessing the one in your pocket’s mine.”
Alex checks.
Finding that Luka’s right, he tosses the imposter PDA onto the couch.
“I tried returning it yesterday, but you weren’t home,” Luka adds.
Alex’s jaw tightens. “That’s not what you were doing at my apartment.”
Luka struggles to keep his nerves in check, hiding clammy palms inside the pockets of his sweater. “Silver told you?”
“She had to.” Alex digs Luka’s tie out of his pocket. “You make a lousy rogue.”
He throws the tie across the room to Luka. It hits his chest and falls to the floor, Luka making no attempt to catch it.
“It’s really not how it seems. I only—”
“No, it’s exactly how it fucking seems,” Alex snarls at him. “If you touch my wife again, I swear to god, I’ll tear you apart.”
“I didn’t—”
“I don’t care.” Jaw clenched. “You stay out of my home and out of my shoes. Are we clear?”
“Absolutely.”
Silence.
“Now,” Alex goes on, “since you knew about your impending reassignment, you’ll be glad to know that you’re officially off the suspect list.”
“For what crime?”
“My assassination.” Alex points to the bandage peeking out from underneath the neckline of Luka’s sweater. “That was meant for me.”
“You’re sure?”
“I hope so. Otherwise, the alternative working theory would be that you staged the whole event just to get close to Silver, and that you tried to frame me for it by making it look as though I was the last person to do work on the guard unit.”
Luka opens his mouth to object.
Alex doesn’t let him. “Fortunately for you, Silver vouched for your innocence quite vehemently.” His whole body tenses. “I wouldn’t necessarily have believed her, were it not for the fact that you were still in hospital when the city gate records were erased.”
“You’ve lost me.”
“The person who did it covered their tracks, and fifteen different hospital staff—including the nurse who gave you a rather unnecessary sponge bath earlier today—can confirm your precise whereabouts at the time it happened.”
“Lucky me.”
“That only leaves one suspect on our list.”
“Anyone we know?”
 
*************************
 
Red enters her apartment, sensing Silver’s presence instantly. She stops in the hallway, looking immediately in Silver’s direction.
“By all means, make yourself at home.”
Silver discards the magazine she was reading and leans back on the couch, her HK USP already in her hand. “I think there might be a few things we need to discuss before everything starts to get out of hand.”
“Really?”
Red deposits her keys in a dish on top of a hallway cabinet, reaching for the top drawer as if she plans to put something inside. Instead, she runs her fingers over the interior roof of the drawer.
Nothing.
Her hesitation betrays a minor flash of panic.
“Don’t bother.” Silver gets up from the couch, her gun in hand. “None of your weapons will be where you left them.”
Red slides the drawer shut. “You don’t have to do this. It’s unnecessary.”
“I know you wiped the gate’s security log, and that makes you a prime suspect in the guard unit tampering.” Silver’s resolve is unwavering. “Why did you do it?”
“You know better than that, Silver.”
“Even if it wasn’t you who meddled with the guard unit, you know who did and you’re protecting them.”
“You clearly want to talk, so why don’t you put down the gun? I’m unarmed.”
Silver responds by aiming the gun at Red’s head. In response to that, Red slowly raises her hands in the air: no threat.
“You’re making a mistake.”
“Doubtful.” Silver takes two steps toward Red, her aim steady. “After all, you wouldn’t be the first member of your family to betray me.”
“Phaeden was the one who set you up, not my father.”
“And who helped him? The fucking Christmas elves?”
Silence
“My father gave his life in service to this city,” Red calmly defends her blood. “He died a decorated soldier with an impeccable record.”
“He tried to ruin my life.”
“Who told you that? Lockie McKean? When he was begging for his life? That little shit would’ve told you anything if he thought you’d spare him. The truth of it is, you broke the rules and you were discharged for it. Who’s really to blame for that?”
“Don’t push me,” Silver warns her. “Your father’s head was jammed so far up Phaeden Rist’s backside he could tell what the man ate for dinner. Phaeden liked his staff one way, and one way only: compliant. Your beloved father was nothing more than his willing puppet.”
Without warning, Red reaches boiling point. She pushes away Silver’s gun arm with the palm of her left hand, simultaneously slamming her right hand into the crook of Silver’s elbow. With her left hand, she grabs hold of Silver’s wrist and uses her unlikely strength to control Silver’s fall as she jars the back of Silver’s right knee with the heel of her boot and forces Silver’s shoulders down against the coffee table.
On her knees, bent backwards across the table, Silver can’t move. Red, still holding Silver’s wrist, disarms her and points the gun back at her. She reaches her leg over Silver and presses her stiletto heel against Silver’s neck, keeping her firmly in place.
“Now, let’s talk.”
 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Civil Duty
 
Her left hand pinned awkwardly behind her back, Silver fumbles blindly for her hunting knife.
Thunk.
The knife falls to the floor.
Exploiting Red’s momentary distraction, Silver swiftly grabs the knife by the blade—the only part of it that she can reach—and freeing her arm, she slams the handle against the side of Red’s kneecap, dislocating it.
Silver’s hand is bleeding from the sharp blade of the lethal weapon, but she barely notices. She holsters the knife, letting deep, red blood drip down her hand and smear all over her wedding ring.
Red falls backwards against the floor, the gun still in her hand. Calm and unconcerned, Silver stretches her shoulders and pops each of the joints in turn.
“This is ridiculous.”
“Which part?” Red gets back onto her feet, bearing her weight on one good leg.
“Mostly just the part where you leapt at me like a rabid squirrel.”
Red aims the gun back at Silver. “You deliberately provoked me.”
“Yeah? Suck it up.”
Something catches Silver’s eye, leaning up against an armchair on the other side of the room.
Red’s cane.
A frown creases Silver’s face, but her thought is promptly interrupted by the barrel of her gun suddenly being pressed up against her temple.
“You need to stop,” Red threatens her.
Click.
“No, you need to stop.” Alex appears behind Red, his gun at the back of her head. “Right now.”
Red pulls back her aim from Silver, raising both of her hands in the air for the second time. Alex keeps his gun trained on her head as Luka disarms her, returning the HK USP to Silver.
The situation secured, Alex pushes Red down onto the couch. “Keep your hands where I can see them.”
“Am I under arrest?” Red places her hands on her lap, palms flat.
“Not yet.”
“And what do you suppose the charges will be?”
“Treason’s looking pretty good to me,” Silver growls.
“For erasing a minor security log?”
“For conspiracy.”
“In?”
“The attempted assassination of the Commissioner.”
Red seems neither shocked nor concerned. “You’re lacking proof.”
“Bullshit.” Silver folds her arms in defiance.
“Besides, that was no assassination attempt. It’s nice to see your ego so well intact”—she smiles at Alex—“but the guard unit tampering wasn’t supposed to get you killed, it was only supposed to get you fired.”
“Who’re you protecting?” Silver snarls at her.
“You, as usual. Only you’re too blind to see it.”
“You erased the evidence of a crime!”
“Accidentally.” Red leans back and makes herself comfortable. “Arrest me for clumsiness, if you must.”
“Accidentally? Is that really the line you’re going with?”
“That’ll be my official position if you insist on bringing this before the Council.” Red sighs. “But that’d be a colossal mistake.”
“How’s that?” Alex holsters his weapon, sensing that Red has no intention of retaliating.
“Because I’m trying to save you all.”
“Tell that to him.” Alex tips his head toward Luka. “He’s not been faring too well in your little scheme.”
“The Sector Eighteen event was regrettable, but it honestly wasn’t my fault.”
Delving through facts to find a motive, Silver leaps to a sudden conclusion. “How long have you known about the drug trials?”
“I’m your partner,” Red reminds her. “It’s my job to monitor any and all threats against you, and a part of that entails getting to the bottom of whatever it is that your husband does behind your back—especially when he’s also the Commissioner.”
Alex adopts a more defensive stance, placing his hands on his hips and facing Red squarely. “If you know what I’ve been doing, why didn’t you tell the Governor?”
“Why didn’t you tell the Governor about the deliberately corrupted guard unit? Pretty important detail, don’t you think?” She turns back to Silver. “The point is: I’m on your side.”
“Save it,” Silver spits.
“Wait,” Luka breaks in, “you’re saying that the Governor was in on the Sector Eighteen event?”
“No.” Red shakes her head. “But if you go to her with this, and bring the culprit before the Council, this whole situation will unravel. You’ll be sucked down into a conspiracy that runs deeper than you could ever imagine, and you won’t prevail.”
“You’re full of shit.” Alex sighs. “You’re trying to protect your position.”
“My position’s not at stake.” She glares at him from behind her dark glasses. “Yours, on the other hand, is tenuous at best.”
“Do you have the name of the person responsible for the Sector Eighteen event?” Silver draws Red’s attention back to her.
Red nods.
“I want it,” she demands.
“It’s not that simple.”
“Proof of your loyalty at least.”
“You’re not seriously listening to any of this?” Alex forces Silver to look at him. “She’s playing with you.”
“I can give you the name of the person responsible,” Red assures them, “but you have to agree to handle things my way.”
Alex pulls out a pack of cigarettes. “No promises.” He lights one up. “Just talk.”
“I found out about the drug trials; all the illegal experimentation on Fusion subjects—”
“Newsflash,” Luka interjects. “Phaeden Rist is gone. The truth about his Fusion experimentation is already dead and buried deep inside the Omega archives.”
“Yes, but I’m not talking about the dead Governor’s corrupted moral code, I’m talking about him.” She points a finger at Alex.
Luka watches Alex’s jaw tense, hoping for a satisfactory explanation.
“I would do it all again in a heartbeat,” he vows, his eyes falling upon Silver’s.
“Experiments for what purpose?” Luka demands.
“To fix Silver.”
Alex gauges Luka’s expression carefully, watching as all hint of judgment and condemnation slip away from his eyes, his frown relaxing into a sense of deep understanding. Either Luka has a sincere respect for the intensity of Alex’s love for his wife, or he’s projecting the situation upon himself and recognizing that, in Alex’s position, his own love for Silver would drive him to do exactly the same.
The room falls silent.
Luka’s eyes instinctively leap to Silver, but she keeps hers averted. Alex’s eyes never leave Luka, just waiting for him to make a move to engage her—daring him to.
He doesn’t.
“So,” Red brings them back, “if you’re quite done assessing your apparently rather complex feelings for one another, may I continue?”
She doesn’t wait for an answer.
“I knew about the drug trials, and I wasn’t the only one.” She looks up at Alex. “I was tracking you on Silver’s behalf, but there was someone else documenting your efforts for a much less noble cause.”
“Who?” Silver urges.
“He has reason to want Alex out of office, but he didn’t have any proof to substantiate his claims of treason. Instead, he sought to bring the situation to a far more abrupt ending by corrupting the Sector Eighteen guard unit system.”
“I’m not going to ask you again.”
Red ignores Silver’s request. “I knew there was no way it could’ve been an accident. If it was, it would’ve been the first of its kind. Those units undergo a multitude of safety checks before they ever become operational, and since they’re continuously uplinked to the Omega server, they’re subject to a series of periodic, automated relay checks.”
“A faulty unit would have been detected by the system within hours of its installation,” Alex concurs.
“Exactly. The only way this could’ve happened was if someone had purposefully programmed the unit to shut down in between the pre-designated relay check times. And to do that, you’d have to have knowledge of—and access to—the Omega security network, not just the maintenance network.”
“Meaning that the culprit is definitely from the Police Division.” Alex follows her logic. “Someone after my job?”
“Something like that.” Red nods. “I knew it was only a matter of time before you’d get to the security log.”
“So you got there first,” Silver mumbles.
“I had to. As it stands, the Governor has no idea that the Sector Eighteen event was anything more than just an accident, but that all changes as soon as you arrest someone. You’ll achieve nothing but the very public exposure of your little drug trials, which, need I remind you, is tantamount to treason.”
Silver faces Alex. “I think she has a point.”
“Without my intervention,” Red continues, “you would’ve bulldozed into this mess without giving a thought to the consequences.” She pauses to snap her kneecap back into place. “Whether you like it or not, we have a Fusion Governor who wouldn’t take too kindly to your efforts to reverse the effects of the virus, and your biggest mistake would be to think that hers is the minority.”
Silver scrunches up her face. “What’re you saying?”
“When brought before the Council on charges of treason, you would’ve no doubt relied upon the exposure of the Governor’s true genetic identity to free you from your imminent sentencing. Expecting a mutiny, which would result in her removal from office, you’d imagine that all of the charges against you would be dropped.”
“Why wouldn’t they be? Exposing a charlatan Governor would be nothing short of our civil duty.”
“Only if the uninfected human population of the city outweighs the Fusion.”
“You’re implying that it doesn’t?” Alex almost laughs.
“I’m not implying it, I’m stating it quite boldly.”
“What proof can you possibly have of that?” Silver rejects the notion. “It’s absurd.”
“Is it?” Red takes off her dark glasses, looking back at them with shockingly violet eyes.
 



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Blood Work
 
Silver, Alex, and Luka sit around Red’s kitchen table in silence, all avoiding eye contact. Red’s dark glasses have been abandoned in the center of the table and Silver can’t draw her attention away from them, as if therein lies the final remnants of a longstanding friendship.
Alex fusses over Silver’s sliced hand with a damp cloth, even though it’s already beginning to heal. Ignoring his attempts to foster closeness between them, Silver seems dazed; lost in an inexplicable daydream.
On the other side of the table, Luka stares into the bottom of his teacup. Red returns from the pantry and offers him a biscuit from an antique tin.
He shakes his head.
All alone in a room full of her friends, Red takes a seat at the head of the table, her own tea growing cold in front of her.
“How did it happen?” Silver finally ventures, her eyes never leaving the glasses. “How were you exposed to the virus? You received the vaccine, just like everyone else.”
Red tries to take a sip of her drink, but finds the now tepid liquid distastefully weak and pushes it away. “The destructive form of the virus was successfully contained.” She hesitates. “My exposure wasn’t part of the outbreak.”
Eye contact.
For the first time since Red’s game changing announcement, Silver locks eyes with her, staring deep into her Fusion lenses. “Excuse me?”
“Someone did this to you? Who?” Alex jumps in, falsely believing that he has a concrete grasp of the unraveling situation.
“No.” Red shakes her head. “You don’t understand.”
“Are you kidding me? I’m uniquely qualified to understand—I live with Silver. Believe me, I know what you’re going through better than anyone.”
“I don’t mean to mislead you.” Red fixes her eyes back on Silver. “I just want you to accept the circumstances as they are, whether you can agree with them or not.”
“Circumstances?” Silver becomes suspicious. “What circumstances?”
“No-one forced my hand, Silver.”
Silence.
Those are the last words that Silver ever wanted to hear. Both Alex and Luka turn to her, expecting a volcanic reaction. Instead, she calmly directs her anger into a monumental rise toward moral superiority.
“You did this to yourself? Why would you do that?”
Rhetorical.
She gives Red no chance to answer.
“All these years we’ve spent fighting for humanity, and all the while you were just waiting for an opportunity to throw it all away? Like it didn’t even matter.”
“That’s not how it is,” Red insists.
More silence.
Silver struggles to keep her tone neutral. “How long?”
“A few months.” Red tries to make eye contact, but all eyes in the room are now deliberately averted. “I actually thought you might be able to see this from my perspective.”
“Your perspective?” Silver glares at her. “You’ve betrayed everything that we’ve ever worked for. Your version of ‘perspective’ seems to have gone slightly askew.”
“The Fusion virus repairs cellular damage.” Red glances down at Silver’s damaged hand. “Look at you, for example. Your body has healing capabilities that far exceed any other creature in the known world.”
Silver steals her hand back from Alex.
“You think I’m okay with this?” She holds her wounded palm up to the room before creasing it into a fist and bringing it down hard against the tabletop. “I didn’t become an aberration through choice, Rachel. When I close my eyes and think of the future—the human future I fight for—my biological integrity was never a matter of deliberation.”
“I was blind, Silver. Since I was eighteen months old, I’d seen no more than vague, shapeless shadows of this world, and I never stopped wanting more. I chose to look upon this as an opportunity to evolve beyond the confines of the genetic cage I’d lived in for more than thirty years. I saw the possibility to achieve more—to be better. Are you really going to sit here and tell me that you’d trade it all in to be what you were again? Were you really that satisfied with your own human mediocrity?”
Silver’s eyes are drained of expression, her face blank. “Just tell me what I came here to learn.”
“I’m trying.”
“You’re bragging.”
“I’m explaining myself.”
“Well, I’ll save you the trouble. You’ll never be able to explain to me, with any degree of success, how you were able to shatter almost twenty years of loyalty with one bad choice, and then have the audacity to look me in the eyes and tell me that I’m just like you.”
“You are just like me, Silver. It’s in your blood, too.”
“And I will fight every day of my life to purge every last trace of your tarnished Fusion blood out of my very human veins until you people are nothing more than a tiny speck of annoyance in the long and wonderful history of my life. Do you understand?”
Alex’s cell phone beeps.
He reaches for his phone and checks the alert: a text message from Maydevine.
 
            IT’S DONE.
 
Alex gives an affirmative nod to Silver, answering her silent question: the secret Fringe District apartment is now a raging inferno.
“I hope Maydevine destroyed everything,” Red is quick to assume. “The slightest link back to you—to either of you—and I wouldn’t be able to stop what would happen next.” She gets up from the table. “Come now. I have something important to show you.”
She leads her hesitant guests into her home office and uses a touch-screen remote, protected by a hand print recognition plate, to activate her computer system. A fifty-two inch digital picture frame mounted to the wall becomes a computer monitor at the touch of a button, and Red pulls up some medical files related to the CV2 outbreak.
“I don’t have time for a slideshow.” Silver checks her invisible watch. “I’ve got some retribution to attend to.”
“You’ll have time for this,” Red promises her. “I had to hack my way through five security firewalls in the Omega BioScience Division to get it. This information’s not even stored on the main Omega network, it’s saved directly to the Ark.”
That catches Alex’s attention.
“The Ark?” He frowns. “Are you sure? You might just be accessing an automatically created back-up file without realizing it.”
Red smiles. “Look, I know I’m not you. If geek were a superpower, you’d be some kind of god—I get that. Nevertheless, I am capable of tracing files back to their drive origination, and I’m telling you, these files exist precisely nowhere but on the Ark server.”
She locates a many times magnified, three-dimensional view of human red blood cells. “Here’s your typical red blood cell. It’s human, of course.”
She pulls up another image of red blood cells, but these cells are different. Instead of smooth edges around the concave surface of the cells, the edges are prickled with many microscopic spikes, giving them an almost furry appearance.
“These are Fusion blood cells.” Red glances over at her guests to gauge their thoughts. “Quite distinct.”
“Quite.” Silver clenches her jaw.
“When they formulated the vaccine for CV2, the records show they isolated the surface proteins of the virus—extracted from your blood serum—and used them to make a subunit vaccine.”
“Glad I could help.”
“Under normal circumstances, the introduction of these proteins into an unaffected individual provokes an immune response which destroys the proteins and generates antibodies against future invasions. It’s perfectly safe. Humans have been making subunit vaccinations this way for centuries.”
“Normal circumstances?” Alex questions.
“Yes.” Red looks over her shoulder at him. “Normal circumstances which, apparently, do not include the Chimera Virus.”
“You’re saying that the vaccine doesn’t work?” Luka translates Red’s science. “The public needs to be notified. We need to set new protocols for—”
“There won’t be any need for your protocols,” Red derails his thought train. “Trust me.”
She selects a video file on the computer.
Human red blood cells.
“These cells were taken from an unvaccinated individual and were injected with a solution of virulent CV2.” She hits ‘play’. “Here’s a sped up view of what happened next.”
The blood cells begin to shake and vibrate, and then swell. Spikes appear and disappear. The cells regain normal human form, but only momentarily.
After a brief stabilization, the cells begin to shrink and shrivel.
Cellular implosion.
The cells lose their red hue, darken, and become necrotic.
Red stops the playback.
“The CV2 infection speeds up the natural senescence of red blood cells, causing them to die much faster than the bone marrow can replace them. If this were a genuine infection, the individual would be dead.”
“No kidding,” Alex snorts.
“What you just saw was the virus out-selecting a biologically inferior host. It’s like watching evolution at work, right before your eyes, and CV2 appears to have particularly high standards. Any pre-existing medical condition, no matter how minor, would be enough to result in the death of the host.” She pauses for effect. “That is, until they re-tested the same samples after the introduction of the vaccine.”
“No …” Silver begins to catch on.
Red selects another video.
More human red blood cells.
“These cells are from a vaccinated individual, introduced to the same solution of CV2.”
Play.
These red blood cells begin to shake at first, then … stop. Gradually, one cell at a time, they transform into Fusion cells.
“Oh, my god …” Silver is floored.
“My thoughts exactly.” Red stops the playback. “After receiving the vaccine, all samples—regardless of health—survived the introduction of CV2.”
“Became Fusion, you mean?”
“Survived,” Red corrects her. “Whether or not the individual makes the Fusion conversion still seems completely random to me. I haven’t yet been able to put my finger on the reason why, though it must be genetic.”
“We didn’t create a vaccine.” Silver spins to face Alex. “We created a guarantee.”
“It’s worse than that.” Red shuts off the monitor. “Those who don’t assimilate still have the virus in their blood, it just lies dormant. They’re more than capable of passing it on to others, and they’d never even know they were doing it.”
“Carriers?” Alex ruffles a hand through his hair.
Red nods. “We created a silent predator. Thanks to the ‘vaccine’, an individual can now be infected without being even the slightest bit aware of it. The virus could just slip into their blood and take over their cells. No signs, no symptoms—not until the change was complete.” She turns to Silver. “As you now know, you weren’t immune, you just passed the original selection process. Unfortunately, Omega was in such a hurry to distribute the vaccine that it was administered to the public before the symptoms were even present in your blood to test for it.”
Self-conscious, Silver breaks eye contact.
“Our best guess is that it takes at least one to three months from the date of infection before the virus can be accurately tested for,” Red wraps up the science. “And we have no way of knowing how many people have already been exposed.”
“Not without testing the entire population,” Luka concurs.
“All those people we brought into the Belt …” Silver’s words trail off. “Hundreds could already have been infected without detection, and we put them all inside a pressure cooker.”
Alex rests a hand on her shoulder. “It wasn’t your fault.”
His words do little to comfort her.
“For what it’s worth,” Red adds, “I was infected after I received the vaccine. It wasn’t my choice either.”



CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Simultaneous Corruption
 
Silver barges through Red’s apartment on her way to the front door. Red bounds after her, and stops her in her tracks before she can leave.
“Where do you think you’re going?”
Silver tries to shove her out of the way, but she won’t budge.
“We need to bring this to the attention of the public. We need to do everything we can to stop the spread of the infection.”
“It’s too late. Don’t you see? The Governor knows. She’s always known. Who do you think ordered the testing?” Red pushes Silver away from the door.
“And you?” Silver backs away from her. “How long have you known?”
“Since I was infected.”
“Why didn’t you tell anyone?” Alex steps in between Silver and Red, preventing either one of them from committing violence against the other.
“I needed time.”
“Time? Time for what?” Luka comes to Alex’s side.
“To find a way to move forward.”
“To infect more people?” Silver snaps at her.
“No.” Red shakes her head. “You’re misinterpreting my intentions again.”
Alex takes out his cell phone and begins to dial numbers.
“Who’re you calling?” Red wraps her fingers over the handset, stopping him from completing the call.
“Maydevine. He needs to be warned.”
“Wait. Before you do anything, you need to hear the rest of what I have to say.”
“I only came here for a name,” Silver insists.
“And I’ll give it to you. I agree with you completely: the saboteur threat needs to be eliminated in order for us to protect the drug trials, but you’re going to need more than a name to stop this.” She locks eyes with Silver. “You need a plan.”
“And you have one?”
“We need to know what kind of scale we’re dealing with, which means figuring out how far the infection has spread.”
“And how can we do that without testing the blood of every man, woman and child in this city?” Alex puts his cell phone back in his pocket. “Talk about suspicious behavior. That’s certain to draw unwanted attention, and the Governor would never sanction it.”
“No, she wouldn’t,” Red agrees. “Not unless it was absolutely necessary.”
“What do you suggest?” Luka taps his fingers anxiously against his weapon. “Every resident’s blood data is stored on their tag, and backed up on the main server. Even if one system were to be corrupted, it would just reboot and download the information again from the unaffected network.”
“Unless both networks could somehow be corrupted simultaneously,” Red offers.
Looks are shared among the group.
“How is that even possible?” Alex ruffles his hair. “For that to even be remotely viable, you’d have to find some way of shutting down the main power source. You’d have to take the entire Omega network offline—every blade and every server—and systematically wipe each individual hard drive, and every unique memory source, without being detected.” More hair ruffling. “Not gonna happen.” Alex sighs. “Not unless you …” His voice trails off.
“Not unless what?” Silver steps in front of him. “You know how to do it, don’t you?”
Alex shakes his head. “No, not really. I mean, there is a way, but we don’t have the equipment for it.”
“Don’t we?” Red smiles wryly. “I said I needed time to move forward. Really, I just needed time to build it.”
“Build what?” Silver presses. “What am I missing here?”
“An electromagnetic pulse device,” Alex answers. “She’s built a fucking EMP.”
“Not me, actually,” Red sets him straight. “I had to bring someone else in on this. I just supplied the parts.”
“Wait.” Luka holds up his hand. “You’re talking about shutting down the city. Civilization will come to a grinding halt.”
“Temporarily,” Red concedes, giving an unconcerned shrug.
Alex’s eyes are gleaming. “It’ll wipe everything. Every shred of information on every server, every tag, every fucking PDA in the entire city—it’ll all be gone.” He grins. “It’s perfect.”
“And you’re sure that won’t put us back into the dark ages?” Silver seems skeptical.
Alex shakes his head. “Every ounce of information is backed up deep underground in the Ark, so that all of the servers can be manually reset without losing any crucial government data.”
He seems so sure of himself, and his confident grin is infectious. As she rolls the facts over in her own head, Silver begins to feed off his excitement.
“Once the data’s wiped, the citizens will be forced to report to Omega for the mandatory reprogramming of their tags, and to have their biological samples re-collected in the process. It’s the ultimate ID check.” She allows herself a brief smile. “That, my friends, is what you call carte blanche.”
“So who has the EMP?” Alex turns his attention back to Red. “That’s not an easy thing to hide in this city.”
“That’s precisely why it’s not in the city. First off, I needed to outsource the work to somebody I could trust. Secondly, it left the city in a million different pieces, collected from a hundred different sources, so that the parts wouldn’t get flagged. And now that it’s in one piece, getting it back into the city … well, that’s going to be the first challenge.”
“Assuming that we’re even able to bring the EMP back into the city without detection, where do you plan on detonating it? And how?” Alex runs both of his hands through his hair. “The kind of power supply you’d need to charge a capacitor of that size isn’t something the average resident has access to. It’s not like plugging in a hair dryer.”
“I think that’s why we have you.” Silver pokes a finger at his chest.
“That, and the tag signal scrambler you’ve been using to sneak around behind Omega’s back without them arresting you for treason.” Red targets Alex with her beaming violet eyes. “Nice little modification you’ve made to it. Not just blocking the tag’s actual signal, but redirecting it to broadcast from an entirely different location.”
Alex shrugs modestly. “It does the job.”
“I had to resort to good old-fashioned police work to hunt you down.” Red smiles. “I tried replicating it, but the best I could achieve was a broadcast loop that could buy me thirty minutes at the most.”
“Amateur.” Alex grins.
Silver checks her invisible watch. “We have less than four hours before nightfall. If we’re going to do this, we have to move now.”
Red casts her eyes over Luka’s casual clothes and lack of weapons. “Not dressed like that we don’t. This excursion needs to look official.”
“What’s going to be the reason for our venture?” Luka asks, suddenly feeling very underdressed. “We’ll need to file something in the transport log.”
“A security breach in Sector Five of the Leonine District.” Red steers her gaze toward Alex. “You can make that happen, right?”
He nods. “From my laptop at home.”
“Good. The faster we move on this, the better.” She checks her watch to confirm the time. “Meet me in the DDH loading bay in thirty minutes, and dress for war. Where we’re going, life expectancy is directly correlated to how dangerous you look.”



CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Warehouse Thirteen
 
Heavily armed, and each in their regulation Division uniforms, Silver, Alex, Luka and Red—her dark glasses back in place, purely to keep her new genetic identity concealed—enter the DDH loading bay.
To see all four Division leaders together, dressed for combat, is a genuine blue moon event. Other members of the dual Divisions watch from a distance, quietly wondering what kind of epic bloodbath could be about to take place.
As Silver approaches her truck, she notices a folded piece of paper taped to the driver’s side window. She tears it off and flips it open.
An invoice.
One new transmission, billed directly to the Hunter General on the request of the chief mechanic. Payment due immediately.
“Son of a bitch,” she whines.
“Didn’t I warn you?” Red laughs, climbing in shotgun.
“He can sue me for it.” Silver rips up the invoice and scatters it on the floor. “He can get in line behind the Public Library and Records Office. They have a lien on my car for an overdue book.”
Alex stops dead in his tracks on his way into the back of the truck. “Wait, what? You read a book? When?”
Silver shows him her middle finger. Getting into the truck, she opts for a swift change of subject as she starts the engine with a roar. “Just for reference, what kind of breach are we responding to?”
“A faulty relay.” Alex tweaks the settings on his tag signal scrambler. “An anomalous power surge produced a small circuit overload, which caused the guard unit sensors in that sector to overreact and falsely record the anomaly as a breach.”
“Hypochondriac guard units.” Silver smiles at him through his reflection in the rearview mirror.
“They’re just cautious is all. They heard what happened in Sector Eighteen and they’re all freaking out.” Alex returns the smile. “Better safe than sorry.”
From the seat behind her, he reaches out and gently squeezes her shoulder. Involuntarily, her already tense muscles tighten at his unexpected touch. In a split second, she mentally chides her body for the negative reaction, but the gentle release of her shoulders comes too late to be felt by the hand that’s already slipped away.
From here on, much of the drive is passed in silence, until Silver pulls the truck up just short of Old World Third Avenue Bridge: the only remaining connection between the Leonine District and what remains of the Out District.
Silver regards the bridge with some cynicism. “This is a wonderful plan and all, but how do you imagine we’re going to get across that without being shot at by a dozen Fusion snipers?”
Without answering her, Red takes out a small two-way radio and tunes in to a specific frequency. “It’s me. Stand down.”
She waits.
Seconds later, a male voice on the other end of the radio confirms the order.
Red takes off her dark glasses and reveals her Fusion eyes. “I don’t imagine it’ll be much of a problem, do you?” She looks over her shoulder at Alex. “You have the device?”
He nods, pulling it out of his pocket to confirm its functionality. “I manually programmed it with our tag serial numbers while we were en route. I also included the GPS locator in the truck.” He double checks the settings. “We’re good to go. Right now, we’re doing a perimeter check in Sector Five.”
“Perfect.” Red unclips her seatbelt, nodding toward Silver’s seat in front of the wheel. “I’ll take it from here.”
Silver doesn’t move a muscle. “You can’t drive my truck.”
“Why not?”
“You don’t even have a license.”
Ignoring her protest, Red gets out of the truck and swings open the driver’s side door, budging Silver out of the way. “If you don’t want to be shot at, you’ll let me drive.”
Silver hesitates before relinquishing the control of her vehicle—and of any small amount of control she may have had over the situation—but she has little choice.
Sliding over to the passenger seat, her entire body rigid with unease, she winces when Red grinds the gears to get the truck to shift.
“It’s called a clutch. Use it.”
“You think I’m going to take driving advice from a woman who burns through transmissions like a fire in a paper factory?”
By the time the truck reaches the other side of the bridge, a small Fusion welcoming party has gathered together. Dressed uniformly in green camouflage military pants, and red shirts embroidered with a small ace of spades on the left side of the chest, they look disconcertingly organized.
Far from being the ragtag group of outcasts that Arcadian once wrangled from a disused hotel that was infested with rats and anger, these Fusions look like they mean business. Equipped with sub-machine guns and rifles, and shiny new army boots, these men look like the prototypes of a Fusion-style Hunter Division.
They stare at Silver’s truck and its occupants with mistrust, their weapons already in hand.
“They’re with me,” Red informs them.
The Fusion at the forefront of the group nods and moves aside. “As you wish.”
Having traveled this route countless times before, Red expertly steers them onward toward a nearby industrial estate. It’s alive with the noise of industry: blowtorches, metal grinders, hammers, drills, and the hum of various generators and engines.
A massive kiln spouts thick, dark smoke into the sky above them. Sparks fly into the street from inside open warehouse hangars, where welders are repairing Old World vehicles, weapons, and a few other things that Silver doesn’t recognize.
Red swings the truck into one of these open warehouses. This particular one is filled with car parts and disassembled electronics, including a pile of Old World tube television sets, all stripped apart. She kills the engine.
As Silver exits the vehicle, her hand hovers tentatively over her gun. She spots a large pool of liquid on the ground. It’s either blood or engine oil, but against the filthy concrete surface, it’s hard to tell.
“Where the hell are we?” She pokes at the dubious liquid with the toe of her boot.
A door opens behind her.
She swings round to face it, her gun drawn.
Hesitation.
“Fuck me …” She lowers the gun, but doesn’t holster it.
A unforgettable face is standing just a few feet away, wearing the same prototype military uniform as the others, lighting up a cigarette in the doorway.
Jax.
“You didn’t tell me you’d be bringing company,” she mumbles to Red from behind the cigarette.
Red ignores that. “Is it done?”
In no hurry to answer, Jax runs her eyes across the group, causing Alex to take an involuntary step back when her bright violet eyes meet with his human hazelnuts.
Noticing that Silver’s gun is still drawn, Jax becomes instantly disapproving. “Put that shit away. You’ll frighten the kid.”
Without explanation, she disappears back through the doorway, expecting them all to follow. In the adjoining room—a mechanic’s workshop—she pulls a tarpaulin off a large, cylindrical object on top of a table.
The EMP device.
Alex feels a mini rush of geek arousal. For an engineer, this EMP is a thing of beauty. Watching him run his hands over the sleek metal, Silver can see the same glint in his eyes that he gets when he peels off her clothes.
She’s jealous of a pile of nuts and bolts.
Even she realizes that’s ridiculous.
Hovering at the edge of the room, Luka eyes the EMP with suspicion. “Is it safe?”
“Sure.” Jax shrugs. “Until you give it some juice, then stay the fuck away from it.” She turns and addresses Red. “The explosion’s programmed to go off five seconds after activation, so when you hit the button, make sure you’ve given yourselves enough time to reach safe distance.”
“Explosion?” Alex frowns. “Who said anything about an explosion?”
“I did.” Red taps the side of the EMP. “When this thing goes boom, it’s going to look like a malfunction. It’ll destroy anything within a fifty foot radius, including the terrorist who built it and set it off.”
Silver is the first one to connect all the pieces of Red’s plan. “The person responsible for Sector Eighteen. Our scapegoat.”
Red nods. “I told you I had a plan.”
“Yeah, but I didn’t think your plan would involve murder.”
“Murder?” Red looks innocently at her. “Who said anything about murder?”
“Blowing a guy up isn’t murder to you?”
“He’d be enforced for what he did in Sector Eighteen. This isn’t murder, it’s just a different kind of justice.”
Silver can’t quite believe her ears. This isn’t the first time she’s had that exact same logic sold to her, but she’d never expected to hear it from Red.
She looks over at Alex. “Are you buying into this?”
He shrugs. “He killed three people. I don’t have a whole lot of love for the guy.”
Silver checks in with Luka, but he—being one of those who were injured in Sector Eighteen—seems to share Alex’s sentiments.
They each have their own reasons for wanting this man dead, though, and Silver has a suspicion that justice has very little to do with it. Vengeance, maybe. Personal gain, more likely.
No time to dwell on it.
A noise.
Footsteps.
A gurgle.
Another door creaks open.
“I think she wants you. She won’t settle.” Alice enters the room holding a restless baby in her arms, dragging a four hundred pound gorilla of awkwardness in behind her.
The smile falls from her face when she realizes that Jax has guests, and her stomach ties itself up in knots when she realizes that one of them is Silver.
Silence.
She looks up at Silver and they share a monumentally uncomfortable moment of eye contact, quickly broken by Jax when she tosses Silver the key to arm the EMP.
“Take your weapon.”
“How did you build the capacitor?” Alex tries to deflect the building tension.
“You saw all the Old World appliances out there.” Jax points to the other room. “That, and then some. It’s not just one big capacitor, it’s a parallel circuit built from lots of little capacitors.” She puts out her cigarette on the floor. “How’re you going to get it back into the city? They’re getting lax in their procedures, or what?”
Red shakes her head. “Just as stringent. They’ll search the truck before re-entry.”
“Then how?”
“There’s one more thing I need to ask of you.”
 



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Peachy
 
Silver’s truck is parked above a mechanic’s pit, from inside which the underside of the vehicle can be easily accessed. Sitting on the edge of the pit, dangling her legs over the side, Silver watches Alex and Luka use their combined muscle to maneuver the EMP device underneath the truck, as guided by Jax.
While the boys hold it in place, Jax retrieves the tools she needs to finish the job. On the other side of the room, Alice tries to calm her wailing baby.
Luka’s staring at her. “So that’s Alice, huh?”
“Yup.” Alex really doesn’t want to have this conversation with him.
“She doesn’t look like much.”
“She was a port in a storm.”
It’s plain to see that Alex is uncomfortable discussing this part of Silver’s past, so Luka drops it. Jax soon returns with a wrench, and begins to secure the EMP to a holding plate which she’s already welded to the underside of the truck. She closes two metal clasps around the EMP, and secures the clasps with nuts and bolts.
As Alex and Luka release the EMP, a sharp piece of metal on the edge of the hastily constructed holding plate slices open the side of Alex’s left hand.
He bites his tongue and curses under his breath, his blood dripping onto the ground beneath him, mingling with the New and Old World grime that’s been collecting there for centuries.
Silver drops into the pit to investigate. “You okay?”
“Peachy,” he answers through gritted teeth.
“There are first aid supplies in the truck.” She takes his injured hand in hers and applies pressure to it. She’s not in the least bit squeamish.
By the time they’re out of the pit, Red already has bandages ready. She rubs antiseptic into the wound with her bare hands, Alex’s blood smearing onto her fingertips—she’s not squeamish either.
“I hope you had your tetanus shot.”
Unconcerned, Alex shrugs that off. “Given the life I lead, I’d say that’s the least of my problems.”
Red binds a flexi-wrap bandage securely around Alex’s hand. “Given the lives we all lead, tetanus would be such a pathetic way to go.” She half-smiles. “Where’s the honor in that?”
“Where’s the honor in anything?”
Alex sulks away from her, leaving her to wipe his blood off her hands. As she does, something catches her attention: a faint smell on her fingertips.
A distant revelation triggers in her brain, but she pushes it away.
“What’s wrong?” Silver dares to ask.
“Nothing.” Red shakes her head. “Since I’ve had my sight back, my other senses aren’t quite as acute as I’m used to, even with the Fusion enhancement. I’ve been having some … misfires. The other day, I swear my cereal smelled like peanuts.”
“That’s better than burnt toast. If that ever happens, call a doctor.” Silver glances over at the EMP and quickly changes gears. “You really think this’ll work?”
“It has to. Otherwise, we’re all dead.”
They step out of the way as Luka backs the truck up from the pit, Alice watching them from the corner of the room. Now topless, her full breasts are exposed and her hungry baby is nursing quietly in her arms. She pins her eyes on Silver.
A second later, Jax appears at Alice’s side and draws her attention away. She places a hand upon her shoulder and whispers something in her ear, then plants a kiss on the top of her head.
They’re intimately involved. Silver can tell by the way their touch lingers, and the way Jax looks at her. She remembers that look well; she used to wear it on her own face.
Jax realizes that Silver’s staring.
Her icy glare prompts Silver to avert her eyes, turning quickly to find Red standing right beside her, a witness to the unspoken discomfort in the room.
“She’s a skilled manipulator. Don’t waste another thought on it.” Red checks her watch. “Just over two hours left till sundown.”
“Good. Let’s get this over with.” Silver heads for the truck and ousts Luka from the driver’s seat.
This time, Alex rides shotgun. He starts picking at his bandage, his blood already beginning to soak through the gauze.
Silver admires the seepage. “I think you’ll need stitches.”
“Maybe there’ll be time for that after we’re done destroying the modern world.”
 
*************************
 
Back in the DDH loading bay, the four Division leaders sit patiently inside the truck while a vehicle inspection technician checks the truck over, marking things off on a digital clipboard. He checks inside the hood, on the roof, and opens the back to inspect the interior. At this time of day, he’s the only one on shift, and that’s about to work to their advantage.
Taking a slow walk around the truck, he stops near to the driver’s side door and starts to bend forward to check underneath the vehicle. Silver’s pounding heart sends a rush of blood to her adrenal cortex. She can feel the eyes of her friends upon her, urging her to do something, and she reacts instinctively.
Thunk.
She swings open the driver’s side door, smacking it straight into the technician’s head. He reels back, barely able to retain his footing. In front of him, Silver jumps out of the truck with a practiced look of concern painted across her face.
“I’m so sorry! Are you all right? I didn’t see you.”
“You’re not supposed to leave the vehicle until the inspection’s complete.” The technician doesn’t even try to hide the irritation in his voice. “Those are the rules, General.”
“Well, the rules have failed to take into account my rather urgent need to pee.”
The technician rubs his sore head.
“Here,” Silver offers. “Sit.” She pulls a chair toward him and pushes his shoulders down into it, swiftly taking the digital clipboard out of his hands.
A large purple bruise is already forming on the technician’s shiny, balding head.
“Perhaps you should go get that checked out,” Silver suggests. “I might’ve cracked your skull.”
The technician looks up at her, full of worry. “Really?”
“Absolutely.”
“But I’m on shift for another hour.”
“We’ll take care of it.” Silver hands the clipboard off to Alex. “I think the most important thing is for you to go and make sure that you’re okay,” she bullshits. “I’ll square your absence with your boss.”
The technician hesitates.
“You might have a concussion,” Silver pushes.
The technician sighs, getting to his feet painfully slowly. “Okay. If you’re sure it’ll be all right?”
“Of course.” Silver smiles disingenuously. “I’m the Hunter General.”
The technician nods. “I’ll file an injury report in the morning.”
“You do that.” Silver clings on to the smile.
She and the others wait with bated breath as he walks away. As soon as the door closes behind him, Silver’s smile and her cheerful tone evaporate.
“Thank fuck for that.” She glances over at Alex. “You can take care of the rest?”
Alex makes a few notations with the digital pen, bypasses a few protocols, and signs off on the vehicle. “It’s already done.” He sets the clipboard aside and reaches into the truck to retrieve his laptop. “Now I just need a few minutes to create a loop of the security cameras, which should buy us enough time to get everything cleaned up in here.”
He sets his laptop up on a nearby table.
“Then what?” Luka asks. “How do we get the thing out of here without being detected?”
“We throw it out.” Red begins exploring the garbage chutes. “The mechanics have a special waste chute for junk metal. We’ll just toss it in there and collect it again on the other end.”
“And where exactly is ‘the other end’?” Silver raises an eyebrow.
“Don’t worry, it’s not as gross as you think.”
“Done.” Alex clicks a few more buttons and checks his watch. “We have fifteen minutes of freedom, starting now.”
Luka manipulates the mechanics’ pulley system and directs the enormous chains over the truck, lowering them down slowly. As fast as they can, Silver and Alex hook the chains up to custom built attachments along the bottom edge of the truck’s side panels so that Luka can lift the truck up with the pulley.
With standing room underneath, Luka and Alex detach the EMP and toss it down the appropriate chute, as selected by Red. Once it’s disposed of, they have a few minutes left to remove the temporary holding plate with a blowtorch before lowering the truck back down.
Ta-da.
Job complete.
With fifty seconds to spare.



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Can’t Hurt, Might Help
 
Alex backs his second vehicle—the same reclaimed Old World piece of crap he’s had since he was eighteen—up to the rear entrance of a glorified junk yard at the back of the DDH loading bay.
The deserted yard is bathed in twilight, and the security lights jump on at the first sign of movement in their periphery. The gate to the yard is locked with a tag reader, and Silver is quick to assume that her Hunter General status will be enough to gain her access.
She swipes her wrist.
Denied.
Alex appears at her side.
“Waste management personnel only,” he enlightens her. “It’s nothing personal.”
He pops open the casing on the tag reader and takes out his cell phone. Connecting a short, retractable USB cable from the back of the cell phone to a port inside the tag reader, he’s able to manually input the right information to get them access.
“A tag reader is nothing more than an elaborate barcode scanner,” he explains. “Just like at the grocery store. So all we need to do is find a barcode with the right access qualifications, and manually input that into the device through the back door.”
Access granted.
“See?” He grins.
Silver seems bewildered. “Not really, but I’m happy to accept that as a success.”
She pushes open the gate and steps inside. The junk yard is filled with rows and rows of dumpsters, each at varying levels of fullness. Locating the dumpster with the EMP in it is swift work: the EMP is still in the chute, jammed sideways near the opening.
Silver frowns at it. “At least it didn’t have a rough landing.”
The dumpster beneath it is full to overflowing. Silver uses the neighboring dumpster as leverage and deftly leaps up onto the top edge of the target dumpster, walking along the thin ledge toward the chute with catlike confidence.
Balancing herself there, she tries to reach in and pull the EMP out, but it’s wedged too tightly.
“Need some lube?” Alex smirks.
He’s not joking.
He retrieves a bottle of synthetic motor oil from the trunk of his car and passes it up to her. “Can’t hurt. Might help.”
She takes the bottle and douses the EMP liberally. Unfortunately, all that does is make it slippery. As a last resort, Silver leans back and places all of her weight on her hands, balancing precariously with one hand on the ledge beside her and the other at the corner of the dumpster. She wedges her right foot against the side of the chute and kicks at the protruding edge of the EMP with her left.
At every kick, Alex winces. “There is a bomb in that, you know.”
“Maybe you should come up here and try sweet talking to it instead, then?”
“You could just try to be a little bit gentler, that’s all I’m saying.”
Another kick.
Another.
“I hope Red and Luka are having better luck rounding up our terrorist.”
More kicking.
One last kick and Silver gives up the effort. Tired, her arms aching, she plants her feet back down on the ledge and crouches there, leaning against the building behind her.
“This sucks worse than your grandma.” She sighs, her fingers still sticky from the motor oil.
“Nice talk. Want me to try?”
As Alex prepares to scale the side of the dumpster, the EMP begins to shift. Very slowly, it dislodges and slides out all by itself. It’s soon followed by the holding plate off the bottom of the truck, and some other freshly tossed junk.
“Great,” Silver pouts. “All we really had to do was sit here and wait for it to take a shit.”
“I think you loosened it.” Alex smiles.
Silver looks around the junk yard from her perch up on top of the dumpster. “What else does Omega dispose of in here?”
Alex shrugs. “It’s mostly junk from the service department: metal, wood, tires—”
“Vehicle batteries?” She cuts him off.
Another shrug. “I guess. Why?”
“How about those weird power cell thingamies they tested out in all the Division trucks last month? The things that kept blowing their load all at once and couldn’t hold a charge.”
“Well, yeah. They were junked.”
Silver jumps down off the dumpster, making a perfect landing beside Alex. “Did you figure out a way to charge the capacitors in the EMP yet?”
“Without blowing a breaker or getting myself electrocuted? Not quite, but I think if I …” His words trail off and he grabs hold of Silver’s thought train. “You’re amazing.”
“Why, thank you.” Silver curtseys, turning her head away slightly to obscure a subtle rush of blush to her cheeks.
Alex reaches forward, takes her by the shoulders and plants a rough kiss on her forehead. “This is why I love you.” He looks around the junk yard. “You want to use that batch of faulty power cells to charge the EMP. That’s brilliant!”
“I hope that’s not the only reason you love me.”
Alex begins searching dumpsters for the power cells. “At this moment, it’s a pretty compelling one.”
“Fuck you.”
“That was a compliment.”
Silver skips across the junk yard and hops up onto the ledge of another dumpster. Sitting there, her legs dangling over the edge, she whistles to Alex. “Looking for something?” She points toward the contents of the dumpster.
Full of vehicle power cells.
Alex hurries over to the dumpster, his eyes lighting up. “Did I mention that I love you?”
“Save it.” Silver jumps back down to the ground. “Help me get the EMP into the car, and then we’ll load you up with all the thingamies you can handle.”
She tries to walk away, but Alex reaches out and holds her back, pushing her up against the dumpster.
“I do love you, you know.”
Silver suppresses a smile, and the somersault in her stomach.
She wonders if he’ll make a move on her. It’s been so long since he’s tried to solicit proper intimacy with her, and their last sexual encounter had been such a miserably souring experience.
He’d come home in the middle of the night, reeking of booze and cigarettes. She’d awoken to the covers being pulled off the bed, and him leaning over her. He’d smothered her objections with his lips and forced himself between her legs. Pinning her arms above her head with one hand, he’d unbuckled his belt and set himself free.
He was fully erect and desperate to fuck her, and he’d pushed himself all the way inside her without waiting to be invited.
She’d be lying if she said it didn’t feel good—having him inside her always does—but it was quick and careless, and purely about his own pleasure. After he came, he’d pulled out of her and practically collapsed onto the bed beside her.
Seconds later, he was sound asleep, snoring, and she was sobbing softly into her pillow.
With that thought in her mind, Silver peels herself free and moves away from the dumpster. “You can remind me how much you love me later. Right now, we’ve got some work to do.”
 
             
 



CHAPTER NINETEEN

Fringeresque
 
Alex scales the steps two at a time and knocks on the door of a small townhouse by Old World Prospect Park.
Silence.
Another round of knocks.
“Police. Open up.”
Nothing.
Silver peers in through one of the windows, but it’s quiet and all the lights are out.
Alex jiggles the handle.
Locked.
He checks his pockets for something, but comes up empty. “Hold on. I think I have a lock picking kit in the car.”
He turns to walk away, but before he even gets to the bottom of the steps, Silver strikes the door with a powerful kick and almost knocks it completely off its hinges.
Alex stops mid-step.
He looks from Silver to the door and back again. “That works, too.”
“After you,” she offers.
Inside, the house is consumed by darkness. There’s not a light or a lamp or a flicker of life anywhere. Alex switches on the hallway light, revealing typical bachelor suite décor. There are few ornaments and even fewer pictures. It’s a bland, minimalistic approach to home design.
Silver heads for the kitchen and starts exploring the fridge. Finding leftover lasagna, she’s already reheating it in the microwave by the time Alex pokes his head around the door.
“What do you think you’re doing?”
Unrepentant, Silver searches through random drawers until she finds cutlery. “I haven’t eaten since yesterday.”
“So what?” Alex snatches a fork away from her. “Don’t be a Fringer.”
Slightly offended, Silver grabs back the fork. “Don’t be an asshole.” She retrieves the lasagna from the beeping microwave. “Besides, who else is gonna eat it? In less than an hour, this kitchen’s going to be a useless pile of rubble.” She takes a mouthful of lasagna, deliberately irking him.
“At least help me set up the EMP first,” he barters. “I haven’t eaten, either, but I’m blessed with the enviable ability to prioritize.”
Reluctantly, Silver discards the plate and helps Alex to bring the EMP and the power cells inside, under the safe cover of darkness. Hauling a power cell and a bundle of wires out from the rear foot wells, something tucked beneath the front passenger seat gets caught on the end of one of the wires.
Pink, lacey panties.
Silver almost throws up.
Pinching them between her fingertips, she tentatively retrieves them from the car, trying not to smell them. Alex is fumbling around in the trunk, rummaging for tools, blissfully unaware of her discovery.
Holding the dirty, semen-stained knickers at arm’s length, Silver dangles them on the end of her finger and waits for Alex to resurface. When he does, he’s triumphantly wielding a wrench.
Thunk.
He drops the wrench back inside the trunk, the triumphant smile dying on his lips. “Where did you find those?”
Silver flings the panties at him. “Looks like you’ve been filling your test subjects with a little more than just a needle full of drugs.”
“Silver …” Alex rolls his eyes. “You know I’ve been seeing whores, and you know it’s got nothing to do with sex. I’m really not in the mood to fight about this right now.”
He turns his attention back to the trunk and finishes gathering up his tools, despite Silver’s protests.
“I don’t like it, Alex”
“Well, I can’t help it.” He hauls a box of tools out of the trunk and slams it closed. “I need to do this, otherwise I can’t help you.”
“So stop.”
That gets his full attention.
He sets his box of tools down on top of the trunk. “You don’t mean that.”
“I want you to stop. No more Jades. No more picking up women in bars.” Silver folds her arms. “If you can’t accept me the way I am, we’ll never get past this.”
That almost chokes him.
He cups her face in his strong hands, caressing her soft skin. “You think I’m doing this because I don’t like you the way you are?”
“I don’t blame you. I—”
No more words.
Alex presses his lips against hers, tasting her for the first time in a long time. Her folded arms relax and she wraps them around his neck, drawing him in closer.
Sliding his hands around her waist, he pulls her hips toward him and squeezes her ass, holding her tight as he presses his erection against her.
“Can you feel that?” he asks.
She can.
Her cheeks flush.
He kisses her again. “You still think I don’t like you just the way you are?”
Her stomach grumbles.
Loudly.
It’s crying out for lasagna.
He releases her. “Go eat. I can take care of the rest by myself.”
“You’re sure?”
One more kiss. “Go. Before your undies get lost in the back seat of my car.”
She darts back inside the townhouse, leaving him to tackle the last load of supplies alone. By the time he returns to the living room—with an armful of wires and cables balanced precariously on his box of tools—Silver’s already curled up on the couch with a plate of food.
To her, it could’ve been minutes or hours later when she wakes with a jump as her empty plate crashes down to the floor and smashes at the side of the couch.
Forgetting where she is for a moment, she looks around the room for something familiar, her hand already primed on her gun.
Alex looks up from behind the EMP. “Rise and shine, sunshine.”
All of the power cells are carefully wired to the EMP and to each other, and Alex completes a final check of the circuit. Responding instinctively, Silver leaps to her feet at the sound of the front door slamming shut. Drawing her gun, she stands protectively between Alex and the living room door, anticipating trouble.
Relax.
Red.
Silver lowers her weapon. “You took your time.” She holsters her gun. “Where’s the scapegoat?”
“He was locked in a meeting with the Governor,” Red explains. “The extraction took a little longer than I’d anticipated.”
Luka thumps around in the hallway, bringing in a groggy, beaten, and handcuffed hostage behind him.
Instant recognition.
It’s the disapproving man in the suit who met with the Governor last year to recommend that members of the dual Divisions be prohibited from engaging in personal relationships with one another.
“You …” Silver growls. “You disabled the guard unit?”
The suit’s too groggy to respond, and his one eye is swollen shut from the beating that Luka and Red must’ve given him before hauling him in. Apparently, this new kind of justice also involves a little bit of sadism.
With a gloved hand, Red pulls forward a chair for their hostage. “His proposal to change the Interdivision Code of Conduct is set to go to vote one week from now. I guess he got impatient when he decided to sabotage Sector Eighteen.”
“I can’t believe he went to such lengths to try and destroy Alex out of spite, just because he was passed up for promotion by Maydevine.” Silver shakes her head in dismay at the thought of it. “Talk about holding a grudge.”
“It’s a shame he won’t live to regret it.” Alex gets to his feet, his right hip popping. “We’re all set here.”
On the surface of it, that seems like an uncharacteristically callous remark for Alex. But then, Silver remembers, he’s only here for one reason: to protect the drug trials. Sure, he might also be genuinely outraged by the loss of life that this man caused, but that’s nothing more than the moral standpoint he’s exploiting to make this seem justifiable. Deep down, this is just a means to an end.
Luka shoves the suit down into the chair, quickly tying him there with some leftover cables. Silver watches, but doesn’t offer to help.
With the rest of the prep work now done, Alex plugs the key into the EMP and turns the device on. “She’s ready to go whenever we are.”
“You have the detonator?” Red checks with Silver.
Silver digs it out of her pocket and passes it off to her; she doesn’t want to be responsible for it. While both Luka and Alex appear to be comfortable with Red’s assessment of the situation, she’s not so sure.
She glances over at the suit. The deaths he caused were accidental, and that makes things complicated. It’s possible that he might’ve been enforced for murder, but it’s even more likely that he would’ve been banished for manslaughter.
Banished, not enforced.
Alive, not dead.
Beside her, the suit squints at the EMP with his one good eye and begins to process what’s going on around him. Before he can voice a protest, Luka takes off his own tie—another vulgar, trademark piece—and gags him with it.
The suit’s cries become mumbles beneath the cartoon fabric, and his face turns beet red with anxiety.
He knows he’s going to die.
Silver forces herself to look away, silently reminding herself that she’s looked into the faces of dying men hundreds of times before, and that this is just another casualty of the life she’s chosen to lead.
Reading the tension in her face, Alex coaxes her out of the room. They follow Red and Luka back out onto the street, where Red wastes no time in moving their plans forward.
“You two head back toward the DDH,” she orders Silver and Alex. “Luka and I will take a different route out of the sector, and I’ll detonate the device in exactly twenty minutes.”
“Won’t this look a bit suspicious?” Luka volunteers. “I mean, the four of us all hanging out here together, right before a bomb explodes. We didn’t scramble our tags when we got back to the city.”
“It wasn’t necessary.” Alex shakes his head. “Information is only backed up on the Ark every two hours, on the hour. After the detonation, everything we’ve just done will be erased from history.”
Convenient, Silver thinks, checking her invisible watch. “What’re we waiting for, then?” She sighs. “Let’s get this over with.”
She makes a move toward Alex’s car, but Red grabs her by the elbow and holds her back, concerned by her apparent reticence.
“Are you okay with this, Silver? I thought, given your history, you’d have no problem—”
“I never wanted to kill humans,” Silver cuts her off. “If you think that any part of me liked being the one to pull the trigger for all those years, you’re wrong. I did it because I had to. It was my job.”
“Fair enough. So think of this as a reprisal of your role.”
That hits a raw nerve for Silver. “This isn’t justice, Rachel.”
“That man killed three people.”
“Not intentionally. So even if we were doing this to punish him, it wouldn’t be as clear cut as you’re making it out to be.”
“Since when did your fickle moral code get such an overhaul?”
“It didn’t. Sometimes ending a human life is a necessary evil and that’s fine—we’ll live with that. It’s the cost of living in this world and it’s always been that way. But don’t insult the truth by dressing it up, and don’t confuse my disappointment for distaste. I know what needs to be done. I killed Lockie McKean last year, don’t forget. And I was more than prepared to kill Phaeden Rist, even when no-one else would back me on it.”
“So why the sudden histrionics?”
“I thought all of this was behind me.” She turns her back on Red and heads for the car. “I’d actually started to look forward to a future that didn’t involve the spilling of human blood. More fool me.”



CHAPTER TWENTY

Button Pusher
 
Mmm, chocolate cake.
Alex had bought it for Silver on their way out of the suit’s home sector, in the hope that it might help to elevate her mood.
It’s not really working.
Silver picks at the cake with a plastic fork while they sit idling in front of a red light.
There’s no traffic.
Alex taps his thumbs impatiently against the steering wheel, waiting for the light to turn. “I hate this light.”
Silence.
Silver seems preoccupied.
Alex watches her rearrange cake sprinkles to spell the word ‘fuck’.
“Are you okay?” he ventures at last. “You’ve been quiet since we left Red and Luka.”
She takes another bite of cake, obliterating the ‘fu’.
More silence.
Eventually, she responds to his question. “We didn’t have to kill him, you know.” Her mouth’s full of cake. “All we had to do was set him up to take the fall for the EMP. Omega would’ve done the rest.”
“The rest? Enforce him, you mean.”
“Whatever the case. But I really don’t think it would’ve been that simple.”
“I don’t get why you’re so hung up on this all of a sudden.” Alex fidgets with the bandage on his left hand. “This isn’t the first time either one of us has been guilty of expediting judicial process.”
“No, but it is the first time that we’ve taken liberties with the sentencing.”
Alex can’t argue with that.
But still, “You don’t think he deserved what he got?”
“It’s not that.” Silver takes another bite of cake. “I’m not saying he didn’t deserve to die—he was a shitty human being—but if we’re gonna start proclaiming sentences, then where the hell do we draw the line?”
“Guilt, Silver. The line’s always been drawn at guilt. In fact, I’d consider it a prerequisite.” He starts messing with his wounded hand again.
Looking for a way to change the subject, Silver casts her eyes over the small pool of coagulated blood that’s leached through the layers of the bandage.
“Don’t touch it,” she warns him.
“It itches.”
“Here, let me see.” She reaches over and takes his hand in hers.
She unwraps the bandage slowly, carefully unwinding the layers of blood and dirt. When she reaches skin, the wound already looks much better than it did back in the warehouse.
“You weren’t hurt as bad as we thought,” she surmises. “I don’t think you even need stitches.”
Alex’s blood oozes across her fingers. The bandage, now covered in dirt and synthetic motor oil, is in critical need of replacing.
“A new bandage couldn’t hurt, though,” she mothers him. “Before the gangrene sets in.”
“It can wait.” He takes back his hand.
“Fine,” Silver pouts. “Just don’t come crying to me when you lose your hand to some nasty flesh-eating infection.”
“I’ll manage. I’m right-handed.”
The silence returns.
Silver glances down at the dashboard clock.
It’s time.
They wait.
Then …
One block at a time, radiating out from ground zero, the city begins to shut down. In less than three seconds, the EMP blast reaches Alex and Silver.
The engine cuts out.
The city lights start to go out, first in this block and then the next.
More silence.
More waiting.
A distant, thunderous boom notifies them that the secondary bomb has been detonated, their cover intact.
Silver opens the door to get out.
“What’re you doing?” Alex holds her back.
“Umm … we’re five blocks away from the DDH and we don’t have a teleportation device.”
“No,” Alex concurs, “but we do have a vintage Old World car, circa the nineteen-eighties.”
“So?”
Alex tries the ignition.
It refuses to turn over.
Again.
Nothing.
Once more.
The engine purrs.
“The virtue of a vehicle made before solid state electronics were commonplace.” Alex grins. “Shut the door and let’s go.” He wags a finger of warning at her. “And never make fun of my car again.”
Silver crosses her heart.
 
