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            Aleesha

          

        

      

    

    
      I awake with my face pressed into the cobbles, surrounded by the stench of vomit, piss and dead rat. Daylight filters down between the tall buildings. A dull, soft light, the sun hidden behind layers of dense cloud.

      Where am I? Slashes of red graffiti designed to look like a bloodbath mark the metal door on the opposite wall. Shankster territory. My pulse quickens as memories return.

      A Shankster party. Monotonous beat of the music. People dancing, drinking, making out. The wild-eyed contortionist with dreadlocks to his waist who could invert his body into a perfect circle. Fighting my way up the stairs to the upper rooms. Pushing past the guards. And him. Green-eyes. The new leader of the Shanksters. My target.

      My mind goes blank. What happened next? There’s a tang in my mouth, faint but recognisable. Tronk. Oh, yes. That.

      I’m in Green-eyes’ lap, laughing as he plants rough kisses down my neck. Whispering in his ear that we should find somewhere quieter. A small room. The guards retreat. Just the two of us. But when I open my mouth to speak – to finally get the information I’ve come for – he silences me with a finger and holds up a tiny packet of white powder.

      A flash of pain radiates up my arm and I realize I’m grinding my knuckles into the ground. It does little to temper my frustration. You idiot! You could have been raped. Killed.

      I close my eyes, wishing I could make the world disappear. But it’s cold lying here and, to top it off, it starts raining. Soft droplets dribble down my exposed thighs. Feeling around for my dress, I find it scrunched up around my waist. Urgh. I yank it down and clamber to my feet, which I realize are bare. It appears my shoes were another casualty of last night’s failure. At least I didn’t wear my good boots.

      The one advantage tronk has over liquor is that there’s no hangover. My head now feels as sharp and clear as this time yesterday. Though perhaps that makes the inevitable walk of shame even worse. There’s a titter and I realize I’m not alone in the alley. Great. Being perved on by a group of scrawny kids was not how I’d planned my night to end.

      “’Ey, we thought you was dead,” one of them comments in a part-curious, part-bored tone.

      “Sorry to disappoint.”

      I attempt to stride past them purposefully but fail miserably when my bare foot skids on a patch of unidentifiable goo. There are a few giggles from the audience.

      “Shut it.” I glare at them. “Shouldn’t you lot be in school?”

      A small girl with matted blonde hair shrugs. “What for?”

      It’s a fair question. School is a bit of a half-hearted affair here in Area Four, both from pupils and the authorities. You don’t complain that all they’re teaching you is a load of crap, and they don’t complain when you skip class.

      As I round the corner of the street, a hand lands on my shoulder and there’s a familiar voice in my ear. “You were supposed to report back two hours ago.” His voice is mild. Perhaps it’s the Irish accent that makes him sound so laid back.

      “Well, since you knew where to find me, why didn’t you come and w—” I check myself hurriedly. I have no doubt he knows that I’ve spent the best part of the night and this morning asleep like a drunk in a back alley, but that’s no reason for me to admit it. “Get me,” I end lamely.

      “Never wake an angry woman, that’s my motto. I knew you’d come around eventually.”

      Great, now he’s mocking me.

      Murdoch leans back against the wall and folds his thick, stocky arms. “So, did you get the information?”

      I make myself look into his clear blue eyes. If you look away, they know you’re lying. If your eyes flicker, they know you’re lying. But if you’re confident, if you know the tricks they look for, it’s easy.

      “Sure, I got something, but you’re not going to like it.”

      The words trip off my tongue before I can stop them. Oops. That was not what I had planned to say.

      He arches an eyebrow. “Okay then, so what is it?”

      “I got to the new leader. Had him right in my lap, so to speak.” Technically, I was in his lap, but the end result would have been the same. If I hadn’t screwed up. “They definitely have some involvement with them.”

      Murdoch nods, knowing I’m referring to the Brotherhood.

      “But we were interrupted, and then he zoned out on,” I take a deep breath, forcing myself to get the word out, “tronk.” All the best lies have a bit of truth in them.

      “Dammit, I knew I shouldn’t have trusted you.”

      For a second, I think he’s going to hit me and my hand’s halfway to my knife before I remember that I don’t have it on me. Damn this stupid outfit. His fist slams into the boarded-up window an inch from my head.

      “The previous gang leader refused to help them. Green-eyes wanted to avoid taking part in a leadership challenge, so he cut ’em a deal. Though, I’m not sure he’ll be in charge for long. All is not happy in Shankster HQ.”

      “And their contact in the Brotherhood?” he whispers, glancing around nervously.

      “I-I didn’t get that far.”

      Frown lines appear on his forehead. “I can’t work out if you know the truth and you’re just hiding it from me, or if you don’t know jack.”

      “If you told me what you wanted the information for, then perhaps it would be easier for me to help you,” I say sweetly.

      Murdoch’s gang is still a mystery to me. Since he approached me a month ago and blackmailed me into working for them, I’ve been trying to find out more about the Chain. But no one I’ve spoken to has heard anything about them. I don’t know if that’s better or worse than the rumours about the Brotherhood. People don’t talk much about them, either, but that’s out of fear.

      Murdoch’s face darkens. “That wasn’t part of the deal. You do as we ask and I keep your secret, secret.”

      “And help me find out what happened to my mother,” I remind him.

      He nods. “Sure, but you’re a long way from that. If you can’t even complete a basic task, we have no use for you.”

      My fingernails dig into the thin skin on my thighs. The pain helps to control the rising anger in my belly. “I’ve made contact. He’ll be more receptive next time. I’ll get him drunk. He’ll speak more freely then.”

      And where are you going to find the money for liquor?

      “If you go again, you go with someone. I don’t trust you on your own.”

      “I told you, I work alone.” Folding my arms, I meet his gaze. He looks away first.

      “Fine, but if you don’t have anything to report tomorrow, the deal is off.”

      He stalks away and I slump against the wall, closing my eyes. How the hell do I find out about the Shanksters’ link with the Brotherhood by tomorrow? What I’d told Murdoch was mostly rumour, I’ve got no way of knowing if it’s true, but I had to get him off my back somehow.

      For now, though, I have a more immediate problem. Getting home safe.

      “Aleesha?”

      My eyes snap open. The man in front of me is short, not much taller than me, with the left side of his head shaved and the remaining hair braided tight. A snake’s head tattoo pokes out the neck of his t-shirt. I breathe a sigh of relief. “Jonas, right?”

      He nods suspiciously. “What are you doing out here?”

      “I could ask the same of you. I wasn’t aware Jay or Dane had authorized any contact with the Shanksters.” I glance significantly at the graffiti-covered building behind me, but the gesture is too subtle for him.

      Jonas frowns and is about to reply when footsteps approach. I vaguely recognize the newcomer, a squat boy with greasy tendrils of hair, from the Snakes’ HQ. He squints at me. “What are you doing here?”

      “Jay’s business.” Smiling sweetly, I add, “But I could do with a hand getting home.”

      Their muttered voices follow me as I walk down the street. I step carefully to avoid the shards of broken glass, metal and other hazards embedded in the filth that covers the road. Luckily, it’s been dry for a couple of days. If the streets were flooded, it would be impossible to see anything.

      My breath hisses through my teeth as I snatch my foot away from whatever has just stabbed it. Lifting it up, I examine the sole, trying not to fall over or hop around on the other leg.

      There’s a shriek from one of the hobies lining the street. I look up to see Jonas walking away from her. “Here y’go.” A pair of battered shoes are thrown in front of me. “We’d better go before she decides to get ’em back.”

      I yank out a splinter of glass and flick it away. The shoes look barely cleaner than the street, but they’ll have to do.

      “Thief!” the woman yowls behind us. I glance back, but she’s too scared to come and reclaim them. She waves twig-like arms, her skeletal frame tottering on swollen feet. I grimace as I slip my feet into the over-large shoes, wondering if foot rot will be another price I’ll pay for my weakness last night.

      “Come on, she’s just a tronk addict.” Jonas pulls at my arm.

      He’s right. The signs are there as the woman sinks back into the line of hobies: hollow cheekbones, a desperate gleam in her bulging eyes.

      That could be you if you don’t give it up.

      No, it won’t. I’m smarter than them.

      Are you really?

      Yes! I made it off the streets and I will stay off the streets.

      But what about the tronk?

      I’m giving it up, alright?

      The voice in my head falls silent. “As if I don’t have enough to deal with.”

      “What?”

      “Oh, nothing,” I say, realizing I’d spoken aloud.

      I’m glad of the escort on the way back. Walking practically naked through Area Four in broad daylight is guaranteed to get you into trouble, but the boys manage to handle most of the attention. I dismiss them at the end of the road and walk the last fifty metres to Jay’s place by myself.

      Jay lives in two small rooms above a closed-up kebab shop. I guess it’s my home too – or as close as I come to having one – but it feels wrong somehow to call it that. Too permanent. It’s not bad as far as places to live go and way better than many I’ve stayed in, especially now the kebab shop is closed. The smell of the filth they cooked was enough to drive you mad.

      I key in the code to the faded green door. The room inside contains a large, battered table and a couple of chairs. Jay is in the adjourning bedroom, humming some mindless tune. He sounds like he’s in a good mood, at least. I push the button on the hotplate. The orange light doesn’t come on.

      “Electric’s off.”

      I turn to see him slouched against the doorframe, a slight smirk on his face. The black tattoos that wind around his arms darken his copper skin and his t-shirt is a little too tight over his shoulders.

      “Three days of sun and the panels can’t even give us an hour of electricity?” I mutter, jabbing the button again. Dammit, no water then. Reaching down for a bottle of Chaz, my hand finds only empty air.

      “Sorry, this is the last one.” He brings his arm out from behind his back and waggles the blue bottle gently so the liquid sloshes inside. A knot of anger tightens in my stomach. I grab the bottle from his hand and gulp down the contents. It barely wets my dry throat.

      “Any food?”

      “Do you even bother to collect your rations?”

      I don’t answer. What do I tell him? That I can’t collect the crappy government rations all citizens are entitled to, and that if I tried, I’d be arrested on the spot? That all this time he’s been harbouring an illegal?

      He runs a hand over his short dark hair and sighs. “Nothing here. There are still some bits left from the depot raid at HQ, though. We’ll head there later.”

      “Fine.” My stomach growls and I can feel myself getting twitchy. Hangry, Jay calls it. Angry because I’m hungry. Maybe he’s right. Or maybe anger is just part of who I am.

      “You look a bloody mess. Where have you been?”

      “None of your damn business.” I bang the bottle down on the table, the plastic making a satisfying crunching noise. “It’s not as if you were around last night.”

      But thank god he’s not in the mood for a fight.

      “Hey, I was just worried about you. I haven’t seen you all morning.” He begins to massage my shoulders, and the twitchiness subsides.

      “I was supposed to be meeting a friend at a party. They didn’t turn up, so I was about to leave, but they had …” My voice trails off. I don’t really need to explain any further, he can fill in the gaps.

      “A friend?”

      Ah, yes. He knows as well as I do that I don’t have any friends.

      “I don’t think you’ve met her.” I shrug nonchalantly. “She’s just a dweeb.”

      He seems to accept the explanation. “You should watch who you hang around with. You don’t need no dweebs when yer the boss’s lady.”

      I smile and stand on my toes to kiss him on the lips. “Not quite the boss yet,” I tease.

      He grins and pulls me in for a hug, planting a kiss on my neck before pulling back and holding me at arm’s length, his nose wrinkling.

      “Eeewww, you stink!”

      I grimace, realizing he’s right. “Yeah, I’ll have to ask the hobies to keep their alleyways cleaner.”

      “Well, it’s your lucky day. We have water! And I got it heated up before the leccy went off. Come on, I was about to jump in.” He flicks my long braid so it swings from side to side.

      “We have water?” I push past him and race for the bedroom. He laughs and follows, scooping me up and throwing me onto the bed. The bowl of steaming water is balanced on the wide windowsill; another bucket to stand in is underneath. Washing water is too precious to be wasted.

      “Me first!”

      Jay rolls his eyes. “Okay, but only ’cos you smell so bad.”

      I quickly strip and step into the plastic bucket. There’s even a sliver of soap. Heaven. I wash down fully before dunking my head into the water and scrubbing at my hair, which hasn’t been cleaned properly in weeks. It feels so good to get rid of the itchiness. When I’ve finished, the water is grey and murky.

      “Huh, so much for a clean wash.” Jay hands me a threadbare towel as I step out of the bucket. He tips the water back into the bowl.

      “It’s warm still, at least.” I dry myself quickly and dress. It’s good to be clean again. And wearing proper clothes that cover my body.

      While Jay’s washing, I return to the main room and use the tip of my knife to ease up the half floorboard in the corner. The fake wood is chipped and scratched. This old building used to have real wooden floors, having been built back when there was enough wood in the world to waste on construction. But the floors have long since been ripped up for firewood and replaced with this synthetic stuff. Nestled inside the void under the boards is a metal lockbox containing my secret stash of chits, spare food and – when I have it – tronk. Today, it also holds a small amulet threaded on a thin cord.

      “So, what you want to do for the rest of the day?”

      I whip around, but he’s still in the other room. Heart racing, I retrieve the amulet and replace the lockbox and floorboard.

      “Haven’t you got stuff to do?” I ask, walking back into the bedroom.

      He shakes his head, sending water droplets spinning over the bed. “Nope. Dane’s gone off somewhere and everyone’s kind of in limbo at the moment, so I have a free day.” He hesitates for a moment, looking at me. I don’t like that look. It means he has something planned. And that usually means trouble.

      “I thought we could go take a look at the Wall.”

      That was not what I had expected. “Why do you want to go look at the Wall? It’s just a waste of time.”

      Jay steps out of the bucket and begins to towel himself down. “Well, what would you rather be doing? Lying around here all afternoon or hanging out with your dweeb friends?” He makes a twisting motion with his hands. Loser. I can’t help but smile. And he’s right, there isn’t much else to do.

      “Okay then, we’ll go see the Wall.”

      A ray of sunlight lands on the small piece of green glass in my hand, sending speckles of jade dancing across the ceiling. After fastening the cord around my ankle, I walk over to Jay and wrap my arms around his warm chest, resting my head against his back. He smells of soap. Clean. The soap reminds me of my mother. Wherever we were, however little we had, there was always soap. I was always clean.

      He pats my hand. “Hey, let go, girl; otherwise, we’ll never get out of here.” But his tone is soft, teasing. This is the Jay I like. I just wonder how long he’ll stick around.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Area Four runs right up to the Wall, and half an hour later we’re sitting on a flat-roofed outbuilding, legs dangling into the street below. In front of us, almost close enough to touch, is the Wall: the barrier that divides London. In most parts of the city, there’s an empty area in front of it, where they knocked down all the old buildings. They call it the dead zone, ’cos if the Metz find you squatting there, you’re dead. But here, the buildings crowd in toward the Wall so it’s only a few metres away.

      It’s not a wall at all, really. At least, it’s not made of concrete or Plexiglas or metal. It’s just a shimmer of colours in the air. Bright, moving patterns of light. But it’s more lethal than any concrete or Plexiglas wall. It separates us: Outsiders from Insiders. Its beauty and colour is almost mocking, like they’re saying ‘this is what it’s like Inside’. Just to remind us of our drab, grey surroundings.

      “Have you ever been on the other side?”

      I shake my head. What a dumb question. No one I know has ever been through the Wall.

      “I wonder what it’s like.”

      I’ve rarely seen Jay in this kind of mood. Angry and sullen, yes. Reflective and thoughtful, that’s just not really Jay. I sigh.

      “Pavements of gold and orchards of fruit, if you believe what Dane says.”

      He snorts. “Dane don’t know nothing. He’s never even tried to get past the guards.”

      “Well, he’d be stupid to try. No one can get past unless they want to let you in.” The only way to get inside the Wall is through the gates. There are three of them: East, North and West. The south side of the city is bordered by the swamps and the river, a mile of water that floods what used to be the southern part of London.

      We’re in the east of the city, but the East Gate is way up in Area Six. No one from Four ventures that far north. From what I’ve heard, Insiders can come and go through the gates as they please (not that any of them would choose to come out here) but as an Outsider, you can only get through if you have legit business Inside. They check your chip to make sure. As I’m not a legal citizen, I don’t have a chip, so there’s no way of me getting Inside.

      “They only have two guards on duty, right? It can’t be that hard to get past.”

      I snort. “Two on each side. And they filter you through those arches that scan your chip.”

      “Is that what they do? I thought they were just there to make the gate look more …”

      “Ornamental?” I supply.

      Jay frowns.

      “Impressive?”

      His face clears. “Yeah, that.”

      It can be frustrating being with Jay. And he’s pretty smart, for an Outsider. No wonder Insiders don’t want to mix with us. It would be tedious as hell. It’s a fact of life: Insiders are more intelligent than Outsiders. It’s designed that way. As an Insider, you get a hand up in the world from the day you’re born. I seem to be an exception to the rule. I’m smarter than most Outsiders I’ve met, even though I was born in Area Five. Which is well and truly Outsider territory. And as I’m an illegal, there’s no way any of the tiny cells that grew to become me could have been genetically enhanced. For some reason, my mother chose not to register my birth or even the fact that she was pregnant. According to the system, I don’t exist. I guess when it comes to intelligence, I’m just lucky.

      I glance at Jay. His head is slightly turned to one side and he’s gazing at the shimmering light. It’s his “thinking” face. I wait patiently. Finally, he stretches out his arm, fingertips only a few inches from the Wall, and looks over at me.

      “Really? I’m not going to be carting your dead body back home, you know.”

      He grins. “Loving girlfriend, aren’t you.”

      He shucks forward so he’s perched right on the edge of the roof. I glance down nervously. The drop into the alley isn’t too far – six feet, maybe – but if he falls, he’ll definitely hit the Wall.

      “Don’t be an idiot. Remember what happened to the guys at the raid when the barrier came up? They didn’t even scream. Dead in seconds.”

      Jay pulls back. “Yeah, yer right. I’d forgotten about that.” There’s a tremor in his voice.

      “You’d forgotten?” My attempt at sarcasm fails and my voice shakes even more than his.

      “Not forgotten the raid, obviously …”

      Just forgotten those who’d died. Gang members die every month. But there were nine who didn’t make it back from the raid and it was only a month ago. Still, apart from that, the raid had been a success. It was the first time anyone in this part of the city had attacked a government depot and actually come away with stuff. Food. Weapons. If it hadn’t been for that one guard who managed to somehow get the barrier working again, we’d have got even more. And those kids would still be alive.

      The raid had been Jay’s plan. Or, at least, that’s what he’d been made to believe. I suspect Murdoch and the Chain were behind it. The guy with the brains behind the plan, who Jay had “recruited”, was one of theirs. But telling Jay that would mean explaining about Murdoch and admitting I was working for the Chain as well as the Snakes. And then he’d get mad.

      “Let’s just stay away from it, okay?” I scoot back from the edge, but Jay doesn’t move.

      “Have you ever heard about tunnels under the Wall?”

      “Nope. Who’s been spreading rumours now?”

      He shrugs. “I overheard someone on the street talking about it the other week.”

      “Maybe there are tunnels,” I start carefully, “but most of them would have been flooded in the Great Flood, and even if they’re dry, they must be hundreds of years old. More than likely they’ve caved in, or are about to.”

      Jay smiles wryly, giving me a gentle shove. “Always got an answer for everything, haven’t you?”

      I smile back and shove him harder. “Someone’s got to think through your crazy plans before you go off and get yourself killed.”

      “Well, how about you use that great brain of yours to figure out a plan to get us into that place.” He pushes me again, but I’m still off balance. I teeter, my limbs flailing dangerously close to the shimmering Wall as I try to stop myself falling.

      “Hey!” Jay’s voice carries a trace of alarm and he reaches out to grab me, but he misjudges the movement and knocks me instead, and it’s enough to tip me off my precarious stance. The slick fabric of my top slips through his fingers. There’s a scream, and I realize it’s coming from me, but it sounds so far away. Time slows and it feels as if I’m floating down, not falling. Bright colours dance across my eyes and I see nothing apart from the Wall.

      “Oww!”

      I roll once, twice, three times. Pain shoots through my left shoulder and there’s the iron-tang of blood in my mouth. My breath comes in gasps. Colours still flash across my vision like bolts of lightning. I close my eyes.

      What’s happening? Am I dead? Surely, if you’re dead you’re not supposed to feel pain?

      I open my eyes. Cobblestones. Clean cobblestones. Almost gleaming. I run a finger over them. Gritty and rough. But no shards of glass, no empty chocco wrappers or old rat bones. No puddles of mud or vomit.

      Hardly daring to breathe, I push myself up, ignoring the flash of pain at my elbow and shoulder, and look around. Towering above me is the Wall, the nearest mast visible along the long, narrow street.

      In front of me are old-fashioned, brick-built houses. I take a step forward. “I’m alive.” My words ring out in the silence. Somehow, miraculously, I am alive. And what’s more, for the first time in my life, I’m Inside the Wall.
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      “Goldsmith, are you paying attention?” Mr Peters frowns at me over the top of his wire-rimmed glasses.

      I jerk upright in my seat. “Y-yes, sir!”

      My cheeks burn as I realize my entire history class is looking at me. They’re probably thinking I fell asleep again. Tired out from rugby practice, unlike the rest of the boys who seem to have boundless energy. Sometimes, I wonder if my parents paid for any genetic enhancements at all for me.

      The truth is, I’d been distracted by a strange tingling sensation in my right forearm. I examine it as Mr Peters goes back to droning on about the refugee crisis of the 2050s. It looks normal. The tingling disappears and is replaced by a throbbing as if my pulse has been magnified a hundred times.

      My arm moves two inches to the right. A moment later, it twitches again and moves back to the left. Am I going crazy?

      I stare in horror as my forearm begins to flop limply from side to side like a fish out of water. Every five seconds. Like an independent limb.

      Flip. Flop.

      It feels odd, like there’s an invisible puppet string attached to my wrist, reaching up through the ceiling to an unknown puppeteer. I lift my arm experimentally. It responds to my mental command, as if there’s nothing really wrong with it. Then my wrist jerks back.

      Others begin to notice. At first, there are just a couple of nervous titters and a few sidelong glances. No one wants to draw attention to themselves. Peters’ detentions are the worst. I push my hand into my desk, tensing the muscles in my forearm, willing them to stay still. One. Two. Three. Four—

      The spasm throws my arm into the air. It lands with a thud back on the wooden desk. A ripple runs through my elbow. The next time, my whole arm moves, like a shockwave rippling through my muscles. There’s a slight tingling sensation in my arm, a bit like the sensation you get when you knock your funny bone. I wonder if I’ve somehow trapped a nerve.

      “What are you playing at?” Theo leans over to hiss in my ear. “Surely, you don’t want detention again?”

      “I’m not doing anything,” I mutter back under my breath. Should I excuse myself, say I’m not feeling well? Nerves grip my stomach. Heat rises in my cheek. What’s happening to me?

      The sniggers are louder now. Chairs scrape as my classmates turn to look. Smythe seems to have developed a coughing fit at the back. Mr Peters is still gazing into the holo. “The geopolitics of the time and lack of strong leadership from the major world economic players resulted in the failure of the Berlin Refugee Summit to find a solution to the migration problem,” he says.

      I lift my arm, but at that moment it jerks so violently that I end up slapping myself in the face.

      It is too much for the class. I think Jones is the first to break, or perhaps it’s Branson, but the rest of the class follows quickly, unable to contain their mirth. Mr Peters spins around, his eyes narrowed.

      “What is going on, boys?”

      I hate the way he calls us boys, as if we were still in prep school, not in our final year.

      My arm chooses that moment to spasm again. A bubble of hysterical laughter rises in my throat. Must not smile. But just thinking that makes the corners of my lips start to twitch. I grab my right hand with my left and push it down between my legs, meeting Mr Peters’ gaze.

      “Is there something wrong, Goldsmith?” He punctuates each word with a trace of sarcasm. He has a well of it. I can read his thoughts. Detention. Maybe a trip to the Head. A letter home.

      “N-no, sir.” Damn this stutter. Deep breaths. A wave travels up my arm, each muscle fibre passing the movement on to the next. Up to my shoulder and back down again.

      What is happening to me?

      “Is there something wrong with your arm, Goldsmith?” He walks over so he is standing in front of my desk. His cold eyes, so pale they’re almost white, stare down at me. “Put your hands on the desk where I can see them.”

      I hesitate for a moment, squirming in my chair. My face is burning.

      “Now!”

      I place my hands palm down on the desk. Both of them are trembling. How long has it been since the last spasm?

      Mr Peters reaches out, and at that moment I feel my muscle fibres twitch. My forearm jerks upwards, knocking his arm aside. The laughter in the classroom dies and suddenly I’m enveloped in silence. I feel the blood draining from my face through my chest to my feet. I grab my arm before it spasms again. It writhes in my grip like it’s trying to break free of my body. I stare at the desk, not daring to look up.

      “Go and report to the medic, Goldsmith. Johnson, go with him.”

      Glancing up, I see Peters has already turned to walk back to the front of the class.

      “And the rest of you will stay behind for an extra fifteen minutes.”

      There is a collective groan. The feeling of relief fades. Great, now I’ll be in everyone’s bad books. I keep my head down as I walk to the door, avoiding the scowls of my classmates. As I pull open the door I glance back toward Peters, who is standing back in front of the holo. He catches my eye briefly and shock ripples through me.

      His face is white and drawn, as if he’s seen a ghost, and he looks as though he’s aged ten years in the space of a minute. In that split second, I realize that he knows what this is. And from the look on his face, it isn’t good.
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      Theo’s footsteps pound the corridor behind me as he hurries to catch up. I want to keep running, to tell him to go away and leave me alone to deal with this thing, but he’s one of the few people I’d count as a friend. I slow to a walk.

      “You’ll apologize to the guys from me, Theo? I can’t believe Peters gave everyone detention. And right at the end of the week, too.” Unlike me, Theo is popular with our classmates. He does well in classes and is good on the rugby pitch – both things I come pretty much bottom in. I sometimes wonder why he hangs around with me at all.

      “Sure, but I don’t think they’ll mind. That was the most hilarious thing I’ve seen all week!” He nudges my arm conspiratorially. “How did you do it? It looked like all the bones in your arm had disappeared!”

      My arm chooses that moment to spasm again and whacks his left arm.

      “Hey, man, cut it out! We’re out of class now.” He rubs his arm.

      “I can’t. It’s not something I did. It just happened.”

      “What do you mean? Is there something wrong with your arm?”

      “Clearly! I mean, it was fine when class started. And then suddenly this started happening.” My now independent limb jerks again. “Any ideas?” Theo is going to train to be a doctor when he leaves next year, so he spends a lot of time with the medic.

      He looks thoughtful. “I’ve never heard of anything like it before. But don’t worry, I’m sure the medic will have some information on it.”

      The medic is in the next block, on the ground floor. St George’s prides itself on being a “traditional” school, which means everything is firmly set in the 2000s. I think the school building itself is even older, perhaps dating back to the early twentieth century, which is probably why bits of it keep falling apart. The medic is about the one concession to modern-day life they’ve allowed, probably because there would have been an uproar from parents if their darling boys couldn’t get fixed up at the touch of a button.

      The corridor is empty. A background hum of noise comes from the classrooms off to the right. On the other side, a row of arched windows look out on the gravelled landing area set into the huge expanse of green grass. A tightly packed row of tall, dense trees marks the school boundary. The late afternoon gloom is already setting in. In a few hours it’ll be dark.

      “Hey, have you heard what’s been happening back in London? Apparently, things are getting feisty outside the Wall. There’s a new gang who are murdering all the other gang leaders.”

      Theo is a mine of information about the Outside. His father runs the main broadcasting agency in town, which is the only one that reports and broadcasts on both sides of the Wall.

      “Isn’t that what they do? Fight each other?” I don’t take much notice of the news, or what happens Outside. Something my father enjoys reprimanding me about.

      “Not everywhere. Though in some areas there’s quite a lot of it. Haven’t you ever been Outside?”

      I shake my head. “No, why would I? Have you?” I stop and stare at him respectfully. No one goes Outside, at least, not out of choice. The Wall was built to keep Insiders safe. Visiting the areas Outside the Wall may be exciting, but it’s not worth the risk of being hurt.

      Theo snorts. “Sure, I have. Been out with the reporters a few times. It’s pretty grim. You know those holos Peters showed us last year of life before the Great Flood? Kind of like that, but with more water and mud and less electricity. You know, you’d have to pity the Outsiders if they weren’t so stupid. Some areas aren’t too bad, though. Six and Fifteen are almost as nice as Inside and you probably won’t get mugged.” He grins wickedly. “You’ll have to come out with us sometime.”

      “Maybe.” Or maybe not. I get to spend little enough time in London as it is; I don’t want to waste it risking my life getting lost in the slums.

      We get to the ornately carved wooden staircase that leads down to the ground floor. Theo slid down it once for a dare, got caught by Purley, and ended up scrubbing toilets for a month. If it had been anyone else, they’d probably have got expelled.

      “What on Earth are the Metz doing here?”

      I pause with my foot on the second step and look past Theo through the window. Two black pods with distinctive slashes of yellow are hovering over the landing site. “I thought they didn’t leave London?” I join Theo by the window to get a better look.

      “They don’t usually. At least, there are branches in other cities, but they’re mostly kept busy there. I don’t think there’s any law enforcement out here in the countryside, is there? Apart from the Farms which have their own security teams. But I don’t remember the Metz ever coming here before.”

      Old memories stir at the back of my mind. Armed figures, all in black apart from two bright yellow slashes on either side of their helmets; gunshots firing, screaming, a cold fear that left my teeth chattering.

      “They came here once.” My voice comes out slightly unsteady and Theo flashes me a look of puzzled surprise. I swallow hard, pushing the memory back. My hands are clammy. “When the rebels broke into the school and took a load of us hostage. I was pretty young; it must have been before you arrived here.” I smile weakly. “To be honest, I don’t remember much about it, just being terrified and my teacher grabbing me and running from the playground.” And then they shot her in front of all of us.

      The pods are now on the ground, spilling men from their bellies like ants. “Fifteen men and dogs?” Theo sounds excited. “It must be something pretty serious for Pickles to have called them in. The fence is still down, isn’t it?” The fence is our main security net that surrounds the school in an impenetrable electric field. Rumour has it that it’s had a few technical problems since a squirrel managed to short circuit the system.

      “What are you doing out of class?” Purley, our house master, is running up the stairs. He looks flustered and his lips are drawn into a thin line rather than his usual half smile. “Goldsmith, the Head wants to see you – I was just coming to find you. Johnson, get back to class.”

      “Bu—” Theo starts to protest, but Purley lays a hand on his arm.

      “Just go.”

      Reluctantly, Theo turns and walks back down the corridor. Purley practically drags me down the stairs.

      “I-I was supposed to be going to the medic.”

      Purley shakes his head. “The medic won’t help you. John comm’d me to tell me what happened. Thank god he came to me rather than going straight to Eric.”

      John? Eric? Since when did teachers use first names when talking to students?

      At the bottom of the stairs, rather than taking the corridor that leads to the Head’s office, he sets off in the opposite direction. I practically have to run to keep up with him. “What’s going on?” He doesn’t answer. My arm jerks again, throwing me off balance. Has someone poisoned me? Why does Purley look so scared?

      “This way,” he gasps, short of breath, and sets off down the corridor to the design and tech blocks at the end of the school. Halfway down, he pauses by a set of fire doors that lead out onto a small garden. Chest heaving, he turns and grabs my shoulders. My right arm judders away. Purley’s shorter than me, though much stockier. A few extra decades of good food hangs around his midriff. I heard a rumour he was once the best prop in the rugby team, back in his day.

      He pulls me in so our faces are only six inches apart. I stare at the mole on his cheek, wondering why he hasn’t had it removed. It has tiny grey hairs poking out of it.

      “Darwin, listen to me, we don’t have much time. The Metz have come for you. They’ve activated your chip. That’s why your arm feels outside of your control.”

      “W-w-why?”

      “You don’t know?”

      I shake my head and a troubled look crosses his face. “There was no reason given. Perhaps something your father … I don’t know. I was in Eric’s office when they called in. They have a capture-or-kill order for you. I don’t know what you’ve done, Darwin, but they’re treating you as a serious criminal. Do you understand?”

      He gives me a shake to emphasize the message. My brain feels like it’s stopped functioning. Every thought swims through mud. Capture, kill. Capture, kill. A cold numbness starts in my stomach, like I’ve swallowed an ice cube whole, and begins to spread outwards. “They’re going to kill me?”

      “They might try. Mr Pickles has to comply with their demands of course – we all do. He’ll delay them as long as possible, but you must get out of here. Now! The fence is offline, otherwise you wouldn’t have a chance. The gates have already been locked down. But you’re a good climber – I’ve seen you. If you can get on top of the tech building, you should be able to jump over the main wall into the forest.”

      “What do I do then?”

      “Run. The effect of the activation will start to spread through your body. It’s intended to stop criminals escaping. As soon as you can, you must dig the chip out.” He grabs my jerking arm by the wrist, turns it so my palm faces upwards and rests his index finger on a point about a third of the way up my forearm. “It’s in here. You may have to dig deep. Do not let them catch you.” He emphasizes each word with a jab into my shaking arm. “Now, go.”

      I’m not sure I can move. My feet are firmly rooted to the worn flagged floor. Purley pushes me toward the door. “Go!”

      I stumble forward, my feet trying to catch up with the movement of my body. Purley is already hurrying back down the corridor. The door swings open. The fresh air helps clear my brain. The refrain continues in my head.

      Capture, kill. Do not let them catch you.

      Life returns to my legs and I begin to run.
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      “Jay?” My voice feels loud in the silence. The constant hum of the city (of the city Outside, I should say) has gone. There’s a sound of a child laughing (laughing?), but it feels like it’s a long way off. The quiet is oddly unnerving.

      I do a quick inventory of my injuries. My left shoulder and elbow are bruised and the top of my sleeve is torn. Thank goodness for long sleeves, otherwise, I’d have lost even more skin. Everything else seems okay, barring a few bruises, which I always have a good collection of.

      A wave of dizziness hits me and I close my eyes until it passes. Hunger. I haven’t eaten since before the party last night.

      The Wall looks just the same from this side. A shimmer of colours swirling like water flowing along shallow indentations. I can see the vague outline of buildings on the other side. Not the low roof we’d been sat on, but the tall townhouse behind it. There’s another series of masts, thinner and shorter than those linking the sections of the Wall, that sit inside the Wall. It’s almost as if there’s an additional barrier on this side of it, except there’s nothing visible between the masts. Unless it’s invisible.

      I take a step toward it with my hand outstretched, then snatch it back when I realize what I’m doing.

      You went through it once, why not again?

      I take a deep breath. For some reason, I went through the Wall without it harming me. Logically, that means I should be able to pass back through the Wall again. Unless it’s different from this side … But why would it be? The Wall exists to keep Outsiders out, not to keep Insiders in.

      “Jay?”

      No reply, but then, if I can’t hear the noise from Area Four, he probably can’t hear me. The Wall must block the sound. He’ll be worried. I should go back.

      But what if this is your only chance?

      I glance over my shoulder at the narrow passageway leading through a gap between the houses. It tugs at me. I’m Inside. Inside. I can’t miss this opportunity. Jay would understand.

      My feet carry me down the alleyway, fingers brushing the smooth walls on either side. A gust of wind carries on it a fresh, slightly sweet smell. I follow it to the end of the alleyway. A low railing fences off the front garden of the house.

      It looks like a picture. Even though it’s winter, the colours are bright and vivid. Who knew there were so many shades of green? What few plants survive Outside are either grey from the dust brought in by the winter rains or burned yellow by the summer sun. Here there are green-leaved shrubs, red-tipped spiky looking plants and a tall tree with tiny dark green needles. They surround a patch of what must be grass. Grass! I wonder what it feels like to lie on. To smell.

      The windows of the house are empty and dark. Is anyone home? Along the side of the garden a path leads to a door painted such a bright red it makes my eyes burn to look at it. Black letters mark it out to be number thirty-four.

      A flicker of movement in the corner of my eye makes me duck back behind the shelter of the wall. I look around frantically, scanning for the source of the movement. There it is again. Something coming toward me. A dart? A knife? I jerk back, raising my arm protectively in front of my face. But nothing hits me.

      There’s a short, high-pitched noise. I lower my arm carefully. Behind it, a tiny bird comes into view. It’s perched on the top of the wall and is so small, so delicate, that I stop breathing in case the slight breeze of my breath knocks it over. Its back and head are black, like a cloak hiding the blue and yellow flashes underneath, and its tiny eyes are so dark and bright they look like tiny jewels set into its face. It’s the most beautiful thing I have ever seen.

      The bird turns its head to the side, as if to assess me better, and chirrups again. Then it spreads its fragile wings and swoops down into the garden. I lurch around the corner, not wanting to lose sight of it. It lands on a thin glass cylinder that’s hung from the tree with the needles. There’s a small perch for it and it pecks at a tray at the bottom of the cylinder.

      Squinting, I can just make out what looks to be seeds filling the container. Seeds. My stomach growls and I fight the urge to hop the fence and run to the feeder. They have food to waste on birds?

      The sound of nearby voices makes me pull back again into the alleyway. A young child chattering away to a lady who must be her mother. Or perhaps a guardian. They walk past the end of the alley without looking down it. When I look back into the garden, the bird has gone.

      Fighting the urge to raid the contents of the bird feeder, I set off down the street. Black lamp posts are placed at regular intervals and I bet these ones actually light up when it gets dark, unlike those in Four. No scrimping on electricity here.

      Rows of houses line the road, each with their own perfectly manicured garden. Behind them are more houses, then taller apartment blocks painted a dazzling white. How do they keep them so clean? It’s strange that they kept these old houses when there is so much demand for space. Perhaps it’s because no one wants to live in an apartment that close to the Wall.

      Further into the city, shining glass towers reach up into the clouds. I wonder if it makes the people inside them dizzy, looking down from the top. They must be able to look across the Wall from that high up.

      My heart hammers in my chest as I force myself to walk calmly but purposefully along the pavement. The streets are so neat and clean and made from a strange material that feels almost springy underfoot. But they’re deserted. Where are all the people?

      Another road comes in from the left, and I can see people at the end of it and hear the familiar noise of a busy street. Hurrying, I head toward it. On my own out here, I feel vulnerable and alone, but where there are people I can become one of the crowd. Safety in numbers.

      Except I am not one of this crowd.

      As I weave my way between women clutching shopping bags and young children playing in the street, stares follow me and the busy chatter that I long to hide in fades as I pass. Panic begins to bubble in my stomach. Is it so obvious that I’m an Outsider?

      I feel a slight tug at my leg and look down into the curious round face of a small boy. He is dressed in a bright blue shirt and set of black trousers with strange red elastic bands that stretch over his shoulders. He looks like pictures I have seen of children’s toys, not a living, breathing child.

      “Why are you wearing funny clothes?” he asks in a shrill voice. “You look like the big black spider.”

      He seems impressed with himself at this analysis and stands back, staring up at me until a woman pulls him away, casting a dirty glance in my direction. I look down at my black, mud-stained trousers and ripped top, then around at the vast array of colours being paraded past. The boy is right. In Area Four, black helps me blend in, helps me disappear into the shadows. Here, it makes me stand out.

      A breath catches in my throat. I look around desperately for somewhere to hide. I spot a dark alleyway between two brightly decorated shops. I stumble through the river of people, slipping between them, trying not to knock into anyone, waiting for someone to grab me, to find me out. To arrest me.

      Outsider.

      Finally, I make it. The shadows have never felt so welcoming. My breath comes in gasps, adrenaline surging through me. I need a disguise. Something to help me blend in.

      Ten minutes later, with a shocking pink skirt and a blue scarf that I found discarded in a rubbish bin, I venture out onto the street again. This time, no one gives me a second glance. The skirt is long, covering my legs and the top of my boots, and awkward to walk in. I shuffle forward, my senses overloaded by the bright colours and smells.

      Area Four just smells of decay. There are a million variations of the smell of decay, but they’re all kind of the same. But here, there are so many different smells. They waft out of shop doorways, float down from the green balconies above me and brush off the people I walk past. Sweet, warm, fresh, perfumed. I don’t have names for them all. My nose can’t take them all in. My mouth waters. Then one smell stands out. Pausing, I close my eyes. I know this smell.

      My mother had taken me north, to the very top of Area Five. We’d crept out in the early morning before anyone else was awake, weaving through the empty streets in the dark. When I’d asked where we were going, she’d replied that we were going to get bread. I was confused as we already had bread at home, but my mother had said this was different bread. Real bread.

      Eventually, we ducked into a tiny courtyard and there was this smell. The smell of freshly baked bread. My mother had knocked on a door and a man had come out. I heard the clinking of chits. So many chits! And she came back with a lumpy package.

      We’d found a bench to sit on and she’d unwrapped the loaf reverentially. “This is what you should be eating, Aleesha.” Her voice had been sad, but I barely noticed, so eager was I to eat the bread that smelled so good. My mother ate slowly with her eyes closed, savouring every mouthful. It was as if she was trying to transport herself to another place in another time.

      We never had the bread again. I’d asked for it, over and over, but she just hushed me and said it was for special treats only. A few months later, she disappeared for good.

      I follow the smell to a baker’s shop. Loaves of bread are stacked up in the window: light, golden, crisp loaves, and darker round ones with seeds scattered on top, and small rolls, piled high. The smell makes me dizzy. My stomach’s demanding food. I finger the chits in my pocket. Do I have enough?

      Inside, there’s a queue of people waiting to be served. To one side is a display cabinet where tiny painted cakes seem to rotate in mid-air. Some have flowers on top, others are filled with something white and puffy.

      “Can I help you?”

      I start and meet the eyes of the man behind the counter. He frowns slightly. Can he tell? I point at one of the loaves behind him. Any one will do.

      “This one?”

      I nod. He wraps it up and holds out a scanner. “Your arm, please?”

      I freeze for a second before I realize what he wants. Of course, payment. He wants to scan my chip. Except I don’t have one. I feel heat rise in my cheeks and the murmurings of people behind me. I pull out the chits from my pocket and hold them out. My hand shakes.

      Please, take them. Please.

      The shopkeeper eyes the scraps of metal in my palm. “We don’t accept those in here.” There’s a flash of pity in his eyes, but his voice is hard and cold. He glances toward the door. Turning, I spot a security guard blocking the entrance. My pulse quickens. What have I got myself into?

      “I-I’m sorry.” I don’t know if he catches my words as I turn away, pushing past people toward the door.

      The security guard grabs me. “Just wait, now.” She pulls the scarf back off my face, then frowns in confusion. I look around wildly. The shopkeeper is talking into a comm device on the wall. What’s wrong? I tug at my arm, but her grip is firm as she pulls something from her belt. “Stand still, I just need to ID you, make sure you’re legit. Then you can go.”

      Dizziness washes over me. I feel myself sway and hands push me down until I’m sitting on the floor. Something’s pressed into my hand. “Eat this,” a soft voice says. A shout of protest from the shopkeeper, followed by a tart reply from the woman next to me. “It’s alright, I’ll pay for it. Can’t you see she’s half starved?”

      A golden bread roll. Crisp on the outside, soft inside. So different from the chewy, tasteless grey rations the government calls bread. I rip it open, stuffing it into my mouth, barely chewing.

      “She’s not registering.” The guard stands above me, flicking through her device.

      “I’ve reported it. Metz will be on their way. Just get her out of the shop, will you?” The shopkeeper sounds frightened.

      I go cold. The Metz are coming. I have to get out of here. If they get their hands on me, I’m dead. Or worse. I’ve heard that the criminals they don’t execute, they take to the Farms where they set them to work eighteen hours a day picking fruit and vegetables – all the jobs the robots can’t do. You work until you drop dead and then you get replaced with another unfortunate soul. There’s always a ready supply of ‘criminal’ Outsiders.

      And there are rumours of even worse places. The Labs. They need people for experiments, for testing the latest beauty and gene therapies. You don’t have to work so hard there, but your body is used as a test bed for whatever they want to roll out next.

      That’s what happens to criminals. And make no mistake, I am a criminal. Even if my only crime is being alive.

      I struggle to my feet. The guard has a vice-like grip on my arm. She’s dragging me toward the front of the shop. I stumble after her, out into the fresh air. Away from the smell of the bread, my head clears. A murmur runs through the bright chatter of the people outside.

      “Ah, here they are.” The guard sounds relieved.

      The black helmets of the Metz officers stand out above the heads of the people in the crowd – two slashes of yellow on either side the only colour in their uniform. The crowd parts to let them past. My legs turn to jelly. I want to run, but I can’t lift my feet.

      The Metz officers form a semi-circle in front of us. Four of them. Slightly different heights and builds but otherwise identical. The guard pushes me forward and retreats a step. She doesn’t want to be near them any more than me. People gather around us, keeping their distance.

      The Metz officer’s hand is like a pincer on my shoulder, but even without it pinning me in place, I’d be unable to move. It’s as if my heart has stopped beating, and without the warm blood fuelling my muscles, my body is weak and lifeless.

      “Name!”

      I start, my muscles twitching involuntary. The voice is gravelly and toneless, giving no clue as to whether it’s male or female. Or even if it is human at all. There are rumours about the Metz, but I had scoffed and dismissed them as fairy tales. Now, staring up into one of their impassive masks, I’m not so sure.

      Breathe. Think. “Miranda. I-I think there’s been some mistake.”

      I need a distraction.

      The grip on my shoulder lessens. I take half a step to the side and cast my eye around the street. People all around. Shops with apartments above. An ancient encased clock high up on the wall, polished to a shine.

      The clock.

      “Stay still!” The bark is like a shot. My muscles obey instantly.

      The officer reaches to its belt and pulls out a black collar. I gulp, my mouth suddenly so dry that there’s barely enough moisture to swallow. My hands begin to tremble. No, no, no.

      Unable to move, I watch as the officer holds the collar up and opens it wide enough to fit over my head. The crowd falls silent, hypnotized. When it is on me I will lose any ability to fight back, to lie, perhaps even to think. That’s how they control people. Make them into mindless slaves. What will it feel like to feel nothing at all?

      My fingers claw at my legs. There’s something I need to remember. The clock. My middle finger catches on the raised seam of my knife pocket.

      The black figure takes a step toward me, then a second. Slowly, as if it is relishing the process. Everyone’s eyes are on the collar. Inch by inch I work the knife up and out, into my hand. I look for any gap in the protective black uniform, any chink in its armour. There is none. The collar comes down.

      Now. I step back and throw the knife. It shatters the antique glass cover of the clock, the noise cracking the silence like a whip. Shards of glass rain down on the people below. They scream, cover their heads, fight each other to get out of the way.

      The Metz officer reaches for me, but in that split second of chaos, I have gone. Three paces to the crowd and I’m pushing through, slipping like an eel between people. Few try to bar my way; they’re all looking at the clock and at the screaming, bleeding people below, trying to work out what has just happened.

      “Stop her!” A bellow from the officer. I glance back. Two of them are pushing their way through the crowd, but they’re bigger than me, especially in their uniforms, and the throng of people is too thick. I break through the crowd and run. I’m fast. But not as fast as the Metz. My only hope is to make it to the Wall before they catch me up. I’m pretty sure they can’t go through the Wall, and it’ll take them forever to go up to the East Gate.

      Streets pass in a blur. The tall buildings hide the Wall from view so I just keep moving, hoping I’m going in the right direction. I’m starting to tire when finally I find myself in a neighbourhood of terraced houses. Behind them looms the Wall. I’ve never been so glad to see it.

      I run at it full tilt, knowing that if I stop to think, I’ll wimp out. What if last time was just a fluke? I wonder if this will be my last thought in the world. Colours swarm in front of my eyes, then a brick wall rises up in front of me too quickly for me to stop crashing into it. My left shoulder gets the brunt of the impact again and I bite my lip to stop myself from crying out.

      The smell of rubbish, dirt and stale beer hits me like a hammer. My lungs constrict and I have to force myself to breathe. I never realized Area Four smelled this bad.

      I stagger along the street, desperate to get away from the Wall. Then I realize I’m not in Area Four. I’m further north. Must have come through into Area Five.

      Resting my hands on my legs, I try to catch my breath. Black dots swim in front of my eyes and my legs are weak. Slowly, my heart stops pounding and I can stand again. It’s only then that I think about the screams of the people who were standing under the clock, defenceless against the daggers falling on them. Children’s faces. Cries of pain. Guilt stabs at me. But what choice did I have?

      None. There was no choice.
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      Pain shoots up my shoulder as I hit the forest floor. I roll to absorb the impact, then get to my feet. Except my legs are weirdly unresponsive, and my momentum carries me to the floor again. The woody smell of wet earth is so different from the odourless environment of the school. Dampness seeps through my thin shirt, chilling my skin.

      Do not let them catch you. Purley’s words ring in my head.

      I test my legs again, then set off, weaving through the trees. It is deathly quiet; the only sound my own rasping breath. Thin, bare branches whip my cheeks and pull at my hair. I’ve never been in these woods before. We always used Breacher’s Wood on the other side of the school grounds for our cross-country practice. It’s crazy, really, how little I know of the world outside those high red brick walls. How little it mattered until now.

      Sliding down a gentle slope into a gully, I leave a skid-mark in the carpet of rotting leaves. Damn. I might as well have a horn blaring out my presence. I picture the black figures streaming out through the school gates, or perhaps out the back gate – that would be closer to the woods. The image spurs me on to run faster. I am a good runner. Not great, but good enough. Even so, it feels as if a hand is already clamped around my chest; my legs are weak, as if the dogs are already pulling me down.

      Another rise, then a drop down to a second gully. I leap over the stream at the bottom. The bank on the other side is steep, but there are plenty of tree roots and I haul myself up with my one useful arm, not caring that my feet slip and slide on the damp wood.

      A howl slashes through the silence. My body freezes, my legs suddenly locking in place and causing me to crash head first into a tree trunk. Dogs.

      I’ve never seen the dogs the Metz use, but I’ve heard they are specially imported, bred from the wolves of Northern Europe, that even once trained they are still wild and barely controllable.

      How far away are they? It’s impossible to tell. My mind is racing, thoughts flying off in so many directions I can’t concentrate on anything other than keeping moving. Focus.

      My arm whips into a tree and pain combines with the ache of my muscles from the constant jerking. My back and left shoulder begin to twitch. Is it spreading? What did Purley say? Remove the chip. If you remove the chip they can’t track you. The thought of physically cutting something out of my arm makes me want to vomit. Not that I have a knife to even attempt such a measure. Keep moving.

      A few minutes later, I emerge from fighting my way through a dense green shrub into a dell. In the centre is a pile of scattered blackened wood. Three larger logs form a triangle around the fire pit. On the other side of the dell, rubbish had been piled, then scattered by animals searching for food. I’ve heard stories about illegals living in the woods. Perhaps this is one of their camps.

      I run across the dell, heading for a break in the vegetation on the other side. A crunching under my feet stops me. Crouching, I feel around in the leaf litter until my fingers close on a shard of glass about two inches long, tapered to a point. Clutching it, I set off again, up a long hill.

      The day is fading, the deepening gloom accentuated by a misty drizzle that clings to my hair and eyelashes. The forest feels deserted and dead. Where are the birds? And the animals?

      A line of evergreen trees marks the crest of the hill. Panting, I push through them and stop dead. In front of me is a low wall surrounding a large green lake. Marble horseheads curve over wallowing pigs around a three-tiered fountain that’s topped by naked women reclining in a variety of postures. Waterlilies cover part of the still water of the lake, the surface broken only by the occasional leap of a golden fish and light droplets of rain.

      I know this place. It’s an ancient ornamental lake that’s part of the grounds of a large house not far from St George’s. We used the lake for swim training a couple of years ago, before the hidden weeds took over and made it too dangerous. Somehow, I’ve gone back on myself. I must have been travelling in an arc.

      A volley of barking rips through the silence. It sounds close. I shiver, my arm trembling as I dip the piece of glass in the water and wipe it on my shirt. It takes a conscious effort to lift my jerking right arm onto the lake wall in front of me. I kneel on my wrist to stop it moving. A wave of dizziness washes over me. I can’t do this. But the refrain resounds in my head.

      Capture, kill. Capture, kill.

      The tiny white mark on my forearm looks up at me, daring me to do it.

      The glass shard is cold and sharp on my skin. A thin red line of blood drips off my arm. I don’t like the sight of blood, especially my own.

      Deep breaths. Be a man. My father’s voice in my head now, goading me on. Before I can think further, I plunge the point of the glass into my arm. Blood bubbles up, cascading into the lake, dying the water a murky brown.

      The pain hits a second later, along with a tang of bile in my mouth and an uncontrollable urge to vomit.

      Find it. Get it out.

      How deep is the chip? I move the piece of glass around, tearing skin and muscle, but I can’t see anything through the blood that wells up from the wound. The pain is unbearable. My legs go weak and I lean on the lake wall for support, tears wetting my cheeks.

      I’m about to give up, to admit defeat, when I feel the glass tap against something hard. I slip the point of glass underneath it and begin prising it up to the surface.

      My vision blurs. I close my eyes and force myself to breathe deeply. One more go, then you’re done. Opening my eyes, I turn my arm upwards and see it: a glint of gold amid the blood that continues to pour from my arm. So much blood. The glass shard is slick with it. Does a person have that much blood in one arm or is it draining my entire body?

      I grit my teeth and wiggle the point under the tiny fleck of gold. With a ping, it flies out of my arm and lands on the grass beside me. The glass slips from my fingers and falls with a faint splash in the lake.

      I sag against the rough wall, wave after wave of nausea washing over me. A breeze cools the sweat on my forehead. The taste of blood is in the air, in my mouth. Although … I feel around with my tongue and realize I’ve bitten through my cheek. The barking of the dogs is closer now. They can’t be far away.

      The tie around my neck is wet and awkward to undo with one hand. It’s even harder to bind my arm, but by holding one end in my teeth, I manage a rough knot. The blood immediately soaks through the blue and yellow stripes.

      Only now do I realize that my right arm has stopped jerking. I flex my fingers experimentally, then lift my arm up. It works! It hurts like hell, but it is my arm again, responding to my commands.

      My gaze falls to the small gold object glinting on the grass. It takes me three attempts to pick it up, and when I hold it between my thumb and forefinger, I can only just make out the detailed etchings that identify it as a microchip. How can something so small be this significant?

      It is surprisingly heavy for such a tiny thing, but not heavy enough. I think for a minute, pull off one of my shoes and socks, then replace the shoe. I drop the chip into the bottom of my sock, find a large stone to add to it and tie a knot in the top. Pulling my arm back, I throw the sock out toward the middle of the lake. It’s a weak left-handed throw, but it goes a fair way out. A renewed round of barking from the approaching dogs masks the splash.

      I hope Purley is right that without the chip, they can’t track me. Because I know I can’t go much further tonight. My mind is numb. The chase is over. All I can do is find somewhere to hide and trust what Purley said was true. I turn and leave, slipping between the trees like a ghost in the dusk.
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        * * *

      

      When I awake, I’m so cold and in so much pain, I wonder how I slept at all. It feels as if every muscle I possess has been stretched, torn, or bruised. As for my arm, well, at least the pain has muted to a dull throb, though I’m afraid to remove the tie and check the wound underneath.

      Last night I managed to clamber into a huge oak tree and wedge myself into a nook, and glancing down now, the forest floor seems far below. A flash of movement catches my eye and when I look up, a small brown bird is perched on the branch opposite, looking at me quizzically. It chirrups, and from another tree comes an answering call.

      A ray of early morning sunlight filters through the trees, faintly bathing my skin in warmth. The grey damp fog of the previous day has gone. Sun. Warmth. Hope. I wrap my arms around my legs and shiver, my clothes still damp from yesterday’s rain.

      Removing my shoes and remaining sock, I stretch out my bruised, blistered feet. The crinkled rough bark feels familiar under my toes. I could be back climbing trees in Wales. If it wasn’t for the pain. And cold.

      What next? I can’t stay here forever. I have to find my father. Dad will know what this is all about. He’ll know what to do. Which means I need to get to London. It’s about fifty miles away. Only half an hour in a pod.

      A bark shatters the peaceful silence. My muscles tense; my body alert before my brain has fully caught up. Another bark, followed by a yipping noise. I sag back against the tree trunk. A pet dog. But where there’s a dog, there’ll be a house. A village. Which may just mean a pod point. And if there’s a pod point, I can get to London to find Dad.

      My tight, uncomfortable shoes go back on. The sole of one is half hanging off. Climbing down, I drop the last few metres from the tree to the ground, bending my knees to absorb the impact.

      I find the house at the bottom of the hill. One in a row of ancient brick-built terraces. Smoke rises from the chimney. As I watch, a small dog races out of the open back door and battles excitedly with a long stick. A woman carrying a basket of washing follows it. She hums tunelessly as she hangs the washing up on a long line strung across the garden. So, this is life in the country. Burning wood to stay warm and having to dry your clothes outside.

      The woman calls the dog back into the house as she returns with the empty basket. I study the items hung on the line in disappointment. It seems to be bedding and towels, not the jumpers I was hoping for. But a replacement bandage would be useful. I creep down to the side of the house, behind a bit of an outhouse that extends from the main building. Peering around the corner, I try to see in through the windows, but the morning light reflects off the Plexiglas.

      I creep out and snatch a pillowcase from the line before retreating back behind the outhouse, my heart hammering in my chest.

      Then I spot it. A hooded jacket thrown casually over a bench on the other side of the garden. It looks warm. A shiver runs through my body, my thin, damp shirt clinging to my skin.

      Remember, you are better than them. My father’s voice in my head, along with an image of some Outsiders fighting over a bag of potatoes as they run from the market stall.

      Never steal. Never fight.

      But I’m so cold. You can die from the cold, can’t you? Surely, he wouldn’t want me to die over a jacket.

      You could return and pay them back once this mess is sorted out. Surely, they won’t miss one coat?

      I run across the garden before I can change my mind and grab the coat, pivoting to dash back to the fence. Then I’m off running down the lane, my flapping sole loud on the hard surface.

      Further down the road, I come across the rest of the village and a pod point. Two pods stand charging, both with green lights, ready to go. Sobbing in relief, I slap my hand against the square black access pad of the nearest one, leaning my head against it, my breath misting the smooth surface as I wait for the door to slide open.

      Nothing happens. I pull back puzzled and try again, more carefully this time. The doors remain shut. Why isn’t it working? I run across to the other pod. This time I try my left hand, though I know you’re supposed to use your right. Nothing happens. Right hand. Nothing happens.

      The chip.

      Of course. I don’t have my chip. Why didn’t I think about this earlier? Without the chip I have no money, no way of getting food or help from a medic facility. No way of accessing transport. Without it, I’m no longer considered a legal citizen.

      What have I done?

      Cutting out your chip is punishable by incarceration at the Farms. Or death.

      Now that I’ve stopped running, the throbbing in my arm returns. I unwind the blood-soaked tie and force myself to look at the wound underneath. It makes me nauseous: a red, weeping, swollen lump of flesh. I focus on tearing the pillowcase into strips and rebandage it. The blood seeps through, but at least I don’t have to look at it. The coat is thick and warm. Pulling the hood over my head, I curl up next to the pod, wondering what to do next.

      I slip into a daze but come alert again at the sound of footsteps. I relax as I see a couple approaching the pods. They look old, the woman leaning on the man as if for support. As they get closer, I see she’s fighting to hold back tears; the stains on her cheeks the evidence that she has not been totally successful. I wonder if they’re altruits: grandparents or great-grandparents who give up their lives so their grandchildren can have children of their own.

      The man gives me a puzzled glance as they approach the pod furthest from me.

      “Wait!”

      My stiff muscles protest as I stagger over to them. The woman is already seated inside, her head bent.

      “Sorry, do you mind if I join you?” I pant.

      Fear registers on the man’s face and he steps inside and reaches to close the door. I suddenly realize how I must look to them. A filthy, hooded figure. A bandit. I pull the hood back from my face and reach out an arm to hold the door open.

      “Please?”

      The man frowns at me, suspicious. “You’re not from this village. What are you doing here?”

      “I-I’m at the local school,” I say. “All our pods are busy and my father called me back to London urgently – a family emergency.”

      “St George’s?”

      I nod. His eyes flick down from the oversized jacket to my filthy trousers and battered shoes. “I can’t imagine St George’s would have let you out in this state.” He moves toward me, his arm out as if to push me away.

      A howl carries on the wind and we both freeze. A second follows it, unmistakable.

      The man frowns again. “That sounds like Metz dogs. Wh—”

      I lose what he says next as the pod begins to spin around me. My head feels light, and when I close my eyes, I lose my sense of which way is up.

      “Harold, catch him!”

      The voice seems to come from a long way away. All I can hear are the baying wolves chasing me down. My body jerks. Have they got me already? There’s no pain, though. At least, no more than before.

      “Come on, boy, wake up.”

      Harold’s rough voice cuts through the images. I blink and I’m back at the pods.

      “Get in.”

      Before I can move, he’s hauled me into the pod and closed the door. I collapse onto one of the soft seats, still not able to trust my legs. The pod hums and begins to lift off the ground.

      Leaning forward, I look out through the two-inch strip of clear Plexiglas and see the village is already far below. Then the pod speeds up and the ground below becomes a blur of movement.
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      The screens in the square are blaring out adverts for beauty treatments, gene therapy and the latest tech devices. I perch on the edge of a dry fountain and rip into the protein bar I managed to find in a back-alley food store. There aren’t many that accept chits in this part of Area Five. After the bread, the bar tastes like what it is: artificial junk. I choke it down anyway. Food is food.

      There are three tiers of food in this city. At the bottom are the government rations: a basic entitlement for every citizen. It’s supposed to be enough to live off, but if you look at the people who do live off it, you wonder how the government reached that conclusion. I think they just packed a load of vitamins and chemicals into some substance they made in a lab and labelled it as food. It doesn’t even look the same. You feel a bit happier for eating it, but a few hours later, you’re starving again. I guess they didn’t feel they needed to make an effort with it since it’s only Outsiders who eat the rations.

      Then there’s the stuff you can buy in the shops. It’s factory produced, too, but because they’re selling it, they put a bit more effort into making it attractive. The lurid packaging is about the only splash of colour out here. I bet people Inside don’t even notice it; there are so many other things to distract them.

      It’s junk food, mainly. Chocco bars, candy, fake-meat burgers, protein bars. The burgers are pretty good, actually, but expensive. And Chaz. Water is always in short supply Outside, so they sell a lot of Chaz. Again, it’s all fake food.

      At the top of the food chain is the real food. Bread. Fruit. Cheese. Even meat from actual animals, although I understand it’s stupidly expensive, even for Insiders. But there aren’t many places you can buy it Outside and it’s out of most people’s budget. There are some shops up in Area Six that cater for the better-off Outsiders – those who work Inside. I’ve heard there’re even some Insiders who are forced to live in Six until an apartment comes up Inside. I guess, technically, that makes them Outsiders, but I bet they don’t think so.

      A fanfare of noise blasts out from the screens announcing the start of the news. That’s all that’s on them: adverts and news. And the news is all about what’s happening Inside (their news, not ours). Which may be why most of the screens in Area Four have long since been destroyed or stolen. No one wants to see perfect people in their perfect world when your own world is crap. And why would they bother replacing them? It’s not as if anyone in Four can afford to buy the products and treatments being advertised.

      The mention of Area Four catches my attention. The newsreader is interviewing a tall white man in a government suit. He looks thin and harrowed. The text at the bottom of the screen reads: Statement from Andrew Goldsmith, Minister of Education and Health.

      “… and as I said, my colleague, the Secretary of State, is due to give a statement on this later.”

      “But what are your views on the gang problem, Minister? One of your manifesto commitments was to tackle gang violence Outside the Wall through increasing access to education.”

      The Minister looks uncomfortable. “We are making progress with that. Steady progress—”

      “Have you actually implemented any of the programmes yet?” the newsreader interrupts.

      “Yes. We have a pilot running in Area Eighteen at the moment that is going well.” He holds up his hand to stop another interruption and looks directly into the camera. “We know many of our citizens live in fear of their lives from these gangs. Rising gang violence, particularly in the east of the city, is a real issue, but one we are addressing firmly. Our aim is to create a safe environment for all Outsiders. We will be stepping up measures to flush out these gangs in the problem areas and there will be a greater Metz presence on the streets.”

      A greater Metz presence? That’s bad news. And what does he mean by “measures to flush out these gangs”? More Cleanings, perhaps. The thought makes me shudder. The protein bar sits heavily in my stomach and I start to feel a bit sick.

      Stupid politicians, trying to prevent violence with more violence. But because it’s on their orders, it’s okay. He clearly knows nothing about how gangs actually work. Admittedly, there’s a lot of fighting between the gangs, but that’s just one side of the story. They don’t show us looking out for the people on our patch, do they? Keeping a watch for imminent Cleanings so we can warn people.

      Half the food we got from the raid on the depot last month went to people on our patch who were starving, trying to live off the government rations. I’d like to see how long he’d survive on the Outside living off that crap.

      The news has moved on. There’s an interview with a Population Control Officer who talks about the rising number of illegal births she’s having to manage.

      Manage. As if it’s just about writing an extra birth certificate or producing more chips. Why not tell people the truth? There are more babies to get rid of. To dispose of, as I overheard the PCO in Area Four say once.

      Getting up, I stuff the plastic wrapper into my pocket. The sky has darkened while I’ve been sitting here. Time to get home before it rains.

      “And now, an announcement from the President.”

      My head snaps up. He comes onto the screen, all smiles. It must be about three years since I last saw the President on a screen, but he seems to have aged a decade. His thick, black hair is now mostly steel grey, contrasting with his deep brown skin. Worry lines score his previously smooth forehead, but his eyes are still hard and cold.

      “… there has been a rise in gang violence Outside the Wall for some time. However, I would like to reassure you all that we have control of the situation. Whilst this has not been an easy process, we have been steadily infiltrating and removing the heads of the most dangerous gangs. We look forward to a more stable situation for our citizens who live Outside the Wall.”

      His voice grates like an iron rod on brick. Is it just my imagination, or did he emphasize the word “citizens”?

      “I know there have been rumours of an uprising. Please be reassured that these rumours are totally false. The Wall is impenetrable. And our priority is to ensure peace and harmony for all our people. Thank you.”

      He disappears and the breath I’d been holding rushes from my body. The first heavy drops of water speckle the worn stone of the fountain. The rain has come.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey,” I say, sauntering into Jay’s apartment.

      The look on his face is priceless. Like I’ve come back from the dead. Which I suppose I have.

      In two bounds, he’s across the room and wrapping me up in a crushing embrace, stroking my hair, running his hands down my back. I wince as he presses against my bruised shoulder, but he doesn’t seem to notice. It’s like he needs to touch every part of me to reassure himself that I’m alive, a solid person and not just a figment of his imagination. A shiver runs through me. I’ve never felt this wanted, this needed before. I didn’t think he cared about me that much.

      Finally, he holds me at arm’s length. His eyes hold a mixture of guilt and relief. Of course, that’s why he’s glad to see me. He thought he’d killed me.

      “I don’t understand,” he says finally. “You hit the Wall. I saw you go through it. I thought you were dead.”

      “So did I,” I admit. “But somehow not. I just fell straight through it.”

      “So, you went Inside?”

      I nod.

      “And how did you get back?”

      “The same way.”

      “And it didn’t hurt you? Why?”

      I shrug. “I don’t know.”

      What do I say? That I seem to be able to do what no one else can. I don’t know what it means, but I’m sure it can’t be anything good. Is it because I don’t have a chip? Can all illegals pass through the Wall? I can’t tell him that …

      “So, where have you been? Why didn’t you come back through straight away?” There’s an edge to his voice as anger creeps in. Anger that I kept him waiting so long.

      “I’m sorry. I was just too afraid to go back through straight away, in case it wouldn’t work again and I couldn’t get back.”

      I recount my explorations Inside and my encounter with the Metz. Jay brushes this off, more excited about what the Inside is like. He quizzes me about every detail. The sights, the smells and the people.

      “All perfectly beautiful,” I confirm. “Not a blemish among them. And they’re so big. It must be those enhancements they all have. I felt like a midget next to them. I swear, they thought I was a kid at first.”

      “Well, you are a little on the short side,” Jay teases.

      I punch his stomach gently. Jay’s pretty muscular for an Outsider, probably because he doesn’t have to survive solely on the government rations.

      “Short and sweet?”

      He grimaces. “I’m not sure sweet is exactly the term I’d use …”

      He loosens my braid, running his fingers through my hair until it hangs straight down my back to my waist.

      “Short and sexy?” I purr, doing my best coy glance.

      “That’s more like it,” he growls and picks me up. I wrap my legs around his waist and he carries me into the bedroom, planting kisses on my neck and shoulder. He pulls off my top, frowning at the graze that runs down the top of my left arm.

      “From the fall?”

      I nod.

      “I’m sorry,” he says quietly, looking away.

      “Hey, I survived, didn’t I?” I pull his face toward mine for a kiss. “Nothing’s broken. Bruises’ll be gone in a few days.”

      But he’s more tender than usual as he undresses me. His caresses are gentler, as if he’s afraid of breaking me. And there’s a look in his eyes that I’ve rarely seen before.
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        * * *

      

      “I’ve bin thinking.”

      “Oh?” Jay thinking always gets me worried. It’s not that he doesn’t try. I can see the concentration on his face, trying to get his mind to work. But he comes up with an idea, then his brain shuts down before he can finish figuring out the details. It’s not his fault. I find it frustrating, but most Outsiders are the same, especially in this part of the city.

      “Maybe there’s something wrong with the Wall. Like it’s not working properly and that’s why it didn’t kill you. Maybe the power shut off, like when we took down the barrier around the depot?”

      “But when we shut the power off to the depot barrier, the whole thing went down. There was nothing there. Just the masts.”

      “Maybe. But maybe whatever it is that kills you isn’t working. Or just parts of it kill you. I mean, you got through. And there’s no reason why you’d be able to get through and others wouldn’t.”

      Oh, yes there is. But I can’t tell Jay my suspicions because that would be admitting I’m illegal. And the punishment is the same for harbouring an illegal as it is for being one. The Farms. Or death. However lovingly he looked at me earlier, I’m not sure he’s prepared to risk his life for me.

      “I’ve no idea why, but we’ve seen people get killed by the Wall and there’s no safe way of testing it. If you’re wrong, you die. It’s not worth it.”

      I prop myself up on my elbow and look down at him. “You always wanted to be able to get Inside, right? Well, now I can. And maybe if I can figure out why I can go through, you’ll be able to, too. But let’s keep it to ourselves for now, okay?”

      The last thing I need is Jay telling everyone that I can somehow get through the Wall. Some of the kids in the gang are dumb enough to think they may be able to do the same. But if it is the chips, then surely someone would have worked that out by now? I can’t be the only illegal Outsider around.

      “Or maybe you really are an Insider,” Jay says, stretching as he gets up off the bed. The mattress rebounds, the imprint of his body disappearing in seconds. “I’m going for a piss.”

      The door to the apartment slams. We share a toilet with the other residents of the building. Once, these houses would have had indoor bathrooms, showers and flushing toilets. But there hasn’t been enough water to pipe through for decades.

      The government fitted incinerating toilets but they broke down so much, eventually someone installed a composting one. Barry Crapper collects the waste and sells it back to the government for the Farms. He’s a bit of a legend in Area Four, is Barry Crapper. Local boy made good. Of course, he lives up in Area Five now and I hear his kids are going to an Area Six school.

      Maybe you really are an Insider.

      Jay’s words echo in my head. I stretch my leg up to the ceiling, twisting my ankle so the amulet on the cord around it twinkles. My mother gave it to me on the day she disappeared twelve years ago. It’s the only clue I have to my father’s identity. A gift he gave to my mother before I even existed.

      My mother gave birth to me on the plastic floor of our one-room ground floor apartment in the rougher part of Area Five. She cut the umbilical cord herself and wrapped me in a scrap of the spare bed sheet that she’d torn up for the purpose. I was never taken to a hospital and my birth was never registered.

      Keeping my illegal status hidden was a challenge. No one can hide a baby when the apartment walls are paper-thin, but she contrived to be out every time the local Population Control Officer came around to check my papers. She told the neighbours that my father worked away a lot, travelling to other cities on business trips. I doubt anyone believed her.

      We moved three times in my first year, each time getting further from the East Gate, until we ended up in a part of Area Four where the PCO was known to be less concerned about records, if you made it worth his while. My mother did.

      She told me all this when I was four. Except the bit about what she did to keep the PCO off our backs. I only figured that out later. At the time, I didn’t think it was odd that the man came around so often to “check our papers”. Always at night. And for some reason, I couldn’t stay in the apartment when he was checking them. He’d give me a candy and tell me to scarper for half an hour.

      Of course, after she disappeared he wasn’t quite so kind.

      My mother never told me who my father was. I suspect that he doesn’t even know I exist. But from the hints she dropped, I wondered if perhaps he was an Insider and if that’s why she hadn’t registered my birth, because she couldn’t admit who he was.

      The apartment door slams again. “Are you coming to HQ?”

      I pull on my spare set of clothes and join Jay in the main room of the apartment. “Yeah. I just need to clean up my arm. You go ahead.”

      “Better hurry, a storm’s coming.”

      A crack of thunder drowns out his next words as he hurries back out of the apartment. The patter of raindrops on the Plexiglas windows intensifies.

      I lift the loose floorboard and retrieve the lockbox underneath. I’m pretty sure I still have some pills in here left from the depot raid. There’s a clatter as something falls back into the void. A knife! I’d forgotten I’d hidden a spare one here. I usually carry three or four at a time, but the one I’d used to distract the Metz was my best throwing knife. This one doesn’t balance quite so well, but it’s better than nothing.

      I pop a pink vitamin pill and a blue anti-infection pill, then go up to the roof to fetch some rain water from the tank. It’s a large tank, but thirty people live in this block, so it’s rarely full even after a storm.

      Back in the apartment, I set the water to boil and examine the damage to my arm. The graze has already scabbed over and I figure it’s probably best left alone. I dab around it and use the rest of the water to rinse out my torn top.

      There’s a flash of light at the window, followed by another roll of thunder. Rain hammers down, forcing droplets of water through the edges of the window frame. Trickles of water run down the wall.

      “I’m going to get bloody drenched,” I announce to the empty room.

      Ten seconds out in the rain and I’m as wet as I’m going to be. My legs stay pretty dry, but I haven’t saved up enough yet for a waterproof top and my t-shirt instantly sticks to my skin.

      The streets are already filling with water. They always flood this time of year. I saved every chit I could get my hands on for a year to buy a pair of government-issue boots. Without proper boots, likelihood is you’ll lose a foot to rot.

      “Password?”

      The bored gang member on security duty barely gives me a glance as I answer and step past him to the back door. Inside, the thick walls muffle the sound of thunder somewhat. Squeezing the water out of my hair, I walk through and into the main hall.

      The headquarters of the Spitalfields Snakes is a huge, old brick warehouse. Half of it is completely derelict, but what remains houses most members of the gang. The focal point is a huge hall that rises the full height of the building. Most of the original windows that line the walls have been boarded up, but the skylights in the roof have somehow survived. Usually, the sound of rain on the glass is soothing, but tonight it’s almost deafening. It looks as if the storm’s going to stick around.

      A roped-off ring with padded mats stands in the centre of the room. It’s empty tonight, but there’s usually a wrestling or boxing match going on. In the far corner, a short, skinny man is taking out his anger on a punchbag. Next to him, a kid bashes a knife into shape with a makeshift hammer. Against the far wall, a mural is in progress. From what they’ve painted so far, it looks like another blue snake.

      Every gang has a colour they use to denote their territory. For the Snakes, it’s blue. The shades vary as paint cans are hard to come by, but every street, every alleyway in our area is marked.

      “Hey, Aleesha, I’ve not seen you here for a while.” The friendly greeting barely veils the underlying threat.

      I plaster a smile on my face and turn to the willowy, dark-haired girl. “Megan, nice to see you. And, Anelia.” I nod to Megan’s shadow. “How are you both?”

      Megan answers for both of them. “Fine.” Her eyes narrow. “Who’s that stranger you’ve been hanging around with?”

      “Stranger?” I widen my eyes, all innocence.

      She snorts. “Don’t give me that. The big guy with the funny accent. He’s not from around here. Does Jay know about him?”

      Murdoch. Either they’ve seen me with him or Jonas has been gossiping. “Why do you think I was talking to him?”

      Megan looks confused. “I don’t know why you were talking to h—”

      I walk away, strolling over to Jay. As usual, he’s surrounded by a crowd, mainly younger gang members, all trying to prove themselves to him.

      “Where’s Dane?” I ask, looking around the hall. Jay usually sticks as close to the gang leader as possible.

      Jay shrugs. “Said he had a meeting tonight and he might be back late.”

      I roll my eyes. I’d bet my last chit Dane is shacked up with the latest in his string of women.

      Someone asks Jay a question and I use the opportunity to slip away and circulate the room, listening in on people’s conversations. The atmosphere in the room is unusually tense and people talk in hushed voices. The Brotherhood comes up again and again. They’ve taken over the Dragons. The new leader of the Shanksters is under their control, too. Bigland Boy’s leader was found half dead by the river. There are questions. What do they want? Are we next? Where’s Dane?

      Rumours. There are no facts, just rumours. The Brotherhood are an unknown terror. No one seems to know who they are, where their base is, or what they’re trying to do other than taking control of the gangs. I’ve never felt such fear in this place before. Not even during Metz raids when the streets outside were swarming with black-clad figures.

      People eye me warily. They tolerate my presence, but don’t invite me to join their conversations. Are they frightened of me? Do they see me as Jay’s spy?

      I hunker down on a step and lean my back against the cold brick wall, staring at the rivers of water lashing the skylights.

      Is it possible to be lonely when you’re surrounded by people? To be in a place you belong and don’t belong?

      Sometimes, I feel like I’m the shell of a person, going through the motions of surviving while searching for that something, that place that feels like home. Until today, I had thought that place was Inside the Wall. Now I realize I’m just as out of place there as I am here.

      My belly churns and a bubble of emotion rises to my throat. I swallow it back down. I don’t cry. Ever.

      Will I ever find somewhere I belong?
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      The old couple drop me off at the Angel pod point. Apparently, it’s the closest station to Great Percy Street, but when I get down to street level, I wonder if they’ve made a mistake. The top of the Wall shimmers above the mid-rise apartment blocks; the occasional pod flying in over the top of it. Our apartment is surrounded by tall glass towers and I can’t remember being able to see the Wall from the local area. My geography of London is hazy at the best of times, but I’m pretty sure I’m in the wrong part of town. I’ll just have to find my way on foot.

      41 Great Percy Street, London.

      Mum made me memorize our home address when I was five years old in case I got lost. It’s seemed pretty pointless until now as I’ve never been allowed out around London by myself. Which is ridiculous when you think about it – I’m practically an adult. But it’s always fun hanging out with my sister, Ella, so I never minded that much.

      I wander down a street lined with identical apartment blocks. White to reflect the summer heat, with a dark patterned design probably marketed as decorative, but really there to incorporate the solar panels necessary to power each building’s cooling system. Tiny tables and chairs compete for space with potted lemon trees and hanging tomato vines – everyone trying to make the most of their small balconies.

      My arm is throbbing again. It’s so tender, even brushing it against my body sends flashes of pain shooting up my arm. I flex my fingers. Everything still seems to work, so I can’t have done that much damage, can I? I just need to get to a medic before it gets infected. Perhaps it’s already infected. How do you know?

      Someone crashes into my shoulder.

      “Watch where you’re going!” A man in the blue suit of a government official scowls at me.