*************************
            
In the lobby of the DDH building, Silver and Alex flash their seldom-used Division badges to the security guards. Unaccustomed as they are to such an obsolete form of personnel identification, the guards reluctantly grant them access.
“How long before the back-up generator kicks in? Silver asks, as they head for the stairs rather than the elevator.
“The Ark is programmed to restore power to the city in chunks, the areas with the highest requirement being reinstated first. The city fortifications and tag gateways will be the first to regain power, within two minutes of the blast. Following that, hospitals will see full restoration of power in about five minutes. The DDH will be next, but all commercial and residential buildings will remain without power until the main power supply can be reset.”
On the fifth floor, the Governor meets Alex and Silver at the entrance to the stairwell. She’s heavily guarded, and the hallway’s bathed in the light from a dozen flashlights in the hands of the Omega Security Services Officers protecting her.
“What happened?!” she demands. “The entire city’s in blackout!”
“As far as we’ve been able to discern, a terrorist detonated an electromagnetic pulse bomb here in the Sentinel District,” Alex explains. “We believe it’s linked to an explosion in Sector Forty-two that occurred just a few minutes ago.”
“A terrorist?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“One of our own?”
Alex hesitates, unsure of her meaning. A Sentinel District resident? Or someone of a particular genetic identity?
“A citizen, certainly,” he answers diplomatically.
“What’s being done about it?”
Alex shakes his head. “Nothing can be done until we’re back online.”
As he says that, the generator kicks in and supplies back-up power to the DDH building.
The Governor clasps her hands together. “Oh, yes!”
“It’s not worth blowing your load over,” Alex halts her miniature celebration. “That’s just the back-up generator.”
“What’s the difference?”
“Everything on the upside was fried by the EMP. Every bit of anything stored electronically is now toast. Communications are down. I can’t even send a team out to Sector Forty-two to investigate the explosion, and the rest of the city is in darkness.”
“So what do you need to put this right?”
“Access to the Ark.”
Vehement head shaking. “Out of the question.”
Neither Alex nor Silver had anticipated the Governor having that reaction to their request.
“I’m afraid there’s no other choice.” Alex sounds stern.
“Find one.”
Alex’s eyes dart over to Silver, hers instantly meeting his with a ‘what the fuck?’ glare. Before Alex has any time to form an appropriate response to the Governor’s blind refusal, Silver’s already chosen an eloquent rebuttal.
She gets as far as “Suck my—” before Alex cuts her off.
“It’s impossible.” He waves a hand toward Silver, urging her silence, and turns once again to the Governor. “The back-up generator can’t sustain us for long. The drain on the system is overwhelming; it simply wasn’t designed to redirect power on such a large scale. In fact, the only reason this building’s supplied with any kind of power at all is to provide access to the Ark so that the main computer network can be manually reset.”
The Governor appears in a quandary.
Finally, “The Ark is restricted to Level Nine clearance only.”
“Since when?” Alex frowns.
“Give one of my men explicit directions on the reset and I’ll see to it that the job’s done.”
“No.” Hands on hips. Defiant.
“Excuse me?” Stance matched.
“Firstly, we have no way of knowing what damage might have been caused down there. If the system’s been corrupted in any way, you’ll need a very highly skilled engineer”—he points to himself—“to put it right. Secondly, we only have maybe …” He checks his watch. “A couple of hours before the generator grinds to a halt. So, if repairs are needed, they’ll have to be done in less time than it’ll take you to sign the authorization papers for us to get clearance.”
Silence.
“I want you in and out,” the Governor relents, her jaw tight. “I’ll have one of my personal Officers escort you.”
 
*************************
 
Minutes later, a musclehead Officer leads Alex and Silver to an elevator that can only be activated via a handprint recognition system. He rides with them down to the basement of the DDH, where a retinal scanner happily confirms his Level Nine status and gives them access to another room.
The Arkway.
This small, empty room exists only as an additional security barrier between the rest of the building and the elevator to the Ark.
“Ever been inside the Ark?” the Officer asks.
“Sure,” Alex answers without thinking.
Silver elbows him.
“—ly not,” he adds, relatively smoothly.
Silver fakes nonchalance as the Officer eyes her curiously, pushing the button for the elevator. The doors open almost instantly, and the Officer turns his back on Alex and Silver for just a split second …
Long enough for Alex to leap into his personal space and bring him down to the ground in a strangle hold.
Silver watches, wide-eyed and wide-mouthed, as Alex chokes the Officer into unconsciousness, carefully placing his limp body down on the concrete floor.
“Why did you do that?” she whispers, as if someone might hear her.
“I’m too old to have a babysitter.”
“That’s nice, you’re a big boy, but how many enforceable offenses do you really want to commit today?”
“As many as it takes.”
“To do what?”
“To understand what the fuck is going on here.” Alex crouches down over the Officer’s body, paying specific attention to his face.
Silver crouches down next to him. “Wanna share your thoughts?”
Alex answers by holding open the Officer’s right eyelid with his thumb and forefinger. Ever so gently, he presses his right index finger against the Officer’s eyeball.
Silver winces. “Eyes give me the wiggins.”
“Wuss,” he teases her.
“Hey, it wasn’t me who ran from a spider in the bathtub last week.”
“Black widows are deadly.”
“That’s fine. It was house spider.”
“A giant house spider.”
Silver smiles and lets it go.
Alex wiggles and lifts his finger, the Officer’s contact lens popping out with ease.
A naked eye beneath.
A violet eye.
Fusion.
“Does that look like it could be Level Nine criteria to you?” he asks.
Silver nods. “It does.”
Alex flicks the lens aside. “The Governor’s hiding something in the Ark.”
“No argument. But what’re we going to do when he wakes up? He won’t think fondly of the time he’s spent with us, I’m sure.”
Right on cue, the disoriented Officer begins to regain consciousness.
“I don’t know,” Alex admits. “I didn’t plan that far ahead.”
Silence.
Silver breaks it. “He’ll probably press assault charges.”
“So?” Alex shrugs. “Let him.”
The Officer makes some more groggy, coming around noises.
Alex does nothing.
“Alex …” Silver presses him for action.
“What do you want me to do? Kill him?”
He regrets the thoughtless sarcasm as soon as the words leave his lips, but he’s got no time to apologize for it. As the Officer begins to fully wake up, Silver decides to take the matter into her own hands.
The poor man lifts up his head, only to be met with her elbow, right between the eyes. The hit knocks him back on the floor, the concrete pillow swiftly sending him into darkness again.
“We can’t keep doing this to him.” Alex bites on a fingernail. “He’ll get brain damage or something.”
Her legs cramping from staying crouched so long, Silver gets to her feet. As Alex follows suit, something about him catches her eye: he’s still in uniform.
Taking him by surprise, she moves in close and hooks her fingers over his belt, pulling him toward her. Her palms pressed against him, she slides her confident hands around his waist, reaching purposefully behind his back.
Anticipating intimacy, no matter how out of left field, Alex grins. “Here? Really? What if he wakes up?”
Silver leans into him, holding herself just inches away. As she becomes aware of his arousal, a slight smile tugs at the corner of her mouth.
Click.
She pops open the clasp on Alex’s handcuff holster and withdraws the cuffs, pulling back from him and placing a physical distance between them again.
Realizing he’d forgotten to breathe, Alex’s whole body sighs, the glimmer in his eyes sinking with disappointment as he mentally cautions himself against the dangers of elevated hopes.
Handcuffs dangle in front of his face.
“I need to borrow these.” Silver smirks, perhaps unaware of his sadness.
She quickly handcuffs the unconscious Officer to a water pipe and steps inside the waiting elevator. “Come on,” she urges Alex. “Didn’t you say we had to hurry?”
“I might’ve exaggerated.”
He steps into the titanium box beside her, the two of them standing shoulder to shoulder.
Silence.
“A flood of memories coming back to you?” Silver wonders, another smile already tickling at the edges of her lips.
“Hell, yeah.” He cracks his own smile.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

The Ark
 
Bing! The elevator doors open into the Ark, and Alex and Silver step out into the pitch blackness. Their footsteps echo in this cold, deserted mausoleum of the twenty-first century. Wind whistles down old ventilation ducts, howling through the hallways like the last ghostly cries of their subterranean human ancestors.
On the wall beside the elevator, an information center rack holds a set of digital maps. The size of clipboards, they display detailed floor plans for each level of the Ark, and will guide you toward your destination like a handheld GPS.
Silver looks around the dark void, tipping her head toward the maps. “Will one of those things give us directions to the nearest flashlight?”
“No need.” Alex pulls something out of his pocket. “I come prepared.”
He flicks on a tiny pocket flashlight, casting a weak, pencil-thin beam of light a few feet ahead of them.
It disappoints them both.
“You’re underequipped.” Silver sighs.
“You’re not the first woman to tell me that.”
Silver hands him a map. “Find us a maintenance closet, or a storage room. We need janitorial supplies—anything like that.”
Alex manipulates the screen. “Three hundred yards to the left.” He looks unenthusiastically into the bleak darkness. “Apparently.”
Silver leads, feeling her way tentatively into the depths.
The Ark looks like a giant shopping mall: linoleum floors, benches next to flower beds with fake plants, stairs and escalators leading to lower levels. Everything is plain and white and crisp. This level is mostly retail. Other levels are residential, leisure, employment, education, and so on. The very lowest level is reserved for Omega personnel.
Silver practically stumbles into a doorway marked ‘Maintenance’, just as the digital map announces ‘destination reached’. She tries the handle, but it’s locked.
“I don’t suppose you still have that magic keycard?”
“I didn’t want to get caught with it after I got booted out of the Hunter Division, so I destroyed it.”
“Lame. No more quickies in the rezzies for us, then.”
The mere suggestion of it sets Alex on fire. “I’ll gladly make another one if—”
Silver leaves no time for that thought to settle in his mind.
Thwack!
She kicks the door open.
“I can kick doors open, too, you know,” Alex pouts.
“I wasn’t stopping you.” Silver feels her way around inside, finally locating flashlights in a bucket on a top shelf. “Feel free to take the initiative.”
She hands him a flashlight.
He practically snatches it out of her hand. “Next time, I get to kick the door down.”
“Okay.” Disinterested.
“It’ll make me feel more like a man.”
“I said okay.”
Armed with flashlights, the Ark is now partially illuminated and Alex types their next destination into the digital map.
“Level Seven it is. All the way down to the bottom.”
Silver seems hesitant. “We’ve never been that deep before.”
“That’s not true. We got pretty deep when I bent you over the—”
“Ha-ha.” She rolls her eyes, quickly changing conversational gears. “So how is it that the Ark wasn’t affected by the EMP? Because it’s underground, or what?”
“It’s protected by a Faraday cage,” Alex enlightens her, leading them toward a flight of stairs. “It was designed to protect the last remnants of civilization against anything and everything imaginable, including nuclear weapons.”
“A Faraday cage?”
“Copper. It’s surrounded by copper insulation which deflected the electrical charge from the EMP. It’s simple, but brilliant.”
“If you say so.” Silver’s voice has no trace of interest, feigned or otherwise.
“Really, if you don’t give a shit, why’d you ask?” Alex sighs. “Do you just get some kind of perverse pleasure out of messing with my mind?”
A little more frustration escapes into his voice than he’d intended, causing Silver to stop and face him.
“You think I’m mocking you?” She almost shines the flashlight directly in his eyes. “Alex, I used to fall asleep listening to you talk about everything from particle physics and quantum mechanics to the robot you invented to fold socks.”
“Exactly. I was talking, you were sleeping.”
“That’s not how I mean it to sound and you know it.” Silver wags her flashlight at him and it flickers unpromisingly. “I loved hearing about it, even if I didn’t understand half of it. So don’t even pretend as if you didn’t already know that.”
It’s true.
She’s the only girl who’s never told him to put a robotically folded sock in it, or to give up his extensive comic book collection. She’s also possibly the only girl left on the planet who knows what Kryptonite is.
She slides down to the floor below on the banister rail, fearlessly disappearing into the darkness with her flickering, on-again off-again flashlight. Losing sight of her, Alex takes the stairs.
“You’re not ashamed to be stuck with such an unparalleled geek?”
“I’m married to a genius. Where’s the shame in that?”
He reaches the bottom of the stairs, finding her in the darkness with the beam of his flashlight.
“Well, my ability to correctly wire a plug isn’t necessarily what I’d consider to be the most stunning example of my manliness.”
“Really? You wanna talk manliness?” Silver smacks her flashlight against the palm of her hand until she succeeds in restoring the beam. “Most men in this city barely know how to lace up their boots.”
“Still …” Alex hesitates. “There are stronger men. Younger men.” He pauses. “Men like Luka.”
He tests her reaction at the mention of his Deputy’s name, but her well-practiced poker face betrays nothing. In the silence, his jealousy quietly festers.
Silver shines her flashlight around the level, this one residential.
The rezzies.
“A Faraday cage, huh?”
“Yup.”
“So how come the power’s out down here?”
Alex is irked by her sudden change of pace, but reels his emotions in for the sake of the task at hand. “When this place was built, it was everything. There was no city. The Ark was protected from the blast, but it wasn’t properly equipped to deal with the subsequent demand for a supply of back-up power to the city above, pending a full system reboot.”
“So … system overload?”
“Sort of. The Ark is programmed to direct the power where it’s needed most, and to shut down all non-essential functions.”
“I guess this whole damn shell must fall into that category.”
“Definitely. The back-up generator feeds off a biofuel reserve that could’ve sustained the Ark for several days, but under these conditions, we’ve only got a few hours before it’s expended.”
“So after we get the power back on, how long before the main biofuel plant above ground can restore the supply to the rest of the city?”
Alex laughs. “Considering that they’re having some substantial difficulty meeting the demand under normal circumstances, I imagine that it could take a while.”
“All the lights were on before we blew the EMP, though. Don’t they just have to flick a switch?”
“Yeah.” Alex chuckles. “I’m sure that’s all there is to it.”
Silver tries to punch him in the arm, but he evades it.
“Don’t make fun of me,” she warns him.
“We’re in the midst of an energy crisis,” Alex volunteers an explanation. “The further the city expands, the more biofuel we burn every day and the greater the strain on the plant. The current situation is unsustainable, to say the least.”
“What’re we doing about it?”
Alex shrugs. “Diverting more time and energy into the development of new energy sources? I don’t know. I don’t work in that department.”
“But you’re like an Einstein or something. I’d rather have you doing that than pissing away all of your time arresting petty drug dealers.”
“I think that’s just about the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.”
“Yeah? Record it for posterity.” Silver spins around in a circle, unsure which direction to take, lost in the darkness of the Ark. “This place is a maze.” She shines the light in Alex’s face. “Which way?”
Alex puts up a hand to deflect the blinding beam of light as he consults the map. “East.”
“Care to be more specific?”
Alex shines his flashlight to the left. “That way.”
Walking in silence, they pass a door numbered Suite 204.
Silver shines her flashlight on it. “Founders Day, 2331.” She looks over her shoulder at Alex, hoping to find a trace of reminiscence on his face.
His jealousy being momentarily overwhelmed by memory, she’s rewarded with a smile. The first time Alex had brought her into the Ark, she’d been nervous. He’d promised her that, being underground, their tags couldn’t be traced. He’d led her down here to the rezzies and made love to her in the master bedroom of an old family suite, and that was where she’d found her sexual confidence.
She wasn’t afraid of getting caught. She wasn’t afraid that she’d accidentally moan too loud and that someone would hear. She wasn’t afraid that Maydevine would come bursting in through the door and punch Alex out for defiling his teenage daughter.
Alex shines his beam onto a different door. “My birthday, 2338.”
Recollection hits Silver’s racing synapses, but she keeps it to herself. “Really? I don’t think I remember.”
Approaching another stairwell, Alex illuminates a door marked Games Room. In front of the word ‘Games’, someone has scrawled the word ‘sex’ in black marker pen.
“I hope no-one ever goes in there with a black light.”
He turns around to flash Silver a grin, but she’s already gone. She slides off down another banister rail, the bobbing beam of her flashlight slowly fading. By the time he reaches her at the bottom of the staircase, her mind’s already reverted to another topic.
Finding medical supplies.
Fruitfully, she finds a first aid station on the wall. “Bingo was his name-o.”
She pops open the little cupboard door and searches amongst the gauze and tape to find exactly what she needs, gesturing for Alex to come closer.
He sets the digital map down on a nearby bench and reluctantly holds his wounded hand out to her. “Be gentle with me.”
Silver takes his hand, removes the old, dirty bandage, and discards it onto the floor. Although he teases, he likes the physical contact … until Silver pours an alcohol solution liberally over his palm.
He bites back a squeal and pulls his hand away. “What did I just say?!”
Silver yanks his hand back toward her.
“And what did we just say about being manly?” She laughs. “Before I heard that girlie squeal, I honestly believed that your growing pile of Superman fan fiction was the only thing left standing between you and the Muffin of the Year trophy.”
“I’ve got no idea what you’re talking about,” he feigns ignorance.
“I found your stash.” She smiles, wrapping a fresh bandage around his hand. “Other men have porn. You know that, right?”
“Other men don’t have you.” He returns the smile.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Battery Life
 
Four floors later, Alex and Silver reach the Omega level of the Ark.
The friendly, relaxed atmosphere of the previous levels is gone. This level is sparse, colorless, and positively oozes military precision and organization.
“We’re venturing into unfamiliar territory now.” Alex waves his flashlight around. “Never had a reason to come down this far.”
Silver picks up on the subtle sense of unease in his voice, sharing his wary view of an Omega underworld that should have been lost and forgotten long ago in the progression of a new human world.
“If the Governor’s hiding anything, we’ll find it here.” Her flashlight flickers uneasily in the darkness. “How much further?”
More flickering.
Several palm thumps to the battery casing offers temporary resolution, while Alex consults the digital map for the last time.
“Not much. A few hundred yards.” He swings his flashlight from left to right, revealing doors and hallways and more doors. “Once we restore the Ark’s power, we can take a real look around this crap hole.”
A noise.
A scuttering.
The sound of nails against a slippery floor.
Silver’s beam of light targets the direction of the noise. “What was that?”
Nothing.
Silence.
Alex shrugs. “You know how this whole place echoes. The slightest little noise is magnified a thousand times inside this hollow shell.” He nudges her. “Surely you remember that?”
Silver, distracted, ignores the insinuation.
Her hand is drawn to her gun and rests there, ready for action.
Silence.
She begins to ease. “I swore I heard something.”
“You probably did, but it could’ve been anything.” Alex locates the appropriate hallway with his flashlight. “Come on, flincher.”
A few hundred yards pass with nothing more than the echoes of footsteps, before Alex finally articulates the persistent thought that’s been circulating inside his head since they first entered the Ark.
“You know, once we’re done putting the world back in order, we could go back up to the rezzies and relive a few fond memories.”
“In the midst of such chaos?” Silver snorts. “The Governor will send someone in after us, you know she will. You really want her to catch you with your pants down in the middle of a city-wide crisis?”
“It’s in her best interests.”
“Oh, yeah? How’s that? I don’t think she’s paying you to fuck your wife on company time.”
“I think better with a clear head.”
“That’s great, but we’re on kind of a tight schedule here.”
“We could spare a minute or two.”
“A minute? That’s all it would take?”
Alex half-shrugs, mistaking her humor for willing. “I could maybe stretch it to five.”
Silver isn’t really paying attention. Her mind’s elsewhere, her focus diverted again to the failing flashlight in her hands. Unfortunately, repeated palm thumps aren’t doing the job this time.
Dead silence.
Alex doesn’t want to wait anymore.
Out of nowhere, he slips his arm around her. “I’ve missed you so much,” he whispers, kissing her neck.
At the sound of his hastily unfastened belt buckle, Silver turns to ice. Wishing she hadn’t encouraged him, she pulls away and keeps her back turned.
“Stop it. You’ll get us both fired.”
“Seriously? I can’t believe you just said that.” Alex laughs. “Since when does the infamously rebellious Ella Cross actually give a shit about Omega policies and procedures?”
“Since she realized she can’t afford to keep fucking her life up.”
Unreasonably irked by her brush-off, Alex tucks himself back into his pants. He’s been trying to combat an erection since the residential level, and his sexual frustration is about to reach a peak. “Since when did you start caring more about the job than about the life that goes on around it?”
Silver stops suddenly ahead of him, almost causing him to bump into her.
“Did you really just say that? After everything that’s happened between us these last few months. After all the nights I spent alone, waiting for you to come home. After all the meals I ate by myself, and all the mornings I woke up to find you gone.”
“Everything I’ve done, I’ve done for you.”
“Yet you chose not to include me in it.”
“I told you I didn’t want to hurt you. Christ, El. Do you think I’m proud of the way I’ve behaved with you lately?” Alex’s taut emotions start to reach their terminus, ready to snap. “All I wanted was to feel close to you, and you were pushing me away.”
Doing her best to ignore him, Silver manages to encourage the last dregs of life out of the flashlight and locates the Switch Room doorway just a few feet further down the corridor. “You know, you’re choosing a fine time to try and break out of your self-induced isolation.”
“Self-induced?” Alex is about to lose it with her.
“You know what I mean.”
“Self-induced?”
“Stop repeating it.”
“You think that I’ve been deliberately trying to disengage myself from you this whole time?” Alex pushes the subject harder. “You think I wanted this?”
“No.” Silver shakes her head. “But we ended up here anyway.”
She walks away from him, unintentionally heightening his anger.
“Don’t shut me down, Silver. Please, we need to talk about this.”
“Now’s really not the time, Alex.”
Silence.
Something in Alex finally snaps.
A few more tentative steps, and Silver approaches a door marked ‘Switch Room – Authorized Personnel Only’, with Alex hot on her heels. The digital map announces the completion of their journey, but before it can finish its sentence, Alex tosses it aside with some vigor, sending it clattering across the smooth linoleum floor, breaking into a dozen pieces as it hits the far wall.
The sudden smash makes Silver jump. “What was that for?”
She barely finishes the question before Alex appears behind her and takes her completely by surprise. One firm hand gripping her hip and the other on her shoulder, he pushes her backwards into the Switch Room door.
Both flashlights fall to the floor, Silver’s abused batteries finally breaking free and rolling away into the darkness.
“Alex, I—”
“You think I don’t want you?”
“That’s not what I said.”
He holds her firmly against the door, applying only a little more pressure than necessary. “You have no idea how much I crave you, Silver.”
“Good for you.”
“Don’t mock me.”
“Don’t exaggerate.”
“You think this is an exaggeration?” Alex lets his frustration show. “You’re all I think about, every minute of every day. I would do anything for you.”
“Really? That’s funny, ‘cause you wouldn’t even quit the Division for me when it mattered.”
“What?”
“Why didn’t you resign? When I made Commander, why didn’t you leave the Hunter Division like you promised Maydevine you would?”
“Why are we rehashing this old shit?”
“Answer the question.”
“The Second Reclamation was almost over and I wanted to see it through—with you. I wanted to do my best to keep you safe, and I couldn’t do that from the Police Division.”
“Okay. Now remind me: how did that work out in the end? From my recollection, we were both punished because you thought you knew best.”
“I was trying to protect you! What the hell’s so wrong in that?”
“It’s not what you did, Alex, it’s how you chose to do it. You say you want to keep me safe, but your actions only ever hurt us both.”
 “You think I don’t resent being apart from you? This distance between us?”
His frustration beginning to getting the better of him, he exerts more force against her than he should. Her shoulder snaps back against the door, shooting pain through her arm and up to her neck. The pain turns to fire in her shoulder as the pressure to the joint compresses her rotator cuff tendons, instantly inflaming the soft tissue.
A short cry escapes her lips from behind gritted teeth, and she shoves Alex away from her. “What the fuck is wrong with you?!”
The tears caught in her eyes are a symptom of her intense physical pain, and Alex is immediately regretful.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to push you that hard.” He’s ashamed. “You know I’d never do anything to—”
His apology is cut short by Silver’s fist.
Then her foot.
She punches him in the face, disorienting him and throwing him off balance. While he’s still reeling from that, she delivers a powerful side kick to his chest, sending him flying backward off his feet and into the opposite wall.
Breathless, he tries to get up but can’t. He gives up, relaxes into a sitting position, and unfastens his Kevlar vest to ease some of the pressure in his chest.
“You haven’t been the same since …” His words trail off.
Silver, hurt emotionally and physically, slides down to the floor and rests her back against the Switch Room door. She holds back tears, and hopes that the darkness is enough to keep Alex from noticing.
“I’m trying—I’ve been trying—but now I don’t know what else to do,” Alex continues. “Everything I’ve ever done has been about you, and yet you have the audacity to say that I’ve been negligent?”
Silver dips her head into her hands, positively willing her tears not to spill.
“You think I’ve allowed my job to come between us, but I’ve spent every waking moment of the last few months trying to fix the part of you that you think is broken.” He pauses to catch his breath. “I thought that if I could just put that right—if I could put your DNA on rewind—then I’d be able to bring back the woman I’ve spent the last two decades trying to share my life with.”
Silver says nothing. She can’t even begin to find the words.
 “You’re all I’ve ever wanted.” Alex sighs. “From the day we met in the Belt. No matter how wrong that was.”
From the darkness, a sound rolls closer.
A flashlight battery.
It rolls gently up to them, directly into the weak beam of the one remaining flashlight, coming to a stop at Silver’s feet.
Silence.
“Alex …” Silver whispers, reaching for her gun.
They can both hear heavy breathing emanating from somewhere in the darkness.
Alex leans forward, extending a hand toward the flashlight.
Rumbling.
A Chimeran vocalization for dominance.
Alex stops dead.
Huffing.
A Chimeran vocalization for impending violence.
Alex tentatively wraps his fingers around the flashlight.
Too late.
The Chimera leaps out of the shadows, tackling him to the floor and pinning him beneath its enormous weight.



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Let There Be Light
 
Silver leaps to her feet, her gun drawn.
The remaining flashlight spins and slides across the floor, sending a beam of unreliable light dancing against the walls. Shadows appear and disappear, the entangled bodies of Alex and the Chimera slipping in and out of Silver’s vision.
“Shoot it!” Alex cries.
“I’m working on it!”
A shot.
A miss.
Another shot.
A strike.
Not fatal.
The bullet grazes the Chimera’s back, only elevating its fury.
Easily sidetracked, the Chimera turns in the direction of its attacker, buying Alex enough time to pull his hunting knife free and run the blade across the tendons in the back of the animal’s left front foot.
Temporarily crippled, the animal topples easily as Alex pushes his way out from beneath it. By the time Alex gets back up on his feet, the Chimera’s already licking on its own wounds, partially for comfort, and partially for the taste of fresh blood.
Alex stands over it, his gun drawn and aimed.
A kill shot.
Simultaneously, a flurry of sparks explode out from the palm print recognition plate locking the door to the Switch Room. Silver smashes it again with the butt of her gun, the door locking system finally relenting with a soft click.
“I think that was our cue to get a wriggle on.” She swings the Switch Room door open with a gentle push.
In complete agreement with that, Alex retrieves his flashlight—now spattered with Chimeran blood—and follows her inside. The Switch Room is filled with blades and servers, computer terminals and monitors. A world that’s alien to Silver is quickly and confidently navigated by Alex.
“Here”—he locates the main terminal—“hold this.” He hands Silver the flashlight.
As she takes it from him, the Chimera’s blood oozes between her fingers. Any other girl would care, but she doesn’t. Blood and guts have never fazed her, and the color of war has always rather suited her.
Forced into the sidelines, she watches Alex fiddle with a mess of wires and devices, amazed by the speed at which he operates.
“Seems pretty manly to me,” she smiles weakly.
No response.
Either too involved in the mechanics of the work, or pretending so, Alex doesn’t even acknowledge hearing the sound of her voice. Upon his tapping a few last commands into a touch screen, they’re soon rewarded with the reboot of the entire system—including the power supply to the Ark.
The hum of machinery returns to diffuse the hollow silence as the world whirs back into life around them, and as their eyes readjust to the light, Silver and Alex are confronted with the results of their altercation.
Alex’s cheek bears the pink imprint of Silver’s knuckles, and Silver’s shoulder is already turning a painful shade of purple and blue.
She catches him staring.
“What the hell happened down here?” she asks.
“Which part?” Alex looks at her, his face pasted with concern.
He reaches out to touch her injured shoulder, but she brushes his hand away.
“Not that part,” she insists. “The part where we were attacked by a Chimera in an underground bunker that has no access to the outside.”
She’s all business.
Alex finds something comforting in that, even though a part of him would much rather that she punish him for his bad behavior.
With regard to the sudden appearance of the Chimera, he concedes, “That is a little perplexing.”
Silver steps out of the Switch Room into the corridor, the whole place now bathed in light. She lays her eyes on the dead Chimera and takes in as much information as she can.
The corpse is an adult male of average weight. Silver rolls the animal over onto its back, its blood smearing against her Hunter Division boot. The skin of the animal is wet: wrinkled like it stayed in the bathtub too long. Circular and precise wounds in the creature’s wrists, ankles, and skull betray its recent involvement with the Omega BioScience Division.
“A specimen,” Silver declares, looking up at Alex. “A test subject.”
“From where, though? This place has been abandoned since the First Reclamation.”
“Says who?” Silver raises an eyebrow.
A distant crash.
Both guns are drawn instantly.
“Which way’s the lab?” Silver asks.
“How the hell would I know?”
Silver glances down at the smashed digital map on the floor, then back to Alex. “I bet you wish you hadn’t—”
“Faulty manufacture,” Alex shushes her.
A shrill.
A Chimeran vocalization for food.
“I’d say we just follow that.” He spots a trail of dirty Chimera prints on the floor. “Or that.”
Rounding a corner, they find the source of the problem.
The Ark’s BioScience lab.
Inside the lab, specimens were once contained in a row of electronically controlled cages, but the cages have been unlocked since the Ark shut off the power. Tired of roaming the sealed BioScience lab, one of the larger Chimera had broken through the reinforced glass and escaped, the others following in swift pursuit.
Except for one.
Alone in the room, scouring the nooks and crevices for food, the Chimera is completely unaware of Alex and Silver.
Until now.
The main lights of the Ark abruptly shut off, while emergency lights and red warning lights are activated.
“What the—” Silver doesn’t even get to finish her question.
“The Ark’s security system just rebooted,” Alex preempts her.
A loud, wailing siren draws the Chimera’s attention up from the floor, locking eyes with Silver. It takes a few tentative steps toward her, rumbling and posturing, swaying its huge body from side to side.
“This can’t be good.” She checks the clip in her gun. “I’ve got four rounds in, one in the breech, and two spare clips. You?”
“Whatever I have, I’m guessing it’s not enough.” He nods to the empty cages. “I count six.”
“Well, we’re already on the scoreboard with your friend back at the Switch Room, and this scraggy loser will be a piece of cake.”
“Scraggy? He’s got to weigh at least three-hundred pounds.”
Silver shrugs. “We’ve dealt with worse.”
“Yeah, but I was ten years younger.”
“Don’t worry.” Silver pats him on the shoulder. “I’ll take care of him for you, old man.”
The Chimera turns its focus to Alex and readies itself to pounce.
Silver holsters her gun.
Alex’s eyes bounce from the Chimera to Silver and back again. “What do you think you’re doing?!”
“Saving ammunition.”
Alex raises his gun as the creature takes a giant leap forward.
Calmly, Silver waits.
A second or two before impact, Silver turns and leaps into the air to deliver a powerful reverse roundhouse kick to the Chimera’s neck, instantly breaking it.
Silver lands on her feet.
The dead animal hits the ground several feet away, sliding to a stop near the far wall. “Show off.” Alex lowers his gun.
He pretends to be unimpressed, concealing the fact that her demonstration of strength and agility has spurred a sudden southward rush of blood, leaving him a touch lightheaded.
Silver would gloat, but they’re interrupted by a secondary attack. While their attention was on the first Chimera, another was silently stalking them from behind.
The animal leaps at Alex’s back, knocking the gun clear out of his hand. This Chimera—a smaller female—is easier to overpower.
Silver delivers a hook kick to the side of the creature’s head, disorienting it. Exploiting its temporary weakness, Alex flips the animal over his head, its engorged spine slamming hard against the floor.
Silver offers a hand to Alex, but he insists on getting to his feet unaided.
“I may be a little older, but I can still figure out how to make myself vertical.”
“Suit yourself, grandpa.”
While Alex reclaims his gun from the hallway floor, Silver re-engages the Chimera in combat. She uses the wall as leverage and leaps up into the air to get gravity on her side as she dive punches its head.
Shaken, the Chimera falls to the floor.
Momentarily.
While Silver enjoys her success, the Chimera reaches a paw out to her ankle, digs its talons into her skin, and pulls her down to the ground. Flat on her back, she’s in the midst of reaching for her hunting knife when the animal climbs on top of her and pins her down. Still feeling confident, she’s primed to slice the animal’s throat when it plants a heavy hand on her injured shoulder, forcing all its weight into its front quarters.
The pain rushing through her arm shocks the muscles in her hand, the knife slipping from her grasp. She barely has time to refocus before the pressure’s suddenly lifted.
She opens her eyes to see Alex hauling the Chimera off her chest.

Snap.
With a firm grip around the Chimera’s neck, Alex snaps it with his bare hands and tosses the dead animal aside like garbage.
Silver’s stomach performs a somersault.
“Four left.” He reaches out to her, helping her up off the floor. “If you’re done getting your ass kicked, I’d like to revert to weapons.”
            Silver accepts his hand. “Sure.” She dusts herself off. “I was just about done anyway.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Awning Realization
 
Silver slips her hand away from Alex and retrieves her hunting knife from the floor.
“I’ve got an idea: we’ll draw the others out.”
“With what?”
Instead of answering him, Silver enters the BioScience lab through the broken window and smashes a locked glass refrigerator at the back of the room. She returns moments later with a blood bag, filled with deep, red human blood.
“Dinner.” She smiles.
Using her hunting knife, she pierces a small hole in the bottom of the bag and lets the blood start to ooze out onto the floor.
“I guess I should be thankful you didn’t just slice open your own hand.” Alex sighs. “Again.”
“I could, but it wouldn’t be nearly as effective.”
Alex almost questions her, but thinks better of it. Instead, he follows close behind her as she leads a trail of blood throughout the corridors. Rounding one last corner, the blood bag nearly empty, they find themselves in an elaborate cafeteria.
Arranged like a small food court, there are various shops offering different food selections and a handful of mundane beverage options. Silver takes the bag into the center of the room and slices it completely open, letting the last dregs of blood spill out.
She dumps the bag into the blood puddle and looks around for a good vantage point. At the far end of the room, she spots an awning above a coffee shop. Made out of thick canvas, it’s more than strong enough to support their combined weight.
She drags a table over to the wall at the edge of the awning, the table legs grinding and screeching ear-piercingly along the floor.
“What’re you doing?” Alex watches her curiously. “I don’t think they’re open for business.”
Silver climbs up onto the table, hauling a chair with her. She plants the chair down squarely on the tabletop, and uses it to boost herself up onto the awning.
“Come on, get up here,” she calls out to him.
Like a giant hammock, the awning proves difficult to navigate efficiently, but Alex doesn’t bother to object. He pulls himself up onto it, the addition of his weight causing Silver to bounce uncontrollably from side to side.
He crawls awkwardly into the middle, positioning himself beside her, and she can’t help but fall into him, slipping and sliding until their bodies touch. Quickly finding all attempts to reposition herself futile, she relaxes against him, the warmth of him a welcome, familiar sensation.
Together, they wait.
Silence.
Alex feels the need to break it.
“No more fighting, okay?” He fidgets with his fingers. “You’re the last person in the world I ever want to fight with.”
The silence returns.
Silver isn’t good at doing the inevitable post-fight heart-to-heart.
She hesitates, then reaches out. She slides a hand over Alex’s leg, seeking out his hand and weaving her slender fingers in between his. Keeping her eyes fixed on the puddle of slowly coagulating blood in the center of the room, she tries to downplay the gravity of the sentiment.
Apology accepted.
Alex squeezes her hand. “When we’re done with all this bullshit, I think we should take some personal time. Like we did for our honeymoon. Just the two of us. No … distractions.”
“Our honeymoon?” Silver laughs. “We were attacked by a boogie monster. Remember that? You gave me a black eye, Luka arrested me, and the newspaper headline read ‘Hunter General Goes Lurker Berserker in Drug-fueled Vacation Nightmare’. It was a PR disaster. It would’ve been so much safer to stay home and lock ourselves in the bedroom, like normal honeymooners.”
“Sounds good to me.”
Silver fights back a smile and pulls away her hand, giving him a playful push. “I knew it. You’re only being nice to me ‘cause you wanna get your end away.”
Alex pushes her back.
The motion and the sway of the awning sets her off balance, and she falls to her side. In turn, her tumble sends Alex rolling toward her. Now lying side by side, they steady themselves until the awning finally regains its composure. Their faces just inches apart, Alex locks eyes with his wife.
The gentle parting of her lips is all the enticement that he’s looking for. He’s waiting for that subtle draw of breath: the intimation of desire. Except that, when it happens, he doesn’t get a chance to react to it.
Silver gets there first.
She reaches for the back of his neck and pulls his lips against hers. He braces himself against the awning, eagerly—and clumsily—attempting to reposition himself between her legs.
Stop.
Silver pulls back from the kiss. “What was that?” She listens.
“Not this again?”
Alex tries to entice Silver back into intimacy, pushing himself against her, kissing her neck, but she remains alert and focused.
A scuffle below.
Silver pushes Alex off her to peer over the edge of the awning. Behind her, he hangs his head dejectedly and slowly counts to ten.
Silver spies a Chimera, pushing chairs out of the way with its nose to get to the pool of blood.
“We got one!”
“Awesome.” Alex is immensely under-enthused.
Silver reaches for her holster and prepares to draw her gun, but Alex places a calm hand over hers and stops her.
“Wait.”
“For what? A written invitation?”
“He’s just the scout. Give it a minute.”
With the taste of fresh blood on its lips, the Chimera shrills to its companions.
As Alex and Silver continue to watch over the edge of the awning, two more Chimera saunter into the room. One slips and slides on the linoleum floor, eager to reach the food before its friend.
Alex’s hand slips slowly away from Silver’s. “Okay.” He leans back. “Go nuts.”
“I’ll share,” she offers. “You can take out the one with the coordination problem.” She points to the Chimera that can’t seem to keep its balance.
“Why do I get the retarded one?”
Silver shrugs. “Want to toss a coin for it?”
The awning creaks.
“No, but I’d like to finish this before we become dessert.” He draws his gun. “On the count of three.”
He aims.
Silver fires.
He flashes her a patented look of annoyance as she quickly expends her clip and reloads.
“What?” She seems oblivious.
“I said we were gonna go on three.”
“And it was a fine notion, but I had a dissonant approach that felt more natural to me.” She takes aim again. “Don’t oppress my individuality with your fancy rules.”
She starts firing again at the frenzied Chimera, leaving Alex no choice but to join in or pout.
He joins in.
The awning rocks.
Silver loses her grip on her last clip, stretching frantically to reach it before it slides off the edge of the awning. “Sit still,” she chides.
Alex shakes his head. “That wasn’t me.”
The awning rocks again.
They looks back at the blood puddle.
Two bodies.
One missing.
As Silver loads the final clip into her gun, a pair of Chimeran ‘hands’ reaches up and grasps at the awning for a third time, this time latching on. The weight of the Chimera stresses the awning to the point of destruction, wrenching Silver’s end of it clean off the wall.
The Chimera tumbles to the floor, taking a chunk of the awning with it. Silver, unable to retain her hold—and Alex’s desperate lunge coming just seconds too late—slides back down to earth, landing directly on top of the dazed Chimera’s face.
As she slips off the broken edge of the awning, it springs back up and knocks Alex backwards toward the opposite end. He makes a rough landing on top of the table and chair, the fall jarring his reconstructed right hip.
Silver springs to her feet, expecting to face the Chimera head-on.
Denied.
The animal barely acknowledges her existence. It opts for Alex and makes a beeline for the table. Angered by the obvious diss, Silver shoots it in the back and sends it to the floor.
With a squeal, the animal gets back on its feet and attempts to resume its attack, but the extra seconds have bought Alex enough time to regroup and take aim once again.
He fires.
The shot hits the Chimera’s shoulder, instantly crippling it. Its front quarters taken down, Alex fires three more shots into the animal’s head. The first one severs the brain stem and kills it instantly. The second two are just for good measure.
He lowers his gun.
This is the first time he’s been directly aware of Silver’s new genetic difference.
“Chimera won’t attack a Fusion unless provoked,” he says with realization, instantly wishing that he hadn’t.
            



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Guinea Pigs
            
Alex slides off the table onto his feet and holsters his weapon. Silver is already halfway across the room, avoiding eye contact, her expression cold.
“Silver!” he calls after her.
She ignores him, and begins searching a wall map for the next location on her mental to-do list. He tries catching up to her, his pursuit impeded by the puddles of Chimera soup oozing all over the floor, causing him to hydroplane uncontrollably.
Eventually, he manages to slip and slide his way over to her, placing a hand upon her shoulder for two reasons. First, for comfort and apology. Second, to steady himself.
Silver shrugs it off. “The security station.” She points at the map. “I want you to break in and override the breach.”
Alex can tell by the tone of her voice that Hunter General mode has been reactivated. “And you?”
“Back to the lab.” She points to the corresponding part of the map. “Meet me there.”
Knowing better than to press her when she’s in this mood, Alex accepts the order without argument and they part ways.
Silver negotiates her way back to the trashed BioScience Division lab by following the trail of blood she used to lure out the Chimera. Since the door is still hermetically sealed, she climbs back in through the broken window.
Tables have been overturned. Nothing made of glass has survived the rampage of the hungry Chimera. Papers have been scattered, and all order lost. Some are soaked with urine, while others have been shredded by frantic Chimera talons. The refrigerator she smashed earlier is filled with blood bags: all human samples.
A quick scan through the labels reveals that most are recent collections stolen from the hospital, and that some of the older samples have been illegally obtained from the city’s blood bank. Some are marked only with reference numbers, indicating that they were drawn directly from a test subject in the Ark.
Silver approaches the door to an adjoining room. Now that the power is back on, the scanning plate is active and the hermetic seal won’t be broken so easily. Trying her luck, she swipes her wrist.
Rejected.
She looks around.
A bottle of ethanol.
Hmm. Flammable? Yes. Explosive? No.
Thought discarded.
A CO2 fire extinguisher.
Pressurized carbon dioxide.
Explosive? Yes. Flammable? Not so much. Otherwise, that’d be really ironic.
Notion thrown out.
A drum of nitroglycerin.
A vasodilator.
Flammable? You betcha. Explosive? Abso-fucking-lutely.
Silver breaks through the glass of the fire proof containment case that’s storing the nitroglycerin, and is sliding the drum gently across the floor to the doorway when the security system finally shuts down. One after the other, the lights return to normal. Red emergency lights shut off, and the screeching breach alarm finally stops.
Using a nearby scalpel, she pries off the lid of the nitroglycerin to reveal the yellow oil inside. Satisfied of her idea, she steps back out through the window into the hallway and finds Alex already there, waiting for her.
“Find out anything?” he asks.
“Not yet.” She shakes her head. “But I’m about to blow this whole conspiracy wide open.”
Alex assumes that’s an overstatement, and he certainly doesn’t take it literally. Craving nicotine, he takes a packet of cigarettes out of his pocket. He’s about to light one up when Silver unexpectedly snatches it from him.
She holds her hand out for his lighter.
A frown creeps across his brow, but he gives it to her anyway.
The frown deepens as he watches her put the cigarette to her lips and light it up.
“It’s been a helluva long time since I’ve seen that.” He quirks an eyebrow at her.
Refusing to be drawn into reminiscence, Silver casually hands him back the lighter, as if there were nothing whatsoever out of the ordinary in it.
“And you really expect me to believe that you don’t derive any pleasure from fucking with me?” He accepts the lighter from her. “Your whole life revolves around it.”
Silver grins—almost laughs—and winces as the smoke billows near her eyes, her long eyelashes deflecting the wisp just in time. “I still think the habit’s overrated.” She takes another puff. “What’re you up to now? A pack a day?”
She can tell by the look on his face that it’s more.
Much more.
They haven’t been around each other enough for her to notice.
“Am I getting a lecture?” He takes a cigarette for himself. “I’m a little old for lectures.”
“You used to be able to run five-k without hardly breaking a sweat. I’ll bet you couldn’t do that now.”
“Of course not.” He lights up. “I’ve aged.”
“Yeah, and your lungs probably have the biological age of a ninety-year-old.”
His agitation could be visible from a mile away, but it all melts into nothing when she leans in and presses her lips against his.
It lasts two seconds.
“Cigarettes are dangerous,” she whispers, flicking hers away.
It tumbles through the air into the BioScience lab, and the naughty twinkle in her eyes gives Alex the suspicion that something’s up.
The fireball behind her proves it.
Alex discards his own cigarette, reaches for her arm, pulls her toward him, and throws her to the floor beneath him, hoping that the fire resistant walls of the Ark will protect them from the blast.
Fire rips through the BioScience lab, blowing out the remaining windows and the door, obliterating anything destructible. Beneath the window, Alex shields Silver as the fireball balloons out over their heads and spills out down the hallway. He cringes as the wall heats up behind him, sending searing heat through the multiple layers of Kevlar in his uniform.
When the fireball finally recedes—nothing left for it to consume—Alex slides off Silver and presses his back against the slightly cooler floor. She immediately rolls over and looks down on top of him, a wide grin pinned to her face.
“Come on! That was a little bit awesome.”
Alex’s expression says everything: a look of disapproval and disbelief, topped with a little bit of ‘fuck off’. He lies back, closes his eyes and lights up a fresh cigarette.
“I’ll be right here if you need me.” He shoos her away.
Eager to explore, Silver doesn’t argue. Shards of broken glass and fragments of warped metal crunch beneath her feet as she makes her way deeper into the BioScience lab. Fortunately, the fire resistant walls have protected everything except the doorway from the blast.
The room beyond is filled with computer terminals. Wall charts document the illegible, unfathomable results of a series of experiments, and a calendar filled with notations confirms that the lab has been used as recently as just a few days ago.
At the far end of the room, an automatic door opens with a swoosh when Silver treads close to it. Stepping into the next room, she finds herself in the medical bay.
On her left, there’s a line of autopsy gurneys and operating tables, and a door to the morgue at the back. On her right, there are cryopreservation tanks. Akin to morgue freezers, the cryopreservation tanks cover the entire right wall, allowing for the preservation of up to fifty specimens in individual freezer drawers.
Silver approaches the tanks, scanning the digital ID plates on each drawer for useful information. Finding only indecipherable reference numbers, her frustration kicks up a level.
F051248.
F130149.
H170249.
The drawers are sealed with keypads, and something else that looks like a thumbprint scanner.
“The bio scanner is a recent addition,” Alex informs her from the doorway.
Silver’s not in the least bit surprised to find him there; she sensed his presence seconds ago. “How do you know?”
Alex walks over to her, the scent of cigarette smoke drifting with him. “I designed something similar, but this looks like a modification.” He pokes at its serial number. “When this place was built, this technology didn’t exist.”
“Print recognition systems have existed for human centuries. You didn’t invent that anymore than you invented the spork.” Silver flashes him a smile. “It’s cute that you’re trying to impress me, though.”
“It’s not a print scanner, genius.”
“It sure looks like one.”
“Well, it’s not. It’s more than that. It’s a bio-scanner: a DNA recognition system.”
“For what purpose?”
“That’s what I said, and that’s why I abandoned the idea at the development stage. It’s not sensitive enough to isolate individual DNA markers. At least, my design wasn’t. The best I could get it to do was to recognize the difference between a human and a skunk.”
“Skunks are extinct.”
“Abandoned, remember? I know it must be hard for you to believe, but sometimes even I am capable of having a real turd of an idea.” Alex examines the scanner further. “It looks as though the scanner overrides the keypad.”
Alex places his thumb on the slightly squishy, gel-like scanning plate.
A second passes.
The machine clicks, and the gel thumb pad lights up.
“It’s sampling the oils in my thumb for DNA,” Alex explains, marveling at his own creation.
The scanner considers Alex’s sample for agonizing seconds.
Eventually…
UNKNOWN SAMPLE.
CORRUPTED DATA.
PLEASE RETRY.
“It’s official: you’re a reject.” Silver grins.
Alex invites her to try instead. “By all means.”
Silver places her thumb on the plate.
A split second ticks by.
UNAUTHORIZED SAMPLE.
Alex feels a little bit smug. “Welcome to the club.”
In response to that, Silver snatches a scalpel off a nearby table, jams the blade into the top of the scanning plate, and pries it off the cryopreservation tank. Once she has it free, she wrenches it completely off the tank, severing all the wires.
Beeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeep.
The keypad begins to flash.
Silver offers the task of breaking into the tank back to Alex. “Your turn.”
Using a little more finesse than Silver, he pops off the front of the keypad and shorts out the circuitry by rewiring a few crucial connections. It’s an understated method, but it works: the cryopreservation tank pops open.
Silver slides out the drawer to reveal a perfectly preserved biological specimen, H033149, secure in a cryogenic state. A clear glass cylinder surrounds the specimen—a Fusion female—who’s hooked up to dozens of wires and tubes, each one attached to some different part of the technology that’s keeping her cells viable.
“What are they doing to these people?” Silver whispers.
By the time she completes her question, Alex is already manipulating a digital clipboard to find the answer.
“If they’re following any kind of scientific method at all, I should be able to locate a specimen log that’ll tell us precisely what happened to her—and when.”
He inputs her reference number.
Bingo!
“Got it.” He reads from the chart. “Human female, twenty-six years old, brought in here four months ago—”
“Stop,” Silver cuts him off. “You have the wrong specimen record.”
Alex looks up from the chart, his expression pure ‘never, not in a million years’.
He recites the number back to her.
“It matches, but the records must be botched.” She points to the specimen’s eyes. “Look.”
Fusion.
Undoubtedly.
“I don’t know what to tell you.” Alex consults the chart. “H033149 is supposed to be an uninfected human female, and she only underwent one procedure.”
“What? Explicitly?”
Alex shrugs. “PV55, whatever that is.”
“A drug,” Silver guesses. “Administered how?”
“Intravenously.”
A bell rings inside Silver’s head.
She dashes back into the other room and pinpoints some scribbles on one of the wall charts. Dating back over the last year—since shortly after the death of Phaeden Rist—the PV numbers begin at one and run up to fifty-five, each increment sporadically separated by days or weeks or months.
The date of the vaccine distribution is marked as PV32.
Prior to Phaeden’s death, all notations are Chimera Extermination Virus—CEV—and they run back almost eighteen months. The date of the viral release known publicly as CV2, which occurred at Phaeden’s death, is marked as CEV31. More recently, a red line has been drawn through it with the notation HFV scrawled above it and circled twice.
“This chart documents the entire course of the creation and release of the Chimera Virus.” Silver stares at the wall in disbelief, feeling Alex move in behind her. “But when Phaeden died, something changed.”
Alex nods. “Eleanor Grant took control of the program, and something tells me her focus wasn’t on the extermination of the Chimera.”
“PV …” Silver’s brain whirs. “‘V’ stands for vaccine?” She sounds uncertain.
“Let’s find out.”
Alex takes a seat in front of one of the computer terminals, and weaves his way into the BioScience lab’s database with a few skillful hacks. He brings up a list of the PV trials and clicks on PV32—the date correlating with the release of the vaccine.
The room falls silent.
Glaring at the screen, Alex feels as though all the air has just been sucked out of his lungs. Silver looks over at him, aware that something is amiss. His shoulders are tense and his jaw’s tight. Resting his elbows on the desk in front of him, he drops his head down and runs his fingers through his hair.
Finally, “‘V’ doesn’t stand for vaccine.”
Silence.
Unable to make eye contact, he keeps his head down as Silver approaches the computer terminal to see what he sees …
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

‘V’ is for …
             
Plasmid vector.
Silver doesn’t understand it, but Alex’s experience with technical jargon gives him a slight advantage, and he’s able to grasp at least the main scientific elements.
“They lied,” he barely manages to whisper.
Silver’s heart seizes. “They knew the vaccine didn’t work?”
Alex shakes his head, wishing it were that simple. “They never tried to make a vaccine, El.”
“Then what the fuck is this?” Silver taps the screen. “It’s the thing they made from my blood, isn’t it?”
“Yes, but—”
“What did they do, Alex?” She’s afraid, and it shows. “What did they do to me?”
“They took the part of your genes that made you bond successfully with the virus and they put it inside a molecule of DNA—they made a plasmid. Then, they introduced it into bacteria and exposed it to CV2.” He glances up at the wall chart. “Or HFV. Whatever you want to call it now.” He clenches his jaw.
“And?”
“Only the bacteria that take up the plasmid survive, because the plasmid makes them resistant to the destructive side-effects of the virus. Do you see? It’s just like the video that Red showed us. All they had to do was grow the modified bacteria in much larger amounts and harvest it, then they could administer it to the whole population. Which they did, under the guise of a vaccine.”
Silver doesn’t need to hear any more: she gets it.
The plasmid vector made every human in Amaranthe susceptible to CV2 infection, and thus also to the subsequent Fusion conversion.
Silence.
Until now, Alex has been holding back his anger. He’s heartbreakingly conscious of Silver’s misplaced guilt, and he has to vent his frustration somewhere. Taking her by surprise, he pushes the chair back from the desk, unintentionally knocking her away. He picks up the flat screen monitor, yanks it away from its connecting wires, and heaves it toward the wall with all his might.
The fragile screen shatters, the thin plastic backing crumbling into a million pieces and the internal gubbins spilling out onto the floor.
With tears pooling in her eyes, Silver keeps back, too shocked to approach him. For a time that seems like forever, he remains with his back to her, leaning on the desk in front of him, gathering his thoughts. Eventually, he brushes a tear away from his eye and turns to face her.
Silence.
Silver’s never seen him cry.
Torn between the desire to comfort him and a fear of blame, she opts to remain distant, her own emotions stalled in a flood of guilt and a sense of unshakable responsibility—despite her innocence.
If only she’d have died …
“Don’t even think that,” Alex intercepts her thoughts. “This wasn’t your fault.”
“If the virus had killed me—”
“It wouldn’t have made a difference,” Alex stops her.
“Eleanor Grant knew all along that I wasn’t immune,” Silver begins to process the facts. “I was just her guinea pig. I was the first person to successfully bond with the virus.”
“There was no way you could’ve known.”
“Without my blood, the plasmid vector could never have been created.”
“They would’ve found a way.”
“You don’t know that.”
“Neither do you.”
Silence.
Alex wipes his eyes and pushes despair away to the very back of his mind. He draws air back into his lungs and rises above the crushing fear he feels for the fate of humanity. Approaching Silver, he rubs away her tears with his thumbs and smothers her self-pity with a kiss.
Silver expects the kiss to end, but it doesn’t. His lips keep engaging hers and he wraps her up in his arms—he has no intention of stopping.
But Silver wants to be certain of something.
Forcing the passionate lip-lock to break, she pushes him back and looks up into his eyes. “Are you sure?”
“Of what?”
“Me. Us. The future. Anything.”
“As long as my future has you in it, I’m sure of everything.”
That’s all she needed to hear, and he can tell that his words have hit the mark. She has a look in her eyes that he’s seen several times before, and he knows precisely what she wants him to do next. He saw the same look the night he took her to his bed for the first time. He saw it again the first time they made love in the rezzies. More recently, he saw it on their wedding night.
It’s the look of a woman who knows she’s about to give herself completely to someone else. It’s the look of a woman who wants to be taken, and who wants to surrender completely to her desire, and Alex isn’t about to let this opportunity slip by him.
He unzips his Kevlar vest and throws it to the floor, quickly tossing his weapons down on top of it. Scooping Silver up into his arms again, he plants another kiss on her lips and feels her body melt into him.
She’s desperate to numb reality and she pulls him closer. As he moves her backwards against one of the empty desks, she entices him to unzip her Kevlar vest.
By the time the vest is abandoned on the floor, he’s already disarmed her. He twirls her hunting knife between his fingers before slamming the blade deep into a cupboard door beside them.
As he undresses from the waist up, Silver’s stomach tumbles into freefall. The usual somersault snowballs into instant arousal as she casts her eyes upon his perfect form.
Another kiss.
She presses her palms against his naked chest, the warmth of his body igniting every bit of desire that still smolders within her. He lifts her up onto the desk and moves in between her legs, her hands reaching for his belt.
Suppressing her shaking fingers, not wanting to appear overwhelmed, she fights with her muscles to function smoothly. Taking seconds longer than she would’ve liked, she finally manages to unbuckle him.
Keeping his lips on hers, Alex can feel the unsteadiness in her hands. Without a moment’s hesitation, he completes the work for her and makes room for her hand to slip inside …
Her long-awaited touch incites a moan, the intimate contact sending a wave of lust rippling throughout every cell in his body.
He can’t wait any longer.
He’s been hard on-and-off for as long as he and Silver have been alone in the Ark, and his anatomy is aching to feel release. He tears off the rest of her clothes and lets her wrap her legs around him.
She’s more than ready.
He pushes himself all the way inside her with one swift stroke, and she leans back on the desk, crying out as he forces himself deeper. Slipping a hand around the back of her neck, he pulls her up toward him. Twisting her ponytail around his fingers, he first kisses her on the lips, then pulls on her ponytail to tilt her head back and expose her neck.
At first, there are gentle kisses, tickling just below her ear. The sensation of his lips and the warmth of his breath send shivers down her spine.
A little nip.
A gasp.
He bites.
Hard.
The gasp becomes another cry. Her arm around his shoulder, she digs her nails deep into his skin. As he pushes her back down against the desk, her nails tear into his flesh, but he barely notices. He takes her hips firmly in his hands and supports the weight of her lower body as he holds her tight, precisely where he wants her.
A little faster.
A little harder.
She arches her back against the desk, her insuppressible—and very vocal—pleasure soon taking him with her into climax.
 
*************************
 
While fresh cigarette smoke swirls through the air, Silver grabs back her hunting knife from the cupboard door beside the desk. As she forcefully jerks the metal away from the cheap wood, the cupboard door shifts and pulls open, the sudden movement unsettling its contents.
Thunk.
A folder falls to the floor at Silver’s feet.
Medical records.
She picks it up and opens it to the first page:
 
NAME: Rachel Jenkins.
EMPLOYMENT STATUS: Deputy Hunter General.
AGE: 36.
VECTOR CODE: PV32.
VIRAL CODE: HFV.
DATE OF INFECTION: Circa 02/49.
METHOD OF INFECTION: Unknown.
PRIOR MEDICAL CONDITIONS: Retinitis pigmentosa.
NOTES: Complete reversal of all RP symptoms within two months of exposure. Successful transdifferentiation of cells in the ciliary body into retinal cells to repair damage to the retinal pigment epithelium.
 
Silver flicks through the next few pages, finding more explicit details about the rate of cellular repair and the limitations of this particular variant of the Chimera virus: HFV.
With the tip of her knife, she nudges the cupboard door open further. Inside, there are more medical files. Laying them out across the desk, Silver isolates another:
 
NAME: Ella Cross.
EMPLOYMENT STATUS: Hunter General.
AGE: 36.
VECTOR CODE: N/A.
VIRAL CODE: HFV.
DATE OF INFECTION: 07/11/48.
METHOD OF INFECTION: Intravenous.
PRIOR MEDICAL CONDITIONS: Pregnant.
 
The world grinds to a halt.
Silver pushes back against her body’s instinct to collapse. Unable to blink, her eyes pinned hopelessly to the page, tears begin to well up again. The lines on the page start to blur against the pooling liquid in her eyes, and the sting of evaporation eventually spurs her frozen muscles into action, forcing her to blink. Tears then cling to her eyelashes, escaping against her will.
Further down on the page:
 
NOTES: Gestational age measured at five weeks, six days. No fetal abnormalities or injuries observed, despite extensive uterine damage and tearing of the gestational sac. Dead fetus extracted for testing.
 
Alex gets to witness Silver’s raw distress as the folder slips out of her hands, the individual pages fluttering to the ground in front of him.
A cigarette between his lips, he bends to pick them up. As he does, Silver’s name leaps off the page at him and the words punch him right in the face. “Oh, fuck …”
His tone implies sorrow—not surprise—and Silver detects it.
“Alex … ?”
He tosses the folder aside and refocuses his attention on the cigarette, averting his eyes from her stern glare.
“Are you okay?” His voice almost cracks under the weight of the emotion.
“You knew!” she growls at him. “You fucking knew.”
“I didn’t …”
“Alexander James King, you dare tell one more lie to me and the next words you speak will be your requiem.”
Eye contact.
Silence.
Finally, “Maydevine had it stricken from your medical file.”
“Why?”
“Because I asked him to.”
“Why wou—”
“Because you’d been through enough. Do I really have to explain this?” Alex leans up against a desk, running a hand of exasperation through his hair. “What good would it have done for you to know?”
“How dare you be the judge of what I feel!” More tears.
“You think this doesn’t affect me?!” he launches back at her. “You think my heart didn’t break that day?”
Silence.
Silver’s heart is breaking right in front of him, and it’s tearing his apart all over again.
“You think I don’t want …” Alex’s words dissolve as they reach the tip of his tongue. “That if things were different, I wouldn’t want that with you?”
“I …” Thought stalled.
“Silver, if we were different people, we’d have three kids and a kitten and no blood on our hands.”
She smiles, but weakly.
“But we’re not those people,” he keeps on. “That’s not the life we chose.”
The smile disappears.
“You know that, right?” he presses her. “We’re the ones who make that life possible for others.”
Her head drops, looking for answers at her feet. “I just …”
“I know.” He reaches for her hand and pulls her close to him. “For a split second in time, we had something we thought was impossible.” He holds her tight and kisses the top of her head. “But I knew what I was giving up when I chose to spend the rest of my life with you, El. I made my peace with this loss years ago. Now maybe it’s time that you did the same.”
Sniffing, Silver dries her eyes and checks her invisible watch, trying as hard as she can to return to a state of emotional calm. She can’t have this conversation with him right now. Her body’s still throbbing from their rather zealous desktop encounter, and her brain’s still flooded with endorphins.
Too many conflicting emotions.
No time for any of them.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Expendable
 
Back in the basement of the DDH, the elevator doors open.
Silver and Alex step out into the Arkway, only to be met immediately by the Governor and a handful of her closest Omega Security Services—OSS—Officers, all heavily armed. Among them is the Fusion they subdued earlier, and he doesn’t look happy.
Silver boldly makes eye contact with him. “No hard feelings?”
He raises his gun on her, but the Governor quickly halts him before he can even get close to slipping a finger around the trigger.
Turning back to Silver, the Governor looks as though a wild rage is quietly simmering behind her calm exterior. “My office. Both of you. Now.”
No arguments.
 