      “Sorry,” I mumble. I’m about to walk away when something stops me. I know his face; I’ve seen him before. My mind is so slow, so fogged, it seems to take forever to find the memory. Then it comes to me. He works with my father. One of Dad’s junior ministers, I think. He came to the apartment once when there was some government emergency. A riot. Father left with him and didn’t return to the house for three full days.

      I run back and grab his arm. “Excuse me! Do you know where I can find my—” I blurt the words out before I can stop to think. “Andrew Goldsmith?”

      The man doesn’t reply. He searches my features as if he’s trying to place me. “I haven’t seen Andrew for a couple of days. He didn’t turn up to the office yesterday.” He frowns at me. “Haven’t I seen you before? Are you his … nephew?” He sounds puzzled.

      I stare back at him blankly, unable to form a response. If he works with Dad, surely he knows he has a son? A lump forms in my throat. Am I such a disappointment to him that he doesn’t even admit I exist? I’ve never been the perfect son he wanted; I’ve always struggled in class and been at the back on the sports field, but I’m his son, for goodness sake.

      “Wait, haven’t I seen you on the news recently?” The man reaches for my arm, but I pull back, suddenly wary.

      Why would I be on the news?

      “Darwin. Darwin Goldsmith, that’s it.” He lunges for me, but I manage to dodge and step back. He seems half angry, half fearful.

      Why is he afraid? What are they saying about me? I don’t wait to find out. After a couple of paces, he gives up the chase and waves his hand in defeat. I don’t stop until I’m two streets away in a large square thronging with people.

      Wandering through the crowd, I get some strange looks. I guess I must look like a tramp to them, with my filthy clothes, falling apart shoes and oversized, hooded jacket. An Outsider.

      A fanfare announces the hourly news bulletin that interrupts the barrage of advertisements on the screens that line every building of the square. A few people look up, but most just carry on about their business.

      The President comes on, talking about the rise of gang violence Outside the Wall. There’s something about the possible opening of trade relations with France. Boring politics. I look away, and when I glance back up at the screen I’m staring at myself.

      I blink, wondering if it’s some kind of trick. But I’m still there. White-blond hair, a bit shorter than it is now, blue eyes, a nose that’s just a bit too large for my face. I’m smiling. Last year’s school photo. Underneath it, text scrolls across the screen. Illegal boy on the run. Report any sighting immediately to the Metropolitan Establishment.

      I run down streets, picking turns at random. I have no clue where I’m heading, I just know I need to get away. Away from the photographs of me on every building down every street. Finally, I pause in a dark alleyway behind a row of shops. My head’s spinning and I stumble like a drunk, trying to keep my balance. Stop. Think.

      Plan. I need a plan. I’ve still got a few hours of daylight. What would Dad do? He’d have a plan for this. Think.

      But I disappoint my father again. I can’t come up with anything better than trying to work out which part of the city I’m in and where that is in relation to home. Perhaps then I can stick to the back roads and get there before dark.

      I carry on walking, searching for something, anything, that I can use to help locate my surroundings. The streets are narrow and the buildings are old, which makes me think I’m in the east of the city. Ahead of me is an intersection with a small square. A stone pillar flanked by two soldiers and topped with a lion stands proud in front of an ancient, stone-columned building that was once the financial heart of the city.

      The man’s words come back to me. I haven’t seen Andrew … he didn’t turn up to the office yesterday.

      My father not turn up for work? Not possible. I don’t think he’s missed a day’s work in his life. But if he isn’t at work, then where is he?

      I slide down the rough stone wall, feeling overwhelmingly tired. Perhaps I’ll just close my eyes for a minute.

      “Hey, are you okay?”

      A hand on my shoulder rouses me. A pair of bright blue Smokers are standing in front of me. They’re this season’s style and at the more expensive end of the range. Another pair of feet joins them, this time dressed in boring black Klacks. Though, I would gladly take a pair of comfy Klacks over these stupid leather school shoes.

      Blue shoes, black shoes. Black shoes, blue shoes. For some reason this makes me giggle. The colours begin to blur together. Blue shoes, black shoes.

      The blue shoes move as their owner bends down and peers at me.

      “Goldsmith? Is that you?” The voice is vaguely familiar.

      I look up. It takes my brain a few seconds to process the boy crouched in front of me. James. Percy James. In the year below me. Runs cross-country. Fast. I look from him to the man standing beside him; his father, presumably. I wonder why he’s not at school, or even in his uniform. Then I remember. Yesterday was Friday, which means today is Saturday.

      “Hi, Percy.” My voice is cracked and I clear my throat and try again. “How’re you doing?”

      “Are you drunk, boy?” His father’s face comes into view. He does not look happy.

      I take a deep breath and push myself up off the ground, but I can only really use my left arm as my right is too tender. Still, I manage to make it to my feet. Just.

      “No, sir. I’m sorry. I’m just feeling a little unwell, that’s all.” Now that is the understatement of the year.

      “What happened to you? I heard you’d run away, that the Metz …” Percy’s voice trails off as if he’s unsure what to say.

      I’m not totally sure I can trust Percy. I’m not sure I can trust anyone at this point. But I’m out of options.

      “Please, help me, Percy. I—” I reach out and grasp his arm. “The Metz set dogs on me. They were trying to hunt me down, to kill me.” I can hear my voice getting higher pitched and force myself to take a deep breath. “I haven’t done anything wrong. I mean, they must think I’ve done something, but whatever it is, I haven’t done it. I swear!”

      Percy’s expression sways between sympathy and wariness.

      “Please, all I need is some food and a medic and some sleep. Then I’ll leave and go away again. Please?”

      Percy glances to the man beside him. “Dad?”

      The man frowns at me, looks at his son, then back to me. There is something odd in his expression. He sighs. “I’m sorry, Goldsmith? That’s your name, isn’t it? I’m sorry, but we can’t help.”

      Percy looks worried. “B—”

      His father cuts him off and speaks more firmly. “No, Percy, we can’t. This boy may have been your friend, but now he is no one. Do you understand me? He is no one.”

      “What do you mean?” My voice is louder than I had intended.

      The man looks around. Fear lines his face, but why? He wraps his arm around Percy’s shoulders, pulling him away from me. I lurch after them and grab his coat sleeve.

      “Please, why is this happening to me? Why can’t you help me? My father—”

      The man whirls around, yanking his arm from my grasp. “Your father cannot and will not help you now.” I step backward, recoiling from the anger in his voice. His expression softens and he leans in, speaking more gently. “I’m sorry, Goldsmith, I really am. But you do not know what you’re asking of me; of us.” He shakes his head slightly. “Look, I won’t report this to the Metz for another half hour or so. That’s as much as I can do. But you can’t run forever. Eventually, they’ll find you and perhaps, if you were to go willingly …” His voice trails off.

      Then he pulls Percy away and the two of them hurry off down the street, leaving me standing there more confused than ever.

      Why are they afraid of helping me? What have I done?

      The feeling of raindrops on my face and hands brings me out of my daze. The street begins to turn dark as the water seeps through the porous surface. The sky is gloomy and heavy with cloud.

      I shove my hands in my pockets, grateful for the heavy hooded coat, and begin to trudge away from the square. A blur of black makes me jump back, heart hammering. The cat turns and hisses at me before continuing its dash across the street. Something hits me on the top of my head and I back away, arms up in a pathetic defensive stance, before I realize that I’ve walked into a hanging sign.

      Get a grip. Fear and hunger gnaw at my belly, overwhelming rational thought. What can I do? I can’t outrun them forever – not here. They’re probably watching the cameras right now. Tracking me. They’re going to find me. It’s inevitable, just a matter of time.

      Strangely, despair seems to give me energy. Are there any parts of the city the cameras don’t cover? People’s gardens. Gardens with thick shrubs to hide in. There are still some private gardens in the richest part of the city.

      Speeding up, I turn down a side street, only to run smack bang into something hard and unyielding. I stagger backward, smarting with the impact, and my hood falls back.

      I take a sharp breath as I register in front of me the unyielding black body armour of a Metz officer. We move at the same time. The fabric of my coat sleeve slips through its fingers, a hair’s breadth away from capture. Then I’m off down the street, turning left, then right, then left again, trying to gain some precious distance between me and my pursuer, adrenaline overcoming my exhaustion.

      At the next intersection, I glance back. There are two of them now, barely a hundred metres behind me, and as I watch, a third joins them from higher up the road. My legs are so weak. I’m not sure how long even terror can drive me on. At least, this maze of passageways makes it harder for them to run flat out and catch me.

      The next alleyway kicks me out onto a main road. To my horror, there are Metz officers everywhere. One of them spots me and they begin to run toward me. I have no choice but to run in the other direction.

      Ahead of me, bisecting the road, is the Wall. Lost in the maze of tall buildings, I hadn’t realized how close to the edge of the city I was. It rises up into the dark clouds, swirls of light protecting us from the Outside. So beautiful and yet so deadly.

      A street leads off to the left, another to the right, down toward the swamp. I take the right turn, rounding the corner at a sprint, and skid to a halt. Coming toward me are a line of officers, weapons drawn and ready. I turn back onto the main street, but I haven’t taken two steps toward the other side road when I see the figures swarming up it like hornets from a nest. Glancing around, I desperately search for a way out. But there are no other alleyways.

      I am trapped.

      They converge behind me, the three flows merging into one, forming a barricade of black warriors. Why so many officers for one boy? Surely, they can’t expect me to be that hard to take down? There’s a shout. An order for me to stop. Can’t they see I’m standing still? The figures have slowed, they’re walking now. They know there’s nowhere for me to go.

      I think of the warnings, the fear people had for me. Of me. The fear of what the Metz may do.

      It won’t be an easy death. Purley’s words ring in my head. Percy’s dad’s face comes to mind, a picture of fear. My chest tightens as my eyes dart from black mask to black mask. So many of them.

      Why aren’t they shooting? Do they want to take me alive? I wonder if the rumours I’ve heard are true. Of the Farms. The Labs. What they do to criminals.

      There’s a sour taste in my mouth. Any hope of a last-minute rescue has gone. They’re only ten metres away now. It’s strange how fighting for your life is easy when you have hope.

      You still have a choice. Not a choice between life and death, but a choice in how you die.

      One of the Metz takes a few steps forward. It holds out its hand and says something I don’t catch. I glance up at the Wall, wondering how much it will hurt, how quickly it will be over.

      Then I turn and, without hesitating, run toward the Wall.
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      Murdoch grabs my arm, pulling me to him as if we were a couple out on a walk.

      “Oww, get off!” My shoulder’s still sore from the abuse I gave it yesterday.

      I squirm, trying to pull my arm free, but his grip is too firm. I look around, hoping one of the gang may be within shouting distance, but although I recognize several faces in the crowd, there are none who I can rely on for help.

      “Where are we goin’?” I hiss out of the corner of my mouth. Figuring there’s no point in being literally dragged along, I try my best to keep pace with him and keep my head down.

      “You’ll see.”

      That’s all I get out of him. We turn off down a side street and weave our way across Area Four, passing through the Shanksters’ territory. My heart begins to hammer in my chest as I realize where we’re heading. The Dragons. They’re not going to take kindly to me being in their territory. In fact, in my last interaction with them, the guy who’s now their leader said he would personally pull my guts out. Slowly.

      “Woah!” I dig my heels into the ground, pulling Murdoch to a stop. “Hang on a sec.” After jerking my arm free, I twist my hair into a knot on the back of my neck and pull the thin hood of my jacket up over it. Thank god I wore a hooded jacket.

      “Ready when you are.” I hold out my arm theatrically, earning me another silent glare.

      Keeping my head down, I focus on the road in front of me. These streets are as familiar to me as the Snakes’ territory in Four. I’ve walked them in the dark, blindfolded and, on one occasion, bundled in a sack on someone’s back. I don’t have to look around me to know exactly where I am.

      We keep away from the main roads, skirting down side alleys and quiet, tumbled-down streets. Purple symbols serve as a reminder that we’re in the Dragons’ territory. The streets are mostly empty. People in this neighbourhood have jobs and are out during the day. I even spot the back of a Metz patrol as we cut across one of the main streets.

      Murdoch stops at the entrance to a small square yard at the back of a row of terraced houses. Pots of tangled brown leaves entwine themselves with vines that cling to the brickwork. There’s even a small tree. More plant life than I’ve seen in one place before yesterday.

      “This way.” He pushes me toward the back door.

      The room I enter is sparse, even by Outsider standards. There’s a small sofa covered with a brown striped blanket, and a three-legged stool. A tall man stands by the window, staring out into the yard. In the opposite corner of the room is another door, presumably leading to the front room of the house. I take a step toward it, then stop.

      “It’s locked. But there’s no need to run. We’re not going to hurt you.” The man’s voice is smooth, but kind of rough at the same time. Like he’s trying to speak like an Insider, but can’t quite lose the trace of his natural accent. There’s something about him, the way he holds himself, that oozes power.

      Relax.

      “I don’t think we’ve met.” I force my voice to be casual, lazy, even.

      The man cocks his head as if weighing me up. He’s dressed casually in jeans and a white t-shirt. A single tattoo winds its way down his arm, barely visible on his dark brown, almost black skin. A chain. The Chain.

      “No, we haven’t. But I understand that you have some information for us, Aleesha.” His tone is calm and deliberate but slightly mocking, as if he somehow knows I have nothing to tell them.

      I stand up a bit straighter, not that my five feet and two inches gets me anywhere near his six-and-a-half-foot frame. Now, how to spin this.

      “You asked me to investigate the Shanksters. Find out whether they were thinking of joining, or already part of the—” I pause for a second but force myself to say it. “The Brotherhood. I managed to get time alone with their new leader.”

      I weigh up the consequences of lying and getting found out versus not giving them what they want. But I figure if I completely make something up and then get found out, it’s going to be the bottom of the river for me, with a handful of bricks tied around my feet.

      “He wasn’t very forthcoming, but there’s no way he would have beaten Drake in a fair fight. The Brotherhood put him there. The Dragons also have a new leader. They held a leadership contest, but it may not have been a fair fight.” I force myself not to shudder at the thought of him in charge of the gang.

      “Are those facts or just street rumours?”

      I hesitate for a second. “Rumours,” I admit, “but the leadership thing is a big deal. No one cheats at the leadership contests, and to not have one at all …” Is strange.

      The leadership contests were originally started by the gangs to prevent them destroying themselves and each other with constant infighting. Whoever wins the contest is accepted as the undisputed leader by everyone inside and outside the gang. Leadership contests are big money-makers for gangs, too; kind of like huge street parties. Not holding a contest means giving up a good number of chits and pissing off the other gangs in the area. All gangs profit from a contest.

      The man looks thoughtful for a minute then returns to staring outside. Behind me, Murdoch shuffles his feet impatiently. The silence is starting to get to me.

      “Well, if you’re not needing me anymore, I’ll be off.” I turn and take two steps toward the door, but Murdoch blocks my path.

      “Not so fast.”

      “You’re smart, Aleesha.” The man speaks conversationally, still staring out the window. “Rather too smart for an Outsider.”

      My heart begins to pound.

      He surprises me by walking over and placing a finger under my chin, tilting my head so I’m forced to look up at him. His touch is electric, and his eyes bore into me, like he’s trying to look into my head. I want to look away, but I can’t.

      “Too smart to waste your life on tronk.” He almost spits the last word and I flinch.

      Uh oh, Murdoch told him.

      I open my mouth to defend myself, to deny it, but then close it again. He nods in acknowledgement of my defeat and, dropping his arm, turns away again. Strangely, I find myself missing his touch.

      “Our deal is off.” It takes me a second to process his words, but when they sink in, an icy chill grows in the bottom of my stomach.

      “But—”

      “We had a deal, Aleesha. You help us, we help you. You’ve not kept your side of the bargain, so why should we keep ours?”

      My face burns with the heat of shame and disappointment. I’m not giving up that easily. Unless they were lying all along …

      I turn to Murdoch. “So, you don’t know anything about my mother? It was all a ploy to get me to play your game?”

      Murdoch looks taken aback, but quickly recovers his usual smirk. “Not at all. I know of someone who saw your mother die. But, as we agreed, you had to deliver your side of the bargain first.”

      “Die?” I squeak. The chill spreads outwards from my stomach and up to my chest, which tightens, making it hard to breathe.

      “You didn’t know?”

      Dead.

      “W-what?”

      “You didn’t know she was dead?” The tall man’s voice is more gentle now.

      Get a grip.

      “Of course, I knew she was dead,” I lie, trying to control the tremor in my voice. “If she wasn’t, she would have come back for me.”

      Cold like ice. Like death.

      “Well, we may be able to make another deal.”

      “Another deal?” My brain feels like it’s on go-slow, struggling to piece thoughts together. A voice inside is screaming at me to get a grip, but it’s drowned out by the fog.

      “How long have you been able to go through the Wall?”

      The question comes at me so suddenly that I have no time to think of a response. My mouth’s hanging open and I close it sharply, rounding on Murdoch.

      “You were following me?”

      And I didn’t notice? Poor, Aleesha, poor. You’re losing your edge.

      His lips broaden in a mocking smile. “You wish. Just a coincidence. I happened to be in Area Five when this girl plunges through the Wall and legs it down the street in front of me.”

      I feel an overwhelming urge to punch the smirk off his face. My hand clenches into a fist by my side.

      “How long, Aleesha?” the black man asks again.

      “Not long. I fell through accidentally.” I pause. “Do … Do you know why? Why I can go through the Wall?”

      “No.” He frowns. “You’re the first person we’ve found who can do it.”

      “Can Insiders go through?” I hesitate. “Not that they’d want to, of course. Much easier to use a pod.”

      “As far as we know, Insiders can’t pass through the Wall.”

      “Has anyone tried?”

      “Yes, someone did try!” He rounds on me, his eyes flashing in anger. “And yes, they died. And before you ask, it’s nothing to do with the microchips, either. We thought that might be it, that the Wall triggers something in the chip, but we were wrong.”

      He stares out the window. There’s an uncomfortable silence. There goes my theory. I look down at my hands, wondering what would compel someone to throw themselves at the Wall just to test whether it killed them or not. Surely, there has to be a better way of finding out?

      I fold my arms, trying to keep my feelings under control, but they’re bubbling up inside me like a volcano. Anger. Frustration. Curiosity. So many emotions.

      “So, what’s the job?”

      “For now, just scout Inside the Wall. Get to know the area, the hidden spots where there are no cameras. The best places to get in and out without being seen.” He turns to look at me. “Don’t get caught. Murdoch will be in touch when we have a job for you.”

      I stare at him in disbelief. “That’s it?” How long do I have to wait?

      “For now.” His tone is dismissive. We have clearly come to the end of the interview. Except I’m not done. Murdoch places a hand on my arm and I shake it off.

      “What about your side of the bargain? I’m not going to wait indefinitely while you decide whether or not you want to use me.”

      He takes a step toward me, looking down at me coldly. “You have to prove yourself first.” He nods to Murdoch. “Escort our visitor out.”

      There are so many questions I want to ask, but I bite my tongue. Murdoch unbolts the door leading to the backyard and motions for me to step through it.

      “Aleesha?” I turn to look back at him. For a moment I think I see sympathy in his eyes, but I blink and they’re cold and hard. I must have imagined it. “Stay off the tronk. You screw up again and there’ll be no more deals.”

      As we leave the small back yard of the house, I realize suddenly that he was playing me all along. They had no intention of letting me go.

      Where have these people come from? They don’t seem to be Insiders, but they’re clever for Outsiders. Better fed, too. Perhaps I’ve met my match … Or, at least, my equals.

      Tread carefully, Aleesha. This could be a dangerous path.
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      The colours of the Wall swim in front of me. They are all I see. It’s three paces away.

      Now two.

      One more step.

      But I’m still running. My eyes snap open. What’s happening? Something looms up in front of me. I hit something hard and am thrown to the ground.

      “Oww!” My vision is blurred and I blink frantically. Every part of me hurts. I thought dying would at least stop things hurting.

      My vision clears just as the smell hits me. I feel suddenly dizzy and realize I’m holding my breath. I drag in a breath but the foul-smelling air catches at the back of my throat and I roll to the side just in time to heave up what little water was left in my stomach.

      Rotting, unidentifiable trash is piled up against a brick wall. The brick wall I’ve just bounced off. Gingerly, I prod the rising lump on my forehead. Behind me, the Wall sparkles in the rain. Still there, shimmering and glowing. I must have run through it.

      But that’s impossible. Isn’t it?

      Excitement surges through me. I went through the Wall. There’s no other explanation. And the Wall is now between me and the Metz. This thought causes the fear to return. Can the Metz go through the Wall? I don’t think so, but I’ve never had cause to think about it before. Surely, if they could, they’d be on me by now.

      I take a step back, then another, until my foot sends a metal can skidding down the street. I stagger toward an alley a few metres away that leads away from the Wall. Crumbling concrete walls covered in black and blue graffiti and topped with coils of razor wire line both sides. Down the alleyway, the concrete walls merge into large, windowless brick buildings. The place looks derelict and deserted.

      Fear grips me. I’m Outside the Wall. Outside. And everything I know, everything I’ve been told and read about the Outside fills me with dread.

      Trembling, I fasten my coat, pulling the hood over my head as the light drizzle turns to heavy rain. There’s a rumble of thunder, then a flash of lightning splits the sky. Inside the coat, I feel kind of protected. Disguised. Perhaps inside it, I can pass for an Outsider.

      The alleyway weaves through what look to be warehouses until it eventually opens out to a wider road. The city hum is louder, but in this neighbourhood, at least, there seems to be no one around. Rather than reassuring me, it just makes me feel more uneasy.

      A squeal from somewhere nearby breaks through the background noise. It sounds as if it’s coming from an alley on my right. Drawing level with it, I peer into the deepening shadows and see a group of people huddled around something on the floor. A man prods it and the thing whimpers. I can’t tell if it is animal or human, but the sight makes my blood runs cold and I hurry away before they spot me.

      Around the next corner, a group of men huddle under a tin roof. Their clothes are tattered and it looks as if they haven’t washed in a year. I think I can smell them from here. Filthy, lazy tramps. Smoke stings my eyes from the small fire that’s rapidly losing its battle with the water dripping through the holes in the makeshift shelter.

      I keep my eyes on them as I sidestep through the shadows on the other side of the road. They’re engrossed by the fire. Hands that are dark with ingrained dirt hover above the spluttering flames. Just keep looking at that fire. I don’t see the rusted piece of metal until my foot connects with it, sending it skidding with a clatter across the street. Five pairs of eyes are suddenly on me.

      One of the tramps leaps up and lumbers to block my way. He leans forward to peer into my face and the taste of decay on his breath makes me splutter.

      Then they’re all around me. Prodding and poking, pulling my hood down, tearing at my coat.

      “Who’s this?”

      “Ee’s got a nice coat. A nice warm coat, that is. Bet it keeps off the rain.”

      “Is he one of them? Looks like a’ Insider with that pretty hair.”

      “Not much meat on ’is bones, though. And ee’s very pale, isn’t he?”

      “Get off me!” I lash out wildly with my good arm and connect with someone.

      “Stop yer fighting, boy. It won’t do you no good.”

      But they won’t let me go. I can barely breathe, the smell of them is so bad. I hit out again and again, trying to make a break in the circle.

      More by luck than aim, one of my blows connects with a tramp’s nose and he falls back, wailing in pain. Someone grabs my bad arm and I scream before the pain even registers. I yank my arm away, leaving the coat sleeve behind. There’s a tug on the other sleeve and suddenly I’m tumbling forward, free.

      I can hear the fighting behind me as I run, not daring to look back. I wonder if the coat will survive the fight and who will be the lucky victor. Without it I feel exposed. My shirt sticks to my skin in the rain. A blue shirt in a world of grey and brown. With my white-blond hair, I am a beacon in the dark.

      As the last dregs of daylight fade, I slow to a walk. The mud sucks at my shoes, releasing them with a slurping sound that accompanies every step. In places, the water comes up to my ankles and I wonder if I’ve inadvertently walked into a river. Most of the windows in the tall apartment blocks are dark and only the flicking light of an occasional streetlight stops me from walking straight into a wall. Surely, they have power out here? There’s enough roof space for panels. Unless they choose to live in the dark.

      In these odd patches of light, I catch glimpses of more tramps huddled in doorways or on top of rubbish piles, trying to stay out of the water. Their eyes follow me. An occasional bony hand reaches out to pat my leg, causing me to flinch away into the middle of the road.

      A neon pink light from a side alley catches my attention. I strain to make out what it says, its flickered letters dancing in front of my eyes. Hotel. My footsteps quicken as relief floods through me.

      Then I stop. I have no money. No ID chip, nothing.

      This is the Outside. I bet you can arrange to pay in the morning, then just sneak out.

      It feels wrong, like stealing the coat from the house in the woods. But I have to get out of this rain. Voices spill out from inside. A restaurant or bar, perhaps. I push open the door under the neon sign and walk in.

      The bar falls silent as I enter, the swishing of the door closing the only sound. Heat burns my cheeks as I feel their eyes on me, judging me. Then, as if conscious that the silence is too intense, the noise and chatter resume.

      The bar is small, filled with a collection of mismatched tables, half made of cheap plastic and the others cobbled together from pieces of junk. A dozen or so people sit around them. Several are playing a game involving metal discs that they slam down onto the tabletop. In one corner a man sits alone, hunched over a small glass of clear liquid, a crutch propped up against his chair. In the opposite corner, two skeletons stare at me with hollow, lifeless eyes, paper-thin skin stretched over their bird-like frames. One coughs and I realize with a start that they’re alive. Though by the look of them, not for much longer.

      I walk to the bar, leaving a trail of water in my wake. There’s only one customer sitting there, a blond-haired man hunched over a glass. Behind the bar, a girl about my age dries glasses with a fraying rag that may once have been white. Her brown hair is streaked with blond and she has a small mole on the right of her forehead. As I get closer, I see her skin is slightly lined. Perhaps she’s older than I thought. Then I remember that Outsiders may not have access to the skin treatments that can remove any unsightly wrinkles or marks. She stares at me curiously.

      “D-d-do you have a spare room?” Damn that stutter. Even after years of work it still sometimes comes back.

      The girl seems taken aback. “Umm, sure.” She looks around as if unsure what to do next.

      The atmosphere in the room is tense. As if everyone’s waiting for something to happen.

      Something’s wrong.

      “Hey, kid, do you know what this place is?”

      The voice is quiet in my ear. I turn to face the blond-haired man. He’s about my height but stockier, with tanned, weathered skin and a large, crooked nose. He looks fifty or sixty, but I guess he could be younger. All these Outsiders have so many wrinkles and lines on their faces it’s hard to tell their age. He’s the first person I’ve seen out here who’s got blond hair and the first who doesn’t look like they’re half starved. And although he’s not exactly friendly, he doesn’t look like he’s about to try and kill me.

      I hesitate for a moment before answering, wondering if it’s a trick question. “A hotel?”

      The man smiles wryly. “Not the sort you’re used to, I bet. In this place, they only rent rooms by the hour.”

      I’m confused. What’s he trying to tell me? I glance over at the barmaid who is studiously polishing a glass.

      The man sighs and leans forward. His breath is acrid from sour beer. “It’s a brothel, son. A whorehouse.”

      “Oh.” I can feel myself blushing.

      “You’re new out here, right?” He doesn’t wait for an answer. “This isn’t a good part of town for you to be in. I don’t know how you’ve ended up here, but you should get back up to the East Gate. Get back Inside.”

      “I-I can’t go back.”

      He glances down at the blood-soaked pillowcase on my arm. “Why? What have you done?”

      “Nothing!” The bar goes quiet again. “I’ve done nothing wrong,” I say more quietly. Desperation loosens my tongue. “Honestly. I don’t even know where I am or how I got here. I just need somewhere to stay for the night and a medic.” The room seems to suddenly tilt and I close my eyes, reaching for the reassuring solidity of the bar. No fainting now. Stick with it.

      “You’re in Area Four.” The man’s voice is slightly softer. “Go back to the main street and turn right. At the crossroads turn left and follow that road. It’ll eventually get you into Area Five. You’ll hit the Wall at some point. Follow it up and you’ll get to the East Gate.” He looks warily at me. “It’s a bit of a walk, though.”

      I’ve already forgotten what his first instruction was. “Could you show me?” I ask hesitantly.

      His expression clouds and anger flashes across his eyes. “No,” he answers shortly. “I have to go.” Standing, he pulls on a black jacket and heads for the door.

      “Wait!” I stumble after him, knocking over a bar stool in my haste. But as I get to the door, I feel hands grab me from behind and cold, sharp metal against my throat.

      “Not so fast, boy.”

      I gulp, feeling the prick of the blade on the lump in my throat.

      The man pushes me in front of him, through the swing doors and out into the dark alleyway. Blinking, I can just about make out the blond-haired man, crouching a few metres away, staring into the shadows on the other side of the street. There’s a pink glint as the light of the hotel sign reflects off something in his hand. He glances over at us.

      “Let him go.”

      “Make me.”

      The knife presses into my flesh and I feel a sharp prick followed by a trickle of blood down my neck. My shoe slides on the slippery mud and only my assailant’s arm around my chest stops me falling to the ground.

      “Stop yer messin’ around,” he growls in my ear.

      A movement in the dark catches my eye. There are two of them.

      “Stay completely still,” the blond-haired man says, still staring at the black-clad figure in the shadows.

      Who’s he talking to? Him? Me?

      The man lunges toward the figure in the shadows, but at the last minute, he twists and something like a sparkling wheel comes flying through the air toward me. The air moves by my right ear and there’s a dull thunk followed by a gurgling. The knife at my throat drops to the floor.

      My assailant staggers back and falls to his knees, clutching at the knife embedded in his throat. Blood sprays the front of his jacket and his eyes bulge as he gasps for air. I stand, muscles frozen, unable to take my eyes off him, only able to watch as blood pumps from his artery, his life draining away. He falls sideways, writhes on the floor, and then is still.

      A grunt from the shadows tears my attention away. The blond-haired man is fighting a figure dressed all in black. As I watch, he’s thrown back against the wall. He gasps and freezes in place as, with a glint from the shadows, the man in black presses a knife to his throat.

      “When will you old dogs learn to give up?” The voice is surprisingly high-pitched with a flat intonation.

      “What do you want?”

      “Cut out the bull, Mr McNally. We know who you are and what you were doing in that bar. We’ve been talking to your friend.”

      “I don’t have any friends.”

      I glance around, wondering what to do. Running would probably be a good option, but I don’t know where I’m going and likelihood is I’d end up being attacked again. If I can help the blond man get away, he’ll be obliged to help me, or at least show me the way up to Area Five.

      The knife my assailant had held to my throat is stuck point-down in the mud. I reach out, then hesitate. I’m not sure I can bring myself to stab anyone. I glance back at the dead man splattered in blood and shudder. No, I just need to knock him out.

      “Oh, really?” The dark figure sounds amused. “Big black guy, cool tattoos. I particularly liked the one of the lizard on his stomach. The eyes were beautifully done.”

      There’s something lying in the mud just behind the two men. It looks rather like a large club. I take a tentative step toward it, then another. It’s a rounded wooden stick, about half a metre long. There’s a carved handle at one end and at the other, metal studs. I swallow hard. It looks just as lethal as the knife.

      “Take your hand off the knife.”

      I freeze, my hand outstretched toward the handle of the cudgel. Then I realize that the words were directed at the blond man, not me. Has he forgotten I’m here?

      “Let go now,” the dark figure warns.

      Silently, I lift the piece of wood. It’s heavier than I had thought and weighted at one end. Normally, I could have lifted it easily, but my arms feel limp and weak and I have to use both hands to hold it steady. The men are three paces away. I hold my breath as I creep forward.

      “Good,” the dark figure drawls. “Now slowly turn ar—”

      Halfway through my swing, I realize the cudgel is going to hit the man’s head, not his shoulder as I’d intended. But it’s too late to alter the blow, the weight of the cudgel pulling it down. The man crumples to the ground.

      I drop the weapon and stand, shaking. In the gloom, I catch the blond-haired man’s eyes. Did I kill him? I want to ask, but I can’t. The thought makes me sick. I don’t want to know.

      The man stares at me for a second, then pushes past me. He goes over to the dead man and pulls the knife from his throat, wipes it on the man’s trousers and sheathes it in a hidden pocket. “Cheers, kid.” He nods at me and starts off up the alley toward the main street.

      I stumble after him and grab his arm. “Wait! Y-you have to help me.”

      “Why?”

      “I just saved your life!”

      He yanks his sleeve out of my grasp. “And I saved yours. I think that makes us even.”

      “Please, I won’t bother you for long. I just need somewhere to rest up. A medic …” I feel lightheaded again and put out a hand to the wall. There’s a sigh, then a firm hand grasps my upper arm.

      “Fine. But if Abby won’t take you, you’re on your own.”

      I have no idea who Abby is, but I follow the tug on my arm obediently, stumbling up the alleyway behind the man. He’s moving fast and I can barely keep up.

      “Are all Insider boys this pathetic?”

      “It’s been a rough … couple … of days,” I pant.

      He snorts. “Clearly.”

      The journey through the dark streets seems to go on forever. It’s all I can do to keep putting one foot in front of the other, splashing through the flooded streets, oblivious to my surroundings.

      After a time, the streets become drier, although the rain continues unabated, and a few more streetlights appear. We turn off the main road and make our way through a series of smaller streets until finally, the man stops in front of a small terraced house and hammers on the door.

      I sway slightly, reaching out to lean against the wall. There are footsteps and the door opens a fraction, shooting a line of light across the street.

      “Bryn?” The woman sounds surprised.

      The man starts talking to her rapidly in a low voice, but I can’t make out what he’s saying because everything is spinning and this time I can’t stop myself from falling. I’m dimly aware of being picked up and carried inside. A mass of dark hair blocks the bright light and a kind, gentle voice speaks to me. Then I can’t keep the blackness away any longer.
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      When I awake, I’m lying on a narrow bed, blinded by the sunlight filtering in through a tall window. For a moment, I lie disorientated, wondering if this is part of yet another dream. They were some crazy dreams. Or were they dreams at all?

      Blinking drowsily, I raise my arm to shield my eyes. It’s neatly bandaged with white cloth. Memories surge back. I prod the bandage experimentally. Sore, but not the searing pain I remember. My limbs are stiff and slow to respond as I push myself up on one elbow and look around the small room.

      It’s bare apart from a battered wardrobe, a couple of shelves with stacked boxes and the bed I’m lying in. Everything about it feels old. It’s not just the lack of modern furnishings, but the ancient, worn wooden floorboards and the slight musty smell, though the white-washed walls are clean.

      A cup of water sits on the floor beside the bed, next to the bedroom door. I grasp it but my fingers are weak and I nearly drop it. The water has a chemical tang, but it’s cool and wets my parched throat. It’s only after I’ve drained the cup that I wonder if it had something added to it. A shiver runs down my back.

      I sit up cautiously, my head spinning, and place my feet on the floor. Where there were blisters, there are now rosy patches of healed skin on my heels and toes. How long have I been asleep?

      A familiar blue shirt catches my eye. My clothes are neatly folded on the floor next to the wardrobe. That’s when I realize I’m wearing a thin t-shirt several sizes too big and loose trousers. I wonder if they belong to the blond-haired man. I get to my feet and immediately fall back down on the bed, which creaks in protest. My muscles are stiff and sore. I feel like an old man.

      Gritting my teeth, I try again. After limping over to the cracked window, I tap it experimentally. Real glass. When was Plexiglas invented? A hundred years ago? The window looks out over a set of back yards. Most of them are bare with puddles of standing water, but the yard of this house has neat beds, some empty, some full of leafy plants, and a covered area in one corner. It’s the only splash of colour out there. Behind the yards is a narrow alleyway, another brick wall and more houses: some brick, some concrete.

      Gingerly, I take off the oversized clothes and put my own back on. They smell clean, but they’re torn and the shirt is covered in dark stains. Blood. My stomach gurgles and a wave of dizziness rushes over me. I need food. When was the last time I ate? But more than that, I need to find a toilet.

      Opening the bedroom door, I find myself at the top of a narrow set of stairs. Two doors lead off the small landing. One is closed, but the other is half open and reveals what looks to be a bathroom. I relieve myself then head back out to the stairs.

      Voices filter up from one of the downstairs rooms.

      “What am I supposed to do with him? Every moment he’s in this house he’s a risk. You’re a risk. It’s a good thing my neighbours aren’t the nosy types. But if the Metz are after him, it’s only a matter of time before someone reports on him.”

      “Well I didn’t ask to pick him up, he just refused to leave me alone.” I recognize the voice of the blond man who rescued me. “Oww!”

      “Hold still, then. You’re going to have a scar from this one.”

      “Well, if I can get out of here today, I may be able to get to a medic facility in time,” the man grumbles.

      “You’ll be lucky. I doubt any of the boats will be going anywhere after the storm. There you go, all done.”

      Their voices cover the noise of my footsteps on the stairs. But the woman’s next words make me freeze.

      “He can’t stay here. As soon as he wakes up, you’re going to have to work out what to do with him. He’s your responsibility.”

      “How can he be my responsibility? Anyway, I can’t stay in London any longer. As you said, he’s a risk.”

      There are footsteps and the sound of water being poured. “You can’t just leave. What about the Chain? And Lamar—”

      “Don’t give me that, woman. Lamar wouldn’t have wanted me to take on the leadership. He knew I’d screw it up. One of the others will have to do.”

      There’s a mixture of anger and pain in his voice. Whoever Lamar is, or was, he meant something to this man.

      I hesitate for a second, my hand on the door, then push it open and walk into the room. It’s a small, brightly coloured kitchen at the back of the house. A large battered table takes up most of the space, with a row of cupboards and a hotplate against the back wall. In one corner is a large antique rocking chair, above which hang bunches of dead plants. The walls look to be painted a yellow ochre colour, but it’s hard to tell as any available space is taken up with paintings, driftwood carvings, or unevenly shaped painted plates. In pride of place hangs a strange wooden object with a curved body and a long neck along which runs a series of wires.

      “Ah, sleeping beauty awakes at last,” the man says sarcastically. “How are you feeling, boy?”

      He’s leaning against the table in a shirt and underwear, a large bandage wrapped around the top of his right thigh. Dark bruises cover one side of his face and there’s a gash on his cheek. From the way he winces as he struggles to pull on a pair of old jeans, that’s not the full extent of his injuries.

      “B-better, thank you.”

      My toes scrunch up on the cold tiled floor. Everything about this place is so old. It feels like it’s from a different century. I think of my London home; the clean, bright, sparsely furnished apartment with floors heated to a comfortable temperature, a proper all-in-one cleaning unit and the food prep unit that can make almost any meal you want. It feels a world away.

      “Come and sit down.” The woman smiles warmly at me. She’s dressed in plain clothes and her long thick dark hair is pulled back into a braid that sits over one shoulder. Her olive skin is lined and worn but almost glows. Like the man, I find it hard to work out how old she is. If she was an Insider I’d guess she was in her seventies, but out here I suspect she’s much younger. In her forties, perhaps. Instinctively, I know I can trust her. The man, I’m not so sure about.

      “I’m Abby,” she says, placing a heavy cup in front of me. I peer at the steaming liquid suspiciously. “It’s only mint tea.” She laughs, breaking the tension that I hadn’t been aware of until now.

      I lift the cup with both hands and sip cautiously. It’s pleasant and hot.

      “You’ve met Bryn.” She nods to the man who’s slumped back in the rocking chair. He glowers at me. There’s a ping from a small food heater. Abby pulls a bowl out and places it in front of me. “Eat. You must be hungry.”

      I eye the contents of the bowl.

      “W-what is it?”

      “Porridge. All I’ve got left, I’m afraid. Here, have some sugar with it.” She pushes a small pot across the table. There’s barely a decent spoonful of sugar in it. I sprinkle some over the grey mush and take an experimental spoonful. It tastes as bad as it looks.

      “Not what you’re used to.” She sounds embarrassed.

      I shake my head, fanning a hand in front of my mouth. “No, it’s great. Just hot. How long have I been asleep?”

      “Two days and a night,” Bryn says curtly. “What’s your name, boy?”

      “Darwin Trey G—” I snap my mouth shut.

      If they work out who my father is, I doubt they’ll help me for much longer. Government ministers probably aren’t looked on fondly out here.

      Bryn snorts. “Darwin? What kind of name is that?”

      “Bryn!” Abby gives him a warning look.

      He holds up his hands. “Okay, okay, but calling yourself Darwin out here is asking for trouble. Trey is better. My grandfather was called Trey.”

      I nod silently. Secretly, I’ve always preferred Trey. Being named after a famous scientist always makes me feel inadequate, a constant reminder that I’m not as clever as I should be.

      “So, Trey, what have you done to get the Metz after you, and how did you end up down in the worst part of Area Four?”

      How much to tell them?

      But I don’t have a clue where I am or what to do next. They clearly don’t want to help me, but perhaps they can fill in some of the gaps in my knowledge.

      I tell them everything that happened, from my arm starting to jerk in school, to running through the Wall into Area Four. They listen in silence, though Abby gasps when I describe how I cut the chip out of my arm, and Bryn raises an eyebrow when I talk about going through the Wall. When I finish speaking, the room is silent.

      “Sorry, I know you wanted to leave me in the bar.” I take another spoonful of the grey mush. It tastes just as bad, but my stomach is demanding food.

      “Nothing personal. You just turned up at a bad time. A very bad time.” Bryn’s face turns dark.

      “If there’s anything I can do to help …” My voice trails off. Stupid boy. What could you do to help them?

      Bryn’s face turns thoughtful. “Well, perhaps you can help. If you dug your chip out completely, then you can’t be tracked by the Metz. And you say you came through the Wall?”

      I nod, dumbly.

      “Do you know why you got through? Why it didn’t kill you?”

      “No. I-I was hoping you might be able to tell me that.” It should have killed me, I know that much.

      So, why didn’t it?

      Bryn looks disappointed. “No. You’re only the third person I’ve come across who’s able to do it. And two of you in the space of a week …” He mutters the last part, almost to himself.

      My spark of curiosity is quickly dampened by an overwhelming homesickness. “I’m very grateful for your help, but I need to find my family.” I swallow, reluctant to ask for help. “Is there any way you can help me get back Inside without, um, being recognized?”

      “Well, we might be able to figure something out in terms of a disguise. Change the colour of your hair for a start.” Bryn glances at Abby who nods. “Where do your family live?”

      “In the west part of the city.” I think.

      I stare down into my bowl, praying he doesn’t ask any more questions. I’m not sure I should tell these people who my father is. They seem kind enough, but I can’t trust them – not yet.

      Bryn nods. “Okay, well, if you’re willing to help us, we may be able to get you back to your family. Though I’m not sure they’ll be able to help you if the Metz are after you.”

      I don’t answer. If my father, one of the most senior government ministers, can’t help me, then nobody can. But I’m sure this must all be some kind of mistake. He’s probably sorting it out now.

      Bryn pushes himself to his feet. “Well, I’d better be off. Need to report in with the boss.”

      I open my mouth to ask him about who he’s working for, but he’s already gone, banging the front door shut behind him.

      Abby grimaces. “Normally, he’s friendlier than this, Trey. He’s just a bit touchy at the moment. A friend of his … of ours … was killed. Bryn blames himself, even though he nearly got himself killed trying to rescue him. He just needs a bit of time.”

      She sits down beside me, clasping her own mug of tea. Close up, I notice the dark shadows under her puffy red eyes. She’s been crying.

      I search for another topic of conversation. “Is it just you and Bryn who live here?”

      “Just me. Bryn comes and goes. I hadn’t seen him for four years before he turned up with you the other night.”

      She catches the look of surprise on my face and smiles. “I know, I’m lucky. Seven of us used to live in this house, but they all died or left. It’s mine in law, but the only reason I haven’t been forced to take others in is because I’ve helped the local accommodation officer out a few times. I often have sick people staying. Next door, there are three families sharing. Technically, that’s over the legal limit, but it’s not enforced. Better for people to have a roof over their heads than not, even if it is crowded.”

      Three families in a house this small? I glance out the window that overlooks the back yard. “I like your garden.”

      “It’s about the only one you’ll find out here. It costs almost every chit I have to keep it going, but people help out. It’s a resource for everyone, really.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “They’re healing plants. Some native species, some that Bryn and others brought me from overseas. It’s tricky trying to keep them alive in this climate, but I just about manage.” There’s a note of pride in her voice.

      “Healing plants?” I’m confused.

      “Sure. That’s how I treated your arm. Although, I did have to give you some pills, too; the infection was too deep-set, even for my skill with herbs.” She smiles over at me. “I trained as a nurse years ago, before the medic units and bots took over. Now, I research and use historic plant-based healing methods. They’re not as quick as the medics, but they often do the trick.”

      “But why don’t people just go to a medic unit if they’re sick?”

      “Because not everyone wants the investigation that inevitably goes with a visit to the medic. And not everyone can use the medic facilities. A lot of the time, it’s wounds from gang fights rather than sickness that I treat.” She shrugs. “Anyway, there just aren’t enough medic facilities out here for everyone.”

      Not everyone can use the medic facilities. People who are unchipped, she means. Illegals. A shiver runs through me as I think of the tales Theo told me about the Outside. Muggers, thieves. Whole areas ruled by vicious gangs who’d kill anyone who didn’t follow them.

      I have to get out of here. I need to go home.
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      Two days of rain. Endless, incessant rain. After the first day, we’re confined to the apartment, the storms having turned the streets into raging rivers. The steps inside our apartment building are lined with hobies seeking refuge. Someone must have let them in. Jay boils them some water – the tank’s being topped up by the rain so the neighbours can’t complain too much – but no food. We only have his rations between the two of us.

      The first night, I snuck the last packet of tronk out of my lockbox while Jay was out collecting water. But he got back sooner than I’d thought he would and I’d barely had a taste before he’d ripped it out of my hand and thrown it out into the corridor, where the hobies fell on it eagerly. Bet they couldn’t believe their luck.

      He was mad. Raging. Told me that if the storm wasn’t so bad, he’d have thrown me out of the apartment, too. I didn’t have the energy to fight back. He had a right to be so angry. Tronk is bad stuff. But it’s so irresistible.

      The weird thing is, you don’t get withdrawal symptoms if you don’t have any. None of the bellyaches or fits that some of the crap on the street gives you. Which should make it easy to quit. But the thing you really crave when you don’t have it is happiness. That’s what keeps you coming back for more, again and again. You just want a few hours of happiness. Of peace. To be able to escape from the filth and the mess and the harshness of life out here. Is that so bad a thing?

      Tronk has one other advantage: it stops you feeling hungry. And hunger hurts. It’s a pain that never goes away. But that’s also how it kills. It stops you wanting proper food because you want the happiness more. So you trade your rations for more tronk. And more. Until your hair and teeth fall out and you’re just skin and bone. And no one can survive for long like that.

      Jay is twitchy, constantly pacing the room and staring out the windows, as if he can wish away the rain. He’s worried about what’s going on at the Snakes’ HQ and if Rich is working his way into Dane’s favour with his rival trapped by the flood waters.

      The apartment is damp, the wall and part of the floor soaked from where the wind has driven the rain through the cracks in the walls and windows. Too wet for mould at the moment, but that will come as it dries out, spreading across the stained ceiling.

      Finally, on the second night, the rain stops and by the following morning, the water level in the streets has dropped to something approaching normal. The hobies get ushered out, gloomy and dismal at being forced back onto the streets, but they’re as hungry as we are. I leave Jay in the long queue at the ration store, making an excuse that the one further up may have a shorter wait. But instead of heading to a shop, I splash through the mud-covered streets until I’m standing, once again, in front of the Wall.

      The pink and blue fabrics I stole are shoved up my jacket. A bit of knife-work has converted the long skirt to a kind of dress. My hair’s piled up on top of my head in an imitation of the style I’d seen a lot of women wearing, and although my features aren’t quite perfect enough for an Insider, I’m hoping people will just think my parents chose brains over beauty.

      I take a deep breath, trying to stop my hand from shaking as I reach out toward the Wall. Every instinct is screaming alarm bells in my head. At the last minute, I snatch my hand back, heart pounding. You did it once, why not again?

      The trouble is, I still don’t know why I can get through. What makes me different, if there’s anything at all? Perhaps Jay was right and there was some issue with the Wall that day. I had dismissed his suggestion, but that was because I thought my ability to get through was related to the chips. Or maybe because I had some special Insider blood. But Murdoch’s boss had seemed pretty convinced that it was nothing to do with whether someone was an Insider or not, or whether they were legal or illegal.

      A shiver runs through me despite the warmth from the sunlight penetrating the dense cloud cover. Is it really worth risking my life for? Just to be Inside? The pull is strong though, stronger even than the cravings for tronk. I want to be among those people, even though they pushed me away; to breathe in the smell of their gardens and taste their clean, pure water.

      Once you’ve seen, you can’t unsee. Once you’ve experienced life Inside, you can’t go back to the way things were.

      A slight tingling is the only sensation as my arm passes through the Wall. I follow it, stepping once again into the cobbled street behind the long row of houses.

      The cobbles are covered in a film of mud. This reassures me. Inside might be clean, but it’s not perfect. They must have felt the effects of the storm as much as us. Though I doubt any Insiders died, unlike those hobies who weren’t able to find shelter. I think of the motionless bodies I’d passed on my way here, sprawled wherever the water had deposited them.

      A scuttling noise catches my attention. A small bot appears from the passageway off to my right. I press my back against the wall that runs along the back of the houses and freeze. It looks like a cleaning bot, a smaller version of the kind they use to disinfect areas as part of the Cleanings. Can it sense I’m here?

      The bot spins, spraying some liquid in an arc around it. It pauses, then spins in the other direction, moving in a crazy dance along the street, in the opposite direction to me. In its wake, the cobbles gleam. I release the breath I’ve been holding.

      On the main roads it barely looks as if there’s been a storm. Only the odd broken tree branch and neat pile of leaves are testament to the destructive wind and rain. The windows of the shop fronts are gleaming, a stark contrast to the windows of the shops in Area Four, left opaque by dust and filth.

      I stroll through the crowds of people, holding my head high and acting as if I belong. It seems to work; no one gives me a second glance as I explore the streets and squares, creating a mental map. Metz officers patrol, but they’re clearly visible and easily avoided.

      There are drinking fountains in every square, dispensing clear, clean water. It tastes pure and fresh with none of the aftertaste you get with rainwater. I drink until my belly is full, then sit on a bench beside a playground.

      The playground is sectioned into areas. The one nearest me is marked for children aged between five and nine. A group of bored parents stand off to one side, watching the kids run around and fight over the equipment.

      It looks more like a well-equipped training gym than a play area, but as I watch, I realize why. The kids are competing with each other. Goading each other to jump higher, run faster and pull harder. They’re strong, too. One of the smaller kids executes a complicated set of manoeuvres hanging from a long bar, a routine that half the Snakes would struggle to complete. I’m not even sure I could do it the first time.

      Two men holding hands perch on the next bench along. They’re deep in conversation and I try and listen in. They seem to be discussing some kind of model that will more accurately predict the weather. At least, that’s what I think they’re talking about; I can only understand perhaps one sentence in ten. I look from them to the children in the playground, so much bigger and stronger than the scrawny kids Outside, then up at the large screens that line the square and are currently displaying an advert for a boys’ school out in the country.

      How could we – I – ever hope to fit in here? It’s a different world. No wonder they don’t want to let Outsiders in.

      My stomach gurgles, complaining of hunger. There’s no way I’m going to try paying for food again, but perhaps I can filch some. It’s not exactly as if they’ve got a shortage of it in here. Do these people know what life is like Outside the Wall? That there are children starving to death out there? Or do they know and just don’t care?

      When I get back to Area Four, I’ve got two peaches and a small cheese hidden in my clothes. It’s been a while since I’ve needed to filch food, but it’s good to know my skills haven’t totally wasted away.

      The apartment is empty when I get back. I place the food on the table and stash the bright fabrics back in the hidden area under the floorboards. The scent of the fruit sweetens the air in the apartment, making my mouth water.

      I’ve only seen a peach once before. There was a crate of them in the food we liberated during the raid on the depot, though they weren’t labelled, so I only found out what they were called today. Dane gave me one. It was far and away the most delicious thing I had ever tasted.

      I force myself to clean the two chipped plates on the shelf and sit down at the table. Cutting the cheese in half, I reluctantly place one half and one of the peaches on a plate for Jay. The cheese is hard and white on the outside, but softer inside. It smells odd, almost like it’s gone off a bit, but I’m guessing it’s fresh as plenty of people were crowded around wanting to buy it. I nibble a bit off the corner. Rich and creamy, but with a salty tang that makes the tip of my tongue tingle.

      Next, the peach. Holding it up to my nose, I close my eyes and inhale its perfume, rubbing my finger across its furry skin. The sweetness explodes on my tongue, juice flowing down my throat. It tastes like … like heaven.

      I wait for an hour, but Jay still doesn’t show. He must be at headquarters. The water has almost drained from the streets as I make my way the short distance to the back entrance. I feel stronger after the food. Even just that little piece of cheese made me feel full again. Jay definitely owes me one for not eating his share.

      When I enter the cavernous main hall, I immediately sense the tension in the air. People huddle in groups, talking in hushed voices. At the far end, Jay and Rich have their heads together talking. More like arguing, I think as I catch the dark looks on their faces. As I get closer, they break apart, each going to their own group of followers.

      “What’s going on?”

      Jay looks around, surprised to see me. He grimaces. “Rumours of another Cleaning. We’re overdue for one and Danny thinks they’ll use the damage from the storm as an excuse.”

      “To create more damage?” I reply sarcastically, getting a scatter of laughs.

      Jay looks slightly put out and pulls me to one side. “Look, Dane’s still missing,” he says in a low voice. “Apparently, he wasn’t here during the storm and Rich has been, well, overstepping the mark.”

      I bite my lip. He doesn’t need to say more. Rich must have seen the absence of both Dane and Jay as a chance for him to get a few more people on his side. The fact that Dane’s still missing is worrying. As is the rumour of a Cleaning. “But there’s not much either of us can do until we know for sure that—”

      The main door flies open with a crash. We both turn to look as a young boy runs in, panting and stumbling. He spots Jay and heads toward us, pushing past anyone in his way. I recognize the kid – he’s one of the youngest gang members who Jay has kind of looked after since his older brother was killed in the raid.

      He stops in front of us, gasping out something that’s impossible for us to make out.

      “Hey, calm down.” Jay places a hand on his shoulder. “Get your breath first.”

      The boy’s eyes are wild and his face pale underneath matted brown hair, cheeks tinged red with exertion. He’s trembling and not, I think, from the effort of running here.

      All eyes in the room are on him as he finally draws in enough air to speak.

      “Dane’s dead,” he announces in a small voice that quavers in the silent room. “They found his body near the river. I-it must have been washed up in the storm.”

      “How did he die?” I ask.

      The kid stares at me blankly.

      “Do you know how he died? Was it in the storm or before?”

      He shakes his head, looking from Jay to me and back again. Jay gives him an encouraging nod.

      “A man said he thought before. The head was all smashed in and he was … was pretty—” He clamps his hand over his mouth as his face turns even paler.

      Jay gives me a look and I tug the boy away. He makes it outside the building before puking his guts out against a wall. I rub his back, my mind racing.

      Dane’s death changes everything. There’ll be a leadership contest. If Jay wins, he’ll be the new gang leader. If he loses, well, the best he can hope for is disgrace. More likely, death. And without Jay, I lose my lifeline of food. My influence in Area Four. I’d be back on the streets.

      I tug the kid back inside, needing to know what’s going on. Rich and Jay are talking, the rest of the gang crowded around them. As I approach, Jay raises his voice.

      “Rich, Danny and me are goin’ to take a look for ourselves. We can’t assume anything until we’ve all seen. Everyone is to meet back here in two hours.”

      He doesn’t even glance at me as he strides out of the hall, Rich and Danny hard on his heels.
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      As it turns out, I don’t make it back to headquarters for the gang briefing. While heading for my rooftop to do some much needed training, Murdoch accosts me. I follow him sullenly, thanking my lucky stars that there aren’t likely to be any gang members around to spot us.

      We end up at a small house in the northern part of Area Five. It’s nice up here, or, at least, about as nice as it gets Outside. The people who live here are well off, for Outsiders. They have jobs and don’t have to rely on government handouts to live.

      The streets are noticeably cleaner here than in Area Four. I guess the floods weren’t as bad. The drainage systems must work better, or perhaps it’s just that all the water flows down to Four. Modern apartment blocks, some with balconies, are interspersed with older brick buildings that are generally well cared for. I used to think this part of the city was luxury, but that was before I went Inside. Now, it just looks like a poor cousin trying to dress itself up.

      Murdoch leads us around to the back of the house. The backyard is bare apart from a few brown weeds trying to break through the cracked paving stones. The back door leads into a sparsely furnished kitchen with white-washed walls peppered with damp. In the front room stand a couple of tables and a handful of chairs. The place doesn’t look lived in at all.

      “How many of these houses have you got?” I want to ask how they got hold of them and why they’re lying empty when there are so many people in need of homes, but I don’t want to piss Murdoch off just yet.

      “A few.” Murdoch motions for me to sit in one of the hard-backed chairs.

      “Are we meeting your boss again?”

      Pain flashes across Murdoch’s face so briefly I could almost swear I imagined it. But his face is pale and he stares at the netted window rather than return my gaze.

      “No. Another member of the Chain. They should be here soon.”

      They. More than one person. I’m intrigued. And curious about what happened to the black guy with the striking tattoo. “What’s his name? Your boss’s name, I mean.”

      Murdoch exhales sharply. “Lamar. His name was Lamar.”

      Was. So he’s dead. I open my mouth to ask who’s in charge now, but close it again when I see the expression on his face.

      We wait in silence for about ten minutes, then I hear the back door open and footsteps crossing the kitchen floor. Two people, one of them limping. A tall, tanned, blond-haired man enters, glances around and nods to Murdoch. A wary look passes between them, like they don’t quite trust one another.

      A thin figure wearing a tight winter coat steps out from behind the man and stands awkwardly with his hands clasped in front of him. I presume it’s a guy, though the hood of the coat is pulled up, hiding his face.

      “How’re you doing, Bryn?”

      “Been better. This is the girl?”

      Murdoch nods. I lower my eyes and peek up at the man called Bryn. He’s hot, in an old-man kind of way: scruffy blond hair, muscular body. He looks a bit haggard, but so do most people over forty. Not like Insiders, who have so much skin preservation work that it’s impossible to tell how old they are. A dark bruise colours his cheek and he favours his right leg. He catches me looking at him and scowls. I wonder what he’s been told.

      “So, you can go through the Wall.”

      It’s a statement, not a question. I look straight up at him. Blue eyes, hiding something. Lots of things. There’s pain there, too.

      “Yes.”

      “A useful ability to have.” He seems to be probing for something.

      “Perhaps,” I answer carefully.

      He carries on for a few minutes, asking about where I’ve been Inside and how well I know my way around. His accent is slightly foreign, though not distinctive enough for me to place. Finally, he takes a step back. “Trey.” He beckons to the hooded figure, who shuffles toward us. Bryn flicks his finger up. The figure hesitates, then pushes the hood back.

      I stifle a gasp. He’s not so much a man as a boy. An Insider boy. The hooded coat makes sense now. Out here, he’d get stared at in the street. Or worse.

      He’s about my own age, maybe a bit younger. His face is pale and drawn but beautiful. He has high cheekbones and perfect skin that has to be genetic enhancement. And his hair. So light and fine it’s almost white. His eyes are bright blue, but kind of vacant. Like he’s seen too much.

      “Trey can also go through the Wall. You two will be a team.”

      I fold my arms and glare at Murdoch. “I told you, I work alone.”

      He glowers at me. “You proved last time that you can’t be trusted on your own. You work with him or the deal’s off.”

      “It’s a simple job,” Bryn continues as if I hadn’t spoken. “We have a contact Inside. We want you to collect some information from them and bring it back.”

      “What information?”

      He looks at me coolly. “You don’t need to know that.”

      Usually, I’m pretty good at reading people, but even his eyes give nothing away. Perhaps if I push him.

      “What is it you’re working toward, anyway? I think you should at least tell me that before you expect me to risk getting caught by the Metz for you. Are you fighting the Brotherhood?”

      “What do you know about the Brotherhood?” Anger flashes in his blue eyes as he pushes me back against the wall, the weight of his body squeezing the air from my lungs.

      “N-nothing.” I manage to get enough room to stomp on his foot and, as he pulls back slightly, push hard on his chest. “Get off me!”

      He raises his hands and takes a step back. “Sorry. But I’m serious. Have you had any involvement with them?”

      “No. I … I think they killed Dane. But—”

      “Who’s Dane?”

      “The leader of her little gang,” Murdoch butts in.

      Bryn doesn’t even glance at him. “Well, here’s a tip on staying alive. Keep away from the Brotherhood. Have nothing to do with them. Or you’ll end up as dead as Dane.”

      “Thanks, but I’m pretty good at keeping myself alive without your advice. What’s it to you, anyway?”

      A flicker of pain crosses his face and I catch a warning glance from Murdoch. Ah, I’ve hit a nerve. “Did they get your boss? Lamar?”

      It’s a guess, but their reactions tell me I’ve hit the mark. Bryn’s face darkens with anger. And pain. Lamar wasn’t just his boss. He was his friend.

      “Yes, he’s dead. And if you knew exactly how he had died then you wouldn’t be so quick to dismiss my advice. Anyway, to answer your question, no, we are not fighting the Brotherhood specifically. Or, at least, we weren’t. Things may have changed now. Tell me, Aleesha, why does the Wall exist?”

      The question takes me aback. “To stop us getting Inside. To keep us separate.”

      “Yes, but why? Why does there have to be Outsiders and Insiders?”

      I find myself squirming slightly under his gaze. “’Cos they want to keep everything for themselves. All the food, all the water, and with the Wall there they don’t even have to look at us. They can pretend like we don’t even exist.” The words spill out and I sound so harsh, so bitter, that I surprise myself.

      Bryn nods and stands back, seemingly satisfied. “Well, you’re in the right place, then. We want to break down the barriers between those who live on either side of the Wall. Make London society more equal.”

      Interesting. I wonder what rank this guy has in the Chain. Murdoch defers to him, but from the look on his face, Bryn’s told me a lot more than he thinks I should know.

      “You’ll go through the Wall together tomorrow. Meet at Pollard Square at nine.” Murdoch stands up straight and leans slightly towards the door, clearly eager to get away.

      I glance over at the boy. Trey. He wanders to the window, in a world of his own.

      “Oh, I forgot to mention,” Bryn says. “The Metz are after Trey. You’ll need to go carefully to avoid them.”

      I roll my eyes. Well this is going to be a party. It’s hard enough keeping one person away from the Metz, and by the look of him, this kid will only be a liability. They’ll spot him a mile away with that hair; it lights him up like a bloody beacon. “Great.”

      I push myself off the wall and turn to Bryn. “Nice meeting you.”

      He nods in reply, but his gaze is still on the boy standing by the window.

      “You too, Trey. See you tomorrow!” I raise my voice slightly and the boy starts. As he turns, he disturbs the net curtains and sunlight peeks through into the room. It lights up his hair, making it glow around his face. It reminds me of a picture my mother once showed me in an ancient book. An angel, that was it. A messenger of hope.

      I stifle a laugh as I turn to leave, toying with my own dark braid.

      I don’t believe in angels. Or hope.
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      When I get back to the apartment, Jay’s sat at the table, his head in his hands. The plate is empty, but he doesn’t mention the food.

      “Where have you been?” His voice is gravelly and hard. There are dark rings under his eyes.

      “Sorry I missed the briefing. Was it Dane? Is he—”

      “Yes, he’s dead. Body’d been in the river for days by the look of it.” He sighs. “The leadership contest is tomorrow morning.”

      “So soon,” I whisper, my stomach plummeting.

      “Well, there’s not much point in waiting. Gang’s been in limbo for the past couple of days. It needs a leader.” He scowls.

      I sit down opposite him and stroke the back of his hand. “Well, you must be the favourite. Who else is challenging?”

      “Rich and Miles. Danny was going to but dropped out. Probably wise. He’d be a great second, but he’s not up to the leadership.”

      So, it’s really between you and Rich, I think. Miles is stupid to even try, unless his knife skills have improved overnight.

      “You’ll be there, won’t you? Starts at ten, down by the river.”

      “Of course.”

      Dammit. The river’s at least a half hour walk from where I’m supposed to be meeting Trey at nine tomorrow. How can I possibly be in two places at once?

      He glances up at me, obviously not convinced by my reply.

      “You will be there.” This time it’s not a question.

      “Wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

      He scowls at my flippancy. “Jonas came to see me. Said he’d seen you hanging around with an Irish guy. Followed you out into Area Five. He’s been doing some investigating.” He folds his arms and leans back in his chair. “Says this guy is part of some gang calling themselves the Chain.”

      Bloody Jonas.

      I think quickly. “Look, I didn’t want to tell you anything as it may be nothing. I heard a rumour a couple of weeks ago about this new gang crossing boundaries. I thought they may be working with the Brotherhood, that maybe they were the Brotherhood by a different name.” I pause for effect and look down at the table. “Figured it may be worth trying to find out what they were up to.”

      I glance up at him, but the expression on his face is unreadable. Does he believe me?

      “And what did you find out?” There’s a trace of sarcasm in his voice.

      I sigh. “Nothing definite yet. They’re involved in something big, but I think it’s wider than just the gangs. They seem to be targeting the government.”

      Jay snorts. “Well, if that’s their game, they’re bloody idiots.” He leans toward me. “Don’t see him again. Ever. And next time, tell me first. Yer my girl; you don’t work for anyone else, is that clear?” There’s a threatening tone in his voice that I haven’t heard before. Or, at least, not with me.

      “Of course.” I walk around the table and rest my hand on his shoulder, but he pushes me away.

      “I mean it, Aleesha.” He stands and glares down at me. “Don’t treat me like a fool and stop yer lying. You’ll get yourself – and me – into trouble. Now get out.”

      It takes me a minute to register what he’s said.

      “Get out!” The snake on his throat bulges. I’ve never liked that tattoo. The symbol of loyalty to the gang above all else. I turn and force myself to walk slowly to the door, but every footstep feels like a nail being hammered further into my heart.
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      I head for my favourite thinking spot: the flat rooftop of one of the tallest buildings in Area Four. From here, the tops of the glass towers Inside poke up above the Wall. On a clear day, you can just about see all the way across the river to the ruins of towers and buildings on the other side. I always wonder if people live over there. If they’re looking back at us.

      At the centre of the roof is a rough building, overhung on one side by a metal roof that provides some shelter from the weather. I’m half surprised to see it still there; one of these days a storm will take it. On the side is a wooden beam that I use for knife-throwing practice. I prefer to train up here rather than at the Snakes’ headquarters. That way they don’t know how skilled I am.

      I twirl the knives in my fingers, idly throwing them at the beam, but my heart’s not really in it. My mind flits between thoughts of the Inside and the more immediate problem of how I’m supposed to be in two places at once tomorrow morning. If I don’t turn up at the meeting point, I can’t see the Chain giving me another chance. I’ve screwed up enough. And if I don’t turn up at the leadership contest, well, I don’t even want to think about the consequences of that.

      It’s not a decision I want to make. Shoving the knives back in my hidden pockets, I start pacing around the rooftop.

      When I first fell through the Wall, I thought maybe that was it. Confirmation that I had the blood of an Insider. But what was I thinking? That I could just walk up to someone on the street and say, “Hey, I think my father’s one of you. Do you know who he is?” Like that was ever going to work. Besides, I’m not an Insider. Compared to the dumbasses in Area Four, it feels like I am. But the strength and speed of those children. There’s no way I could compete with that. Even if I was a legal citizen, I’d always be marked an Outsider.

      An image of Trey jumps into my head, the sun lighting up his hair. Now, he’s an Insider. He looked pretty weak and scared of his own shadow, but he’s an Insider. And if Murdoch’s going to force us to do this job together, maybe I can use the opportunity to quiz him. Perhaps he’ll have some clue to my father.

      Walking over to the building, I crouch under the battered roof and trace my finger across the scratches etched into the brickwork. Twelve years it’s been since she left, never to return. I still remember that morning, as clear as day. Someone had come to the door. As was usual when anyone came to the house, I hid in the secret cupboard at the top of the hallway, but I could see through a crack in the door. A boy had delivered a holo message – a private one that I couldn’t hear. But I remember her reaction. Shock, then surprise and delight. She’d laughed in a way I’d never heard her laugh before. When she’d lifted me down from the cupboard, her eyes were shining with excitement. What had she said? It was something important … It’s there at the back of my mind, if only I could remember it.

      Frustrated, I storm down to street level, sliding down ladders and jumping through empty windows. I don’t even think about where I’m going until I see the lapping water ahead of me.

      The river. I come back to myself with a start and look around. A handful of drugged-up hobies look back at me. Others are wrapped up, sleeping. Or dead, perhaps. Sometimes it’s hard to tell. This is where they end up, all the people who sink down through society to the bottom of even Area Four’s lowly levels. Selling the clothes off their back for a few chits to get their next fix. Wasting away until their bones break and their bodies crumble, their minds having been lost months before.

      But right now, I can see the attraction of it. The temptation to escape this miserable existence and find happiness, if only for a few hours. To turn to tronk to take the pain of life away. Just one taste; what harm can it do?

      “Hey, girl, what you doing down here?”

      I turn, looking for the source of the soft, cracked voice.

      “Up here.” There’s a movement from a little further up the street. I walk up, suddenly feeling dozens of eyes on me. A woman sits on the step of a bricked-up doorway, wrapped in a threadbare blanket. A pair of bare, stick-thin legs poke out from underneath the blanket, ending in a bright red pair of heels. They seem out of place, a splash of colour in the grim alleyway, but they make me smile.

      “Like my shoes, love? They’re beautiful, aren’t they?” An impossibly thin arm reaches down to stroke them. “A client gave them to me as payment, and I just couldn’t resist. Proper expensive, they are, like the ones those models wear.”

      And probably stolen off the boats. Or from a guard who was slipped a handful of chits to pretend one of the casements had broken in transit.

      “Come sit down here, love. You look lost.” The whore pats the step beside her. “I don’t bite.”

      “Thanks, but I’m okay. I know where I am. Just wanted to have a look at the river.”

      She nods vigorously. “Oh, I know. It’s nice down here, isn’t it? The sound of the water is so soothing.”

      I go to move on, but something stops me and I look at her again. Scraggly dark hair, what little of it remains, and blue eyes, clouding over but still containing a spark of life. She looks haggard, but if I had to guess, I’d say she’s not much older than me.

      The woman reaches under the blanket and pulls out a small packet. She tips a tiny amount into her hand and licks it. Her face suddenly relaxes and her lips turn up in a hazy smile, her eyes closing.

      My eyes are drawn to the packet in her lap. Before I can stop myself, I reach forward and grab it. The woman doesn’t seem to notice. I hesitate for a fraction of a second, then tip a small amount of the tronk into my palm. Just enough to take the edge off the loneliness. An hour of peace. Fumbling, I tuck the packet back under the woman’s blanket. She barely stirs. I’ll come back later and give her a chit for it.

      My mouth is dry with want. I can almost taste it on my tongue. I sink down on the step beside her, barely noticing the filth and smell of piss.

      I shouldn’t. I don’t even want it, really. But there it is, travelling toward my lips as if on a predetermined journey.

      I can taste the chalk that’s mixed in with it. Then the drug hits me, making me slump backward against the wall. It’s strong. Stronger than the poor quality crap you’d usually get down here. This is way beyond what I’m used to.

      The woman beside me giggles, or perhaps that’s me? Why not laugh, after all? A little well of happiness bubbles up in me and I forget what it was I was worrying about, or even why I was bothering to worry at all. Life will take care of itself.

      The street starts spinning around me and the scuffles of the hobies, the lapping of the water and the giggling of the whore next to me blend in a loop of music that seems to be getting farther and farther away. And everything is getting dark, even though I could have sworn it was still mid-afternoon. Silly me. It must be evening, which means time for sleep. And happy dreams.
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        * * *

      

      “Wake up!”

      A voice filters through my consciousness. Or perhaps it’s still part of my dream. It was such a nice dream. I try and sink myself back into it, retreating back into my five-year-old self; my mother laughing and swinging me around the room.

      “Wake up!”

      The voice keeps digging at me and now I feel a hand shake me. Feelings come rushing back. But still a little bubble of happiness. It’s not completely gone.

      I crack open an eye and stare into a small round face. A child? I open the other eye. A pair of frightened, clear green eyes look back at me.

      “Come on. You need to get up. They’ll be here soon!”

      There’s an urgency in the young girl’s voice that brings me fully awake. I push myself up and look around. It’s daylight and feels like morning. Have I slept the whole night? I’m sitting on a step and must have fallen asleep in the doorway. The woman has gone, as have the other hobies that crowded the street yesterday. Now it’s deserted.

      I suddenly feel dizzy, the street blurs and I feel sleep pull at me. It would be so nice just to lie back down and sleep. But this child, whoever she is, seems determined to drag me away.

      “Oww!”

      My vision clears and I frown down at the set of indentations on my arm. “You bit me.”

      “You were sleepin’.” She shrugs, unrepentant. “If we don’t go now, they’ll get you.”

      I lick my cracked lips. “Who will?”

      “The men. They’re Cleaning.”

      “A Cleaning?” My voice comes out in this weird squeak.

      The girl looks confused for a moment, then goes back to pulling on my arm. She’s small, probably only six or seven.

      “Where’s your mother?” I say groggily.

      Tears pool in the girl’s eyes, but she doesn’t answer. Just tugs at me again, looking back up the street. I push myself upright, wobble a bit, then lean against the wall for support. I can still feel the tronk coursing through my veins.

      “But I like this place … I think.” I’m not really sure of much at the moment. But I would quite like to go back to my happy dream.

      The girl looks panicky. “Please, come wiv me?”

      Her pleading tone cuts through the happiness, triggering something that clears my head. I take a step and then another, managing to stay pretty much upright. We carry on like this, me lurching up the street, occasionally falling against the wall when I lose my balance, and her, constantly chivying me along. It’s kind of cute and annoying at the same time.

      She pushes me right down an alleyway, then left, and right again. I don’t think I’ve ever seen these streets so empty. As we walk, I feel the drug begin to drain out of my system and my balance improve. There’s a pounding in my head. It doesn’t hurt too much, but it’s like I have a drum beating between my ears. I poke a finger in my ear, trying to clear it out.

      “Don’t stop!”

      She runs back to me and grabs my arm, pulling so hard that I’m forced into a lurching run. The panic in her voice scares me. And then I realize the pounding isn’t in my head, it’s all around me. The sound of feet. Many feet, pounding all in time.

      Cleaning.

      Now I’m the one almost dragging the girl along with me. I can hear her panting and whimpering. Around one corner, then another. The footsteps are getting louder. We’re running right into them. I know now what is happening. What she was trying to tell me. And we can’t turn around – they’ll run us into the river.

      Think. Come on, think. But it’s so hard, my brain feels so foggy and thick.

      “Here!” I feel a tug at my waist, and when I turn around the girl has disappeared. I retrace my steps and spot a narrow gap in the wall, just about wide enough to squeeze through.

      I follow her, tripping over rubbish that fills the path. After about ten metres, the alley opens up into a courtyard. I scan it quickly and my stomach drops. Glancing over at the girl, I can see her coming to the same realisation. Her eyes widen, and even in the gloom cast by the tall buildings above us, I can see her pupils dilated in fear. There’s no way out.

      I spin, starting back down the narrow alley, but the pounding is so loud now, so regular that I know by the time we get back to the main street they will be there. I pace around the small courtyard, trying to drown out the noise. The cracking and banging of doors being broken in. A scream, suddenly cut off.

      My foot catches on a loose paving slab, sending me flying to the ground. But it’s not a loose paving slab. It’s some kind of brick border. I yank back what may once have been a fabric sack, the fibres now held together mostly by dirt. It half disintegrates in my hand, but what I see beneath gives me a glimmer of hope. Wood. Frantically I claw at the mud and dirt that’s been packed down by heavy feet. More wood appears and then metal – a metal ring.

      I pull on it, but it doesn’t budge. The girl’s choked sobs fill my ears. She’s given up hope. I pull again, my back straining with the effort, but still the bloody hatch won’t move. Perhaps it’s secured from underneath? In which case, we are screwed. The footsteps are so close now they must be almost at the entrance to the alley. Marching feet, perfectly in time. A line of destruction.

      Cleaning.

      Something is pressed into my hand. A scrap of rope. I feed it through the loop and the extra length allows me to brace my foot against the border of the trapdoor. I put the rope over my shoulder and with every bit of strength I can muster, throw my weight forward.

      It sticks for a minute, but then something gives. The hatch lifts slightly, then falls back. Panting, I look around wildly. I grab a scrap of metal and shove it into the girl’s hand.

      “Stick it under the edge.” No breath for more words.

      Again, I lift the rope. Again, I pull, wishing for once in my life that I weighed more. The hatch lifts slightly, but it is enough. I hear the scraping of metal on wood and run around to curl my fingers under the edge of the trapdoor. I’m not sure where I get the strength from, but when I push up with my legs, there’s a crack like something’s breaking and the hatch lifts.

      I totter slightly, the door no longer back-breakingly heavy. A rusted metal latch swings gently in the opening. The light from the courtyard doesn’t penetrate the dark space below, but at this moment I couldn’t care less what’s down there.

      The girl scampers through the hole without hesitation, but for a moment, I freeze. The pounding footsteps have stopped. A low voice murmurs something and there’s a rustling sound like feet disturbing the rubbish in the passageway.

      I drop down and twist myself into the hole, my legs flailing for purchase. They hit something solid and I begin to lower the hatch.

      The clean wooden hatch.

      Quickly I push it up again and try to pull the fragmented sack back over it. But there’s no time. I manage to cover the metal handle, but I know the boards are exposed. Gently, I lower the hatch down, trapping us in complete darkness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            12

          

          

      

    

    







            Trey

          

        

      

    

    
      I trail Bryn through the streets of Area Five, keeping as close to him as I dare. My heart pounds in my chest as I wait for someone to spot me and call me out as the boy on the run. But no one does.

      The streets are busy and a couple of times, people try to jostle me out the way, but I push past them, biting back the apology that springs to my lips. Whatever I say, my accent will give me away immediately. I keep my gaze on the ground, darting the occasional glance around to take in beggars hunched in doorways, the muted, rough clothing people wear and the run-down buildings. The city out here is so different from Inside.

      I’m trying to get a grip of the geography of the areas outside the Wall. Abby’s house is in Area Five, as is the house where we met Murdoch and Aleesha and the meeting point that we’re walking to at the moment. Area Five borders the Wall and extends from the East Gate in the north, down to Central Lane in the south; a road that’s unusually wide and straight compared to the jumble of streets and alleyways that make up the rest of the area.

      On the north side of the East Gate is Area Six. That’s one of the better areas. Some of the boys from school live in Six. According to Abby, people who live there consider themselves to be Insiders and look down at everyone else. To the south of Five is Area Four, and to the east, Three. Areas One and Two disappeared years ago as the waters rose, but there’s an area they call the Dogs: an island in the middle of the water, with ancient towers almost as tall as the towers Inside. Bryn calls the people who live there “waterhobies” – homeless people who live on the water.

      It seems the further away from the gates you get, the worse the areas are, as if the tendrils of the government and Metz can only stretch so far. Or perhaps it’s just that that’s where the worst of the Outsiders go. Those who are too lazy to get jobs or choose not to live within the law.