*************************
 
The Governor stares at Silver and Alex across her desk.
“It exploded?”
Nods.
“The entire BioScience lab?”
More nods.
Silence.
Then, “How?”
Alex shrugs. “A wiring fault most likely. The power surge that was created when the back-up generator kicked in must’ve fried the circuit breaker, so the fault was overlooked by the system.”
“Why didn’t the fire protection network sense the smoke and put out the fire before the whole lab went atomic?”
“I had to override the security system to get us access into the Switch Room. When I did that, I guess it took the entire safety network offline as well.”
Lies, lies, and more lies.
The Governor glances over to Silver, slouched silently in her chair, then back to Alex. “And what about the part where you choked one of my Officers unconscious? Where does that fit in?”
Silence.
“We don’t work well with others,”  Silver grumbles.
“Apparently not. Yet I highly doubt that your being antisocial was the sole reason for the assault. You were snooping around in my lab. Why?”
“We didn’t have a choice. Not after your little petting zoo went free-range.”
“You killed them?”
“What did you expect us to do? Release them back into the wild?”
“You destroyed my work.”
“As if that makes a difference,” Alex snorts. “You already got what you wanted.”
“Did I?” The Governor glares at him. “You don’t know the first thing about me.”
“We know that you’re a Fusion masquerading as human.” Silver folds her arms defiantly. “And we know that your ‘vaccine’ was a fake.”
If she was hoping to rattle the Governor, the attempt fails. Eleanor’s not shocked by the uncovering of her deception, she’s smug.
“You’ve known about my genetic identity for over a year and you’ve done nothing. You’ve kept quiet about it all this time because you know damn well that you can’t possibly out me without also alienating yourself. You and I are no different, Ella. We’re both pretending to be something we’re not.”
“We’ll find a cure.” Alex locks eyes with the Governor. “And when we do—”
“It’ll be too late,” the Governor cuts him off. “Maybe not for her”—she tips her head to Silver—“but it will be for them.” She nods to the city outside the window. “There won’t be any of your kind left.”
“So what’re you waiting for?” Silver shrugs. “Go ahead and claim your victory. PV32 has already done its damage.”
“It did what it could.”
Her odd choice of wording sets Silver’s brain buzzing. Back in the Ark, the PV numbers ran up to fifty-five.
“You were still experimenting with the vectors. Why?”
“PV32 had certain unforeseen limitations.” The Governor’s jaw tightens. “Since it was made from your blood—your B-negative blood, shared by only two percent of the population—successful assimilation is limited to B and AB variants.”
Silver breaks into a grin. “It’s type specific?” She laughs. “Way to suck.”
Her laughter provokes the Governor, and the Governor bites back with venom.
“The conversion rate is, at best, fifteen percent of the total population. Fortunately for me, your unborn child was O-negative.”
Silver’s grin dies.
Satisfied that she just wounded Silver where it would hurt most, the Governor reaches into a desk drawer and pulls out a small vial containing a blue liquid. “PV55.” She smiles. “Created from PV32, after combining it with stem cells from the dead baby they tweezed out of you when you got mauled by those Chimera last year.”
Silver suddenly feels quite nauseous.
The Governor’s enjoying this way too much.
Taking obvious pleasure in Silver’s discomfort, she admires the vial. “Do you know what percentage of the population is compatible with O-negative blood?”
Silence.
Alex and Silver both know the answer: one hundred percent.
“The time is coming for great change.” The Governor sets down the vial. “I need people like you on my staff, and on my side.”
Silver’s eyebrow hits the ceiling. “Are you about to try and make some kind of deal with us?”
“There are many others like you.” The Governor sighs. “People desperately holding on to the last dregs of their inferior genetic lineage. They’re frightened and confused, and if I went public with this too soon, I’d be releasing panic on an uncontrollable scale.”
“Mutiny,” Silver concurs, not entirely sure if that would be a bad thing.
“Rebellion,” Alex adds, turning to the Governor. “You need more time for the conversion to take hold, and until then, you want us to keep the peace.”
Silver rolls her eyes. “Like hell we’re gonna help you.”
“In exchange for what?” Alex jumps ahead a few steps. “What do we get in return for our compliance?”
Silver flashes him evils. “You’re not serious?!”
He holds up a hand to shush her.
Outraged, Silver crosses her arms and pouts. “Traitor,” she mumbles.
“If you help me, I’ll relinquish PV55.” The Governor taps on the lid of the vial. “I may not have what I want, but I’ve got what I need.”
“A breedable Fusion population.” Alex bites on a fingernail.
“Indeed. And I can make sure there’s a place in the future for you.”
“For the uninfected, you mean?”
“For those who reject the way of the future.” The Governor glowers at Silver. “For those who refuse to evolve.”
“This isn’t evolution,” Silver spits at her. “This is your perverted fantasy.”
“It’s my vision of a better world, and unless you want to see every man, woman, and child within these walls infected with the Fusion virus, you’d better agree to my terms.”
“You’re threatening us now?”
“I’m keeping you apprised of the facts. If you want to establish an emancipated human population, untouched by the virus, you need my help—you need my compliance. And the only way you’re going to get that, is if you agree to aid me in making the coming transition a smooth one.”
“We have nothing but your word that you won’t release PV55.” Silver shakes her head. “Why should we trust you?”
“We don’t have a choice,” Alex answers for the Governor. “Besides”—he reaches out to Silver—“if the public knew about the fake vaccine, the city would devour itself in fear. Maybe staying silent is the right thing to do. We can’t undo the damage that’s already been done, but we can mitigate the aftermath.”
“I can’t believe I’m hearing this from you.” Silver pulls away from him. “What happened in the Ark—”
“Stays in the Ark,” the Governor cuts her off. “Especially since you rather conveniently destroyed all the evidence.”
“C’mon, Silver,” Alex urges her. “We’re wasting valuable time.”
Shit.
The tag reprogramming.
Silver checks her invisible watch. “How long until dawn?”
Alex checks his real watch. “Three hours.” He suppresses a yawn. “Tag reprogramming can commence at sunrise.”
“Good.” The Governor claps her hands together. “Since we all seem to be in agreement, we can get on with business. Starting with the bomb in Sector Forty-two.”
“I’ll send a team out there immediately.” Alex nods.
Silver remains silently preoccupied with her own thoughts. First, Alex goes along with a plan to kill a man in cold blood. Now, he’s making deals with a corrupt Fusion dictator. Where will this all stop?



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Plan B
 
Alex lets a post-coital cigarette die slowly in the ashtray beside him, uncharacteristically disinterested in its enticing poison. Slouching in a summer chair on the deck outside of their bedroom, he leans on his elbow, lost in his thoughts.
The pre-dawn night air is still, and unusually warm for the season. Occasionally, a gentle breeze ripples against his tense shoulders, the soft touch of nature flittering through his already ruffled hair.
The bandage on his left hand itches.
He fidgets with it.
Picking at the edge of it, he lifts it up to peek underneath and finds fresh pink skin already beginning to seal the wound. His jaw tightens, a deep frown briefly wrinkling his brow before Silver intrudes and dislodges his train of thought.
Block by block, power is slowly being restored to the city, and theirs had come back on an hour ago. She appears in the doorway, fresh from the shower she was relieved to be able to take, and catches the tail end of the frown before it melts away. “You okay?”
“Long day.” He sighs, rubbing his eyes.
Dressed only in one of Alex’s shirts, her hair still dripping wet, she steps out onto the deck. Her appearance draws Alex’s attention briefly, but he’s too exhausted to initiate a rematch.
She leans back against the railing, sliding herself down to the floor to rest on her haunches in front of him. She hadn’t intended to for them to have sex tonight. After leaving the Governor’s office, she was the furthest thing from horny.
She’d stripped and headed straight for bed, but as soon as they’d lain down together, she’d felt his erection pressing against her back. He probably wouldn’t have taken the intimacy any further—too mindful of appearing forceful or demanding—but she’d gasped when she’d felt his hand starting to grope her beneath the sheets.
That was enough.
It was a green flag.
He’d been cleared for landing.
He’d slipped his hand inside her underwear and teased her a little while she’d wrapped her fingers around him and coaxed him bigger. A minute or two later, she was on top of him, using him for her own pleasure while he tried hard to hold back the inevitable spinal reflex.
And that was just round one.
Round two had lasted longer, and involved some aerial acrobats that would’ve made the Old World Cirque Du Soleil team proud.
Back out on the deck, Silver tucks her knees up to her chin and wraps her arms around her legs, comforting herself against something she cannot name. Time alone in the shower had brought back the feelings of unease that’d flooded her in the Governor’s office.
Sensing an edge to Alex’s mood, she hesitates to bring the subject up again. She hopes that he’ll volunteer to breach the encroaching silence first, but minutes tick by and he says nothing.
She gets tired of waiting.
“You can’t possibly trust her?” she says at last.
“Of course not.” He retrieves the last few puffs of the cigarette from the ashtray. “You think I’d leave our future—the fate of all that we’ve ever worked for—hanging on the word of a self-interested politician?”
“It didn’t seem as though we had much of a choice. You said so yourself.”
“I know what I said, but this isn’t over yet.” He finishes the cigarette, crushing it with his thumb against the ashtray.
“You have a counter attack?”
“I’m calling her bluff.”
Silver watches him closely, replaying their meeting with the Governor in her head, racking her brain to try and isolate the facts that seem to have Alex so self-assured.
She fails.
“Whatever you’re seeing, I don’t see it.” She shakes her head.
“I don’t have to trust her.” Alex stretches out his legs, his feet brushing up against Silver’s. “And neither do you.” He covers her feet with his.
“No?”
“Nope.”
“Because why? We’re all gonna die anyway, so what’s the fucking point?”
“Ooh, you must’ve put your grumpy pants on again while I wasn’t looking. You were all smiles twenty minutes ago.”
“Twenty minutes ago, we were both defying the laws of physics. It would’ve been rude of me not to smile.” She smirks. “But we’re still all going to die.”
“Yeah, one day.” He leans back in his chair, clasping his hands behind the back of his head.
“So what’s your plan?” Silver rests her feet in his lap. “Bearing in mind that, if you say we’re gonna kill the Governor, I’m gonna have to file for a divorce.”
“Ouch.” Alex feigns being shot in the heart. “You don’t have a monopoly over harebrained schemes, you know. I can come up with plenty of my own.”
“Wanting to kill Phaeden Rist wasn’t harebrained, it was overdue. Then stupid nature went and robbed me of the opportunity.”
Alex’s mind lingers on that for a moment. Could she really be that naïve? Maydevine hadn’t exactly admitted to foul play, but the circumstances surrounding Phaeden’s death were so suspiciously coincidental. The man just happened to drop dead the same day that Silver was about to be enforced? Na-uh. Alex had rejected that tall tale from the very beginning.
“Well, don’t start trawling the phone book for a good divorce lawyer just yet.” He squeezes one of her feet. “We’re not going to kill the Governor.”
Silver pantomimes wiping sweat off her brow. “Phew. I was starting to think that my recklessness was contagious.” She smiles up at him, wondering how on Earth he can appear so relaxed. “Seriously, though. What’s really going on? Your calm exterior should be reassuring, and yet it’s oddly nerve-wracking.”
“You know the Governor’s not going to release PV55, right?” He smiles back at her.
Silver responds with upturned palms. “No. How would I know that?”
“The chart in the Ark gave PV55 a creation date of over four months ago.”
“So?”
“It’s still in her desk drawer. She’s had all this time to release it and yet … nada.”
“She’s taking her time. She’s afraid of rebellion, remember?”
Alex shakes his head. “Bullshit. This virus—HFV—would just slip into the population without anyone ever knowing about it. You know that. The conversion would be gradual and silent, slipping under the public radar like a slow poison.”
Silver shrugs. “I still don’t get it.”
“PV55 by itself isn’t enough to elicit a rebellion—it couldn’t. The only way something like that could happen is if the Governor were forced to go public too soon, which you and I both know she would do, despite her own ruin, if she were pushed.”
Cogs whir inside Silver’s brain. “PV55 is plan B.” She catches on. “It’s a bargaining chip to use in the event that her scheme should ever get rumbled, just like it did tonight.”
Alex nods. “She never intended to use it. The question is: why?”
Silver bites on her lower lip, deep in thought. “Something must’ve happened that rendered PV55 redundant long before we ever raped her lab in the Ark.”
“I agree.” A quick hair ruffle.
“And you know what else that means? If you’re right—and that’s one hell of an assumption—then PV55 isn’t just a tool for negotiations, it’s a distraction.”
“Exactly. It’s perfect. She keeps our sights focused on PV55, meanwhile, the real threat goes on undetected, right beneath our noses.”
“So what do you propose we do about it?”
Behind them, the sky is growing lighter with every passing minute. Alex looks over at the horizon, the first tentative beams of sunlight already beginning to emerge. “It’s nearly time.”
“You’re counting on the tag reprogramming to expose the Governor’s true intentions,” Silver infers.
“Whatever’s going on here, we’ll find a trace of it in the blood of those who have already been swept up within it. I guarantee it.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Tools of Survival
            
Red and Luka await Alex and Silver in the DDH loading bay. Both are in their combat uniforms, and Red is leaning casually on her cane—her unnecessary prop.
Alex and Silver turn heads as they enter the room. For the second day in a row, the Commissioner is seen in full Police Division combat uniform, alongside his wife, and both are armed up to the teeth.
“How are we going to do this?” Luka asks, addressing his question to whoever wants to answer it first.
Alex does. “The Police Division will take the Sentinel District, of course. The Hunter Division can take the Fringe.”
“Fuck you,” Silver barks back at him. “Why does my Division automatically get the scum hole?”
“Because you like it.” Alex smiles. “You’re just itching for a fight and you know it. You wouldn’t have it any other way.”
“Unless you think you can’t handle it,” Luka teases her. “Maybe you want us big, strong men to step in and help you little girls out?”
Silver shows him her middle finger. “You save my life one time and you think you’re my hero.”
Alex catches the hint of a smile on her lips, and an unwanted twinge of jealousy starts to seep back into his veins.
“Twice,” Luka corrects her. “I’m keeping a tally, and I’m pretty sure you’ll find that I’ve saved your life no less than twice in the last week.” He waggles two fingers at her.
“That’s some pretty generous math you’re abusing there. Especially if you’re counting that time you drew your gun, but failed to fire even a single shot.”
“You didn’t even have a weapon.”
“Not the point.”
“My finger was on the trigger.”
“Yeah. So? Your finger was also on the trigger when you botched the opportunity to take down a Chimera before it pinned us both to the ground and you cracked four of my ribs. Honestly, that’s the kind of lifesaving I can do without.”
“Your gun jammed.”
“Your brain jammed. Where did you learn how to aim? The same place where they teach little boys how to pee in the toilet?”
“Enough,” Alex brusquely silences them both. “Where do you two think you are? The Academy?”
“Touchy.” Red quirks an eyebrow. “Not enough sleep last night?”
Silver makes a big ‘zero’ with her fingers. “Did the armory fill my request for tear gas grenades this morning?”
“The armory only keeps a small amount of tear gas grenades on hand because they don’t work on Chimera. In everyday situations, they’re of little practical use. Your request nearly doubled their usual production numbers.”
“Tear gas?” Alex questions Silver.
“One word for you: riot. The Fringe has been without a functioning tag system for”—she checks her invisible watch—“long enough. In the Sentinel District, the worst you’ll get is an angry old man waving his walking stick at you. In the Fringe, you’ll get people trying to rip your throat out. So trust me, in those kind of conditions, tear gas is a tool of survival.”
Alex shrugs. “I guess no-one would know that better than you.”
Silver is momentarily stunned by his snide reference to her past, and the sharp edge to his words doesn’t go unnoticed by the rest of the group.
“We’ve got what? Two hundred portable tag programming units?” she quickly switches gears. “I want fifty.”
“Absolutely.” Alex nods.
After performing some swift mental calculations, Red concurs with Silver’s estimation of need. “The Fringe District population is almost at one million. Based on fifty TPUs, taking an average of three seconds per person, Silver and I can clear that District in just under seventeen hours.” She turns to Alex. “If you and Luka split up, one team taking the First Reclamation part of the Sentinel District and the other leading a team in the Second Reclamation portion, you’ll be done in twenty-four hours.”
“Your Division can work in shifts,” Silver adds. “Four hours on, four hours off. It’s not like you’ll need the extra man power for crowd control.”
“And you?” Alex looks concerned and apologetic; he shouldn’t have snapped at her.
“My Division will work straight through. There’ll be fifty Hunters assigned to the TPUs, and I’ll allocate them each two Hunters for protection. The rest of my men will be given the widest array of riot weapons you can imagine and ordered to have one hell of a good time.”
“When we’re done, we’ll redistribute our TPUs among your teams,” Red offers. “If all goes well, we should have you boys back home by breakfast time tomorrow.”
“Is ego a prerequisite for the Hunter Division?” Luka prods her.
“We prefer to call it well-earned confidence.” She calls over a Hunter equipped with a handheld TPU. “Let’s begin.”
She holds out the inside of her left wrist for the Hunter, and he clasps a metal bracelet around it. In three seconds, a small light on the unit turns from red to green.
Done.
As he removes the bracelet, a small bubble of blood rises to the surface of her skin. The Hunter comes up to Silver next, but she hesitates to draw out her wrist.
“We’re sharing needles?” Skyward eyebrow. “That’s intimate.”
“The needle’s sterilized each time it retracts into the unit,” Alex reassures her. “It can scan over five hundred thousand biological samples before it needs to be replaced.”
“Fancy.” Silver holds out her wrist. “I wish I understood how all of this works.”
“All the biological data is transmitted to the Ark for identity confirmation, then the Ark sends back the tag information to the TPU,” he explains while he gets pricked.
Silver wipes a drop of blood off her wrist. “How do we retrieve the information from the Ark afterward?”
“The TPU is programmed to check each sample twice, for accuracy, just like the double sure technology used in blood glucose meters. The second set of test results is sent directly to a back-up file directory in the Ark.” He waits for the Hunter with the TPU to finish with them and step out of earshot. “Or at least, that’s where it thinks it’s going,” he continues with a grin. “I programmed a little diversion into the TPU circuitry, and I altered the file pathway.”
“To where?”
“An off-site server that doesn’t officially exist.”
Now it’s Luka’s turn for confusion. “Won’t that raise suspicion?”
“It might, if anyone bothered to check. But you’d have to go in there with a fine tooth comb to extract that kind of information, and even then, I’d just blame a faulty file pathway, shrug my shoulders, and walk away.”
As Alex lights up a cigarette, Silver notices the bandage on his left hand and suddenly remembers his injury from the day before.
“Let’s make a stop by first aid before we leave. We should change that dressing.”
She reaches for his hand, but he pulls it away and tucks it quickly inside a pocket.
“And you think I pester too much,” he mumbles from behind the cigarette. “It’s not life threatening.”
“Suit yourself.”
The chief mechanic indicates to Red that their vehicles are ready, and Silver, hurt by Alex’s rejection, leaps upon the chance to break away from the conversation by heading for her truck.
“I’ll see you in twenty-four hours.” She avoids making eye contact.
As she reaches the driver’s side door, she’s taken by surprise. Alex’s hand reaches for her arm and spins her around. He pushes her up against the side of the truck, forcing her hard against the cold metal and sending a faint twinge of pain rippling through her rotator cuff: a raw reminder of their emotional tumble in the Ark.
His other hand appears at her waist, and his cocksure fingers begin to explore the curves of her hips, finally settling on her rear and pulling her pelvis toward him.
Her stomach doesn’t hesitate to flip.
She receives a kiss—an obvious public display—and, standing close by, Luka is just one of the many onlookers.
Alex pulls back from the kiss. “Be careful today.”
Unable to co-ordinate an articulate verbal response, her usual snappy wit tangled up somewhere between her brain and her tongue, the best Silver can manage is: “Uh-huh.”
He walks away from her, leaving her alone and acutely aware of her audience.
She fights not to blush.
Fails.
Self-conscious, she welcomes the cover of her truck as she jumps inside and starts the engine with a roar.
Twenty minutes later, she’s in the Fringe District.
 
*************************
 
Silver pulls her truck up on the Fringe District side of the One Way, with the bulk of the Hunter Division army behind her. Red’s truck pulls up beside her, driven by Dylan Reid’s Academy-trained replacement.
Their convoy is faced with a large and angry mob of ragtag insurgents, each and every one of them bearing arms. The first wave of Hunters who were sent into the District are already there, in full riot gear, trying to push the Fringers back.
Thunk.
A severed head, thrown from the crowd of Fringers, hits the windshield of Silver’s truck. It was a Fisher, freshly decapitated, and probably killed the night before in the chaos which ensued when the EMP shut the city down. As Silver steps out of her truck, another severed Fisher head lands at her feet. She kicks it away.
 
*************************
 
In the First Reclamation portion of the Sentinel District, not far from the DDH, Alex’s truck is parked in the middle of the street, completely blocking it.
He oversees procedure as a team of his Agents direct Sentinel District residents into formal, neat lines in front of five Agents with TPUs. As predicted, the Sentinel District citizens barely disrupt the flow of their usual daily conversation while they wait patiently for their turn.
 
*************************
 
On the One Way, Silver steps up to the screaming, pushing, fighting Fringer crowd. All weapons quickly turn on her, and a small child begins to cry at the feet of her parents.
Silver’s face is known to them all, and her position here is unique among the Hunter Division.
She’s known as the Hunter General and as a former resident.
Known, and recognized.
The ferocious crowd falls silent.
 
*************************
 
Luka parks his truck in the same manner as Alex, in the Second Reclamation portion of the Sentinel District. Within minutes, a core team of Agents have the Sentinel District citizens here cooperating with ease.
Fanning out from this location, other teams of Agents spread out into other sectors of the Sentinel District, broadcasting a looped loudspeaker announcement of the locations in the city where tag reprogramming will be taking place throughout the day.
Neat, orderly, and calm.
 
*************************
 
An eerie silence falls over the One Way. Suddenly, a Fringer leaps out from the back of the crowd with his gun drawn, aiming directly for Silver.
A shot.
The Fringer falls.
Silver turns behind her, just in time to see Red lower her weapon.
She turns back to the crowd. “Anyone else?”
 
*************************
 
Radiating out from Alex’s location, other teams of Agents broadcast the same message as in Luka’s area. Leaning up against the side of his truck, Alex pops an aspirin, hoping to crush the tension headache that’s been softly throbbing in his temple since daybreak.
He’s only half-listening to an elderly man who’s trying to lodge a complaint.
“I want to be compensated,” the senior whines.
“Compensated? For what?”
“Lost time.”
“Why in the world would you be compensated for that? I don’t get compensated for the time I have to stand in line at the grocery store, or at the biofuel station.”
“You think I wanted to be standing out here at the butt crack of dawn?”
“Because of course, this was exactly the way I’d imagined spending my own morning.” Alex sighs. “Do you want a complaints form, or what?”
“Yeah.”
“Fine.” Alex swings open the back of the truck and digs a piece of paper out of a briefcase. “Go nuts.” He hands him the form and lights up a cigarette.
The man stares blankly at the form, then back up at Alex.
Alex’s jaw tenses. “What?” Snapped.
“I don’t have my reading glasses.”
Alex rolls his eyes, snatches back the form, and reaches for a pen.
 
*************************
 
Blood pools out from the dead Fringer’s body as the rest of the crowd erupts into murmurs and hushed whispers.
Silver raises her hand to command silence.
Achieved.
“Do you know why we’re here?”
A few nods.
“We don’t want any trouble,” she tries to assure them.
A Fringer snorts. “Hunters live for it.”
Silver isolates the individual and walks confidently right up to her. The heckler is female, and much smaller than Silver. She’s wearing baggy clothing, either concealing weapons or pregnancy, and Silver towers over her.
“Make my day,” she growls.
The woman says nothing, and her silence is as much of a submission as Silver can expect.
“Move aside,” Silver addresses the crowd. “Let the trucks pass.”
“Some of us have warrants,” another Fringer calls out.
Silver locks eyes with him. “Not anymore.”
 



CHAPTER THIRTY

Kicks
 
Hunter Division trucks spread out out from the One Way, broadcasting their own tag reprogramming calls. Silver and Red lead one main team into the most heavily populated area of the Fringe District, while smaller teams split up among the other sectors.
In Old World Great Kills Park—now a tent city slum—Silver and Red pull their trucks up on a deserted stretch of road. Seven other Hunter Division trucks pull up behind them. As they step out of their vehicles, bodies scatter into a mess of tarps, tents, and poorly constructed shacks. Fusion eyes bolt into the crowds. Jades and their Handlers quickly disperse into the undergrowth and out of sight.
Somewhere in the mess, a gun is discharged.
The shot wipes out one of the rear view mirrors on Silver’s truck, just inches from her head.
Shit.
Maybe today she should’ve worn proper headgear.
 
*************************
            
Another cigarette smoldering between his lips, Alex sits on the tailgate of his truck, mechanically handing out complaints forms to a long line of dissatisfied residents.
Meanwhile, in the Second Reclamation portion of the Sentinel District, Luka breaks up a fight between a line jumper and an elderly woman who’s beating him senseless with her walking stick.
 
*************************
 
An uncertain number of hours later, Silver and Red have managed to coerce some mild form of cooperation in tent city. A strangely organized group has gathered around the seven Hunters armed with TPUs, and none of them have yet been lynched. Small fights break out around them on an almost continual basis, but they’re heavily guarded and it barely slows them down.
Silver cracks the jaw of a belligerent drug addict with the heel of her boot, sending him tumbling to the ground unconscious. Behind her, the man’s angry girlfriend leaps into attack mode. The tiny woman jumps onto Silver’s back and clings to her neck, trying to get a grip around her throat. Silver takes a few quick steps back and slams the woman into the rickety wall of a nearby shack.
Crack!
The wall gives in.
Both Silver and the woman fall backwards into the shack, disrupting a cramped drug den where a doped-up Fusion Jade obliviously continues to ride her client’s cock.
Silver rolls off her winded attacker and gets to her feet, swiftly drawing her gun. “Stand down,” she warns.
Struggling for breath, the woman coughs and sputters. She feels around on the ground for a weapon and leaps again at Silver, this time wielding a used hypodermic needle.
Silver dodges the leap, promptly sending her steel-toed boot into the back of the woman’s knee. The woman falls into a kneeling position, the bullet from Silver’s gun passing instantly through the back of her head.
It was instinct.
Self-defense.
Still, Silver mentally chides herself: stop killing humans.
Without wasting a second more on the incident, she hauls the aloof Jade off the man receiving the pleasure of her company. She checks the Jade’s left wrist: not tagged. Silver tosses her aside and heaves the man up instead.
He’s tagged.
Silver drags him—bare, wart-covered junk and all—toward the TPU line-up and shoves him to the ground at the end of it. As she turns back into tent city, something familiar suddenly catches her eye. A hundred feet away, a pair of Fusion eyes triggers recognition in Silver’s brain.
It’s too fleeting.
The eyes meet hers and quickly dart for cover.
Silver makes chase, pushing people out of the way in her rapid pursuit. “Hey!” she yells. “Stop!”
Her words are lost in the air.
She keeps hot on the tail of her subject, jumping over and diving and weaving through human and Fusion bodies—both the living and the dead. Arriving at an intersection between two rows of shacks and tents, she’s caught off-guard. A Chimera—an escaped pet, single-mindedly pursuing a meal—pounces at its target.
It gets Silver instead.
The Chimera takes her down and rolls over top of her, kicking dirt up into her face as it clambers back onto its feet and scampers away. Silver winces and rubs her eyes, trying to clear her line of sight.
Too late.
Both the Chimera and her mark are long lost in the confusion of the slums.
Silver makes her way back to the trucks. Having witnessed the intense, but short-lived and fruitless hunt, Red steps aside to speak with her.
“What was all that in aid of?”
“I thought I saw something.”
“In this shambles? How could you tell?”
Silver shrugs. “I guess I didn’t.”
“What was it?”
“An impossible thing.”
“Peace? Redemption? Satisfaction? You’re going to have to be a little bit more specific.”
“Jax.” Silver frowns. “I thought I saw Jax.”
“You haven’t slept.”
“I know.” She rubs her eyes. “Give me a kick.”
“Another? Already?”
“I’m dizzy.”
“Have you eaten?”
“Not since breakfast.”
Despite her concern, Red leads Silver over to her truck. She pulls off her helmet, being careful to keep her back turned to the other Hunters, wary of them seeing her Fusion eyes, and tugs out a black satchel from underneath the front passenger seat.
“This is the last one,” she cautions.
Silver rolls up her sleeve, exposing her arm to just above the elbow. “We’ll see.”
Red pulls out a syringe, and a small glass bottle filled with a clear liquid. Piercing the lid with the tip of the needle, she measures out a dose.
“I’m serious, Silver. You can’t keep doing this.”
“I haven’t been sleeping.”
“Then see a shrink.” Red preps the needle. “This shit will kill you.”
“You have no idea what it’s like to feel this tired.”
Red ties a rubber tourniquet tight around Silver’s upper arm and seeks out a vein. “Are you sick?”
Silver shrugs. “I feel fine.”
“Does Alex know?”
“That I feel fine? I have no idea. We seldom discuss my good health.”
“Haha.” Red sticks Silver with the needle, pushing the liquid into her blood stream. “I was asking about the kicks.”
Silver shakes her head. “Why would he need to know that?”
“Really?” Red glares at her.
Silver releases the tourniquet and rolls her sleeve back down. “It’s just temporary, I promise. When all of this is over—”
“Silver”—Red doesn’t let her finish her thought—“this will never be over.”
Silence.
Silver sighs. “I hope you’re wrong.”
 



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Alpha-methylphenethylamine
 
Alex arrives home at the first hint of dawn and calls out Silver’s name.
No answer.
Exhausted, he kicks off his boots and throws down his weapons, ditching his Kevlar vest on the hallway floor. His uniform is still fresh-from-the-dry-cleaner’s pristine, but Silver’s is trashed beyond almost all recognition.
He finds her Kevlar vest in a blood-soaked heap in the doorway to the living room. It’s torn in several places, and there’s a bullet lodged in the back. Her boots have been abandoned on the coffee table, and they’re covered in mud, blood, and vomit. The steel plates on the heels are dented and scuffed, and there’s a Chimera talon embedded in the edge of one of the rubber soles.
Her undershirt is dangling limply off the side of a lampshade, still damp with sweat. Somewhere nearby are her socks. He can’t see them, but he can smell them. Her pants, wrecked beyond all repair, have been dumped directly in a waste basket.
Potato chips are scattered all over the floor beside the couch, the bag having slipped from Silver’s hand not long after she fell asleep there, exhausted.
Wearing only underwear and a tank top, her hair damp from a shower she must’ve had only an hour or so before, she looks uncharacteristically vulnerable. She’s got a massive bruise on her thigh, where she was smacked with a lead pipe. Where her belly’s exposed between the hem of her undies and the bottom of her tank top, the scar from her lifesaving, dead fetus removing surgery is still visible, though quickly fading.
Alex scoops her up and carries her to bed. As he lays her down on the sheets, something on her arm catches his eye: two small pin pricks in the crook of her elbow.
Concern drifts across his brow, uncertainty flickering in his eyes. Leaving her there, he summons up the last, meager ounces of wakefulness that he has left in him, and he heads for his home office. He retrieves a small, portable hard drive out of his pocket and plugs it into his home network. Drawing on the information in the drive—the biological samples—he runs a search for a specific resident’s ID.
Ella Cross.
Connecting with a program in the BioScience Division, he runs the digitally stored data from the sample against a list of known chemical substances.
A positive match.
Alpha-methylphenethylamine.
Amphetamine.
The kick.
It’s a powerful stimulant that’s frequently abused by Hunters. It keeps you awake when you haven’t had a chance to sleep. It helps you concentrate when all you can think about is your exhaustion. The rush is addictive, and this isn’t the first time that her blood’s tested positive for it.
Alex sinks down into his chair, staring blankly at the results. He’d half expected that this day would come, though he’d always hoped that it wouldn’t. The day that Silver would break her promise to him. The day that she’d fall back into the old habits he’d tried so hard to pry her away from.
A lone tear escapes.
He brushes it aside, forcing control into his fingers and ordering their cooperation as he sets the computer to run an automated sorting program, separating uninfected humans from Fusions. He’s tempted to begin the search with himself, and he goes as far as to pull up his own DNA profile …
But he hesitates.
A three-dimensional double helix taunts him from the screen, awaiting his next command, but something stops him. Instead, he sets the program to work through the collected samples alphabetically.
With the sorting commenced, he slips back into the bedroom and watches Silver sleep. Crashing from the kicks, she’s wrapped up inside a deep and unshakable unconsciousness, barely stirring as he slides into the bed next to her. Wrapping his arm around her, feeling the warmth of her skin, listening to the gentle rhythm of her breathing, he finds comfort in being close to her, despite the facts he’s learned.
His unseen tears soak into the pillow beside her. The vulnerability he keeps so well hidden is so apparent when she’s so absent, and the despair of his impotence is so overwhelming when her back is turned.
 
*************************
 
Silver begins to stir into wakefulness as Alex perches himself on the edge of the bed, now dressed in civilian clothes.
“Hey there, sleepyhead.” He smiles down at her.
Silver rubs gunk out of her eyes and suppresses a yawn. “Do you have food?”
“Good morning to you, too. Or …” He checks his watch. “Good afternoon, actually.”
“What time is it?”
“Almost one.”
“How long have you been up?”
“I couldn’t sleep.” Alex rubs his face, running his fingers over third-day stubble, considering a shave.
“We were up for almost forty-eight hours straight. How could you not sleep?”
He shrugs. “Overactive mind.”
“Sounds serious.”
“Deadly.”
Silver relaxes back against her pillow, stretching her shoulders. “Well, you know what the best cure for insomnia is.”
“Do I?”

“Sex.”

Alex laughs. “I’ll keep that in mind.”
“Do.”
Alex senses that her guard is down. A few hours of decent sleep have left her relaxed, and he spots a rare chance to push the conversation into the highest gear possible.
 “Are you happy, El? I mean, excluding the possible extinction of the human species as we know it, and the constant threat of doom, are you okay?” He hesitates. “With me?”
Silver’s eyes jump to meet his, and she finds an uncharacteristic hint of insecurity in his expression. She reaches out to him, brushing the back of her hand against his stubbly cheek. “You’re the only thing that still makes any sense to me.”
He takes her hand and kisses her palm. “We’ve been fighting for months.”
“We’re not fighting now.”
“But for how long?”
He looks dejected, and Silver’s not used to seeing him like this.
“What happened, Alex? What’s wrong?”
There’s a distant knock at the front door.
“Get dressed,” he urges her. “Red and Luka are here to go over the results of the testing.”
“It’s done?”
Alex nods. “While you were sleeping.”
“Why didn’t you wake me?”
“As if I could’ve.”
He lets those words hang on her like an ugly suit as he leaves her alone in the bedroom and goes to open the front door to their friends.
Safe in Alex’s apartment, Red takes off her dark glasses and reveals her Fusion eyes. She and Luka are both in civilian clothes, albeit still armed. Luka is carrying Smellie under one arm, and he’s got all of her kitty belongings in the other.
Meow.
“I thought you might want this back.” He plonks Smellie onto the floor. “She took a shit in my kitchen sink.”
Alex manages to hold back a smirk. “It’s a sign of affection.” Deadpan.
“No, but it’s a pretty clear sign that she’s outstayed her welcome.”
“She cried the whole way over here.” Red nudges the cat away with the toe of her shoe. “You have no idea how much I wanted to dose her with something.”
Alex feels a brief flash of anger. “I have some idea.”
His mind races at a million firing synapses a second, wanting to ask her about the kicks, knowing that Silver couldn’t have pushed them alone, but he bites his tongue.
Luka looks around. “Where’s Silver?”
A brief swell of jealousy sweeps in to accompany the anger. “In my bed.”
“Not anymore,” Silver calls from the bedroom doorway.
Like the others, she’s wearing civvies. Proudly displaying the dog tags around her neck, her hair wrangled and swept back in a tight ponytail, her usual Hunter General demeanor has been somewhat restored.
Alex leads the weary group into his home office, with Silver bringing up the rear after making a quick detour to the kitchen to get more chips.
“So how fucked are we?” She leans over Alex’s shoulder, munching loudly on the chips and dropping crumbs onto his shirt.
Alex brushes away the crumbs and manipulates data on the screen. “Pretty fucked, but I don’t really understand why.” He pulls up a file. “Fifty-two percent of the total population has already been infected with HFV.”
“Meaning what?”
“She lied.” Alex ruffles a hand through his hair. “The Governor lied.” He pulls up another chart, this one categorizing HFV infectees by blood type. “See?” He sighs. “The pattern doesn’t make any sense.”
Silver squints at the screen. As expected, almost all of the citizens with AB or B blood types have been successfully infected with the virus, but it doesn’t stop there.
Much to her equal shock and horror, HFV is also present among the other blood types, and the number of assimilated individuals in these categories amounts to more than that of the AB and B variants combined.
“I don’t understand.” She shakes her head and discards the chips. “Most of these people aren’t even AB or B blood types.”
“I know.” Alex sighs, turning to look at her. “And neither am I.”





 
 
 
 
PART TWO

Reaction
 



CHAPTER ONE

Cassandra Flash
 
Alex’s DNA profile dominates the screen, his double helix and the results of his blood test tormenting Silver’s teary eyes.
“I don’t understand … PV32 couldn’t have …”
“She lied,” Alex repeats. “She’s already won.”
Red studies the chart. “Not necessarily.” She takes the graphic tablet and stylus that Alex uses to navigate through files on his computer, and begins her own manipulation of the data. “There has to be a correlation between the individuals who’ve been infected with HFV since the release of PV32.”
Silver agrees. “If PV55 had been released, we’d have found some evidence of it in the Ark. Something else is going on here.”
“Something that makes PV55 dispensable,” Alex recalls his old hunch.
“Exactly.”
“Something reversible?”
Silver doesn’t know how to answer that, and he doesn’t expect her to.
Red isolates a handful of AB individuals and references them against the HFV status of their family members.
An AB male. HFV positive. Married.
His wife is O, and is also HFV positive.
Their child, the same blood type as the mother, isn’t infected.
Another example:
An AB female. HFV positive. Engaged.
Her fiancé is O, and is HFV positive.
The list goes on.
Luka is the first one to catch on to a pattern. “Holy fuck bucket.”
“Yup,” Red concurs. “This is a problem.”
“Wh … I don’t …” Silver stumbles over the science.
Alex drops his head, pinching the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger. It’s a pose patented by Maydevine, and commonly expressed in situations of intense, insurmountable frustration.
“The virus is sexually transmitted.” He sighs. “It’s evolved.”
Silver breathes, but the intake of air does nothing to release the pressure in her chest. She’s choking on emptiness.
A wave of nausea.
Suppressed.
“This is it, Alex. This is what you were looking for.” She begins to make sense of it all. “This is the reason why PV55 is nothing but a pawn to her. Her world is coming. All she has to do is sit back and wait for it.”
Alex unwraps the bandage on his left hand and tosses it aside to reveal his almost completely healed wound.
Silence in the room.
Disturbed by the uncharacteristic trace of hopelessness that’s taking over Alex’s body language, Silver finds herself at a complete loss for words.
Finally, “How long have you known?”
He ignores that.
“Two million people, give or take.” He keeps the conversation firmly on track. “How are we going to help them?”
Silver sees his deflection as an undeniable request for distraction, and knows better than to try and force the subject. “Okay, well, we have the names and ID numbers of all the uninfected humans in the city.” She quickly brainstorms. “Quarantine?”
“You really want to be the one responsible for tearing mothers away from their children?” Red crushes her idea. “Besides, everyone in the city already received the Governor’s little ‘vaccine’. They’re all carriers now. No-one’s clean.”
“Do you have a better idea?” Silver sits down on the edge of the desk. “In my view, viable alternatives are few and far between.”
Alex’s computer beeps, and a notification icon pops up on the screen.
‘Copying …’
Below it, a progress bar appears and begins making its way hastily toward one hundred percent.
Alex jumps alive. “What the … ?”
Silver leaps off the desk. “Please tell me you did that?”
“Did you see my fingers move?”
Alex desperately tries to stop the file copy, but fails.
One hundred percent.
Copy successful.
Silver pushes her way in front of Red and stands over Alex’s shoulder. “Did someone seriously just hack you?”
“I have no idea how. My network is so encrypted you need to know at least three different computer languages just to get it to tell you what day it is.”
“Can you trace the breach?” Red hopes.
“Sure. If they stay in the system long enough.”
As Alex skillfully negotiates the inner workings of his personal network, Luka slips into full Police Division form. It’s a serious side of him that Silver’s not used to seeing, and the subtle change in him has her transfixed.
“Did anyone else know about the duplicate files created by the TPUs?”
Alex shrugs. “It’s pretty basic knowledge that the TPUs are programmed to generate automatic back-ups of all the collected data. All I did was redirect them.”
While Alex initiates a trace on the IP address of the hacker, Luka tries to sort out the details.
“How would someone find out about that?”
Another shrug. “If you have the right credentials, a quick poke around in the Omega server would take you to the primary data. From there, if you knew precisely what you were looking for, you could locate the secondary pathway.”
“I don’t understand.” Silver frowns. “If they found the files in the Omega server to begin with, then why would they target the back-up source? They could just copy the data from its primary location.”
“Impossible,” Alex dismisses.
“Unhackable?”
“Nothing’s unhackable.” Alex smiles at Silver’s naivety. “But if anyone ever tried, they wouldn’t be able to disable the Cassandra Flash.”
“Cassandra Flash?” Red raises an eyebrow.
“It’s a breach warning system that protects the entire Deep Archive network. That’s where the TPU data is stored, and where the back-up files would’ve been had I not diverted them. It protects anything on the system that’s flagged eyes only.”
“Protects it how?”
“It shuts down the affected server, sending a simultaneous red alert to the Police Division and directly to the Governor. The system is so sophisticated it can detect a breach without the hacker even having to input any data.”
Silver’s arched eyebrow indicates her need for more information.
Alex’s obliges. “It automatically runs an IP trace on every terminal that requests access. If the terminal’s not registered to an authorized user, the Cassandra Flash is engaged. To find the secondary pathway without the Cassandra Flash being triggered, the hacker must be using an acceptable terminal …” Alex’s brain untangles the situation. “But they still didn’t try to access the main records, so they obviously don’t have the authorized user’s credentials, only their terminal and access to the wireless network.”
“Meaning?” Silver sighs.
“The terminal they’re using must be stolen. It’s probably a laptop. So even if we do get a trace, it may not lead us directly to the hacker.”
“Of course not.” Red rolls her eyes in frustration. “That would be too easy.”
“There’s more, though.”  Luka works through it all in his head. “The hacker still had to know that the back-up files were stored outside of the Ark in the first place. Otherwise, why bother? Without the proper credentials, they’d never be able to get to it. As it is, all they needed to do was gain access to the Omega network to draw out the correct file pathway.”
Alex raps his thumbs on the edge of the desk, deep in thought.
Luka’s right. Only a handful of people knew that the back-up data was going to be diverted away from the Ark, and four of them are standing right here in this room.
Silence.
The IP trace completes, losing the terminal’s signal just moments later.
“And … ?” Silver leans in.
Alex uses the terminal’s IP number to isolate the registered user’s Omega network profile: Deanna G. Swane.
“Who the fuck is that?” Silver scowls at the screen.
Alex shrugs. “Her Omega personnel profile is empty.”
“Laptop stolen and personal records erased? That’s a bad day at the office.”
Alex presses his network for more answers. “Considering that she’s probably dead, I’d say that stolen property and identity theft is the least of her concerns. Let’s just hope that the trace had time enough to get a lock on the GPS tracker in the laptop. At least that’ll give us a last known location to work from.”
Bingo!
A residential address in the Sentinel District.
A single occupant.
Gabriel Maydevine.



CHAPTER TWO

Sensory Revelation
 
Silver paces the room, forcing her brain to act—fighting against her impulse to react.
“What would Maydevine want with the TPU results?” She bites on a nail. “That doesn’t make any sense.”
“You know how he is,” Red tries to rationalize it with her. “He doesn’t like being out of the loop.”
Luka half shrugs. “It does sort of sound like something Maydevine might do.”
Silver pierces him with a glare. “Like he couldn’t just ask if there was something he wanted to know? Like we’re not gonna just tell him anyway? He went to a heck of a lot of trouble to get hold of information he could’ve easily picked up over dinner.”
“He was the only one who could’ve known enough to hack into my system.” Alex ruffles his hair. “He has the failsafe.”
“Failsafe?”
“I gave Maydevine a key to the backdoor, just in case.”
Silver bites her tongue. “I don’t even have a key for the attic. Last week, it threatened to call the Police Division when all I wanted to do was play minesweeper.”
Alex digs in a desk drawer for a packet of cigarettes, unwilling to engage Silver in a discussion about her misplaced jealousy over the control of his electronics. “I have a feeling that you’re becoming unnecessarily offended.”
Silver allows Alex to push the argument aside, and shifts them quickly back on topic. “Failsafe or not, Maydevine wouldn’t let himself in without good reason.”
“Agreed.” Alex twirls a cigarette between his fingers. “It’s out of character.”
Silver heads for the doorway.
“Where are you going?” Alex calls her back.
“I need three things: guns, coffee, and answers—in that order.”
 
*************************
 
Gabriel Maydevine leans back in his chair and reaches for a cigarette. The laptop in front of him displays the results of the TPU data, which is now being copied to a flash drive.
“Now what?” he asks, lighting up the cigarette.
He can feel the gun pressed against the back of his head, the person behind it remaining absolutely silent.
Copy complete.
 
*************************
 
On the drive over to Maydevine’s apartment, the four Division leaders are enveloped in a fraught silence. Seldom used, Alex’s company car smells like new plastic and upholstery cleaner. He drives, with Silver as his co-pilot, and Luka and Red riding in the back.
Silver nurses a travel mug of hot coffee, distracting herself from her brain’s attempts to sabotage her already weakened grasp on optimism by holding her hand against the cup until the heat scorches her skin.
Her nerves crackle and sting. Nociceptors in her fingertips send frantic pain signals to her spinal cord, urging her brain to trigger a motor response to disengage from the unwelcome stimulus.
She obliges, and withdraws her hand until the synaptic frenzy subsides. As soon as normal sensation is fully regained, she repeats the ritual.
With all stored numbers erased from his phone’s SIM card after the EMP blast, Alex tries to recall Maydevine’s number by memory. He punches in some digits and waits for the call to connect.
It rings out.
He tries again.
Same result.
“Fuck it.” He snaps the phone shut.
 
*************************
 
In Maydevine’s apartment, the laptop is smashed on the desk. The screen has been destroyed with a bullet, and the keyboard trashed with a blunt object.
The flash drive is gone.
There’s silence.
The butt of Maydevine’s cigarette burns down to nothing in a nearby ashtray, and the chair he was sitting in is tipped over on the floor, one of the castor wheels still rocking gently back and forth.
 
*************************
 
Alex pulls his car up outside Maydevine’s apartment building complex. In civilian clothes, the Division leaders are virtually anonymous in the street. Occasionally, a head will turn. After a brief flash of recognition, curious onlookers allow their conversations to drift, and their eyes fix on the weapons.
Inside the building’s central courtyard, voices slip into whispers and mumbles as the quartet make their way toward Maydevine’s front door. His is a ground floor apartment on the eastern side of the courtyard—the home where Silver grew up.
His front door is closed and nothing looks amiss.
Alex knocks.
No answer.
Another round of knocks. This time, Alex’s signature brand.
Shave and a haircut.
Silence.
The ‘two bits’ finale is conspicuously absent.
Alex shares a look with Silver, trying to read her thoughts. Looking down to see her gun already in her hand, he finds the answer.
He mirrors her stance and knocks on the door one last time. “Boss? Open up.”
Nothing.
Conceding that forced entry has just become a necessity, Red and Luka also draw their weapons, ready to flank their respective partners.
Alex glances down at the outdated deadlock on the door. “Remind me again why your old man never upgraded to a scanning system, and why you don’t have a spare key?”
“He’s old-fashioned and he likes his privacy.”
Silver backs up, preparing the give the door a good view of the underside of her boot.
Alex stops her.
“What?” she protests.
“You’ve forgotten already?”
Silver looks blank.
“My turn. Remember?”
“Ah, yes. So that you can feel more like a man,” she recalls from the Ark.
Stepping aside, she motions for him to continue. He positions himself carefully and delivers a confident blow to the door, striking just inches away from the lock. Putting up no fight at all, the door swings back and flies open. Expecting a swift conclusion to his entrance, Alex takes a step forward …
He doesn’t count on the door slamming against the spring door stop, shooting back toward him, and almost smacking him in the face.
He stumbles backward onto the porch, aware that Silver is grinning beside him. She tries the handle, noting that there’s no damage to the lock, despite Alex’s very manly breach of the threshold.
“Well, would you look at that?” She smiles. “It wasn’t even locked.”
“That’s very helpful, thank you.” Dented pride.
Silver pushes beyond him into the apartment. The faint smell of cigarette smoke drifts on the air, and there’s something else mingled with it. It’s something she knows well, but she can’t quite place it. Everything is quiet. There’s not a single creak nor a whisper of life anywhere.
“Boss?” Alex calls out again.
Silence.
Silver checks the kitchen.
Empty.
A pot of coffee is growing stale on the counter, the aroma of it smothered beneath a subtle layer of the other pungent, lingering scent. Two dinner plates are soaking in the sink, the remains of a home-cooked meal still clinging to the porcelain.
“Papa?” Silver calls, stepping into the living room.
Alex is caught off-guard by her casual use of endearment, and one that he hasn’t heard her use in decades. In the Hunter Division Academy, she’d been careful—publicly at least—to call him ‘sir’. Once graduated, she’d adopted Alex’s use of ‘boss’. Even now, when referencing him in conversation, the old habits have stuck with her and she seldom calls him by anything other than his last name.
As a child, struggling to be seen as an individual entity and not merely as an extension of Maydevine, she’d often made light of their close, personal connection. He was her father and everyone knew it, but she did her best to keep that from their minds as much as possible.
It appeared that he’d felt the same way, too. His child wanted to be judged on her own merits, and he’d respected that. He’d never once reprimanded her for glossing over what they meant to one another, and some people mistook that for cold disregard.
Maydevine had always been seen as such a gruff man, and those opinions of him had only solidified as the years went by and his relationship with his daughter became ever more formal. But the public never got to see the two of them outside of the Division. They didn’t get to see him tuck her in at night when she was a little girl. They didn’t see him diligently cut every single pea on her plate in half when she went through a phase of refusing to eat anything spherical. They didn’t see him tell her bedtime stories, or help her with her homework.
All of that—the real meat and potatoes of their relationship—was kept behind closed doors, and it occurs to Alex that sometimes he forgets the gravity of their feelings for one another. He’s become so used to the routine and the roles they play, it’s easy to get caught up in the public image and lose sight of what’s real.
But not today.
Mindful not to make her self-conscious over the emotional tongue-slip, he averts his eyes. Following her into the living room, he instead casts his eyes over everything else in sight, looking for any indication of foul play, or the slightest hint that Maydevine might be in trouble.
Everything in the room is in place. Pictures—many of Silver as a child—adorn the mantel. Her Hunter Division Academy graduation certificate is hanging on the wall, next to a picture snapped at her sixteenth birthday party.
A cold mug of coffee has been forgotten on a side table by the couch, and a copy of today’s newspaper is beside it, open to the fourth page. On the coffee table, two empty wine glasses hint at an evening of intimacy, and Alex spots the faintest smudge of pink lipstick on one of the rims.
In the bedroom, Luka stumbles upon ruffled sheets and a bottle of lubricant on the bedside table.
He whispers to Red, “I didn’t know the old man still had it in him.”
She shrugs, not at all interested in Maydevine’s love life. “It’s not like he took a vow of celibacy. It was almost forty years ago, for god’s sake.”
Realizing that Silver’s standing in the doorway, their conversation grinds to a halt.
“Don’t stop gossiping on my account.” Her tone is laced with disapproval. “I’m sure that my father would be touched to know how much you care about the wear and tear on his bed springs.”
She pivots out of the room, rejoining Alex to continue their search in Maydevine’s home office.
A well thumbed through Old World book clings to the last remnants of its centuries old binding on a bureau by the bookshelf. Long ago, Maydevine had taught Alex the value of books, and of the incredible knowledge you can discover within their pages. Even now, Alex has that same thirst for literature that drives Silver crazy. His ever expanding collection is something of a sore topic at home, since Silver grumbles that none of them can be read without balancing the book in one hand and flipping through a dictionary with the other.
It’s too much like hard work.
Silver notes the book, hopes that she won’t come home to find it on their own shelf one day, and steps into the office. She’s the first to see the broken laptop, the toppled chair, and the dead cigarette in the ashtray.
No Papa.
Red and Luka step into the office behind Alex.
“The other rooms are clear.” Red holsters her gun. “He’s not here.”
Silver holds her palm above the ashtray, sensing a faint and quickly dissipating warmth. “Not long gone.” She turns to Alex. “And not alone.”
Alex already has his cell phone out, and he swiftly recalls the last number dialed.
It rings, and something in the room buzzes.
Silver finds Maydevine’s jacket clinging to the back of the fallen chair. She digs in the pockets and retrieves Maydevine’s vibrating cell phone.
Alex hangs up. “That answers my first question.”
Luka nods. “He didn’t leave voluntarily.”
Silver places the phone down on the desk with great care, struggling to control her trembling hands. “That damn smell.”
Her synapses begin to home in on the familiarity of it, sorting through her olfactory memory banks, separating out the scents of coffee and cigarettes, cologne and shampoo, fumbling for recognition.
 “What? Cigarettes?” Alex guesses.
Silver shakes her head. “No, beneath that.”
Alex looks to Luka for answers, Luka shrugs.
“Unmistakable,” Red gets it. “I thought it was just my mind playing tricks on me again.”
“The power of sight still fucking with your nose?”
“It’s an adjustment.”
“So what is it?” Alex presses Silver.
She locks eyes with him, her expression solemn. “It’s cannabis.”
 



CHAPTER THREE

Facial Recognition
 
Alex still doesn’t get it.
“How can I not smell that?”
Silver shrugs. “It’s faint. Like the lingering scent of a Fringe District bar on your clothes when you come home late at night.” She locks eyes with him. “All those nights spent with Maydevine.”
He watches her.
“Beneath your cigarettes,” she continues. “Beneath the liquor and the cheap perfume of a Jade. Underneath all of that is the sweat and grime of a butcher shop. I can smell it all, right down to the sawdust on the floor and the rats that scavenge for scraps.”
“The Fusion senses will catch up to you,” Red assures him. “Whether you want them to or not.”
Alex sinks into guilt. He finally realizes, with perfect clarity, the extent of the damage his secrecy has caused, and he imagines, for a moment, how Silver must’ve felt.
He wishes they were alone.
He wishes there were some way he could make it up to her.
But now’s not the time.
“We need a trace on Maydevine’s tag.” Silver refocuses him. “He’s still got platinum, right?”
Alex nods. “It was his retirement bonus. Some small recognition for a lifetime of service. I can run a trace from his home network.”
He sweeps the broken laptop aside and boots up Maydevine’s desktop computer as Silver sets the chair upright and slides it toward him.
“You’re sure you smell what you smell?” he asks, hoping for a variable scale of probability.
“Always.”
“A Fringer was here,” Red confirms. “It’s a Fringer habit, plain and simple.”
“Understand what you’re saying,” Luka warns them. “A Fringer here, in the Sentinel District, would put us right back where we were during the Arcadian murders.”
Alex shakes his head, speedily logging into the Omega tag monitoring network. “The tunnels were destroyed—and properly this time. It’s just not possible.”
Though Silver wishes it weren’t the case, “The facts beg to differ.”
Alex isolates Maydevine’s tag signal, but it goes offline before he can pull a location from the device. “Uh-oh.”
Silver winces. “I hate it when you say that.”
A hair ruffle.
Silver’s stomach drops. The hair ruffle means that, whatever it is, it’s really bad.
“What? What happened?”
Alex offers the ceiling two upturned what-the-fuck palms. “The signal’s gone.”
“Talk about impossible things.” Silver tries to remain calm. “How can that happen?”
Alex shrugs. “Maybe it’s just a glitch.”
He refreshes his connection to the server, and reloads the tag monitoring network from the initial log-in page. Instead of fixing the problem, though, the reload merely reveals the full extent of it.
The total number of active tags in the city: zero.
“Did you do something wrong?” Silver hopes.
Alex doesn’t even bother to answer that. He reloads the network again, fearful of getting the same result.
Bing!
Total number of active tags in the city: 2,640,000.
Silver’s eyes light up. “Everything’s back online?”
“Not exactly.” Alex performs another hair ruffle. “The total number of active tags in the city, including the Fringe District, just dropped from over 5.5 million to a little under half of that.”
Silence.
Nobody says a word.
In case he wasn’t properly understood, Alex repeats himself. “Half of the population just dropped off the grid.” He bites on a nail.
“You said it could just be a glitch, though.” Silver tries to be optimistic.
He shakes his head. “That’d have to be some glitch. I can’t think of anything that could account for it.”
He refreshes the network again.
Same result.
“Could it be a fault with the tag reprogramming?” Red tries to offer up an explanation. “Because of the EMP?”
“None of the files were corrupted. The margin of error was less than two percent.”
Luka senses conspiracy. “You said half?” One of his eyebrows darts upward. “Which half went off the grid?”
Alex follows Luka’s thought and slips through the back door into his personal network, accessing the stored biological data and running it against a list of the still active tags.
Fusion.
Every one.
“Not the good half.” He sighs. “This was no accident. Every uninfected person in the city just became a ghost.”
“How?” Luka presses him for answers. “This is a protected network.”
“That explains why Maydevine was targeted. As the former Commissioner of the Police Division, he’s just about the only one who would know how to corrupt the tag monitoring system like this.”
Silver slumps down in a nearby chair. “For what purpose?”
“Divide and conquer.” Red seems very sure of herself, and she answers without even pausing to think.
“It does look that way,” Luka agrees with her. “Someone exploited the tag reset in order to segregate the uninfected. So my first question is: why?”
“It must be one of two things,” Alex brainstorms. “Annihilation or assimilation.”
“Those are two drastically different approaches to social reform.” A hint of worry manages to escape into Silver’s voice. “And either way, the outcome is unlikely to be favorable.”
“Can you isolate the extent of the damage?” Luka taps his thumbnail against his teeth, running scenarios in his head. “I mean, is there any way to tell if the tag information was completely erased, or just suspended from the grid?”
Alex shrugs. “That depends on what caused the blackout in the first place. Worst case scenario, they used some sort of worm with a payload capable of destroying the very foundations of the network.”
Silver’s peaked eyebrow indicates her need for a more detailed description of the process.
“A worm is a piece of malware designed to infiltrate computer networks,” he explains. “It’s self replicating, and self-disseminating.”
“A virus?”
“Not really. A virus is more easily traceable, and is spread from user to user by direct contact. A worm disguises itself as a harmless system file, and depending on how the data inside it—the payload—interacts with the system, a whole host of problems can ensue.”
“How do you get rid of it?”
“First, you’d have to find it. Considering the sheer number of individual files contained on your average tag, that could take weeks.”
No time to settle on that thought.
Ping!
Much to Alex’s surprise—and confusion—the tag network automatically reboots itself.
Silver bears down over his shoulder. “What just happened?”
For the second time, he turns two palms upward. “Everything just came back online.”
“The tags?”
Alex makes a few swift system checks. “All back on the grid.”
“How?”
“Magic?” His fingers working at double speed, he delves through operating system files, digging into the very heart of the tag network, trying to find the source of the blackout.
He finds zilch.
His search is cut short.
The computer begins to flash, and a red bar appears in the middle of the screen, blocking the tag monitoring network from view.
Access denied.
Alex nearly drops his cigarette to the floor. “Shit!”
He tries to reverse the shut-out—tries to override it—but can’t.
“What’s going on?” Luka steps closer for a better look. “Another attack?”
Alex ruffles his hair with both hands. “Worse.”
Silver face-palms. “How could this possibly get any worse?”
“I think the worm was embedded with an exploit code.”
“Come on, Alex,” she begs him to speak in layman’s English.
“A denial of service code.”
His reduction is much too succinct, and Silver still has to translate it to understand.
“It blocked you out?” she guesses.
“Me, and probably the rest of the Police Division.”
“Can you—”
“Nope,” he anticipates her question. “Not from here anyway.”
Another idea leaps into Silver’s mind. “Well, if we can’t trace Maydevine, then maybe we still have a shot with the Fringer.”
“How?”
“Almost every square inch of the Sentinel District is monitored by CCTV surveillance equipment. If we can isolate a decent enough snapshot of his abductor, we can run it through Omega’s facial recognition software.”
Alex catches on. “If we have an ID number, we can freeze the tag.”
“How?” Luka frowns. “We’re locked out of the network, remember?”
Alex opens his mouth to answer, but Silver doesn’t let him get a word out.
“Tag numbers are like barcodes. You can get access to a tag’s stored data by manually inputting the ID number, and that way you can bypass the network altogether.”
Alex stares at her as if she’d just given him a lesson in quantum physics.
“I do listen to you, you know.” She smiles at him.
“But still,” Luka insists, “if a Fringer really is responsible for this, black tags don’t have GPS. We still wouldn’t have any way of tracking them.”
“Who needs GPS?” Red jumps in, quickly sending a text and pocketing her phone. “A frozen tag will send a location report back to Omega any time the individual attempts to use it. So if you went to buy a bottle of water at the corner store, the store’s computer system will automatically send an alert to the Police Division and dispatch Agents to the scene.”
Alex loads up the CCTV surveillance system. “It’s worth a try.”
He finds five CCTV cameras that monitor the streets around Maydevine’s apartment, and selects the one positioned directly across the street. He pulls up the footage collected from the last several hours, and begins sweeping back through time at double speed.
Eventually, his sharp eyes spot Maydevine leaving the building with another individual. He slows it down and backs it up. The duo leaves the building together, but the kidnapper’s face is obscured behind the hood of a jacket.
Then, a fateful gust of wind.
The hood blows back to reveal the face of Maydevine’s assailant: a petite Hispanic woman.
No facial recognition software required.
It’s Jacqueline Pryor.
Jax.
 