      I’d never really thought about what the city was like Outside. From Inside, you can’t see over the Wall, except perhaps from the top apartments of the tower blocks. That must be why they cost less than those lower down. It comes up occasionally on the news screens, mainly when there are protests and riots, but it feels like they’re reporting from a different country, not part of the same city.

      It certainly doesn’t feel like part of the same city. It’s not just the lack of modern buildings and facilities or the absence of pod stations. This place feels lifeless. Dead. There are no birds or insects that I’ve seen, no animals roaming the streets; not even much plant life to speak of, apart from weeds.

      I asked Abby yesterday if she’d thought about getting a cat to keep her company and she just laughed at me. Apparently, out here a cat would be snatched and cooked up for dinner in ten minutes flat. They eat cats. Savages.

      And now I look like an Outsider, too. My hair’s dyed a muddy brown and Abby’s rubbed some thick paste into my face that’s changed the shape of my cheeks and made my skin darker. I feel dirty. She couldn’t do anything with my eyes, thank god, and just told me not to look anyone in the eye. Still, at least no one will recognize me as the boy on the run.

      We arrive at the meeting place right on time. Murdoch’s slouched against a dirty grey wall that was once white, glancing repeatedly at the device on his wrist. He nods as we approach and appraises my new disguise.

      “Abby’s done a good job,” he says eventually. “You’ll do.”

      We wait in silence, but ten minutes later, Aleesha still hasn’t turned up. Murdoch’s becoming agitated. He checks the time again. “Five more minutes. She’ll be here,” he says, though his voice lacks conviction.

      “Heard there was a Cleaning this morning down by the river,” Bryn says mildly. “Perhaps she got caught up in that?”

      Murdoch snorts. “She’s too smart for that.”

      Another silence. “So, how long are you planning on sticking around for?” Murdoch asks casually.

      “As long as I’m needed,” Bryn replies.

      There’s a hostile undercurrent in their words. I wonder if it’s something to do with the death of Lamar. Aleesha had referred to him as Murdoch’s boss.

      “You know, Milicent is the logical choice of successor.” Murdoch drops his voice so there’s no chance of anyone overhearing, his tone still artificially casual.

      “It’s not up to you – or me – to make that decision. Leader’s said he’s still deciding.”

      “But we’re wasting time. We have an opportunity now. If we don’t take it, the B—”

      “Not now, Murdoch,” Bryn snaps. “We shouldn’t be discussing this here.”

      Murdoch’s face flushes red and his lips tighten into a thin line.

      Five more minutes pass, then Murdoch throws up his hands. “Right, well, she’s obviously not going to show.” He curses under his breath.

      “I could go and get it.” The words are out of my mouth before I have time to think. “By myself,” I add, somewhat needlessly.

      Bryn looks surprised, but Murdoch narrows his eyes. “What, and have you disappear Inside? Not a chance. At least she has some incentive for bringing it back here.”

      I feel my face redden. Was my thinking that transparent?

      Bryn sighs. “Well, you’ll have to call it off with Stephens. But unless that girl of yours has a good reason for not showing, we’re going to have to think of some other way to get the information. Come on, Trey, let’s get back.”

      As we walk back through the streets, I try and piece together what I know about this organization. The Chain. It seems like their leader – this Lamar – was murdered by another gang. But Bryn mentioned another leader, though it sounded as if he wasn’t here. And Abby had hinted that Bryn lived overseas. Is the Chain an international organization?

      I’m so lost in my thoughts that I nearly trip over a small child who stumbles in front of us. “S-sorry.” I help him up and he stares at me, wide brown eyes in a thin, grubby face.

      “Come on.” Bryn pulls me past, his grip on my arm almost painful. The kid looked almost half starved and there was no sign of his parents. Who lets their kids out on their own in a place like this? As we round the next corner, I realize we’ve got a tail.

      “Why’s he following us?” I whisper. “Doesn’t he have a home to go to?”

      Bryn glances back and gives an exasperated sigh. “He’s following us because he thinks you’re going to give him something. He probably fell over deliberately to catch your attention.”

      I stop and turn to face the boy. He looks up at me dolefully and silently holds out a grubby hand. “I’m sorry,” I say gently. “I don’t have anything.” I turn to go, but feel a tug on the hem of my coat.

      “Plis?” The kid smiles hopefully.

      “Here, kid. I’ll give you this, but only if you stop following us.” Bryn dangles a small, flat piece of metal out of the child’s reach. His eyes light up and he stretches for it. “You going to go home right away?” Bryn prompts.

      “Yis.” The boy stretches up again. This time Bryn drops the metal to within his reach. He grabs it eagerly and scuttles off up the street without a backward glance. Bryn gives a satisfied grunt.

      “What did you give him?” I ask as we turn into the alleyway leading to Abby’s back yard.

      “Half a chit.” He sees my blank face. “It’s the currency they use out here. People don’t tend to have much in their bank accounts and a lot of the time people don’t want the government to know what they’re buying and selling so they trade in chits.”

      “Oh.” I’m getting the feeling there’s a lot I don’t know about life Outside the Wall.

      Abby’s in the kitchen, kneading something on the table. White powder’s scattered everywhere. She looks up as we walk in, surprised. “You’re back quickly.”

      Bryn grunts. “Murdoch’s girl didn’t show. Waste of time.”

      Abby brushes her hands together, grimacing at the resulting cloud of dust. “Trey, do you want to make tea?”

      I pour some water from a bottle into the kettle and set it on the hotplate to boil. No water heater. Archaic.

      After grabbing three of the large uneven mugs, I measure out half a teaspoon of herbs into each. Abby makes the mugs herself. Pottery, she calls it. Apparently, she sells them at the market up in Area Six to people who like old-fashioned, hand-made items.

      “Maybe she had a good reason for not turning up,” I say. “She can’t be all that bad, can she?” An image of the dark-haired girl jumps into my mind. She looked so young, so beautiful. There had been sadness in her large brown eyes and something else that I couldn’t quite read. I’d thought perhaps she was an Insider, too – someone else who’d found themselves Outside – until she’d opened her mouth.

      Bryn lets out what sounds like a growl and I realize with a start that I’m blushing. He comes over to me and grabs my shoulders, pulling me around to face him. “I know she’s pretty, Trey, but don’t go doing anything stupid just because she’s a girl. She would probably slit your throat as soon as sleep with you. She’s a drug addict. A child of the gutter. And she’s from Area Four! The only reason she’s survived so long out there is because she knows how to look after herself. And only herself. I don’t know what Murdoch was thinking taking her on.” He gives me a shake to emphasize his point.

      “I’m sure Murdoch knows what he’s doing,” Abby says placidly. “Now, leave him alone, Bryn. Can’t you see you’re scaring him?”

      “Well, he should be scared.” But he drops his hands from my shoulders and turns back to lean against the table.

      Truth is, I’m terrified. I’ve been terrified almost every moment since I found myself in this god-awful place.

      I try to pour the boiling water into the mugs, but my shaking hand splashes it over the surface. I need answers. It just feels like everyone is hiding something. That no one around here tells the truth about anything.

      Abby gently takes the kettle from me and pours the tea. I bite my lip, trying to stop the emotion rising in me, breathing into the tightness that’s suddenly developed in my chest. I can almost feel the glance they exchange behind my back.

      “I just want to go home,” I mutter.

      “I know,” Abby replies, patting me on the arm and leaving a powdery white handprint.

      “Is that flour?”

      “Yup!” A smile lights up her face. “Bryn bought it for us. I haven’t had fresh bread for months!”

      She sounds as if she’s just won the lottery.

      “You make bread?” Why doesn’t she just buy it?

      She doesn’t catch the disparaging tone in my voice and I feel a flash of guilt. Maybe they don’t have bakeries out here. I catch Bryn glaring at me and look away, embarrassed.

      I sit down with the tea, rubbing the dressing on my arm absentmindedly. It still hurts occasionally, but it’s more itchy than painful now. Abby says that’s a good thing. That it means the wound is healing and the drugs she gave me for the infection have worked.

      “I’m sorry about your friend, Lamar,” I say, trying to be friendly. “Did this other gang, the Brotherhood, kill him?”

      “Yes.”

      “And he was the leader of … the Chain, isn’t it? Who’s in charge now?”

      Bryn snorts. “A very good question.” Abby scowls at him and he rolls his eyes. “I was supposed to be meeting Lamar that night you walked into the bar. Except he didn’t show; the Brotherhood had got to him first. He had something of value to us, and presumably, them. After I brought you back here, I went after him. They’d captured and tortured him. By the time I found him, he was half dead.”

      “So, did they get the thing he had?”

      Bryn smiles crookedly. “No. Tough bastard kept it hidden. He gave it to me before he died and it’s now well away from their clutches. Trouble is, Lamar didn’t have a second, so the rest of the Chain are bickering about who gets to lead. They’re all pretty useless.”

      “What about the guy you mentioned?” I hazard a guess. “Is he foreign, too? Abby said you’re not from London. Does that mean the Chain is an international gang?”

      Bryn shoots a look at Abby that I can’t interpret. “We are not a gang. And technically, I am from London. I was born here, anyway.”

      “So, you’re chipped then? That’s why you can’t go through the Wall?”

      Bryn shakes his head. “No, kids were chipped when they were older back then – five or six. My parents left before that. Anyway, it’s not the chip that kills you. At least, we don’t think so. Someone tried it once – a member of the Chain who wasn’t chipped – and he died just like anyone else. It was a shame. He was a valuable asset.” A muscle in his cheek twitches. “Is there anything for lunch, Abby?”

      I’m burning with curiosity. We’re taught next to nothing about the world beyond Britannia at school. Some of the kids come from other cities: Birmingham, Manchester, Leeds. But I’ve never met anyone who’s been to another country. I’ve got so many questions I want to ask: what other cities are like, how Bryn gets in and out of Britannia when all the borders are closed. But it’s clear that the conversation is at an end.

      Abby places the dough in a bowl by the window, washes her hands and goes over to the food heater. Moments later, it pings and she places three bowls on the table.

      “Sorry there isn’t much. Rations don’t go far when you try and split them three ways.” She smiles wryly. “But the bread will be ready in a few hours.”

      I stare down at the bowl in front of me. More grey mush, this time topped with a lonely sprig of green. It doesn’t smell great. But I’m starving, so I dig in, only realizing when I’m halfway through that Abby’s portion is a fraction of the size of mine and Bryn’s.

      “Here, have some of mine.” I push my bowl toward her guiltily, but she shakes her head.

      “It’s okay, I’m not that hungry.”

      Bryn frowns at her. “I’ll pick up some more stuff when I go out this afternoon. I didn’t think, sorry.”

      Abby nods, but says nothing. Another two mouthfuls and I’m finished. My stomach still feels empty. No wonder Outsiders are so skinny.

      Abby catches me glancing around the kitchen. Her olive skin darkens slightly and she pulls a chair over to the tall cupboard above the hotplate. Standing on it, she stretches up to the top shelf and eases a tin box off it with her fingertips. She wipes away a thin layer of dust and opens it. Inside is a solitary bar of chocolate. Not proper chocolate, of course, but the fake stuff kids get as a Friday treat. Chocco. She holds it out to me. “Here, have this.”

      “Thanks.” I smile at her, but she just turns away and replaces the box on the shelf. I rip open the packet and offer some to Bryn. He shakes his head, scowling. My heart sinks. What have I done now? The plastic texture of the chocco doesn’t melt quite right on my tongue, but it helps fill the yawning hole in my belly.

      Perhaps I’m supposed to offer Abby some money. Some of these chits they use Outside. But I don’t have any chits.

      “I-I’m sorry, Abby. I don’t have any chits to pay you. But if I can find my father, he’ll compensate you for this and for letting me stay here.” My voice sounds stiff and formal.

      Abby looks hurt. “Don’t be silly, Trey. It’s not about money. It’s fine. I’m just sorry I can’t feed you properly.”

      Bryn stands, his fists clenched. “Life is different Outside, Trey. People can’t afford the nice food you Insiders get. And there aren’t many places you can buy it – only up in Area Six, on this side of the city. Fruit, vegetables, meat are luxury items out here. Some Outsiders can earn enough to buy them as occasional treats, but most have to make do with the factory-made food. Many people just live off the government rations. Have you ever had government rations, Trey?”

      Not until I came here, I think, looking down at my empty plate. What’s his problem, anyway? It’s not my fault I was born an Insider.

      “Well, they’re shit.” Bryn bangs his fist on the table. “Worse than shit.”

      “Bryn, calm down. It’s fine, he’s new out here. He doesn’t understand.”

      Doesn’t understand what? At least, Abby seems nice enough. Bryn, I’m not so sure about. Why is he so angry at me? It’s like I’ve personally done something to offend him. Pushing my plate away, I stand.

      “Thank you for lunch, Abby.”

      I stumble out of the room and up the stairs. Slumping on the single bed that takes up most of the tiny second bedroom, I hold my head in my hands and try not to cry. I just want to go home. To wake up and find this has all been some horrible nightmare. That I’m not being hunted like some criminal. That this world outside the Wall is just a figment of my imagination. To have a decent meal and a hot shower and my old life back.

      Downstairs there are angry voices – Bryn’s mainly – then a slammed door. A few minutes later, Abby’s quiet footsteps pad up the stairs.

      “You left your tea.” She sits beside me, holding out a steaming mug.

      “Why’s he so angry at me?”

      “It’s not you he’s angry at. He’s just got a lot going on at the moment,” Abby replies carefully. “Bryn has a good heart, but he’s not really one for responsibility. That’s why he’s never really settled down. And I think it’s partly to do with your …”

      She hesitates, her voice trailing off.

      “My what?”

      “He had a son once. Daniel, his name was. He died, some years back. Bryn was away on a job at the time and blames himself for not being there to look after him, for not spending enough time with him. I think you remind him of Daniel a bit. Just superficially. He’d have been a little younger than you, if he’d lived. So every time he sees you, perhaps he sees what could have been.”

      She smiles sideways at me. “Don’t tell him I told you that, okay? Bryn’s a private man. He keeps himself to himself.”

      I nod, feeling a pang of sympathy for Bryn. “Is he married, then?”

      Abby shakes her head. “No, he never married. There was a woman once, here in London,  that he was serious about, but she was already married. So was Daniel’s mother.” She gives a short laugh. “Always picks the wrong women, Bryn does.”

      “Did you and he …” My voice trails off and heat rises in my cheeks as I realize I’m not sure how to finish the sentence.

      “We had a bit of a fling, a long time ago.” She makes a face. “As I said, he’s not one for settling down. Anyway, he’s gone out for a bit. Do you fancy learning how to play the guitar?”

      “Guitar?”

      “Sure. It’s a bit of a lost skill now, but I always find it relaxing.”

      I follow her downstairs, where she lifts the strange stringed object down from the wall and rests the curve of the body on her knee. She runs a finger down the strings, releasing a ripple of sound.

      “What is it?”

      “A musical instrument. There aren’t many of them left. I think this one is almost a hundred years old. Before electromuse took over, people used to play instruments like this and record the sound onto discs or computers. That’s how people listened to music. You could even go and see them perform live.”

      She turns a couple of small knobs at the end of the neck, strums the strings again and nods, satisfied. “Like this.”

      Her left hand moves across the neck of the guitar, the fingers of her right moving so fast on the strings that they’re a blur. Music fills the room. Simple music – not as complex and multi-layered as electromuse – but it’s so rich and pure that it makes the hairs on the back of my neck stand up.

      She stops, the notes echoing into silence, and I feel bereft, as if something special’s been taken away from me.

      Abby laughs. “It gets people like that sometimes, the first time they hear it. Here, you try.”

      Sinking into a chair, I accept the guitar reluctantly. It feels way too precious to be holding.

      Abby hands over a small piece of black plastic. “You may find this easier for strumming. It’s called a plectrum.”

      I lose track of time as Abby shows me where to place my fingers and how to strum different numbers of strings to get different sounds. My efforts are pathetic and half the time I create discords rather than harmonies, but I’m entranced by the sound and the process of creating it. Eventually, my hands are too stiff to continue, and when I look at the fingers of my left hand the skin is blistered.

      Abby takes the guitar off me and hangs it on the wall. “I’ve got some salve for your fingers. They’ll toughen up in time. Sorry, I should have stopped you earlier.”

      “No, it was amazing. Thank you.” I hold out the plectrum.

      “No problem. Keep hold of it, I have several. But wait until your fingers are healed before practising again.”

      I shove the plastic tab into my pocket and begin to rub the pale green cream Abby hands me onto my fingers.

      A rhythmic pounding from outside the front of the house makes Abby look up suddenly. It gets louder. “Wait here.” She rushes into the sitting room. When she comes back, her eyes are wild with fear. “You have to hide.”

      My stomach plummets. “The Metz?”

      She nods. “Not for you, at least, I don’t think so. But they may stop by.”

      There’s a banging on a door. If it’s not Abby’s then it must be the house next door.

      “Come on, quick.”

      She runs up the stairs and drags a chair from her bedroom, placing it under a small hatch that I hadn’t noticed in the ceiling of the landing. “Get up into the loft.”

      I climb up, wincing as one of the blisters on my fingers pops, and close the hatch behind me. The attic is mostly dark, but there’s a small, dusty window set into the slanted roof. I make my way over to it cautiously and peer out.

      Two Metz officers are standing outside the house opposite. Another two emerge, one holding a screaming red-faced baby, the other dragging out a woman who stumbles and falls to the floor. She’s crying and begging, though I can’t make out her words, they’re too confused by her distress.

      What are they doing? A man walks out the house and clutches at the arm of the officer holding his wife. Behind him, a boy of about seven holds onto a younger girl who’s also crying.

      “Please, take me! Take me instead.” The man pulls at the arm, but the Metz just flicks him off with a backhanded swing. He stumbles away, but undeterred, runs back to pull at the woman. “Let her go!”

      The desperation in his voice makes my heart pound.

      “Take me, please, take me.”

      The woman goes limp suddenly, then gets to her feet, pushing the man away. “No, John, no. The children. You have to look after the children.” She looks toward the two children in the doorway and blows them a kiss.

      “Let’s go.” The harsh, robotic tone of the officer’s voice breaks through the screaming of the baby and the sobs of the mother as they drag them both away. The man looks after them, dejected and broken, until the young girl runs over and tugs at his arm. He crouches down, wraps his arms around both children and together they sob.

      Ten minutes pass before Abby calls me down from the attic. She’s pale and shaking even more than me.

      “What was that?”

      She looks away. “The baby was an accident. They … they already had two children. Someone must have reported them to the Population Control Officer.” Her voice is hard and cold.

      “You knew they were harbouring an illegal?”

      She gives me a defiant look. “I helped her give birth to him. Such a beautiful, healthy boy.” A wistful look appears in her eyes.

      “But that’s breaking the law!” I splutter.

      “So is treating injured people without taking them to a medic.” She looks at me meaningfully. “Would you have handed them over, Trey? An innocent baby, to be murdered?”

      My heart stops. “Murdered?”

      “Oh, so they don’t tell you about that in your schools, then? Yes, in all probability. If he’s lucky, someone may adopt him, but he’s only a poor, unplanned-for baby from Area Five; he hasn’t got any enhancements going for him.”

      “What about his mother?” I ask faintly. “Will she be ex-executed?”

      “Probably not. She’s only an Outsider, after all. No need to make an example of her.” There’s a trace of sarcasm in her voice. “They’ll probably take her to the Farms. Of course, that’s really just a slower kind of death.” Her hand shakes as she fumbles with a mug. “Hopefully, they’ll let John keep his job. Otherwise, he won’t be able to afford to stay in that place and the rest of the family will be in trouble, too.”

      I don’t reply, unable to think of anything to say. The screams and cries of the woman and baby reverberate in my head. I don’t know what’s worse: that I never knew this sort of thing happened, or the knowledge that my father – the man I’ve looked up to my whole life – is the person responsible for overseeing population control in the city.
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      We cower in the darkness, waiting as the footsteps come closer. Three Metz officers. They pause. I can picture their owners scanning the courtyard for doors, escape routes; anywhere someone could be hiding. The girl trembles beside me. Hesitantly, I wrap an arm around her, though whether it’s for her reassurance or mine I’m not sure.

      Go away, dammit!

      If only I could mentally force them to turn around and walk back out of the alley.

      The footsteps start again, but rather than going back down the passageway, they’re coming closer. They’ve seen the trapdoor. I try to breathe lighter and then find myself holding my breath as the footsteps stop, right above our heads.

      More footsteps enter the courtyard, but the officer above us doesn’t move. My lungs start to burn and I want to draw breath, but I’m scared in case even this slight noise gives us away. My heartbeat thumps loudly in the silence. The girl is stiff and motionless beside me. Can they sense we’re here? The Metz are a mystery. People talk of special powers, but I’d always thought the tales were far-fetched. Now, I wonder if they’re right.

      There’s no voice or command spoken, but the wooden trapdoor creaks slightly as the weight is lifted from it. More footsteps, retreating this time. I count them as they go. Three sets. Back down the passageway to the main street.

      I sag in relief and let the air I’d been holding rush from my lungs. I wait until the next round of pounding footsteps have passed and faded into the distance before I dare to speak.

      “What were you doing down there, by the river?”

      “I heard someone talking about the men coming, so I came to tell the people by the river. They like me, most of the time. Sometimes if I help them, they give me food. This time, I got a chit.” Her whispered voice rings with a child’s pride.

      “So why did you stay? Why help me?” Why would a kid I’ve never met before risk their life just to help a drugged-out dweeb?

      She doesn’t answer immediately. I feel her weight shift slightly as she pulls away from me. When she speaks, it’s in a low mumble that I struggle to catch.

      “My mum was like you. She took the bad thing.”

      “The bad thing?” But I know what she’s referring to.

      “Y’know, the bad thing. The thing that makes you muggy and happy. Gives you that nice feelin’, like wot you get from the food.”

      “Where’s your mum now?” And what on earth is she doing letting her kid wander around these areas alone?

      “Gone.”

      Oh. We sit in silence for a minute.

      “My name’s Lily,” she says eventually. “What’s yours?”

      “Aleesha,” I reply automatically, and then wonder why I’ve given her – this kid I just met – my real name.

      We wait a few minutes longer before emerging from the dark cellar into the courtyard. They’ll be coming back to burn all the rubbish soon, and I don’t fancy being trapped in that dark underground space while the courtyard burns above.

      There are a few bodies scattered in between the piles of rubbish as we make our way through the deserted streets. Some of them may have been from the flood, but a couple bear the signs of more recent violence. Doors half hanging off their hinges sway gently in the breeze. It’s the only time the city is really quiet, after a Cleaning. It feels like a ghost city.

      I hope to escape the barricades that mark the edge of the Cleaning zone by going over to the rooftops, but there’s no clear way out, or, at least, not one I’d risk with Lily. Instead, we sit on the roof of an apartment block and watch as the bots come through, setting the rubbish alight. The piles burn out quickly. The bodies burn, too.

      It’s turning into another nice day. The sun shining for two days in a row is almost unheard of in winter. An hour passes, then the cleaning bots finish and the roads are reopened. Back on one of the main streets, I glance up at the clock hanging off the corner of the large apartment block. Nearly midday.

      “Where is everybody?” Lily’s voice breaks through my thoughts, and looking around, I realize she has a point. The street is almost empty and much quieter than usual for this time of day, even after a Cleaning. And then I remember and my stomach drops.

      The leadership contest. Jay. Damn. Will they still be fighting? Probably. Jay and Rich are pretty evenly matched.

      Other memories return. Of course! I was supposed to be meeting that boy – what was his name again? – and Murdoch at nine. Double damn. I slam my hand against the stone wall. You idiot. Lily looks at me, surprised.

      I crouch down. “I need to go now, Lily. There’s a big gang thing going on today. You need to stay away from it, okay? Have you got somewhere safe to go?”

      Her face drops and a strange feeling hits me in the gut. Not pain exactly, but a discomfort … Guilt perhaps? Whatever it is, I don’t like it.

      “I could come with you? I’d be fine, I’m sure …” Her voice trails off and she looks down at the ground. I look at her now, really look, and realize she can’t be more than six. The same age I was … But I don’t want to follow that train of thought.

      I think quickly. “Look, just keep around the main areas. Don’t go anywhere near the river or the bar district. They’ll be fighting there later. I’ll try and come back and meet you here before it gets dark.” I point up at the copper sign above us. “Just here. I’m sorry, I have to go. Don’t follow me.”

      Then I turn and run in the direction of the bar quarter, knowing she won’t be able to keep up with me anyway. I’m already too late to meet Murdoch. With a bit of luck, I won’t be too late for Jay.

      I don’t look back.
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      I hear the leadership contest way before I see it. A baying mob of voices; part-cheering, part-booing. I wasn’t lying to Lily – the gang leadership contest is probably the most dangerous place in the city to be right now. I reckon a good half of the crowd are only there because they want a fight. I sometimes wonder if that’s partly why the Metz never intervene. It’s a kind of self-regulating thing. Gets rid of a lot of troublemakers permanently.

      The contests for gangs in Areas Three, Four and Five are held in a large square, down near the water. It’s the only area of open space large enough to fit the ring and the number of people who turn up to watch. The fights are about the only big events we have Outside and the only source of live entertainment. People bet on who they think will win. Sometimes, the fights go on all day.

      Officially, there’s a truce between gangs for the day of the event. All participating gangs get a share of the proceeds from the betting and the stalls that sell food and drink, and any gang that starts trouble risks losing their share. At least, that’s the theory. But there are plenty of brawls that go on. The gangs may not be allowed to fight, but that doesn’t stop everyone else.

      I arrive at the back of the crowd a hundred metres back, down one of the main streets leading to the square. They’re a shifting, closely packed mob of people. I’d take my life into my hands trying to get through that lot.

      It takes me about ten minutes to climb up to the roof of the nearest building and scramble across to the blocks that line the square. I’m not the only one up here. A handful of others are smart enough to realize this is the best and safest view in the house. In the centre of the square below is a roped-off area about twenty metres square. It’s lined with guards drawn from the various gangs, then barriers, then the crowd, hungrily pressing forward. Inside the ring, two men circle each other warily. They’re both naked from the waist up, and even from here I can see the shine of sweat running off their bodies.

      Jay is easily recognizable, his dark skin and black tattoos standing out even under the dust. The other guy could be either Miles or Rich, I can’t really tell. Jay lunges forward and the guy feints to his left. Rich. I’d recognize that move anywhere.

      I wonder if Miles is out. Down at the waterside there’s a makeshift tent with a few people going in and out. That’s where the losers get taken to receive medical treatment. Contestants usually survive, but not always. It depends how hard they fought and how easily they gave in. A lot of the time it’s easier for them if they die straight away. Less pain. At Dane’s leadership contest, the guy who lost the final bout hung on for two weeks after losing his leg and most of his left shoulder. I heard Dane himself put him out of his misery in the end.

      The crowd gasps, drawing my eyes back to the arena. Jay is on the floor. My heart skips a beat. Rich raises his club to deal a final blow, but then he’s on the floor too and Jay is rolling back up to his feet. Before he can strike, Rich is up and they continue their circling. I breathe again.

      There’s a shout from the jury. Time out. The contestants back away from each other to opposite corners of the ring for a ten-minute break. Now’s my chance. I have to get down there, to Jay before the end of the break.

      I run along the roof, vaulting over the short walls that mark the break between houses until I reach the water’s edge. The houses continue into the water, of course, but I really don’t fancy swimming in that stuff. Ten paces back from the edge is an access hatch. I drop down the short ladder inside and race down the staircase. In this part of Four, the blocks are usually occupied by squatters or brothels. From what I can see through the odd door that’s been left open, this building meets both needs.

      As I’d expected, the crowds outside are lighter here. No one wants to get too close to the water. It’s easy enough to squeeze my way through the crowd to Jay’s corner. A few people push back at me or complain, but I’m smaller than most of them and am gone before they can drag me back.

      “Jay!” I push through the guards and lay a hand on his shoulder.

      He turns, a mixture of relief and anger on his face. “Aleesha, where the hell have you been?”

      He looks so tired and worn that I’m suddenly afraid for him. What if he doesn’t win?

      “Sorry, I couldn’t get through earlier because of the crowds. I’ve been watching everything from up there,” I lie, pointing at the rooftop I’d been on for all of ten minutes. “You’re doing great, okay?”

      He seems to steel himself. “Yeah, though I kind of hope it doesn’t go on for much longer.” He takes a swig of Chaz, then hands the bottle back to Jonas.

      “Hey!”

      I turn to see a young boy, perhaps ten or so, being held back by the guards. He’s carrying something in his hands and pointing at Jay.

      “Let him through!” Jay calls.

      The boy runs up to us and silently hands a small parcel over to Jay, who seems to be expecting it. The boy doesn’t wait around but rushes back into the crowd.

      “What was that all about?” I ask.

      Jay smiles and shrugs. “Rations.”

      He opens up the parcel to reveal a bunch of chocco bars – the good ones that cost an arm and a leg out here. Grabbing them, he pulls the packaging away, but a few fall out of his grasp to the floor. He bends down to pick them up, and in flash of movement slides something down his trouser leg. Before I can work out what it was, or even if I imagined it, he’s straightening up and handing me one of the bars.

      “Here you go. Not every day you get chocco.”

      He rips into his own bar, chewing it down in a couple of bites. I stick mine in my pocket for later. The last thing my stomach wants right now is food.

      “Hey!” One of the officials is pushing through from the jury’s’ table toward us. She arrives, panting and scowling. “What was that parcel? You know anything coming into the ring must be searched.”

      Jay looks chagrined. “Sorry, ma’am, it’s just some chocco bars.” He holds them out for her to inspect. “Some kid brought them for me; I’m not sure where he’s gone.” He looks around as if the kid will pop up out of the ground in front of us.

      The official frowns and takes the bars, opening each of them in turn and snapping them in half. But even she can’t find anything wrong.

      “Where’s the packaging?”

      I pick up the scrap of fabric the bars had been wrapped in and silently hand it to her. She turns it over in her hands, scowling as she can’t find anything to argue about.

      “I don’t want to see anything else coming into this corner,” she warns. “You know you’re supposed to bring any food in with you at the start.”

      “Yes, ma’am, I’m sorry.”

      I’m kind of shocked at Jay’s compliant attitude. But it doesn’t do to piss off the jury at a time like this. There are twelve of them: seven are members of the Snakes, drawn at random, and the other five are representatives of other gangs. But really, the decision of the crowd is final. The one time the jury tried to cheat the verdict, the crowd went wild and tore them apart. Literally.

      The gong sounds again. “Time out over!”

      I pull Jay toward me for a kiss, tasting the sweat and blood on his lips. “Good luck,” I whisper.

      He smiles, takes the weapon Jonas is holding out and strides back into the ring.

      Whereas the last round was clubs, this round is knives. The rules state a minimum length of six inches and a maximum length of twelve. I sit down in the chair Jay vacated, keeping my fists balled in my lap to avoid anyone seeing how nervous I am. I just want it all to be over. But if neither of them wins this bout, they’ll go on again and again until one of them is too exhausted and slips up. And looking at them both padding around the ring, I think that Jay may reach that stage of exhaustion first. He needs to finish things quickly.

      It seems Jay has the same thought as he immediately goes on the offensive, lunging toward Rich, who reflexively blocks the first blow. Jay keeps up the pressure, pushing Rich toward the side of the arena. If he can push him out, the contest is over.

      Rich seems to sense the danger he’s in and parries, slipping out under Jay’s arm. Caught by surprise, Jay’s momentum carries him forward. He manages to stop just short of the ropes, sucking his belly in to be sure he doesn’t brush them. He should have seen that coming.

      Rich is quick to press his advantage and for a moment, I think he has him, but Jay somehow uses his own trick against him and is back in the arena. He backs toward me, the two men dancing around each other in a blur of arms, legs and metal. Their feet kick up dust that swirls in a vortex around them, making one almost indistinguishable from the other. It’s impossible to tell who has the advantage; one minute it seems Rich is the stronger, but a few seconds later Jay has the upper hand.

      They lurch toward me and the thought flashes across my mind that I should move. If they were to crash outside, they’d crush me for sure. But I’m frozen to the chair.

      Jay looms up in front of me, his knife raised over his head to block Rich’s blow. The light glints off a line of red stones embedded in the handle of Rich’s blade. I wonder if Jay’s going down, but in an unexpected move, he grabs Rich’s free arm with his own, pulling himself around. Rich, off balance, crashes to the floor, but as he falls he tangles Jay’s feet, pulling him down on top of him.

      Through the cloud of dust, I see them wrestling. They need space to use the knives. Knocking your opponent out first only earns you a stern admonishment and them an easy win. Jay seems to be trying to get his leg up around Rich’s neck. What the hell is he doing? They’re so close I can hear their grunts of effort and their choked, ragged breathing and smell the stench of their mingled sweat and blood.

      I’m probably the only person close enough to see Jay’s hand through the dust cloud. He brushes his trouser leg, then thumps Rich in the stomach. Winded, Rich falls back, his face twisted in pain, and in that moment, as the dust begins to clear, Jay rises to his knees, brings his knife up and plunges it down into Rich’s belly. There’s a gasp from the crowd, followed by a silence. Then they erupt in applause for the victor.

      Jay raises his arms, blood dripping from the outstretched knife. I frown, still trying to work out what I’ve just seen. Because as Jay was lifting his knife there was already a dark wound on Rich’s stomach. Jay sought the exact same spot with his knife. And as he rises to his feet, he rubs his leg, almost as if it itches. Or as if he’s hiding something.

      He turns to smile wearily at me, but I find I can’t return it. Jay has won the leadership contest, but did he cheat? And if so, who helped him win?
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      Jay continues his celebrations while the judges confer before formally announcing him the winner; an announcement that’s lost in the baying of the crowd. In front of me, Rich’s lifeblood drains away, the dark stain creeping steadily closer to the corner of the ring. Astonishment and pain mingles on his face and he seems to be trying to say something. But then he gives up and his head rolls back into the dirt.

      There’s a commotion behind me and the medical volunteers push past into the ring. They won’t be able to do anything for him. A stab to the stomach out here, away from the rapid access medic facilities, is a death blow. I suspect Jay meant it that way. Dead men don’t talk, after all.

      Do I call him out on the truth? But if I tell anyone, even others in the gang, that he cheated, they’ll be an outcry. He’ll be evicted at the very least. Probably killed. And if Jay goes down, I go down with him.

      But the thought stays with me as I watch Jay stagger around the ring, basking in his glory. In pretty much any other situation, what he just did would have been fine. Normal, even. But the contests are sacred. It’s the one and only rule of gang life. Once you’re in charge, you can do what you want. But you have to get there by honest means.

      It doesn’t feel right that he cheated. And Rich is dead because of it. But if Rich hadn’t died, Jay would have. And really, there is no one else who’s up to leading the Snakes.

      The crowd begins to disperse, thirsty for beer and blood of their own. I wonder how the barkeepers in this part of town feel about leadership contest days. How the extra takings weigh up against the cost of damage from the fighting.

      Rich is taken away to the medical tent. I look around for his girlfriend, Megan, but don’t see her. Did she see him go down? Has she resigned herself yet to her new role on the fringes of the gang, or perhaps outside it altogether? We rise and fall with our men out here.

      I force myself to stand as Jay approaches. His chest is matted with sweat and dirt, and beads of blood drip from scratches. He almost collapses onto me and I ease him down into the chair, passing him a precious bottle of water, saved for this moment.

      He glugs back most of the bottle, pouring the final part carefully into his hand to wash his face. He’ll be allowed home to clean up before he officially takes up his new role and the party begins at the gang headquarters.

      There’s a frisson of excitement in my belly as I wrap the light, black jacket around his shoulders. I am now the girlfriend of the leader of the most powerful gang in Area Four. It feels good.

      Jonas and a couple of the guards escort Jay back to the apartment while I run on ahead to fetch some washing water down from the tank. By the time he arrives it’s pretty hot. I fill the big bowl and place it on the table with the remainder of our bar of soap.

      Jay dismisses his escort and strips, discarding his filthy trousers in the corner. I wonder if he expects me to wash them. Probably. Stepping into the large tray, he dunks his head straight into the bowl of water and begins to scrub himself, giving a sharp intake of breath as the soap aggravates his cuts and scratches.

      Casually, I walk over and pick up his trousers, running my hand down the left leg until my fingers find a slight thickening in the fabric. A hidden pocket. I’m half expecting it, but somehow it still comes as a shock when my finger touches the cold metal blade inside. I draw it out slightly. A fine black dagger, no more than four inches long. But even at that small size it would have been discovered during the full-body search before the challenge began. Which means it was slipped to him part-way through the event.

      “Can you come do my back?”

      I whirl around, dropping the trousers, but Jay doesn’t seem to have noticed my inspection. I walk over and grab the cloth, dunking it in the already filthy bowl of water.

      I manage to get two more bowls of water out of the big pan we use only for this job. Normally, we make do with one bowl between us, but this is a special occasion. Plus, no one else in the block is likely to complain about him taking all the hot water in the building and most of the solar energy to heat it now he’s the leader of the Snakes. Most of them are probably down at the square. I help towel him down and then apply some of the salve that helps prevent infection to the cuts on his chest, back and arms.

      Leaving him to dress, I empty the water outside, flooding the small courtyard with its broken drain. When I return, Jay smiles and pulls me into his arms.

      “So, how does it feel, my queen?”

      His earlier annoyance at my non-appearance seems to be forgotten. I try and smile back at him, but the knowledge of the blade in his trouser pocket is gnawing at my stomach. I have to know.

      “Jay, who did that blade come from?”

      His face darkens. “What are you talking about?”

      “The blade in your trousers. I saw you stab Rich with it. Who did it come from?”

      His hands grip my arms tight as he pulls away from me. Suddenly, I feel scared.

      “The only blade you saw was my knife, Aleesha, do you understand? There was. Nothing. Else.” His voice is tight and controlled.

      “But the ch—”

      “Nothing else, Aleesha.” He shakes me hard.

      To my surprise there is something other than anger in his eyes. Something I’ve rarely seen before. Fear.

      I mutter an apology, still no clearer about what’s going on. Jay sighs and pulls me into him again, hugging me tight. “Come on, it’s time to go to our celebration party.” It seems I’m forgiven for now.

      As we leave the apartment, a thought strikes me, stopping me dead on the stairs. The Brotherhood. Would they have helped Jay win in order to get a hold over the gang? Are the Snakes now in their grasp, too? Fear grips me at the thought of what they may want in return for their help. It could destroy the gang.

      Rich’s death may only be the start.
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      The party is already going strong when we arrive at the old warehouse. Though it’s early-afternoon, half the gang are intoxicated already. Those who drew the short straw guard the perimeter morosely, jealous that they can’t partake fully in the festivities.

      I hang around with Jay for a while, but I’m not big into parties, and after an hour or so decide to slip away. Jay doesn’t mind, he’s happy enough being the centre of attention.

      On my way out I spot Anelia, Megan’s friend, hovering close to the door as if waiting for someone.

      “Have you seen Megan?” I ask.

      Anelia shakes her head, biting her lip. “She went to the tent where Rich was taken after … you know.”

      “Did he make it?” I ask, although I already know the answer.

      She shakes her head and looks down. “I think it was quick, though. But Megan said she didn’t want to be disturbed and wouldn’t let me in the tent with her. I told her I’d meet her here, but …”

      Her voice trails off and I know what she’s thinking. If Megan doesn’t turn up at the party it’ll be a sign that she doesn’t accept Jay as leader. A sign of rebellion. Whatever her feelings for Rich, without the gang, she won’t have much of a life left in Area Four.

      “I’m sure she’ll be here soon.” My voice sounds hollow and I search for some reassuring words. “You know what, I bet no one even notices she’s not here. And if it gets raised as an issue, I’ll speak to Jay and try and persuade him not to make a big deal out of it.”

      Anelia smiles weakly. “Thanks, Aleesha.”

      I leave her staring out down the street and wander north through the mostly deserted streets toward Area Five.
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      I don’t really have a clue where to find Murdoch, so I follow the path he’d taken me on yesterday, toward the empty house. I suspect he’ll have a way of finding me.

      When he arrives about twenty minutes later, he’s madder than ever. Not bothering with niceties, he pushes me through the backyard and into the house. Kicking the door shut, he throws me against the wall.

      “Firstly, you do not come here without my permission. Ever.” He jabs his finger at me. “Secondly, how you have the nerve to turn up I don’t know. It’s done now, there is no deal. You’ve screwed up too many times.”

      He glares down, daring me to speak.

      “I’m really sorry I didn’t turn up this morning. I meant to, honest, but—”

      “But what, you decided you’d prefer a hard night out instead?”

      “No!” I glare back at him, then lower my gaze. Come on, more grovelling, Aleesha. “It was the Snakes’ leadership contest today; there’s no way I could have missed it. You know that. I didn’t know until last night and couldn’t find you to tell you.”

      “I don’t care about some petty gang fight,” Murdoch spits. “We had a deal. You didn’t meet your end of the bargain, that’s that.” He leans back against the wall, his arms crossed.

      I take a deep breath and walk over to him, trying to bring tears into my eyes. “Please, Murdoch, one more chance? I promise tomorrow I’ll turn up at whatever time you need. You have my word.”

      He snorts. “The word of a drug addict? I’m sure that means a lot.”

      I’m NOT a drug addict.

      I grit my teeth to stop myself saying the words out loud. Instead, I lower my voice to a purr. “Come on, Murdoch, just one more chance.” I’m close to him now, and I peek up through my lashes. Dammit, if only I could cry. But I’ve never cried, not since before my mother left.

      Murdoch’s face begins to soften. Then his lips tighten again and he shakes his head.

      “Please? I’ll do anything.” My voice trembles and I’m close enough to feel his breath on my forehead. I run my hand lightly up his thigh.

      “Anything,” I repeat.

      His eyes widen with lust before he pushes me away with a growl.

      “Tomorrow. Nine in the morning, same place. But this really is your last chance. If you don’t show then, there will be no other opportunities. And your boyfriend will be getting the full story on your illegal status.”

      I smile at his turned back. It’s my last chance. But it’s also theirs. If I don’t get some information about my mother after this, I’m walking. And they’ll be one spy down.
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      We return to the meeting point the next morning to find Aleesha slouched against the stone wall of the hall. Her eyes widen when she sees us, but she makes no comment on my altered appearance. She’s dressed exactly as she was the other day: black trousers and a grey sleeveless top. A small backpack sits at her feet and she twiddles the strap in her fingers as if unwilling to lose contact with it.

      Murdoch arrives a few minutes later and raises an eyebrow. “Nice of you to join us today, Aleesha.”

      She scowls at him and mutters something unintelligible under her breath.

      Murdoch briefs us on the square we need to go to and the café where we’re to make the pickup. “Make sure you’re there for ten. Our contact will be reading a copy of yesterday’s newspaper and eating a pastry and orange. When he leaves, he’ll leave the newspaper on the table. Underneath there will be a small plastic box.”

      Murdoch indicates the size with his finger and thumb and looks at me. “Trey, I want you to bring the box back to the second meeting point.” He names a street junction, which doesn’t mean anything to me, but Aleesha nods. “Do not try and open the box. And Trey? Don’t even think about giving it to her.” He jabs his thumb at Aleesha, who scowls in response.

      “What if your contact is delayed?”

      Murdoch shrugs. “Just hang around until he gets there. Look inconspicuous.”

      Aleesha snorts. “Because hanging around like a couple of hobies is a great way of looking inconspicuous,” she mutters under her breath.

      “Pretend like you’re a couple of love-struck teenagers making out,” Bryn says. “They’ll not look twice at you then.”

      My cheeks suddenly burn uncontrollably as I catch the smirk on his face. Stop blushing like a girl, dammit.

      I follow Aleesha through a maze of streets and alleyways toward the Wall. The thought of going back through the Wall twists my stomach into knots. What if it doesn’t work again? Maybe it was a fluke I got through last time. I try not to think about it, which, of course, makes it impossible to think of anything else.

      We cut through a narrow passageway between two rows of houses and suddenly it’s right in front of us. I stop dead. My heart hammers in my chest. Calm down. I close my eyes, and when I open them, Aleesha’s staring back at me in bemusement.

      “Sorry, this is only the second time I’ve done this.” I swallow nervously. The Wall is only a couple of metres away.

      Aleesha smiles, and for the first time it seems genuine. “The second time is the worst.” Then she grabs my hand and pulls me forward.

      Off balance, I stagger forward. The Wall looms up as fear chokes any cry I may have wanted to utter. And then we’re through. Aleesha drops my hand and folds her arms, waiting as I reel around trying to get my breath back.

      “See, it wasn’t that bad,” she says. I can only nod my agreement.

      This side of the Wall looks remarkably similar to the side we just left. A narrow backstreet behind a long row of houses. Before we move off, Aleesha pulls some clothes out of her bag and begins to put them on over her existing attire. She looks me up and down. “What have you got on under that coat?”

      I unzip it, revealing the dark grey top I’d put on this morning. One Abby had “lying around”. Aleesha frowns. “We’ll have to pick you something up. Come on.”

      We set off down the alley, and a few doors down, she grabs me some brighter, more appropriate clothing. I open my mouth to admonish her, then close it again. It’s not as if I can exactly walk into a shop and buy the stuff now. And to be honest, the dull blacks and greys of Outsider clothing were getting to me.

      “So, where’s this square, then?”

      My heart sinks. “I thought you might know?”

      “You don’t?” Aleesha stares at me. “But you’re an Insider. The whole point of you coming along on this job is because you’re supposed to know your way around Inside.”

      “Well, I don’t, okay?” I mutter sullenly. “I’ve hardly spent any time in London and we always used the pods to get around. I know some parts of the city, but not this area.”

      “Great. Well, we’ll have to ask for directions, then.” She stomps up the road toward the main street.

      Aleesha makes me ask for directions; perhaps conscious of her accent. I approach an older woman sitting on a bench in a small park. She reels off a set of directions, but I’m lost after the first few. Glancing sideways, I catch Aleesha nodding slightly, her lips moving silently as she repeats the directions to herself.

      We turn to leave, but on a whim I pause. “Is Great Percy Street around here?”

      The woman frowns, then nods. “It’s a bit further on from the square.” She reels off more directions. I make more effort to remember these.

      “What’s at Great Percy Street?” Aleesha asks as we walk away.

      “It’s my parents’ address in London.”

      “I thought you said you weren’t from London?”

      I sigh. “No, I just said I’ve hardly spent any time here. My school’s about fifty miles north, in the country, and as well as the London apartment, my parents have an old house in Wales. They used to pack me off there during school holidays.”

      “Where’s Wales?”

      “West coast of Britannia. There’s not much out there, hardly any people anymore, just goats.”

      There’s a pause. “Your parents must be pretty rich to have two homes.”

      “I guess they are, compared to Outsiders. But the Welsh house has been in my mother’s family for generations. It’s a wreck, to be honest. At some point, it’ll fall down completely and they’ll have to abandon it.”

      “I’ve never been beyond the city.” There’s a trace of wistfulness in Aleesha’s voice. “How did you end up Outside, then?”

      I sigh again, more deeply this time. “It’s a long story.”

      We saunter casually along the streets, trying to blend in with the crowd. As much as I hate my dyed hair and the stuff Abby put on my skin, the disguise seems to be working as no one gives me a second glance. I almost relax, until I spot a Metz patrol further up the road and freeze. Aleesha pulls me down a side street. A reminder that there’s nowhere I’m really safe.

      The smells wafting from the food shops make my mouth water. I almost stop at one before I remember that without my chip, I can’t buy anything. But at least water is free. We stop at a drinking fountain and Aleesha sticks her head under it for so long, I have to pull her away before the next person in the queue starts to complain.

      She wipes her mouth and smiles. “It tastes so good, doesn’t it?”

      “Whatever.” It’s only water.

      The square the woman directed us to looks vaguely familiar. I remember the large antique clock on the wall of the building opposite, which marks the time as ten to ten. The bright red awning of the café extends out, partially covering the tables strewn out into the square. A handful of people sit at the tables; a couple, three women (two with babies) and a few business types who sit alone, engrossed in work. Another person is invisible behind the newspaper held in front of their face.

      We stroll casually up to the blank wall that links the café with the corner of the street. As we draw closer, Aleesha pulls me around so I’m in front of her. She backs up until she’s pressed against the wall. There’s a mocking gleam in her eye. “So, what was Bryn saying about making out?” she murmurs, pulling me a little closer.

      I feel myself blushing again, uncomfortably aware of how close she is and wanting to both draw closer and pull away. “Um …” I flounder for something to say.

      Aleesha glances over my shoulder toward the café. “That’s him,” she whispers.

      I twist around, glad of the distraction, and glance over at the man with the newspaper. He wears the regulation blue suit that marks him out as a government official, though probably a fairly junior one. On the table sits a half-eaten fruit pastry and an orange.

      The ten o’clock news begins to blare out of the speakers on the screens dotted around the square. I’m relieved to hear I’ve dropped out of the headlines.

      “Hey.” I feel a hand on my cheek, pulling my head around. “We’re supposed to be making out, you know.”

      “Errr, right,” I reply, not really sure what to do next. Bryn didn’t really mean it, did he?

      She pulls my face toward her, though I can see her keeping one eye on the café. Her breath is light on my face and smells surprisingly sweet. My stomach feels as tight as it did on the other side of the Wall and my palms are sweating. Her lips are just inches from mine. What am I supposed to do? I’ve never kissed a girl before.

      A chair scrapes on the cobbled street. Her lips reach forward and touch mine for the briefest moment before she pulls back. She grabs my hand and casually pulls me around. I can’t help but smile as I follow her. We probably do look like a pair of lovesick teenagers.

      The man picks up his orange as he prepares to leave, nodding at the robotic waiter. The newspaper sits half folded on the table. As we walk past, Aleesha pauses. “Hey look at this.” She picks the paper up and points at a headline, being careful to keep the page horizontal. Her other hand slides underneath. One of the women at the next table glances up in surprise at her accent.

      The waiter hovers over to clear the table. “Okay if we take this?” I grab the newspaper and wave it in front of the waiter’s camera. It pauses for a moment, processing.

      “Of course, sir. Would you like a table?”

      “No thanks, we’ve got to dash.”

      We move as quickly as possible off down the street, leaving the square and café behind.

      “Did you get it?” I say out of the corner of my mouth.

      “What do you think.”

      I pull Aleesha into a narrow passageway off the main street and hold out my hand. “Give it to me.”

      She stands there, a mocking smile on her face. Is she testing me?

      “Murdoch said I was to have it.” I narrow my eyes, wondering how on earth I’m going to force her to hand it over. But with a slight shrug she acquiesces, dropping a small grey cube into my outstretched hand. I turn, walk back to the main street and turn left, following the directions the woman had given me.

      “Wait, where are you going? We need to go back that way.” Aleesha grabs my arm, but I pull it away and carry on walking. She runs in front of me. “Where are we going?”

      “A little detour to Great Percy Street.”

      Her eyes narrow. “You bastard. This was your plan all along, right? Get back to Mummy and Daddy and take them the information.” Before I quite know what’s happening, she pushes me into a dark alleyway and there’s cold metal pressing into my throat.

      “I knew Murdoch should have let me come alone. Now, give me the cube.”

      “You’re wrong. Get off and let me explain.” The knife doesn’t move. “Look, if you kill me, the Metz will be here in an instant. We’re probably on camera right now.” I glance up at the corner of the building, though I’ve no idea if there are cameras or not. “Don’t be stupid, Outsider.”

      She hisses angrily, but pulls the knife away.

      “I’m sorry. I just … I just need to find my father, okay? I’m being hunted, I have no idea why and he’s the only one who can help me. Can we please just go and find him? I-I’ll make it worth your while, I promise.”

      She chews her lip, considering. “Fine. But if you decide you’re staying with them, I’m taking that cube back. I’m the one who’s going to get into trouble if it’s not delivered on time.”

      I breathe a sigh of relief.

      We walk in silence for a few minutes before Aleesha speaks again. “What do you think it is?”

      “The cube? I don’t know. But the man we took it from is a government official, so I’m sure it can’t be anything good. The Chain said they wanted more equality in the city, didn’t they? Perhaps …” I hesitate for a second. “Do you think they’re trying to overthrow the government or something?”

      “I’m hoping so,” she replies darkly. “How did you know he’s a government official?”

      “They all wear the same kind of suit. At least, all those below a certain level do. You can tell what rank they are by their ties. He was middle rank.”

      “Oh.” She thinks for a minute. “What about women?”

      “What about them?”

      “Do they have to wear suits, too?”

      “Sure. They can choose to wear a skirt instead of trousers. Men can, too. They just have to be the right colour.”

      She makes a face. “Identikit blue.”

      “Well, everyone Outside seems to wear identikit black,” I reply.

      She smirks. “That’s because black is practical. Doesn’t show the dirt and you don’t get seen in the dark. Those jackets look like they’re hot in summer, though.”

      I shake my head. “No, they’re coolmax. They cool down your body as well as protecting you from the sun.” A slight frown appears on her face. I sigh. “Let me guess, you don’t have coolmax Outside?”

      She just gives me a look in reply.

      We take a right at the end of the wide street, then turn left down a residential street. It opens out in the middle, the houses forming a circle around a fenced-off park. The street continues for a couple of hundred metres after the park, ending at a road lined with more modern, glass houses. We turn right, then almost immediately left. Aleesha pauses.

      “Here you are, Great Percy Street! What number is it?”

      “Forty-one.” I look around, puzzled. This looks nothing like the street we live on. But when I glance up at the side of the house facing us, the sign clearly reads Great Percy Street.

      Confused, I follow Aleesha down the street, looking around for something, anything, I recognize. Ahead of me, Aleesha pauses in front of a tall, white building that fronts directly onto the street. It has a bright green door with a line of buzzers, indicating that the property is divided into apartments. As I draw closer, I see the polished metal plate with the number of the house. Forty-one. 41 Great Percy Street. The address I’ve had memorized since I was five years old as being home. But I am totally, one hundred percent certain that I have never been to this house in my life before.

      I stand there for a full five minutes whilst my brain shoots around random theories and ideas, trying to find some kind of logical explanation. There must be two Great Percy Streets. The odd, out-of-place sandstone house with the gargoyles that I know to be home must be on another Great Percy Street. Or perhaps I got the number wrong?

      But I know I haven’t. And there can’t be two Great Percy Streets. I can clearly remember having a conversation with my father about street names in the city. He laughed aloud when I asked if there could be two people with the same address. He replied that it wasn’t possible; that every single street in the city – be it a main road or a ten-foot alleyway – has its own unique name.

      So, why have my parents sent me here, to a random house in an unfamiliar part of town? I find myself walking over to the green door and staring at the labels next to the buzzers on the left of it. Three of the four buzzers have name labels, all unfamiliar. The fourth, for the top floor apartment, is blank. On an impulse I reach out and press it.

      It rings for a few seconds then goes silent. I’m about to turn and walk away when a female voice emerges from the speaker.

      “Hello? Can I help you?”

      I turn back, unsure what to say. “I—” I’m about to give my name, but stop myself. This person is a stranger. “Do you know Andrew Goldsmith?”

      The voice hesitates a fraction of a second too long. “No, I’ve never heard of him.”

      She knows something. I’m sure of it.

      “Please, can you tell me where he is?” My words sound more desperate than I had intended. I take a deep breath and force my fists to unclench.

      “No, I told you, I know nothing. Now please get off my doorstep.” She’s angry, too angry for someone who’s just had a random stranger turn up at her house. But why would she lie? And who is she?

      “I’m sorry,” I try and keep my voice calm. “I was given this address to contact. Please, can you tell me who you are? There’s no n—”

      There’s a bleep and an automated voice comes on. “I’m sorry, there is no one at home at the moment. If you would like to leave a message, please press the green button.” The robotic words echo around the small porch.

      I step back toward Aleesha, who gives me a questioning look. I can’t bring myself to speak, so I just shake my head. As we set off down the street, I glance back to the window of the top floor apartment. She pulls back as soon as she sees me watching, but I catch a glimpse of her pale face framed by long, sleek dark hair. There is something vaguely familiar about her, something I can’t quite place my finger on, but I am sure I have never seen her before.
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      We walk in silence, Aleesha leading us back through the streets on a route that avoids the frequent Metz patrols.

      Murdoch looks relieved to see us when we get back to the meeting point. “Did you get it?”

      I pull the small grey cube out of my pocket and hand it over.

      “What is it?” Aleesha asks.

      Murdoch does some complicated motion with his hands, then opens them to reveal the unlocked cube. A microchip.

      “Information.” He grins, flashing white teeth.

      Aleesha rolls her eyes. “No shit. What information?”

      “I told you, that’s not for you to know.”

      “Are you plotting against the government?” In my head my voice is firm and demanding, but the words that spill from my mouth are limp and weak.

      “I said, it’s not for you to know.” I shrink as Murdoch looms over me.

      “Murdoch.” Bryn warns. Murdoch takes a step back, flashing Bryn a look of pure hatred.

      “We’ve done the job, now what about my information?” Aleesha asks. A look of annoyance flashes across Murdoch’s face. “Come on,” she presses when he doesn’t respond. “We had a deal.”

      “Fine.” Murdoch pulls a small piece of film from his pocket and hands it to her. I catch sight of a name and address before Aleesha shoves it into her pocket after a quick glance. A rare flash of surprise crosses her face.

      Bryn raises an eyebrow at me. “You alright, Trey?”

      I nod, dejected. I’m anything but alright, but I don’t really want to get into the details now. As we walk, I think back to the face at the window. I’m sure the woman knows my father, knows who I am, perhaps. So, why didn’t she say? Because she was frightened. I stop dead.

      Of course. There are cameras everywhere Inside. If the Metz had recognized me, were following me, and I stopped at that house, it would put her in danger. And if I was to find my actual home? Which is probably being watched already, as surely that’s where they expect me to go … Then I’d be walking straight into a trap.

      “Trey?” Bryn’s looking at me, puzzled. I shake myself and start walking again, my mind whirring. The address was a decoy, but it may have saved me. But I still don’t know why my parents gave me a fake address.

      Unless they knew that one day, this could happen.
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      Back at Abby’s with a mug of steaming herbs, my relief at not having been captured is quickly replaced by a familiar terror that grips my stomach so tight I sometimes struggle to breathe. All I’ve been clinging to for the past week has been the thought of finding my parents. I know that if I can just find my father, he’ll fix everything. Now, the one thread I’d been clinging to is broken, and I don’t know what to do next.

      Abby sits down beside me and places a hand on my arm. “Let me look at your dressing, Trey.”

      I let her pull up my sleeve and unwind the bandage around my forearm. I glance down as she peels off the dressing and wince. The dark gash is still there, the skin slightly swollen around it. I’ll have a scar, Abby told me. A never-ending reminder.

      Abby prods the wound gently, making me wince again. “It’s looking better.” She smiles up at me and begins to spread some lotion over the wound. “In a few days you should be able to leave the dressing off. Fresh air will help finish the healing process.”

      Bryn snorts. “Fresh air? In this city?”

      Abby glares at him, then looks back to me. “You know, you were really lucky you missed the muscles and cords in your arm. You could have lost all use of it.” She balances a clean piece of cloth on my arm and begins to re-wrap the bandage around it.

      “There you go.” She ties a knot and pats my arm. “So, where have you been?”

      I don’t know what to say. I’m not even sure I can speak. A lump rises in my throat, choking me, and tears prick at the back of my eyes. I swallow and stare at the mug in front of me. Only girls cry.

      A tear drops onto the table. I sniff and throw my head back, casting my eyes around the room for something else to focus on. But it’s useless.

      “Oh, Trey.” I feel Abby’s arm around my shoulder, pulling me into her. Her kindness is the final straw and the tears become a trickle and then a stream. Sobs roll up through my body, shaking and rattling every part of me.

      Finally, I can cry no more. I rest, exhausted, against Abby’s shoulder for a minute, then push myself upright, ashamed at my outburst.

      “What happened, Trey?” she asks gently.

      What have I got to lose?

      I tell them about the address my parents had given me and how it turned out to be a fake. They sit in silence, digesting.

      “Trey, who is your father? Maybe we can help you find him. I have some connections on the Inside, but if you won’t tell us who he is …” Bryn leans forward, balancing on the edge of the chair.

      Can I trust him? I’d trust Abby, but she can’t help me. She barely goes outside her house and backyard. She seems to trust Bryn, but … I sigh. Once they know who my father is, there’s no going back. But right now, I don’t think I have a choice.

      “His name is Andrew Goldsmith.”

      There’s a sharp intake of breath from Abby.

      “He’s the minister in charge of health, education and population control.” I don’t have to say anymore. There are probably only a handful of ministers Outsiders really know or care about, but Andrew Goldsmith is most definitely one of them.

      “And your mother? Brother or sister?” Bryn’s voice is rough.

      “Miriam Goldsmith. And I have a sister, Ella. She’s quite a bit older than me.”

      Bryn stands up and begins to pace the kitchen. It’s so small he can only take three paces before he’s forced to turn around.

      “And how old are you, Trey?”

      “Seventeen last month,” I reply, puzzled.

      Bryn mutters a curse and slumps back down in the large rocking chair. He leans forward, pressing the heel of both hands into his forehead. I glance over at Abby, but she looks as confused as me. And slightly afraid.

      “He cares, you know,” I say, wanting to break the awkward silence. “He’s trying his best to make things better, but his hands are tied.” My words sound lame. Like excuses.

      Abby pats my arm. “I’m sure he does.” But her face is troubled.

      I nod silently, the memory of the screaming mother and baby still fresh in my mind. The city Outside is even worse than I’d imagined. Father couldn’t be blind to this, surely?

      But I also remember times when he came home for a rare day or two off and looked so haggard and worn. Conversations with my mother that I wasn’t supposed to hear, about disagreements with his cabinet colleagues. With the President himself.

      “I may be able to help find them.”

      I glance up surprised.

      Bryn holds up a hand. “No guarantees,” he warns, “but I have a few contacts Inside who are trustworthy.”

      “Members of the Chain?” I ask, hesitantly.

      He nods and frowns. “But I’m afraid they’ll ask for something from you in return.”

      My heart sinks. “What?”

      He shrugs. “I’m not sure. But the fact that you’re untraceable on the government systems now is useful to us. It may just be errands, like the one you’ve done already. We’ll have to see.”

      “I’ll do anything,” I reply, more confidently than I feel. Though I can’t help wondering what my father would think. I don’t have a choice.

      Bryn stands and walks toward the back door. His face is pale under his tan, and his usual cocky air has gone. “I’ll go and make enquiries now,” he mumbles as he pushes past me. The door slams shut. I sink my head down onto the cool tabletop.

      Abby sighs. “Don’t worry, Trey. He’s just shocked. But he’ll come around. You can’t help who your parents are. But just be careful about what you promise the Chain. Try to stay away from them as much as possible.”

      I hear her footsteps on the floor and a twang as the guitar is lifted down from the wall. “Now, it seems to me like you need some music.” She starts plucking at the strings and I close my eyes and let the soaring melodies wash away some of the pain.
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      Bryn returns a couple of hours later, looking more like his usual self. “Come on, Trey, there’s someone who wants to meet you,” he says without preamble, grabbing the last remaining bread roll from the basket on the table.

      “Who?” Abby asks.

      “Milicent.”

      She frowns. “Was there no one else you could go to?”

      “Who’s Milicent?” I ask, looking from Bryn to Abby.

      “She’s a member of the Chain and an Inside. Says she can contact your family. Maybe even arrange for you to meet with them.”

      Abby barks a laugh.

      “I don’t get it,” I say. “What’s wrong with her?”

      Bryn rolls his eyes. “Abby just doesn’t like her very much. She can be …” He searches for the word. “Pompous, on occasion.”

      “Lamar didn’t like her,” Abby corrects. “And with good reason. Has she made her bid for leadership yet?”

      “She’s trying.”

      “Honestly, Bryn, can you not just take on the role? You know that’s what Lamar would have wanted.”

      “No way!” Bryn takes a bite of the roll and continues whilst chewing. “Dealing with petty squabbling all day? Honestly, if Lamar had had a decent team here, we’d have sorted this city out years ago. Besides, I’m ready for retirement.”

      Abby snorts. “You? Retire?”

      Bryn scowls at her. “Yes. Why? Don’t you think I’ve earned it?”

      “Well sure, but I can’t imagine you sitting in a room all day doing nothing. Besides, no one retires.”

      Bryn points a finger at her. “That’s because you have this stupid altruit thing going on here, and everyone wants kids, so no one lives long enough to retire. Honestly, if you Britons weren’t so insular, you could sort out your population problem overnight and then everyone could live long and happy lives.” He takes another bite of the roll.

      “What do you mean?”

      Bryn turns to me. “This is what they don’t teach you in school. The rest of the world is out there.” He gestures expansively. “And everyone here is trapped. As your government refuses to trade, you’re left with what little food you can conjure up from the little land you have left. Sea levels are only going to keep rising and you can’t factory-produce everything, it’s not healthy.”

      “But surely there must be some reason they can’t open the borders …”

      “I’m sure the government have their reasons. But it’s not them who are suffering, is it? Anyway, this is why I need to retire. I’m getting old and cynical and cranky. And feeling the aches and pains of old wounds. The sooner I can get out of here and get home, the better.”

      He pulls out a chair and faces me, suddenly serious. “Look, Trey. Milicent is the best-placed person to help you. That’s why I went to her. But she’ll want something in return. Are you sure you want to go through with this?”

      “What choice do I have?”

      His eyes search my face and he seems about to say something, but checks himself. “Right, well, if that’s the case, we’d better be going. Just be careful, Trey. I know you think your family can help, but there may not be anything even they can do. If you want to get away, start over somewhere else, well, maybe I can smuggle you out …”

      The words hang in the air between us. The thought of exploring a new country and finding out more about the world outside Britannia makes my stomach lurch in excitement. But I can’t just leave. I have to find my family first.

      “I’m sure,” I say more confidently than I feel. It strikes me as odd that Bryn seems suddenly concerned about my welfare. Worry returns to gnaw at my stomach. Has something happened to my family?

      We walk north until we reach a wide straight road thronged with people that marks the boundary between Areas Five and Six. The occasional pod flies overhead – the first I’ve seen Outside – and where the road intersects the Wall, there’s a set of tall, black metal gates set into a stone wall. The East Gate.

      “Milicent lives Inside,” Bryn says in a low voice as we dodge through the flow of people heading to and from the gate. “But we access her house from out here.”

      The mystery deepens as we stop outside a fabric shop that’s part of a row of terraced houses that back onto the Wall. A bell chimes when Bryn opens the door and a middle-aged woman comes to greet us. She’s tall, but stoops slightly and limps along with the aid of a cane. She seems to know Bryn and asks us to wait. After a minute, we’re shown to a trapdoor at the back of the shop with a steep set of wooden steps leading down into a cellar.

      We walk down and the hatch is closed shut behind us. I try to swallow the sense of unease at being trapped underground. I don’t think I’ve ever been under a building, though I know some of the ancient houses in the city have cellars. This one is lined with shelves and has a floor of rough stone. The single LED bulb casts the corners of the room into shadows.

      “Come on.” Bryn beckons impatiently from a small door on the far wall. “We haven’t got all day.”

      I follow him along a narrow passageway interspersed by sets of stairs, all of them leading down. I try not to think about how far we are below ground, and the weight of earth above us. Bare bulbs every ten metres or so cast just enough light to walk by. After a long, straight section we reach another set of steps, this time leading upwards. At the top, we turn right and come across another door.

      Bryn presses his thumb to a scanner on the left. There’s a bleep and a green light flashes. A moment later, the door opens, held by a man in an old-fashioned butler’s uniform. We emerge into another cellar, this one much larger than the last.

      “Please, go straight up.” The man waves his hand to the staircase that spirals upwards. As we climb, I see a large cupboard swing back in front of the door, hiding its existence.

      The butler joins us in a large kitchen and leads us through into a richly furnished hallway. I look around, amazed at the sheer amount of space. There are still a handful of houses in the city that haven’t been divided up into apartments. They’re owned by the real elites. People who have money and power enough to resist change.

      The butler stops in front of a large, white-panelled door. He knocks on it twice, then opens it in response to a call from inside. We step through into a large, bright sitting room decorated in an elegant but slightly old-fashioned style. Light floods in from the tall windows that take up most of one side of the room and look out onto a manicured garden bounded by a tall, dense hedge.

      “Welcome, Darwin.”

      I turn to greet the woman who rises from a large, gold-trimmed chair. Her grey hair is pulled back from her face in a soft twist, and her face is old but almost unlined. She could be ninety or a hundred and thirty; it’s impossible to tell. “I am Milicent.”

      “Trey, please.” I take the hand she holds out to me, unsure as to whether I should be shaking it or bowing to her. She exudes a sense of grandeur and power, as if she knows she is the most important person in the room, but her smile is kind.

      “Please, sit,” she gestures to a low sofa and returns to her chair. “I understand you are trying to get in touch with your parents?”

      “Y-yes,” I stammer, settling on the edge of the sofa.

      “Bryn has told me your father is Andrew Goldsmith?”

      I nod, not trusting myself to speak again.

      She frowns. “Strange, I wasn’t aware Andrew had a son.”

      “You know my father?”

      The smile returns. “Yes, of course. A very nice man. And his wife – so elegant. You have her eyes.” She glances across to Bryn and something flickers across her face, too quick for me to catch.

      Bryn clears his throat. “As you know, the government are after Trey for some reason. He hopes that his father may be able to help sort his, err, situation out.”

      Milicent nods. “Of course.” She looks at me again. “Your family are safe, Trey, but your home is being watched by the Metz. It’s not safe for you to go there; they would grab you before you even got to the front door.”

      A mixture of relief and disappointment floods through me. At least they’re okay.

      “A contact of mine has been in touch with your father, who is extremely relieved to know you are alive and well. He believes he can visit a mutual friend of ours without arousing suspicion. I can arrange for you to meet your family there, if you like?”

      “Yes, th-thank you!” I feel almost giddy with relief. What will I do first? Thoughts of roast dinners, massages and chocolate cake flood my mind.

      “Unfortunately, I suspect that your situation will not be resolved overnight.”

      The bubble bursts.

      Milicent looks at me sympathetically. “I know it’s frustrating, but the Metz still seem to want to get their hands on you. Hopefully, your father will be able to sort something out soon.”

      “Why are you helping me?” I have to ask, though I suspect I don’t want to know the answer.

      “I know what it’s like to lose a child.” Her gaze flickers to a portrait on the wall of a smiling man a little older than me. “So, I have some sympathy for what your parents are going through. There may also be a few small tasks you can assist me with.”

      Milicent rests her elbows on the arms of her chair, steepling her fingers together. She smiles again, but this time the warmth is gone.

      My heart sinks. “What sort of tasks?”

      “You will be briefed on them after you’ve seen your family,” she replies, “but in the main, it will be information gathering.”

      I feel cornered. I’m pretty sure that whatever these “tasks” are, my father wouldn’t approve. But as I’d said to Bryn, I don’t really have a choice. Besides, she’s an Insider. I’m sure I can trust her.

      “Okay,” I say and my voice sounds small in this huge, cold room.

      Milicent claps her hands. “Perfect. Well, we’ll make the arrangements. You should be able to see your family tomorrow!” She smiles again, but I can’t bring myself to return it.
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            Aleesha

          

        

      

    

    
      The name on the slip of film reads “Louisa Grady”. Mrs Grady. I know the name, but struggle to bring a face to mind. The Gradys lived around the corner from us. There were two boys who were a little older than me; twins, as I recall. I went into their shop sometimes to buy food if Mum had a spare chit or two. To beg for credit if not.

      I stand outside the grey steel door, working up the courage to press the button marked “Grady”. Excitement and nerves mingle in my belly, but also resignation. At least, I know for certain my mother is dead. That shock has already passed. And now I can find out how she died, and why.

      The button beeps twice. I stare up at the tiny camera in the corner of the doorframe. Yes, Mrs Grady, it’s me. Now, open the damn door.

      Finally, there’s a click and the door opens. A tall, thin woman stands in front of me. Dark hair streaked with grey is plaited down her back. She hesitates for a moment. “Aleesha?”

      I nod. “Mrs Grady.” She must have been expecting me.

      We stand there, staring at each other awkwardly. She’s aged a lot since I last saw her, though I guess that’s understandable given it must be twelve or thirteen years ago.

      “I’m glad to see you looking well, Aleesha,” Mrs Grady says. “I was worried about what had happened to you after …” She pauses.

      Not worried enough to look after me, though. I chide myself at the thought. It’s not really fair, after all. It’s hard enough raising two kids out here, let alone risk taking on a third, illegally.

      “Well, you’d better come in.”

      I follow her in silence through to a small room crammed with a pair of sofas and a bed in one corner. “The boys still live here.” Mrs Grady nods to the bed. “Though we’re hoping they find jobs soon and get a place of their own.”

      Most of the large, more modern apartment blocks are owned by the big businesses in the city for their workers. Jobs with them are in high demand and they have their pick of candidates, even for the most menial work. There are still some jobs that are better suited to people than bots.

      I’m not really in the mood for chit-chat and pleasantries. “I’ve been told you know what happened to my mother on the day she went missing. The day she … died.”

      Mrs Grady nods, not meeting my eye, and glances over her shoulder. “Shall we sit down?”

      I perch on the edge of the squishy grey sofa.

      “Tea?”

      I shake my head. “Why didn’t you tell me at the time?”

      “You were six years old. No child should have their parent taken away like that.”

      “You should still have told me she was dead!” My voice is hard and accusatory.

      “I-I didn’t tell anyone what happened. Couldn’t. Not until much later.” She looks down at her hands. “I still remember that day, though it must be twelve years ago. Brent had fallen in the playground and cracked his arm, so I had to take him to the medic centre. There was a long queue; I think it was the day after a big gang fight, so there were lots of broken bones to mend. I remember noticing there were more Metz than normal on the streets, but I’d assumed they were just there to prevent more fighting. One of my friends was at the centre with her little boy and she offered to mind Brent for an hour. We’d run out of catchan spice at the shop and I wanted to get to the market in Rose Square before it closed for the morning.

      “I ended up coming up to the square from one of the narrow alleys. Pearson’s Passage, you know it?” I nod in response. “But as I approached the square, I could see it was deserted. Some of the stalls were half packed up, but others looked like the owners had just dropped what they were doing and disappeared. I’d been so wrapped in my own thoughts, worrying about Brent and getting to the market in time, that I hadn’t noticed there was no one else about. Something stopped me before I walked out into the square; some kind of sixth sense, perhaps.”

      She laughs nervously. “Then I spotted a movement on the building opposite. You know, the buildings there have those balconies that run around them? There was someone on the balcony, hiding. Then I spotted someone else – two people actually – on the other side of the square. Metz officers.

      “I could see the far end of the square from where I was, where the old town hall used to be. It was that direction your mother came from. She must have come straight from your house, and she seemed in such a hurry, she almost ran into the square. I was about twenty metres from her, close enough to see the excitement on her face that turned to doubt when she realized the square was deserted. I wanted to cry out and warn her that something was wrong, but I was too afraid. I just had this feeling something wasn’t right. That something bad was going to happen.”

      She pauses, smiling at me. “She was always beautiful, your mother, but I don’t think I’d ever seen her as beautiful and relaxed as she looked in that moment she ran into the square. It was as if all her cares had been lifted from her shoulders.”

      I nod stiffly, not able to say anything. I feel like I’m six years old again, waiting for my mother to return.

      “She took a few more steps toward the statue,” Mrs Grady continues, “but then she seemed to change her mind and turned to run back the way she’d come. Perhaps she finally sensed the atmosphere in the place. And that’s when the Metz appeared. They swarmed into the square from every direction. So many of them! For one woman? They shouted at your mother to stop and when she didn’t, they shot her in the leg to take her down. I-I didn’t see what happened next. They were all around her like a swarm of ants—” She breaks off and raises a hand to her mouth, choking back a sob. “I’m s-sorry, Aleesha.”

      I find my voice. “But why? Why were they after her at all?”

      Mrs Grady fights to compose herself. “That was the strange thing. I’m almost positive that it wasn’t her they were after. It was someone else. They kept shouting, ‘Where is he?’ at her. But I don’t think she could have said anything at that point even if she’d wanted to.” She looks at me sadly.

      “And then?” I have to know this – the end.

      I’ve known in my head my mother is dead ever since that day she didn’t come back. I knew she wouldn’t have abandoned me. But in my heart, there was always a slight hope that maybe she was still out there. That she was held prisoner somewhere or had forgotten who she was. That I would have a chance to find her again. The last traces of this hope trickle coldly away through my veins.

      “They beat her. And I think used the tasers on her. I heard her screams – still hear her screams sometimes, at night.”

      Tears run down Mrs Grady’s face and I see the toll this secret has taken on her over the years.

      “But whatever it was they wanted, she couldn’t – or wouldn’t – give it to them. One of them barked an order and they all fell back. They began spreading out across the square, searching under and around the market stalls. Your mother was still alive, I think, though I could see from the blood on the floor and the way she lay that she was badly hurt. She raised her hand slightly toward the officer in charge. And then he shot her in the head, and finally she was at peace.”

      She stares blankly at the wall behind me, her face frozen as she relives the memory. A rush of dizziness hits me, and I realize I’ve been holding my breath. Pain filters into my brain and I look down to see the fingernails of my left hand digging into my arm so hard they’ve drawn blood.

      “That’s not the end of it, though.”

      I glance up at Mrs Grady, seeing fear in her eyes.

      “There was a man who walked into the square while this was all going on. I think he may have been a waiter at one of the cafés. Anyway, he obviously didn’t notice the commotion until he walked into the square. H-he turned to go, but they grabbed him and shot him there. No questions, nothing. It was enough that he’d seen.”

      We sit in silence as I try to absorb this. To hear these details … Mrs Grady was right not to tell me all those years ago; the specifics, at least. Though she should have told me my mother wasn’t coming back. On a whim, I pull my boot off and untie the amulet from around my ankle.

      “Have you ever seen this before?” I hold it out to her.

      She shakes her head. “No, but it’s pretty. Was it your mother’s?”

      I nod and retie the trinket back around my ankle. It was a long shot.

      “Why didn’t you help me? When you knew she was dead. I was only six. Why didn’t you come and get me?” I can’t keep the bitterness out of my voice.

      “I did help you. At least, I did what I could. I couldn’t take you in; I already had the boys. I asked around my friends to see if anyone would take you but drew a blank. Especially as they weren’t sure if—” She checks herself suddenly, then continues. “Well, then I did the only thing left. I asked the children’s home to take you in.”

      “You did what? You set them on me?” A fear that I thought I had long since buried rises up in me again. It was in the children’s home that I had found out that I was different. Illegal. My first run-in with the Metz. I had been lucky to escape.

      She flinches back into the sofa and I suddenly realize I’m looming over her, my short-bladed knife clutched in my fist. I take a step back.

      “Do you know what those places do? I was fine on my own.”

      “You were six years old! No six-year-old is ‘fine on their own’. You were clever as a child, I thought you’d do well at school. It would give you an opportunity.”

      “To what? Get shipped away to the Farms?” I sneer.

      “To have a proper life! To go to school, get a job. Not live alone in a dingy basement.”

      She drops her voice and slumps back in her chair. “Except you weren’t a proper citizen, were you? That’s why your mother kept you hidden away. You were – are – illegal.” She whispers the last words as if even saying them aloud could trigger the Metz to come charging in to arrest us both.

      And that’s what all this comes down to. The story of my life: Illegal.

      Disgusted, I turn to leave, but something makes me pause at the door. “Do you know why? Why she didn’t register me?”

      Mrs Grady looks up. “No.” She hesitates then adds, “But your mother was a good person. For some reason she must have thought you’d be better off as an illegal child than as a registered citizen.”
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        * * *

      

      “Aleesha!” Lily’s squeal of joy and surprise fills me with guilt. It’s like she hadn’t expected me to return.