CHAPTER FOUR

All Points Alert
 
Silver paces back and forth.
“Now this really doesn’t make any sense.”
“It makes perfect sense,” Alex sneers. “She’s a Fusion outcast with a hefty grudge.”
“She couldn’t do this alone.”
Luka shrugs. “Okay, so there’s more than one perpetrator.”
“That’s not quite what I mean,” Silver tries to express herself. “Jax takes orders, she doesn’t give them. She needs direction, and a clear hand. Otherwise, she lacks focus. She’d trip over her own feet before she ever got out the door.”
She stops pacing behind Alex’s chair.
Alex leans back, leaning his head into her. “Then who’s her puppet master?”
“The Governor?” Red suggests.
“Could be.” Silver runs her fingers through Alex’s hair. “But then, why Jax? She has no connection to the Governor.”
“That we know of.” Alex looks up at her.
Silver allows herself to become momentarily distracted with conspiracy, but shakes the thoughts out of her head with vigor just seconds later.
“Either way, our priority is Maydevine,” she asserts. “We have no choice: put out an all points alert.”
Alex swivels around in the chair. “The new APA system hasn’t been tested yet.” He hesitates. “We’ve never really had a proper missing persons case in the Sentinel District, so it never quite made it to the top of my to-do list.”
“Are you kidding? What kind of Chief of Police are you?”
“A busy one. Besides, our real priority should be to identify and stop whatever’s coming next. For heaven’s sake, Silver, there are bigger things at stake here.”
Silver fixes him with a cold, hard stare. “And you have a better idea? What would you like to interrogate first? The ashtray or the chair?” She fumes. “Unless the Fusion virus has magically imbued you with some precognitive ability, how else do you propose to find out what’s ‘coming next’? You’re expecting these terrorists to make a public service announcement?”
“Silver’s right,” Red brings herself back into the conversation. “We only know of one person able to tell us what’s going on here for sure, and she’ll be the key to stopping it.”
Luka nods. “Since we’re locked out of the network, and Jax is a ghost in the Sentinel District database anyway, the APA system may be our only chance to track them down.”
Alex rolls a cigarette between his fingers, trying to fight the urge to light up in someone else’s home. “It’ll draw public attention.”
“Good,” Silver spears his concern. “That’s the fucking point: to keep them on edge and keep them vigilant.”
Alex pockets the cigarette and succumbs to the pressure of his team, placing a brief call to the Chief of Security. Moments later, their cell phones start to beep incessantly, and the annoying beeping won’t stop until the message is opened.
 
Amaranthe All Points Alert
Missing person.
Gabriel Maydevine.
Taken from his Sentinel District apartment.
Police Division seek suspect: Jacqueline Pryor.
Suspect is armed and dangerous.
Do not approach.
Call for Police Division assistance immediately.
 
Pictures of the duo appear beneath.
“Sent to every cell phone, PDA, and computer terminal in the Sentinel District,” Alex confirms, reaching again for the cigarette.
This time, he doesn’t hesitate to light it.
As the smoke drifts into her lungs, Silver feels an instant craving. She hasn’t really craved a cigarette in almost two decades, despite being constantly surrounded by the intoxicating lure of it.
That’s one poison she can do without.
Breaking the silence, Red’s cell phone beeps.
“It’s the Governor,” she explains. “We were supposed to meet this afternoon to discuss the next phase of reclamation. I’ll get rid of her.”
Red excuses herself and disappears into another room.
Sensing Silver’s anxiety, Luka reaches out and strokes her arm. “Are you okay?”
“We’ll get him back.” She nods. “He’ll be okay. Everything will be okay.”
Luka’s not sure who she’s trying to convince, but he’s aware of Alex’s eyes upon them both, and he withdraws his hand before the physical contact could be accused of lingering.
His swift retraction doesn’t soften Alex’s expression, though. Deeply focused on Silver, Alex’s brow creases in thought. In all honesty, he’d barely even noticed the tenderness exchanged between his arch rival and his wife, and he’s transfixed upon Silver for a different reason.
Giving his Police Chief brain a workout, something about Maydevine’s kidnapping is starting to bother him. “What does she need him for?”
Silver’s brow starts to mirror his. “Huh?”
“Jax used Maydevine to corrupt the tag network, but now what? If she got what she wanted out of the system, why take him with her?”
Silver shrugs. “She must still need him.”
“Or it’s someone else she needs.” Alex takes a long draw from the cigarette. “Someone she could guarantee would be willing to make a deal with her for Maydevine’s life.”
“What’re you implying?”
“If someone were trying to get to you, holding Maydevine hostage would be just about the most perfect way to do it.”
Silver rejects that. “If someone were trying to get to me, they’d kidnap you.”
“No way; I’m too capable.” Alex shakes his head. “Especially for Jax. There’s no way she could overpower me.”
“Maydevine’s no weakling. He’s a Hunter Division vet.”
“Come on, Silver. The old man’s in his sixties—he’s no spring chicken. And Jax with her Fusion strength … I reckon she could take him. He must’ve known that, else he would’ve put up a fight.”
“You’re saying she’s going to try and ransom him? Is that it?”
Alex shakes his head. “Not exactly. Ransoms are usually about money, and Jax has no use for that. There’s no monetary system in the Out District.”
“Extortion, then.” Luka likes where Alex’s thought train is going. “If we can figure out what it is that she wants Silver to do, we have a chance to get ahead of her game.”
“What could she possibly want to extort me for?” Silver’s anxiety level is starting to hit the roof. “I don’t have anything to offer her.”
“Citizenship?” Luka wonders.
Alex blows smoke out through his nostrils, waving off Luka’s suggestion. “She hates this city. Besides, Silver couldn’t possibly guarantee her that. It has to be something that Silver has complete control over.”
“The Hunter Division?”
“Maybe.”
“The Third Reclamation?”
“Maybe.”
Silver’s head bobs back and forth between Luka and Alex like she’s watching a verbal tennis match.
Luka starts tapping his thumbnail against his teeth again. “Could it have anything to do with the virus?”
Silence.
“I don’t know.” Alex crushes the butt of the cigarette. “But if I’m right, and she’s planning on making a trade for Maydevine’s life, she’ll need to make contact soon. She’s got to know that we’ll have the resources to find her.”
Perfect timing.
Luka’s cell phone beeps.
He checks the message, reading it with more than an ounce of disbelief. “We’ve got a hit on the all points alert.”
Alex and Silver share a glance.
“That was too quick to be coincidence,” he warns her. “She wants us to find her.”



CHAPTER FIVE

TATP
            
The Division quartet pulls up outside a Sentinel District warehouse in Alex’s company car. Due to some laborious, ongoing renovations, the empty warehouse is partitioned off from the rest of the street and surrounded by a big blue fence.
Formerly a hemp clothing manufacturing plant, the building and the old parking lot surrounding it have been rezoned for housing, and the conversion is well underway. The warehouse has been gutted and the parking lot looks like a junk yard, filled with old textile weaving machinery and office chairs.
Exploiting the impromptu city center waste ground, citizens have begun dumping their own personal trash here. Amongst the industrial remnants, there are discarded couches, a broken kitchen table, a dozen old mattresses, and an outdated bathroom set.
Worse still, the neighborhood kids have been using it as a playground. Not only is it an eyesore, but it’s a growing health and safety hazard. Last week, a six-year-old child got his hand caught in a rusty bed spring and almost died from tetanus. The whole place is a nasty blemish on an otherwise perfect landscape of human civilization, and it reminds Silver far too much of the Fringe District.
No wonder Jax picked it.
Police Division snipers conceal themselves on the rooftops of buildings surrounding the warehouse, but Silver eyeballs them immediately. Moments after stepping out of Alex’s car, she catches one picking his nose, and that doesn’t bode well. If she can spot them this quickly, Jax may just as easily have done the same.
A Police Division van greets them at the scene, pulling up from a nearby alley. The first responding Agent jumps out from the back of the van and hands Kevlar vests to the foursome.
“She’s on the top floor,” he addresses Alex. “We held back, just like you said.”
Alex nods his approval. “Where’s the bomb guy?”
Right on cue, an extremely slender and petite young woman in a Police Division combat uniform steps out from inside the van. She’s easily half Alex’s age. Her deep blue eyes wince against the August sunlight, and her unkempt hair—dyed red, like burning leaves—is forced into a scruffy bun at the back of her head.
“The suspect is some sort of explosives expert?” she asks, addressing the question to Alex.
Silver answers for him.
“A rogue Hunter.” Close enough to the truth. “A Second Reclamation vet with an anger management problem.”
“This is her idea of therapy?”
“With a side order of revenge.”
“Good enough.” The girl finishes fixing her custom made Kevlar vest, designed specifically for the bomb squad.
There are pockets and pouches for wire cutters, pliers, inspection mirrors, a spudger, and other tools. The name ‘Liana Valentine’ is embroidered above a chest pocket.
“You’re sure you understood the request clearly?” Luka speaks to the first responding Agent. “We asked for a bomb expert, not a Cadet.”
“Hey, Lanky.” Valentine snaps her fingers at him to get his attention. “I graduated at the top of my class. Here, let me get a copy of my Academy transcript for you.”
She reaches a hand into her pocket and pulls it out again right away, her middle finger raised to the sky in Luka’s direction.
“Brat.” He scowls at her.
“Jerk,” she retorts.
Luka seems to be enjoying it, but Silver’s not.
“How dare you be so insolent. He’s your superior officer,” she growls at Valentine, unimpressed.
Valentine shrugs. “According to my sister, the only thing superior about him is his—”
“Enough!” Silver snaps at her. “If you can’t keep your tongue under control, you can leave. There are plenty more where you came from.”
Valentine sticks out her tongue and makes flicking motions at Silver, pantomiming cunnilingus before pushing past her toward the warehouse.
Such a dismissive and disrespectful attitude doesn’t amuse Silver in the least. She’s already frosty and volatile, and she’s not in the mood to have her temper tested.
Watching Valentine walk away, both boys following close behind, Silver takes out her gun.
“Laugh it up.” Her jaw tightens. “Let’s see how funny she is when I accidentally shoot her in the face.”
“Careful,” Red warns her. “I think Luka might still be bedding her sister.”
Her sister.
Lidia Valentine.
Lidia was a former Liaison Agent for the Bounty Hunter program.
“I was mean to her,” Silver recalls.
“Why doesn’t that surprise me?”
They enter the parking lot, making their way down a narrow pathway in between two mountains of junk. The boys and Valentine are so far ahead they’re out of sight.
Silver steps carefully over a used condom, still thinking back to her Fringe District encounter with Lidia. “She was jealous of me and Luka.”
Unseen behind her dark glasses, Red rolls her eyes. “Of course she was. And you can’t really think her feelings were that misplaced? It’s not easy to be with someone under the weight of all those rumors.”
 “Rumors?” Silver snorts. “The fact that Luka can’t keep it in his pants isn’t a rumor, it’s a public service announcement disseminated by the scorned and the brokenhearted for the benefit of all other women everywhere.”
“No, you idiot. I mean the rumors about you.”
“Oh, god.” She laughs. “Whatever he said happened between us, I swear to you, it’s a gross misrepresentation of the truth. Like that time in tenth grade when he told everyone I blew him under the table in the back of the classroom.”
“Well, something happened under that table. I know you both weren’t back there giggling over your weaponology assignment.”
“It was the first time I’d ever put my hand down a boy’s pants. It was a nervous giggle. Leave me alone.”
“Luka wants you and everyone knows it.”
Bam!
Red tries to hit her with the truth, but Silver evades it with a little deliberate semantic misinterpretation.
“What? In tenth grade? Yeah, no kidding. Fifteen-year-old boys aren’t known for being particularly subtle.”
“Nice dodge, but I meant it the way I said it.”
Now it’s Silver’s turn to roll her eyes. “Fact: Luka wants pussy. He’s never been in a relationship that lasted longer than a few months. You know why? ‘Cause he gets bored.”
Red shakes her head and sighs. “You must be deliberately trying to kid yourself. Or are you really that dumb? He can’t commit to another woman because, if he did, he’d be giving up the hope of you.”
“Ha!” Silver scoffs. “He just wants what he can’t have. He gets off on it.”
“He’s in love with you, Silver. His only commitment problem is that he doesn’t want to settle for second best, and all other women walk in your shadow. Stop being so oblivious.”
As the duo approaches the warehouse from the valley of debris, Luka catches Silver in his smile. Pumped full of adrenalin, he’s ready to take on anything. His strong hands load a fresh clip into his gun, and he grips the handle with firm, confident—
Ugh.
Silver forces herself to snap out of it.
Luka catches her staring and winks at her, waiting patiently for Valentine to finish checking the door for explosives.
Silver doesn’t know how to respond, or even if she should respond at all. Frightened that she might blush, she looks away. By the time she and Red join Valentine and the two men at the main entrance to the warehouse, Valentine completes her check and gives the all clear for Alex and Luka to breach the threshold.
Luka checks the handle.
Unlocked.
He pushes it open …
Alex swings through the doorway first with his gun drawn, Luka covering his flank.
“Clear,” he calls over his shoulder.
“Whatever happened to ladies first?” Silver appears by Alex’s side.
“You snooze, you lose.” He flashes her a perfect set of pearly white chompers.
“We should split up,” Red suggests, not interested in waiting for Valentine’s safety assessment of the building. “It’ll speed things up.”
Valentine shakes her head. “There’s not enough of me to go around. We need to stick together.”
“I did a six-week practicum in the bomb squad for extra credit,” Luka volunteers. “I know enough to stay out of trouble.”
Valentine looks at him as though he’d just told her he can fly. “That course is a joke. It’s just one step up from making a volcano out of baking soda and dish soap.”
“I may not know how to diffuse a bomb, but I know how to spot one. If I see anything that looks even the tiniest bit funky, I’ll keep my distance and radio you. Okay? Alex and I can take the west wing, while you stay with the girls in the east.”
Did he really just say that? Silver plants her hands on her hips.
“The Hunter Division,” she corrects him. “You meant to say ‘the Hunter Division’ just then, right?”
Luka holds back a smile, knowing how much it irritates her when he’s unintentionally sexist. “I might not be able to personally vouch for Red’s femininity, but I can say for certain that you are, most definitely, a girl. Therefore, at the risk of Red whipping out her cock and proving me wrong, I’ll stand by the accuracy of my original statement.”
Alex places himself in between them, stopping Silver before she can make a fist to punch Luka in the shoulder.
“Valentine’s right: we can’t split up. Who knows what this building’s rigged with. Anything could—”
Crack!
Snap!
Ahead of them, Valentine takes no more than a few steps into the room before she stops suddenly. Beneath her feet, there’s a loud snapping and popping, like bubble wrap on speed.
“Stand still.” She holds them all back.
Kneeling to examine the floor, she finds a handful of tiny white crystals. There are more just a few feet away, and a thin trail leads up the staircase, as if it were spillage from a much larger container that was recently dragged through this way.
Valentine inspects a piece, curiously poking at it with her spudger. “Hmm,” she mumbles to herself.
Replacing the spudger in her pocket, she takes out a pocket flashlight and taps it against the floor beside the crystal.
Pop!
The crystal reacts like a firecracker.
“TATP,” she announces. “Triacetone triperoxide, a really cheap explosive. Easily manufactured, but highly unstable. Whatever you do, don’t make a spark.”
“Is that what stinks in here?” Silver wrinkles up her nose, her recently phenomenal olfactory ability now completely overwhelmed.
Creak.
On the floor above them, something moves.
Silence.
They wait.
Muffled voices.
Another creak, and Silver reacts.
“That bitch is right above us.”
Without warning, she breaks away from the group and bolts up the staircase, taking two steps at a time.
“No!” Valentine calls out, as loud as a hushed voice can be.
Silver bounds all the way up to the third floor without a care, and doesn’t see the trip wire. Her foot breaks through it with ease, but nothing explodes. Instead, she spots something in her left periphery.
Movement.
Another creaking floorboard.
She draws her gun and raises it on the silhouette of a human shape. It appears out of nowhere, and comes to a complete standstill in an open doorway at the end of the hall.
She fires one round.
Big mistake.
The bullet hits its target and sets off an explosive chain reaction.
The target combusts instantly, and a stream of fire rips toward her. The fire ignites the TATP trail and blazes its way down the hall, consuming everything in sight. The dry hardwood floor fuels the flames, turning the entire building into a giant tinder box.
Valentine appears at the top of the staircase just in time, and leaps into the air. She tackles Silver to the floor, sliding both of them out of the way of the flames.
Cut off from the staircase—their only exit—Silver and Valentine are trapped in the warehouse, separated from the rest of the group. The spreading fire streaks down the staircase, feeding off the TATP and the butanol-soaked railing.
Above the crackling of combustion and the roar of the flames, the frantic voices of Alex, Luka, and Red are nothing more than a jumble of noises from the floor below.
Valentine rolls off Silver, struggling to catch her breath amidst a sudden plume of thick black smoke. “Do you have a death wish or something? What the hell’s your problem?”
As a chunk of the wall falls away from the room that Silver fired her shot into, the source of the movement and the creaking is revealed.
The human shape was a tailor’s dummy, draped in discarded hemp clothing. Hooked up to a pulley system, the dummy swung into view when Silver tripped the wire at the top of the staircase.
Realizing this, Silver feels like a dummy herself.
In place of a head, a melon has been speared to the neck hole of the dummy, and a model’s face from a magazine cutout is stapled crudely to the front of it. It shrivels into nothing at the first lick of a flame.
Further back in the room, a baby’s yellow rubber bath duck has been placed on top of an old filing cabinet. ‘Fuck you’ is written across its chest in black marker pen, and there’s something hanging around its neck.
A portable dictation machine.
Creak.
Creak.
Creak.
Muffled voices.
More creaking.
A looped recording.
Silver hangs her head, shamed to have broken a Hunter Division cardinal rule of safety: act, don’t react.
“This is personal,” Valentine surmises, her eyes fixed on the duck. “Why didn’t you tell me that you’re connected to the suspect?”
“It’s irrelevant.”
“Is it? She’s designed her tactics to suit the predictability of your behavior. I’d say that information would’ve been pretty fucking pertinent about thirty seconds ago.”
Safely back on the ground floor, Alex tries to rewire the building’s sprinkler system. Luka holds a flashlight for him, keeping the beam as steady as he can while Red peers over his shoulder into the electrical box, her Fusion eyes gleaming out over the top of her dark glasses.
“Jax disabled it?”
“Poorly, and a rush job’s never a good job.”
His cell phone beeps.
A text message.
Silver.
 
            DO YOU THINK SHE KNOWS WE’RE HERE? ;-P
 
Alex smiles.
“She’s okay?” Luka asks.
“Always.”
Back upstairs, Silver and Valentine barricade themselves in a room as far away from the fire as they can get. Silver smashes the glass out of the room’s only window, releasing the smoke and drawing in fresh, breathable air.
The sprinklers kick in.
Silver’s phone beeps.
She checks the message and pockets it.
While Valentine resigns herself to sit out the impromptu shower and wait patiently for help, Silver appears to have other ideas. She leans out of the window, mentally calculating the odds of being able to successfully negotiate the twelve-inch ledge that runs around the building.
Watching her closely, Valentine catches onto her idea. “Oh, no. You’re not going anywhere. We’re not moving until the fire authority gets here.”
“Speak for yourself.”
Without giving Valentine a chance to stop her, Silver ducks through the window and steps out onto the ledge. Edging her way slowly down the side of the building, she passes room after room until she finally reaches the very last window at the far end.
Meanwhile, torn between protocol and reinforcement, and deeply agitated by Silver’s behavior, Valentine paces back and forth inside the room.
Finally, “Fuck it.”
Her choice made, she’s about to climb out onto the ledge, but …
She’s too late.
Silver’s gone.
Valentine looks down … no corpse.
“General?” she calls out.
No answer.
“Shit …”



CHAPTER SIX

Fighting Gravity
 
Directly under the stream of a sprinkler, Silver rolls into a sitting position and turns to find a gun aimed at her head.
Jax.
Dripping wet from the sprinklers, she glares down at Silver, her Fusion eyes proudly displayed. “Thanks for stopping by.”
Silver spits sprinkler water out onto the floor. “No problem. Any chance you could be a bit gentler next time?”
“Just thank me already.”
“You grabbed me by the throat and pulled me backwards through a reinforced glass window. What’s there to thank?”
“Your foot slipped on the ledge.”
“I was testing gravity.”
“And?”
“No need to panic.” Silver gets to her feet, wiping wet hair away from her face. “It’s still there.”
“Just like you, despite the odds.”
Silence.
Silver watches Jax closely, hoping to see some hint of weakness in her expression.
There isn’t any.
“Just open the window all the way next time, okay?” Silver wrings water out of her sleeves. “I can’t be of any use to you if you break my neck.”
“Where’s your chaperone?”
“Following protocol. How did you get my cell phone number?”
“Did you forget why you’re here?”
Duh.
Maydevine, of course.
Silver glances over at two fresh corpses, crumpled together on the far side of the room: one male and one female. “Who’re your friends?”
“Use your imagination.” Jax digs something out of her pocket and tosses it at her.
It’s a platinum tag, covered in blood.
The water from the sprinklers rehydrates the crusty liquid, washing the tag clean in Silver’s fingers as her heart drops into the pit of her stomach. She looks again at the male corpse, satisfying herself that her eyes are relaying an undisputed truth to her brain.
Despite the clothes, and a familiar height-weight ratio, it’s not Maydevine. Her audible and ineluctable sigh of relief triggers a brief twitch at the corner of Jax’s mouth. It’s a split second of visible enjoyment at the balance of power in the room, quickly erased before Silver can catch onto it.
Pocketing the platinum tag, Silver turns her back on the bodies. “How did you get into the Sentinel District?” She indicates to their surroundings. “How the hell did you do all this?”
“Don’t distract yourself with trivialities. That’s not what you came here for.”
She’s right.
Nothing else matters.
“Okay.” Silver forces the quiver from her voice. “So where is he?”
“Alive,” Jax assures her. “For now.”
“Dependent upon what?”
“Your co-operation.”
“In?”
“Two hours from now, there’s going to be an Omega broadcast announcing a malfunction in some of the tags. It’ll be reported as an unfortunate glitch that was caused by some faulty TPU equipment.”
“Every human tag in the city.”
Jax shrugs. “Publicly? Nothing more than random misfortune.”
“So over two million people have to report to the Omega DDH for a do-over and a bonus dose of what exactly? Another strain of the Fusion virus? The Governor’s plasmid vector? Expendable PV55.” Silver shakes her head. “That’s a whole lot of manpower. You sure you’re up for that?”
“Affected residents will soon be visited by a special branch of the Omega Security Services to have their tag glitches repaired.”
“A doorstep service? That’s a nice touch.”
“Our package—”
“PV55?”
“I’m not at liberty to disclose its origins.”
That’s a practiced line if Silver ever heard one.
She laughs. “You don’t know, do you? You don’t even know what it is that you’re helping to release. You’re just following orders.”
Jax clenches her teeth and continues. “Our package will be delivered via the TPU devices used to test their blood.”
“Subtle.”
“Efficient.”
“Still, it’ll take you days to complete the delivery by making house calls. We know that you infected the network with a worm designed to mess up all the human tags, and if people’s tags are screwed up for any length of time, there’ll be a backlash against the Governor.”
“Don’t count on it. The worm erased the odd file here and there and scrambled some data. One person might be locked out of their porn account at the Fornicatorium, while another might suddenly find themselves subscribed to a daily six a.m. telephone wake-up call service that they can’t seem to cancel, no matter how many times they phone in to complain. Either way, whatever it is, it’ll be just annoying enough to ensure that they’ll all want to answer the door when Omega comes to call.”
“Clever,” Silver concedes. “This is the most effort you’ve ever put into anything in your life.”
“Thanks for noticing.”
“But I still don’t understand what you want with me, and I know you want something. As far as you’re concerned, Maydevine’s outlived his purpose. So the only reason for you to keep him alive—if he really is alive—is for collateral.”
“There was no other way for me to guarantee your compliance. Your part in all of this is crucial, and I need you to pay close attention to the rules.”
“Rules and I have never meshed particularly well.”
“This’ll be the dawn of something new for you, then. Your official report will state that you caught me rigging the building with explosives. When you confronted me, there was an altercation. You found Maydevine—alive and captive—and you tried to save him.
“Unfortunately, when you discharged your weapon on me, you ignited a small amount of TATP that I’d discarded after I laid the distraction bomb on the other side of the building. The heat from the TATP detonated the unfinished bomb that was intended to kill Maydevine, and the unplanned detonation ended up killing both him and I.”
“And me?”
“You were lucky. You were standing in front of an open doorway and the heat from the blast pushed you away from the flames. Landing on weakened floorboards, you fell through to the floor below, the drop saving your life.”
“Why the big show?”
“My employer—”
“The Governor?” Silver cuts her off. “Let’s just call a spade a spade, shall we?”
“My employer,” Jax persists, “originally ordered me to kill Maydevine when I was done with him.”
Through gritted teeth, “I’d hunt you down.”
“Maybe, maybe not. Either way, it was my employer’s belief that Maydevine’s death would weaken you. Unable to function, you’d fall back into your old routine of kicks and liquor: a constant cocktail of uppers and downers. But my employer doesn’t have the benefit of my experience.” Jax smiles, pausing for breath. “You don’t give a fuck if you live or you die, so there’s little value in destroying your life. Besides which, you’re doing a fine job of that all by yourself—you don’t need my help. The only sure way of controlling you is by manipulating your emotions for others.”
“Why Maydevine? Why not Alex? Or Luka, for that matter?”
“The kidnap of the Chief of Police or his Deputy would draw too much attention, and I’m not interested in becoming a celebrity. I need you to sell the lie that I’m dead, and make them all believe that this is over. It was a failed attempt to take over the tag network, nothing more, and Maydevine became its unfortunate victim.”
“And if I refuse?”
“He’ll be dead within the hour.”
Silence.
Silver tries desperately to think of another way to wriggle herself out of this hopeless mess without jeopardizing Maydevine’s safety, and she begins clutching at straws. “What if I kill you?”
“If anything happens to me, my associates will put a bullet in his head.”
More silence.
Her gun still aimed at Silver’s head, Jax backs her up toward the doorway, slowly moving her into position. Clumsily stumbling over one of the male corpse’s legs and almost slipping on the damp floor, Silver realizes that the sprinklers have stopped working.
“I shut off the main water supply,” Jax anticipates her question. “I knew that Alex would be able to repair my quick hack job in the electrical box, but it kept him distracted for a while. Meanwhile, the brief shower we got was just the pipes draining themselves. Now, call off the snipers.”
“I can’t do that.” Silver shakes her head.
“If I’m arrested, you’ll never see him again.”
Silver feels as though her chest is about to implode.
“Call off the snipers,” Jax tries again.
“I’m gonna need more than that.” Silver holds her ground. “You’re not exactly the poster child for propriety and rectitude. How do I know that he’s not already dead?”
Jax fishes something out of her pocket and flicks it into the air in Silver’s general direction. With lightning swift reflexes, Silver makes a grab for it.
A flash drive.
“Proof of life,” Jax explains.
“Oh, yeah? How’s that?”
“Go home. Use a secure network and follow the file on that drive. It’ll take you to a live video feed of where Maydevine is being held.”
“Says you.”
“Yeah.” Jax grins. “And I’m all you’ve got.”
Silver pockets the gadget. “So I’m just supposed to sit back and pretend to mourn my loss while I let you convert every last uninfected human in the Sentinel District, right under my nose?”
“If you want him back, you don’t have a choice.”
Silver wishes the sprinklers would come back on to conceal the tears in her eyes. “You think I’d place the life of one man above millions?”
Jax doesn’t need to respond to that; they both know the answer.
Maydevine’s killed for her. He’s risked his life, changed his vocation, foregone marriage, and spent every last waking moment doing all that he could to protect her.
No-one will die from PV55.
It brings change, not loss. And even if this plan could be foiled, who knows how much time that would buy. Months? Weeks? The conspirators would find another way to see their work done, no doubt.
The more Silver rationalizes it, the simpler the decision becomes. The simple fact is: she can think of a hundred different ways to justify it, but she needs only one.
He’s her father.
She won’t let him die.
Thunk.
A noise downstairs shatters the silence.
“The snipers,” Jax pushes her. “Now.”
Silver forces back the tears. “Alex will never let this happen. You know that, right?”
Jax holsters her gun, preparing for her exit. “Control him. Find a way. You’ve had almost twenty fucking years of practice. Besides, as far as he knows, this is over, right? I am dead, after all.” She grins. “All you have is a failed hack and two corpses. There’s no proof of anything greater.”
Silver shakes her head. “He knows you weren’t acting alone. He’ll never buy it.”
“Make him.”
“He’s going to ask questions.”
“Then you’d better start thinking of some answers.” Jax launches herself at Silver, shoving her backwards through the doorway with full Fusion force.
Silver loses her footing. Momentum lifting her into the air, she comes down hard against the weak Old World floorboards in the hallway on the other side of the door. The floorboards give way and she tumbles down below, her brain registering the sound of a gunshot and her skin feeling the unmistakable heat of fire from above.
An explosion.
A split second later, Silver’s body meets something solid. She crashes down, ass first, onto a conveniently—and deliberately—placed mattress. Winded but unhurt, she barely has time to catch her breath before her cell phone begins to ring.
Alex.
“Yes?” she answers.
A pause.
“Always.”
Another pause.
“Dead.” She hesitates. “Both of them.”
A hollow silence.
“Call off the snipers.” She sighs.
She hangs up. From her vantage point on the mattress, she has a clear view of the building across the street. One by one, the snipers begin to withdraw.
Relief.
Clank.
Silver turns to see the top of a steel ladder poking out above a nearby window ledge. A heartbeat later, Alex’s head and shoulders appear at the top of it.
“The fire burned out the stairwell.” He beckons her toward him. “Are you sure you’re okay?”
Silver opens her mouth to speak—to chide him for those sorry-for-you eyes, and the babying tone in his voice—but her brain keeps the words locked up behind her tongue, spotting an opportunity to take advantage of his concern.
“What do you think?”
Silence.
As she climbs out of the window onto the ladder, someone else looks for a route back down to the ground.
Valentine.
Perched on the same ledge where Silver was pulled into the room by Jax, protected from the blast by the thick Old World warehouse walls, she makes her way cautiously toward the nearest fire escape stairwell.
 



CHAPTER SEVEN

The Unfamiliar Familiar
            
Beside Alex’s company car, the warehouse going down in flames behind them, Silver tears off her water-logged Kevlar vest and ditches it on the hood. Her tight-fitting undershirt is soaked through from the sprinklers, and clings to her body like ligament to bone.
Alex keeps his eyes pinned to her face, not sure what to say. Silver’s never been any good at accepting concern, or a loving hand to ease her pain. She’d rather retreat into herself and self-medicate, subduing her torment with liquor, and Alex fears what the next few days might bring.
Red and Luka, both equally awkward, keep their distance. If they were alone, Luka would pull her into his arms. He’d smother her protests and hold her close to him, forcing her to accept his affection.
She’d both love and hate that in equal degrees.
But it’s not his place.
In the silence, Silver checks her invisible watch and begins a mental countdown. She wants to get home as fast as possible to check the drive in her pocket, but she must be careful not to appear overanxious.
When Valentine’s done briefing the fire authority on the importance of not entering the warehouse, and after carefully instructing them to control the fire from a clear distance away, she approaches the group.
Her expression is grave, her lips stern and taut as she addresses Silver. “You broke protocol.”
Silver shrugs. “Shit happens.”
“It’s kind of her thing,” Alex backs her up.
“You’re lucky no-one was hurt.” Valentine refuses to let go of the attitude.
“Someone was hurt,” Alex barks at her. “Maydevine and the suspect are dead.”
“Are they?” Valentine glares at Silver. “Maybe if you hadn’t acted alone, there’d be someone to back-up your version of events.”
“Your insinuation being?” Silver snarls at her.
“You tell me, Blondie. You’re saying an explosives expert just got toasted in her own device? Does that seem right to you?”
“I surprised her while she was still rigging the bomb where she was holding Maydevine captive. We fought. I discharged my weapon. The shot ignited more TATP which, in turn, detonated the bomb, killing them both.”
“But not you?”
“If you don’t stop,” Alex warns Valentine, “I’ll have you formally reprimanded for insubordination.”
Valentine finds the seriousness of Alex’s words quite compelling, and is temporarily silenced.
“Trust me,” he continues, “these are not statements you want to start making. Especially not your first week on the job. Do we understand each other?”
Valentine adopts a defiant stance and plants her hands on her hips. Her fire of righteous indignation isn’t quite put out yet. “Any one of us could have been killed in there, as a direct result of her actions.”
“And if you want to make a formal complaint about the Hunter General’s conduct, may I suggest that you make it at a more appropriate time.”
“Such as?”
“In your report, which I’ll expect to see on my desk by the end of the day.”
Sensing the futility of her grievance, Valentine begrudgingly capitulates.
“That’ll be all.” Alex shoos her away.
Silence.
“What now?” Alex places a hand upon Silver’s shoulder, silently reassuring her that she can count on his support in the face of whatever complaint Valentine might want to make against her. “I can place a call for the coroner, but given the severity of the explosion, there isn’t much more we can do here.”
Silver forms strategies in her head. “I need a change of clothes.”
Alex lets his eyes drop south, just for a second. “I can see that.”
Luka is staring. Although Silver is oblivious, Alex isn’t. He clears his throat, causing Luka’s eyes to dart up.
“I’ll take you home,” Alex offers, returning his attention to Silver. “We can regroup later.”
 
*************************
 
Settled on the couch in his living room, Alex flicks through the pages of an Old World comic book. It’s Superman, of course. The apartment is quiet, save for the sound of running water in the distance.
Silver tiptoes around the bedroom, sliding her laptop out from underneath the bed and taking it with her into the bathroom. She abandons her dirty clothes on the linoleum floor and digs the flash drive out from one of her pockets.
She boots up the laptop, logs into a secure Omega server and inserts the flash drive. Selecting ‘open folder to view files’, she finds an encrypted document containing a file path: a uniform resource locator.
She copies and pastes the URL into an Omega intranet browser window, but the page redirects.
And redirects.
And redirects.
And again.
It redirects seven different times before ultimately landing on something: a blank page with a video window at the center. Silver clicks ‘play’.
The media player loads, and eventually connects to a live video feed. Painstaking seconds pass, Silver cautiously listening for sounds outside the bathroom door, subconsciously holding her breath.
Ping!
The window loads.
Maydevine.
Alive.
Silver finally exhales, tears of relief forming in her eyes. Maydevine is tied to a chair in a dark room without windows. The chair is lit by an LED lamp, and an alarm clock on a table beside him marks time slowly ticking by. Silver checks the time against her laptop’s clock.
They match.
Although the image of a captive Maydevine torments her, Silver can’t pull her eyes away. She watches the rhythmic motion of his chest—the gentle up and down of inhale and exhale—the proof of a beating heart below.
She brushes her tears away, her eyes burning against the glare of the screen as she fights back against her growing exhaustion. Just as she’s about to click the image off, a movement stops her, her finger hovering in mid air.
A figure moves into the shot carrying a glass of water. There’s something recognizable about the shape, but, against the darkness and the fuzzy webcam image, it’s hard to tell. The figure, clearly female, lifts Maydevine’s head, pulling him up by his hair. She raises the glass to his lips and encourages him to drink.
After allowing him to take a few sips, the female withdraws the glass and places it down on the nearby table, just out of his reach. Perhaps she hears a sound. Perhaps the webcam indicates the presence of an audience. Either way, the figure turns around to face the camera.
Her Fusion eyes connect directly with Silver’s.
It’s Alice.
Silver’s pain swells into anger. The tears in her eyes evaporate, and a sudden and unexpected surge of hatred races through her veins. She slams the laptop closed and pushes it away beneath the pile of her clothes.
Deep inside her chest, her heart aches. One betrayal clearly wasn’t enough. This bitch likes to work in multiples.
 
************************
            
Alex taps gently on the door to the bathroom.
No answer.
Not waiting for one, he pushes the door open and steps inside, the steam from the hot shower billowing out into the bedroom. He turns off the water and pulls back the shower curtain, revealing Silver huddled in the corner of the tub, her knees tucked tight against her chin and her face hidden from view.
“Leave me alone,” she mumbles.
Alex, no intention of leaving, kneels beside the tub and brushes away the wet hair clinging to her cheek. Instead of reciprocating his affection, as he expects, she only buries her face deeper.
“Don’t,” she whispers.
“Silver …” He reaches for her chin, trying to force her to look at him.
She resists.
“Look at me,” he urges.
“Not like this.”
Silence.
“El, you have to talk to me.”
“It’s over. Jax is dead. We stopped her.”
“I didn’t mean—”
“What else is there to talk about?”
“Don’t do this,” he begs. “Don’t avoid the obvious.”
“I don’t know how to do this any other way.”
“You need to try.”
“I need to focus on the manageable.”
“Which is?” He sighs.
“How the fuck a worthless little reprobate like Jax got into the Sentinel District in the first place.”
“I may have a theory on that.”
Silence.
“Are you going to tell me?” Silver asks, her face still averted.
“Not while you insist on staring at the wall.”
“Alex …” His name escapes her lips almost as a whine.
“It’s okay to be upset, you know.”
“It’s not what you think.”
“I can be here for you, if you let me.”
“I’m—”
“I can—”
“Alex!” she cuts him off and spins around to face him, Fusion eyes and all. “I told you to stop.”
Temporarily stunned, Alex doesn’t move an inch. Except for a brief, sharp intake of breath, he remains perfectly still. Hurt more by the sadness and shame in her eyes than by the fact that they’re not how he’s used to seeing them, he’s overcome with sorrow.
Tears pool in Silver’s eyes.
“Please leave.” Whispered.
Without protest, he obliges. Left alone, Silver steps out of the tub and wraps herself up in a towel. Staring at herself in the bathroom mirror, her reflection still looks unfamiliar, no matter how many times she’s forced to look at it. She opens the bathroom cabinet and takes out a box of tampons, a box of colored contact lenses hidden inside it. Inserting the silvery contacts with practiced ease, Silver looks back into the mirror.
Familiarity restored.
Minutes later, she appears in the doorway to Alex’s home office. Alex is at his computer, casually navigating the tag network.
“You got back in?” Silver seems confused. “How? I thought the Police Division was locked out.”
“The shut-out must’ve been temporary. Either that, or something backfired.”
“What’s the damage?” Silver’s voice raises in pitch at the end, posing her thought as a question, but her tone lacks even an ounce of curiosity.
“Nothing irreparable, it seems.” He ruffles his hair. “Whatever Jax was planning, it looks like you may be right: we stopped her before she could finish it.”
“The tags weren’t fucked with?” Zero effort to raise intonation.
“Maybe we got lucky and the worm was poorly programmed. From what I can see, the affected tags have only a few minor glitches. Files damaged in the crash, that sort of thing. Enough people have already phoned in to the Omega tag enquiry service to warrant the release of an official broadcast promising the prompt restoration of full functionality.”
“Threat abated.” Silver forces her lips into a false smile.
“For now, but we still need to find out who Jax was working for.”
“You said you had a theory on the Sentinel District breach?” She redirects.
“Why? You think it was an Out District plot?”
“Jax was the only one who knew about the EMP. She was the only one who knew of our plan to distinguish the uninfected human inhabitants from the Fusion ones.” Silver skillfully drives the conversation. “She was in the perfect position to exploit our corruption of the tag system. All she had to do was share her thoughts with the rest of her Fusion community.”
“You think they were planning an invasion?”
“Destroy, reclaim, rebuild, control. Those words have been the backdrop of our lives since we learned how to read. Be honest, haven’t you been expecting it?”
“What? An uprising? Not since you left the Fringe,” he jokes feebly.
Silver gives him a playful shove and grabs onto an arm of the chair, spinning him around to face her. Before he has a chance to react to it, she climbs onto the chair and straddles him, pressing herself against him.
She wants to distract him.
He thinks she wants to distract herself.
He slides his hands around her hips, caressing her backside. “Ella …”
She leans forward to kiss him. He reciprocates at first, but then he pulls back, withdrawing his lips and holding her away from him, albeit gently.
“This isn’t the time.” He shakes his head. “Not yet. Not after …”
Silver remembers her ‘loss’. She remembers the webcam, and genuine sadness washes over her. Alex senses it. His tender rejection forces Silver to understand the importance of keeping her emotions on the level. The importance of selling the lie.
“The Sentinel District breach,” she back tracks. “How did Jax do it?”
Alex forces himself to concentrate. “I think it was the EMP.”
Silver shakes her head. “I don’t understand. Didn’t the Ark keep all perimeter security functional?”
“It did, but there was a two minute delay before the reboot from the Ark. If someone knew about the system’s vulnerability, like Jax did, they could’ve compromised the security network before the reset.”
“It’s that simple?”
Alex shrugs. “If you know what you’re doing. If you were to get into the main wiring terminal and disconnect a few key relays, adding a mirror relay to trick the network into thinking the terminal is performing correctly, you could—theoretically—disable the entire entry system.”
“The tag gateway?”
“That, too.” Alex nods.
That explains how Jax got Maydevine out of the Sentinel District, Silver thinks. She performs a few mental calculations, checking her invisible watch for an update on the time. It’s just over an hour until the release of the Omega broadcast.
“Where’s the main wiring terminal?”
“What’re you thinking?”
“If you’re right, we need to reestablish perimeter security before we get anymore jumpers. When Jax fails to report back, they will send a new soldier to take her place.”
Alex doesn’t argue with that.



CHAPTER EIGHT

Terminal Velocity
 
Waves crash against the underside of Old World Queensboro Bridge. Now called City Bridge, it’s the only remaining connection between the Sentinel District and the Out District. From the top of the Sentinel District side, Silver and Alex prepare to rappel beneath it.
There’s a clink of metal against metal and a busy whir of cables, and Silver appears at one side of the bridge, suspended above the water by climbing gear. Moments later, Alex appears at the other side.
“I told you to wait for me.”
“How well has that ever worked out for you in the past?”
“Sorry. Am I suppressing your individuality with my fancy rules again?”
They share a smile.
Silver rocks herself sideways, using her momentum to reach for a small landing platform underneath the cantilever bridge. Finding her footing on the ledge, she unclips herself from the static ropes and clips them securely to the platform instead.
The platform, located directly beneath the city gates, faces the Sentinel District ground support where land meets water. The Belt, now a human burial ground named the Elysium Cemetery, lies just a few hundred meters northwest, smack in the middle of the East River. City Bridge passes right over top of it, and Silver is at an ideal vantage point to glance over and see a caretaker digging a new burial plot.
Maydevine.
A spark of distress ignites and slowly seethes in the back of her mind. The threat of the lie—and the potential it still has to blossom into truth—keeps her focused securely on the task at hand.
Clink.
Alex joins her on the platform, his tools already in hand. He crouches in front of the main wiring terminal, Silver sitting cross-legged beside him.
Scratch marks on the lower corners of the terminal box are the markings of a recent intruder, and indicate that someone used a crow bar to pry apart the cam locks.
“Old World latches?” Silver observes. “That’s the best we could do?”
Alex points to a scanning plate beside the terminal box. “The terminal is hermetically sealed. Under normal circumstances, access to the terminal is granted via the scanning plate, which breaks the hermetic seal and releases the cam locks.”
“But when the power goes out …” Silver follows.
“All that’s left are the cam locks.”
“She had to have timed this perfectly.”
Alex nods. “A two minute window of opportunity.”
He swipes his wrist across the scanning plate.
Access granted.
The seal breaks, allowing him to lift the lid and prop it open with a rusty prop rod. As Silver adjusts her position on the platform, her foot catches against something, causing metal to grind against metal.
A grappling hook.
She looks down to find that the rope attached to it stretches all the way down to the water, dangling there just above the surface. Turning toward the Out District, she squints to see the shoreline. Beyond the Elysium Cemetery, and past the bridge ground supports that are obscuring the view, she can see … nothing.
Frustrated, she kicks the grappling hook off the platform and watches it crash down into the water below, quickly disappearing beneath the oblivion of dark blue liquid.
“We made it too easy for her.”
Silver’s kick gently rocks the platform, forcing Alex to pull back from the wiring terminal.
“Careful,” he cautions her. “I don’t want to get fried.”
Silver wriggles up to him, staring over his shoulder into the wiring terminal. “Do you know what you’re doing?”
Alex gives her his best ‘did you really just ask me that?’ eyebrows.
“Never mind,” she murmurs to herself.
“I just have to disconnect the mirror relay and rewire the main circuitry,” he explains. “It’s like hot wiring a car … kind of. A few wires here, a few wires there. Some go together, some don’t.”
“What do you get if you accidentally put the wrong wires together?”
“Bacon.”
“Mmm, crispy.”
“Exactly.”
“I’m hungry.”
“Now? You ate before we left.”
“Don’t blame me, you’re the one talking about bacon.”
A spark.
Silver leaps back.
Alex grins, amused by her reflexes. “All done.” He holds up a junk wire and tosses it at her. “Mirror relay disabled.”
“And the gate?”
“The city gates and the tag gateway—the entire city perimeter, for that matter—should be back online. We’ll know at the next automated relay check, which should be happening in”—he checks his watch—“about ninety seconds.”
He sits back on the platform.
“See that green light?” He points to the terminal.
Silver nods.
“It’ll start flashing while the relay is being tested, and it’ll return to solid green if no problems are detected.”
“Or?”
“It’ll turn red and that means I fucked it up.”
“Oh.”
“But that’s never happened before.” He grins at her.
Silence.
A ripple of wind sends a stray piece of paper fluttering down from the city above and onto the platform, catching against Alex’s boot.
A Founders Day party.
Tonight.
He picks it up and skims through the details. It’s an annual event hosted by Omega at the DDH performance hall. A black tie event, no less. Founders Day is one of the most important occasions in the Amaranthe social calendar.
He shows the flyer to Silver. “Are you coming this year?”
Silver’s eyebrow hits the sky. “You think?”
“Come on, it’ll be fun,” he coaxes her. “It’ll take your mind off … stuff.”
“In case you hadn’t noticed, I’m not really a black tie kinda girl.”
“Well, that’s where you’re going wrong, then. I’m the one who’s supposed to wear the tie. You wear a dress.”
Silver laughs out loud. “Ha! When was the last time you saw me in a dress?”
“It’s been a while, but the image is permanently burned into my memory.”
“Good. No need for a reenactment, then.” She snatches the flyer, scrunches it up, and tosses it at his head.
It bounces off and takes a dive for the ocean.
“Spoilsport.” Alex leans back against the railing, folding his arms in a faux pout. “I’ll be going, just so you know.”
Silver’s eyes perform a maneuver à la the cow and the moon. “What the hell for?”
“I’m the Commissioner of the Police Division. As the face of public safety, especially in the wake of recent calamities, I’m obligated to put in an appearance. I won’t force you to go, but it’d be nice to be accompanied by my wife. And it couldn’t hurt to demonstrate a little interdivision harmony either.”
“You want me to be your political trophy wife? Forget it.”
“That’s not what I meant.” Alex sighs.
The green light starts blinking.
“It’d just be nice to pretend as if everything’s okay. Just for a minute, or an hour. Just for tonight, can’t we?”
The light stops blinking and returns to solid green.
Silence.
Waves.
Wind.
Breathing.
The gentle tap of Silver’s finger against the railing.
“It’s really over.” Alex stares at the green light. “For now anyway.”
Silver turns to watch the grave digger, her thoughts racing in a hundred different directions all at once, eager to push time forward.
            
 



CHAPTER NINE

Boredom
 
Silver pushes open the door to their bedroom and finds a black cocktail dress neatly laid out on the bed. In her Hunter Division boots and combat pants, outfitted with weapons and ammo, she’s an awkwardly shaped peg that refuses to find a hole to fit into.
Alex appears beside her. “I was being optimistic.”
Silver checks the tag on the dress. It’s the right size and everything.
“How did you know?”
“I got a girl in the Hunter Division livery department to look you up.” He slinks up to her, slipping an arm around her waist and biting gently on her ear lobe. “You wore a dress just like it on your sixteenth birthday.”
“You remember that?”
“Not easy to forget. I made a move on you that night.”
“You had to get shitfaced just to pluck up the nerve to kiss me.”
“You were the Hunter General’s virgin daughter, and—”
“You soon took care of that,” she teases him.
He recalls the memory with a smile, then continues. “—And I was a recently demoted third line Hunter who grew up in the foster program. I shouldn’t have stood a chance with you.”
“And yet here we are.”
“Try it on,” he whispers, encouraging her to take the dress in her hands. “You’ll look beautiful in it.”
“Yeah.” She untangles herself from him. “In your dreams, which is the only place you’ll ever see me in it.”
She spins to face him, finding his expression less aroused and more concerned than she’d expected.
“I said I wouldn’t force you to go.” He cups her face in his hands. “And I won’t. I think it might actually do you some good to spend a night at home. Eat some junk food and get some rest.” He strokes her cheeks with his thumbs. “Start grieving.”
The last bit of a smile slips away from Silver’s lips.
Sell the lie.
“I’ll do my best.” She glances down at his Omega rags, swiftly deflecting. “You’re going to change, right?”
“Although a tie and a Kevlar vest would make for an interesting combo, I do have alternative garb prepared.”
Silver checks her invisible watch. “Better get at it, then. You don’t want to keep the Governor waiting.”
 
*************************
 
By the time Alex is done preening, Silver’s already grown bored. Having spelled out her name in corn chips on the coffee table, she’s now attempting to pattern an ‘Ella Cross’ out of sesame seeds.
Her concentration falters when she looks up at him. A pristine charcoal suit, a waistcoat and tie, shined shoes, groomed hair, and the scent of cologne is a surprisingly good look for him.
Impressive.
Silver struggles to keep her hormones in check, and forces herself to appear disinterested, despite the relentless pounding in her chest. “Have fun tonight.”
She puts her attention back on the seeds, trying to remain nonchalant, but Alex still seems hesitant to leave. Nervous, like a mother leaving a newborn with a sitter for the first time, his fingers are itching for a cigarette.
“Are you sure you’ll be okay?”
“Uh-huh.”
“I’ll bring you back a slice of cake.”
“Forget the cake. Bring me back a nice, big bottle of something that’ll burn my throat.”
That was probably the wrong thing to say.
She regrets it instantly.
Alex is just one more word away from blowing the party off altogether. “If you want me to stay—”
“No.” Silver shuts him down. “Go have fun. I was joking.”
He really doesn’t want to go, but he feels as though it’s his duty. He gathers up his keys and plants a kiss on the top of her head.
“Don’t do anything crazy,” he whispers.
Silver closes her eyes and leans back on the couch. Though the quiet click of the door latch signifies his departure, the lingering memory of his cologne still hugs the room.
Silence.
A quietly ticking clock begins to irk her already.
Meow.
Smellie.
Silver had forgotten about the cat. Smellie perches herself on the arm of the couch, wraps her tail around her legs, and offers Silver a cold, unblinking stare.
Silver checks her invisible watch. Only seconds have passed.
 
************************
 
Alex arrives at the Founders Day party. Fashionably late, his arrival immediately attracts the attention of the Governor. She approaches him from across the room, her shoulders too broad to look feminine in the strapless dress she’s chosen for the occasion.
As usual, she’s surrounded by OSS Officers. The Omega Security Services department was created by her, for her own protection. They operate on her orders directly, and are answerable to no-one else. Until she took power, Amaranthian Governors were always allocated a handful of Agents from the Police Division, and these Agents performed the function of bodyguards. Now, she has an entire workforce of hand-selected individuals who’re readily available at her every beck and call.
Tonight’s chosen OSS Officers hold back as she engages Alex.
“Unaccompanied tonight?”
Alex nods. “Silver was feeling unwell.”
“Of course. This can’t be easy for her, I’m sure.” The Governor swipes two glasses of New World champagne off a passing cocktail tray and hands one to Alex. “Perhaps the opportunity for some private reflection will prove beneficial.”
 
*************************
 
Silver lies on the couch, delving into the pages of some Old World book that she couldn’t care less about. An occasional wince of pain flickers across her face as Smellie begins to knead at her stomach with long, sharp claws.
Completely satisfied with her new found hobby, Smellie begins to gurgle and purr, wrapped up in contentment as her needle-like claws sneak underneath Silver’s shirt and tear through superficial layers of skin with every paw stroke.
 
*************************
 
At the Founders Day party bar, Alex orders up a fresh drink. Today, weak New World whiskey is his potion of choice, and his drinking partner, Red, encourages him to order up doubles.
Even though they’re off the clock, the conversation quickly turns to matters of business.
“Silver’s convinced that the network breach was a failure.” Alex nurses his drink. “And all the evidence is pointing us toward the same conclusion.”
“What’s your working theory on the whole mess?” Red sips at her own drink.
“I think Jax exploited the detonation of the EMP to corrupt the entry system. Once she had access to the city, she used Maydevine to launch a worm into the tag network. Unfortunately for her, not only did the worm fail to permanently disrupt the network, but she also sorely underestimated our tracking abilities. She paid the ultimate price for that when we caught her in the warehouse and Silver put a bullet in her.”
“That’s what you wrote in your report?”
“It’s the only thing that makes any sense.”
“Revenge is a compelling motive,” Red agrees. “With the tag network and the entry system both offline, she could’ve been at the forefront of a full-scale Out District invasion.”
“We’ve allowed ourselves to become distracted with conspiracy.” Alex downs his drink. “This was never about PV55. Just a spiteful bitch with a grudge.”
“I should never have trusted her.” Red sighs. “This entire mess is because of me.”
Alex places a firm hand on her shoulder. “Please, don’t. I only have the strength to cope with one self-hating woman at a time.” He orders up another drink. “Where’s Luka tonight?”
“At home, avoiding his ex.” Red tips her head toward a stunning brunette who’s standing close beside the Governor.
“He was boning the Governor’s personal aide?”
“Her intern, and there wasn’t too much of that going on. I think that’s why they broke up.”
“She’s young,” Alex notes. “That might be pushing the boundaries of respectability just a little bit, even for Luka.”
“Young, and not yet ready to be deflowered.” Red giggles. “Poor Luka.”
“Poor Luka? Maybe he should wait until his snatches are out of school before he tries to bed them.”
“You’re one to talk.”
“Hey, I waited until she was sixteen,” Alex whispers, as if he’s afraid that someone might overhear and accuse him of being a pervert.
From behind them: “Excuse me, sir.”
They turn to see Liana Valentine, polished up quite nicely in a pixie dress and army boots, her focus unwaveringly pinned upon Alex.
“I need to talk to you.”
 
*************************
 
Silver, having grown tired of reading, is lying on her stomach on the floor, resting on her elbows. Smellie is sitting in front of her, less than two feet away.
An epic staring contest has been going on for almost an hour, with Smellie flicking her tail slowly from side to side.
Silver gives up.
Turning her head away, her eyes fall upon the black cocktail dress, now bunched up on the floor by the foot of the bed.
 
*************************
 
At her request, Alex escorts Valentine to a quiet corner of the room where they can be alone. They converse in hushed voices, Alex backing her up against the wall and standing over her, adopting a standard alpha male posture.
From the balcony overlooking the main floor, looks can be deceiving.
Alex’s back is to the room, and he and Valentine seem like they could be having a lovers’ tiff. She’s forced up against the wall with nowhere to go. He’s just inches from her, bearing down on her. As she tries to break eye contact, Alex places a hand around the back of her neck and tilts her head to face him—a move that Silver’s felt a thousand times.
In her experience, it’s a precursor to a kiss.
Looking down upon the pair, Silver—black cocktail dress and all—doesn’t wait to see what happens next. By the time Valentine finally manages to push herself away from Alex, the conversation not turning in her favor, it’s too late.
The damage is already done.
 



CHAPTER TEN

Sell the Lie
 
Silver steps out of the elevator into the Omega personnel level of the underground parking garage beneath the party, weighing up her options.
She could go back in there, cause a scene, and punch Valentine out. That’d be satisfying.
She could slash her tires.
That’d feel pretty good, too.
Alex has obviously been drinking, and his judgment has been known to lapse when he’s under the influence of alcohol. Perhaps Valentine was coming on to him. Perhaps he was letting her down gently. Whatever the case, Silver tells herself that she shouldn’t feel too threatened. Alex can be many things, but an adulterer isn’t one of them.
That doesn’t stop her from feeling jealous, but it does help her to think more rationally. She’s just not in the mood to fight. She’s in the mood to drink, and as far as the rest of the world knows, she’s got a perfect excuse: Maydevine’s death.
Every way she looks at it, this is adding up to be a great opportunity to showcase her grief—to sell the lie. Her father just died. She just caught her husband flirting with a much younger woman. Who could blame her for going slightly off the rails? Not only that, but who would buy into her sorrow if she didn’t? If Maydevine really were dead, she’d have drowned herself in liquor the minute she got home, just like Jax said she would.
Convincing herself of this, Silver snakes through the rows of deserted vehicles in the parking garage until she finds Red’s company car. There’s just one problem: her chauffeur is asleep in the driver’s seat.
Tappity tap, tap, tap.
Silver raps on the window, waking the chauffeur from his slumber.
The window whirs as he winds it down a crack. “Can I help you?”
“I certainly hope so.” Silver leans over, displaying cleavage and a broad, fake smile. “I seem to have ended up down here by mistake, and I need someone with an Omega personnel tag to ride the elevator back up with me to the main floor.”
The chauffeur eyes the dog tags around her neck with suspicion. “This is a parkade for personnel only,” he grumbles. “How did you get down here?”
“I’m very lost.” She smiles.
He mutters something under his breath, adjusts his uniform, and dons his hat as Silver waits patiently for him to step out of the vehicle. Still grumbling, he’s about to lock the door when Silver wraps her arm around his neck.
Holding him in a headlock, she whispers into his ear. “I’ll kill you if I have to. So do us both a favor and just relax, okay?”
It’s a bluff, but he buys it.
Slowly, she brings him down to the ground and he loses consciousness. Leaving him here, slumped in a pile, she begins to raid Red’s vehicle. Sliding into the driver’s seat, she rummages through the glove compartment.
Nothing.
Under the passenger seat.
Nothing.
“Damnit …”
A thought.
She pops the trunk.
Inside the trunk, underneath the cargo tray where the spare tire should be, a handprint recognition plate locks a hidden storage box.
“Fuck.”
Searching around for tools, Silver utilizes a nearby fire extinguisher to smash the plate. When she finally manages to cause enough damage, the plate gives in and the locking mechanism releases. Inside, Silver finds what she’s looking for: Red’s stash of kicks.
And that’s not all.
She’s also got Flatliners.
Better known as 4-MTA, Flatliners are a tablet amphetamine in a highly concentrated dose. The nickname comes courtesy of its high mortality rate.
Silver empties the case.
 