      “You okay? How did you sleep?” I walk over to sit beside her. She is careful not to cuddle up to me, or even touch me at all, though I can tell she wants to. She learns her lessons fast, this one. I think back to yesterday: how she threw her arms around my waist when I returned to meet her under the clock, and how I’d instinctively pushed her away. Hard. The thought makes me wince. What kind of person am I who throws a child to the ground?

      “I’m okay,” she replies, then her expression crumples and she buries her face in her arms.

      Tentatively, I reach out and place a hand on her shoulder. “What’s wrong?”

      Her words are muffled by her arms. “Da … ster rat … cudn’t slip.”

      What? “Lily, I can’t hear you. Come on, sit up.” I try to keep the frustration out of my voice.

      She turns a tear-stained face toward me. “The rattlin’ monster kept me awake,” she says dolefully.

      The rattling monster? I cast my eyes around the bare rooftop, but there’s nothing remotely monstrous up here. A gust of wind lifts the corrugated iron roof of the shelter and it drops down with a clatter. Ah, the rattling monster.

      “The roof, Lily? Is that what you were scared of?”

      She nods, her eyes wide.

      I sigh and reach out. She hesitates for a fraction of a second before scooting over and tucking herself underneath my arm. I try to remember back to when I first found this place and if the roof had bothered me then. I can’t remember being frightened by it. Then again, there were plenty of real monsters to fill my nightmares with; I didn’t need to make any up.

      “It’s only the roof, Lily. It’s … it’s not a monster at all.” I search desperately for something comforting to say. “In fact, it’s actually keeping away the monsters with all the noise it’s making.”

      “Really?”

      “Really.”

      We stare out across the rooftops. I couldn’t think what to do with her yesterday. It was clear she had nowhere to go as she was living on the street. I couldn’t take her back to Jay’s when I had no idea when he’d return from the party or what state he’d be in. At least, on my roof, she’s safe from the Metz and Pop Officers. I say my roof, but of course it’s not. I just use it.

      I always find it strange how the rooftops stay empty despite the crowded conditions below. They’re not all flat, admittedly, and you have to know how to access them, but it’s a whole different world up here. I used to come here a lot to train, figuring out circuits of exercises to make me strong enough to defend myself. Practising my knife skills until I could embed the knife in the centre of the wooden plinth of the small three-walled shelter nine times out of ten.

      “So, where are you from, Lily? And shouldn’t you be at school or something?” Or have a home.

      “I live wiv me mam, between the old highline and the towers. Or, least, I did.” I know where she means. It’s on the edge of Area Three. Not the worst part, but there aren’t any good parts in Three.

      “Mam looked after me, when she wasn’t on the stuff.” She spits the word out. “But then the men came and took her away. The men who gave her the stuff. I think they killed her, ’cos she didn’t come back.” Her voice is emotionless. Either she’s tougher than she looks or she hasn’t really processed this yet.

      “When did this happen, Lily?” I ask gently.

      She considers this for a moment, counting on her fingers. “Mebbe ten days? I stayed in the house for a bit by meself, but a neighbour told the Pop Officer ’bout me and they came to take me to the kids’ home. I didn’t stay long there. At first, they didn’t take too much notice of me, and it was nice to be with other kids, but then the ’spectors came to do the testing. And I think I must have done something wrong ’cos they said they’d have to take me away to the Farms, and my mam told me about the Farms and how they do ’orrible things to people and stuff.” Her voice rises and her eyes glaze over.

      “I thought they were goin’ to grab me there and then, but Jack was next in the line and he puked all over the ’spector. So I ran. An’ I managed to get out into the street. They came after me, but I’m good at hidin’.

      “I just bin on the streets since then. At first, I was just trying to get away from the home an’ find somewhere safe. There was a man who said ee’d help me and I cud live wiv him, but he didn’t turn out to be a nice man.” She stares into the distance, reliving more painful memories.

      My chest is tight and there’s a lump in my throat. That she’s still alive and free is something of a miracle. I want to tell her I’ve been there, that I know what it’s like. That you can’t trust anyone, least of all someone who says they want to help you. That she shouldn’t be trusting me with this. But I can’t find the words.

      I stroke her hair gently and am rewarded with a warm smile. I return it and feel a fluttering sensation in my stomach. It’s strange but not unpleasant.

      I hesitate, wanting to know more about her but not wanting to trigger more bad memories. “What about your father?”

      Lily shrugs. “Dunno who me dad is. Mam said he wuz from out of town.” She pronounces the words carefully. “He’s on the boats. I don’t think she was supposed to have me.”

      “And how old are you?”

      She furrows her brow. “I dunno really. Six, mebbe?” My heart pounds. Six and abandoned by her mother. Just like me. “How old are you, Aleesha?”

      “Eighteen.”

      “That’s proper old.” She snuggles into my chest.

      I smile. She really is something.

      What do I do with her? There are so many kids on the street and the last thing I need is a tag-along. It’s hard enough getting food for one person. And my life isn’t exactly without danger, especially now Jay’s the head of the Snakes. But I can’t just leave her. There’s something about her – her innocence perhaps – that makes me forget how crap life is.

      She reminds me of me. The child I was before my mother left and I was forced onto the streets. Forced to do whatever it took to survive. Six years. That’s all the childhood I had. If I don’t help her, how long will she survive? And even if she can find a way like I did, it will rip that innocence from her. The sparkle in her eyes that lights up her face will be gone within days.

      “I can’t promise anything, Lily,” I warn her. “I live with someone else, you see, so I’ll need to ask him first, but if he agrees, you can try living with us for a bit if you’d like? Only until we can find you a permanent home, obviously,” I add, not wanting to make any long-term promises. Not if I can’t keep them.

      Her face lights up. “Really?”

      “Really. But I have to check first, okay?”

      She nods eagerly.

      “You may have to stay up here a bit longer.” I reach for my backpack and feel around inside. “Here, I got you some food.”

      She takes the bread and fake-meat paste eagerly, stuffing it into her small mouth. The daylight is starting to fade, and the first twinkling lights of the glass towers visible over the top of the Wall are coming on. A flash of movement across the roof catches my eye.

      “Look, Lily, a bird!” I point at the black creature perched on the edge of the parapet. It’s a big, bulky bird, not tiny and delicate like those Inside, but it’s rare to see any animals or birds out here. Anything big enough to eat is fair game for killing and it’s so barren out here, there probably isn’t the food for them.

      “Wot’s a bird?” Lily asks with her mouth full.

      “They’re animals that fly. Look!” The black bird takes off and soars over the rooftops in the direction of the Wall. I wonder if they can go through it or fly over it, but it disappears before I can see.

      “Wish I was a bird. Then I could fly up an’ over the Wall.” She flaps her arms in imitation.

      “Well, don’t go trying,” I say, alarmed. “You can’t fly, okay, Lily?”

      “Oww, you’re hurting!” Tears fill her eyes and I realize I’m gripping her arm hard.

      “Sorry.” Guilt rushes through me. See, I can’t look after a child. I’m useless. “Just promise me you won’t try, Lily?”

      She nods, rubbing her arm. “I’m not stupid.” She yawns.

      “Why don’t you have a bit of a nap now?”

      She rests her head on my thigh and is asleep in seconds.

      I think back to my conversation with Mrs Grady, trying to piece together what must have happened that morning. The holo message had been delivered. My mother had been shocked, but happy. I’d never seen her so excited. What was it she’d said? I rack my brains, then in a flash it comes to me. Finally, he’s come for us. That had been it. Then she’d tied the amulet around my wrist, kissed me and left.

      Finally, he’s come for us. Who else could she have meant but my father? And she’d gone to meet him, but walked into a Metz ambush. Had he betrayed her? Or was the holo message a fake by the Metz to draw her out? I shake my head. That doesn’t make sense. They didn’t want her, they wanted him. The person she was meeting. They didn’t even take her in for questioning, they just shot her. But if they didn’t send the holo message, then who did?

      I’m starting to think there’s a lot about my mother that I didn’t understand. Did she have enemies I never knew about? Or perhaps she had been wrong about my father and he wasn’t the person she thought he was.

      I stroke Lily’s hair softly as she sleeps. Sometimes, it feels as if we’re all just pawns in a bigger game. Expendable Outsiders, whose lives and deaths don’t mean a thing to anyone.
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            Trey

          

        

      

    

    
      We’re taken to an apartment on the ground floor of a large house in Milicent’s neighbourhood. Getting there requires us to go through the tunnel again, then sneak out through Milicent’s garden, over a wall into a back alley, then back into the garden of the apartment. It seems a lot of hassle, but I guess they don’t have cameras in people’s gardens. The grass is still wet with last night’s rain. Or perhaps it’s dew. The boots Bryn found for me are a size too big, but at least they’re waterproof, unlike my former school shoes, which have been relegated to Abby’s scraps cupboard.

      The apartment’s spacious and opulently decorated. An overflowing chest in the corner of the hallway hints at children. Two probably. A son and daughter. That’s what most people choose.

      I think of my parents’ apartment, large by most standards, but about half the size of this place. It makes me wonder just how much influence Milicent has. Or perhaps the people who live here weren’t told that a wanted criminal needed to use their home.

      Bryn knocks on the door to what must be the living room.

      “Come in!” a voice calls from inside. My father’s voice.

      “Go on, I’ll wait out here,” Bryn says. I turn the handle and, taking a deep breath, push open the door and walk inside.

      My father stands with his back to me, staring out the window on the far side of the room. In front of him, both perched on the edge of a long, hard-looking sofa, sit my mother and my sister, Ella.

      “Darwin!” Mum explodes from the sofa and runs to wrap her arms around me. I rest my head on her shoulder, breathing in roses and vanilla. God, how I’ve missed that smell. Tears spring to my eyes and I hold her tight, not wanting to let go, but then Ella is there, too, and my father; his arms enveloping all three of us as he used to do when we were small.

      There’s a cough from the other side of the room and Dad breaks away, casting a guilty glance over my shoulder. Confused, I turn to see a dark-haired woman lounging on the arm of a high-backed chair. She’s dressed in the dark grey uniform of the palace guard, her hair pulled back into a tight knot at the nape of her neck. Something about her is vaguely familiar.

      She smiles wryly at me, but no one introduces her or gives any explanation for her presence. Mum pulls me over to the sofa and pushes me down. She keeps hold of my hand and Ella takes the other. Mum looks over me searchingly. “What’s happened to your hair, Darwin? And your face?”

      “It’s to make me less recognizable,” I say, my voice cracking slightly. I keep forgetting my hair’s dark now. Hearing my parents speak my name – my first name – feels slightly odd. I’d got quite used to being Trey.

      “I’m sorry it’s taken us so long to find you.” My father’s voice is tired and strained. “I didn’t even know the Metz had gone to St George’s until they came to the house. The only reason they didn’t arrest all of us there and then was because they thought you may find your way home. When the President told me you’d disappeared outside the Wall and there was no news or sightings of you, I thought the worst …” He sits down on the sofa opposite and bows his head, massaging his forehead with his knuckles.

      “Your father spent hours Outside looking for you, in disguise, of course. Just wandering the streets, trying to find out if anyone had seen you.”

      He looked Outside for me? I wonder if that’s where he picked up the purple bruise on his cheek and the extra grey hairs. He looks as if he carries the cares of the world on him. I try to reconcile this man that I know and love with the man who, according to Abby, sends children to what most people regard as a fate worse than death.

      I can’t do it.

      “So, why did they come after me at St George’s? Why did my arm start going crazy, like it didn’t belong to me anymore? Why did I have to do this? Become this?” I raise my arm, yanking down my sleeve to reveal the bandage wrapped around my forearm. My mother gasps and chokes back a sob. My heart pounds against my ribcage as I wait for the answers I’ve been searching for.

      “I-I’m not sure how to say this.” My father sighs and rubs his forehead again. “Darwin, you were – are – an illegal child. We didn’t have permission to have you.”

      “You mean, I was a mistake?” I’m even more confused now. Dad never makes mistakes.

      “No, sweetheart, that’s not what he means.” Mum grips my hand fiercely, almost crushing it. “What he means is, we already had two children. And you know the law: only two children per couple.”

      “That’s why we had to keep your existence a secret,” my father adds. “And why you spent school holidays at the house in Wales rather than here in London. We had to be careful, so careful, to make sure no one knew about you who also knew about …”

      “Your other child,” I say slowly. But there’s always just been me and Ella. Who …? I glance over at the dark-haired woman, only now seeing the resemblance to my father. The same tilt of the cheekbones, the strong jaw and dark eyes. Of course, that’s why she looked familiar. She smiles back at me, but there’s no warmth in her eyes.

      “Anabel was eighteen when you were born. She agreed to go abroad to live and work in France. If you knew about her, we thought you’d accidentally say something at school about having two sisters, which would have raised the teachers’ suspicions. She’s been there for seventeen years, only coming back for occasional visits.” He smiles fondly at her.

      “She’s done amazingly well.” My mother’s voice is full of warmth. “Come back to take up a position as deputy head of the palace guard. The youngest person and the first woman to ever do so.” Her voice rings with pride.

      The palace guard is the security force for the palace and government buildings. Metz patrol the perimeter of the buildings but never go inside.

      “You left London – left Britannia – for me?” I stare at her.

      “Don’t worry, little brother, I’ll cash in that favour someday.”

      Her voice is familiar. I’ve heard it recently. Then it clicks. “You were the person in the apartment, at Great Percy Street,” I say slowly.

      My father flashes her a puzzled look. “You never said Darwin had turned up there, Anabel?”

      The woman looks annoyed. “Well, it could have been anyone at the door,” she replies defensively. “I didn’t want to put you in danger.”

      My father sighs and turns back to me. “As far as our friends in London were aware, we had two daughters and occasional visits from our nephew, Darwin. As far as everyone at St George’s was aware, we had a daughter and a son. I managed to change the government records so you were recorded as a legal citizen. It all worked so well until …”

      “Until I came back to screw things up,” Anabel cuts in.

      “No!” Dad’s forehead creases with worry. There are new lines there since I last saw him and more grey in his hair. “Somehow, the Metz suspected or found out you were illegal. I don’t know how. I’d swear on my life that everyone who knows the truth about you is trustworthy.

      “They did some digging and found that Anabel was still alive. In order to fix the Personax system for you to be officially recorded as our son, I had to register on it that Anabel had died.” He looks at her guiltily. “I managed to get around the fact that we didn’t have a death certificate for her, but that only worked so long as no one looked into the records in detail. Once the Metz started investigating, the discrepancy was exposed. That’s when they activated the chip in your arm. They can release a tiny amount of poison from it that causes your arm to jerk about. It’s intended to both expose the criminal they’re after and partially disable them to stop them escaping.”

      “So, I’m a criminal now,” I say flatly.

      My father winces. “That’s not what I meant. It’s usually used for criminals. In your case, they just wanted to catch you.”

      “But I am a criminal, aren’t I? That’s how they see me.” I can hear my voice rising and I take a deep breath, trying to remain calm. Dad’s right; getting angry isn’t going to help me now. I’m not sure what can. Illegal children aren’t really talked about, but the law is clear. No expansion on family size is permitted.

      “Is there …” I hesitate, not sure how to phrase my question. Are you going to get me out of this mess you created? “Can you do anything to help me?”

      “Yes!” my mother jumps in. She squeezes my arm. It’s like she can’t bear to see me go, to lose me again. “You know we’d do anything for you, Darwin,” she says softly. There are fine lines on her forehead, too; lines of worry I’ve never seen before on my mother, who’s so keen on keeping up with her skin treatments. She almost looks her age.

      I look back to my father. After all, he’s the only one in a real position to do anything. Out the corner of my eye, I see Anabel scrutinizing me, as if she’s trying to weigh up if I was worth her sacrifice all those years ago.

      “What does happen to illegal children? If you’d … handed me over when I was born?” The screaming woman and baby still haunt my thoughts. Perhaps now I can prove Abby wrong.

      “Sometimes, they’re adopted, but we didn’t want to give you away, and besides, there are very few couples Inside who want to adopt now. Most just choose to create a baby from donated genes if they don’t want to use their own or if they’re a homosexual couple. Otherwise, there’s the Metz academy, but we didn’t want that for you either—”

      “Those inhuman beasts!” My mother tightens her grip on my arm, causing me to wince. She lets her hand fall to cover mine with an apologetic smile. Red marks pattern my pale skin.

      “What, you mean you didn’t want the honour of your child being a Metz officer?” Anabel’s voice is laced with sarcasm.

      “No!” My mother glares at her. “Which is why we kept you from that route, Anabel. At least, the guards are human.”

      “So are the Metz. All flesh and blood. Well, mostly flesh and blood.”

      My mother snorts. “They may be flesh and blood, but they’re not human, not really.”

      I think of the black and yellow masked figures. The same colour as the wasps father had to periodically smoke out of the roof of the outhouse in Wales. Their robotic actions and single-minded focus. Their ability to kill without seeming to feel anything.

      I shudder. “Surely, there must be another alternative?”

      There’s a pause in which my parents look at one another. Great, what else are they keeping from me?

      “Don’t you think we’ve had enough of secrets?” The words come out sharper than I had intended and I feel my mother flinch.

      “Well, if a child doesn’t pass the intelligence tests for the Metz, the parents have a choice. Either they can send the child to one of the orphanages at the Farms, or …”

      “Or what?”

      “Or they opt for euthanasia. Most go for euthanasia. At least, the child feels nothing.”

      “Which, of course, we couldn’t have done,” my mother adds hurriedly. “Besides, with your father’s position, if we’d even admitted to having an illegal child, he – we – would have lost everything.”

      So, that’s it. The real reason they kept me a secret. Less about my welfare and more about my family’s position. Dad couldn’t do without his important job. Mum couldn’t cope without the money to pay for her anti-aging treatments and expensive lunches.

      I pull away from my mother as anger surges inside me. So many secrets and lies. My family, the people I’ve loved and believed loved me, have been lying to me my whole life. My whole world is not what I thought it was.

      Another thought hits me. “So, if you didn’t intend to have me, you couldn’t have used the gene bank,” I say slowly, my mind still working through the implications of this. She couldn’t even have gone to the medic for an abortion. Just becoming pregnant carries its own punishment.

      Usually, couples who want to have a child choose what genetic enhancements they want or can afford, and these are combined with their natural genes to form an embryo that’s then inserted into the mother. Presuming she wants to carry the baby, of course. Many women feel it’s more “natural” that way, although the artificial wombs are promoted as less risky for both mother and child.

      “Which means I don’t have any enhancements. All this time, I’ve been struggling at school thinking it’s my fault I can’t keep up with the other boys, and I’ve been at a disadvantage all along!” Anger drives me to my feet and I stand there, fists clenched, glaring at my father. What a hypocrite. Making me feel bad all these years.

      “Genetic enhancements are not the be all and end all,” says my father, a trace of anger entering his voice. “The majority of everyone’s genes are natural, and not all of your friends would necessarily have had intelligence enhancements. I seem to remember physique was a popular trend around the time you were born.”

      “You’re a perfectly rounded, natural human being,” my mother adds, soothingly. “Just because you didn’t have any enhancements doesn’t make you any better or worse than anyone else.”

      Whatever. I glance at Ella and Anabel and wonder for the first time what enhancements they were given. Is there a gene for sarcasm?

      I let my breath trickle out between my teeth, trying to get my anger under control. “Fine, so what happens now?”

      “I’ve been speaking to the President,” Dad says. “He’s open to a solution that doesn’t involve … that suits everyone. But at the same time, he can’t let this go unpunished. You’re not to blame for any of this, Darwin; he knows that and he’s not without compassion.” He frowns. “I just need a bit more time to come up with something that can get us all out of this mess. For now, it’s good to know you’re safe. We’ve been so worried.”

      Safe is not the word I’d use to describe my current situation, but I let it pass.

      “How did you escape, Darwin?” asks Ella, suddenly lighting up with curiosity. My mother echoes the question. Even Anabel has a look of vague interest on her face.

      I tell them the whole story of my escape from St George’s, only leaving out Purley’s role. I figure that’s a secret best kept between me and him. I tell them about finding I could go through the Wall and the conditions Outside. My father hangs his head at this, but says nothing.

      When I mention meeting Bryn in the bar of the brothel, my mother takes a sharp intake of breath. I glance over at her, but she nods to continue. I explain about meeting Abby and how she’s looked after me. I don’t mention the Chain. I’m sure they’re plotting against the government and Dad should know about it. But … I don’t know what to believe any more. The people I thought were supposed to protect us are hunting me, want to eradicate me, simply for being alive. And it seems like even Dad can’t figure out a way to stop them. I swallow down the bitter taste in my mouth.

      When I finish speaking, there’s a pause. My mother turns my forearm toward her, gazing down at the gauze bandage that covers my self-inflicted wound. I feel a tear splash onto my arm.

      Anabel is the first to speak. “Well, you’re obviously tougher than you look. I’d always taken you for an underachieving spoilt brat.” There’s a slight, very slight, trace of admiration in her voice.

      “Anabel!” My mother sounds shocked.

      “Oh, come on, Mummy, we all know the truth. Or is that something else you haven’t told him?”

      “What do you mean?” Ella sounds as confused as I feel.

      What else is there I don’t know?

      “Anabel.” There’s a warning tone in my father’s voice and he gives her his best “shut up” look. Then he smiles at Ella and me. “I’m sure you have lots more questions, Darwin, and we’ve got more to tell you both, but I suspect we’ve already outstayed our welcome here, so it’ll have to wait for another time. Darwin, we would love for you to come with us, but I’m afraid it’s too dangerous – for everyone. The Metz are keeping a constant watch on us in the hope of catching you. Are you okay to stay with this Abby for now?”

      I feel a stab of disappointment. But I nod, knowing in my heart that he’s right.

      We say our goodbyes; Mum, Dad and Ella give me big hugs. I just get a nod from Anabel. She doesn’t seem like the hugging type.

      “Ella, do you want to show Darwin where the bathroom is before he leaves?” my father says, walking me to the door. He opens it and ushers us both outside. Bryn is leaning against the far wall of the corridor, looking bored. My father beckons to him. “Bryn? Could we have a quick word, please?”

      As the door shuts behind us, Ella and I exchange a glance. “What was that about?” I ask her.

      She shrugs. “I’m not sure, but I suspect Anabel’s just trying to wind you up. You have to understand, it was a big deal for her. She effectively banished herself to another country for years for a baby she never even thought she’d meet. It’s changed her.” She glances down at the floor.

      “What it like out there? Outside?” She whispers the word.

      I shudder. “Horrible. Worse than I’d imagined. I’ll kill for a decent meal. And a shower. But it’s not …” I hesitate, trying to think how much to tell her. “There’s something not right about it all. It’s not what we were taught. Outsiders aren’t all lazy and stupid, and … well, there’s just something not quite right,” I finish lamely.

      Ella frowns as she leads me through the house to the bathroom. Before she turns to leave, she says, “I love you, Darwin. No matter what, you’re my brother. Be safe and come home soon.” She gives me a hug, then disappears back towards the living room.

      I make the most of having a proper flush toilet, and when I emerge, Bryn is waiting for me. He’s pale and tight-lipped, and I wonder if Dad’s said something to make him angry. Or perhaps he’s just disappointed that he can’t get rid of me yet.

      We walk back in silence, each of us lost in our thoughts. I’ve never felt so lost. Even when I was wandering around in the worst part of Area Four, at least, I had some direction. I knew I wanted to get back home to my family. But my family aren’t who I thought they were. And even if I can go back, home will never feel the same again.
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      I leave Lily up on the roof, huddled at the back of the sheltered area to keep out of the rain blowing in. When I get back to Jay’s, I hear voices coming from the apartment, too low for me to make out any words. I shuffle my feet outside to mark my presence, then open the door and walk in.

      The room is gloomy, the last grey light of the day coming through the window. Jay is standing by the table. His head whips around as the door opens and his face is tense and lined. Behind him, standing by the window with his back to us, is the biggest man I’ve ever seen. He’s dressed all in black, the hood of his tight, lightweight top pulled up over his head, his arms crossed.

      “Aleesha. Where have you been?” Jay asks.

      I shrug. “Out and about. I didn’t want to wake you this morning.” Especially as you’d have been like a bear with a sore head.

      Jay throws a glance in the direction of his guest and begins to massage his temples. He’s worried about something. There’s a tension in the air, but I can’t tell if it was there before I walked in or if I’m the cause.

      I look at the stranger, intrigued, then Jay catches my eye. “Go!” he mouths silently.

      I step back uncertainly. “Well, I won’t disturb you. I’ll see you in … in a bit.” I take another step back, my hand still on the door handle.

      “Wait.” The voice is deep and smooth. It’s not shouted or barked, but it’s a command all the same. A flash of fear crosses Jay’s face. Fear for me or for himself?

      “Shut the door and sit down, Aleesha.”

      I shut the door and walk over to the table, but remain standing. The figure turns to face me. Under the hood, white eyeballs stare out. His skin seems to absorb light. As I meet his eyes, a shiver runs down my spine.

      He gives off a strange smell. Not unpleasant, just unusual. Fresh damp earth, sweet wood and a slight freshness, like the needled trees in the Insiders’ gardens.

      “I don’t think we’ve met.” I’m impressed at how calm and relaxed I sound, despite my stomach tying itself in knots.

      “No, we haven’t.”

      Fine, not one for conversation, then. Or names.

      Jay looks from one of us to the other, obviously not sure if he should intercede. There’s an uncomfortable silence. Finally, the man breaks it. “I have a proposition for you, Aleesha.”

      From the blank look on Jay’s face I can see this is news to him.

      “I know who you’re working for, and why. They are not friends of ours, the Chain. And if you knew the truth about them, I suspect you would not agree with their ambitions, either.”

      Who is this man? I can’t remember ever seeing him before. Damn it. I’ve been so careful about being followed when I go to meet Murdoch since Jay let slip Jonas had spotted me. I could swear I hadn’t been followed. I glance at Jay out of the corner of my eye. His face is tight-lipped. I’m going to pay for this. Anger surges through me, but I’m not sure how to play this. Denial? If I don’t deny it, then that implies it’s true.

      “I’m not sure what you’re talking about. Perhaps you have me confused with someone else?”

      There’s a flicker of anger in the black man’s eyes. “Don’t be stupid, girl,” he says shortly. “If you want me to provide evidence to your boyfriend,” he says with a sneer that makes me bristle, “I can. But I don’t have time to argue, so let’s just take it as fact. Like the fact you are able to go through the Wall undetected.”

      I glance over at Jay.

      “No, he didn’t tell me,” the man continues. “But we’ve been keeping an eye on you for some time. We keep a look out for people who may be useful.”

      I don’t like his phrasing. It sounds remarkably like what Murdoch said when he first recruited me. It’s not a bad thing, to be useful, but I’d rather get to pick and choose who I work for.

      “So, who are you and what do you want from me?” Even as I say the words, the final piece of the puzzle clicks into place in my head and I know what he’s going to say before the words leave his lips.

      “I am part of the Brotherhood. I expect you’ve heard of us.” One corner of his lips twists up in an ironic smile. “Your boyfriend,” he inclines his head toward Jay, “has agreed to an alliance between the Snakes and the Brotherhood. I have to say, he’s been much more amenable than his predecessor.”

      Dane. So that’s why he ended up slashed to pieces in the river. Like the other gang leaders who’ve disappeared in mysterious circumstances. Those who refused to bow to the Brotherhood’s demands. The secret blade that allowed Jay to win the contest. It was all set up.

      Jay is studiously avoiding my eye. You fool, Jay.

      “As for what you can help us with,” the man continues, “we’re interested in finding out what the Chain’s plans are. I want you to report back anything you find out. Particularly, anything that relates to the government. Anything you’re told to get, bring to us first.”

      “Why should I?” The words are out of my mouth before I can bite them back. Damn. Open admission of guilt.

      “Because if you don’t, I will deliver you in person to the Metz headquarters. I suspect they’d be interested to know you’re able to breach the Wall.” He places his hands on the table and leans forward. “Believe me, Aleesha, I can make things very difficult for you, not to mention your new little friend, if I choose to.” His voice is calm, but the undertone of menace makes my blood run cold. How does he know about Lily? “Plus, I wouldn’t want anything to damage our promising relationship with the Snakes.”

      “Of course, she’ll help you,” Jay breaks in, looking up at me. “Won’t you, Aleesha?”

      I feel trapped into a corner. “If I betray the Chain, they’ll hand me over to the Metz, and if I don’t help you, you’ll hand me over to the Metz,” I say, folding my arms. “Doesn’t seem like much of a choice to me.”

      “I’m sure you’re smart enough to figure something out. Just bring us whatever you find. And don’t go thinking you can wiggle your way out. We’ll be watching you.”

      Somehow, I don’t doubt his words. I remember Bryn’s warning. Keep away from them. Or you’ll end up as dead as Dane. Easier said than done. And now it’s not just my life that’s at risk.

      “Now, I must be going,” the man says. “Remember what I said, Jay?” Jay nods. The man strides over to the door and opens it. “I look forward to a long, happy relationship with both of you.” He flashes a set of bright white teeth and departs, closing the door behind him.

      I move to the window and watch as he leaves the building and walks down the street. He blends into the shadows, avoiding the few streetlights that cast a pale glow over the mud. Then I sit down opposite Jay, who has sunk into a chair and is resting his elbows on the table, his head in his hands.

      “Who the hell was he?”

      “Never mind who he was. I told you to stay the hell away from the Chain.” Jay’s voice is angry and when he looks up at me, his eyes are hard. “After I’ve given you all this,” he waves one hand around the dirty, unkempt room, “you go and betray me? Betray us all?”

      “No, Jay, that’s not it,” I plead, grabbing his hand in both of mine. “I’ve not been betraying the gang at all, honest.” He pulls his hand away, hard, and I know I don’t have long to convince him.

      “The Chain know something about what happened to my mother. About what happened when she disappeared. They’re giving me the information in exchange for doing some work for them. And it’s nothing to do with the gang, just a few jobs going through the Wall. I made them swear it was nothing that could harm the Snakes.”

      “Yeah? And what’s their word worth?” Jay stands, pushing back his chair so hard it crashes to the floor. He doesn’t bother to pick it up. “I’m sick of your excuses, Aleesha. You should have told me about this first.” Before I can apologize he storms over to the door and yanks it open. “I’m going for a walk.”

      I rest my head on my arms, the table cool beneath my forehead. How did I end up in this mess? More importantly, how do I get out of it? Tiredness washes over me, flooding the emptiness inside. My limbs are so heavy, and it takes a huge effort to lift my head.

      Just need to escape.

      Dropping to the floor, I crawl over to the loose floorboard and prize it up. But Jay threw out the last of the tronk, didn’t he? I tip the contents of the metal box out on the floor, desperately pawing through it. There are a couple of stale protein bars and some vitamin tablets, but I don’t want them now.

      My fingers grasp what at first I think is an empty packet, but when I bring it closer and squint, I make out the slight residue of powder. I stick my tongue inside and lick up what I can.

      Replacing the box, I go and curl up on the bed and stare at the rain running down the window, willing the tronk to take effect. But it doesn’t fill the gaping emptiness inside, or take my mind off the shadowy, threatening figure. I don’t know what deal Jay’s done with the Brotherhood, and the worst thing is, I don’t think he realizes what the consequences will be.

      For all of us.
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      When Jay returns an hour later, he’s a little calmer, though still pissed. I set down a mug of hot water with the last scrapings of the sweetener he likes and apologize profusely.

      “You just have to accept your mother is gone,” he says, somewhat mollified. “Your life is here now, Aleesha. Live in the present, not the past.” He bangs his fist on the table for emphasis. I nod, pretending to agree.

      “So, you swear you won’t have nothin’ more to do with ’em? Not properly, I mean. You may have to pretend for a bit, but when you don’t bring back anything useful, he’ll forget about you.”

      I shake my head. Jay glares at me. “Okay, I promise.”

      It’s not like there’s much the Chain can offer me now. I’m no further to finding out who my father is, and I doubt they have any other witnesses they can drag out. Jay’s naive to think the Brotherhood will get off my back that easily, though. A dangerous underestimation.

      “So, who was that guy?”

      Jay sighs and looks out the window. “He came to see me a few weeks ago before Dane disappeared. He said the Brotherhood was wanting to unite the gangs to create peace so we can work together. Apparently, he’d already spoken to Dane, but he wasn’t keen to cooperate.”

      That doesn’t surprise me. Dane was the stereotype of an Area Four gang leader. Stubborn and wedded to violence. Cooperation was not a word in his vocabulary.

      “He hinted that Dane may not be around for much longer and that if I supported their cause, they would support me in becoming the leader of the Snakes. To be honest, it wasn’t really as if he gave me a choice,” Jay admits. “I reckon if I’d refused, they’d have gone to one of the others and I’d have ended up in the river like Dane.”

      “So, they sent the boy to you with the blade.” I say. Jay’s eyes snap up, a mixture of anger and guilt on his face. “I saw what you did,” I say carefully. “But really, I’m just glad you made it through alive.”

      I reach out and squeeze his hand, hoping the words don’t sound too false. Obviously, I am glad he’s alive, but the fact he cheated still feels wrong.

      I could have stopped this. If I’d said something … But what then? Someone else would be gang leader, someone even easier for the Brotherhood to manipulate.

      “And now? What do they want now you’re in charge?”

      Jay pulls back, shaking me off. “Give part of the Chapel district to the Shanksters. He said we’re killin’ each other needlessly, but it’s gonna to be tough trying to convince some of the boys ’bout that.”

      The Shanksters’ patch covers the eastern part of Area Four, extending across into Three. They’ve been trying to take over parts of our territory for months now.

      “I managed to get a …” He frowns, then gives up. “Got him to agree to draw a line down Castlemain Street. Oh, and we’re to take some people off Cleaning watch.”

      This immediately sends alarms ringing in my head. “Why? How many?”

      Jay shrugs. “Just a couple each shift. He said we’d need ’em for something else.” He screws up his face in concentration, then shrugs sheepishly. “Can’t remember what, though.”

      I bite back a retort and try and keep my tone neutral. “A couple is half a watch, Jay. We can’t cover the whole area with two people and get a warning out in time.”

      The Cleaning watch is the main reason the gangs are accepted by the community. We listen for rumours, keep a constant watch for any sign of a Cleaning. Then warn people so they have time to get out before the Metz arrive.

      “It’ll be fine. We’ll make do.” But there’s a tremor in his voice. You didn’t think of that, did you, Jay?

      “What’s his name, the black man?” I ask, changing the subject.

      Jay shrugs. “He calls himself Samson.”

      It’s an unusual name. Not one I’ve heard before, but I won’t be forgetting it.

      “Anyway, enough talk of him.” Jay pulls me to him and tugs the fastening around my ponytail loose. My hair falls down my back. He always prefers it down. “If yer wanting to apologize, I can think of a way you can make it up to me.”

      Our mouths meet. I lick the residue of sweetness off his tongue and slide my hand up the back of his top. He lets out a gentle moan.

      I pull back slightly. “Jay? There’s something I need to ask you.”

      “Can’t it wait?” he replies, leering down at me.

      “No.” I push myself away, but he pulls me back into him, his arms tight around my waist. I try to wiggle away and he raises an eyebrow.

      “If you’re trying to cool things down, you’re having the opposite effect.” His eyes close as he pushes into me.

      I roll my eyes. “Wait a sec.” I take a deep breath. “I nearly got caught up in a Cleaning the other day, actually, when I was on my way to your leadership challenge. A young girl helped me. She … she saved my life. She’s on the streets at the moment. Can she come and stay here for a few days?”

      Jay opens both eyes, wide. “You want to bring a kid here?”

      “Please, Jay, she’s only six and she has no one; no parents or anything.”

      He steps back, pushing me away from him, causing me to stumble back against the table. “What are you thinking, Aleesha? We’re not some … some home. There are plenty of lost kids on the street and you’ve never looked twice at them.”

      The anger’s back in his voice and I could kick myself. I should have gone about this some other way.

      “What are you trying to play, some kind of happy family? Because that is not how things work around here.”

      “Hey, calm down.” I take his arm, stroking the inside of it gently, the way he likes. “That’s not what I mean at all. You know I don’t give a damn about kids. I just need somewhere safe where she can sleep for a few nights until I can find someone to take her in. I promise it won’t be for long and she won’t get in the way.”

      Reaching up, I cup his cheek, turn his face to me and kiss him hard on the lips. He responds, momentarily distracted from his anger. I wrap my arms around his back, feeling the wave of muscles move under my hands.

      “Please, Jay? I’ve never asked for anything before and I promise she won’t get in your way. ’Sides, she’s pretty smart for a six-year-old. You may even like her.”

      Jay grunts and begins to slide my top up. My skin tingles under his cold hands. He steps backward, drawing me with him into the bedroom.

      “Well, if it’s only for a few nights, but she has to be out of this place during the day. I’m not sure who’ll be coming around and I’m not conducting my business with a kid playing games in the corner.”

      I smile, relief washing through me. “Don’t worry, I won’t let her cramp your style.”

      Jay begins to kiss my neck. He pauses and smirks at me. “And she most definitely sleeps out there.”

      I laugh and kiss him back as we fall together onto the bed.
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      I’m practising bar chords on Abby’s ancient guitar when there’s a bang on the back door and a distorted face presses up against the window. The plectrum falls from my hand, the strings vibrating the last of their doleful chord into the silence. Bryn, back already? It can’t be. When he left last night he said he’d be away for at least two days.

      The Plexiglas mists up, giving the face a ghostly look. My muscles are weak; I’m paralyzed by indecision. Do I answer it? Should I hide? But whoever it is must surely have seen me. “Don’t be an idiot,” I say to the empty room. It’s probably just someone looking for Abby. A customer.

      I carefully rest the guitar up against the wall and go to open the door. Then I pause and go back to fetch the sharp knife Abby uses for chopping herbs. Just in case.

      The face has gone from the window. Perhaps whoever it was got fed up of waiting. But my relief is short-lived. I open the door a crack, enough to see Murdoch’s angry glare and his foot tapping impatiently on the worn flagstone. He reacts quickly, pushing the door so hard I stagger backward into the room, the knife dropping uselessly to the floor with a clatter.

      Murdoch snorts. “Going to stab me, were you? Thought you were going to keep me out there all day.”

      “I-I didn’t know it was you.” I stammer. Should have thought to put something heavy behind the door. Idiot.

      “Where’s Abby?” Murdoch crosses the room and peers into the hallway.

      “At the market.”

      “Good. We need you to do a job for us tonight,” he says without preamble. “Do you know your way around the government headquarters?”

      I stay silent, not sure where this is going.

      “Talk to me, boy!” He scowls angrily.

      I nod, for once wishing Bryn was here. Murdoch scares me even more than him. “A little. I-I’ve been there two or three times, but only to certain parts. It’s a maze in there.”

      “Have you ever been into the basements?”

      “No.”

      “Did your father ever speak about them? About what was down there?”

      I shake my head, confused. “I didn’t even know there were basements. How do you—”

      “Never mind. Let’s go.”

      He grabs my arm, pulling me toward the back door.

      “Bryn said nothing would be happening for the next few days,” I blurt, stumbling after him.

      “Bryn was wrong,” Murdoch says shortly. “Now, come with me, we don’t have much time.”

      It’s mid-afternoon, but the air is damp and cold; a gloomy mist envelops the tops of the taller apartment blocks. Almost everything out here is housing, I’ve come to realize. Apart from the government stores and a handful of shops scattered along the larger streets. Even the ancient churches and mosques that still survive have been taken over, officially or unofficially. But despite that, there still seems to be a shortage of places for people to live.

      I knew population control was still an issue, despite the stringent laws that have been in place for decades, but I never realized it was this bad. I ask Murdoch about it as we skirt through the narrow streets and back alleys.