*************************
 
Hours Later …
 
Knock, knock, knock.
Wait.
Luka answers the door to Silver.
She’s barefoot, still wearing the cocktail dress, and now proudly wielding three bottles of illegal liquor in one hand and a variety of drugs in the other.
Luka looks terrified. “Oh, no …”
Silver doesn’t wait for an invite. She pushes her way inside and plants herself down on his couch. Dumping the drugs down on the coffee table, she twists open an unmarked bottle of something alcoholic and makes herself quite at home.
“Sit.” She taps the seat cushion next to her. “We’re gonna get fucked up together.”
He takes a seat at the far end of the couch, leaving a cautious distance between them. “What happened tonight? Where’s Alex? Why are you … ?” He gestures to her unusual appearance. “And where are your shoes?”
Silver leans back on the couch and smiles at him. “You’re funny.”
He looks so serious, Silver can’t help but giggle. The movement causes a dress strap to slip off her shoulder, and she doesn’t seem to care. She’s naked beneath the sheer, black satin, and Luka’s eyes begin to stray from her face.
“I’m not being funny.” He moves closer to her. “How long have you been wandering around the city barefoot and intoxicated?”
His hands are softer than Alex’s.
Silver shivers as he strokes his fingers over her shoulder, gently slipping the strap of her dress back into place.
“I came straight here.” She slides her hand over his, holding him tight. “Where else would I go?”
He can smell the alcohol on her breath, and guesses that she probably started her binge by decimating Alex’s secret stash of black-market whiskey.
“Came straight here from where?” He dreads to know the answer. “You can’t buy liquor like this in the Sentinel District.”
“I know.” She grins, taking several gulps of the unknown liquid.
Luka snatches the bottle from her. “You went into the Fringe District like this? Christ, Silver. You could’ve been killed!”
Silver blows a raspberry at him. “I’ve known Jake for fifteen years. He’s not gonna kill me.” She tries to grab the bottle back.
Luka holds it out of her reach. “I think you’ve already had enough liquor for one night.”
Undeterred, she leans forward and manages to wrap her fingers around the neck of the bottle, but Luka holds on tight to it and refuses to give it up. He won’t let go, even though he becomes aware that she’s deliberately trying to keep him close to her.
Their faces are inches apart, and she’s waiting. Waiting for what, Luka’s not sure.
“Let go,” he warns her.
“Ooh, so stern.” She laughs. “Alex must be rubbing off on you.”
“He loves you.” Luka breaks eye contact. “We both do.”
“Mm-hmm.” Silver pokes a finger at him, jabbing him in the chest. “Red thinks you’re in love with me.”
Luka finally yanks the bottle away from her, but he doesn’t discard it.
“Red talks too much. She shouldn’t be so quick to gossip.”
“That didn’t sound like a denial.”
“It wasn’t meant to.”
“A confession, then?” Silver teases him.
“What does it matter? You’re so shitfaced you won’t remember it in the morning.”
Luka takes a sip of the liquor and almost throws up. He gags on the vile liquid, and coughs and sputters as it coats his throat, burning all the way down into his stomach.
He glares at the bottle, then takes a whiff of it.
Butanol and ethanol.
The most dangerous kind of firewater.
“Fucking christ!” He caps it and tosses it straight in a nearby waste basket. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing, Silver?!”
Taking him by surprise, she swings herself in front of him and straddles his lap. “You wanted me to rediscover my sense of fun, right?”
Luka struggles to ignore a sudden shift just south of his belt. “Believe me, this wasn’t what I had in mind.”
“Wasn’t it?” Silver reaches behind her and swipes a bottle of Old World vodka off the coffee table.
“What we did together was wrong, and it was selfish of me. I wanted to remember what it was that I gave up, that’s all.” He nabs the bottle straight out of her hands and takes a quick sip, mostly just to get rid of the taste of the firewater.
“And?” Silver takes the bottle back, downing a healthy swill of it.
“I remember well enough.” He wraps his hand around hers, stealing back the bottle. “Why are you bringing all of this up again?”
Silver shrugs. “Where’s the harm in a little bit of reminiscence?”
Running her fingers over his chest, she can feel his heart beating. She can see that he’s aroused and she can see him fighting it, despite the longing in his eyes.
“The harm?” He discards the vodka and pulls her hands off him. “We’d both bear his wrath if we got caught. And, besides which, you wouldn’t even fuck me when he thought you were dead.”
“We did plenty else.”
“I tried to stay away from you.”
“But you kept finding your way back.”
“I had to. You kept getting into trouble.”
He knows he should put an end to this flirtation, but he doesn’t.
“I could never close the door on us, El. No matter how much I hated the way you made me feel when you pushed me away. No matter how many times you’d abruptly draw the line somewhere between first base and a homerun.”
Luka’s still holding onto her hands, and now Silver’s weaving her fingers between his.
He lets her.
This is a familiar routine of flirt and tease, and he’s succumbed to it many times before. She’ll get him aroused, tempt him till he can’t take it anymore, and then, when he finally makes a move on her, she’ll slam on the brakes and walk away as if nothing ever happened.
This was a semi-regular occurrence during her banishment, and each time she ditched him with a mammoth erection and a wounded heart, he vowed it would be the last.
Recalling these little indiscretions, he wonders, “Does Alex know?”
“About what we did in the Fringe?” Silver shakes her head. “No. Do you think you’d be his Deputy if he did? He’d castrate you.”
“And if he saw me now?”
“He’d probably kill you.”
“But I haven’t even touched you.”
Silver releases his hands. “Yet.”
Luka’s heart aches.
Here we go again.
She’s too enticing, and as usual, he lacks the will power necessary to withstand the draw of her drunken flirtation. He runs his hands over her hips, exploring the contours of her waist and the temptation of her breasts.
“It’s been almost twenty years since I’ve seen you in a dress.”
“Yeah? Well, don’t get used to it.” She fidgets with her cleavage. “It’s never gonna happen again.”
She looks around for the vodka, then suddenly remembers that liquor wasn’t the only thing she’d brought with her. Sliding off his lap, she reaches toward the coffee table.
Luka sees what she’s aiming for. “No, Silver. Don’t.”
Pretending not to hear him, she snatches up the bag of Flatliners and dumps the contents out onto the table, quickly sorting through them. “I think some of these are MDMA.”
“You think?! Fuck, Silver, where did you get it?”
She gives a halfhearted shrug. “From a reliable source.”
“Reliable? Really? How reliable is a person who doesn’t know how to use a label maker?”
“No, it’s like pot luck. You never know what you’re gonna get.”
“That’s not pot luck, that’s Russian roulette.”
“Now where’s your sense of fun?” she taunts him.
“Silver …” Luka reaches for her hands and pulls her back onto the couch. “Don’t let your grief drive you back into this. You were doing really well.”
Shit.
Grief.
Somewhere between the second bottle and the third, she’d forgotten.
And there’s something else, too.
A distant bell rings inside her foggy head.
Omega.
Tag glitches.
PV55.
She has her first semi lucid thought in hours.
“Your tag …” she starts, trying desperately to articulate her rambling thoughts, suddenly gripping his hands tight in hers. “The worm …”
Luka smiles, somewhat relieved at her sudden change of pace. “It’s okay. It was nothing serious.” He lets her keep holding onto his hands. “My gym membership got cancelled.”
“But—”
“It’s already been taken care of.”
Silver’s heart plummets downward. “No! When?” Barely whispered.
Luka watches her eyes fill with fluid.
“Geez, what’s wrong?”
He pushes her back against the couch, trying to settle her, but she remains agitated.
“Silver?” he coaxes. “What’s going on?”
“When did it happen?”
“When did what happen?”
“Omega and the pokey little needle.”
“I don’t … oh, wait,” he catches on. “I took care of it myself.”
“How?”
“It was really difficult. I had to call the gym and reinstate my membership and everything.” He laughs. “Why?”
“And your tag?”
Luka shrugs. “Fixed. Why the panic?”
Silence.
Silver hears the word ‘fixed’ and assumes the worst.
It’s too late.
He’s already been dosed with PV55.
He’s already at the mercy of CV2.
He may already be infected.
Without really thinking, she leans forward and pushes herself into his chest, wrapping her arms around him. “I’m sorry.” She sighs.
Taken aback, and still slightly confused, he doesn’t reciprocate. He tries to pry her away, but she remains glued to him.
“Silver … seriously, what’s wrong?”
“Nothing.” She nuzzles into his chest. “I just wish this weren’t so unfair on you.”
Assuming that this is all just some product of the over-consumption of kicks and liquor, Luka brushes aside his nagging sense of unease and relaxes into her embrace.
But unfair? What’s unfair? Having to make three separate phone calls to the gym and then go down there flashing his badge at anything with a face just to get them to put his name back on the ‘membership paid’ list? Or having the object of his desire scantily clad and drunk off her face—but married, and infuriatingly loyal to her husband—right here in front of him and completely untouchable?
As he wraps his arms around her, holding her close to him, his body yearns for intimacy. The strap of her dress slips off her shoulder again, and the subtle shift of the fabric exposes a tantalizing glimpse of her naked flesh beneath.
Beginning to cave to his desire, he strokes his hand lightly over her arm, sliding the strap further down and revealing more skin. Her right breast is barely concealed beneath the satin dress, and the temptation to touch her is almost too much for him to bear.
“You need to leave,” he whispers.
She pulls back and looks up at him. “You’re kicking me out?”
Her wide pupils soak him up, hurt that he might actually turn her out.
Not that he ever could.
He brushes his hand against her cheek and traces his thumb over her lower lip, his eyes pinned to her mouth. Far from sending her back out into the street, he wants to kiss her. And for whatever reason, tonight, she seems to want him to.
The kiss lingers in their intentions. The anticipation of it rests on their lips, the uncertain desire of it tangled up in a sudden confusion of morality and an unforgiving sense of obligation.
Still, Luka holds back.
“You should go home,” he insists.
“Or else what?”
She’s not making this easy on him. He shifts his position on the couch, trying to relieve some of the discomfort in his lap. His erection is pressed awkwardly against his clothing, aching for more room, and he needs to find release.
In response to her question, he leans forward and presses his lips against her shoulder, tasting her soft skin. “Else we both might do something we’d regret in the morning.”
He kisses her again.
She doesn’t even flinch.
“Regret is such a strong word,” she says at last. “And I’ve told you before: I have no regrets when it comes to you.”
He feels the warmth of her hand against his leg, her fingers slowly edging toward his crotch, and he moves his kisses to her neck.
“Why aren’t you stopping me?” He nibbles on her ear lobe. “You should be pushing me away by now.”
“Maybe I don’t want to.”
“You’re drunk and high.” More kisses. “You don’t know what you want.”
“I know what you want, though.” She tickles the underside of his engorged cock with her fingertips, slowly navigating the full length of his shaft. “And I know you quit the Hunter Division for me. Not even Alex could do that.”
“That’s what this is about?” Luka buries his face against her shoulder, trying desperately not to cast all good reason aside and ravage her. “You’re getting back at him for a poor decision he made over fifteen years ago?”
“Maybe he didn’t love me enough to quit.”
“You know that’s not true.”
“But you did,” she ignores him.
“I quit the Hunter Division because of you, not for you. There’s a big difference.”
He bites down hard on her shoulder as she begins to massage him through his clothes. He can’t take this for very much longer.
“Why are you doing this?” he gasps, reveling in the pleasure of her touch. “Why do you enjoy tormenting me?”
“Why do you let me?”
“You drive me crazy.” He dips a hand inside her dress and begins to fondle her naked breast, taking full advantage of her unexpected willingness. “You always have.”
“Do you love me, Luka?”
“Yes,” he whispers, teasing her nipple between his fingers, delighting in the feel of her.
“Tell me.” She slips her hand inside his pants. “Tell me you love me.”
Now utterly controlled by his desire, he drops his hand to her thigh and fumbles his way between her legs.
“Tell me,” she demands.
“I love you,” he whispers, sliding his hand inside her underwear and pushing two eager fingers inside her.
She gasps.
He gains an eighth of an inch.
Overcome by her, he shoves her down against the couch and spreads her legs, swiftly placing himself in between.
“I love you,” he says again, with more conviction this time, slipping his fingers back inside her and pressing his lips down over hers.
The kiss lasts a long time.
Luka begins to gently rock himself against her, her fingers still wrapped around him, teasing him unrelentingly. At this point, she’d normally pull the plug, but her lips are locked with his and she shows no signs of lunging for the brake pedal.
“Do you want to be with me?” she whispers, eventually forcing their lips to part.
Luka’s already unbuckling his belt. “I’ve never wanted any woman the way I want you.”
“Despite the consequences?”
He assumes she means Alex.
He’s wrong.
“To hell with the consequences.” He pulls himself free and prepares to take her. “I want to fuck you.”
They kiss again. Silver wraps her legs around him as he holds himself against her, enjoying another brief grope before he gets ready to thrust himself inside her.
Only …
They never get that far.
Silver breaks the kiss with a groan, moving him away from her for a moment.
“Ugh, wait. My eyes are really bugging me.”
“Huh?”
She makes him stop and give her enough space so that she can comfortably remove the silver lenses that keep her familiarity so firmly in place.
When she looks back at him, smiling sweetly beneath him, her naked Fusion eyes are gleaming up into his very human green ones.
“That’s better,” she whispers, ready to resume.
Oblivious to his sudden reticence, she reaches up to touch his face, but he pulls back. His arousal just went from overdrive into swift reverse, and he hastily withdraws his fingers from her.
“I’m sorry. We can’t do this.”
Total role reversal.
“What?” Silver doesn’t understand.
“I can’t do this.” He can’t even look at her. “I don’t want to be—”
Never mind.
Silver rolls onto her side and barfs over the side of the couch.
If his desire for sex wasn’t already completely killed by the unfortunate reminder of her new genetic identity, it is now.
He goes to fetch her a bucket.
 



CHAPTER ELEVEN

Hope Suspended
 
A ruckus in the lobby of the DDH performance hall, an hour or so before dawn, attracts the attention of Alex and Red. With a flash of his badge, Alex is ushered to the front of the gathered crowd, Red sticking close on his tail.
A man in a chauffeur’s uniform nurses a glass of water as a team of OSS Officers force him to remain seated, trying to keep him calm and stop him from causing a fuss.
“She tried to kill me!” The man screams at the top of his lungs.
All around him, the frantic OSS Officers are desperately hoping to pacify him before their quality of protection and surveillance is called into question.
“That’s my driver.” Red identifies him—presumably by voice—and pushes her way closer. “What happened to you?” she addresses him.
Upon seeing her, he immediately leaps to his feet, causing the glass of water to tumble away from him and spill all over Alex’s dress shoes. He fumbles to straighten his uniform, eager to appear stable and in control.
“She subdued me, ma’am. And she took everything.”
“Who did?” Alex butts in. “What did she look like?”
In the back of his mind, he expects the description to fit Jax.
The chauffeur shrugs. “She was blonde. Black dress, nice rack. I only saw her for a few seconds.” He racks his brain for more details. “Dog tags—she was wearing dog tags. That’s Hunter Division, ain’t it?”
Alex didn’t need any more than ‘blonde’.
 
*************************
 
In the underground parking garage, Alex and Red inspect the damage to her vehicle. The trunk, still open, reveals the empty storage box. Shards of the handprint recognition plate are scattered all over the interior, and the fire extinguisher is abandoned on the ground.
“She knew what she was looking for.” Alex glares at Red, pointing a finger of warning at her. “And I’m guessing you know precisely what that was?”
Red draws in a deep breath and avoids eye contact, aware of the anger that her revelation will bring. “I’m sorry, Alex.”
He knew it.
He didn’t want to believe it, but he knew it. Silver’s blood had tested positive for it, and he’d suspected Red’s involvement from the outset. Nevertheless, his prior awareness of it doesn’t make the confirmation of it any less devastating.
His emotions explode.
He slams the lid of the trunk down, snapping the locking mechanism in the process. He kicks the fire extinguisher away, sending it on a collision course with another vehicle.
Metal hits metal.
The car’s alarm is triggered and the tip of the fire extinguisher cracks, freeing its load. White foam begins to soak anything within range, only missing Alex and Red by sheer luck.
Allowing his anger to subside, Alex leans on the trunk of Red’s car and tries to regulate his breathing. “You gave her the kicks?”
Red nods. Alex’s back is turned and he can’t see it, but he doesn’t need to see it to know the answer. The question was pretty much rhetorical.
“How long?”
“Not long.” Red shakes her head. “But she’s a big girl now, Alex. If she didn’t get it from me, she’d get it from someone else.”
Alex thumps the lid of the trunk, leaving behind a dent. “You know her history. You should’ve come to me with this.”
“Why? So you could lock her up under twenty-four hour guard? So you could give her a real hard spanking? Be honest, what would you have done?”
“She’s my responsibility.”
“No,” Red snaps. “She’s her own responsibility. You can’t protect her, Alex. She doesn’t want to be protected. She wants this hell, and she fucking thrives on it.”
Alex clenches his jaw, biting back his bitter resentment of Red’s blunt truth. “I don’t want to go through this again.”
“It’s not about you, Alex.”
Alex locks eyes with her, almost challenging her. “We need to find her.”
“Absolutely,” she concurs. “We’ll start with the obvious: your place.”
 
*************************
 
Alex pushes open the door to his apartment.
Silence.
“Silver?”
Nothing.
He steps inside, Red close behind him. Checking each room in turn, they find the apartment empty and the hidden liquor cabinet raided. Smellie, her water dish empty, licks the dregs of a spilt bottle of beer up off the floor, hissing at them as they approach.
Alex bats her away from it.
“She hasn’t gone far.” Red points at Silver’s abandoned sandals on the floor.
Alex shakes his head. “She might’ve changed.”
Red draws Alex’s attention to a bare footprint in a puddle of liquor on the floor, the footprint pointing in the direction of the front door.
“She’s gone tribal.” Red sighs. “Where would she go from here?”
“Her car’s still parked downstairs. Wherever she went, she went there on foot …” His voice trails off.
“Alex?” Red urges him to share his thoughts.
“That bastard!” he spits, heading for the door.
 
*************************
 
Gun drawn, Alex kicks open the door to Luka’s apartment without even trying to knock. Red, trying hard to keep up, is seconds behind him.
He clears the living room, which is unoccupied, but full of evidence. The coffee table is cluttered with several bottles of liquor, and the remnants of who knows what else in little plastic baggies.
He clears the kitchen, moving silently down the hallway toward the bedroom. Pushing open the door with the muzzle of his gun, he finds …
Silver.
Asleep in the bed.
Grief sweeps through him like a tidal wave, his wounded heart forgetting to beat, his lungs unable to draw comfort from the oxygen in the air. The flush of a toilet rapidly pulls his attention back into reality as Luka emerges from the bathroom, his shirt off but pants on.
“You asshole!” Alex growls at him, holstering his weapon in favor of a more personal attack.
Before Luka can even register the details of the situation, Alex has already tackled him to the floor. With Alex hitting him several times across the face, Luka grapples for a weapon to defend himself, but finds only the leg of the bedside table.
Accidentally tipping it, it’s the sound of a falling, crashing lamp that finally awakens Silver.
“What the … ?”
She clues in to the fight just as Red enters the room and hauls Alex off Luka with surprising strength.
“Oh, fuck …” Silver whispers to herself, groggy and nauseous.
Luka rolls over onto his front, spitting blood and pushing himself up off the floor while Red holds Alex back. About to vomit, Silver slips out of the bed—still wearing the cocktail dress—and darts for the bathroom.
Red throws Alex down on the floor and pulls her weapon on him. “Don’t you dare move.”
Behind her, she hears Silver throwing up.
Temporarily distracted, she orders the two men to stay put and disappears into the bathroom to help her partner.
The truce lasts for less than a second.
As soon as Red’s gone, the fist-to-fist brawl ensues again.
Meanwhile, in the bathroom, Red holds back Silver’s hair. “What did you take?”
“The usual.” Silver coughs.
“Then it’s not the drugs. How much did you drink?”
“The usual.” She tries to smile, but fails.
More vomit.
“Not the alcohol either, then.”
“Bullshit.”
“You have a Fusion metabolism now. It’d be virtually impossible to make yourself sick on drugs or liquor, or even the combination of both.”
“Fuck off.” Silver sits back, letting Red flush for her. “I know what this feels like.”
“Mm-hmm.” Noncommittal.
Silver makes herself vertical and rinses her mouth out in the sink.
In the bedroom, something smashes.
Red and Silver both rush to investigate, and find Alex and Luka back on the floor, rolling around beneath a smashed painting, each with a hand around the other’s neck.
“Stop!” Silver yells. “What’s wrong with the both of you?!”
Momentarily shocked by Silver’s sudden return to lucidity, both men freeze. Silver steps up to them and offers Alex her hand. He—on top and pinning Luka down with his weight—refuses to accept her offering, but steps off Luka anyway, his aching hip groaning with displeasure at such unanticipated rough and tumble.
With an uncharacteristic lack of consideration, Alex pulls out a pack of cigarettes and lights up in Luka’s bedroom, glaring at Silver all the while. For the second time, Luka pulls himself up off the floor.
“What’s gotten into you?”  Silver snarls at Alex.
His wagging finger reappears, this time directed at her. “You’ve got some balls asking me that! You’re the one who just spent the night in another man’s bed.”
Silver rolls her eyes. “Nothing happened, Alex. It’s really not how it looks.”
“No? Then why are you here?”
“Where else should I have gone? I’m not gonna stay home and drink alone while you flirt shamelessly with Valentine in front of half the city.”
“Let me get this straight: you’re pissed at me?” A puff of the cigarette. “This is a fucking joke.”
“I fucked her. Is that what you want to hear?” Luka chimes in, spitting more blood.
Silence.
Alex clenches his jaw, too angry to form words.
Silver’s jaw drops, astounded by Luka’s brazen attitude. “What the fuck are you doing?”
“Would it make you feel better if I had?” He ignores her and keeps on at Alex. “Would it justify the jealousy? And vindicate all of your suspicions?”
Silver slaps him across the face. “Stop!”
The hit almost knocks an unsteady Luka completely off his feet, and sends him falling back onto the edge of the bed.
Undeterred, he continues. “I wanted to. Last night, I wanted her like you wouldn’t believe.”
“Luka …” Silver whines, wishing he would stop.
“So what stopped you?” Alex dares to ask.
Luka bums a cigarette off of him. The real reason doesn’t matter, so he lights up and commits to some other version of the truth.
“Many reasons.” He glances over at Silver, her eyes still startlingly violet. “Not least of all because she’s not mine.” He looks up at Alex. “She never really was.” A puff of the cigarette.
Never was.
And now, never will be.
Thanks to the virus.
Silence.
He tips ash onto the carpet, not really giving a fuck about much at this moment. He hasn’t slept all night; he couldn’t take his eyes off her. After she passed out on the couch, he carried her to bed and watched her sleep.
For the first time in his life, the hope was gone. He’d watched it expire, right before his eyes.
She belongs to Alex now.
His, well and truly.
All Alex needs to know is that there’ll be no more competition for her affection. He doesn’t need to know that Luka would’ve taken her, if he could’ve. If he’d have been willing to sacrifice his humanity for her. The opportunity he’d waited a lifetime for had been right there in front of him, and he’d denied it.
Time to let it go.
Suddenly, a noise.
A buzzing.
A distant hum, growing louder—growing closer.
It’s a strange vibration, and it’s shaking 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.
“Sounds airborne,” Red suggests.
Luka unlocks the sliding glass door to the balcony, and Silver is the first to step outside. Alex follows her, the two of them standing side by side, looking up into the sky. Behind them, Red and Luka watch from the doorway.
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.”
 



CHAPTER TWELVE

Rusty Bucket
 
In the street outside, the unusual noise has already stirred a small crowd of civilians. Some are taking pictures while others shoot video.
Some place calls to Omega, and within seconds, Alex and Luka’s cell phones both begin to ring. In under a minute, an Omega siren can be heard emanating from the DDH, announcing a state of public emergency.
Prepare for mass panic.
Alex and Luka answer their phones in unison, and both receive an identical message from the Omega Security Services: report to the DDH immediately.
The ground vibrates beneath Silver’s bare feet. The helicopters are circling over the city, seeking a place to land.
“It almost looks like some Old World tech,” Luka observes. “Military helicopters from the history books in school. Kind of like the one we used to mess around with in the Academy.”
Silver frowns. “You were never in the mechanics department.”
“No, but I’m a boy.” He smiles. “You think I’d just sit around and watch while all the other kids got to play with a toy like that?”
“Are you talking about that rusty old bucket I found in the Belt when we were kids?”
“I’ll have you know, I got that rusty old bucket off the ground once or twice, before the mechanics department claimed it and confiscated it.”
“You think this is the pimped out version?”
Luka shakes his head. “We don’t have the biofuel capacity to even get something like that airborne, never mind en mass. This didn’t come from within the city.”
“Another population of humans?” Silver wonders.
Red shrugs. “That’s a rather uncharacteristically optimistic thought, I’d say.”
“What are those symbols underneath?” Silver continues to ponder, unfazed by Red’s skepticism.
Alex shrugs. “Some sort of flag.”
“A country?”
“Or a city or a nation. A political statement maybe.” He glances at her. “I have to go.”
“I’m going with you.”
Her tragically pale ghost looks up at him, pushing back against fatigue. Her eyes have lost their luster, and her smeared eye makeup accentuates the dark circles beneath them. Ruffled hair reminds him of lazy mornings, sleepless nights, and long evenings. Reaching out to tenderly caress her cheek, his finds her skin lacking its usual warmth. She’s so soft, pale, and cold. She’s so fragile she could be made of porcelain.
The void of anger inside him fills up with sympathy. He can’t punish her—not now. It’s not the time, and it’d only drive her further toward the ledge.
“Red will take you home to get a change of clothes and”—he waggles a finger toward her eyes—“something for that.” He looks down at her feet. “And shoes, for god’s sake. You can meet me at the DDH.”
“But—”
“There’s no argument to be had.” He turns his attention to Luka. “You’re coming with me.”
As Alex turns to leave, Silver reaches out and grabs his wrist, holding him back. “Nothing happened,” she insists.
“Really?” He sweeps her hair off her shoulder, revealing a tell-tale purple bite mark just above her collar bone. “Then Luka needs to call an exterminator. He’s got an epic mutant rat problem.”
Ashamed, Silver covers the bite with her hand. “Alex, I—”
“For the record,” he interrupts her, “whatever you saw between me and Valentine, that really wasn’t what it looked like.”
 
*************************
 
On the short drive to the DDH, Alex and Luka sit in silence until Luka finally ventures to break it.
“Are we gonna be okay, boss?”
Alex sighs, his jaw tensing then relaxing. “What do you think?”
“I think you’ll be expecting my resignation in the morning.”
“Then you’re an idiot. I don’t want you out of my sight for a single goddamn second. You think I’m just gonna turn you loose and let you cavort around with my wife behind my back, completely unrestricted?”
“I wouldn’t—”
“Save it,” Alex snaps at him. “I’m developing a real intolerance to your bullshit.”
Silence.
“She came to me, you know. Not the other way around.”
“She came to you for solace and you took advantage of her.”
“She passed out on my couch and I took her to bed. Would you rather I’d thrown her out into the street?”
Alex wags a finger at him. “Don’t you dare twist this around. An honorable man would’ve called me the second she showed up on his doorstep.”
Silence.
The truth stings.
Luka knows he misbehaved, and he recognizes that it’s become a habit. He’d taken advantage of Alex’s absence on more than one occasion, and had routinely tried to exploit Silver’s loneliness to serve his own agenda.
Not that it matters anymore.
“She’d never betray you, Alex. No matter how badly I’ve behaved. Even when she was dead to you, she—” Luka stops himself.
Silence.
Alex pulls the car up in the DDH parking lot, glaring daggers at him. “Excuse me?”
Shit.
Luka desperately tries to think of a way to back pedal out of that half-confession, but his brain won’t cooperate. “I was her Liaison Agent for a while. I—”
“Get out of the car.”
Luka doesn’t move a muscle. “Alex—”
“Get. Out. Now.”
By the time Luka’s halfway out, Alex is already rounding the passenger side of the vehicle. He hauls Luka to his feet and throws him up against the side of the car.
“Did you fuck my wife?”
“I already told you: no.”
“Not last night. In the Fringe?”
Luka shakes his head. “No. Never. I got carried away last night, that’s all. She’d been drinking and—”
“You were seeing her,” Alex steers him back on course. “During her banishment.”
“Maydevine enrolled her in the Bounty Hunter program and assigned me to—”
Thwack.
Alex punches Luka upside his face before Luka even knows it’s coming.
Luka spits even more blood. “I guess I deserve that.”
“Damn fucking right you do. You knew she was alive all those years and you said nothing! Why? So you could have her all to yourself?”
“She didn’t want you to know.”
“Yeah, well, maybe you haven’t quite gathered this about Silver yet, but she sometimes has difficulty making good choices. Just because the words leave her mouth, that doesn’t mean you have to abide by them.”
“Maydevine knew she was alive, too, and I never saw you smack him around because of it.”
“Believe me, we had words. But the fact that he went along with her lie was no big shock to me, and it makes even more sense now, knowing that he made her your asset.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Maydevine always preferred you as a suitor, and it was clearly the perfect opportunity to thrust the two of you together again. You and she … you were the same age. You had the same life experiences. You came from a Police Division family, I came from the foster program. Both of my parents were banished when I was just a toddler.”
“Got yourself some self-esteem issues there?”
“It took me years to earn his acceptance; to earn my place in her life.”
“Ha!” Luka snorts. “You’ve got to be kidding? You were always Maydevine’s favorite little hobby. He got you into the Academy. He vouched for you, and he fast tracked you to Commander.”
“He engineered my career. So what? I wanted his daughter, not his job. He took great pleasure in telling me all about your little teenage adventures in her bedroom.”
Luka shakes his head in frustration. “The things we did back then, it was before you and she—”
“I know.” Alex waves that off. “And I hold no grudge against a horny fifteen-year-old boy who was trying to get lucky with his classmate.”
“Good, because I really wasn’t that lucky. I knew she was in love with you even before she did, and to be honest, it kind of pissed me off.”
“I’ll bet.”
“Not because I was jealous—that’s your hang up, not mine—but because she always swore she’d never fall in love with a Hunter. She didn’t want to be a Hunter’s wife, you know? She hated the thought of being just another foolish girl, swooning over the emblems.”
“That’s why you transferred?”
“In the beginning, yes. I had no choice. She wouldn’t sacrifice her career to be with a Hunter, so I joined the Police Division. You wanna know the reason why I never transferred back after she pushed me aside and things got all hot and heavy between you two?”
“The hope that she’d change her mind?”
“The fear that she wouldn’t. I wanted to stay away from her. I wanted to put her out of my head. You’ve gotta understand, I’ve done everything I can think of to change the way I feel about her.”
“Is that supposed to make me feel better about you gnawing on her shoulder? I’m supposed to pity you, ‘cause you just can’t help yourself?”
“Do you think I want to feel this way?”
“Do you seriously think I buy all that crap about you shoving your dick inside anything with tits just because you want to fuck Silver out of your head? It’s okay to be a whore hound—go for it—but you can’t spend your whole life blaming it on someone else. Man up.”
“I won’t apologize for wanting her.”
“You don’t want her, you just want an excuse for your behavior. The rumors are so instilled in you, you’re actually starting to believe them. You’re delusional.”
“You wish.”
“You want a couple of broken ribs to go with that black eye?”
Silence.
Alex lights up a cigarette, hoping to draw some relaxation from it. Instead, Luka almost gives him a heart attack.
“Since we’re getting all buddy-buddy here, there is something you should know about last night.” He hesitates. “Silver came to my apartment with more than just liquor.”
Relief.
That’s not much of a confession.
“I already know about the kicks.” Alex sighs. “Red’s been pushing them to her.”
“And the rest?”
Alex’s heart sinks. He locks eyes with Luka, compelling him to continue.
“I flushed everything, but it wasn’t just kicks.”
Alex is so dumbstruck he can barely speak. “What?”
“She had Flatliners, MDMA, and god only knows what else. That ex-Division fuck-muppet, Jake, sold her firewater. She was drinking butanol, Alex. Who the hell does that and expects to live?”
No answer.
Alex would almost rather that this was a sex confession after all, and Luka’s never seen him look so utterly defeated.
“How long ago did she relapse?” he pries.
Alex shrugs. “I’m not sure.”
“If it was just last night, because of Maydevine, then I’d understand. But if she’s been using—”
“This isn’t gonna be like it was before.” Alex’s voice is gruff and stern. “She knows I’d leave her.”
“Would you, though?”
Silence.
“The threats don’t work if they’re hollow,” Luka warns him.
“An ultimatum would only push her further away.” Alex returns to the cigarette. “She’s too stubborn. And no offense, but I’m going to take your advice with a pinch of salt. I’m sure it’d suit you just fine if our marriage fell apart over this. You’d be right there waiting for the decree absolute, ready to open a celebratory bottle of champagne and her legs.”
Luka doesn’t deny it.
The circling Chinooks make another loop over their heads, dragging them both back to the slightly more imminent issue at hand.
Invasion.
 
*************************
 
In Alex’s apartment, Red waits for Silver to finish getting ready for work.
Without wanting to appear overbearing, Red tries to keep her in eyeshot at all times. So, while Silver changes into new clothes, Red busies herself cleaning the puddle of liquor on the floor, giving her a direct eye line into the bedroom.
“You really don’t have to do that,” Silver calls out to her. “I’m quite capable.”
“If your cat drinks any more of it, she’ll die. I’m just saving you from the inevitable prosecution that would follow.”
“Pets are property. I could dangle her outside the window by her tail for three days and the worst I’d get is a fine from my strata council for altering the exterior of my apartment without permission.” She emerges from the bedroom in full emblems. “Ready?”
Red nods, rising from the floor.
With a change of clothes, some contact lenses, and the strict wrangling of her long blonde hair, Silver is restored to her usual likeness. “Let’s go,” she urges, ushering Red toward the front door.
A step or two from the threshold, she stops.
“Shit, I don’t have my phone. I’ll be right back.”
Leaving Red waiting for her in the doorway, Silver disappears back into the bedroom.
One second.
Two.
Several more.
Too long, Red calculates.
About to go after her, Red takes just one step before Silver promptly reappears.
“It was hiding.” She smiles, wiggling her phone victoriously. “But I showed it who’s boss and it promised never to do it again.”
Mm-hmm.
Red’s suspicions are suitably aroused.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Helli-ma-jiggers
 
Tip tap. Tippity tap.
Silver drums her fingers against the armrest of a sterile plastic chair in the waiting area outside the Governor’s office. Down the hall, Red battles with an uncooperative vending machine.
Forever later, Alex and Luka emerge from the office, and Silver leaps to her feet at their arrival.
“Don’t even think about doing this without the Hunter Division,” she preempts him. “I already have a unit prepared.”
“Of course you do.” Alex smiles, happy to see Silver so alert. “Although, technically, I should tell you that this is a Police Division matter.”
Silver shrugs. “I’ll call my men off, then.” She reaches for her phone. “Let’s see how well you do without my substantial expertise and firepower when our uninvited guests pull their bazookas and rocket launchers on you.”
Alex accepts the sarcasm and places a hand over hers, preventing her from making the fake call. “The Police Division would hereby like to formally request the Hunter Division’s presence in the containment of a potentially hostile group of trespassers who just breached our airspace. Will the Hunter Division accept our kind invitation? Or should the Police Division serve you with an Administrative Order?” He smiles.
“The Hunter Division will happily accept the Police Division’s request for assistance, with the understanding that the former will be the primary responding Division, and that all Police Division representatives present at the scene shall be under the authority of such.”
“You’re feeling better, I can tell.” The smile sticks.
“The big flying whatcha-ma-callits are about to touch down in Prospect Park. Red’s already sent a team to cordon off the area, and I’d say we’ve got about”—she checks her invisible watch—“three minutes before metal hits dirt.”
“The big flying whatcha-ma-callits?” Alex holds back a laugh. “Is that a technical Hunter Division term?”
“Don’t patronize me. I know what they are. They’re helli-ma-jiggers.” Silver makes a spinning motion with her forefinger. “The big whirly things go round and they fly.”
“Wow. You’re really sexy when you talk science.”
Silver punches him.
 
*************************
 
In a plush, green stretch of turf in Prospect Park, the three Old World Chinooks land in quick succession. An Omega fruit basket of Hunters and Agents is already there in wait, including a Hunter Division riot tank, just in case.
Silver is at the helm of the welcoming party, flanked by Alex, Red, and Luka. Behind them, a first line Hunter Division unit is primed for defense or attack.
Engines die.
Propellers slowly grind to a halt.
Harrowing seconds pass, and Silver holds her breath tight in her chest. She feels Alex standing close beside her, his shoulder grazing hers. Having had no time to change before his meeting with the Governor, he’s lost the dress jacket in favor of a Kevlar vest, and Luka’s done the same. His Kevlar vest is hastily fixed over a civilian t-shirt, his jeans smeared with his own blood.
Inside the Chinooks, there’s movement.
Bodies begin to shift.
They step out of the Chinooks in single file, covered from head to toe in military fatigues, helmets and gas masks included. With not a shred of skin showing, their eyes covered by the masks, Silver is unable to pinpoint any indicators of genetic lineage.
Armed with HK417 rifles and M4 Super 90 combat semi-automatic shotguns—as well as a few other weapons that Silver can’t identify—the visitors have their weapons drawn, but they fire no rounds.
Silver’s Hunter unit reciprocates.
They raise Striker 12 shotguns, PP-2000 sub-machine guns, and M249 machine guns, and hold steady, waiting for their Hunter General’s command.
“Identify yourselves,” Silver calls out to the strangers.
No response.
Slowly, one of the individuals repositions in front of the others. The person—gender not yet ascertainable—lowers their weapon and takes a handful of carefully measured steps toward Silver. Stopping with a good distance between them, the person removes the shoulder strap of the HK417 they’re armed with, and steadily places the weapon down onto the ground at their feet, raising both of their hands into the air.
“Remove your mask,” Silver growls, her fingers hovering lightly over her gun.
With calm precision, the person removes their helmet and places it down next to the rifle. Next, they unfasten their mask and lift it off slowly.
Revealed beneath: a female.
She has an angular face with sharp features and pale skin. The lines around her eyes and lips suggest an age of thirty years, at least. Shoulder length strawberry blonde hair is pulled into stubby pigtails, and though she wears no jewelry, Silver counts at least thirteen visible piercing holes: six in each ear and one in her nose.
Dark brown irises would seem to indicate that she is perfectly human, but Silver knows better than to take that at face value. The stranger keeps her hands in the air and runs her eyes over the entire fruit basket before finally locking down on Silver.
“On behalf of the Armed Forces of the Crown, my name is Major Rebecca J. Jones. I am an ambassador sent to represent the Empire of Great Britain in what we foresee to be the very peaceful integration of your nation into the protective folds of our sovereignty.”
Silver’s eyebrow attempts space travel.
“Uh-huh.”  She purses her lips. “Well, I don’t know what your social customs are like, but here, it’d be unforgivably improper for me to agree to go all the way with you on a first date. So how about we take your weapons, restrain you, and then we can all sit down and have a nice little chat. Sound good?”
The British Major considers Silver’s request, and finally indicates to the rest of her team that they should lay down their weapons and remove their head gear. Their surrender reveals seven more apparently human faces: two Caucasian females, one Asian female, three Caucasian males, and one Anglo-African male.
Eight people.
Three Chinooks.
Overkill.
All eight could quite easily travel in just one of the three, making this a rather blatant demonstration of wealth and power. Clearly, these people have resources. Even their weapons are impressive, and Alex ogles a strange and unfamiliar type of handgun holstered at the Major’s thigh.
She catches him staring and cracks a sly smile. “It emits an antimatter beam capable of turning your brain into jelly.”
Alex’s eyes almost bug out of his head.
The Major laughs. “No, sorry. It just fires hollow points.” She slips it out of the holster. “Here, take it.” She tosses it at him.
He catches it with one hand, quickly falling in love with the feel of the polished, shiny metal. Upon the grip, the weapon is stamped ‘Property of the Crown’, and bears the symbol of British royalty: an image of the crown itself.
Now completely unarmed, the Major stands confidently to face her captors. There’s not a hint of trepidation nor fear in her eyes, and Silver knows precisely what that means: she’s done this before.
“I didn’t quite catch your name.” The Major holds her hand out to Silver.
Silver hesitates to shake it, the furrow in her brow deepening. “Where the fuck did you people come from? We haven’t seen any other survivors for centuries.”
“Survivors?”
“Yeah. Global war. Catastrophe. Monsters. Mass extinction. I’m sure you went to school.”
“We’re not survivors. Our ancestors were survivors at the abrupt end of the Anthropocene. The events you’re talking about happened in a whole other epoch.” The Major shakes her head. “You didn’t survive shit.”
“Fine. So what would you have us call ourselves?”
“Futurists.”
That word rings a bell, but Silver’s too tired to make the connection.
“We look forward, not back,” the Major explains. “We embrace the evolution and adaptation of our species, and seek advancement in every way possible: economic, technological, social, political, medical, and judiciary. We want to enhance our experience on this planet, through the establishment of successful partnerships with others.”
That sounds like rehearsed text, and Silver’s not buying any of it.
“You’re pretty cocky for someone who’s unarmed and outnumbered.”
“I still didn’t get your name.”
Silver points to the name embroidered on her Kevlar vest. “You can call me General.”
“Okay, General.” The Major holds out her arms, pressing her wrists together. “Secure me, if you must, for your own peace of mind, then take me to the leader of your people. The day is wasting.”
At Silver’s request, Luka does the honors and cuffs the Major’s hands tightly behind her back. Up close, she’s actually somewhat petite. The military garb only makes her appear more substantial at a distance. Silver is taller than her by several inches, and she carries more strength in her shoulders.
As Silver’s Hunters restrain the rest of the Major’s team with cuffs, Silver approaches the Major and inspects her at close range.
“Why are you here?”
“I need to speak with your ruler.”
“Concerning what?”
“It’s way past time to move your little tribe of people into the Anabiocene, and to finally welcome in the dawn of a new age for civilization.” The Major shrugs. “Or you can refuse our help and die. It’s totally up to you.”
 



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Evolution, Adaptation & Advancement
 
As morning drifts into afternoon, the eight British visitors are locked in a private boardroom meeting with the Governor and the four Division leaders.
It’s been hours.
The meeting began with the unveiling of a New World map, color-coded to show the vast stretch of the British Empire as it proudly swallows up counties, countries, and even entire continents.
All sovereign states are blood red and stamped with the symbol of the Crown. The parent state—the United Kingdom—boasts a golden Crown, whereas the others are black.
Silver struggles to recall her childhood Old World geography lessons. She can see that Europe was devoured first, though she wouldn’t be able to name the countries if her life depended upon it. Much of Asia is either unexplored or under siege, with the exception of the Russian Federation, the Republic of China, and North and South Korea. These four countries are blacked out, with a skull and crossbones stamped over top. Silver guesses that the Crown’s occupation of these countries didn’t quite go according to plan.
The main islands of Oceania—Australia and New Zealand—have been taken. Some of the smaller islands in this continent are either uninhabited or unexplored. Africa appears to be a work in progress, with only the northernmost countries turned red. Several others are under acquisition, but many are as yet unexplored. The island of Madagascar has a crude ‘X’ scrawled through it, with the notation ‘penal colony’ beside it.
Apparently Africa has a Fringe District, too.
To the far northwest of the United Kingdom, Iceland is also X-ed out. This country is labeled as ‘philistines’, and appears to have been abandoned by the Crown. Above it, the whole of Greenland is a vast, uninhabited wasteland.
Almost all of North and South America remains unexplored, with the exception of the easternmost point of Canada, and a rather ominous circle drawn around a small chunk of the United States.
It used to be called New York City.
Since the rebuild, it’s been called Amaranthe.
Silver calls it home.
A short while ago, the discussion turned away from boastful propaganda about the British Empire’s success, wealth, and power, and the Major began to focus instead upon Amaranthe’s complete and utter lack of all three.
The Governor, now defensive and sour, folds her arms and glares at the Major across the boardroom table. “We don’t need your help.”
“I’d venture to disagree.” The Major leans forward and rests her elbows on the table, her wrists now shackled in front of her. “You’re already pushing your resources to their limits. You’re running out of land, and you’re running out of time.”
“You know nothing of us.”
“I know that you’re processing water from the ocean as your main drinking supply, and I know that the output is beginning to fall short of the demand. Your desalination plant is drastically ill-equipped to function under such pressures. I know that something’s been depleting the fish stocks off your coastline, and I know that all of your nets are starting to come up empty. I know that your main electrical power supply is still being generated from outdated, Old World tech that—whether you like it or not—has a quickly expiring shelf life. You’re, what, about three months away from initiating rolling blackouts?”
From the look on the Governor’s face, the truth might be closer to two months.
“What are your plans for the future, Ms. Grant?” the Major continues. “An overhaul of the power supply is simply not possible. Not with your current technologies and all of their limitations. Let’s be honest, you lack the resources to maintain your current population indefinitely, never mind to expand upon it. And I’m sure you don’t need to be reminded that a civilization without continued growth and development is not a civilization at all, it’s a cage.”
The Governor doesn’t budge. “We’ll find a way to manage and upgrade the power supply. We have many skilled engineers.”
“A racehorse can’t win a race without a jockey, Ms. Grant.”
In a world without racehorses or jockeys, the Major’s meaning becomes lost in translation.
“Excuse me?” The Governor raises both eyebrows.
“It’s not the ability you lack, it’s the tools and the guidance.”
“And your solution proposes?”
“Become a subject of the Crown and the Crown will guarantee a bright and successful future for you, and for your people.”
“Submit to foreign rule?” The Governor snorts. “Not a chance.”
“You’d still be the elected official in charge of the daily running of the city,” the Major assures her. “Just that, from this point onward, all major political decisions will be handled by the Home Office. Matters of security and social control will be also deferred to the Home Office, and an official from the Ministry of Justice will be appointed to reform your judicial procedures.”
“Our judicial procedures have been in effect since the city’s inception, and their efficacy is not in question.”
“Are you sure about that? Your zero tolerance policy has resulted in a critical overpopulation of your prison district.”
“The Fringe District is patrolled, and capital punishment is enforced.”
“Sure it is. But only if you can catch them, right?” The Major leans back in her chair, her handcuffs jingling. “I’ve been reviewing your Police Division records, and as of this very moment, you have a list of over six hundred thousand wanted criminals in the Fringe District. All of whom, once they’re caught, are destined for immediate enforcement.”
The fact that the Major is comfortably using their own terminology, and seemingly has so much familiarity with their judicial process, has Silver concerned.
The room falls silent.
Sensing that she might’ve finally touched upon a sensitive area, the Major prods at it further. “That figure represents over half of the entire population of the FD, and that’s not even taking into consideration the massive number of untagged individuals you’ve got running loose over there, breeding like vermin.”
The FD? Silver develops deep valleys in her forehead. Now the Major’s even making up her own shorthand for their world.
Oblivious to Silver’s cold, hard stare, the Major keeps poking at the Governor’s sore spot. “That’s a whole lot of dead weight you’re carrying there, Ms. Grant.”
That does it.
Silver can’t keep her tongue locked up anymore. “How did you find us?” she snarls across the table. “You seem to know a helluva lot for someone who just landed here this morning.”
“I do my research.” The Major barely acknowledges her.
“You’ve been watching us?”
That question is almost rhetorical. It’s impossible for the Major to have such an extensive knowledge base without partaking in some lengthy, covert surveillance beforehand, and that makes Silver uneasy.
Her body tenses up as she tries to hold back the urge to leap across the table and throttle the Major. In an attempt to stop that from happening, Alex steps in.
“For what purpose?”
“I have to know what you need, so that I can put myself in a position to provide it.” The Major smiles sweetly at him. “That’s commerce, Mr. King. See a need, fill a need, and secure loyal allies in the process.”
“We’re not your allies.” Silver sounds fierce. “We’re an independent nation.”
“That’s utter bollocks,” the Major snaps back at her, suddenly full of fire. “I’ve got some news for you, Mrs. King. You’re an isolated colony of bees, fighting over the last honeycomb. You’re the last dinosaur, wandering these deserted plains, slowly dying.” They lock eyes. “You’re extinct.”
Silver tightens her lips. “My name is Silver.”
“That’s not a name, Mrs. King. It’s a cheap metal.” The Major turns back to the Governor. “Submit to the Crown and I can make all of your problems go away.”
“You have an alternate power source?”
“We’ve built an Empire with it.”
Luka folds his arms. “And we’re supposed to just take your word for it?”
“You want to call my bluff?”
“I want proof.”
The Major points to the map. “I think our global influence speaks for itself.”
“Yeah, if it’s true. All it proves to me is that you know how to color within the lines.”
All this time, Silver notes, Red is being unusually quiet. She hasn’t said a word since the meeting began, and Silver feels a small tingle of suspicion, but she has no chance to express it.
Alex’s pager beeps.
Then hers.
Luka’s.
Red’s.
It’s an automated message from the BioScience Division, requiring all four Division leaders to report for mandatory random drug testing.
Immediately.
Alex checks his pager and looks toward Silver, trying to gauge her response. She remains stoic, checking the message, and then expeditiously pocketing the device before it can cause any further trouble.
“Why can’t I just kill you?” Silver turns her attention back to the Major. “You’re unarmed and defenseless. You’re an easy target.”
“I may be unarmed, but I am never defenseless, General.” She growls out Silver’s title. “You could try to take me down, but my vital signs are being monitored by another military unit offshore. The slightest little spike and they’ve been ordered to destroy everything within your city walls.”
“With what?” Combative.
“Napalm.”
Deadly silence.
“You’re inviting us to become your ally, but you’re not actually giving us a choice.” Luka shakes his head in disapproval. “Has it occurred to you that your approach has an unfortunate way of coming across as being rather abrasive?”
The Major smiles. “His Majesty believes that we can only be strong if we’re united, and I’ve been authorized to use any means necessary.”
“United against what?” Alex jumps back in.
“Not the monsters lurking outside your city walls, that’s for sure. We decimated those creatures over a hundred years ago on our continent, and that’s just one more arena in which your people are trailing far behind us on the scoreboard. Besides, it’s not what we’re united against that’s important. Enemies will come and go, and none shall prevail. It’s what we’re united for that makes a real and lasting difference in the world.”
Silver sees where this is going.
“Evolution, adaptation, and advancement.”
“You’re getting the hang of this.” The Major looks pleased. “Together, we can achieve great things for our species.”
Species.
That word sets Silver on edge.
            
 



CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Not A Shovel
 
Silver doesn’t like guesswork.
The Major and her people may have the appearance of untainted humanity, but she’s not about to accept that without some more substantial evidence. So while the Governor sits in quiet contemplation, waiting for the foursome to complete their mandatory drug tests before they reconvene in the boardroom, Silver embarks on an unauthorized research mission.
Red had initially tried to dissuade her. Ultimately, she’d said, it makes no difference. The choice is to accept the need for their resources or not, and to make that choice based on a genetic bias would not be in the best interests of the citizens.
Silver told her to shut the fuck up.
She needs to know.
To that end, she raids the Armory for some supplies and gets Alex, Luka, and Red to accompany her to the detainment corridor. Temporarily imprisoned here, the Major and her men wait patiently for their generous offer to be considered by the Governor, completely unaware that their genetic identity is being called into question.
Their cell is one that Silver remembers well.
She’s been held here twice, and with the exception of several urine stains and a smattering of arterial blood over the wall, not much has changed.
Tink, tink, tink, tink, tink.
Metal bounces down steps, and then rolls along a concrete floor, coming to a halt outside the detainment cells.
Halothane.
An anesthetic gas in a black canister.
The canister releases the Halothane when it stops rolling, and it renders the Major and her men incapacitated almost instantly. Beginning to slip into unconsciousness before any of them can grasp what’s happening, they don’t notice Silver approach.
Protected from the Halothane with a gas mask, Silver swipes her wrist against the tag reader on the cell door lock and it pops open. She steps inside, kneels beside the Major—who’s still struggling for air—and rolls her over onto her back. She needs to establish genetic identity, and the only sure way to do that is with a blood test.
She slices the right sleeve of the Major’s shirt up to the elbow with her hunting knife and prepares to take a sample of blood. Not wanting to attract the attention of the BioScience Division by sneaking in to pilfer supplies, she’s making do with a type of syringe that’s used by unscrupulous Hunters to extract abstergent serum from the ducts of fresh Chimera kills to sell on the black market.
It’s not meant for drawing blood, but it’ll do.
As Silver exposes the Major’s bare skin, she uncovers a tattoo: a black ace of spades. The ink stands out prominently on the pale skin of her inner wrist, and there’s something troublingly familiar about it.
Silver tries to recollect where she’s seen it before, but her still slightly drunk brain won’t cooperate.
Never mind.
She spots something else instead.
Hesitating with the needle poised above a vein, she stares down at the Major’s face. Her eyes, once dark brown, now appear lighter, and the deeper she slips into unconsciousness, the more the irises appear to change.
A flicker of purple.
Violet.
Another flicker.
As the Major falls fast asleep, Silver abandons her quest for blood and reaches forward, gently peeling open one of the Major’s eyes.
Fusion.
Undoubtedly.
 
*************************
 
Silver rejoins Alex, Luka, and Red outside the detainment corridor, where they’ve been keeping an eye out for patrolling OSS Officers.
Red looks down at Silver’s empty hands. “Where’s the blood?”
“Change of plans.” Silver pulls the empty syringe out of her pocket and hands it to her. “It turns out there was a more direct route to the truth.”
“You poked her in the eye,” Luka guesses. “To see if she was wearing contacts.”
Silver shakes her head. “It was the Halothane. When they fell unconscious, their eyes reverted to Fusion pigment.”
Alex chews on a fingernail. “That doesn’t make any sense.”
“Why not?” Silver shrugs one shoulder. “When there are two populations of the same species evolving independently of each other, small evolutionary differences are bound to appear.”
“Particularly if the difference is evolutionarily adaptive,” Red adds, immediately buying into the notion. “Think about it: they’ve spent generations sending scouts out to other colonies, never knowing if they’re going to find infected or uninfected humans. It’s bound to be an advantage to be able to fit in, no matter what they come across.”
“And we have absolutely no idea how the original Chimera virus evolved on other continents,” Luka joins in. “Ours was engineered from a natural variant. What if theirs evolved on its own? Or what if they meddled with it, but got different results? Just because we can establish that they’re infected, that doesn’t put us any closer to understanding what they are.”
He’s right.
The virus is in them, but there’s no telling how they’ve been altered by it.
Alex checks his watch. “We should head to BioScience and get this bullshit over with.”
“You guys go on ahead,” Silver proposes, still holding onto the gas mask. “I have to return this to the Armory before I get accused of thievery.”
“I’m sure a few more minutes wouldn’t make a difference.”
“Maybe not, but they don’t like to have equipment out on personal loan and I promised to have it back within the hour. Besides, I’ve got a pretty shitty history with the Armory department. Remember?”
Of course he does. How could he forget? Seven years ago, a missing rocket-propelled grenade launcher led to her being banished.
“Fair enough,” he concedes. “We’ll stop by there on our way to—”
Na-uh.
Silver’s not having any of that.
“If we’re all late, it’ll look suspicious. You go. I’ll catch up.”
As much as Alex hates letting her out of his sight, he’s got no choice. Whatever it is that she’s about to do, he can’t stop her.
 
*************************
 
Checking her invisible watch, Silver calculates how much time she has before anyone will become suspicious.
Minutes maybe.
Not long.
After returning the gas mask, she hightails it to her office in the DDH. She hasn’t had occasion to be in this room for months, and there’s a thin layer of dust over the bookshelves.
This used to be Maydevine’s office.
If she closes her eyes, she imagines that she can still smell his cigarettes and cologne, permanently trapped in the fabric of the room. As a child, she’d make fake phone calls with his calculator and send Hunters into battle. She’d draw pictures with highlighters and spin circles in his chair. Her name is still scrawled on the underside of the desk in liquid white-out.
A Hunter General is supposed to use this office for completing paperwork, but Silver hasn’t done a whole lot of that since she got the job. The desk is neat and tidy, and there’s not a shred of paper in sight.
The truth is, Silver only uses this office for two things. One of those things is fucking Alex, and, well, that explains the dust; the edge of the desk hasn’t seen her butt cheeks in months. The second thing is purely precautionary, and she’s never had to make use of it—until now.
In such a hurry to be done so that she can make her way to the BioScience lab, she accidentally leaves the office door ajar. She makes a beeline for a mini fridge that’s tucked beside one of her bookshelves, and swipes her wrist against the scanning plate.
Pop.
The latch releases and the door swings open. Fishing behind stashed bottles of illegal liquor, Silver reaches into the very back of the fridge.
Bingo!
She pulls out a small plastic bag containing four vials of blood. She removes one of the vials and puts the others back, returning everything to its place before she realizes that she’s being watched.
She turns around to face her unwelcome audience.
Valentine.
“Well, this is awkward.” Valentine crosses her arms and scowls. “I followed you here to tell you that I know all about the little scam you’re pulling with your psychotic friend Jacqueline Pryor—I heard every word the two of you exchanged. I never expected to catch you about to cheat on a drug test, though. That’ll just be the icing on the cake after I’m done exposing you.”
“Exposing me? The worst thing your report of the warehouse incident mentioned was my inability to adhere to the Police Division’s emergency response protocols, and they’re already well aware of that. It’s something of an ongoing problem.”
“I retracted my original report this morning.” Valentine pulls her PDA out of her pocket. “My revised report is set to auto-send to the Governor’s office in fifteen minutes.”
Silver laughs. “You can’t retract an official document. You’ll look like a crackpot.”
“Maybe. But given your background, I don’t think my version of events will be that hard for people to believe. Do you?”
“The Commissioner will vouch for me. By the time he’s done trashing your report, he’ll make you look like a raving loon.”
“It’s a good job I taped my last conversation with him, then.”
Valentine selects a file on the PDA and hits ‘play’.
Alex’s voice is still recognizable, despite the static and the background noise.
“If you speak a word of this to anyone, you’ll lose your badge. You’ll be arrested for falsifying an official police document, and for attempting to pervert the course of an investigation. I’ll make you look like a seething, jealous little girl who wanted Silver out of the way so that you could win the attention of the Deputy Commissioner, who broke your heart after a fiery one-night stand.”
Valentine stops the playback, but Silver’s heard enough anyway. She puts two and two together: the view from the balcony at the Founders Day party, and Alex’s forceful body language—threatening, not flirting.
Far from making her quake in her steel-toed boots, Silver finds the recording deeply reassuring.
Valentine pockets the PDA. “I’d never drop my pants for the Deputy, just so you know. He banged my sister for months, then stopped returning her calls immediately after your repatriation. He’s a dirt bag.”
Silver pockets the vial of blood and quickly scans the ceiling, making certain that Omega hasn’t reconnected the security cameras she and Alex disabled the last time they used this room for recreational purposes.
They haven’t.
“You have no idea how far in over your head you are right now.” Silver takes a step toward her. “You should really back off.”
Valentine doesn’t budge. “I’ve got a recording of Commissioner King making threats to me. Given the circumstances, I think the internal affairs board will more than understand why I submitted a misrepresentative first report. Don’t you?”
Silver tries to take another step, but Valentine draws a gun.
“Don’t come any closer.”
Silver holds out an appeasing hand and puts on her best calming voice. “Put down the gun.”
“Nope.”
Different tactic. “Look, I could draw my weapon and put a bullet in your head before you’d ever have a chance to take a proper aim on me.”
“Try.”
Silver inches forward. “I don’t want to hurt you, Valentine. Don’t make it be this way.”
Valentine ignores her. “What’s PV55?”
“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”
“Let’s find out.”
Struggling to think of a non-violent way to maneuver herself out of this situation, Silver remembers that Valentine’s altered report is set to auto-send.
“You delayed the release of your report, so obviously you must want something. Money, I’d guess?”
“You can’t buy me.” Valentine shakes her head. “Consider this a courtesy call. I’m giving you an opportunity to do the right thing and come clean before I have to go over your head with this. So go on, give yourself up. You don’t deserve to wear the emblems anyway.”
That was a bitch move.
Silver can tolerate many things, but being told that she’s not worthy of her place in the Hunter Division, after all the sacrifices she’s made in the name of it, is just one insult too far.
“Are you fucking kidding me? I’ve spent my entire life in service to these corrupted, feculent emblems. I’ve been shot, stabbed, beaten, and left for dead. I’ve got slivers of Chimera talons buried deep in my bones like shrapnel. Portions of my rib cage have been so rebuilt, I’m more metal than I am flesh and bone.”
She takes a step toward Valentine.
“I had so much scar tissue in my right knee that they had to slice me open, carve it out, and replace the entire joint with a titanium prosthetic. And this”—she lifts up her shirt, revealing the scar along her stomach—“is where a Chimera practically ripped out my uterus.”
Another step.
“Let me ask you, Valentine, what’s the worst thing that’s ever happened to you? The barista messed up your morning coffee order?”
Valentine bravely holds her ground. “The emblems are not about blood. They stand for integrity and honor.”
Silver steps closer still. “I don’t know where you grew up, but this city was built on blood. My blood, and the blood of our fathers.”
“Stay back.” Valentine tries to appear forceful, waving the gun at Silver.
Silver doesn’t care. “You wanna know what PV55 is?”
Valentine nods, but even if she hadn’t, Silver would’ve told her anyway.
“It’s a serum that ensures a seamless conversion from human to Fusion after you’ve been infected by the Chimera virus.”
“Bullshit.”
Silver takes another step toward Valentine, pushing herself up against the barrel of the gun. “I wonder, have you felt anything strange recently?” She leans into the gun. “Increased strength maybe? Better night vision?”
Silver can tell that she’s getting to Valentine, and notices her aim becoming faintly shaky.
“Those symptoms are the Fusion virus taking hold.” Silver smiles. “It’s altering your DNA.”
“No …”
“What’s the matter? You want proof? Okay. How about this?” Silver takes out her contact lenses.
At the sight of Silver’s shockingly Fusion eyes, Valentine drops the gun.
Seizing the moment, Silver springs onto Valentine and forces her onto her knees. From behind, she wraps her arm around Valentine’s neck, fighting back tears as she whispers into Valentine’s ear.
“I can’t let you live. You know that, right?”
Valentine struggles for air.
“If you heard everything that happened at the warehouse, then you know she has Maydevine,” she continues. “If I don’t let this happen, she’ll kill him.” She tightens her grip, but not enough to knock Valentine out. “You shouldn’t have said anything. You shouldn’t have followed me.”
“I’m sorry. I won’t—”
Silver doesn’t give her the chance to finish.
She snaps her neck.
Letting Valentine’s limp body drop down to the floor, Silver begins to cry. Struggling to see clearly, her hands trembling for the first time in her life, she fumbles for Valentine’s PDA and deletes the revised report.
Her secret’s safe.
For now.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN

The Fruit of Temptation
 
In the BioScience lab, Alex anxiously checks his watch.
“She should be here by now.”
“Maybe she got held up at the Armory,” Red tries to allay his concerns. “It’s probably nothing.”
Both Red and Alex are sporting rolled up sleeves and tiny band-aids. Behind them, Luka is a giving his blood sample.
“I should’ve gone with her,” Alex curses himself.
“What did I tell you already? She’s a big girl, remember?”
Suddenly conscious of the fact that he’s been biting on his nails, Alex shoves his hands into his pockets.
Seconds pass, but they feel like hours.
Frustrated, Alex pulls out his cell phone and begins to dial a number. “This is ridiculous. Something’s wrong.”
“Nothing’s wrong. It’s just the kicks.” Red sighs. “She needs clean blood.”
Alex hesitates and stops dialing. “Clean blood?”
“It’s all under control, don’t fret. You really think I’d let it go this far if I didn’t have to way to pull her out of it?”
Alex can feel himself quickly filling up to the brim with anger. “If she fails this test, she’ll be dishonorably discharged.”
Red shakes her head. “That won’t happen. I’ll make sure of it.”
“You can’t promise that, Rachel.”
“You’d be amazed by some of the things I can do when I put my mind to it.”
Slam!
Down the hall, a door crashes open and heavy footsteps burn a trail toward the lab. Moments later, Silver appears in the room.
“Sorry I’m late.”
As she brushes past Alex, he reaches out and holds her back.
“What happened to you?” He tries to keep the worry from coming out in his voice.
“I got held up.”
Looking more closely at her, Alex can tell that something really is wrong. Her eyes—albeit their usual silver hue—are bloodshot and puffy.
“Have you been crying?”
His pleas to know what’s going on with his wife are ignored, and she wrenches herself free. Without waiting for the lab tech to invite her, she slips off her jacket and slides into the chair after Luka, presenting her arm for the lab tech to draw blood.
Alex hovers nearby, still concerned, but she ushers him away.
“I’m fine,” she insists.
The lab tech, eager to get on with his day, has the blood drawn from her arm in a matter of seconds. Sealing the vial, he places it on a steel tray beside the chair and reaches for a stack of labels. As Silver leaps up from the chair, she knocks against the tray and sends the vial—and the syringe, and other accoutrements—rolling crazily about the floor.
Alex, Red, and Luka all turn to watch the performance as Silver helps the lab tech to pick everything back up, amidst her profound apologies.
 
*************************
 
Staring at the clock in the boardroom, Silver watches a hour tick by in circular arguments.
Trust them.
Not trust them.
Back.
Forth.
Back.
Forth.
Red and Alex are both swaying toward trust, but Luka remains firmly planted on the opposite side of the fence alongside Silver. Caught in between them, the Governor seems uncharacteristically unsure of herself. The more she thinks about it, the more she finds herself stuck at the lonely end of a dead-end street.
Far from being afraid of making the wrong choice, she fears that there’s no choice to be made at all, and Silver fears that was the Major’s plan all along.
“They’ve been watching us,” she reminds them. “Who knows how long they’ve been keeping tabs on our city, just waiting for us to hit rock bottom so they could swoop in and rescue us at the eleventh hour.”
“You think they’re playing the long game?” Alex runs a fingernail against his lower lip, resisting the urge to bite on it.
“She’s military. It gives her the perfect tactical advantage.”
Red shrugs, not really sold on Silver’s skepticism of the Major’s motives. “That’s a lot of investment for the acquisition of one small city. Given the scope of their achievements, they could just as easily barge in here with weapons drawn and seize the city by force.”
“They could, if all they wanted was control of the land. But if you want control of people, you need to get them on your side. Generating fear will only get you so far before the abused start to lash out. Just look at the Fringe District.”
Point taken.
“It’s far easier to gain favor as a savior than as an oppressor,” Alex agrees. “But still, you’d think the effort would outweigh the benefits.”
“What effort? All they had to do was show up here on the sly and plant a few spies in our midst. They leave, conquer a few more independent nations, then return to collect their people and use their intimate knowledge of our city against us.”
“Spies now?” The Governor rolls her eyes. “And who precisely do you suspect of that?”
Silver shrugs. “No-one. I’m just saying, it’s possible. Either that, or they turn some of our own and get them to do the dirty work instead.”
As the words leave her lips, Silver suddenly makes a connection.
Jax.
The Major’s spade tattoo.
Yes! That’s where she’s seen it before: in the Out District.
The same symbol was embroidered on the uniforms of the Fusions out there, and that means … Jax isn’t working for the Governor.
All of a sudden, Silver’s chest feels tight.
She can’t jeopardize Maydevine’s life.
She must stay silent.
“Traitors among us?” Luka shakes his head. “You’re fucking paranoid.”
Silver silences a call on her cell phone from the BioScience Division. “You don’t trust them either, Luka.”
“No, but I trust our people.”
“All of them?”
“All of whom? It’d have to be someone at the top. The public don’t know about the energy crisis, so if that information got leaked, then it came from someone close to us.”
Silence.
“I think we’re becoming sidetracked by conjecture,” Red attempts to redirect them. “All we need to figure out is whether or not we’re going to accept their offer, and I’ve yet to hear a convincing argument against it.”
“Really?” Silver scowls at her. “I’ve done nothing but make a case against your willingness to take the word of a bunch of Fusion foreigners—”
“Fusion?” The Governor cuts her off. “Since when did we discover that they’re Fusion?”
“Since I rendered them unconscious and molested their eyeballs in the detainment corridor,” Silver barks at her. “Not that their genetic identity is likely to be a turn-off for you.”
Another call from BioScience.
Ignored.
“Quite frankly, it’s irrelevant.” The Governor glares at her. “We either need their help or we don’t, and we can’t make that decision based on the color of their eyes.”
“Do you really believe that? Or did you just not care to order blood work for them because you already knew what they were?”
“Oh, you’re accusing me now?”
The Governor sounds combative, and Silver’s never backed away from a fight. Sensing that she’s about to jump up out of her chair, Alex places a hand over Silver’s arm and prevents her from doing something she might later regret.
“Just tell me what other choice we have?” he asks her. “We’re chasing our tails here, trying to figure out what course to take.”
“What if they’re lying? Did you consider that?”
Nobody had.
“What if there is no new energy source?” Silver continues. “What if this is all a scam?”
“It would be easy to exploit our power issues by offering us something they know we couldn’t possibly pass up, just to get access to the city,” Luka concedes.
“So let’s call their bluff.” Alex ruffles a hand through his hair. “Let’s ask them for blueprints.”
His suggestion intrigues the Governor. “Blueprints?”
“For the power source they’re peddling. If it’s real, then make them show their hand.”
“And if it’s not? We’ll go back to the dark ages either way, but if we go against the Major, we might also get a ton of napalm dropped on our heads.”
Silver’s cell phone beeps.
BioScience.
Ignored.
Although the Governor is visibly annoyed by the ringing phone, she says nothing.  She checks her watch, feeling the push of time against her back.
Live or die.
Tick-tock.
“We need to release them from the detainment corridor before they grow tired of our inhospitable, damp basement and retract their offer.”
“You’re accepting?” Silver snorts, outraged.
“I’m initiating further negotiations.”
The lights flicker ominously, convincing the Governor that she’s making the right decision.
“And you’ll have to apologize for the molestation,” she warns Silver.
“Na-uh.” Silver folds her arms in defiance.
“You’ll do as you’re told.”
The phone on the Governor’s desk begins to chirp.
She answers. “Yes?”
A pause.
“What?” She sighs, rubbing her brow with her thumb and forefinger, trying to massage away a tension headache and a blossoming exasperation toward Silver. “Very well, I’ll inform her.”
Click.
She looks across at Silver. “BioScience has been trying to reach you.”
“I’m in a meeting.”
“Apparently, there was something wrong with the sample you gave.”
A flash of panic ripples through Alex.
“Either they lost it, or got it mixed up, or whatever.” The Governor waves a dismissive hand in the air. “In any case, they need a fresh donation. And when you get there, please remind them that I’m not your personal answering service.”
Alex’s body relaxes, and he glances at Red in his periphery. She’s got something to do with this, he’s certain.
Silver appears confused. “They lost it?”
“Not exactly, but the vial with your name on it turned out to be Chimeran blood, so something’s obviously gone askew somewhere in the system.”
“But it … it couldn’t …”
Silver’s words trickle into nothingness and she peers over at Red. Although Red won’t look at her, Silver knows that she must’ve had a hand in it. She didn’t draw the vials in the lockbox by herself, and as far as she knew, they were her own.
She’s been set up.
Ready to move on, the Governor nods to one of her guards who’s been standing patiently at the door. “Please send for the Major and her men.”
He tips his head in acknowledgement, then leaves.
“You’re sure this is wise?” Luka hesitates to question the Governor’s decision. “Is there really no way that we can resolve this problem autonomously?”
As the only engineer in the room, Alex fields that question. “The city’s been pushing the limits of our power supply for decades, and now we’re burning through biofuel faster than we can synthesize it. Finding a way to harness hydropower from the ocean would be the ultimate way forward, but we simply don’t have the resources for that. Not on our own anyway.”
A knock at the door heralds the Major’s arrival.
“Come in,” the Governor calls.
Two senior OSS Officers open the door to the office and usher the group of foreigners inside. No longer handcuffed, the Major is carrying a briefcase stamped with the Royal coat of arms.
“You’ve had time to consider our offer.” She cuts right to the chase. “I do hope that the outcome was favorable. After all, we’ve been very patient.” She glares at Silver. “And tolerant.”
Silver refuses to make eye contact with her.
Trying to ignore the growing tension in the room, the Governor glances over at the British Empire map which has now been thumb-tacked to the wall. “How many colonies have rejected your offer?”
“Only four, thus far. The Russian Federation remains a separatist state of independent rule, controlled by a bloodthirsty dictator who’s consumed by his own crippling fear of the future. Interested only in the destruction of the free world, he would rather see his own people suffer in poverty and deprivation than accept the kind hand of innovation and reformation. Then, there’s North and South Korea and the Republic of China. We’ve had some unforeseen language barriers in that region of the world.”
Silver giggles. “How racist of you to assume that everyone would speak English.”
“On the contrary. We went to great lengths to teach our people Mandarin and Cantonese in preparation for our occupation of China, but our efforts were wasted. They haven’t spoken either of those languages since the end of the Anthropocene.”
“What do they speak?”
“We don’t even have a name for it.”
Silver realizes that she doesn’t care. “Well, why don’t you just drop napalm on them and get it over with?”
“North Korea has nukes, and that’s a war we’d rather not start. Nuclear weapons are beyond even the Crown’s vast capabilities. Besides, we still have all of the Americas left to explore.”
“What’s in the briefcase?” Alex asks, changing the direction of the conversation.
“A contract.”
“For what? You want to take every Amaranthian’s first born child?”
The Major strides confidently up to the Governor’s desk and slides some of the Governor’s own things aside to make room for the briefcase. She opens it up and tosses a pile of papers down onto the desk in front of the Governor, completely popping her little bubble of personal space.
“Just what we already discussed,” the Major explains. “Amaranthe will become a part of the Empire of Great Britain, and as such, will be under the control of His Majesty the King. You will fly the Union Jack flag above your city walls and observe all national rites and traditions of the parent state.” She pauses to let that information sink in. “We will provide you with an alternate power source that will keep your city in light and warmth for generations to come, and all resources of development and growth available to us will now become available to you.
“All existing monetary systems will be converted to the Sterling, effective immediately,” she continues. “Your tag system will remain in place, but you will grant us unlimited access to all of your servers and security networks, including those held in the Ark.”
“Is that all?” Alex folds his arms in protest.
“No, it really isn’t.” She fixes him in her gaze. “Cows, Mr. King. Do you know what a cow is?”
“I’m looking at one.”
Silver giggles.
“How about a sheep?” the Major carries on regardless. “You’ve read about all of these animals in books, I’m sure, but have you ever seen a sheep? Have you ever roasted a rack of lamb?”
Silence.
“I didn’t think so.” The smugness on her face blossoms. “You can spice it and dice it any way you want, but Chimera meat is always going to be a bland substitute for the civilized food that our vast Empire can offer you.”
Alex shakes his head. “We can’t miss what we’ve never had.”
“True, but it’s in our nature to want more than what we have, isn’t it? And the minute these papers are signed, I can order another boat to leave port in the United Kingdom, filled with sheep and cows and plants—plants that bear fruit. Fruit not grown in a lab tastes so much sweeter. You can taste the earth and the rain and the pureness of it. And you know what that tastes like, Mr. King? It’s freedom.”
Silver catches onto something in that little speech that seems to slip past the rest of the group: she said another boat. Silver mulls that over in her mind. The Major must have a boat docked somewhere off their shoreline. Close enough to give them easy access to the city, but hidden from view—the perfect command center.
Silence.
The Governor flicks through the contract, turning one page at a time … then three … then four … glancing over the legalize with weary eyes. Finally, she flips to the last page. At the bottom, there’s a place for her name and signature.
Anticipating the next step, the Major slides a fountain pen out of her jacket pocket and offers it across the desk.
“Just one little signature, and an entire world of opportunities opens up to you,” she urges.
Painfully slowly, the Governor takes the pen in her hand and lets it hover there above the page, the rest of the room holding themselves so still they’re barely breathing.
A soft thump against the desk jolts her out of an impromptu daydream.
An apple, presented to her by the Major.
The Major sets it down on the desk, sliding it gently toward her. It’s red and ripe, and glistening from a recent polish against the Major’s shirt.
“Freedom, Ms. Grant.” She taps the apple. “Take it.”
More silence.
Turning her attention back to the page, the Governor touches the nib down upon the thick paper, watermarked with the Royal coat of arms. The pen writes so smoothly, forming letters with no effort. The Governor spells out her name, and the Major quickly stamps the page with a Royal seal before she has any chance to second guess herself.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Dead Alive
 
Breaking the consuming silence in the Governor’s office, four pagers begin to beep.
Silver’s.
Alex’s.
Red’s.
Luka’s.
It’s a special announcement from the OSS: the tag glitches in the Sentinel District have been repaired ahead of schedule.
Silver’s stomach begins to flutter. Then, a thought occurs to her. “Why was the OSS involved in this? I thought it was a Police Division matter.”
“It was Red’s idea,” Alex explains. “She thought I had enough on my plate already, and the Governor was kind enough to agree to let the OSS handle it on the Police Division’s behalf.”
“Hmm,” Silver mumbles noncommittally to herself.
Why would Red insist that the OSS—the Governor’s personal pack of Fusion bodyguards—be responsible for repairing the tag glitches?
Something about that hurts Silver’s brain, so she pushes the thoughts away. On any other day, she would make it her business to find out who on the inside was responsible for releasing PV55, or whatever it is.
But not today.
Her head feels like a bucket full of razorblades, and she only cares about one thing: getting Maydevine back.
On the other side of the desk, the Major packs the signed contract into the briefcase and snaps it closed. “Perfect.” She beams. “Now we can move onward with the first order of the day.” She addresses Alex and Silver. “All Agents and Hunters currently deployed in the Fringe District are to be recalled immediately.”
“For what possible reason?” Silver demands. “You have no idea what that district would be like without constant Division patrols.”
“Be that as it may, their presence is no longer required in the FD.”
“Says who?” Defiant.
“This is a decree of the Crown.” The Major remains calm. “Defy it, and I have the authority to shoot you.”
Silver’s phone rings.
She checks the caller ID.
Deanna G. Swane.
A bell of recollection begins to tinkle.
The stolen laptop.
Jax.
“I have to take this.”
Silver leaves, and nobody says a word. Assuming that the call is from the aggressively persistent BioScience Division, no-one thinks to question her.
She waits until she’s outside of the Governor’s office before she answers it, and Jax’s husky voice beats her to the ‘hello’.
“It’s done.”
“I know.” Silver’s jaw tightens. “Congratulations.”
She can hear Jax puffing on a cigarette on the other end of the line, and she swears she can hear her smile. Battling her emotions—mostly hatred—she tries to stay calm and to the point.
“Where is he?”
“In the Fringe. Safe. I’ll send the coordinates to your PDA.” A pause. “It was nice working with you.”
Click.
Moments later, Silver’s PDA beeps. She opens an e-mailed message which contains the longitudinal and latitudinal coordinates of Maydevine’s current location, somewhere in the Fringe District.
A wave of relief.
A hand on her shoulder.
Alex.
“Red already made the call.” He nods to her PDA, assuming that she’s about to recall the Fringe deployed Hunters. “You just worry about placating BioScience.”
“I’m headed there now.” Silver pockets the PDA, eager to escape from the hallway.
Alex’s hand doesn’t leave her shoulder. “And then?”
He looks as though he’s anticipating a particular response, but Silver has no idea what he could be fishing for.
“Then?”
“Is there anything you need me to do? Or are the arrangements already made?”
“Arrangements?” Silver’s got no clue what he’s talking about.
“For Maydevine.”
Shit.
The funeral’s scheduled for tomorrow.
A funeral for a man alive.
This is about to get awkward, and Silver realizes that she’s given absolutely no thought at all to Maydevine’s return strategy. What will she say? How will she explain his sudden reappearance?
“Damnit …”
“I can delay it, if you want.” He watches her carefully. “I can make that call, if it’ll help you.”
And then it hits her.
Of course.
He knows, doesn’t he? Valentine told him at the Founders Day party. He knows the funeral is a sham, but he can’t possibly know the whole story. If he did, he wouldn’t have let the tag repairs go ahead. Surely?
He must’ve silenced Valentine before she could get into the specifics of the warehouse plot, and now he’s jumping to conclusions.
The Major’s arrival is just too coincidental.
He must’ve added two and two and come up with five, Silver thinks. If he suspects that Jax is working for the Major, maybe he figures that Maydevine’s freedom depends upon the contract the Governor just signed. It makes sense, she tells herself. He certainly didn’t put up much of a fight against it. Neither did Red, for that matter. Did Alex share Valentine’s version of events with her?
Gah.
The web of lies is becoming too complex for Silver to keep track, and there’s still one more problem: he can’t know that she spoke to Valentine.
Valentine’s dead, and it won’t be long before her mother reports her missing.
Her mother.
Veronica Valentine.
Veva.
A woman who very nearly became Silver’s step-mother.
Recalling that, Silver feels a crush of guilt. Her memories of Veva are fond and many, and even after Veva and Maydevine called it quits on their formal relationship, Veva continued to spend a great deal of time at the apartment.
She became the first person in Amaranthe to actually choose single parenthood, versus having it thrust upon them by an untimely death, courtesy of the Hunter Division. Not only that, but she made the front page of the newspaper when she lobbied for the right to use donated sperm to conceive. Prior to her lengthy legal battle with the Department of Health and Wellness, the sperm bank existed only for married couples who were unable to conceive naturally.
So Veva got the children she always wanted, without having to settle for a Hunter that she didn’t want. ‘Cause even after all the years that passed, she never wanted any Hunter but Maydevine.
And Silver knows what that feels like.
She looks up at her former Hunter, Alex, knowing that if he found out she was the last person to see Liana Valentine alive, she’d be at the top of the suspect list.
Her head begins to throb.
She must feign ignorance.
To that end, she shakes her head and rejects his offer of help. “The Funerary Department has already made the arrangements. I don’t wanna cause a fuss.”
“You’re sure?”
“Why are you pressing this?”
Alex shrugs. “No reason. I’m just letting you know that if you need more time to … straighten things out, I can stall the formalities.”
Straighten things out? Silver deliberately snatches up the wrong end of the stick.
“I’m sober, Alex. Stone cold sober.”
Mm-hmm.
He’s dissatisfied with her response, but he accepts it nonetheless. He so desperately wants her to confide in him, if only as a test of their trust.
“Want me to go with you to BioScience?” he offers next. “You don’t seem to be having the best of luck there lately.”
“No, it’s okay.” Silver forces a smile. “I’m a big girl.”
“So people keep telling me.” He removes his hand. “I’ll see you back at the apartment, then.”
“After work, you mean?”
“We’ve been given the rest of the day off.”
Silver frowns. “The Governor doesn’t believe in days off.”
“No, but the Crown does. The Major’s suspended all orders and directives for both Divisions until further notice.”
“What’s she playing at?”
Alex shrugs. “She says she needs time to go over her reformation plans with the Governor before our new objectives are to be released.”
“I don’t think too much of this.”
“Me neither. However, I am happy to exploit the opportunity to wear civilian clothes, put my phone on silent, and spend the rest of the day trying to make you do this.”
He reaches out to Silver with both index fingers extended and pokes at the corners of her mouth, pulling her lips up into a smile.
She bats him away. “No promises.”
He sees her hold back a genuine smile, and behind that he sees her try to obscure a flash of anxiety. Without warning, he reaches for the back of her neck and pulls her toward him, kissing the top of her head.
“Come straight home after, okay?”
Silver nods. “Of course.”
As he releases her, a part of him already knows that he just forced her into a lie.
 
*************************
 
In the BioScience lab, Silver gives a new sample. Enough time has passed that her system should be clean, and she knows it. Perhaps this is the one benefit of having a Fusion metabolism.
As she rolls her sleeve back down, she hears a strange rumbling noise. Listening to it, Silver notices some of the lighter items on the counter are starting to vibrate and shake, some bouncing and rolling away from their positions.
“What is that?” she asks the lab tech.
“Earthquake?” He shrugs.
The rumbling subsides, and although she’s not at all satisfied with his answer, she’s too preoccupied to fixate on it. Grabbing her jacket, she tries to make her exit from the lab appear calm, but anxiety gets the better of her as soon as she gets out into the hallway.
She makes a harried dash for the underground parking garage, eager to reach Maydevine. She gets into her company car and peels out of the garage, racing much too fast over speed bumps, her tires screeching and squealing on the concrete.
Speeding up to the One Way Bridge, the sound of her car’s engine obscures more distant rumbles. At Breaking Point, on the Sentinel District side of the bridge, Silver finds her way barricaded by the Major’s men.
They’re heavily armed, and force her to stop and step out of the vehicle.
“The Fringe District is off limits,” the Anglo-African soldier informs her.
“I’m the Hunter General. Those rules don’t apply to me.”
“You’re a subject of the Crown, ma’am, and the rules apply to everything that breathes.”
Silver takes out her cell phone.
“Who’re you calling?” he asks.
“The Governor.”
“She’s a subject of the Crown also. She can’t override the command of the Major.”
Silver puts away her phone. “Fine, then you tell me what it’ll take to get me across here.”
The soldier shakes his head. “The Fringe District is out of bounds.”
“This is bullshit.”
The rumbling noise advances upon them once again, and Silver looks up into the sky. Two British fighter jets are circling over the Fringe.
“What the fuck is that?” She points upward.
The soldier doesn’t take his eyes off of her. “British Sea Harriers.”
“For the purpose of?”
As one of the jets swoops low over the Fringe, it answers Silver’s question.
Napalm.
One jet circles while the other drops firebombs. After each dropped load, the jets switch position and begin the cycle again.
Silver is floored. “No!” She pushes the soldier in the chest. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?!”
“Reforming your judicial procedures.” He pushes her back. “Now get back in your vehicle and drive away.”
“There are over a million people in the Fringe District! This is your idea of a reformation? Fuck all of you.”
Appearing resigned, she gets back into her car—her company car—with bulletproof glass, a reinforced shell, and a shielded engine and gas tank.
She slips the car into reverse, letting herself roll a few hundred feet back down the bridge. Glancing up at the gateway arch, she notices that the machine guns have been dismantled. Finally, some good news. Now she doesn’t have to worry about being shot at when she brings an untagged Maydevine back into the Sentinel District.
Taking a deep breath, she cranks the car back into gear and hits the gas pedal.



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

War Zone
 
With Silver’s assault taking them by surprise, the Major’s men are slow to react. By the time they do, she’s already on the other side of the tag gateway and their shots ricochet off the street. Only a handful of them actually strike her car, and most hit the rear windshield, causing very little damage.
Reaching the heart of the Fringe District, Silver finds a war zone instead of a slum. Repeated firebombing has ignited the dried, cracked wood frames of the dilapidated buildings, and some of the bombs have landed upon meth labs and RDX factories. Since these two ‘businesses’ occupy almost two thirds of the Fringe District’s non-residential buildings, they’re virtually impossible to miss.
It’s simple math.
A meth lab plus napalm equals big fire.
Multiply that by one thousand percent for an RDX factory.
Screams fill the air. Human screams of pain or tragedy—or both. As Silver turns a corner, a woman runs out from a building that’s about to collapse in flames. No time to apply the brakes, Silver hits the woman at full force and sends her flying up over the hood of the car and onto the street behind.
Much too late, Silver slams the brake pedal to the floor and screeches to a halt a few hundred feet away. Glancing into the rear view mirror, she can see the woman’s broken and twisted body lying motionless in the road.
Thunk!
A body smacks up against the passenger side door of her car. A desperate Fringer tests the handle, and finding it locked, begins beating on the glass with his fists. Realizing that she must focus, Silver grinds the car back into gear and speeds away from the irate Fringer, just seconds before the flaming building across the street finally topples over and spews rubble everywhere.
Following the directions on her PDA, Silver soon realizes that the geographical coordinates weren’t even necessary. As the ruins of the building come into sight, she curses herself for not having thought of it on her own.
Her old theater.
Burned down once already—by her—the building is now under a fiery siege once again. She kills the engine and steps out into the street, her lungs instantly shocked by the thick air. The AC filtration system inside her car had kept the oxygen level constant, but out here, the napalm has sucked much of the oxygen away, leaving toxic carbon monoxide in its place. Silver estimates that a person could breathe this air for no more than an hour before succumbing to the poison, if the fire didn’t get you first, either by flame or by smoke.
Somewhere in the depths of the Fringe District, a Fringer attempts to shoot a shoulder-fired rocket launcher at one of the jets.
The first shot is a miss.
Moments later, another attempt.
A hit.
The rocket-propelled missile takes out a portion of the jet’s undercarriage and obliterates the tail. Unable to control the jet, the pilot ejects moments before it goes into a tailspin toward the ground.
Clearly an experienced shooter, probably ex-Hunter Division, the operator of the rocket launcher takes another shot.
Another hit.
The drifting pilot is vaporized.
 
*************************
 
Back in the Sentinel District, two Chimera steaks are sizzling in a pan.
Alex checks his watch, expecting Silver back at any minute. Old World music fills the apartment from a reclaimed stereo system that he rebuilt years ago, and with the decibels cranked, he’s oblivious to the Fringe District war going on outside.
Optimistically focused on setting two places at the dinner table, he considers dinner by candlelight, then scraps the notion.
They just resolved an energy crisis.
Candles would only drag attention back to the unease they both feel about the Major and their new alliance with her people.
Beep.
Beeeeeeeeeeeeeeeep.
The smoke detector in the kitchen yells at him to turn on the extractor fan above the stove, and he obliges, anxiously checking his watch again.
 
*************************
 
Silver stumbles and chokes as she enters the theater, her brain fighting toxicity as she struggles to remember the layout.
A noise.
Inside the auditorium.
She finds the doors to the auditorium locked with chains, and she pulls out her gun. It’s instinct, but she soon thinks better of it: carbon monoxide is highly flammable.
She looks about her for a potential weapon, but comes up short. Muscle is all she has left to work with, so she leaps at the door with a powerful roundhouse kick.
The door shakes on its hinges, but it doesn’t budge.
Stopping to catch her breath, she turns her attention to the hinges instead. They’re pin and barrel hinges—the old kind. She starts to laugh, the laugh swiftly turning into a hearty cough as she approaches the hinges and simply removes the pins. A light upwards shove, and the door easily pops off the hinges and topples to the floor.
Making her way into the auditorium, she feels such a contradictory rush of incompatible emotions.
Happiness.
Sadness.
Fear.
Relief.
Maydevine is center stage under the proscenium arch, tied to a chair and unconscious. Most of the roof fell in long ago, and now the flames from a nearby bomb drop are invading from above. From the back of the theater, more flames lick around the edges of doorways, threatening to blow through into the auditorium at any moment.
At least one explosion has already occurred here, and Silver mentally reprimands herself for it.
She used to store biofuel in metal drums behind the stage, and now the remnants of one such drum are strewn about the room. The rusted, weakened metal was blown to shards in the blast, and Maydevine is bleeding.
Silver rushes to the chair and leans over him, feeling his neck for a pulse.
Alive.
Barely.
A chunk of metal from the drum has pierced his chest, two thirds of it now buried inside him.
“Hey!” She shakes him. “Wake up!”
No response.
Still struggling for breath, she unties him from the chair, wise enough to leave the metal shard lodged inside his ribcage.
“Come on, Papa. We have to go.”
She hauls him off the chair and down the steps onto the auditorium floor, heaving him into a sitting position against the wall of the stage. Lower down, there’s more oxygen. Plus, if the back room blows out, the stage should protect them somewhat.
Her vision obscured by tears—a symptom of her overwhelmed emotions, coupled with her eyes’ attempts to flush themselves of smoke and dust and debris—she tries desperately to wake her father.
She gives him a slap on the cheek and he finally begins to stir.
First, a gasp and a cough, followed by the gentle inhale and exhale of life.
“Papa …” Silver whispers.
He squints at her, not quite sure if he can trust his own eyes. “What the fuck are you doing here, kid?”
His gruff voice is so comforting, Silver can hear nothing else in the world.
“I have to get you home.” She tries to help him off the ground.
“Wait.” He stops her. “How did you find me?”
“Remarkably, Jax stuck to her end of the deal.” She forces him up and supports his weight on her shoulders. “But please, let’s talk about this later.”
She takes a few steps and Maydevine staggers along with her.
“No, Ellie. You need to listen to me: she’s not working alone.”
“Alice helped her, I know.”
Halfway across the room, Silver trips and sends them both back to the floor. In the tumble, Maydevine knocks against the arm of a chair, the metal drum shard embedding itself half an inch deeper into his pleural cavity.
He props himself upright against one of the seats in the house, spitting blood. “That’s not who I mean.”
Silver gathers her strength and gets them both back on their feet again. “Don’t worry, I already know who she’s working for.”
“It’s not the Governor.” He fights for breath. “It’s worse than that.”
Silver gets them to the entrance of the auditorium, pausing to catch breath. Her mind swimming, she fights the onset of nausea and dizziness. “I know,” she sputters. “She’s working for the people responsible for this.”
She points upward as the remaining jet makes another sweep across the Fringe District, passing directly above the theater’s gaping roof.
Maydevine shakes his head. “You’re giving her too much credit.” He wipes sweat off his forehead with the back of his hand. “She’s a puppet all right, but she’s not the one these foreigners entrusted their plans to. Even they know better than that.”
Silver’s brain stalls.
“What’re you saying?” She coughs violently. “Jax was recruited by someone else?”
Maydevine nods. “Someone much closer to you.”
 
*************************
 
Sitting alone at the dinner table, Alex checks his watch again.
A heartfelt meal growing cold in front of him, he doesn’t know if he should be angry or concerned—or both. In any case, he can’t sit back and do nothing. She’s not answering her phone, and he’s filled her voicemail with messages.
He abandons the dinner.
In his home office, he boots up his laptop and logs into the Omega tag network.
Search.
Ella Cross.
Making himself comfortable in the chair, he half expects to see Luka’s address pop up. He bites on a nail in preparation of that, anticipating the anger that will follow.
Instead …
He leaps out of his chair and grabs his jacket.
 
*************************
 
Silver summons up more strength and helps Maydevine to the exit of the theater.
Her heart drops.
The car is gone.
She looks down the street just in time to see it in the hands of a thief, swerving to avoid another oncoming vehicle. It skids and spins out, hitting something else that sends it rolling through the air. It hits the street, still rolling, and the trunk pops open.
Valentine’s body.
Her corpse falls out of the trunk, flailing about the ground until the second vehicle ploughs straight over the top of it, turning her remains into mush.
“That’s not quite what I had in mind,” Silver mutters to herself.
Maydevine begins to slip back out of consciousness, and Silver feels his body drop. Losing the strength to keep him upright, she’s brought down to the ground with him. Propping him up against the exterior wall of the theater, she coaxes him back into wakefulness.
“You have to stay awake, please.”
Maydevine slips back in and opens his eyes. “We’re still here?”
“’Fraid so.” She coughs so hard she almost hacks up a lung. “But I’m working on it.”
She looks around for other transportation, but there isn’t any.
“We’ll have to walk. At least for a bit.”
“Don’t be ridiculous. I’m not going anywhere.”
“We have to, Papa. They’re destroying the Fringe.”
“Really? I hadn’t noticed.” A weak smile.
Silver searches for a way to help her father, but finds herself completely useless. Pressing a palm against his chest, her heart breaks to see him in such pain. He places a hand over hers, his touch so frighteningly cold.
“You can’t trust her, Ellie.” He coughs up more blood. “She’s betrayed all of you.”
Silver’s head is pounding. “Who?”
“That damn girl.” With every breath he finds it harder to stay awake, his inhalations growing shallower as the fluid in his lungs slowly chokes him. “Jenkins.”
Silver feels herself about to pass out, but keeps herself focused on him. “No …” She shakes her head. “She wouldn’t do this.”
“She did.” Barely a whisper. “Following the orders of those fucking terrorists.” He coughs so hard he almost passes out, and he squeezes her hand tight. “Ellie …”
She squeezes him back. “I’m here.”
“You’re mine, Ellie Bean. And I mean that in every way. You understand?”
Silver nods, nuzzling her face against him and smearing her tears against his cheek. “I’ve always known that, Papa.”
More coughing.
More blood.
“Papa …” Silver holds his hand tighter. “Please …”
“Let the boy take care of you, Ella. It’s all he’s ever wanted.” He closes his eyes. “It’s all I ever wanted, too.”
Exhale.
A soft, gentle breath. The last remnants of air pushed out from collapsing lungs.
Choking on carbon monoxide, Silver fights the grayness that’s pushing in from the periphery of her vision, and battles to stay conscious as she pulls his limp body toward her, holding his head against her chest.
The Fringer with the rocket launcher has had time to gather more ammunition, and fires again at the second Harrier jet.
A hit.
The Fringe seems suddenly so quiet.
“Silver!”
A familiar voice calls her name, but her distraught mind can’t quite place it. She’s not sure if it’s even real. Overcome by a sudden wave of nausea, she throws up, the strain exacerbating the incessant pounding in her brain.
“Silver!” the voice calls again.
It’s closer this time, and her heart warms at the sound of it.
Alex.
He appears by her side and tries to pick her up. “We have to go.”
“I can’t leave him.”
“You have to. C’mon.”
He tries to pick her up, but she kicks and flails. He only gets them a few feet away when she breaks free and darts back to Maydevine. She rips open his shirt and digs out his old Hunter Division dog tags from around his neck.
Taking them, she falls into him in a fit of tears and passes out.
This time, there’s nothing fake about her grief.
 



CHAPTER NINETEEN

Oxygen
            
Alex watches over Silver while she sleeps soundly in their bed. Clambering onto the bed beside her, he puts his arm around her and cuddles up to her, holding her close to him.
She stirs and wakes at the motion and warmth of his body, welcoming his embrace and breathing in the comforting scent of a recently smoked cigarette.
“I wish you’d let me take you to the hospital.” He sighs.
“All they’d do is give me oxygen, and there’s plenty of that here,” she defends herself. “Besides, they’d have to make an official report, and I’ve got no legitimate reason for being in the Fringe District.”
“I don’t think it matters. You broke a direct order from the Crown, so as soon as the Major finds out, she’ll be gunning for you regardless.”
“I doubt it.” Silver coughs for air, her body still recovering. “She’ll know why I went out there, so I’m guessing she’ll let this one pass.”
Alex props his head up on his elbow, suddenly hopeful that Silver might finally be ready to tell him the full truth. “So it’s true? Jax is working for the Major.”
By the time Silver had raised the possibility of spies and turncoats in the Governor’s office, Alex had already begun connecting the dots. Unfortunately, his interpretation of the picture was wrong.
So was Silver’s, and now her blood runs cold as she remembers what Maydevine said to her in the Fringe District.
“Jax isn’t working for the Major,” she says at last. “She’s working for Red.”
Silence.
Alex rolls her over onto her back so that he can look at her face, hoping that he somehow just misunderstood her. “Did Maydevine tell you that?”
“Red’s been working for the Major all along. It’s no wonder she wanted the Governor to sign that contract. We’ve been playing her game this whole time.”
“You’re sure?”
“I trust my father, Alex.” Her lungs crackle when she inhales, and she forces a cough to try and dislodge the fluid. “How did you know to find us there anyway?”
“I traced your tag. Do I have to keep reminding you that I’m the Chief of Police?”
“And what about the Major’s men? How did you get past them on the bridge?”
“What men? There’s a gate, locked with an alpha numeric keypad. I feel as though I’ve been greatly underestimated.” He kisses her forehead. “You were late for dinner and I was worried.”
“You thought I was doing kicks.”
“Maybe. Until I saw the jets.”
“Or doing Luka.”
“Silver …”
“I wasn’t.”
“I know.” Another kiss.
“You don’t know. You have no idea what I’ve done.”
“Yes, I do.”
“If you did, you wouldn’t be here.”
“You’re sure about that?”
His face is so sincere, and Silver starts to second guess her first assumptions about his conversation with Valentine.
“How much did Valentine tell you?”
“Everything.”
With that one word, Silver feels more guilty and ashamed than she’s ever felt before, and she can’t bear for him to look at her. Rolling over onto her side, she curls herself into the fetal position and tries not to cry. “Then why are you still here?”
“Because when I was put before the Banishment and Enforcement Council, I should never have apologized for loving you.”
Those words bring an instant tear to her burning eyes. She reaches quickly for his hand and pulls him tight against her.
“I wasn’t there for you,” he whispers. “Everything you hate about yourself when you look in the mirror, it’s all because of me.”
“That’s not true.”
“If I’d done the right thing and defended you—”
“Then we’d probably both have been punished. Not to mention, it was the treason charge that got me banished. It really had nothing to do with the fact that they caught me spreading my legs for a Hunter under my command. All that did was get me discharged.”
“Are you kidding me? That was the catalyst. If you’d still been in the Division when they brought the treason charge against you, you would’ve been exonerated.”
“You don’t know that.”
“As a Hunter, you would’ve had access to the Division’s legal team. As a civilian, you had nothing but your word.”
“Stop trying to find a way to blame yourself.”
“The fact is, if I’d have been there when you needed me, you’d never have become so entangled with Alice. Maydevine wouldn’t have asked for your help in catching Arcadian, and you wouldn’t have gone off the rails. You wouldn’t have tried to kill Phaeden Rist, and you wouldn’t have been punished for it.
“You wouldn’t have been set up by Lockie McKean, or attacked by the Chimera that nearly killed you. We wouldn’t have lost a child.” He lies his head down on the pillow behind her, slipping his arm under her neck and around her. “And you wouldn’t be … we wouldn’t be …”
Silver can smell his tears falling against the pillow, and she dare not look behind for fear of her own tears following.
“Maydevine was the only person in this world who never let you down, and I didn’t want you to lose him.” Alex sighs, fighting the tremor in his voice.
Silver sniffs, unable to stop the first of many tears making a bid for freedom down her cheeks. “I’m awful to you ninety percent of the time.”
“Fifty percent of the time I probably deserve it.” He nestles his face in her hair, just wanting to be close to her.
“Maydevine thinks … or he thought,” Silver corrects herself, “that I’m too hard on you. He said I should stop being such a bitch.”
“He used those exact words?”
Silver half shrugs. “Not quite, but I’m pretty sure that was how he meant it.”
Silence.
Eventually, she rolls over to face Alex. “He approved, you know.” She reaches up to touch his face. “Of you.” She wipes away a tear. “He always did.”
“He gave me such a hard time over you.”
“He just wanted you to know that it wouldn’t be easy.”
“What wouldn’t?”
“Loving me.”
“Well, that’s one thing that the old man was wrong about. Loving you is the easiest thing I’ve ever done.”
Overwhelmed by the sentiment, Silver plants a kiss on his lips. He reciprocates without thinking, moving her back against the pillow. He feels her slender fingers slip around his neck, around the back of his head and through his hair, pulling his lips against hers.
And then …
She reaches for his belt.
He stops her. “No, Silver. Not like this.”
“But I want to.”
She tries again, but he holds her back.
“No, you don’t. You’re trying to pretend like your whole world didn’t just get dumped on its head.” He kisses her fingertips. “But you can’t always numb what you feel, El. Trust me, please.”
Under usual circumstances, she be reaching for a bottle of booze right about now. In fact, if this were any other place in time, she’d be in a Fringe District bar, drowning her sorrows in firewater and taking anything else that was offered to her.
In the past, she’d been notoriously bad at trying to be good. She was eighteen the first time she took the kick, and Alex had flown off the deep end when he’d found out. She’d promised it was just a one-time thing, but she’d enjoyed the rush too much.
That one error of judgment had quickly led to a turbulent half-decade of various needles and pills, and Alex had come so very close to walking away. Since then, she’d learned to keep her vices well controlled. Even during her banishment, her abuse cycle never extended beyond the over-consumption of alcohol.
She’d been a good girl.
Relatively.
That is, until the day Red had caught her napping in the back of her Hunter Division truck and had given her a little something to perk her up.
Red.
A liar and a traitor, who probably thought the best way to keep Silver distracted from the events going on around her was to get her so inebriated she wouldn’t be able form coherent suspicions, and even if she did, she could be easily discredited.
Silver feels betrayed, and foolish for having slipped back into old habits so freely. On top of that, the last time she got loaded, she let Luka grope her.
Devastated by everything that’s happened to her lately, her emotions reach a critical level and she begins to cry uncontrollably. She longs to find some sense of normality in the familiarity of his body, or some sense of comfort in his touch. Denied that, she dives into his chest, pushes him down on the bed, and buries her face in his shirt.
She cries for two hours straight.
His shirt is soaked with snot and tears by the time her eyes finally dry up, and he discards it in the laundry basket as soon as she falls asleep. He hopes that exhaustion will knock her out for the entire night, but she doesn’t get to rest for nearly as long as he’d like.
In the early hours of the evening, something in the room vibrates.
He ignores it.
Thirty seconds later, it happens again.
Silver’s cell phone.
He sends the second call straight to voicemail, but the caller won’t be deterred so easily. Silver’s woken with a jolt when the house phone begins to chirp.
Alex snatches it up and barks into the receiver. “What?”
The voice on the other end causes him to perform an eye roll before handing the phone over to Silver. “It’s for you.”
Rubbing sleep out of her eyes, Silver takes the phone and answers it through a yawn. “Hello?”
Taking this opportunity to satisfy a craving, Alex retrieves a packet of cigarettes and a lighter from the bedside table and slides open the door onto the deck. Lingering there, watching her carefully, he lights up and eavesdrops on her conversation.
“What?” A frown appears on her face and she checks her invisible watch. “Now? Again? Why?”
Any relief Alex gets from the fresh rush of nicotine circulating in his blood is quickly dampened by the rising agitation in Silver’s voice.
“That doesn’t make any sense,” she argues with the apparent douchebag on the other end of the line. “What was wrong with it?”
Alex watches her jaw become tense, and her silver eyes narrow with suspicion.
“How bad could it be?” she snarls. “You’re really going to drag me all the way down there when you could just tell me over the phone and save us all the trouble?”
The caller pleads his case.
Silver’s eyes make an exaggerated half-moon arc. “Fine.”
Click.
“Asshole,” she mutters to herself, preparing to get out of bed.
“What’s the matter?” Alex asks from the doorway. “You need rest.”
Silver delves through the closet for clothes that don’t smell of smoke and fire and death. “BioScience.” She sighs. “I could run that fucking place, I spend so much time there.”
“What do they want? Another sample?”
Silver shakes her head. “They just want to talk to me about the one I already gave.”
A ripple of tension flutters inside Alex’s chest. “What for? Did you—”
“No, Alex. It’s not that.”
“You’re certain?”
“It was well out of my system.”
She finishes dressing, but hesitates before she leaves.
Let the boy take care of you.
Maydevine’s last words.
Finally, “Do you want to come?” she asks.
The invite is so out of character that Alex has to double-check its validity before he accepts it. “You’re okay with that?”
Silver nods … sort of. The motion starts out up and down, but ends up swaying slightly left to right. “Just come, okay?” She looks up at him. “He’d want you to.”
            
*************************
 
Assuming liberties, Silver strides straight into the BioScience lab without knocking. Alex trails in behind her, hot on her heels, quietly nervous about what news this appointment might bring.
“Speak,” Silver orders the lab tech. “Let’s get this over with.”
Not in the least bit rattled by her curtness, he presents her with a two liter bottle of water and a plastic cup. “Drink up.”
“Excuse me?”
“We have to do an ultrasound, and I need you to have a full bladder.”
Silver practically snatches the bottle and cup out of his hands, knowing that if she doesn’t ask the most pertinent question next, then Alex will ask it for her. “Why are we doing this? What’s wrong with me?”
“Just an anomaly in your blood work that we need to check out, that’s all.”
“You’re not making it sound good.”
“It’s nothing to worry about. Honest.”
“Then why aren’t you being more specific?”
The lab tech’s eyes dart from her to Alex and back again, deciding how much information to impart. “We detected a small hormone variant in your blood and it’s … well, it just shouldn’t be there.”
“You’re not making it sound any better, you know that?”
“The sooner you fill your tank, the sooner we can get this over with, General. My advice: head to the cafeteria, enjoy a freshly-baked muffin, and don’t come back until you’re walking funny.”
Silver follows that advice.
Even the part about the muffin.
In the almost completely deserted cafeteria, she nurses her third cup of water and stares at her muffin while Alex finishes his second and warms his hands against a cup of hot coffee.
Silence.
“Well, this sucks.” She picks a chocolate chip out of the muffin and lets it melt on her tongue.
“I’m sure everything’s fine.” Alex tries his best to be comforting, despite his own worry.
Silver’s eyebrows make an upside down ‘v’. “Who are you? And where’s my angry, embittered husband?”
“He’s trying to lower his blood pressure.”
“Yeah? I’m sure those muffins will really help with that.” She laughs at him.
He points at her muffin. “Are you gonna eat that?”
“Don’t steal my food.” She makes a little fort around it with her hands. “This isn’t the Fringe.” Her use of the word brings her mind back to the fighter jets, and the thought of all that carnage instantly kills her smile. “Not even the Fringe is the Fringe anymore.” She pushes the muffin toward him. “Knock yourself out.”
He pushes it back to her. “Come on, I was only teasing. You have to eat.”
She dips her head into her hands, leaning on her elbows. “I’m gonna throw up.”
“No, you’re not. You’re just upset.”
“I don’t know what I am anymore.” She fights back a wave of sadness. “What’re we going to do about Red?”
Alex shrugs. “What can we do? Invent a time machine, go back to before this whole thing started, and lock her up in the detainment corridor?”
“She knew about all of this from the very beginning. She knew what was coming when she had Jax build the EMP. She made it appear like it was for our benefit, but all the while she was achieving her own private goals.”
“And now it’s done.” Alex takes a sip of his coffee. “And we allowed it to happen, so we’re just as guilty as she is. How do we condemn her when we had the chance to stop it and we chose to do nothing?”
“All those human lives …”
“This has been so far out of our control this whole time. They would’ve found a way even if we had no involvement at all.”
“There’s still something we can do.” Silver finishes her water. “It’s not over.”
“I’m frightened to ask.”
“The antiretroviral drugs. The work you and Maydevine were doing—we have to finish it.”



CHAPTER TWENTY

Not Those People
 
This time, Silver knocks on the door to the BioScience lab before stepping inside, and she even allows Alex to hold the door open for her.
“You promised this would be quick,” she reminds the lab tech.
“And it will be.” He pats an examination chair, encouraging her to sit. “Make yourself comfortable.”
Silver slips off her jacket and hands it to Alex, sliding cautiously onto the reclined chair as she watches the lab tech prepare a table full of bits and pieces: a squeezy bottle of ultrasound jelly, some napkins, and a few other things she doesn’t know the names of.
“I’ll be right back.” He winks at her and disappears into another room in the back.
Awaiting his return, Silver taps her thumbs anxiously against the edge of the chair. Trying to displace her apprehension, Alex scoops up one of her hands and holds it tight.
Though he can tell that she’s trying hard to suppress it, he can still feel a faint tremor of nerves in her touch. For her benefit, he endeavors to lighten the mood.
“You think we have enough time for you to blow me before he gets back?”
Shocked by his unexpected attempt at crude humor, Silver swings a punch at his right shoulder and knocks him backwards into a nearby office chair.
“Is that a ‘no’?” He chuckles.
The lab tech returns, wheeling an ultrasound machine into the room with him. “This’ll be over before you know it,” he assures his patient again.
He sets the machine up by Silver’s chair, directing the monitor toward himself and away from his patient.
“What is it that you’re looking for?” Alex asks, getting up from the office chair and returning to Silver’s side.
“A reason for the strange hormone variant.” The lab tech remains deliberately abstruse, denying Alex’s request for answers.
“Duh,” Silver pokes fun.
Once his gadgets are calibrated, the lab tech wheels his chair closer to Silver. “Please lift your shirt and unbutton your pants.”
“How many times have you heard that?” Alex giggles, evading another punch.
Silver does as she’s told, and the lab tech swiftly places paper towels over the rolled down top of her jeans to avoid getting the jelly on her clothes.
“Ready?” he asks.
Silver shrugs. “Whatever.”
He dons protective gloves, grabs the bottle of jelly and dollops a generous amount of it onto her belly.
“Oh, fuck you!” Silver squeals, her body tensing.
“By the way, it’s cold.” The lab tech smiles, reaching for the transducer.
Now thoroughly irritated, Silver realizes just how badly she needs to pee as soon as he starts to press against her abdomen.
An agonizing minute ticks by.
Finally, “When did you remove your implant?”
“My what now?”
“It’s a Hunter Division requirement, General. All females are expected to—”
“Oh, that stupid little thing,” she catches on. “I never had one. I mean, I did, years ago. Obviously. But then there was that whole banishment incident, and a monster ripped my insides out, so I …” The words expire before they get a chance to leave her tongue.
Feeling left out in the cold, Alex has no idea what’s going on. “What am I not getting here?”
“Birth control implants are mandatory for all Hunter Division females,” the lab tech explains. “But your wife doesn’t have one.”
“Well, no. That’s because she …”
Cogs whir.
And then his eyes light up.
He gets it.
“I don’t see why she would be exempt from the rule.” The lab tech turns back to the screen. “Her uterus and ovaries are all perfectly fine.” He shrugs. “I don’t get it. It must’ve been an oversight.”
“No … I …” The engine in Silver’s brain stalls out.
“The virus,” Alex realizes. “It must’ve regenerated your—”
“Jesus christ, Alex,” she cuts him off and throws her head back against the headrest, covering her face with her hands. “Fuck me.”
“He already did.” The lab tech laughs. “That’s how we ended up here.”
Grinning from ear to ear, Alex wants to know more. “How pregnant is she?”
“Nine weeks.” The lab tech clicks a few buttons. “Fetal measurements are congruent with nine weeks and three days, to be precise. Do you want to see your baby?”
Alex beams as the lab tech turns the screen toward them, but Silver keeps her eyes averted. The lab tech points out the top and tail of the bean-shaped object now taking up residence inside of Silver, and Alex’s eyes are glued to it.
“Fetal development seems perfectly normal, but we’ll need to perform a chorionic villus sampling to be certain. And I’d recommend it, since she’s had no prenatal care whatsoever. Do you want to do it now?”
Alex looks down at his catatonic wife and nudges her. “Silver?”
Nothing.
Another nudge. “C’mon, El.”
Still getting nothing out of her, he apologizes to the lab tech. “Can you give us a minute?”
The man nods, setting the ultrasound machine to display a looped recording of the tiny bean before wiping off Silver’s stomach.
“Give me a shout when you’re both ready. I’ll be in the back.”
As the door closes behind him, Alex turns his attention back to Silver.
“Hey.” He slides a hand across her bare stomach. “What’s wrong?”
“This is not fucking happening to me,” she whispers.
“No, it’s not,” he concurs. “It’s happening to us.”
Eventually, her eyes meet his. “Why are you so calm?”
“Are you kidding me?” The grin returns. “I’m fucking terrified.”
“You’re the happiest terrified person I’ve ever seen in my life.” She pushes his hand away. “So I guess that means you’ve forgotten all about that little speech you gave me in the Ark.”
That wipes the smile off Alex’s face.
“We’re not those people,” she reminds him. “Isn’t that what you said?”
“Silver …”
“We’re the ones who make this life possible for others.”
“I was trying to make you feel better.”
“It’s the truth, Alex. We’ve always known it.”
“We can change that.”
“How? This city’s gone to shit.”
“I don’t give a fuck about this city.”
“Since when?”
“I quit.”
“Shut up.” Silver folds her arms.
“I’m serious.”
“You’re an idiot.”
“We can do this.”
“I don’t even know how to take care of myself, Alex.” She tries not to cry. “The things I’ve been doing …”
“Shhh.” He kisses the top of her head. “What better reason is there to stop?”
Silver’s eyes drift toward the ultrasound monitor, her face scrunching up at the sight of the bean. “That’s a baby?”
“Apparently. Do you want me to check and make sure? I am an expert after all.”
Before she can question him, Alex slips a hand inside her unbuttoned jeans and pushes two fingers inside her. Mindful not to alert the lab tech, he smothers her gasp with a kiss.
“You’re insane,” she whispers.
Click.
The door at the back of the room opens up and the lab tech suddenly reappears. Alex hastily removes his fingers and delves his hand into his pocket, wondering if the lab tech just caught everything on the security camera monitor.
“I hate to rush you guys.” The lab tech checks his watch. “But I’m going off shift in fifteen minutes.”
Alex nods. “It’s okay. We’re ready.”
The lab tech has the CVS needle prepared in seconds, and preps Silver’s skin with an iodine solution.
“So, who’s going to replace you?” He tries to make small talk with her.
“Excuse me?”
“Will it be Deputy Jenkins?”
Silver barely notices the needle as it pierces her skin. The notion of her resignation hadn’t even occurred to her.
Until now.



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

A Hunter’s Praxis
 
Silver and Alex look out of place in the waiting room of the Omega Human Resources Department. Surrounded by people in suits, people in Division uniforms, and some wearing the emblems of other departments—janitorial services, the bomb squad, and the mechanics department, to name a few—they look conspicuous in civilian clothes.
Behind a wall-to-wall reception desk, Human Resources employees shuffle papers and answer phones. Charcoal suits scream of the mundane, and of a suffocating uniformity that makes Silver want to cringe. Fake flowers in overly decorative vases try to remain optimistic despite the overwhelming sense of pointlessness hanging in the recycled air.
“Are you sure you’re okay with this?” Alex whispers. “We don’t have to do this right now.”
“The results of my blood work and ultrasound will be in the Governor’s hands first thing in the morning.” She watches a spider wriggle out of a janitor’s pocket and zip over the back of his chair toward a trash can. “If I have to do this, I’d rather do it on my own terms.”
An Omega employee from the vehicle maintenance department barges into the waiting room, blood dripping from a crude bandage covering his left eye socket. Barely looking up from her desk, the unconcerned receptionist gives him little more than a cursory glance and makes a swift determination.
“Worker’s comp?”
The injured man slaps his left eyeball down onto the desk in front of her. “What do you think?”
In the corner of the room, a recently widowed woman clutches a pair of Hunter Division dog tags in her hands, crying inconsolably. She’s holding the tags so tightly that her press-on nails are digging into her palms and her knuckles are white.
“Do you miss it at all?” Silver addresses Alex without taking her eyes off the widow. “Hunting, I mean.”
Alex shrugs, not really sure what kind of answer she’s hoping to hear. “I miss the fun we used to have.”
“That’s not what I asked.”
Still unsure of precisely what she’s fishing for, Alex sighs. “I guess I never really thought about it too much.”
As far as Silver’s concerned, that’s an answer in and of itself.
He reads her mind.
“I know you don’t believe me, but I really was going to transfer at the end of the Second Reclamation,” he attempts to explain himself. “I’d had plenty of time to adjust to the idea of a life outside the Division, so I never lost anything that I wasn’t already prepared to give up for the sake of something much more important.”
Silence.
On the other side of the room, a door opens and a rotund, middle-aged, balding man appears and consults a digital clipboard. “Ella Cross?” He scans the room.
Identifying herself, Silver raises her hand rather sheepishly. Alex encourages her to her feet and the balding man ushers them both through a tag restricted doorway and down a lengthy hallway.
At the end of the hall, he invites them into his office and offers them a seat. “What can I do for you folks today?”
Feeling Alex’s hand stroking her back, Silver takes a deep breath before answering. “I need to make an amendment to my employment status.”
“Oh-kay.” The balding man consults her employment file. “Has this change been approved by the Governor’s office?”
“No, but Hunter Division regulations require me to make it.”
Seeing nothing in her file that could account for her visit, he sits down at his desk and upturns both palms. “Well, what’s the nature of the amendment?”
“Medical.”
“That’s vague.” He clicks his tongue against his cheek. “You need a leave of absence? Stress leave? Short term disability? Or what? Don’t make me guess.”
Silver keeps her mouth shut. She can’t bring herself to say it. It all seems so surreal to her, and she hates the thought of sharing the intimate details of her private life with a complete stranger.
Feeling her back and shoulders tense defensively, Alex answers for her. “It’s a personal matter.”
The balding man’s eyes flit back and forth between them. He makes a dissatisfied sort of grunting noise and consults Silver’s personnel file again. “If you’ll be departing from your position, you’ll need to appoint a temporary replacement from the Governor’s pre-approved list.”
“Okay.” Silver snaps her fingers at him, demanding speed. “Show me the list.”
She wants this over with, and he doesn’t seem to be too fond of her company either. He flips through another folder on his desk and withdraws a sheet of paper, passing it to her across the table. With one eyebrow up, she rubs a clammy palm off on her pants and takes the dubiously empty-looking page, scanning it for names.
There are only three.
She only recognizes one.
            
*************************
            
Caught up in an unappealing swell of emotions, Silver is sullen and withdrawn. The car ride back to their apartment passes in an oppressive silence while she, exhausted and defeated, subconsciously twirls her wedding ring around her finger.
After Alex forces her to eat the reheated Chimera steak he cooked for her earlier, she falls asleep on the couch with her head in his lap, and he strokes her hair. Recumbent on her back, peacefully still, her right arm is folded across her chest. The dog tags around her wrist are splayed out, and even though they’re smeared with blood, they seem shinier than Alex remembers them. He flips them over to investigate.
Gabriel Maydevine.
Her father.
Alex gets butterflies in his stomach at the thought of his own impending fatherhood. He runs a hand over Silver’s perfectly flat stomach, finding it almost inconceivable to think that a child is somehow growing inside there.
Extricating himself from her unconscious body without waking her, he picks her up and carries her into the bedroom, placing her carefully on the bed and covering her with a blanket. Not yet tired, he digs an Old World comic book out from his stash inside a reclaimed ottoman and settles himself into an armchair beside the bed.
Hours later, an unexpected knock at the front door shocks him out of a deep sleep, just as the break of dawn begins to spill in through the bedroom window. Checking to make sure that Silver’s still sound asleep, he kisses her on the forehead and responds to the knock.
Luka.
Alex invites him inside, warning him to keep his voice low.
“Silver’s sleeping?” Luka checks his watch, assuring himself of the time. “Why? She’s usually up before first light. A Hunter’s praxis and all that.”
Alex shrugs, casually brushing off Luka’s concern. “She’s feeling a little under the weather. Given recent circumstances, I think she’s entitled to a little uninterrupted down time. Don’t you?”
“Circumstances? You mean Maydevine?”
“What else?”
“Well, I heard that she broke into the Fringe District yesterday.”
Alex nods, trying to avoid going into any further detail as he ushers Luka toward the kitchen.
“Is she okay?” Luka persists. “That place must be toxic.”
“She’ll be fine. She just needs rest.”
“Is she pissed?”
“I think Maydevine’s death has worn her down. If she weren’t so wiped out, I’m certain she’d be in the Governor’s office raising hell about what went down out there.”
“To what end? We willingly traded our autonomy for …” He feigns remembering some forgotten fact. “Apples, I think.”
“Everything done on our side was absolutely necessary.”
“You’re telling me that if you knew what was coming—if you knew about the Fringe District massacre before it happened—you’d have signed the papers anyway?”
Silence.
Alex busies himself making coffee and avoids giving Luka an answer. He wonders if Red knew about the massacre. He wonders if she knew that Maydevine’s kidnap would be a death sentence, no matter what Silver did.
In any case, Luka takes Alex’s silence for a ‘yes’.
“One million people, Alex.” He doesn’t even try to mask his disdain. “What if Silver was still out there?”
Alex keeps his back to Luka and retrieves two mugs out of a kitchen cupboard. “That’s different.”
“Why? Because she’s yours?”
Alex sets water to boil. “Because she was innocent.”
“And you think she was the only one? I agree that our judicial system needed reform, but not like this.” Luka shakes his head. “This was all wrong and you know it.”
“Enough, Luka.” Alex slams a mug down on the counter. “I won’t debate this with you.”
Relenting, Luka takes a seat at the table. “What was Silver doing in the Fringe District anyway?”
Alex shoos Smellie off the counter and measures out the instant coffee. “She was outraged, just like you. She wanted to help.”
“Alone?”
Alex stirs the coffee, growing ever more suspicious at the direction of the conversation. “That’s how she does everything. Why?”
Luka shrugs. “She wasn’t the only platinum tag in the Fringe District at the time of the massacre, that’s all.”
“Really?”
“Really.”
Alex takes the mugs of coffee and hands one across the table to Luka. “Who the fuck else would’ve been out there?”
The confusion in his voice is genuine, Luka can tell.
Accepting the mug, he locks eyes with Alex. “Liana Valentine.”
If he was hoping for a reaction, he’s disappointed.
“Valentine was with Silver?” Alex tries to connect another set of dots. “She told you that?”
Luka shakes his head. “Valentine didn’t tell me anything. She was reported missing by her mother last night.”
Alex retrieves a carton of Chimera milk from the refrigerator, careful to appear calm and unconcerned. “Are you trying to tell me that Valentine was killed during the Fringe District massacre?”
“That’s where she was found,” Luka corrects him. “Since you weren’t answering your phone last night, I put myself in charge of the search team.”
“Do you take milk?” Alex attempts to distract him.
Luka shakes his head, refusing to be derailed. “Her tag was broadcasting from a Mid Town sector of the Fringe District: Sector Fifteen.”
He pauses for a reaction, but gets none. Alex sets the milk carton aside, pulls out a chair and takes a seat opposite Luka. His silence forces Luka to continue.
“Sector Fifteen … isn’t that where Silver used to burrow herself away? In a tumbledown old theater.”
“Maybe. I don’t remember.”
This time, Luka catches a flicker of deception.
“Why?” Alex pushes him to release more information. “What does that have to do with anything?”
“That’s where you found Silver today. Isn’t it, boss?”
Alex really doesn’t like where this is going, and he’s starting to get his grump on. “You traced Silver’s tag? Why would you do that?”
“I didn’t.” Luka takes a sip of his coffee. “I ran a trace on the GPS tracker in her car.”
“What the fuck for?”
“Because Valentine’s car never left the Sentinel District, and she didn’t get into the Fringe District on foot.”
“So? I don’t get it. Why are you assuming that she was with Silver?”
“Only two vehicles have crossed the One Way since the dual Division recall: yours and hers.”
“That’s all you’ve got? Maybe Valentine was in the Fringe District before the recall, and she broke protocol.”
“By all accounts, Valentine was a stickler for the rules. You saw that for yourself back at the warehouse. Besides, I’ve already looked into her tag history and I know precisely where she was—and who she was with—prior to her leaving the Sentinel District.”
Alex tries to remain casual, taking a sip of his hot coffee. “Okay, let’s hear it.”
“Yesterday afternoon, she was at the DDH—her car’s still parked there—and her tag places her in Silver’s office.”
Alex shrugs. “Maybe Silver requested a copy of her report from the warehouse incident. Why does that even matter? Silver was with us the entire time.”
Luka shakes his head. “Not when she went back to the armory. She was late for the drug testing because she was in her office with Valentine.”
Alex’s grits his teeth. “What exactly are you implying, Deputy?”
“Silver was the last person to see her alive. And that’s not an implication, it’s a fact.”
“Fine, but it’s not a crime to have a conversation with someone who later turns up dead. It’s just bad luck.”
“Okay, but then you also have to explain why Valentine’s tag was never more than a meter away from the GPS tracker in Silver’s car. ‘Cause I can trace their path straight into the Fringe District.”
Alex shakes his head. “That can’t be right.”
“There’s more.”
Alex waits, wondering how much worse this could possibly get.
“I interviewed the Major’s men. The ones posted at the Breaking Point of the One Way before the gate went up.”
“And?” Alex stares down into his coffee, dreading the conclusion that Luka’s gradually leading him toward.
“Their statements are identical. They each say that Silver was the only person in the vehicle.”
Silence.
Alex isn’t a dummy; he’s capable of inferring the facts.
Valentine was in the trunk.
“No.” Alex shakes his head. “Fuck that. Silver wouldn’t have.”
He traces events back in his head, trying to understand what could’ve happened. He so desperately wants to find a way to free Silver from the list of charges quickly mounting up behind her, but he comes up short.
“Why was Valentine in Silver’s office?” Luka presses him. “What grief did they have with one another?”
Alex can only think of one thing, and he says it out loud. “Blackmail.” He pinches the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger. “Valentine must’ve been trying to blackmail her.”
“With what? They barely knew each other.”
Still trying to unravel things in his own brain, Alex clenches his fist. “She came to me and I did nothing, so she tried to go off the books.”
“You have to share your thoughts with me,” Luka begs him.
“This is so fucked up. I don’t even know where to begin.”
“Look, boss. If what we’re saying here is that Silver killed Valentine and dumped her body in the Fringe District, hoping that the massacre would cover her tracks, then I need to know why.”
 Alex glances up, feeling a pair of eyes watching him from the doorway.
“I told you,” Silver whispers. “You have no idea what I’ve done.”
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Tie Die
 
Luka is champing at the bit with rage. He wants to launch a verbal attack against Silver, but restrains himself for two reasons. One, Alex is in full battle mode and ready to defend her at any cost. Two, Silver is not the Silver that Luka’s used to seeing.
Wrapped in a blanket, she’s quiet and still and exudes an uncharacteristic frailty that’s making Luka nervous.
“She was twenty-two years old!” he barks at her. “She’d just graduated from the Academy, for fuck’s sake.”
“There was nothing else I could’ve done,” Silver defends her actions weakly, avoiding eye contact with both men.
“Are you serious?”
“Luka, I—”
“You can’t be serious. Who the fuck do you think you are?!”
Silver refuses to back down, and she’s growing stronger every second. “Aren’t you listening? I had no other choice! She knew everything, Luka. All of it.”
“All of what?”
Before Silver can incriminate herself, Alex butts in. “It was your ass on the line, too,” he blags to Luka. “Silver was protecting all of us.”
Silver’s eyes dart across to Alex, unsure where he’s going with this. “Alex …”
He ignores her, remaining focused on Luka. “Valentine was a bomb tech, and she was assigned to the Sentinel District EMP blast.”
“Yeah, so?”
“She found evidence connecting us to the bomb—all four of us. You, me, Silver, and Red.”
“How’s that possible? We covered our tracks.”
Alex shrugs. “Bombs are like fingerprints.”
“What evidence?” Luka insists.
Silver recognizes that Alex is about to hesitate, and leaps in to fill the silence before it becomes glaringly obvious. “Your tie.” She turns to Luka. “I guess you thought it would be destroyed in the blast, but it wasn’t.”
“A tie? That’s it?” Luka snorts.
“You’re right. It’s not much and it might not have been enough to convict you, but would you really want to take that chance? Besides, she also had partial fingerprints. Mine and Alex’s were on the remains of the power cells we used to charge the capacitors.”
Luka can’t quite wrap his head around it. “How was all of that not destroyed in the explosion?”
“It should’ve been. The bomb was meant to have double the blast radius, but something went wrong. Jax fucked it up, and therein lies another problem.”
“Her fingerprints were on the EMP?” Luka guesses.
“All over it, like butter on bread. And that wouldn’t even have been so much of a problem if she hadn’t gone and kidnapped Maydevine.”
Luka nods. “Making it look like we were all in cahoots on the whole thing.”
“Exactly.”
“When did Valentine find out?”
Alex, quietly impressed—and slightly frightened—by Silver’s quick thinking, rejoins the conversation to fill in her blanks. “The lab sent back the results to her the day before yesterday. She tried to corral me at the Founders Day party, but I shut her down.”
“So then she came after me,” Silver finishes off the tale. “With much less favorable results.”
Luka’s anger seems to have dissipated somewhat, and he appears to have relaxed into a state of understanding. “She shouldn’t have died.”
“No,” Silver agrees. “But now you can see that it was a necessary loss.”
Alex fidgets with his fingers, craving a cigarette. “What will you do with the case?” He directs the question to Luka.
“Huh?” Luka seems distracted.
“The Valentine case? You have evidence that places Silver in the car with Valentine before her disappearance.”
Luka thinks on his feet. “Nobody has to know that Valentine was dead before she ended up in the car.” He massages his aching temple, trying to concoct a believable lie on the fly. “Valentine was small. It’s conceivable that, if she were ducking to avoid the shots fired by the Major’s men on the bridge, they simply didn’t see her.” He looks over at Silver. “You just have to explain why you were both there in the first place.”
“Look into her background. Everyone knows someone who was banished. Whoever that is for Valentine, that’s the person she wanted to save from the massacre.”
“And who else would she go to for help?” Alex smiles, seduced by Silver’s perfect logic. “The only person she could guarantee would have a flagrant disregard for Omega protocols.”
“We’re really going to do this?” Luka’s eyes hop from Silver to Alex and back again. “We’re really going to cover up the murder of an Omega employee?”
Silence.
Nobody voices dissent.
“It looks like we’re all agreed.” Alex focuses on Luka, making sure he’s completely on board. “Better get your report signed.”
“Yes, boss.”
Silver smirks at him. “You know, Deputy, he’s really not your boss anymore.”
“Excuse me?” Luka looks to Alex for clarification.
There’s a pair of dog tags around his neck.
Hunter Division dog tags.
Luka hadn’t noticed them before. “You’re … ?”
“The Hunter General.” Alex smiles.
“Then who the hell’s running the Police Division?”
Silver breaks into a grin. “I’m making history. The first ever female Hunter General just became the first ever female Commissioner.”
Luka’s mouth opens and closes, but he’s too confused to form words.
“Technically, you’re only the second female Commissioner,” Alex pops Silver’s bubble. “It was before our time, but a woman has been given that title before.”
“Na-uh.” Silver holds her palm up to him, refusing to accept his version of history. “I was born a woman. That’s different.”
“Do I want to know why you two switched?” Luka gets his voice back. “Or even how?”
“The how is easy.” Silver tries to steal Alex’s coffee. “Omega has lists of suitable replacements for the Division leaders, should one or other of them be temporarily unable to perform their duties. It’s not permanent, but it’ll suffice for now.”
“And the why?”
“That part’s complicated,” Alex answers, preventing Silver from snatching his mug. “But you’ll find out soon enough.”
“Great.” Luka sighs. “More secrets.”
 
**************************
 
Nursing a second mug of coffee, Alex lights up his third cigarette on the deck outside their bedroom. Silver, showered and ready to begin a new day, slinks out onto the deck and hovers several feet away.
Their conversation with Luka won’t leave her head. Alex just made himself an accessory after the fact, and she feels undeserving of such unconditional loyalty. She should never have let it get this far, and now the lies are starting to spiral out of control.
“Luka’s a good Agent.” She leans up against the railing. “He was bound to find out that I was with Valentine when she died. You didn’t have to lie for me.”
“Really? You think we should’ve told him the truth? That you killed Valentine—a twenty-two-year-old kid—because you were guilty of treason and she knew about it. How well do you think that would’ve gone down?”
“But now you’re covering for me. Perverting the course of justice is just as punishable in the eyes of our law.”
“What choice did I have? They’d have enforced you. Do you really think I’d just stand by and let them execute my pregnant wife?”
An orchestra rings out in Silver’s head.
Pregnant.
“We’ll get the results of the CVS this morning.” She sits down beside him. “Are you nervous?”
“Nah. It’ll be fine.”
He doesn’t believe that. At least, not completely.
He reaches out to squeeze her shoulder, but he doesn’t let the touch linger. Retreating back into his own space, his mind returns to thoughts of what the rest of the day will bring. “You haven’t forgotten, have you?”
“About?”
“The funeral.”
She had.
It wasn’t supposed to be real, so she’d put no effort into it. She’d let the Funerary Department take care of everything, from the arrangement of the service to the sending of the e-vites. She doesn’t even know if there’s going to be a wake.
Both of their pagers beep.
It’s the Governor’s office.
Report to the DDH as soon as possible.
“She must’ve seen the transfer papers.” Silver deletes the message. “What are we going to tell her?”
“What’s there to tell? The lab results will explain everything.”
“She’ll be pissed.”
“Business as usual then.”
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

A Life, Previously
 
Under the afternoon sun, a large group of Omega personnel are gathered in the Elysium Cemetery in front of an open grave.
A casket—filled with the remnants of what was once a human being—is being slowly lowered into the ground while a sermonizer delivers a traditionally pragmatic, generic, and godless speech.
She speaks of valor and triumph, and the essence of a man living on in the memories of those who have outlived him. She reminds those who loved him not to grieve for him, but to cherish the legacy he left behind.
Silver runs a hand across her stomach. All she can think about is a child who will never know his or her only grandparent, and a grandfather who never got to be.
She tries to suppress her nausea.
Alex gave her a don’t-puke-in-the-grave pill just before they left home, but it’s having little effect. To make things worse, she feels uncomfortable. She hasn’t worn a suit since her wedding, and her black trouser suit is stiff and itchy.
At her side, Alex is in full regulation Hunter Division uniform and she’s jealous. All she has is a pair of handcuffs, a generic handgun—her custom piece now officially retired—and a Police Division badge clipped to her waistband.
She wants more weapons.
She wants her hunting knife.
She wants to feel like herself again.
Staring at the ground, too numb to cry, she refuses to look at the coffin. Around her, colleagues and friends of the deceased glance at her in their periphery, knowing of her personal relationship to the box.
Only, the box is just a box.
The corpse inside it is just a corpse—or pieces of one. Probably a security guard or a janitor, caught in the wrong place at the wrong time. Eventually, he’ll be missed. Unless Jax was smart and picked a childless married couple for the warehouse decoys. If that’s the case, then it was this poor man’s wife who was scooped up off the floor with a shovel and thrown in a garburator.
Silver throws up a little in her mouth.
She’s not used to having such a weak stomach, and the fact that everything she eats threatens to revisit her every few hours is really starting to piss her off.
Watching her carefully, Alex can tell that she’s struggling to maintain her composure. Holding back his own emotions for her sake, he reaches out and runs a hand across her back, silently letting her know that he’s there.
“It’s not him,” she whispers. “It’s not him.”
She can’t shake the thought that she left her dying father to bleed out in the Fringe District alone. Did Alex even check for a pulse before he pulled her away and drove off with her? Did she? She can’t remember.
Alex pulls her into him and holds his arm around her as the service draws to a close. Meanwhile, on the other side of the cemetery, another fresh hole is already being dug.
Valentine.
Luka’s search team recovered her body at first light, and Silver’s curious to know how nobody spotted Maydevine’s corpse there. He was only a few hundred yards away, and should’ve stuck out like a sore thumb.
A dead man can’t be in two places at once, and if he was in the Fringe District during the massacre, he sure as fuck wasn’t in the Sentinel District warehouse when it went kaboom.
Maybe the theater collapsed, she ponders. The structure was already weakened, and it wouldn’t have taken much to bring the whole place down. The rubble would’ve entombed him, and there wouldn’t have been anything left for Luka’s men to see.
At the conclusion of the service, Alex is drawn away by a group of his old Police Division colleagues, and Silver is immediately blindsided by a face from her past.
A slender brunette in a black skirt suit strolls up to her, her teary eyes shielded behind dark glasses. She’s in her mid-fifties, but could pass for younger. Her well-maintained figure is almost exactly what it was thirty years ago, though now probably requires significantly more effort to keep it looking that way. Her hair, dyed, but true to its natural color, shows no hint of gray. Her perfectly manicured hands boast fake nails and a naked wedding finger.
Veronica Valentine.
“Was this your fault?”
Silver sighs. She’d half expected that she’d be blamed. “Nice to see you, too, Vee.”
“Answer me. What happened?”
“Nothing that I could’ve prevented.”
Veva makes a disbelieving ‘hmpff’ noise. “You’re seldom just an innocent bystander, Ella. I already know you were involved, so spare me the denials. I just need to know that we didn’t end up here because you fucked something up.”
“Despite what you might think, I’m not always the guilty one. You can’t put me in the naughty chair this time, Vee.”
That brings back some memories.
Veva folds her arms across her chest. “You could never keep out of trouble. Not even when you were little. Gabe went half crazy that night you stole his gun and snuck out to kill the Chimera that’d escaped from the Victuals and Vivisection building.”
“I was trying to protect the city.”
“You were five.”
“I was ambitious.”
“You were reckless, just as you always are. What’s the truth here, Ella? Was Gabe just another hapless victim of your carelessness?”
“I never would’ve put Papa’s life in danger. I did everything I could to save him.”
“Really? Is that why you killed my daughter?”
Silver feels all the blood drain from her head.
Internal panic.
“Liana died in the Fringe District massacre,” she tries to sound confident.
“So I’ve heard. At least, that’s the story your people want the newspaper to print.”
“It’s the truth.”
“Celia showed me the press release concocted by Deputy Kinsella, and there’s not a grain of truth in it.”
“I was trying to help your daughter when my car was ambushed by a mob of crazed Fringers,” Silver repeats a line from her sworn statement.
“Helping her to do what exactly?” Veva’s tone is becoming increasingly hostile. “According to Kinsella, she wanted to find her uncle Bob and save him from the massacre.”
“There you go, then.”
“She hadn’t seen him in fifteen years. He was an active member of the People’s Front terrorist group, and an unrepentant sexual deviant who liked to expose himself to little girls. He was already dead to us. Next time, you might want to do a little more research before you fabricate a cover story.”
“You can’t prove a thing.”
“I don’t have to. All it took last time was suspicion.”
Silver locks eyes on her. “What?”
“Nobody could prove that you fired an RPG at the Governor, but that didn’t seem to matter to the Banishment and Enforcement Council.”
“I was set up. They wouldn’t even hear testimony from my alibi.”
“Testimony from the Hunter you were unlawfully fucking? Of course not. He could hardly be counted upon to be impartial. And you don’t even have an alibi this time, so getting a conviction should be a piece of cake.”
Silver keeps her cool, forcing herself to think logically. “An alibi for what? The only crime I committed was to enter the Fringe District against the Crown’s orders.”
“That, and the murder of my daughter.”
Silver does her best not to let any micro-expressions betray her guilt. “What murder? The coroner certified manner of death as accidental. You don’t even have a case against me.”
“That’s about to change.”
Silver shrugs. “How?”
Veva pulls a computer memory stick out of her pocket. “Ana gave me a copy of her report from the warehouse.”
Shit.
Silver hadn’t expected Liana to have a contingency plan in place, and her heart’s thumping so hard she feels it might pop.
She delves sweaty hands into her pockets. “How much did she tell you?”
“That Gabe was alive,” Veva’s voice almost breaks, “and that you were being forced to betray your city.”
“And you told her to come to me?”
“I told her to stay the fuck away from you, but she just wouldn’t drop it.” A tear cascades down her cheek. “Gabe always killed for you without hesitation, and I knew you’d do the same for him.”
A terrifying thought suddenly occurs to Silver. “What did you tell Celia?”
“Enough to get justice for my daughter.” Veva wipes away another tear and pockets the memory stick.
Silver’s anxiety reaches a peak. “Do you have any idea how much damage could be caused if you make the content of that report public?”
Veva shrugs. “Gabe and my youngest daughter are both dead, and this thing you’re calling PV55 has already been released. So the way I see it, the only thing this report is capable of destroying is you.”
“If the public knew about PV55—”
“As if they don’t already,” Veva cuts her off. “You’re deluding yourself if you think anybody still believes all that nonsense about a vaccine. Half the city has already become acquainted with the ‘side effects’, and the other half is starting to feel left out. The sooner this change comes, the better.”
Silver’s fear gives way slowly to suspicion. Veva doesn’t sound angry, she sounds frustrated. Alex gets the same tone in his voice when he has to wait more than three seconds for a red traffic light to turn green.
“Let me see your eyes,” Silver demands.
A smile tickles at the corners of Veva’s lips. “Gabe didn’t tell you, did he?”
“Tell me what?”
Veva tilts down her sunglasses and peers at Silver over the rim, not in the least bit hesitant to reveal herself. Her Fusion self.
Silver feels a knot form in her stomach and she’s rendered speechless.
Veva’s been turned.
“Nobody gives a shit about PV55.” Veva covers her eyes back up. “But you will pay for what you did to my daughter.”
She walks away, leaving Silver tongue-tied.
Moments pass.
Silver’s still in shock, but her ordeal isn’t over yet.
The Governor ventures forward from the close protection of her watchful OSS Officers, and approaches her with determination.
No greeting.
No condolences.
Straight to the point.
“I was expecting to see you in my office first thing this morning.”
Silver glances at the hole in the ground. “Sorry. I was a little preoccupied.”
“You think you can contravene Omega protocols by bending the system to suit your own needs?”
“I’m not sure that this is the appropriate place for us to be having this conversation,” Silver deflects, eager to avoid a public dispute.
Unfortunately, the Governor doesn’t care.
“I’m deeply sorry for your loss. I really am. Gabriel Maydevine was a fine man. He was always exceptionally principled and devoted. I wish I could postpone my appraisal of the situation, but I really can’t.”
Silver, already doubting that anything of value could come of this conversation, appears mildly disinterested. “We followed Omega procedure and have done nothing punishable. So I’m not exactly sure what it is that you feel you need to get off your chest quite so urgently.”
“You’re an embarrassment.”
That hits Silver out of left field. “Excuse me?”
“Getting knocked up while under Hunter Division employ is something I wouldn’t even expect of a Cadet, Commissioner.” She makes Silver’s new title sound like it’s coming from the mouth of an angry snake.
“You can’t possibly be serious?” Silver almost laughs.
“Do you have any idea what a huge step forward it was to finally have a female helming the Hunter Division?”
“Why the fuck are you so angry?”
“Your thoughtless and irresponsible behavior is derailing my equal rights campaign!”
 “I think I might actually punch you in the face right now.”
The Governor overlooks that. “The equal rights movement—”
“Is bullshit that you probably made up about five minutes ago ‘cause you were looking for a reason to be angry with me.” Silver turns away from her, disgusted. “You just want to pretend there’s still something left in this world that you have even an ounce of control over. Especially since you just sat back and watched a full-scale massacre occur at the Major’s command. That was what you and she were talking about, wasn’t it? When we all got kicked out of your office and were told to take an impromptu day off. I hardly think the two of you were making dinner plans.”
The Governor doesn’t deny it.
That means it’s true: the Major gave her a heads up.
Ignoring the accusation, the Governor peers disdainfully at Silver’s belly, then back up at her face. “How could you let this happen?”
Silver snaps back to face her, glaring daggers. “How could you?”
Point made.
Someone calls for the Governor’s attention and she, completely at a loss for words, happily retreats for the safe cover of her Officers. Seizing this narrow window of opportunity, Red makes her own attempt to solicit social contact with Silver.
Big mistake.
Already on edge, Silver’s in no mood to offer her any grace. “Get the fuck away from me. I have nothing to say to you.”
Red assumes some of the key details. “Maydevine told you?”
“Right before he died.”
“It wasn’t supposed to happen this way.” Red seems genuinely regretful. “The Fringe District massacre was not my fault.”
Taking Red completely by surprise, Silver punches her across the face. No time to react, Red hits the ground hard, her dark glasses bouncing away from her onto the soft grass. At Silver’s feet, Red looks up at her, Fusion eyes and all.
“This is your world now,” Silver snarls at her. “Take it.”
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Hope of Life
 
In Alex’s home office, Silver rummages frantically through shelves and books and papers and boxes and files. Sheets of paper scatter to the floor, books topple left and right, and with each discarded item, her frustration escalates.
Finally, a locked safe.
Silver finds it hidden inside the shell of an Old World amplifier: a relic from Alex’s youth and his short-lived aspiration to learn how to play the guitar.
She stares at the dial for a few moments.
Her birthday? His? A name, converted to numeric code? A badge number? Their anniversary? What was their anniversary anyway?
Predictably impatient, Silver disappears for a few moments, only to return with a crow bar in her hand. She lifts the bar, ready to swing it at the safe.
Caught.
Alex grabs the other end of the bar and prevents the swing. “What the fuck are you doing?”
Silver yanks the crow bar away from him. “PV55.” Her emotions begin to take hold of her, more tears threatening to swell. “The work you were doing with Maydevine. I told you we have to finish it. Where’s your research?”
“You couldn’t have asked me that before you wrecked my office?”
He tugs on the crow bar and she surrenders it willingly. In the next breath, she drops to the floor like a rock and Alex panics. He tosses the crow bar aside and falls to his knees beside her, fearing that she might’ve passed out.
Relief.
She conscious.
Glum, but conscious.
“I let Red and Jax release PV55.” She presses her palm against her forehead and squeezes her eyes shut, trying to literally hold back her despair. “The antiretroviral drugs are all we have left.”
“They don’t work.”
“Not yet.”
Alex shakes his head. “No, you don’t understand. They’re not just ineffective, they’re deadly.”
“We can fix that.”
“How?”
“I don’t know. I’m not a doctor.” She looks at him like he’s an idiot. “But you know someone who is, right?” She sniffs, wiping her nose with her sleeve.
“Maydevine had a friend … sort of.”
“Someone who was working on the ARV drugs for you?”
Alex nods. “More of an unlikely acquaintance than a friend, really.”
“Who?” Silver pushes him, sensing his hesitance.
“You won’t like it.”
“Someone at Western Point hospital? I know he knew people there.”
“No. I mean, he had an asset there who helped us to acquire medical supplies on the sly, but that’s not who we were using to help us make the drugs.”
“Not someone from Omega?”
Alex shakes his head. “It’s not anyone in the Sentinel District.”
“Damnit.” Silver thinks she understands. “Why would you use a Fringer? Maydevine had so many connections at Western Point. Why couldn’t he have coaxed a lab tech into his pocket?”
“He wanted to make sure that nothing was traceable.”
“Fuck, Alex. Everything is traceable. Every trip to the Fringe District and back. Every square inch of every step you both took, signal blocker or not. There are ways to find you, and Red proved that.”
“Red doesn’t know the half of it.”
“She knew what you were doing. She found the Fringe apartment you were using and she figured out all about the drug trials. If she tracked you there, then she sure as hell knows where in the Fringe you were manufacturing the drugs.”
“Except that we weren’t.” Alex smiles.
“Bullshit.”
“What reason have I to lie? Besides, you should be overjoyed. If our doctor had been a Fringer, we’d be shit out of luck now.”
“You want me to believe that you were working with someone from the Out District? Even if I could fathom that, Maydevine’s privileges didn’t extend that far. He couldn’t have left the city.”
“Not in the traditional manner, no. But that doesn’t mean he couldn’t have gone off the grid.”
“You’re not making any sense.”
“You know when you’re playing a video game and you reach the limits of the game space?”
Silver looks blank.
“It’s like you hit an invisible brick wall,” he explains. “The tag network is just like that. It has a set of pre-programmed perimeters within which it functions, and we call that the grid.”
“Okay …”
“Every place we map out becomes a part of the network’s ‘game space’—the grid. The Sentinel District, the Fringe District, the Leonine District, and parts of the Out District are all mapped out. But if you go too far into, say, the Out District, you go beyond the grid’s frame of reference. For all intents and purposes, your recorded location just sort of stops, right at the edge of the grid.”
“Oh, my god. You went into the Unknown Territories?” Silver punches him in the arm. “Do you have any idea how freaking dangerous that is?!”
“Wait. Just listen. The grid’s limits include any border where land meets water. Omega’s official viewpoint is that, even if you could find or make a boat that didn’t tip or let in the water, where would you go? Crossing to the Sentinel District from the Fringe will only get you shot. So when the topic was put to a vote several decades ago, it was concluded that coastal security was something of a non-issue.”
“What’s your point?”
“Nothing beyond the coastal borders is monitored by Omega. Nor is it on the grid.”
Silver begins to catch on. “Like the islands?”
“Precisely.” Alex nods. “A majority of them aren’t mapped, and they’re all over our coastline. Completely off the grid,” he repeats for emphasis.
“Absolute privacy.” Silver likes it. “That’s really kind of ingenious.”
“Of course it is. I thought of it.”
“Accept a compliment with some humility, couldn’t you?”
Another punch, this one playful.
“I do have to say, though, that this whole thing does represent a deeply shameful flaw in the Police Division’s security network,” Alex mocks her. “As the Commissioner, I feel that you should be made aware of this and be punished accordingly.”
Knock, knock, knock.
The front door.
Silence.
Neither Silver nor Alex rush for the privilege of answering, knowing exactly what news it will bring.
The CVS results.
 
*************************
 
Silver and Alex sit at the kitchen table, a sealed manila envelope on the tabletop between them.
Silver pushes it aside. “Maybe we should open it later.”
“What logic?” Alex pulls it back.
Aware that her hands are shaking, Silver clasps them together and tucks them between her crossed legs. “We shouldn’t allow ourselves to become distracted. Establishing an effective treatment for the Fusion virus needs to remain our first priority.”
“Are you serious? You think that showing concern for the life growing inside of you is a derailment from your priorities?”
The tone of distaste in his voice isn’t in the least bit subtle, and Silver receives the message loud and clear: she’d have to be the planet’s biggest bitch to put anything else before her child. Their child.
He’s hoping for a retraction or an apology, but he doesn’t get one. Silver stays silent, and her lack of motherly concern is beginning to spark frustration.
“How can you even think like that?” he keeps on at her. “The baby comes first. I know it may be hard for you to comprehend, but you are now only the second most important person in the world.”
Epic eye roll. “It’s a peanut, Alex.”
“Kidney bean.”
“Semantics. It’s the size of the tip of my thumb.”
“It’s our child.”
“It’s a formless, faceless shadow on a CPU display.”
“With a heartbeat.”
“Only just.”
“It’s a life.”
“No, it’s the hope of life.”
He has no response to that.
“It’s a possibility, Alex. Nothing more. It’s just a notion, poised for failure.”
“Gee, I really hope our kid inherits your unshakable sense of optimism.”
“Drop it, can’t you?”
“And do what instead? You expect me to go on as normal? As if nothing’s changed?”
“I think that would be appropriate. For now, anyway.”
“I think you’ve actually lost your mind. I’ve feared this day the entire time I’ve known you, but I always imagined that it would happen in a rain of bullets. For you, this mental breakdown seems oddly understated.”
“I’m not having a breakdown.”
“Then why are you so desperate to see the worst in this?”
“How can you be so easily swept up in it?”
“You’re criticizing me for having hope, is that it? For daring to believe that we could have something normal. Something real.”
“My love for you is real, Alex. I don’t need a trophy for my emotions.”
Ouch.
Her words come out sounding too sharp and cruel, and Alex’s frozen expression makes her instantly regretful. It’s too late, though; the damage has been done. Alex doesn’t want to engage with her anymore, for fear of saying something he might regret, and he’s starting to pull back.
“That’s nice, El. That’s really nice, thank you.”
Silver drops her head. “I’m sorry, that didn’t come out right.”
Alex digs a packet of cigarettes out of his pocket and reaches for a cereal bowl—a makeshift ashtray. “No, I think that came out just the way you intended it. So fuck you.” He shoves the envelope back across the table toward her. “Do whatever you want.”
He steps out onto the deck and leaves Silver to her own thoughts, hoping to find some relief in the inhalation of a routine poison. And it works, for a while, until halfway through the second cigarette when Silver appears beside him, primed for round two.
Not in the least bit dissuaded by his refusal to look up at her, she settles down next to him, eager to paint him a clearer picture of her cynicism.
“I was raised for the sole purpose of honoring my father,” she begins. “Every achievement I ever made was measured against his. Every shot I took, every kill I made—all the medals and the kudos—it was all about the replication of his mastery in combat, and the bettering of it.”
Alex understands that. “You grew up trying to live up to other people’s expectations of you. I grew up trying not to. We all live in the shadow of our parents, Silver.” He takes a puff. “That’s just the way it is.”
“A child shouldn’t exist for the benefit of the parents, Alex. A baby isn’t an opportunity for a do-over.”
“Okay, but doing your best for a child—helping that child to achieve their potential and to exceed the achievements of prior generations—is called progression, just so you know. Otherwise, we’d all be sitting here as a bunch of stagnating, under-achieving loogans.” He puts the cigarette back to his lips.
Silver shrugs. “Maybe we’d be happier that way. No pressure at least.”
“You don’t mean that.” Another puff. “Look, you were cultivated toward your natural aptitude for the work, so don’t go looking for conspiracy in coincidence. Maydevine did the best for you in every way that he could—you know that’s true.”
Silver wipes tears away from her eyes.
“We don’t need a do-over, Silver.” He finally looks over at her. “I think we’re doing just fine.” He reaches out for her shoulder. “And I can promise you that’s not why I want a child.” Back to the cigarette.
“You’ve always wanted kids, and I’ve always felt so guilty for—”
He doesn’t let her finish that thought. “I loved you long before I loved the thought of being a father, El.”
Silver starts to shake her head. “Celia said—”
“Since when did you ever listen to Celia?”
“It was a long time ago, but I’ve never forgotten it. She said I was a selfish little girl to let you be with me and deprive you of fatherhood.”
Alex rolls his eyes and shakes his head. “She doesn’t know what she’s talking about. Before you, I spoke about fatherhood like it was an inevitability. Everyone grows up and marries and has kids—it’s our biological imperative. Every animal’s the same. But assuming that something will happen isn’t the same as wanting it to happen.”
“You’re just saying that to make me feel better.”
“No, El. It’s not just about becoming a father. It’s not even close to being that simple.” He crushes the butt of the cigarette in the cereal bowl. “I learned that when I fell in love with you, and inadvertently stumbled into the most heartbreaking catch-22 of my life.”
She waits for him to explain.
“I want to be a father, El. I can’t even begin to tell you how much I’ve come to want that over the years, but I wouldn’t want it with anyone else. It has to be you. The thought of you bearing my child—”
“Can I ask you something?” she interrupts him.
“Sure, I guess.”
“Right before we got caught—in the months before I was dragged out of your bed and put before a disciplinary panel, before the Banishment and Enforcement Council got involved—we started taking a lot of risks. You were so … intense all the time. It didn’t seem to matter where we were. If we were alone, you’d come on so strong and you wouldn’t take no for an answer.” Silver blushes. “Not that saying no to you was something I was ever any good at.”
“El …”
“No, I wanna know. Were you hoping they’d find us out? Were you trying to get me discharged?”
“You really think I’d do that to you? Even if I was that much of an asshole, what would’ve been the point? The Second Reclamation was drawing to a close, and I could finally see the light at the end of the tunnel for us.” Alex sighs. “I promised you I’d put in for a transfer when it was over, and I was going to keep my word.”
“That’s easy for you to say now. On the other hand, if I’d have been discharged, the transfer would’ve been unnecessary. You could’ve kept your job, married me, and since birth control is prohibited for all healthy married couples, you would’ve been well on your way to a hat trick.”
“You really can make an argument out of anything, can’t you? I wanted to be with you—legitimately. It was all I could think about, and yes, I probably let myself get carried away. I could hardly wait to be free to marry you, but I would never have tried to sabotage your career.”
Time for cigarette number three.
“You were more important to me than anything,” he reminds her. “And now there’s something here that’s more important than both of us.”
Silence.
Silver’s stomach does a nervous little back flip.
Attempting to change the subject, she fixes her eyes on the street below. Some of the Major’s men are busy erecting a giant billboard, surrounded by a small crowd of curious citizens.
“What’re they doing down there?”
Alex shrugs. “Who cares? I want you to be excited about this, Silver.”
Silver begins to realize that this topic’s never going to be far from the forefront of his mind, no matter how awkward it makes her feel.
“I don’t live in hope for the future, Alex. I can’t be like you. I can’t cling onto a wish and invest everything I have into a love that may never have the chance to flourish.”
Alex pinches the cigarette between his lips. “That’s poetic.”
“Alex, this notion—this child we’re talking about—it can be torn out of me a hundred different ways.”
He’s not even looking at her.
“Don’t you get it?” She thieves the cigarette from him, trying to force him to pay attention to her. “You could open up that envelope and have it happen right now. Would you be ready for that?”
“At least then we’d know.” He tries to take back the cigarette.
“You don’t need this.” She annihilates the cigarette in the bowl. “Not if you plan on being around long enough to watch your kid grow up.”
Eye-lock.
She pulls the envelope out of her back pocket and hands it to him. “Even if the news is good—”
“I know,” he cuts her off. “You’ll refuse to crack a smile about it. That much I’ve gathered.” He withdraws a pocket knife. “Let’s just give it the band-aid treatment. Quick and painless.”
Silver isn’t convinced, but she says nothing anyway. Realizing that her palms are moist, she rubs her hands against her pants, trying to rub away the fear that’s slowly devouring her.
Without further hesitation, Alex slices open the envelope and pulls out its contents, poring over the details. On his face, a frown appears, then disappears. He reads on. His eyes become wide, and an eyebrow begins to rise upward.
“What?” Silver urges him. “How bad is it?”
Alex remains silent, and his failure to reassure her triggers a domino effect in her overwrought body. First, her floating heart leaps up into her throat. Nowhere left to go, gravity finds it again and it drops like a bomb into the pit of her stomach, stirring up a sudden rush of nausea.
Unaware of Silver’s struggle to control her anxiety, Alex keeps reading. By the time he finally looks up from the page, she’s gone.
He finds her in the bathroom, kneeling beside the toilet.
“Are you okay?”
She flushes. “Never better.”
He sits down next to her and leans back against the wall. Too sick to try and read his expression, Silver just wants answers.
“So, on the Wechsler scale of idiocy, how retarded is this baby going to be? Profoundly? Or just benchmark moronic?”
Alex smiles. “It’s not like that. Not at all.”
“What, then?”
Alex tries to keep his face in neutral, but can’t stop the spread of a proud grin.
Not in the mood for antics, Silver shoves him. “Fuck, Alex. If you don’t tell me right now, I swear, I’m going into the bedroom and grabbing a coat hanger.”
“I’d hold off on that if I were you. Our baby is fine.”
Silver looks as though she’s just been told it has three heads. “You’re sure?”
Alex treats that as a rhetorical question.
“Better than fine, actually.” He beams.
“There’s no such thing.”
“There is today. Our baby is HFV negative.”
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Motivation
 
Several flushes later, and Silver’s ready to emerge from the bathroom.
She finds Alex waiting for her on the bed, deeply engrossed in a comic book.
“Nice to see you so concerned for my well-being,” she pseudo-sulks.
“You kicked me out,” he defends himself. “I thought girls were all about moral support and hair-holding and everything, but you just swore at me and kicked me in the shins.”
“You threw up in the sink.”
“Hey, you vomit, I vomit. That’s true love right there.”
“Historically, jewelry has been the more traditional expression of love between a man and a woman.”
“Some people have no imagination. Besides, I gave you earrings once and you whined about it for three weeks.”
“My ears weren’t pierced.”
“They were afterwards.”
“Hence the whining. That was three weeks of oozing, pain, and intermittent bleeding. I think you were supposed to sterilize the needle first.”
“It wasn’t a needle, it was a corkscrew.”
Silver’s jaw drops, not sure if she’s more outraged by Alex’s nonchalant recollection of the facts, or the gruesome mental imagery.
“You pierced my ears with a corkscrew?!”
“You didn’t know that?” Genuine surprise.
“How would I know that?”
Alex shrugs. “You were there.”
Silver grabs a nearby cushion and beats him with it. “I was drunk!”
“So was I, and I still remember.”
More beatings. “You had a duty of care!”
“I was careful. I wiped it off on my shirt before I used it.”
Silver stops the feather-weight beating, utterly floored by Alex’s complacency. “You wiped it off? Where the fuck did you get it from?!”
Another shrug. “I think we found it on the floor. I stepped on it, and it hurt like a sonofabitch. Do you really not remember any of this?”
“I barely remember anything about my nineteenth birthday. Where were we?”
“I snuck you out of your bedroom at something after midnight. We got into my car, and I drove us to a nice little place in the Fringe—”
“You can stop right there,” Silver breaks into his train of thought. “Two things: first, there’s no such thing as a ‘nice’ little place in the Fringe; second, you pierced my ears with a corkscrew that you found laying about in the dirt? What were you trying to do? Kill me?!”
“Oh, please. You were going to do it yourself anyway. I just did it so that you wouldn’t accidentally poke out an eye.”
That has an air of plausibility about it and Silver knows it. She tosses the cushion aside, prepared to accept a certain level of responsibility.
“Fuck my life.” She sighs.
“Happy ending, though.” He smiles. “They were nice earrings. What happened to them?”
“A Chimera ate one of them.”
“And you didn’t rip open his stomach to get it back? Tsk, tsk.” Alex feigns disappointment. “And you said you loved me.”
“Don’t underestimate me. I tore him open from his gullet to his stomach, but I couldn’t find it.”
Alex puts down the comic book, genuinely touched by the sentiment. “You really did that?”
“Of course I did. What do you take me for? I’m not just any girl, you know.”
“That’s one hell of an understatement.” Grinning, he slides off the bed and approaches her. “Are you feeling better?”
“Much.”
She lets him slip his arms around her waist and pull her close to him. Forcing herself to reciprocate the affection and not to withdraw from it, she runs her hands up and over his shoulders, suddenly struck by the strength and form of his biceps.
Stomach flip.
For a split second, she fears that a wave of nausea will follow, but it doesn’t. It’s not that kind of somersault. The Hunter Division uniform is a comforting sight on him. So often—and for what feels like forever—he’s been hiding behind the tailored suits and pressed shirts of a Commissioner.
Not anymore.
A glance in the bedroom mirror reminds her of her own appearance—the suit, the shirt, and the badge clipped to her belt—and the smile that’d crept upon her lips begins to fade already. Alex hooks her chin with his index finger and turns her to face him, tilting her head up toward his and pressing his lips against hers without saying a word.
The G-rated, closed-mouth kiss lasts only moments. Long enough to distract Silver from her sadness, and to give her mind a chance to redirect its energies elsewhere.
“HFV … that’s Human-Fusion Virus, right?”
Alex nods. “Why?”
“Well, how do they know?”
“Since the CV2 outbreak—or the release of engineered PV32, whatever you want to call it—testing for the Fusion virus became a part of normal procedure whenever blood work is sent to the lab.”
“So our baby is …”
“Not infected,” he finishes for her, grinning again.
Silver doesn’t reciprocate the grin, nor even the slightest twinge of a smile. “How the fuck is that even possible? Both of us are HFV positive.”
Luka’s name threatens to push its way into Alex’s mind, but he forces it back out.
“I don’t care.” The grin sticks.
“I’m serious. We need to talk to someone about this. If we conceived while the virus was still taking hold in you, then maybe that could explain it, but …”
“But what?” Alex gives Luka’s name another mental shove.
“There’s only one kind of blood flowing through my veins, and my viral load hit the roof the day my eyes turned.”
The grin begins to die.
“Every day that goes by,” Silver continues, “I run the risk of passing on the infection. If we don’t have viable ARV drugs before then …”
The words melt on the tip of her tongue as she looks up at Alex, gradually becoming aware of something unusual and different in his eyes—something else besides a slowly withering sense of pride.
“Alex …” she whispers.
“What?”
A tear wells in her eye and Alex catches it with his thumb before it can escape.
“What’s wrong?” he mothers her. “I’ll take you to the doctor, don’t worry. We’ll make sure this is okay.”
Silver shakes her head. “No, it’s …” Unable to locate the appropriate words, she simply nods toward the bedroom mirror.
Alex turns to look at his reflection, finding in his eyes the first shimmers of violet beginning to seep in through his chocolate browns. He blinks, and his eyes return to normal.
“The virus is advancing.” Silver presses her cheek against his chest. “As if you needed any more motivation.”
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Pride Parade
 
Driving through central Sentinel on their way to the Fringe District, Silver and Alex get a better look at the billboards being erected by the Major’s men. Some are old fashioned poster billboards, while others are playing looped electronic media advertisements.
All of them have the same theme, and Silver can’t believe her eyes. “Are you seeing what I’m seeing?”
“Assimilation, phase one.” Alex sighs.
One poster billboard displays a new slogan: Fusion Pride. The picture is of a pretty, young model with gleaming violet eyes. One of the electronic media boards loops a sequence of motivational statements, intercut with pictures of Fusions.
Don’t be ashamed to be who you are.
Wear your colors with pride.
It’s not a disease, it’s an opportunity.
Don’t be afraid of the future, embrace it.
Another poster billboard advertises the first annual Fusion Pride Festival, complete with a parade and all the other trappings of a street party. It’s set for one week today.
The streets are saturated with other advertisements just like these, and they’re already garnering the attention of civilians. Fusions—presumably more people from the Major’s group—are stationed on street corners, handing out flyers to curious passersby.
Silver is saddened more than she is outraged. “I can’t believe this is all really happening. Can you? It seems so fast.”
“They’ve been quietly biding their time, just waiting for this moment. This was all set in motion long before you and I ever got caught up in it.”
The car falls into silence.
The closer they get to the Fringe District, the more Silver’s apprehension grows. She fidgets in her seat, first resting her feet up on the dash, then heel-toeing the floor with annoying repetition and increasing intensity. Although the sound quickly begins to eat at Alex, he dare not chastise her for it.
She just lost her father.
She’s pregnant.
She’s all different kinds of emotional.
As they turn onto the One Way Bridge, the foul smell of the fire and of burning human flesh becomes overwhelmingly strong. Alex switches the air conditioning to recycle the air inside the car, and not to draw it from the fetid outside where the fires are still burning.
Silver watches the smoke from the fires etch shimmering gray towers into the sky above the kindling buildings. Soon, everything here will be destroyed.
Passing with ease through the new gate that’s been erected at Breaking Point—its minimal security features no match for his extensive engineering background—Alex weaves their car in and out of bodies. Scattered all over the bridge, they’re the remains of the frightened and the desperate, trying to break free from the thick, noxious air, only to be shot dead by the Major’s heartless soldiers.
Men.
Women.
Children.
Silver winces as Alex hits a corpse. The weight of the car pops out the eyeballs before the tire completely crushes the skull, flattening it against the liquid red ground and leaving a trail of scrambled brain matter behind. She tries to keep her eyes inside the car, but finds herself—like the carrion birds circling above—insuppressibly drawn to the carnage.
“Is there no other way?”
Alex shakes his head. “I’m sorry.”
“Where are we going? Is it even safe?”
“The Fringe District was reopened to authorized personnel almost immediately after the massacre. The carbon monoxide has dispersed, so it’s as safe as it ever was. More so, if you consider the fact that much of what made it unsafe to begin with …” He decides against completing that sentence.
Silence.
“So does this mean you have a boat?” Silver deflects. “You must, if we’re going to an island.”
“It’s more like a form of public transport.”
“Huh?”
“After the viral outbreak and the subsequent ban on the importation of Chimera for the butcher shops, the Fringers had to find an alternate way of getting their hands on some toys.”
“How? Even if they were able to find enough unscrupulous Hunters to help them work around the ban, the Hunter Division was pulled out of the Leonine District. They had nothing to trade.”
“So they found a way to outsource their supply.”
“From where? Not the Out District?”
“They had no choice. Self-appointed trade negotiators worked out a deal that was profitable for both sides, and the Fringers set up their very own import-export business. The Out District colony traded Chimera to them in exchange for weapons, drugs, toilet paper—you name it. All the easy little things that could come and go across the One Way without question or suspicion.”
“Which is where the Hunters come in,” Silver guesses.
“And Agents.” Alex nods. “They’d bring the goods over from the Sentinel District in exchange for sex, weed, kicks—whatever they could get their hands on.”
“Same as always.”
“The perfect system of reciprocity.”
“With an expanded distribution network,” Silver adds. “And the Police Division knew about this?”
Alex shrugs. “What were we gonna do? Impound their boats? They weren’t breaching the Sentinel District border, so it was—”
“A low priority.” Silver rolls her eyes. “I’m beginning to think the Police Division is just lazy.”
“You’re forgetting that I was the Commissioner, and I had a personal interest in their trade.”
“You know that makes you a dirty Agent, right?”
“Why? Because I looked the other way? Everybody looks the other way when it suits them, Silver. I let the Fringers have an illegal trade network, and we let a bunch of terrorists release PV55. In the end, we’re all controlled by our own self-interests.”
Silver doesn’t even try to fight the truth of that.
“Why’d they have to get a boat after I left?” she sulks. “I could’ve had a piece of that.”
“Are you kidding?” Alex grins. “You’d have been running the dock.”
He manages to entice a small smile from her sullen lips, but it quickly vanishes at the sight of a dead child sprawled across the hood of a burnt out car.
“What makes you think the boats weren’t destroyed in the massacre?” She looks away. “Everything else was.”
“At my last count, there were three boats running regular routes from the Fringe into the Out District and back again, several times a night. During the day, the boats were docked in the OD so that they wouldn’t be discovered.”
The OD? The Major’s influence is rubbing off on him already.
Silver looks up at the sky. “If the boats only run at night, what’re we doing out here now?”
“It’s just a hunch, but I’ll bet the boats have been running non-stop since the first jet flew by.”
“You think many people got out?”
Alex can hear the hope in her voice.
“Of course,” he lies.
Three boats.
Over one million people.
Not good odds.
Pulling up into a hidden cove on the northernmost tip of the Fringe District, Alex steers them into an Old World industrial estate. Silver instantly perks up at the sight of movement on the shoreline.
A boat leaving the dock.
People.
Life.
As Alex kills the engine, two shotgun barrels greet them against the windows of the car.
Alex winds down his window. “We’re not here on official business.” He looks up at the owner of the barrel on his side. “C’mon, Frank. Put the penis extension down.”
The owner of the shotgun, Frank, responds positively and lets Alex out of the vehicle. Meanwhile, his not-so-jolly friend hauls Silver roughly out of the car and holds her at gun point.
As soon as her assailant has her out of the vehicle, he recognizes her. Unsure whether or not he should trust her, he aims his gun at her face and attempts to stare her down. Silver detects the recognition in his eyes, but has no idea if he’s familiar with her as a former resident, or as the Hunter General—or maybe both.
He pushes her back against the car, his aggressive hands finding her Police Division badge clipped at her hip.
“You’re the po-leece now?”
“I guess so.”
He breaks into a grin. “No authority here, bitch.”
“No?”
He shakes his head. “Police Division’s got rules. Procedure, red tape and shit.”
“If you assault me, I can kill you just the same.”
“I ain’t laid a finger on you.”
“Maybe you should.”
“Or not.” Alex appears at the man’s shoulder. “The Police Division might have a few slight operational restrictions, but the Hunter Division always has carte blanche.”
The uniform and dog tags seem to work their magic, and the sudden respect and fear they strike into the Fringer has Silver immediately envious.
She used to thrive on that.
Alex takes a step forward and forces the Fringer to back away from her and lower his weapon. He’s only doing his job, but Silver’s not in the least bit grateful for it. He wants to protect her, and that’s cute in its own way, but it implies that she needs protecting.
Silver’s always hated that.
Breasts don’t make her weak, only top heavy.
Still standing between Silver and the grumpy Fringer with the shotgun, Alex glances over at the now empty dock. “When’s the next boat due?”
“What makes you think you’re welcome on it?”
“Why the hell wouldn’t we be? I’ve been doing good business with you for months.”
Frank flanks his friend and indicates upward. “Your last call of business didn’t go down too well.”
“The jets? You think that was us?”
“It sure as hell wasn’t the peace corp.”
“Hey.” Silver breaks out from behind Alex. “You saw those people on the One Way. They weren’t Hunters or Agents.”
“Then who?”
“They’re from some other place.”
Frank laughs at her. “There is no other place, sweetheart.”
“That’s what we thought, but you saw those big metal buckets fly in. Not a single Omega emblem in sight.”
Frank looks to Alex for confirmation. “What about the district?” His eyes dart between both Divisions, finally landing back on Alex. “Our homes?”
“Salvage what you can and get out—for good.”
Even though Frank refuses to look at her, Silver chimes in anyway.
“The power supply’s already been shut off, and the water system is due to follow. This whole district is scheduled for demolition.”
“So what the fuck are you doing here?” His eyes still on Alex. “You want a goodbye smooch?”
“We need to see the doctor.”
Frank glances dubiously inside Alex’s empty car. “What’s your trade?”
“Come on, Frank. Don’t screw around.” Alex plants his hands on his hips. “This is important.”
“You give me something, I let you pass: that’s how it works. We accept goods or services—take your pick.”
Silver shivers at the thought of ‘services’. “And if we don’t have anything to give you?”
Frank points the barrel of his shotgun in the direction of a landing jetty, off which a pair of Fringers are dumping corpses into the water. Some are burned, some aren’t. Some have bullet holes.
Silver has her first truly horrifying thought of the day. “You shot the evacuees?”
“Only the ones who came empty-handed.” He hooks his fingers over his belt buckle, his eyes never leaving Alex. “Ready to negotiate some services?”
Eager to put the brakes on Frank’s hope of getting Alex to kneel on the cold concrete, Silver swings open the front passenger side door of the car and begins to root around under the seat.
An empty water bottle.
A candy wrapper.
Some gum.
A dried up piece of old lettuce.
Aha!
A baggie of pills and a vial of clear liquid with three unused syringes taped to it.
“It won’t make you come, but you’ll be so high you won’t give a fuck.” She tosses them at him. “Will that suffice?”
Frank inspects the goods: three different varieties of amphetamines. Eventually, he pockets them and ushers Silver and Alex onward toward the docks, grumbling something unintelligible about his good mood and their good fortune for catching him in it.
Silver gets the impression that he’d have preferred the blowjob.
Walking in silence toward the shoreline, she can tell that Alex is livid with her. He’s doing his best not to show it, though. He doesn’t want to draw undue attention from the other Fringers on the dock, so he waits until they’re out of earshot before he lays into her.
“What the hell was that shit doing in my car?” he growls.
“It was the one place I knew you’d never look. How many times in the last month did you search my car?”
It’s clear from the look on Alex’s face that he thought he’d been careful enough not to get found out.
“What’s the matter?” Silver quirks an eyebrow at him. “You really thought I didn’t know?”
“I needed proof.”
“Why? So you could leave me?”
He refuses to make eye contact with her and lights a cigarette, hoping to relieve some of the tension in his muscles.
It doesn’t work.
“Where are we going anyway?” Silver pulls a handbrake turn on the conversation. “Obviously this boat doesn’t go directly to the Out District, else we wouldn’t be here.”
“Liberty Island,” Alex mumbles from behind the cigarette. “The Old World military buildings there were crudely converted last spring. There’s plenty of tree cover on the eastern shoreline to keep everything shielded from the Sentinel District, and since it doesn’t belong to the Out District, it was more accessible to the Fringe District residents.”
“Are you talking about some sort of barebones hospital?”
“On a very small scale. It’s the first legitimately established, centralized point of care for Fringers and anyone from the Out District. Before now, sidewalk healthcare was all they had. And that type of unregulated ‘care’”—he puts air quotes around that—“was often more fatal than it was helpful.”
Silver doesn’t need to be reminded. “Septicemia.” She wiggles two fingers in the air. “Twice.”
“Where did you get the antibiotics to treat it?”
“Maydevine.”
That makes sense to Alex. “He must’ve gotten them from his asset at Western Point. I’ll bet that’s how the two of them met.” He begins to relax a little. “The pursuit of keeping you safe and well seems to drive all sorts of men into all kinds of trouble.”
“Generally speaking, it’s been the pursuit of killing me that seems to unite most people.”
“Maybe it’s time to stop deliberately trying to piss people off.”
“You think I do that deliberately? Hell, it’s just a natural talent I’ve got. A minute ago, I saved you from getting a dose of the clap in the back of your throat and even that managed to make you angry.”
“You were hiding drugs in my car.”
“Yes, and I’ve been stashing liquor like a squirrel stores nuts. If you really want to dissect all of the hideous things I’ve done in the last few months, we’ll be here all night.”
“El, I didn’t mean—”
“I’ll be the first one to admit that I haven’t handled things well since I was …” She waves a hand in front of her face, indicating toward her eyes. “But I haven’t touched a thing since I screwed up with Luka. If you want proof of that, all you need do is look at me.”
“You look fine.”
“Then you’re just not paying attention. Thank fuck I haven’t had to fire my weapon at anything, ‘cause I couldn’t make a decent shot right now if my life depended on it. And funny thing, in our line of work, it very often does.”
“What’re you talking about?”
Silver holds her hand up for him, trying to hold her palm flat and steady. It should be easy, but it’s not. She can’t suppress the tremor completely, no matter how hard she tries.
“It’s not nerves, Alex. And not all of this damn nausea is because of what’s in here.” She points at her belly. “One minute I’m hot, the next I’m cold. I’m exhausted and irritable, and my head is killing me.”
Duh.
Now he gets it.
“Withdrawal.” He sighs. “I should’ve noticed. Do you need anything?”
“Yes. I need you to drop this. Stop making me feel like shit, and don’t make me apologize for the things I can’t change. Okay?” Rhetorical. “I don’t need to be reminded of your disappointment or disgust, or of how I’ve been so easily manipulated by Red.”
“Red didn’t do this to you, El.”
“She gave me kicks.”
“She exploited your weakness, but the weakness was yours to begin with.”
“I’d been clean for over a decade, Alex.”
“Maybe so, but you and I both know that you’ve never been more than one bottle of liquor away from a relapse.”
Ouch.
That hits a tender spot.
Silver would strike him for being so unexpectedly harsh, but all she can see in his face is worry. He’s sad, not angry, and it breaks her heart more than it makes her defensive.
“You’ve been expecting this? All these years, you’ve been watching me like I’m an unpinned grenade, treating the threat of my regression like an inevitability rather than a possibility? Wow. Your faith in me is truly awe inspiring.”
“Drinking impairs your judgment. Isn’t that how all of this began in the first place?”
“I was eighteen and I didn’t know any better—that’s how it began. The drink was never a problem.”
“Really? So the fact that you spent the night completely off your face, got no sleep, and went into work with a hangover had absolutely nothing to do with it?”
Silver stays silent.
She recalls the memory with distaste.
The needle wasn’t even clean.
Alex ruffles a hand through his hair. “For christ’s sake, you let some dirtbag Hunter stick a needle in your arm because you didn’t know when to stop. Do you really think that’s not a problem? And when Red gave you the first kick this time around, where were you?”
Ugh.
That memory’s even worse, and Silver cringes at the thought of it. She was in the back of her Hunter Division truck with an epic hangover, trying to sleep it off. The night before, she and Alex had brief, dispassionate sex after he came home late from an evening spent with Maydevine. He’d stunk of cigarettes and whores, and must’ve felt guilty for missing dinner. The sex was intended to placate her.
She’d left not long after he fell asleep, and she’d spent the rest of the night in the Fringe District. She vaguely remembers getting a lap dance from a pretty Jade with perfect breasts, and then running over a feral cat on her way back into the Sentinel District. She was barely conscious when Red found her and pushed the kick, mumbling something about her needing to be perked up.
“You’ve made your point, Alex.” Silver doesn’t want to look at him. “But now you’d better stop before you cast anymore aspersions against me.”
Frustrated that she won’t open up to him, Alex takes a deep sigh. “You drink too much. You always have, and it’s about time you dealt with it.”
“I’m dealing with it now, aren’t I?”
“But for how long? The next seven months?”
The sound of a boat’s horn cuts through their argument, calling an abrupt timeout before things have a chance to escalate further. Almost immediately, Alex begins waving the white flag of truce, wishing he’d kept that last jab behind his teeth.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Lunch, Revisited
 
Silver throws up over the side of the Liberty Island jetty, the boat slowly making its way on toward the Out District behind her.
Appearing by her side, Alex lights up another cigarette and tries not to laugh at her. “You’re really not a water person, are you?”
The boat ride gave them some time to patch things up after their emotional little dockside back-and-forth, and his mood isn’t quite as somber as it was.
Kneeling on the jetty, Silver rinses out her mouth with salty sea water. “You try doing this pregnant, you asshole.”
Apparently, her mood has been less improved by the journey.
Alex smiles, offering her a helping hand up off her knees. “You’re cute when you’re vulnerable.”
Silver scowls at him. “How cute will I be when I castrate you with a spoon?”
“Still pretty cute, I reckon. And afterwards, I’ll be able to sing falsetto.”
“Thinking of starting a choir?”
Alex shrugs. “I do need a new hobby.”
Silver snatches the cigarette out of his mouth and flicks it into the water. “Yes, you do.”
“Oh, come on.” He watches the cigarette drift away on the current. “You’re stunting scientific progress. I’m only trying to test out the Fusion virus’s resistance to cancer.”
“That’s not funny.” Silver reprimands him by lightly flicking the tip of his nose. “You know what I think? I think your hobby—your entire purpose for being, in fact—is to rub me up the wrong way.”
“Ahh, you’ve misunderstood me completely. All these years, I’ve been trying to rub you the right way, I just keep getting it wrong.”
“Oh, yeah?”
“Uh-huh.” He breaks into a smile, allowing himself to become slightly aroused by her. “And I’m willing to give it another go. Whenever you want.”
Silver slips her hands around his waist and pushes herself against him. He can’t help but reciprocate the embrace, soon aware of her fingers fumbling for his hunting knife and the other weapons on his belt.
Success!
She discards them to the jetty floor with a clatter, next turning her attention to his Kevlar vest. Standing on tiptoe, now several inches shorter without her Hunter Division boots, she leans into him and plants a kiss on his lips while she unfastens the vest.
“Really?” he asks between lip-locks. “Here?”
Keeping his lips busy with hers, she throws in a few well-placed moans and removes his Kevlar vest. She can feel that he’s holding back just slightly, but she knows it won’t take much to convince him.
He checks his watch over her shoulder, mentally determining whether or not their window of opportunity even allows for such things.
It doesn’t.
He doesn’t care.
She’s irresistible.
“Not like this,” he pleads as she crotch-grabs him. “Let’s go someplace private.”
“I’ve got a better idea,” she whispers.
He imagines that she’s about to move her kisses south.
He’s wrong.
Much too late to do anything about it, he catches a glimpse of a wicked smile upon her lips before she shoves him hard in the chest. Losing his footing on the edge of the jetty, he stumbles and falls backwards into the frigid water.
Silver doubles up in laughter, stepping back to avoid being soaked by the splash.
“How cute am I now?” she calls out to him.
He resurfaces a few feet away and swims back to the jetty. “You’re fast losing your charm.” He reaches the edge and holds his arm out to her. “Help me out.”
“Oh, no.” Silver waggles her finger at him, still laughing. “You think I was born yesterday? You’ll pull me in.”
“Come on, there could be anything in this water. You could be unwittingly endangering my life.”
“The only thing in there is my lunch. Now pull yourself out. You’re a big, strong boy. You couldn’t possibly need any help from a vulnerable little girl like me.”
“Very mature, Ella,” he scolds her. “It’s cold in here.”
Keeping her distance, her hearty laughter slowly dissolving, Silver sees something moving in the water beneath the jetty.
She can’t make it out, but it doesn’t look pretty.
“I don’t mean to alarm you, but there is something in the water.”
“Yeah, your lunch. I know. I think I tasted it. What was it? A sandwich?”
Silver peers over the side of the jetty, being careful to keep out of Alex’s reach. She squints down into the dark water, trying to see beyond the surface of it.
“I’m not joking. You should really get out of there.”
Whatever it is, it’s big and it seems to be moving independently of the current. Silver tries to get a better look at it, but the floating debris from the Fringe District quickly makes any further attempts at identification impossible.
Just then, Alex squeals like a little girl and makes Silver jump half out of her skin.
“What’s the matter?”
Alex paddles frantically away, kicking desperately at something with his feet.
Silver looks over the edge, but sees nothing. “Why are you freaking out?”
Following the water’s current, something emerges from beneath the jetty, and it’s heading in Alex’s direction. As it bobs into full view, even Silver is briefly startled by it.
A charred corpse.
Floating face up, the corpse has no lips or eyelids. Desiccated eyeballs look up from a black skull, and shiny white teeth are grinning out from a shapeless, gaping hole where a mouth once was.
Silver falls back onto the jetty, giggling softly to herself as Alex finally reaches a ‘safe’ spot and pulls himself out of the contaminated water.
Silver wipes tears away from her eyes. “That was awesome.”
Alex tries to shake himself off, but the Hunter Division uniform proves to be a bit of a water-logged hindrance. “We don’t have time for this,” he reminds her.
“We seemed to have the time when you thought you were getting lucky.”
His wagging finger comes out, sopping water in her direction. “That was entrapment.”
He retrieves his things off the jetty and begins to walk away in a sulk, leaving Silver little choice but to follow him. Rushing to catch up, she doesn’t have time to apply the brakes when he stops suddenly, causing her to crash straight into the back of him.
Turning to her with a frown so deep his entire forehead looks like the Grand Canyon, his wagging finger of disapproval returns. “How did you know I could swim?”
“Hmm?”
“You’ve never seen me swim. How could you know that I wouldn’t drown?”
Silver shrugs. “It’s instinct, isn’t it?”
“Instinct? Are you serious?”
“If you throw a cat in water, it’ll swim.” She recalls that with irritation. “And it’ll find its way back home again.”
“I’m troubled by the way you just said that.”
“Her hatred for me is no secret, Alex. One of us has to go.”
“You honestly just risked my life based on the results of a failed attempt to kill our cat?”
“I was releasing her into the wild,” Silver dismisses his criticism.
“That’s so wrong I don’t even know where to begin. Don’t you want a pet?”
“I want a pet that doesn’t hate me.”
“Since most things were destroyed along with the rest of the Old World, there isn’t much to pick from. Cats or guinea pigs, that’s about it.”
“What’s wrong with a guinea pig?”
“We’re not eight.”
Just then, his attention is drawn to something over her shoulder. His expression turns sour and he tries to urge her away from the water. “We should get a move on.”
He puts a hand on her arm and attempts to guide her forward, but she wriggles out of his grasp.
“Why? What’s wrong?” She turns behind her.
She wishes she hadn’t.
Drifting along on the surface of the water are the rest of the corpses from the Fringe District docks. First one … then another … and more.
An elderly man, shot twice in the head.
A child, speared through the chest with a kitchen knife.
Many more besides.
It’s not long before a suspicious little bundle floats by, all wrapped up in a blanket and tied tightly with hemp rope.
It’s a baby.
Silver’s stomach turns.
Just a day into her most recent vow never to take another human life, she finds herself contemplating all the different ways that she could kill Frank. She turns her back on his handiwork, just as the corpse of the baby disappears beneath the surface of the water, something quickly dragging it down into the undertow.



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Soup of the Day
            
Alex leads Silver into a badly maintained Old World military building. Crumbling walls leave dust all over the floor in the halls, and layers of dirt cake the window sills and ledges. There are echoes of screams of pain and joy, and somewhere in the chaos, an unattended baby starts crying.
Passing by a rack of fresh towels—‘fresh’ being a loosely used term—Alex grabs one and ruffles it over his hair, trying to shake off the cold before it sets in and chills him to the bone. Walking a pace or two behind him, Silver attempts to ignore the blood spatters over the floor and the walls, trying to remain quietly optimistic.
Some of the droplets are almost perfectly round, having dripped slowly from one minor open wound or another. These passive spatters decorate the floors like abstract art, painting mental pictures of severed digits, Chimera attacks, and bar fights.
Some droplets are small and slightly teardrop-shaped, having been aspirated from the lungs of a patient slowly choking to death on his own fluids. Other projected blood spatters include those from patients with severed arteries, where the elongated streaks of blood hit the walls at medium velocity and trickled slowly downward for several inches before coagulating.
In a makeshift triage room, a mother tries to calm an impatient toddler on her lap while a nurse attempts to take his temperature using an Old World rectal thermometer that was only intended for use on livestock. Beneath her white lab coat, the nurse is wearing a sequined bra and a pair of sheer white panties.
Nurse by day, stripper by night.
Deeper into the hospital, the doors are crudely posted with hand written signs, scrawled on Old World debris and stuck there with whatever was found nearby at the time: thumb tacks, gum, tape, broken off scalpel blades, and broken scissors, among other things. One blood-smeared door is dubiously marked ‘Morgue’. Silver glances inside as a Fusion orderly carrying a severed arm throws open the door to dispose of the dead meat.
In there, the entire floor has given way, opening up a giant chasm into the basement below. The orderly casually tosses the arm into this chasm, where it lands upon a mountain of decomposing flesh. Flies and rats swarm and scuttle about, feeding and breeding in their veritable playground of juices and oozes. Every stage of decomposition is represented here: the fresh, pale and rigid corpses of the recently deceased are slowly sinking downward into the bloated, green and black remnants of those long dead. All are being systematically consumed internally by the bacteria in their own guts, and externally by their endlessly hungry new roommates: rats.
A thick layer of human-Fusion soup coats the floor of the basement, and is now so deep that some corpses are completely submerged beneath it. A mama rat ferries her babies, one by one, from their home inside a hole several feet up in the wall of the basement to their feeding ground. From the hole, she uses Old World debris to make her careful descent toward the soup, swimming several laps to and from the mountain with a different baby on her back each time. When she’s done, she licks herself clean.
Upstairs in the hallway, the smell from the morgue nearly triggers another bout of vomiting, but Silver suppresses it. Decay never made her woozy before, and she’ll be damned if it’s going to start now.
They pass more doors and turn down another hallway. Behind a closed door marked ‘Obstetricks’, the crying baby continues to wail. Out of another door—this one designated ‘Surgical Prep’—a man in an apron chases out a fat adult rat with a broom. The rat slips in a puddle of blood, slides across the hall and slams into a steel bucket filled with extracted internal organs. The man with the broom tries to hit it, but the broom comes crashing down to the floor too late and misses its target. He tries again, and this time …
Splat!
He crushes the rat beneath the broom, its legs splaying out from beneath it, its insides no longer contained within its skin. Satisfied, the man shakes off the broom and sweeps the rat’s remains toward the side of the hall, and toward the bucket. Disappearing back into the room for a moment, he soon re-emerges with a ‘wet floor’ sign and deposits it near the scene of the death before shuffling back into Surgical Prep and slamming the door shut behind him.
“Nice place you’ve brought me to.” Silver grimaces. “The people here seem so friendly and approachable.”
They continue to pass by door after door of blood and screams, and the alive and the dead and the somewhere in between. Alex trails them to the very back of the hospital, and on the way, they happen upon the ‘Extensive Care Unit’.
Peeking through the open doorway, Silver casts her eyes over a room full of patients on the brink of their final breath.
The beds are small and uncomfortable, with poorly laundered sheets, and pillows made from potato sacks stuffed with leaves. Tubes and wires hook patients up to machines that blink and malfunction at completely random intervals, and a nurse is on twenty-four hour duty solely for the purpose of whacking the glitching monitors with a rubber mallet as and when required.
Personal items—all discarded upon admission to the unit, at which time the patients are subjected to a less-than-gentle disrobing—are strewn about the floor in clumsy, forgotten piles. Stomped and trodden on, they lay broken and covered in blood.
Among them is a pair of polished leather shoes. A suit and tie are on top of the pile, the once white shirt now blood red. There’s a packet of cigarettes, a lighter, and a watch. Beside all of that, there’s a shard of rusted metal from an old biofuel drum.
A life.
A man’s life, reduced to remnants and soon to be picked over by thieving hands in search of a little piece of something precious to barter with. It’s here, among the dead and the dying, that the system of reciprocity begins. A watch becomes a loaf of bread or a needle—some poison or another. Once repaired, the watch becomes a magazine of small caliber ammunition. The ammunition may save a life, or take it. It might be sold or traded. It might send another fellow to the Extensive Care Unit, where the thieving hands roam.
Alex knocks on one of the closed doors in this stretch of hallway, and waits patiently for his presence to be acknowledged. The word ‘Virology’ has been etched crudely into the door with a blade that wasn’t nearly sharp enough for the purpose, and tiny splinters of wood are poking out at all angles.
Seconds tick by.
The face that finally opens the door shocks Silver.
It’s Trieste.
Her memory flashes back to Arcadian and his garbage dump of a hotel, and to waking up in a strange room, looking at a Fusion man in a bloodstained apron.
Silver claps her hands together. “Right, so I’m outta here. I’ll catch you guys later.”
She tries to leave, but Alex won’t let her.
“Don’t be an idiot. This man saved my life, remember?”
“Yeah, I do. And I also remember that he had a gun to his head. It’s surprising what people will do for you when you threaten their lives.”
“We need him, Silver.”
“We got off on the wrong foot,” Trieste ventures, mildly apologetically. “The circumstances of our last meeting were hardly copacetic for either of us. Since then, your husband and I have developed a mutual understanding that I think you’ll come to appreciate.”
Silver folds her arms and keeps her distance. “What the hell could the two of you possibly have in common? Besides maybe hepatitis C from spending too much time in this filthy shit hole.”
Trieste flashes a quizzical look at Alex. “Is she in a good mood or a bad one? I can’t tell.”
“The difference is negligible.”
Silver backhands his shoulder. “Jerk.”
Trieste invites them both inside and Alex forces Silver to accept the invitation, pushing her in all the way, despite her reluctance. The room looks like a dentist’s office, with cupboards everywhere and a reclining leather chair in the middle.
While Trieste putters with some vials on the counter, Silver takes a look around. This room seems cleaner than many of the others. Everything is neatly and precisely labeled, and a glass fronted refrigerator has shelves upon shelves of carefully organized bottles of medicine.
The leather chair—reclaimed from an old tattoo shop—is surrounded by gadgets, and storage tables on wheels. Silver examines a selection of syringes, and tests the sharpness of a scalpel against the tip of her thumb.
She draws blood.
“You expect me to believe that a Fusion is helping to create a drug to suppress the same virus that created him?” She sets the scalpel down and watches the blood bubble on the surface of her skin. “I call bullshit.”
Trieste puts a vial of blood into a centrifuge and sets it to spin. “It’s not so surprising. After all, we’re all human in the end. It’s just that some of us were born with the Fusion virus already in our blood, passed down from our parents. The rest of us”—he indicates toward her—“were infected later.”
“I’m nothing like you,” Silver sneers through clenched teeth.
“You’re exactly like me.” Trieste hands her a torn strip of paper towel for her thumb. “A human infected with a virus.”
Silver regards him with a healthy dose of suspicion. “You weren’t singing this tune the last time we met.”
“I bought into the ideology, just like everyone else in Arcadian’s camp. Believing his propaganda was easy when we didn’t have the technology to prove otherwise.”
Silver looks to Alex for an explanation.
“The most prevalent belief structure in the Out District is that Fusion is a completely separate and distinct, evolutionarily superior species,” he explains.
“Yeah. And?”
“Arcadian told you that Fusions in his colony were freely breeding with humans. Remember? And more importantly, he said that the offspring were genetically viable. In other words, they weren’t infertile.”
“So what? I don’t know where you’re going with this.”
“A cat can’t breed with a squirrel, Silver.”
“Duh.”
“But a human can breed with a Fusion.” He gets to the crux of the science. “We’re not a separate species. When we differentiate between human and Fusion, all we’re really doing is differentiating between people who are either HFV negative or positive. Fusion is just a virus, like the flu or the chicken pox, and no virus in the world can make you jump the species barrier.”
“Tell that to the Governor,” Silver snorts.
“Trust me, she already knows.”
“Then why is she so eager for assimilation? Why make PV55? If this were the flu, we wouldn’t all be lining up to catch it.”
“Think of it as more of an upgrade package.”
“An upgrade? Are you out of your mind?”
“Accelerated healing, increased strength, a better immune response. What’s not to like? It’s definitely a step up from what we’re used to.”
“Great.” Silver sighs. “Now you sound just like them.”
Alex takes her by the shoulders. “I’m not agreeing with it, I’m just explaining it. The Governor thinks the upgrade is so amazing that everyone should have it, whether they like it or not. Like a mother forcing medicine upon her children, she’s not doing it to be malicious, she just thinks she knows what’s best.”
“And the Major?”
“She’s more impatient, that’s for sure.”
Silver shakes her head. “I can’t believe I’m hearing this.” Pinching the bridge of her nose, she turns her attention to Trieste. “Do you have any aspirin? There’s a fucking jackhammer in my head.”
Trieste nods and starts rifling through a cupboard.
“Acetaminophen,” Alex alters her request. “Not aspirin.”
While Trieste’s back is turned, Alex points at Silver’s belly, answering the question she hadn’t yet asked.
She rolls her eyes. “Is there anything left that’s not off limits?”
“Vitamins. In abundance.”
Trieste hands her a pill and she takes it without even looking at it, swallowing it just as fast.
She locks eyes with Alex. “You’re on their side, aren’t you? The Governor and the Major.”
“No,” Alex denies the accusation. “I’m stuck somewhere in the middle, right between you and them.”
“This isn’t the type of debate where you can pick the fence, Alex.”
“It’s not like that.”
“No?”
“In my opinion, an upgrade is fine, but it has to be optional.”
“You’re not picking rims for your car. You know that, right?”
“There’s a growing number of people out there who agree with me.”
“Good. Go marry one of them.”
Silver makes another attempt to leave, but Alex blocks her way.
“We used science to engineer the Fusion virus, and we can use science to control it.”
“I don’t want to control it, I want to eliminate it.”
“Then your thinking is just as flawed as theirs.”
“Go to hell.”
She tries to push past him, but he’s not letting her go anywhere.
“Don’t you think people should have a choice, Silver? I began this crusade for you, but the more I learned about the virus, the more I started to believe that it really does have a place here.”
“Where, Alex?” She searches his eyes for answers. “Out there with the rest of the world? Or with us?”
His silence is enough of an answer.
She turns away from him. “You don’t even want the damn drugs.”
She backs up, putting a distance between them. He tries to close the gap, but she shows him the palm of her hand.
“Don’t.”
“Silver, you’re about to be a mother. I can protect you better if I’m stronger.”
Now settled in a chair at the edge of the room, Trieste’s eyes perk up at the mention of motherhood.
“Na-uh.” Silver’s defiance blooms. “I’m not going to let you do this. I’m not going to let you spin this into something good so that you can make yourself a martyr for my safety.”
“What risk is there to me?” Alex tries to get her to look at him. “If we succeed at this—if we can make these drugs work—I can put myself on a regimen at any time and I’ll have lost nothing. And if we can’t make these drugs work, then … well, that’s a run of the mill kind of conversation for us lately. Either you can live with me as I am, or you can’t.”
Silver doesn’t much like the feel of those shoes on her feet.
“If you’re so sold on the upgrade, then why the hell are we even here? And why were you so happy to find out that our baby’s human? Or HFV negative. Or whatever other medical distinction you want to give it.”
Trieste leaps up from his chair. “Wait. You’re really pregnant?”
Silver nods.
“With an HFV negative child?” he pushes for clarification.
“Yes. Why?”
“This is it.” Trieste grins at Alex.
Alex doesn’t follow. “This is what?”
“The missing piece!”
Without any further explanation, Trieste begins searching through cupboards and drawers for something, finally pulling out a familiar looking needle, like the one the lab tech used for Silver’s chorionic villus sampling.
Silver shakes her head. “No, not this again.” She backs away from Trieste, ending up pressed against Alex. “He’s not poking me with that thing.”
“I have to.” Trieste sounds practically gleeful. “What we’ve been missing all this time is an individual with two defective copies of the chemokine receptor that HFV uses to target cells in the host’s body: CCR5. We’ve been experimenting on samples from such a small population. It’s been like looking for a needle in a haystack.”
Silver wrinkles her face into a frown. “You just spoke a different language to me.”
“If your baby has inherited two defective copies of CCR5—making it highly resistant to HFV infection—we can use its stem cells to make a cure. All this time, we’ve been trying to make effective antiretroviral drugs, but that’s not a cure, only a suppressant.”
Silver clings on to the only part of that spiel she thinks she understands. “Our baby is immune?”
“Maybe, maybe not. HFV is a persistent little fucker. Given the entire period of gestation, I wouldn’t be surprised if it could adapt itself to use a different receptor.” He watches her face fall. “Unless we can reduce or eliminate your viral load, thus also eliminating the risk of infection.”
“I like the sound of that.” She livens back up.
Trieste wields the needle proudly. “I thought you might.”
“What’s the needle for?”
“I need to try and extract some placental stem cells.”
Silver looks up at Alex for reassurance, Trieste’s use of the word ‘try’ embedding an extra dose of anxiety into the already dicey equation. All the while, Alex takes note of the fact that she’s remained by his side, pleased that she retreated toward him and not further away.
“There’s no risk?” he asks Trieste on her behalf.
Struck by a sudden nicotine craving, and lacking the energy to resist it, he reaches for his faithful cigarettes. Of course, the packet’s soggy and the cigarettes are ruined. He’d forgotten about that. Disappointed, he tosses them in a nearby trash can.
Trieste shrugs. “Well, it’s not like I’ve ever done this before. I could jam this needle in there and perforate an artery for all I know.”
That’s enough for Silver.
“Can we go now?” She spins to face Alex. “This place makes me want to vomit.”
“What doesn’t?”
Shoulder punch. “He’s not jabbing my belly with that rusty spike.”
Trieste examines the needle closely and finds a small patch of discoloration along its edge. He digs a dirty handkerchief out of his pocket and gives the needle a brief polish, beaming with pride when it comes up clean.
“Good as new.” He grins.
Alex really wishes he had a cigarette. “Sterilize it first, please.”
Silver’s jaw drops when she realizes that Alex still wants her to go through with it, and she puts up a fight as he takes her by the arm and pulls her over to the ominous tattoo chair.
“Did you not hear what he said?” she protests. “He’s gonna stab me in an artery!”
Alex pushes her into the chair while Trieste leaves the room in search of boiling water to prep the needle.
“You’re overreacting.”
Silver fumes. “This is coming from a guy who once beat up a parking lot attendant because he looked at me funny.”
“He did look at you funny.”
“He had a lazy eye!”
“Well, I was fighting for your honor. It was very romantic.”
“Oh, yeah? ‘Cause nothing says romance quite like bloodshed.”
Silence.
“Why are we even doing this?” Silver drags them back on topic. “You said you don’t even care about the drugs. In fact, a minute ago, you were calling me out for giving too much of a shit.” She thinks about it. “I think you sort of called me racist.”
“I never said that.”
“It was implied.”
“You have an extremist viewpoint. You’re just as prejudiced as the Governor, except in the opposite direction.”
“Exactly, you think I’m racist. Well, smarty pants, I’ve got some news for you. If you don’t want a Fusion baby, you’re just as racist as I am.”
“Stop putting words in my mouth.”
Trieste returns with the sterilized needle, and Alex persuades Silver to lie back on the chair. As Trieste gets closer, he hands Alex a folded piece of paper.
“What’s this?” Alex takes it.
“Your shopping list.”
Alex shakes his head. “My colleague died in the massacre and it was his connection we were exploiting at Western Point. You have my word that I’m working on an alternative plan, but it could take a while.”
“No trade, no drugs.” Trieste shrugs.
Alex finds a dry pocket in his Kevlar vest and squirrels the list away, glancing over at Silver with a look of worry.
Suddenly, her understanding of the situation becomes complete. “Maydevine never told you the name of his contact?”
“He wanted to protect his asset.”
“What if I told you that I know who it is?”
“Do you?”
“Sure.” She dismisses Alex’s concern and addresses Trieste. “I can get you medical supplies.”
“Good.” Trieste preps her skin. “Then I won’t have to order Frank to shoot you.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Crown Security
 
Struggling to retrieve her Omega laptop from the rear seat of the car, Silver winces. A twinge of pain shoots through her stomach like a tiny bolt of electricity, and Alex, always quick to pick up on her discomfort, reaches out to help her.
“Are you okay?”
“I feel as though I’ve been punched in the stomach by a metal fist and didn’t get a chance to return the favor.”
“I’ll let you smack me a couple of times, if you think it’ll help.” He’s half serious.
“No, it’d only turn you on.” She tries a smile, but she’s in too much discomfort. “Why didn’t you tell me about the medical supplies?”
Alex shrugs. “Short of robbing the hospital, I thought it was a lost cause. Why would Maydevine give you the name of his asset and not me?”
“I have no idea.”
Alex thinks he detects a bluff. “You do know who his asset is, don’t you?”
“Sure.”
Her answer seems self-assured, but she refuses to make eye contact.
Alex starts to feel worried. “Frank’s gonna kill us both when we show up back at the docks empty handed.”
“Nah. I think we’ll be fine.
She boots up the laptop and logs in to the Omega server with her new Police Division ID. Waiting for it to load, she glances around at the world outside. The Western Point hospital parking lot is busy, with lots of foot traffic moving in and out of the main entranceway. She should be able to slip in undetected.
Alex tears the plastic wrap off of a new packet of cigarettes, tempted to light up every single one to make up for the last few miserable hours of craving since Silver threw him off the jetty.
“I knew you didn’t know.” He rolls one between his fingers. “I knew Maydevine wouldn’t have told you about his asset. No offense, but if he didn’t trust me, then why—”
“Shove it. I’m going to get us the stuff on that list, aren’t I?”
“I dunno. Right now you can’t even load the Police Division mainframe.”
Silver keeps trying to log in to the security network, but it keeps rejecting her.
“Here”—she thrusts the laptop at him—“you do it.”
“And you call yourself the Chief of Police?”
He pockets the cigarettes and takes the laptop, gaining access to the network in half a millisecond, while Silver fusses with the bandage on her stomach.
“I kill things,” she mumbles. “That’s what I do, and that’s all I was ever taught to do. Electronics is your wheelhouse.”
“I’m a man of many talents.” He turns the screen to face her. “Now what?”
“I need a floor plan and some guidance.”
“What’re you going to do?”
“Save our lives. I need you to get us into the hospital’s security system.”
He turns the screen back toward himself and accesses the security system in a heartbeat. In one window, he pulls up the hospital’s floor plan. In another window, he loads the hospital’s CCTV network.
“You want me to fake a power surge and blackout all of the CCTV cameras inside the hospital?” he guesses.
That’s way better than anything she could have thought up, but she’ll be damned if she’ll let him know it. “Yeah, of course.”
Alex smiles, letting her accept the win, even though it was his.
“I hope you know that you’ll have to be quick. The CCTV network is continually monitored by security guards inside the building. As soon as the blackout sweeps through the system, they’ll be frantically trying to get everything back online.”
“How long will a manual reboot like that take?”
Alex shrugs. “Minutes.”
“There are sixty of those in an hour. Can you be any more specific?”
“Five, if there’s a technologically savvy engineer on duty. Fifteen for normal folks. Either way, it’s gonna be tight.”
Silver scans the floor plan, locating the storage room and memorizing its position in relation to all the major entrances and exits.
“Tight, but doable,” she concludes, dropping her eyes to the extensive shopping list in her hands. “Except that I don’t even know what half of this stuff is.”
“Want me to come with you?”
Silver shakes her head. “You stay here and monitor the network. If an alarm is triggered—if I slip up and draw attention to myself—I’ll need you to watch my back.”
“I can do that.”
He means that both literally and figuratively.
“I know.” She smiles back at him.
In seconds, she’s gone. Alex blacks out the CCTV cameras with a few swift clicks and lights up a cigarette, watching her disappear inside the building.
For the first time, Silver’s happy to be wearing the regulation clothing of the Police Division Commissioner. Like a chameleon’s skin, her bland suit blends her into the background of the bustling hospital, and her entrance is barely noticed by anyone.
With the floor plan imprinted on her mind like a scar, she navigates through the hallways with blinkered determination. Rounding a corner, taking it much too fast and far too sharp, she crashes straight into oncoming traffic.
Luka.
Momentarily enjoying the novelty of a woman falling literally right into his arms, Luka cracks a smile, not realizing the identity of the tumbling treasure until she looks up at him with her gleaming silver eyes.
Instantly, Luka replaces the cheeky grin with a more appropriately restrained smile. “Walk much?”
“What the fuck are you doing here, Luka? Did you follow us?”
“What? No, but here’s a heads up: the Governor’s been trying to reach you. As the Chief of Police, you really should turn on your fucking cell phone.”
Silver takes out her phone and finds it still on silent. It must’ve been like that since the funeral, and she’s got three missed called from the Governor’s office.
Unconcerned, she pockets the phone and tries to stay on track. Unfortunately, Luka senses her urgency and misinterprets the fretfulness in her eyes.
“What’re you doing here anyway?” he asks, preventing her from getting past him.
“I need something.”
She tries to move around him, but he stops her.
“I read the report on your transfer.”
“Good for you. Give yourself a gold star for keeping yourself well apprised.”
She tries to move past him again, but he pulls her back against the wall.
“Whatever you’re looking for here, rethink it,” he warns her.
“Excuse me?”
“This isn’t the right way to be.”
“Step back, Luka. This is none of your concern.”
“Does Alex know that you’re here?”
Silver’s brain suddenly clues in to what Luka thinks she’s up to.
Kicks.
“You think I’m here for drugs? Really? That’s what you think of me?” She glares at him.
“Alex cut you off from Red and the Fringe District is in ashes. Where else would you get it?”
“That’s a charming character assassination, thank you.”
Luka places a hand against her belly. “You’ve got other things to think about now.”
Silver sweeps his hand away. “I’m not looking for a fix, you presumptuous turd.”
“He’ll leave you this time, you know. He won’t go through all of this again.”
Silver finally manages to force him away from her. “The benefit of the doubt would be nice, just this once.”
Luka gets out his cell phone.
Silver’s anxiety level hits the roof. “Who’re you calling?”
“Your husband.”
“Look, stop.” She bats at the phone, snatching it and hanging up the call before it can connect. “That’s not why I’m here.” She checks her invisible watch. “And I don’t have time for this.”
Silver’s phone begins to ring.
It’s the Governor’s office again.
Silver ignores it, and Luka doesn’t get a chance to press her for the truth. They both hear the click of a gun—an HK 416 assault rifle, if Silver’s ears aren’t deceiving her—and they look down the hall to find a unit of OSS Officers with their weapons drawn.
“We need you to come with us,” one of them grunts.
Luka spins Silver around to face him, wrongly assuming that she’ll be able to provide him with some answers. “What the fuck is going on?”
Silver genuinely has no idea.
“What do you want with her?” Luka asks the man with the HK 416.
“We have orders to bring her to the Governor’s office immediately. You as well, Deputy.”
“Me? What the hell did I do?!”
Another OSS Officer enters the hallway at the back of the group, hauling Alex behind her in handcuffs. He looks angry, concerned, and irritated all at once, and Silver can tell that he fought his capture. His cheek is pink where the Officer punched him, and there’s a dusty footprint on his chest where she kicked him in the ribs.
Silver takes a step closer to the HK 416. “Under what authority are you detaining us? We’re not civilians, and you’re nothing but a bunch of overpaid bodyguards.”
Taking everyone by surprise, the Officer with the HK 416 strikes her across the face with the butt of his weapon.
Crack!
Silver feels a flash of pain in her jaw. The dental implant she received after Arcadian knocked out one of her molars last year snaps off at the base. She takes a tumble, but Luka catches her before she hits the floor.
Alex tries to break away from the Officer holding him, but that only results in a knife being pressed against his throat.
“We’ve been told to bring you back to the DDH immediately,” Silver’s assaulter explains. “And we’ve been authorized to use any means necessary.”
Silver spits her broken implant at him, narrowly missing his eye. “I don’t care how badly the Governor wants to see us, this is an overextension of your authority.”
“Not anymore.” The Officer points to a new emblem, stitched onto his uniform where the Omega symbol used to be.
A Crown.



CHAPTER THIRTY

Truthshed
 
The Governor, solemn and dejected, fidgets with the fountain pen left behind by the Major. In front of her at her desk are the four Division leaders, an unmistakable distance deliberately placed in between Red and the other three.
At the edge of the desk, a slowly rotting apple gathers wrinkles. The Governor’s letter opener is stabbed through the core of it, and it’s becoming brown and bruised around the entry wound. Silver stares at it, the sight of food reminding her that she’s hungry.
“I grew up in this city with the firm belief that I could make things better,” the Governor finally breaks the silence. “The first generation of my family came here from the Unknown Territories when this city was first established. Seeking a place of safety and shelter, they responded to the broadcast calling for survivors.
“They were among the first refugees to be welcomed into the folds of a brand new civilization.” She looks up at her audience, her Fusion eyes bared for the first time. “They welcomed change and progression.”
Silver isn’t in the least bit interested.
“If this is going to be a little speech about all the benefits of the Fusion upgrade, you can spare me. I’ve been getting enough of that from him.” She tips her head to Alex. “I’m more interested to know why we were just assaulted and dragged in here by a bunch of power-tripping OSS Officers.”
“CSS,” the Governor corrects her. “The old Omega Security Services department no longer exists. Nor does the Banishment and Enforcement Council. I’ve recently been informed that the Crown Prosecution Service will now be handling all matters of crime and punishment.”
“Handling them how?” Silver scowls. “They retired the Fringe District.”
“They’re rezoning it. Reformation Island will become a brand new center of industry for Amaranthe. They have plans for a new desalination plant, a power plant, a textile factory, and so many other things that I’ve lost track.”
“And the criminals?”
“They intend to put them to work.”
Silver suddenly has a mental image of Amaranthian prisoners, lined up at row upon row of sewing machines, stitching garment seams until their fingers bleed.
“Forced labor?” She doesn’t seem impressed. “And who to oversee them? The CSS?”
The Governor shakes her head. “The CSS works strictly for the government. It’s the Police Division who will be staffing the Reformation Island factories.”
Silver lets out a hearty, ‘as if’ laugh. “Babysitters?” She folds her arms, shaking her head. “Yesterday I was the Hunter fucking General, and now I’m supposed to be a goddamn babysitter.”
“No, you’ll be in charge of the babysitters. You’re still the Commissioner, only now you’ll manage your Sentinel District Agents and those Agents who find themselves reassigned to Reformation Island as Wardens.”
Silver’s not appeased, and Alex is beginning to have his own concerns over the changes being made to their operating procedures.
“What about the Hunter Division?” He’s almost afraid to ask. “They’re awaiting new orders and I have nothing to give them.”
“Border security.” The Governor already knows her answer’s not going to be satisfactory, so she keeps her eyes averted.
Alex waits for more.
Nothing comes.
“Border security? That’s it?” Alex upturns both palms. “What about the Chimera? The Hunter Division’s been recalled for days and the city needs fresh meat.”
“The city shall have fresh meat.” The Governor reads from a list. “Cows, sheep, pigs, goats, and chickens, to be exact.”
Alex’s palms stay upward. “So we’re just supposed to kill the Chimera for fun? Is that it?”
Silver breaks into a grin. “When wasn’t it?”
“You know what I mean. There’ll be no greater purpose anymore. We’ll be glorified rat catchers.”
“Not even that, I’m afraid.” The Governor’s nervous twiddling with the fountain pen results in a blue inky mess on her fingertips. “The Chimera nesting near the city walls have already been exterminated.”
“What?!” Silver and Alex snap in unison.
“The poison they used was incredibly effective. The Major doesn’t anticipate much need for the Hunter Division’s time and energies to be sucked up with such follies—and that’s her word, not mine. With the exception of a few Chimera that might stray too far from their remote herds, there won’t be much for you to do beyond the city walls anymore.”
Silver is hung up on the first part: poison.
Alex is caught up in the latter: boredom.
“Poison makes the meat inedible,” Silver says first. “Does the Major know that?”
The Governor waves the import sheet at her. “I think they want us to expand our culinary horizons.”
“A Hunter Division with nothing to hunt?” Alex’s posture begins to mirror Silver’s defensiveness. “That’s farcical.”
“And deliberate.” The Governor sighs. “Three months from now, there’s going to be a recruitment drive. The Major intends to harvest volunteers from the Hunter Division to join the Armed Forces of the Crown.”
“They’re going to take our Hunters overseas?” Luka, quiet till now, can’t quite believe his own ears. “Why should our men fight in their wars?”
“They’ll be lining up for it,” Silver mutters, staring blankly off into the distance and imagining a future world that she doesn’t much like the look of. “It’s quite clever, really. By the time those three months are up, the Hunter Division’s going to be stir crazy. They’ll be ready to do just about anything if it means they’ll get to see some action again.”
“It’ll be more effective than mandatory drafts,” Alex agrees. “That’d only lead to dissidence and mutiny.”
“And we’ve got enough of that here already.” Silver glances over at Red.
Red’s been silent this whole time, and her lack of opinion in the matters discussed leads Silver to believe that none of this is news to her. Either the Governor shared it with her before this meeting commenced, or more likely, she heard it from the Major before any of this even started.
Silver’s comment provokes a reaction, though, and Red—her Fusion eyes now also exposed—turns to glare at her.
“Where are you going with that statement, Silver? Are you planning on confessing to the murder of Liana Valentine?”
That piques the Governor’s interest, but Alex doesn’t allow a gap in the conversation long enough for her to ask any questions. As his heart drops, he whips his head around to Luka with a fierceness that Silver’s never seen before.
“You told her?!”
Luka doesn’t understand. “Did you tell me not to? She’s the Deputy General. She’s one of us.”
Silver, full of contempt, turns her back on Red. “She’s not one of us. She’s a fucking traitor.”
The Governor casts her eyes upon Silver. “Liana Valentine’s body was found in the Fringe District, near an old building you used to frequent during your years of banishment. I knew the facts, but I didn’t want to believe them. You killed Valentine? Why?”
“Don’t listen to Jenkins. She’s trying to deflect your attention onto me because she’s guilty of treason.”
“Says the traitor,” Red sneers, her face too smug for her own good. “You’re the only person in this room who’s ever been convicted of treason—twice.”
“I was innocent,” Silver reminds the room. “You, on the other hand, have been in cahoots with the Major and her men since their boat first docked off our coastline.” She turns back to the Governor, ready to spill the truth. “She kidnapped Maydevine and released PV55.”
“I did no such thing,” Red insists, directing her denials to the Governor. “Quite apart from anything else, we have CCTV footage that shows Jacqueline Pryor kidnapping Maydevine.”
Silver points an accusatory finger at Red. “You were her accomplice.”
“She acted alone.”
“Very convenient for you that the only witness to your involvement is dead,” Silver snarls at her. “Is that why you held Maydevine in the Fringe District? ‘Cause you knew the massacre would destroy everything linking you to the crime?”
The Governor winces at this barrage of new information. “I don’t understand. Maydevine died in the Sentinel District warehouse explosion, did he not?”
“No.” Silver shakes her head. “He died in the Fringe District massacre.”
“Then who the fuck did we bury this morning?”
Silver doesn’t have the answer to that and the room falls into silence. Feeling a headache beginning to swell in her temple, the Governor drops her head into her hands.
“This is a shambles.”
“Red and Jax kidnapped Maydevine to extort Silver,” Alex explains, hoping to mitigate the charges against his wife. “They needed to keep her compliant so that they could release PV55, which they were doing on the orders of the Major.”
Alex doesn’t even notice that Luka’s eyes are burning into him.
“You’ve got to be kidding me?” Luka clenches both his fists. “You knew about this?! This whole time?”
“Valentine did, and that’s why Silver killed her.”
Luka thumps a fist down upon the arm of his chair. “You lied to me! You told me that Valentine knew about our involvement in the EMP blast and that’s why Silver killed her.”
Eleanor Grant lets out a small whine, the nagging throbbing at her temple slowly burgeoning into the pounding of a hundred hammers. So consumed as they all are with their own troubles, the quartet of traitors doesn’t even notice as she withdraws a digital clipboard from her desk drawer and begins to manipulate data on the screen.
“I was protecting my wife!” Alex snaps back at Luka through gritted teeth.
“And PV55?” Luka persists.
“It was released in the TPU reprogramming,” Silver admits.
That does it.
Luka’s blood begins to boil and he lashes out at her. “No wonder you were so concerned for my welfare the other night. I thought it was just the cocktail of drugs talking. It sure as hell was when you were throwing yourself at me.”
Silver forces her heart to keep beating. She forces herself to keep breathing and tries to remain calm, despite Alex’s frosty stare.
“You came on to him?”
“We didn’t sleep together,” Silver maintains. “Nothing happened.”
“Something happened.”
Silver refuses to let Alex engage her. Instead, she funnels her anxiety into a rage directed at Luka. “Why are you making it seem this way?”
“Do you even remember what happened? ‘Cause I do. I remember you sitting on my lap and practically begging me to touch you. I remember you spreading your legs for me and encouraging me inside you. I remember exactly how your cunt felt when I—”
Luka is so focused on Silver, he doesn’t see the punch coming.
The hit against his right eye knocks him clean out of his chair, and Silver leaps up toward Alex, fearful that the next move he makes may involve the drawing of his gun.
“I don’t want to hear it,” he warns her.
“You have to, Alex. I—”
“No!” The Governor shakes her head and sets aside the digital clipboard. “We’re done here.” She rises from her desk and straightens the wrinkles out of her suit, then reaches for the gun in her desk drawer. “I called you all here because I wanted you to be the first to know.”
They all eye the gun carefully, wondering if it’s about to be turned on them … but it’s not. Fighting to ignore the pain in her head, the Governor lays her gun down on the desk and places her Governor’s pin—a symbol of the Amaranthian flag—next to it. Looking up at the clock on the wall, she assures herself that the hour is about to pass.
“I’m relinquishing my governance.” Her words shock the room. “I penned my resignation several hours ago.”
Silence.
Alex shakes his head, disbelieving. “Why? You have everything you ever wanted. The Major delivered it to you on a plate.”
“All I have, General, as your wife quite rightly reminded me, is a genocide on my conscience.” She steps out from behind her desk as the clock ticks one minute past the hour.
Eleanor Grant is powerless.
“I’m not your Governor anymore.” She heads for the door. “And it’s clear to me now that none of you are fit for the positions I once entrusted you with.”
All of the cell phones in the room simultaneously begin to beep.
Silver checks her phone first.
A termination notification for Commissioner Ella Cross, effective immediately.
She looks up at Alex as he checks his.
A termination notification for Hunter General Alexander King.
Luka.
The same.
Red.
Once more.
Fired, every single one of them.
Eleanor Grant’s phone beeps, but she doesn’t need to check it.
The room is now filled with five people about to face the unfortunate possibility of having to claim their first unemployment cheques, and a deathly silence descends as the reality of it begins to set in.
While Luka fears a future as a lowly security guard, Alex hopes that his contract design work for Omega will continue to pay the bills. Eleanor could make a living for herself in another branch of the government, and Red could easily go back to teaching. Silver, on the other hand, has few transferable skills.
The thought depresses her.
More depressing still, she knows they’ll each have a twelve hour grace period within which to report to Human Resources and have their platinum tags replaced. If they fail to show, they’ll be risking arrest.
No more platinum tag means no more access to the Fringe District.
No more boat.
No more Trieste.
No more antiretroviral drug testing.
No more hope.



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Half the Man
            
Somehow, Alex manages to convince Silver that everything’s going to be okay.
He takes her home, forces her to eat, and persuades her to get an early night. It’s out-of-hours, so going to Human Resources isn’t an option until morning, and he’d discouraged the notion of taking a second run at the hospital.
He insisted that they wait until dawn to re-evaluate their predicament.
Perhaps that was a mistake.
It’s not long after dawn, and Silver and Alex are both in bed. Silver was still sleeping when Alex had pulled back the covers and maneuvered himself between her legs, pressing his lips against the soft skin of her sex.
She’d awoken to the sensation of his prickly face against her inner thigh, and felt his tongue gently probing her. In fact, he’d spent much of the night reminding her of a few select reasons why she married him.
Despite his initial anger, he wanted to forget all about the hurtful little truths that’d emerged in the Governor’s office. In particular, he sought to move beyond the who-came-onto-who and the whose-tongue-did-what-first of Silver’s drunken night with Luka.
None of it matters.
He just wants to make sure that it never happens again.
In pursuit of that, she’s still shivering from her climax when he gets to his knees and begins to fuck her.
Hooking one leg around his neck and the other around his waist, Silver lets him get deep. Keeping her hips up, he bears down on top of her and thrusts his pelvis forward, burying every last inch.
It’s almost too much.
He was almost there before he even got inside her, and now she’s clamping down on him so tight he’s barely able to hold back. A few more strokes and he can feel the release building.
Beneath him, Silver’s making all the right noises. As she begs for him to come, his body finally gives in. He rams himself home one last time and neither of them hears the front door get kicked open.
The Crown Security Services Officers don’t know how to knock.
As Alex’s orgasm subsides, the CSS Officers burst into the bedroom. Before either one of the lovers has a chance to react to it, one of the Officers pulls Alex out of Silver and off the bed. Another Officer chucks clothes at them.
“Get dressed, both of you. You’re coming with us.”
 
*************************
 
Silver sits on a cold metal bed in the same rotten cell as always.
This is her third time in the detainment corridor, but this time she’s not alone. Alex is being held in the cell beside hers, with nothing more than a wall of steel bars and a whole lot of silence between them.
They’re both shocked when two CSS Officers drag an unconscious Luka into the detainment corridor and throw him into an adjacent cell. He looks like he’s slept in his clothes, and he hasn’t shaved. Two purple marks on his neck tell Silver that he was recently incapacitated with a stun gun.
In short, he looks like he’s had a rough night.
After being kicked out of Eleanor Grant’s old office, he’d headed home and downed a couple beers before finding himself in need of a distraction. He’d shown up unannounced to an old girlfriend’s house, on the presumption that she’d be an easy lay.
He was wrong.
She’d shut him down and slammed the door in his face, but on his way out of the apartment building, he’d bumped into her daughter. She’d had a crush on him since she was twelve years old, and since then, she’d blossomed into an over-confident sixteen-year-old with raging hormones.
Coming home from a party, she was wearing the shortest skirt possible and barely more than a bra on top. Still buzzing from the beer, Luka developed a throbbing erection and promptly lost all common sense. He’d half expected her to reject him when he pinned her up against the side of his car in the parking garage and kissed her.
Instead, she’d offered him a blowjob.
He’d accepted.
Not that he’d ever confess any of that to Silver.
When he sobered up, he felt nothing but shame. To combat that, he drank some more and then crashed out in bed, only to be woken abruptly by the CSS Officers at the break of dawn. He was hung-over, so subduing him was easy. Now, conked out on the bed in his cell, he’s snoring into the stained mattress.
While he’s still knocked out, Alex steals the opportunity to quiz Silver.
“Do you love him?”
His question catches her off-guard. “What?”
“You heard me.”
“Is this about the Founders Day thing again? I thought we were over that. Last night you said you just wanted to forget—”
“Just answer the question.”
Silver doesn’t know how, but avoidance isn’t an option.
“Not the way I love you,” she says finally.
“That’s not an answer.”
“Well, what do you expect? Of course I love him. He was the first boy who ever held my hand. He was the first boy who ever kissed me. He was my first for a lot of things, Alex, and I’m not sorry for any of it.”
“In the Governor’s office, he said—”
“He was trying to provoke you.”
“It worked.”
“I saw that. Look, you have every right to be jealous of what went on that night. He kissed me and—I’m not going to lie—I let him.”
For the first time, Alex’s raging jealousy sinks beneath a tidal wave of sadness. “Why? Because you misconstrued the situation when you saw me at the party with Valentine? Because you were high? Lonely? What?”
“Because I wanted to taste another man’s lips.”
Alex begins to drown in the swell.
“Just for a moment,” she continues, not sure if she’s making it better or worse. “I guess I wanted to pretend that I wasn’t so overtaken by you.”
“If that’s supposed to sound extenuating, it really doesn’t.” Alex begins a search through his pockets for cigarettes, wanting to keep both his hands and his tongue busy so that they can’t get him into any trouble.
“I don’t expect you to understand.” Silver looks away.
“Then you won’t be disappointed.”
Aha!
Cigarettes and a lighter.
Relief.
Eager to explain herself, Silver doesn’t wait for an invitation to continue. “You overwhelm me.”
“Fine way of showing it.” Alex laughs.
“I get so lost in you, Alex. Every smile and every tear spins me around in so many circles, and sometimes I hate the way you make me feel.”
Lighting up his adult security blanket, he glares at her. “You’re making me feel so special right now.”
Silver scooches up to the bars, getting as close to him as she can. “You have to understand what it’s like for me. You have the benefit of experience, but you are my experience—all I’ve ever known.”
“You’re feeling claustrophobic, is that it? You want to fuck around? You had six years to do that, while I had nothing but a picture of you and my imagination.”
The unwelcome return of this well-trodden argument immediately sets Silver on edge. “That’s such bullshit.”
“You know there was no-one else, Silver.”
“That’s not the point. You can’t wear those years as a badge of fidelity. That’s so unfair. I had no reason to believe that I was ever going to see you again.”
“And you were okay with that?”
Silver shakes her head, her emotions gradually beginning to get the better of her. “Not a day went by that I didn’t think of you.”
“And when she was fucking you? Did you think of me then?”
Damn Alice.
Silver had been with women before, and accepting Alice into her bed hadn’t seemed so much like cheating. It had seemed forgivable, in a way that the thought of fucking Luka never did. As hypocritical as it sounds, she’d always felt that her loyalty to Alex could remain intact, just as long as she never gave away that one part of her that belonged to him and him alone.
Nevertheless, she wants so badly to turn back the clock.
 “She was all that I had.” Tears begin to pool in Silver’s lower lids, like tiny reservoirs threatening to break their banks. “You were all that I wanted.”
That strikes a chord with Alex, hitting all of the notes in perfect unison and rising to a symphony in his chest, but it doesn’t last. The emotional allegro is short lived, and sinks slowly into adagio as he thinks back to Silver’s entanglement with his former Deputy, who is also, by all accounts, her former lover.
“And Luka?” He looks over at the sleeping figure in the cell across the room. “Where does he fit in? You could’ve had me that night, but obviously I wasn’t enough.”
“Not enough? Fuck, Alex, sometimes you’re too much. And I mean that in a lot of different ways.” She smiles, blushing slightly.
Her unexpected candor, and the subtle shade of pink in her cheeks, entices a small reciprocal smile: a minuet dancing upon his lips, preparing for the presto finale. He reaches out to her through the bars and caresses her cheek with the palm of his hand, letting her nuzzle into him.
“Don’t you ever wonder what it would be like to have autonomy over this?” she whispers. “To be able to choose?”
“I did choose, Silver. I chose the night I took you into my bed.”
“Well, I didn’t.” She takes his hand in hers. “I grew up in your arms. My heart’s belonged to you for so long, I don’t know of a time when it was still mine to give. I just wanted to remember what it was like to exercise my free will, that’s all. If only to prove that I still could.”
She’s able to dress the truth up nicely enough.
The blunt reality of it is that she was so wasted she would’ve let Luka fuck her. And in all honesty, the memory of that terrifies her. She’d never been so close to betraying her love for Alex, and she didn’t even have a legitimate reason for it.
Her head had been spinning since Red told her of Luka’s true feelings, though now she wonders if that was simply another lie. For the sake of her sanity, that’s what she chooses to believe.
“He was over me a long time ago, Alex.” Silver leans up against the bars, staying close to him. “And for what it’s worth, when it comes to Alice and the stuff of bed sheets, it was always a one way street.”
“Huh?”
“She could never, ever get me to the fifteenth letter of the alphabet.”
A second passes.
And another.
He counts on his fingers.
He gets it.
Presto.
A grin appears as a crescendo explodes in his chest. Alice hadn’t been able to please her. Not even once.
The sound of Luka’s voice makes Silver jump.
He’s awake.
She wipes her eyes dry, faking composure. “How long have you been awake?”
“Long enough. Where the fuck are we?”
“Nowhere special.”
Luka looks around his dirty cell with a grimace plastered on his face. “I can see that.”
“Hey, at least you’re alive.” Silver attempts a weak smile.
Luka glances down the hall in the direction of several approaching footsteps. “Yeah? For how long?”
The first face that appears in front of the cells surprises all of them.
It’s Red, flanked by two CSS Officers.
Silver glances up and down her polished exterior, looking over the court shoes, the skirt suit with a double breasted jacket, and the tiny Amaranthe flag pinned to the lapel.
The Governor’s pin.
Silver leaps to her feet. “Are you fucking kidding me?! This was your end game?”
Red, having anticipated such an outburst, remains calm. “I can’t tell if you’re upset that you didn’t see it coming, or angry that you couldn’t stop it.”
“I just don’t understand why you’re not locked up like the rest of us.”
“Because I didn’t kill anyone.”
Red motions for one of her personal CSS Officers to step up, and he hands her a copy of today’s newspaper. Red tosses the freshly pressed Amaranthe News and Times through the bars of Silver’s cell and it lands at her feet, the front page headline exposed.
Commissioner Detained On Murder Charge.
Beneath it, there’s a picture of Liana Valentine.
An article written by Celia Rankin, Editor in Chief.
“Tell me”—Red straightens her shirt cuffs—“why am I always having to recalibrate my plans to account for your careless behavior?”
“That’s why I’m here?” Silver kicks the newspaper away. “Because of some little story that Veva concocted with Celia?”
“It’s more than just a story, Silver. We both know that.”
“And what about them?” Silver points fingers at Alex and Luka. “How did you manage to drag the two of them into this?”
“Not me, the Crown Prosecution Service. Both Alex and Luka are being charged as accessories after the fact.”
“And you?”
“Me?”
“What punishment do you get for kidnapping and manslaughter?”
Red lets that accusation roll off her like water off the back of the proverbial duck. “How many times? Maydevine’s death was an accident. I saved his life when I convinced the Major not to put a bullet in his head, and it was always my intention to return him to you.”
“Why should I believe that? After everything you’ve done.”
Red shrugs. “What you believe is of little importance. What’s true is that, when all of this began, I negotiated a way out for you. You were supposed to get three one-way tickets out of this city as a reward for your compliance. You, Alex, and Maydevine. When Maydevine died, I renegotiated some extra compensation.”
She invites her second CSS Officer to step forward, carrying a briefcase. At her request, the female Officer opens the briefcase to reveal a hospital IV bag filled with a green-tinted liquid, carefully housed in a custom-made foam inlay.
Silver frowns skeptically at the juice. “What’s that supposed to be?”
“A Fusion virus counteragent. It’s compensation for Maydevine’s loss.”
Silver’s heart skips a beat. Maybe two. “The Crown has antiretroviral drugs?”
“No. The Crown has a cure.”
Wham!
A slam dunk silence drops on the room, and Silver’s chest feels boa constrictor tight.
“For me?” she seeks clarification.
“For you.” Red nods. “And thus also for your unborn child.”
Silver’s instinctively suspicious. “Why would the Crown make a cure? It goes against their whole agenda.”
“Are you kidding? The cure is their most powerful weapon. What they give, they can just as easily take away.”
In a heartlessly strategic sort of way, that makes sense.
“Fine.” Silver strides up to the bars, getting as close to Red as she can. “What’re we waiting for? Prep a needle and shoot me up.”
“Whoa!” Alex dives toward her. “As if!”
Silver doesn’t even turn to look at him. “Autonomy, remember? I still have it, and I’m going to use it.”
“By all means, lock lips with Luka again if you think it’ll make you feel any better. I’d rather watch you do that than inject yourself with something that looks like toilet cleaner.”
She starts to unbutton her shirt, but Alex reaches out through the bars to stop her.
“What do you think you’re doing?”
“Preparing to get shot in the arm with antifreeze.”
“It’s perfectly safe,” Red assures them. “But it doesn’t work like that anyway. This kind of stem cell therapy is more like a blood transfusion. You’ll need to be hooked up to an IV for several hours.”
“And then what?”
Red shrugs. “No more contact lenses.” She shoos the CSS Officer away. “I’ve got a helicopter standing by. It’ll take you far away from this place, and from your punishments. You, Alex, and Luka.”
“I’m the afterthought?” Luka leans his head against the bars. “That’s nice.”
“Maydevine’s seat is yours if you want it,” Red responds to him over her shoulder. “Otherwise, I guess you’ll be facing twenty-five years hard labor.”
“He’s not going anywhere with us,” Alex pouts.
“It’s up to you.” Red honestly doesn’t care one way or the other. “But he’s the only HFV negative person left in Amaranthe, and he won’t last a second here now.”
Silver shakes her head. “He was infected with PV55, just like everyone else.”
That reminds Red of something.
“Believe it or don’t, but I wasn’t lying when I said I didn’t release PV55. That was Eleanor Grant’s baby, and it had absolutely nothing to do with me. What Jax and I helped the Major to release was a European variant of the Fusion virus—not that they call it that, mind you—and Luka never got his dose.”
Silver shakes her head. “But that can’t be. The TPU reprogramming …”
“I told you”—Luka presses his forehead against his filthy metal cage, wishing that he had some aspirin—“I took care of it myself. My tag was never reprogrammed.”
The second whammy of the day.
He’s HFV negative.
Suddenly, Silver’s foggy memories of their night together begin to make much more sense. He couldn’t sleep with her because he didn’t want to be infected.
He rejected her because he was repulsed by her.
And that proves it: he’s not in love with her. And he’s not even half the man Alex is.



CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

In the Wind
 
Meow.
Smellie looks down the barrel of Silver’s gun with her head tilted sideways, quizzical and confused. Silver’s finger curls around the trigger, but she can’t bring herself to do it.
She pulls the gun back and frowns at the cat. “Why did you have to look at me like that?”
Meow.
“You want me to do it?” Alex holds his hand out for the gun.
“You’re serious?”
“It’s more humane this way.” He takes the gun. “It’ll be quick.”
He holds the gun against Smellie’s head and she rubs her cheek against the barrel, purring softly.
He hesitates.
Silver looks away.
Nothing happens.
“What’re you waiting for?” Silver still has her eyes squeezed tight shut.
Alex lowers the gun. “I’ve changed my mind. I think you should do it.”
He tries to hand her back the gun, but she refuses to take it.
“No.” She shoves the gun away. “Why? She’s your cat.”
“She’s our cat.”
“Na-uh.” Silver wags her finger at him. “She was your Ella substitute.”
Smellie’s eyes flit back and forth between them, staring up at them from the countertop, wondering where breakfast is.
Meow.
Silence.
Silver glances over her shoulder at a stuffed hold-all packed by Alex. “You’re done already?”
Alex shrugs. “It’s just pants and socks. Nothing I really care about fits in a bag.”
A romantic would say that he’s referring to her. A skeptic would say that he’s referring to his computer, stereo, and collection of homemade robots. Silver thinks he’s referring to his beloved Superman comics, and she can see one poking out over the top of his bag, wrapped in a protective plastic sleeve.
“A favorite?” she guesses. “Couldn’t bring yourself to part with it?”
“A girl gave it to me.” He smiles at her. “Did you pack anything at all?”
Silver looks down at an empty Police Division gym bag by the table. “I didn’t know where to start.”
“Underwear would’ve been a safe choice.”
He scoops up her hand and the bag, and drags her into the bedroom. Fifteen seconds later, the bag’s one third full of socks and undies.
“See? This is easy.” He beams a broad smile in her direction. “How many of these do you need?” He dangles a babydoll chemise on the tip of his finger.
She snatches it from him. “Are we really doing this?” She looks around the room, the reality of their uncertain future finally beginning to sink in. “Are we really leaving all of this behind?”
His smile fades. “I don’t see that we have any other choice.”
“Twenty-five years hard labor doesn’t appeal to you?”
“As usual, it’s not my own fate that bothers me. Do you know what the Crown Prosecution Service’s penalty for murder is?”
She doesn’t.
“Public execution.” He lets that rest on her ears a while. “Spectators pay to watch.”
Gross.
Fascinating, but gross.
Silver dumps the contents of a keepsake box out onto the top of the dresser. There’s not much in it: her engagement ring, and her old black tag that Alex rescued from the back seat of his car last year.
Silver picks up the black tag that’s still covered in her blood. “Why did you keep this?”
Alex finishes packing her clothes and zips up the hold-all. “That little thing reminds me of the worst years of my life.”
“Let’s flush it, then.”
Silver turns toward the bathroom, but Alex bars her way and snatches it from her.
“Don’t.” He pockets it. “I never want to forget how awful that time was.”
“Why?”
“Same reason you keep this.” He takes a chance and slips a hand inside the pocket of her pants, searching for something he caught her messing with while they were getting changed.
Maydevine’s platinum tag.
It looks so small in insignificant in his hand as he holds it up to her.
“Because every time you look at it, you tell yourself that nothing’s ever going to feel that bad again.” He hits the nail on the head. “It’s a reminder of what you’ve overcome.” He hands it back to her. “Pain’s important that way.”
She tucks it back inside her pocket.
No time to reflect on his words.
Red’s female CSS Officer—now their babysitter—appears in the doorway. “Five more minutes.” She taps her watch. “Let’s hurry it up.”
She returns to her post at the front door, giving Silver and Alex a few more critical moments of prep time. Alex grabs a few more bits and pieces—including Silver’s engagement ring—and tries to coax her out of the room.
“Come on, Silver. We’ve got to go.”
She hesitates. She feels uncertain, but she can’t really put a finger on why.
“It would be worth it for the cure alone,” Alex reminds her.
“And the city we’re leaving behind?”
“Trieste has all the tools he needs now. It might take him weeks or months, but once people know that they have a choice, a revolution will spark.”
Right on cue, he blinks. By the time his eyes return to meet Silver’s, their transformation is complete. In one split second, bright Fusion eyes are looking down at her and she finds herself biting back a conflicted rush of revulsion.
He speaks of choices, but he already made his.
Now the choice is hers.
Stay true to her principles, or to her man.
Head, or heart.
Honestly, it’s not much of a choice. She’s always been controlled by her emotions, and it’ll take more than the Fusion virus to buck that trend.
For now.
 
******************************
 
Silver and Alex meet Luka on the rooftop of the DDH.
All are in uniform, no matter how pointless that might be. Luka dressed that way out of habit, but Alex did it out of practicality. The Hunter Division uniform is made of a hemp-Kevlar mix, and is more durable than anything else he owns. Silver, on the other hand, put on her old Hunter Division rags out of pure sentimentality.
She’d refused to give them up when she transferred, at the time being hopeful that she’d be able to yank her position back from Alex after the birth of their child. How moot that thought seems now, staring at the rotating blades of one of the Crown’s Chinooks.
Luka’s bag of belongings is even smaller than Alex’s. It’s barely full, and slung over his shoulder with little care. Staring at the Chinook with his arms folded and a frown of distrust on his face, he doesn’t look like a man who’s about to hop on board a voyage of discovery.
“This isn’t right,” he says, hearing them come up behind him. “We don’t even know where these people are taking us.”
Silver’s shoulder brushes up against his. “No-one’s forcing you, Luka.”
“No?” He cocks his head at her. “I’m facing a prison sentence thanks to him.” He points a finger at Alex.
“Alex only did what he did to protect me. So if you’re looking for someone to blame, I’m the reason you’re an unemployed convict.”
“Actually, you’re not. She is.” Alex points toward Red, who’s approaching them from the stairwell. “This all played out exactly the way she wanted it to.”
With a CSS Officer on either side of her, Red hands over a briefcase—the same one shown to Silver earlier—to a member of the Major’s military unit, and walks up to the trio.
“I’ve arranged for them to administer the IV en route,” she says to Silver. “It could take a few days before you see any”—she motions to her eyes—“results.”
“Do you expect me to thank you?”
“Not if you don’t want to. I certainly don’t expect you to forgive me for what happened to Maydevine, though it might make you feel better to know that Jax’s body was recovered from the Fringe District during our clean-up.”
“She’s dead?”
“Carbon monoxide poisoning.”
“And Alice?”
Red shakes her head. “In the wind. Which is precisely where you all should be.”
The Chinook pilot signals to Red that they’re ready for take-off.
“And now’s the time.” Red takes a step back, inviting them to approach the Chinook. “It was nice working with you.”
She directs that last part to Silver, who hopes that she’s referring to their time in the Hunter Division together, and not to their more recent dealings.
She doesn’t respond.
None of them do.
No goodbyes.
Nothing.
Silver heads for the helicopter with Alex in tow behind her, but Luka stays put. A few feet away, Silver notices his absence and turns back to look at him, silently hoping to ensnare him with her pleading eyes.
He doesn’t move.
Silver realizes that she hadn’t even entertained the possibility that he wouldn’t come with them. She entertains it now, and her stomach ties itself up in a knot.
“Luka …”
Over the sound of the spinning propellers, he can’t hear her. Alex reaches for her arm and pulls her away, forcing her to break eye contact. He doesn’t care if Luka comes or not, and he wishes she didn’t either.
Watching them get strapped into their seats, Luka contemplates life alone.
Briefly.
By the time the co-pilot is done running safety checks, Luka’s already in the helicopter with them.
Silver winces as a military medical technician hooks the IV up to her arm before suspending the bag of green liquid from the roof of the Chinook.
“I thought you wanted to go solo?” She looks up at Luka.
“I got lonely.” He stares at the IV bag, allowing the co-pilot to belt him safely in. “That stuff’s really going to make you human again?”
Alex rolls his eyes. “She is human, you knob head.”
“You know what I mean.” He keeps his eyes on Silver. “What’s going to happen when we get there? Has anyone given any thought to that?”
“I’ve thought of nothing else,” she assures him.
“And? You need prenatal care. We need somewhere to live. We need—”
“You need to look at the bigger picture,” Silver interrupts him. “We can figure out the smaller stuff as we go.”
“The bigger picture? How does it get any bigger than our survival?”
Silver checks to make sure that the Major’s men are out of earshot, or otherwise preoccupied, before she speaks.
“The Major takes orders from the Crown. So when she came here and destroyed everything we spent our lives defending, she was only doing it because someone else told her to. I could kill her, but I’d only be disabling one minor cog in a much greater machine.”
Alex grows wary that Silver may have had an ulterior motive for accepting Red’s last minute emigration offer. “What’re you suggesting?”
Silver breaks into a grin. “I’m going to kill the King of England.”
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A New Chapter Begins
                                                                                                     
West Mercia 
The Kingdom of Great Britain, 2349 CE
– Twelve Hours Later
 
A Chinook bearing the emblems of the Crown lies broken and abandoned on the rooftop of a single-storey building, surrounded by the ruins of a deserted village and the plant life that’s overtaken it.
A gray squirrel drops out of a nearby tree branch and scampers across the roof, hopping into the Chinook to investigate. Satisfied that there’s nothing of interest inside—no food to scavenge—the squirrel scurries out the other side of the Chinook and slips down a drain pipe. Landing feet first on the neglected ground below, the hungry rodent sniffs the air.
No predators.
But there’s something else.
An unusual scent lingers upon the gentle breeze.
A fresh corpse.
A few more hoppity-hops, and the squirrel comes face to face with it: the pilot of the Chinook. He was thrown from the helicopter when it crash-landed, and was dead upon impact with terra firma.
Tentatively, the squirrel leans toward the corpse, placing a hesitant front paw against the pilot’s head before shoving its nose deep inside the man’s hair.
Establishing that further investigation is most definitely required, it scrambles up onto the pilot’s face, planting one foot squarely down upon a slick, spongy eyeball.
There’s nothing up the man’s nose, nor in his ears, so the squirrel turns its attention to his open mouth. It takes a lick of human tongue before slipping off the pilot’s chin and onto his neck, one of its back feet squishing into a gaping wound.
A piece of metal shrapnel gouged the man’s neck moments before death, tearing open the flesh and nicking some major blood vessels. The squirrel’s foot squelches against the pilot’s exposed vocal cords, trachea and esophagus, almost becoming caught around the jugular vein.
Wriggling free, it smears blood all over the Crown emblem on the chest of the pilot’s uniform.

Then, a gunshot.
Though it’s in the distance, and probably no threat, the squirrel takes no chances. It dives off the pilot’s corpse and runs for cover, leaving a trail of tiny bloody footprints behind it. In the direction of the gunshot, high above the treetops, a weather-worn flag flutters in the wind.
A Union Jack.
Welcome to England.
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