      “It’s not as bad as it was thirty years ago,” he replies. “Then, you could hardly move for hobies on the street. People kept coming in, thinking it would be better in the city than the surrounding areas. Those who’d lived on the upper floors of flooded buildings in the south of the city ran out of the food they’d hoarded, so they came, too.”

      I think back to my history classes and the map of what they called Greater London before the Flood. So big it would take days to walk from one side to the other. Now, what had once been the south part of the city was separated by a vast body of water, crossable only by pod. The currents are too strong for small boats, and the water too shallow and dangerous for the large ships that bring supplies in from other parts of Britannia. People still lived on the other side, but all the business, all the jobs, had moved to the main part of the city in the north.

      “And the water still rises,” I say aloud.

      Murdoch nods. “Slowly, but every year it gets a little higher and more people are pushed into a smaller area.

      “Why haven’t they built more to the north? Extended the city that way?”

      “A good question. Perhaps you should ask your father that. They say they don’t have the money. But they’ll have to at some point. The water’s going to rise a lot more. Reckon they’ll have to pack up and move the government headquarters in the next ten years or it’ll be underwater.”

      I get the feeling Murdoch’s a bit of a pessimist at heart, though he doesn’t sound gloomy about his prediction. In fact, quite the reverse.

      “Have you always lived in London?”

      “I was born here. Area Four. But my family are Irish. They fled Dublin because they thought they’d have a better life in London, but it turned out to be just as bad here.”

      “Do they still live here?”

      “Nah, we moved back when I was ten. Government were glad to see people go at that point. Fewer mouths to feed.”

      “How did you become involved with the Chain?”

      Murdoch’s eyes flicker with irritation. “D’ya always ask so many questions, boy?”

      I shrug. “I just like knowing things. This is all new to me. I-I hadn’t even been Outside before …”

      “Finally getting to know your own city, eh? The Chain helped free Dublin. It was one of their first big successes. It was a bit like here before the Wall went up. There were good parts and bad parts and a lot of inequality and a government who didn’t give a damn. The Chain took down the government, made things fairer. And there were a good few years with the crops, which helped with the food supply. It’s not perfect, but it’s a lot better than what it was.”

      “And that’s what you’re trying to do in London?”

      “Yeah. London’s a much bigger beast than Dublin, though, and we didn’t have the Metz to contend with there.”

      “The government aren’t all bad. It’s not that they don’t care, it’s just the problem’s so big—”

      “Look, kid. I know you’ve been brought up an Insider and fed all this crap by your dad about how they’re doing their best, but compare this” – he waves his arm, taking in the line of hobies huddled in their ragged jackets, the shuttered windows and the mud-streaked buildings –  “to what you’ve got Inside. Does this really look like an equal distribution of wealth to you?”

      I see his point. But if Outsiders aren’t contributing to society, surely they shouldn’t be entitled to all the same benefits? Otherwise, what motivation has anyone to go to work? But I suspect Murdoch’s not going to see this side of the argument.

      I decide to change the subject. “So, why didn’t you stay in Dublin then, after things got sorted out?”

      “My sister decided to come to London. I didn’t hear from her for a while. We didn’t know the comm lines had been blocked. So, I followed her over.”

      His voice is tight and he picks up the pace as if wanting to get away from my questions.

      “And?”

      He stares straight ahead, his eyes hard and cold. “She’d got caught up in one of the gangs out here. The leader wanted her, she refused, so they raped her. That leader had … disturbing tastes. She didn’t survive the experience.”

      “I’m sorry.” I swallow hard, trying to push away the unpleasant picture forming in my mind. “Which gang was it?”

      Murdoch shrugs. “It doesn’t exist anymore. This was years ago; gangs come and go. I found the man and killed him. Hunted down each of those involved. The Chain helped me find them and gave me a place to stay. I’ve been here ever since.”

      A shudder runs down my spine. I wonder if that’s where he got the scar that runs along the right side of his jaw. How lucky I’ve been, growing up away from all this. I wonder how my life would have differed if I’d been born an Outsider.

      “So, the Chain’s been around years, then?”

      “Stop with all the bloody questions, won’t you?” He scowls at me, then relents. “Yes, in one form or another. But we have access to more resources now. London’s time has come.”

      We turn into the alleyway leading to the back yard of the white house. London’s time has come. The words make me shiver. Suddenly, I don’t want to ask any more questions.
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        * * *

      

      Aleesha’s waiting in the front room of the small white house, staring out the window. She’s wearing a grey long-sleeved top to go with the ubiquitous black trousers and boots. The tight-fitting clothes emphasize the angles of her body. She seems all bone, with a thin layer of muscle. I’m used to people being slim – there’s no excuse for being fat when there are so many medicines you can take – but like most Outsiders, Aleesha looks like she’s half starved. I think again of the blank-eyed tramps and children wandering the streets. Perhaps she is.

      She gives me a half smile as we walk in, which I return. She had helped me find what I thought was my home, after all. And she didn’t make any sarcastic comments at my failure. Bryn’s words come back to me. She would probably slit your throat as soon as sleep with you. Surely, she can’t be that bad, can she? Besides, I don’t intend to sleep with her.

      I catch Murdoch’s raised eyebrow out the corner of my eye and realize I’m blushing. Dammit.

      “So, what do you want us to do?” My attempt to sound calm and in control fails miserably.

      “Go exploring.”

      “Inside?”

      “Kind of.” He pulls a piece of paper – real paper – from inside his jacket and, unfolding it, places it carefully on the table.

      “There’s an old system of tunnels that were used hundreds of years ago for transport. The Tube, they called it. Everything was underground in those days: sewage disposal, electricity, comms, the lot. The city must be riddled with tunnels. Many were destroyed, of course, in the Great Flood or were deliberately collapsed, but we think you may be able to use them to get across the city.”

      He traces a path on the paper with his finger. “All the way through to the government headquarters.”

      “You’re bloody mad,” Aleesha says finally, breaking the silence. “You think you can break into the main government building by going underground?”

      “Well, we don’t know yet,” Murdoch replies. “That’s your job to find out.”

      I think about the government headquarters. It’s not just one building; the whole block is surrounded by a barrier similar to the Wall that reaches up to the second-floor windows. There’s a main gate at the front, and a back gate for staff and deliveries. Both are heavily guarded by the Metz and their dogs in addition to the palace guards.

      I stare at him in disbelief. “I can’t believe the government would miss that out of their security plans.”

      He shrugs. “Perhaps not, but I doubt they have the same level of security as above ground. After all, no one really knows about the tunnels. I bet the most they have is some sensor nets. And most sensors detect people’s chips. Which means you two should be able to pass through them unnoticed.”

      “How do you know these tunnels even exist?” Aleesha peers at the paper with its brightly coloured squiggles.

      “They do exist.” The words fall from my mouth. Murdoch and Aleesha both stare at me. “The London Underground. I-I saw it in a book once.”

      One of the ancient paper volumes stacked on the dusty shelves of St George’s library. I’d asked the librarian if I could take it out to read, but she’d taken it off me and said it was for library use only. When I’d gone back to look for it, it was no longer on the shelves. Is this another thing we’re not supposed to know about?

      “They were built in the Victorian era, some of them, when the underground trains first started. Though the deeper tunnels were constructed a hundred years or so later. The deepest parts were two hundred feet below ground.”

      “Really?” Aleesha’s voice wobbles for a second and her face pales. I don’t blame her. The thought of being that far underground frightens the life out of me. But I’m also curious to see what these old tunnels are like.

      “We’ve been trying to align the map of the tunnels with the city as it is today.” Murdoch pulls out a thin roll of film and places it next to the paper. “We’ve made a copy for you to take. We’ve done our best to decipher the station names from the old map, but some were just too worn. You’ll have to just make the best of it.”

      I stare down at the map. Coloured lines run across the page, each neatly labelled. A yellow one seems to go around in a circle in the centre. According to the list to the right of the page, this yellow line is called the “Circle”. How descriptive. Where the lines intersect there are small circles, each with their own unfamiliar name.

      “What the hell am I supposed to do with this?” Aleesha stands up and folds her arms. “This isn’t a proper map and I’ve never heard of any of these places. They could be out of a fairy story for all the good they are.”

      “Calm down,” Murdoch snaps. “It may not be geographically accurate, but once you’re in the system of tunnels, it should be easy enough to find your way.” He points to one of the circles on the map, which has grey, yellow and green lines running through it. “We know the old government area used to be called Westminster. A lot of it is underwater now, but if you can get to one of the stations further from the river – Charing Cross or Green Park, perhaps – there may be a service tunnel you can pick up that takes you underneath the current headquarters.”

      He traces his finger back to the right of the page. “I think we’re around this area.” He circles his finger around some stations on an orange line. Hoxton. Bethnal Green. Shoreditch. “Only problem is, these are marked as being an overground line. To be honest, I think you may have more luck down here in Area Four. We think Aldgate East may be just outside the Wall, in the southern part of Four.”

      “Aldgate,” Aleesha murmurs thoughtfully.

      Murdoch gives her a sharp glance. “You’ve heard of it?”

      Her brow wrinkles in concentration. “I’ve seen the name somewhere … It’ll come to me.”

      “So, you want us to break into the government building and do … what?” I ask.

      “Nothing, yet. Just see how far you can get before something blocks your way. Don’t go up to the main levels. I don’t want you getting caught and them figuring out what we’re up to. We know from the building plans that there are basements under the building, so presumably, there’s access up from there. If we can get into the basements, the rest should be doable.”

      Aleesha’s head snaps up. “Building plans?”

      Murdoch curses under his breath.

      “Was that the information we got from the government official? It was, wasn’t it!”

      Murdoch glares at her. “It’s none of your business. Your job is to figure out a way through to the basements, not to ask questions. You can check if there’s any additional security to get up to the main levels,” he adds, almost as an afterthought.

      “And what’s in it for me?”

      Murdoch looks taken aback at Aleesha’s question.

      “I don’t work for free, you know. Now I’ve spoken to Mrs Grady, I’m not sure there’s anything else you can offer me.”

      Murdoch sighs. “Fine.” He pulls a small pouch from his pocket. It clinks. Aleesha eyes it hungrily.

      “Ten chits and another twenty when you report back. Plus, there are a couple of bottles of water and some food in that bag.” He points to a small backpack under the table. “And a couple of flashlights, but I want those back when you’re done, okay?”

      Aleesha nods, pocketing the money.

      “And don’t think you’re getting anything,” Murdoch says, rounding on me. “We’ve done enough for you.”

      I shrink back under his gaze, but my mind is racing. What are they up to? If there’s a weakness in the government security systems, father needs to know about it. At least, if I go along, I can find out what it is.

      Murdoch hands Aleesha the film map and begins to carefully fold up the original. “Report back tomorrow morning at ten. Not here, at the statue in Rose Square. The government are moving fast. Which means we need to move faster.”

      For what?

      “Figured out where you’re going yet?” Murdoch asks as we leave the house.

      Aleesha nods. “I’m sure I’ve seen the name somewhere down in the concrete jungle, in the south part of Four.”

      “Good. Find it and see if you can access the tunnels there. If you can’t, we’ll have to think of something else. Though you won’t get your chits, of course.”

      Aleesha gives him a dirty look, but Murdoch shrugs and turns to leave. “Tomorrow, at ten.”

      The mist is even thicker as Aleesha leads the way south. I recognize the first few streets, but as they get filthier and more crowded and the buildings even more rundown, I realize we must be getting into the heart of Area Four.

      “Pull your hood up,” Aleesha hisses. Not that anyone can really see us in the gloom. Eventually, we reach a break in the buildings and I can vaguely make out a large open area in front of us, though it’s hard to see much. Off to our right, the Wall still glows through the fog.

      “Be quiet now, and follow me exactly,” Aleesha whispers.

      “Where are we going?”

      “To see a friend. But bad people live in this place – really bad. Just … don’t do anything stupid, okay?”

      I nod and follow her across the open space toward an enormous pile of rubble. I clamber up it, watching carefully where Aleesha places her hands and feet. The large concrete blocks are surprisingly stable, however haphazardly they seem to be stacked.

      “Hide here.”

      Straightening, I look around, but the fog has hidden the surrounding buildings and all signs of life. When I look back, Aleesha is gone.
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      “Giles!” I hiss into the dark, crouching inside the rough entrance to the makeshift tunnel. Pieces of rusted metal and Plexiglas sheets hold back the rubble. Mostly.

      This jungle is just a huge mound of broken debris. Rumour has it, it’s haunted. I don’t believe in ghosts, but it’s not a safe place to explore; the rubble’s been known to shift unexpectedly, trapping people inside, and the few people who do make their home here are some of the most unsavoury characters in Area Four. And that’s saying something.

      Fortunately, one of these unsavoury characters owes me a favour.

      There’s a soft scraping noise behind me; the sound of someone catching their arm on a piece of metal. I turn my head and there’s a pale ghost of a face not four inches from my own, its yawning black mouth open in a horrific parody of a grin.

      I throw myself backward to the ground, my legs pedalling furiously. The scream that rises in my throat turns to a pathetic squeak as I try and fight the instinct to call for help.

      “Miss Aleesha?” The ghost face appears in the tunnel entrance and resolves itself into a normal human face. Though I’m not sure if you’d call this hairless chalk-white creature normal.

      “Giles.” I sit up and begin to dust myself off. “What do you think you’re doing sneaking up on me like that?” I glare at him while trying to calm my pounding heart.

      He smiles that strange open-mouthed smile of his and shrugs. “My home, Miss Aleesha.”

      I guess he’s right. “Can I come in?”

      He moves back into the darkness and I crawl inside the entrance again. No further. I’m not keen to find out what he has back there in this place he calls home. His eyes, as pale as the rest of him, are bright in the dark.

      “Giles, do you remember when I was last here? We were looking under the rubble and there was a sign that said ‘Aldgate’ or something like that. Can you remember where it was?”

      He nods vigorously.

      “Aldgate East? Yes, I know that. And Aldgate, too, but that’s on the other side.” He giggles nervously.

      Were there two Aldgate stations on the map? I can’t remember and I don’t want to get it out now.

      “Can … can you get underground there? Like, properly underground, to a tunnel?”

      He is silent for a moment. “Yeees, there is a way underground,” he says finally, his voice hesitant. “The tunnels are deep though, and dark.”

      “It’s okay, I have this.” I pull the flashlight from my belt to show him. He cowers away, whimpering. “Hey, it’s okay, it’s just a light. Can you show me how to get into the tunnel?”

      “Yeeees.” Again, that slow, drawn out response. Like I’m pulling the word from his throat, one letter at a time. “But why do you want to go down there, Aleesha? The tunnels aren’t a place for you.”

      “I’ve been asked to explore them. Try and find a way through.”

      “To the Inside?”

      “Perhaps.”

      He considers this for a minute. “And if I show you the entrance, then we’re even?”

      “Yup, we’re even.”

      This time I see him nod in the darkness. “Let’s go.”

      Trey is waiting outside. He jumps to his feet, eyes widening when he catches sight of Giles. I place a finger to my lips and shake my head slightly.

      “Who is this, Miss Aleesha?” Giles hisses, cowering behind me.

      “It’s okay, Giles,” I whisper. “He’s a friend.”

      Giles doesn’t look impressed, but he leads off through the concrete jungle. Somehow, he knows which blocks of concrete are okay to stand on and which to avoid. In some places, he stops and literally points out each step to us. I wonder if he’s learnt this from experience or if he’s rigged up some traps to dissuade people from exploring his territory. I wouldn’t put it past him. He’s quite well known in this part of Area Four – they call him the albino because his skin is so white and his eyes so pale. There are lots of rumours about where he came from. Some say he was an Insider, abandoned by his parents because of his mutation. Or that he was a third child, naturally conceived but not wanted. Others say he was born underground and that’s why he’s so pale. That he murdered his parents when he was just a child.

      After half an hour of picking our way through precariously balanced pieces of rubble, we emerge at the northerly edge of the jungle. The last traces of daylight are fading into the evening gloom. Why bring us this way? It would have been much quicker to walk around the edge.

      As if reading my mind, Giles gestures with his thumb. “The Boots Brothers live that way. You wanna stay away from them. They don’t like going into the jungle proper, but if you’re on the outskirts they’ll have you in a flash. A pretty girl like you they’d have a field day with,” he warns. “When you come back out, head straight for the Wall and follow it up. They don’t like the Wall. And don’t use that flashlight to draw attention to yourself.” He eyes it warily.

      “Sure,” I reply, looking around for the sign I remembered seeing.

      “It’s down here,” Giles says, climbing down from the large block we’re standing on. It feels the most solid thing in this place. I follow him. This is the spot. There’s a faint pattern on the block that makes me wonder if there was once a carving on it, now weathered by time. To the right, covered in dust and half buried in rubble, is the sign. I run a finger over each letter, brushing the dust off. A-L-D-G-A. I give it an experimental tug to see if the sign will come loose, but it doesn’t budge.

      “Here!”

      I look around for Giles, but he’s disappeared.

      “Down here!” A white arm appears from underneath the block. There’s an entrance about two feet high. I have to get down on my belly to crawl in, but once inside it opens up below me. I twist to land on my feet and look up at the small portal of daylight.

      “Come on, Trey, follow me.”

      The dust from his scrabbling catches at the back of my throat.

      “This way.” Giles is already heading off into the darkness. Coughing, I switch on my flashlight and follow him down a rough tunnel that runs underneath huge slabs of concrete. It drops down into a larger space. I shine the beam of light around until a picture on the far wall catches my eye. A red circle, cut through with a blue line. The symbol on the map Murdoch gave me.

      “This way!” Giles’s head appears around the corner and I hurry down a short flight of steps, Trey right behind me. I follow the sound of scuffles in the dark, hoping its Giles and not a rat. The tunnel opens into a larger void, collapsed in at one end.

      “See,” Giles says happily, pointing to a sign on the wall. “Aldgate East.”

      I shine my light around. To the left is what looks like some kind of controlled access barrier. Two sets of stairs leading down into a blackness my light can’t penetrate.

      Giles taps my shoulder, making me jump. “Aldgate East, Miss Aleesha. I can go now?”

      “Have you been down there, Giles?”

      “Once,” he replies reluctantly. “You can get down to the old train tracks. Can I go now?”

      “Yes, fine,” I reply, exasperated.

      He nods, then pulls something from his pocket and holds it out to me. “This’ll help you find your way back.”

      A flo pen. I smile at him. “Thanks. I’ll return it later.”

      “Don’t worry, I have another.” He stands there awkwardly for a moment. “Well, I’ll be seeing you.” Then he turns tail and disappears back up the tunnel.

      I take a deep breath, suddenly very conscious of the weight of the concrete and rubble above me. This must have been here for hundreds of years; it’s not likely to collapse now. Get a grip.

      “Who was that?” Trey asks, coming over to peer at the barrier.

      “Giles. He’s a little odd, but you can trust him.” I think.

      “So, this is an old Underground Station.”

      “Yeah.” I run my finger through the thick layer of dust on the barrier, revealing a flash of yellow. “Pity they couldn’t afford cleaners.”

      “Huh. Where do we go from here?”

      “Down.”

      I vault over the barrier and start toward the right-hand set of stairs. Eight steps, then a short platform, and then another thirteen. At the bottom, a long platform leads into the dark, dropping off to the left. There’s an identical platform on the other side of the trench.

      I run my hand along the wall. The smooth tiles are cold. A pattern of red and blue. The same symbol, this time with the words “Aldgate East” emblazoned on the blue line. Balancing my flashlight on a bench, I pull out the roll of film. The coloured lines are bright in the dark.

      “Any idea if we’re on the pink or green line?” I ask.

      “Nope, but these seem to be the only platforms. Maybe the trains ran on the same track?”

      I sigh. “Well, let’s go one way and see what we find.”

      Turning, I play the flashlight beam over the entrance to the tunnel behind me. It’s bigger than I feared; as wide as many of the larger streets Outside and more than double my height. But my heart’s pounding in my chest and I have to wipe the sweat off my hands before lowering myself into the trench.

      “Here goes nothing,” I say. The words echo down the tunnel ahead. Nothing, nothing, nothing.

      We wander through the tunnels, using the ancient map as a guide. I soon realize that the distances on the map bear no relation to the actual distances between stations. There are platforms and sidings that aren’t marked on the map, some covered in rubble, others untouched as if waiting for the day the trains run again.

      The tunnel for the green line – the District Line – is blocked, so we have to take a more convoluted route via Liverpool Street Station. The tracks are full of rubble, but I manage to find a route around it by breaking through a door that leads into a large underground room full of pillars. From there, a sign points us down, deeper into the earth to the red “Central” line. At every junction I mark a circle and an arrow with the flo pen. The glow of the symbol in the dark is reassuring, like a lifeline guiding us back.

      “So, what do you reckon the Chain are really after in the government headquarters?” I ask as we walk along the empty train tracks.

      “I don’t know,” Trey admits. “Maybe they want to assassinate the President or something? From what Murdoch said, they’ve been in the city a while.”

      He recounts the conversation he’d had with Murdoch earlier. “That’s strange, I’d never heard of them until Murdoch turned up in Four.” And blackmailed me into working for him. I frown. “I guess they could have been in one of the other parts of the city, but if so, why move? I wonder who their new leader is, too.”

      “I don’t know. But I get the impression he’s not from here – from London, I mean. Bryn’s friend, Lamar, was in charge until recently, and now Milicent seems to be taking over.”

      “Who’s she?”

      “An Insider woman. Old. Very rich. She lives in this enormous house in the best part of the city, by herself, I think.”

      How does he know all of this? I feel suddenly annoyed. It’s my job to find out this stuff, but somehow he’s managed to get more out of Murdoch in one trip than I’ve got out of him in a month.

      “How come you’re still here, anyway? Haven’t you found your parents yet?”

      “Yes, Milicent helped me meet them.” He sounds hurt. Perhaps my tone was a little harsh. “I-I can’t go back yet, though.”

      “Did you find out why the Metz are after you?”

      “Yes.” There’s a pause. “Apparently, I shouldn’t be alive. I was … born illegally.”

      I stop dead. Trey? Illegal? “What?”

      His feet shuffle in the dark. “Yeah, crazy, right? Mum and Dad already had two children. I’ve got a sister I never knew about.”

      Somehow this makes me feel a bit lighter. So much for his perfect Insider life. “Well, it’s not so bad, being illegal,” I say breezily.

      “Don’t be stupid, of course it is. They want to kill me, or send me to the Farms. What’s good about that?” he asks bitterly.

      “Well, okay. But it’s not your fault. It’s nothing you’ve done, it’s your parents fault for not having got sterilized like you’re supposed to.” I pat his arm. “Come on, better keep walking.”

      After a few minutes, there’s a cool breeze on my skin. An air vent? I step forward and it disappears, but further up, there’s another one.

      “But Dad is sterilized.” Trey sounds puzzled.

      “What?”

      “Dad’s sterilized. I remember him saying he got done after Ella was born. It didn’t click at the time, but that doesn’t make sense at all …”

      “Well, maybe it didn’t work. Or perhaps your mother had an affair or something. It doesn’t really matter, does it?”

      From the uncomfortable silence, I get the impression that it does matter. At least, he has parents.

      Eventually, Trey breaks the silence. “My father says Outsiders are always fighting. Was he right?”

      “We’re not always fighting. Most people are just trying to survive. But when there aren’t enough resources, what do you expect? People fight over food. Water. Firewood – what little of it there is.” I catch the bitterness in my voice. “You don’t know what it’s like.”

      “No, I don’t,” he says quietly. “I don’t know how you’re so brave the whole time. It’s like nothing ever scares you.” He sighs. “Whereas I’m scared of everything.”

      I shrug. “It’s not that I’m not afraid. You just learn to hide it. Fear is a sign of weakness. It gives your enemy something to exploit.”

      “I suppose that makes sense.” He laughs nervously. “Easier said than done, though.”

      There’s another silence.

      “Did you find out about your mother?”

      “I found out she was murdered.”

      “I-I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be,” I reply, more sharply than I had intended. “I mean, don’t say you’re sorry just to be polite. That’s an Insider thing. Trying to be polite all the time. Like the government people. Outside we just say it how it is. Much simpler.”

      “I really am sorry.” His voice is sincere. “I don’t know how you survived on your own as an—”

      “An illegal?”

      “Yeah.”

      I sometimes wonder that, too.

      I have no idea of time or distance this far underground, but it feels like we’ve been walking for miles when we finally arrive at a station called Tottenham Court Road.

      “It says ‘Tottenham Road’ on here, but they’ve probably copied it down wrong,” I say squinting at the map. “We need to find the black line.”

      Trey wipes his sleeve across a black smudge on the wall. A black arrow emerges, and a word. Northern. “This one?”

      We follow the arrows through a series of tunnels to another platform. Holo screens line the wall – dead and grey now, of course – the products they were advertising part of another time. Back down onto the tracks and into yet another large tunnel. I stifle a yawn. We must have been down here for hours.

      The next station is too damaged for us to tell what or where it is. Rubble fills the platform, spilling down onto the tracks. We have to climb up and over it. The blocks of concrete and stone move unnervingly beneath our feet.

      At the next station, I stop and check the map again. “This should be Charing Cross.”

      There seems to be a vague pattern under the dust-covered wall; a picture of some kind. Trey brushes at it, raising a cloud of dust. When it clears the words “ING CROSS” are visible. We made it.

      “Now what?” Trey asks.

      “Now, we try and find a way in.”

      We spend what must be an hour searching the tunnels, corridors and staircases in the station. All end in either water or rubble. The place is a maze. Without the flo pen we’d have ended up walking endlessly in circles. Weariness fills me, my limbs feeling heavy and unresponsive, and I sink down with my back against the wall of one of the tunnels.

      “Here.” I offer Trey some of the water from the backpack Murdoch had given us and he gulps it down.

      A scuffling noise further up the tunnel makes me freeze. Rats. I hate rats. Fortunately, there aren’t many of them Outside anymore. They taste terrible, but meat is meat.

      “Hey, come and look at this. The rat went through this grate.” Trey tugs at the metal, but it doesn’t move.

      The grate is perhaps a metre square and set out from the wall slightly. Air ventilation? I curl my fingers under one of the flutes and give it a yank. It gives slightly but not enough. “Give me a hand?”

      This time, something snaps and the grate falls back toward us, revealing a dark opening. Great, an even more confined space. Taking a deep breath, I crawl inside, shining my flashlight in front and fervently hoping the rat has moved on. Just keep moving.

      A glint ahead. Another grate. This one crashes back with one hard shove. A cloud of choking dust rises as it hits the ground. On the other side is another tunnel, tall enough to stand up in and walk two abreast. It’s rougher than the ones in the station. Old cables of some sort run along one side. A service tunnel, perhaps? A flash of white catches my eye.

      “Well found, Insider,” I say as Trey emerges, coughing, from the opening. He’s grey with dust, and I suspect I’m the same.

      “Are we in?” His voice is tinged with disbelief.

      “Looks like it.” I focus my flashlight on the small white sign. It’s a different symbol to the one they use now, but the words are clear enough.
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      The rough tunnel leads to another, then another. Finally, we reach a set of small rooms, most of them filled with metal cabinets. I try to open one, but it’s locked. There’s a label stuck to the front, too faded to read.

      “Maybe they’re archives.”

      “Archives?”

      “Stores of old information. Otherwise, why keep them locked? They don’t look like they’ve been touched for a while.”

      The next room is much larger and filled with tables and chairs, all of them covered in a thick layer of dust. An empty mug with the words “Dad’s mug” in a child’s scrawl looks like it’s growing something inside. I wonder how long ago someone left it there and why they didn’t come back.

      “It’s pretty dingy down here,” Aleesha says. Dust particles dance in the beam of light.

      “I can’t see any security precautions, unless … unless they’re invisible?”

      “Guess they thought people were unlikely to go crawling around with the rats. Especially, if no one knows about the tunnels.”

      There are more metal cabinets in here, some of them with a small, rusted sign. The only word I can make out is the last one: Access.

      “Hey, this looks as if it may be a way up?”

      Aleesha’s standing in front of a door. At the top, there’s a white sign with a green man running up a stepped line.

      She tries it. “Locked.”

      “Wait, what’s this?” There’s a small black box on the side of the door with a tiny amber light in the top right corner. “It’s a fingerprint scanner.”

      “There’s your security.”

      I examine it briefly. “It’s an old-style one. I don’t suppose you’ve got a KBox, have you?”

      “A what?” She looks at me blankly.

      “It’s a basic device you can use to interrogate information systems.”

      “You’ve lost me.” Annoyance flickers on her face.

      “You can use the KBox to pull off the fingerprint algorithms stored in the scanner’s memory, then recreate it and feed it back to the scanner electronically. Basically, you trick it into thinking an authorized person has placed their finger on the scanner. We did a tech project on it a couple of years ago.”

      Aleesha frowns. “Doesn’t seem very secure if kids get taught how to hack into it.”

      “Exactly. I mean it would stop some people, I guess—”

      “Outsiders, you mean.”

      Fortunately, it’s too dark for her to see my cheeks redden. “I—”

      She waves her hand. “I was kiddin’ you.”

      “Oh. Anyway, the scanners currently used set off an alarm whenever you tamper with them. There’s no way I know to hack into them.”

      “So, why haven’t they replaced these?”

      “I don’t know. Mind you, we don’t know what’s on the other side of that door,” I say darkly. “If they’ve got all sorts of killing devices, updating a simple fingerprint scanner isn’t really necessary, is it?”

      “Guess not.” Aleesha sighs. “Let’s keep looking. And watch out for cameras.”

      “Cameras?”

      “They’ll be hidden, obviously. Look for tiny lights …” Her voice disappears as she goes into the next room.

      I roll my eyes. Right, look for cameras. They’re basically invisible, but … I wander back over to the cabinets and idly pull at the doors, my eyes running along the ceiling looking for any tiny dots of light.

      Locked.

      Locked.

      Locked.

      Open.

      A jolt of excitement runs through me as my fingers curl around the rusted edge of the door. I pull it again. There’s a screech of metal against metal. It was locked, once, but the rust has damaged it so much that my slight tug was enough to break it.

      Inside are rows upon rows of hanging dividers, each jammed full of films. There’s even the odd piece of paper, but these have mainly disintegrated. Most are neatly stacked, but others look like they’ve been hurriedly crammed inside, without thought as to order.

      I pull out one of the folders and set it down on a table. They’ve used hard film, which makes sense, but some of the sheets are folded or crushed. Whoever filed these didn’t do a very good job.

      Balancing my flashlight, I start to flick through them. They’re mostly records of meetings and old policy documents, dating back decades. There are even some from before the Great Flood.

      A handwritten document catches my eye. Most of the other films have a classification imprinted at the top of the page. But not this one. Just the word “Confidential” scrawled across the top.

      “Found anything?”

      I look up guiltily. “Err, I didn’t see any …”

      Aleesha rolls her eyes, the effect made scarier by the ghostly pallor of her skin in the light. “I’ll check again.”

      Her beam of light flashes around the room.

      “What are you looking at, anyway? Are they papers?”

      “They’re films. Though some look as if they’re copies of paper documents. I-I think there’s some important stuff in here.” The dates of the papers are from the years after the Great Flood. The Dark Times. A period of history that’s rarely mentioned.

      “Isn’t everything on computers and stuff now?”

      “Yeah, but back then they used to keep physical backups as well. To be honest, I reckon someone put them down here during an office clear out and no one’s bothered to remove or destroy them since. They’ve been locked in these cabinets for decades.”

      The flashlight pauses in its dance. “I think it’s clear. Can’t see any cameras. Come on, let’s go.” Her voice has an edge to it.

      I hesitate, torn between wanting to stay and read through the papers and wanting to get back home. I’ve lost track of time, but it must be the early hours of the morning. The thought of traipsing back through the tunnels is not appealing.

      “There’s so much here …”

      “Just take them with you.”

      “What, steal them?” Government papers? That’s got to be a crime. But curiosity makes my fingers straighten out the edges of the pile, discarding the films that look irrelevant.

      “Why not? It doesn’t look as if they care about them that much.”

      “Fine.” The atmosphere in here is starting to get to me, too. Just because Aleesha didn’t find any cameras doesn’t mean they don’t know we’re here. They could have motion sensors or something. “Let’s go.”

      I tuck the pile of films inside my jacket, zip it up tight, and replace the rest in the cabinet, pushing the door shut. We follow the glowing marks on the wall back to the grate, Aleesha erasing them as we go. Then we’re back on the platform at Charing Cross station.

      “Argh!”

      I whirl around. Aleesha’s huddled in the trench, her face laced with pain.

      “What is it? What happened?”

      She shakes her head. “It’s okay. Just landed wrong. Give me a minute.”

      I hover, anxiously, but after a few minutes, she gingerly gets to her feet and tries walking.

      “Hmm. It’ll be alright, I think. Just a bit of a sprain. Good thing I have bendy ankles.”

      “You sure?”

      She nods. “Yup. Come on, let’s get out of here. I hate this bloody darkness.”
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      It’s still dark when we emerge from the tunnels and follow the Wall up into Area Four.

      “Do you want to come to the river to wash?” Aleesha laughs at my expression. “It’s not that bad. Or, at least, parts of it aren’t. It won’t get you clean exactly, but it’ll get the worst of the dirt off.”

      She gives me a pointed look. Even in the dim light I can see we’re covered head to toe in dust. It sticks to my face like clay and stings my eyes.

      I shrug. “Guess I need it, then. Does your hair itch as much as mine?” It feels as if insects are crawling over my scalp.

      We walk through the quiet streets to the river, Aleesha trying to hide the fact that she’s limping. Is this part of the “no sign of weakness” thing? Probably.

      The water is cold, but it tears the worst of the dust and dirt from my arms. Aleesha pulls her boot off and sticks her foot in.

      “Is it bad?”

      “Na. Just a bit sore. It’ll be fine in a day or so. At the moment, I can’t feel it at all.” She laughs.

      It feels good to scrub my hair, though some of the dye momentarily stains the water.

      “You’ll be blond again soon,” Aleesha comments.

      The sky begins to lighten. The grey mist of the previous evening must have dissipated overnight. Silhouettes of towers stand proud, far across the water.

      “What’s on the other side?” Aleesha asks, staring out.

      “Houses. Apartment blocks. The water flooded a lot of the south part of the city, but there’s still the southern outskirts. I guess there are people living there, though a lot of them migrated up here after the Flood.”

      “You know what I’ve always wondered?” The question seems rhetorical. “What happened to Areas One and Two. I guess they must have existed once. It doesn’t make sense to start at three.”

      I nod. “They were further east of here. When they created the areas, after the Great Flood, they still existed, but as the water levels rose further they slowly drowned. They built the docks out there – the only dry land for miles around.”

      “Maybe this will all be under water eventually,” Aleesha says sadly.

      I don’t tell her that she’s right, and that day will come sooner than she thinks.

      Something glints on her ankle as she lifts it from the water. “What’s that?”

      She rests her ankle on the opposite knee, massaging it gently.

      “This?” She fingers the trinket. “It’s something my mother gave me. Apparently, my father gave it to her.”

      “A triquetra.” I lean forward, intrigued.

      “A what? Do you know what it is?” Her hands fumble with the cord and she pulls it apart, holding the amulet up to me.

      “N-no,” I’m taken aback by the urgency in her voice. “I mean, I’ve seen the symbol, but not this piece.”

      “Where? What does it mean?”

      “You find it carved into gravestones sometimes, or in churches.”

      “So, it’s a religious thing.” She sounds disappointed.

      “Kind of. In the Christian religion it usually represents the Trinity.”

      Aleesha looks blank.

      “God, Jesus and the Holy Spirit. But it was used more widely before that, as a sign of special things or of three people bound together.” I trace my finger over the amulet. “The circle represents unity of the three.”

      Aleesha doesn’t reply, but she looks thoughtful as she re-ties the cord around her ankle and puts her boot back on.

      I yawn, suddenly overwhelmingly tired. It hits me that we’ve been up all night. “Can you show me the way home?”

      “Sure.”

      By the time I get back to Abby’s the sky is light. Knocking gently doesn’t work, so I bang on the back door until I see her through the window.

      “Trey!” The worry lines on her face ease when she sees me. “Where on Earth have you been? I was so worried. The knife …”

      “Murdoch dragged me away,” I mumble. “Sorry, I’ve been up all night. Just need to sleep.”

      “Of course …”

      I stumble past her and through the house up to my room. Need somewhere safe for the papers. I look around, but eventually just shove them under the mattress. It’ll have to do for now. Stripping off my filthy clothes, I leave them in a heap on the floor and collapse onto the bed, sleep dragging me down.
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      The sound of angry voices in the kitchen below wakes me up. I feel groggy and heavy with sleep. Sunlight filters through the window, but from the angle, I don’t think it’s yet afternoon. Closing my eyes, I begin to float back into the depths of sleep when there are loud footsteps on the stairs and the door flies open.

      Instinctively, I pull the sheet up to cover my naked body. Murdoch stands over me, his expression fierce. “Get up. Now.” There’s a lighter footfall and Abby appears beside him in the doorway clutching my wet, but clean, clothes. She gives me an apologetic glance and drops them on the floor by the bed. I look pointedly at the clothes, and with a grunt Murdoch leaves the room, half closing the door behind him. What does he think I’m going to do? Jump out the window?

      I sit up, wincing at the aches and bruises that have materialized whilst I’ve been asleep. But I dress quickly, not trusting Murdoch to give me privacy for more than a few minutes.

      I’ve barely finished pulling on my socks when he barges in again and grabs my arm, practically hauling me down the stairs.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “You were supposed to report straight back to me.”

      I stop, yanking my arm out of his grip and stare at him in what I hope is an expression of defiance. “We were out all night. I haven’t slept. And believe me, anything I said to you when I got back here wouldn’t have made much sense at all.”

      Abby presses a bar into my hand as I’m marched out the front door and down the street. I eat it quickly, but it does little to fill the empty space in my stomach.

      To my surprise, we don’t go to the usual white house, but instead walk further north, almost into Area Six. We stop at the back of a large building that looks like a school. Two men guard a small door. They nod at Murdoch and wave us through.

      Murdoch guides me up a short flight of stairs and into a small sitting room furnished with a couple of sofas and a low table. Aleesha is already there, perched on the edge of a high-backed chair.

      “Come in, Darwin. Please, sit down.” I’m surprised to see Milicent standing by the table. She waves me to sit down next to Aleesha and takes a seat opposite me. Murdoch closes the door behind us and stands with his back against it.

      I lick my lips to try and moisten my mouth, but they’re so cracked and dry even my own saliva stings. I’m not sure if it’s hunger or nerves, but my belly feels like it’s tied itself in knots. I glance over at Aleesha; she doesn’t meet my eye.

      Milicent clears her throat delicately. “Darwin—”

      “Trey. My name is Trey.”

      She smiles slightly as if amused. “Sorry, Trey. Now you’re both here, can you tell us if you found a way through last night?”

      I start describing the route we took through the tunnels. Aleesha butts in occasionally to correct me when I get the name of a station or line wrong. When I tell them about finding the cut-through into the basements, Murdoch crows.

      “Yes, I knew there’d be a way!”

      Milicent glares at him, but he continues, unabashed.

      “What security was there? Did you get up into the main part of the building?”

      “I couldn’t find any cameras,” Aleesha takes over, “but they could have been well hidden. There was a fingerprint lock on a door that may lead up to the main building. We couldn’t open it, but Trey thought he might be able to hack it.”

      All eyes are on me. I shrug. “It should be pretty straightforward with a KBox Model Three. Even a Model Two should do it.”

      “Well, we can get one of those, no problem.” Murdoch licks his lips.

      “There’s something else. The basements seem to be used as archives. There are some films in there, copies of papers from the time of the Great Flood and just after. I-I took some of them. I haven’t had time to look at them yet, but I think they’re important. They talk about the Population Regulation Ac—”

      “Old documents, not relevant today. The Great Flood was decades ago. I’m sure they might be of interest to a historian, but we are dealing with the present, young man,” Milicent interrupts.

      “But I’ve never heard of this Act. And from what it looks like, there’s information in there that people should know. I think … perhaps the government haven’t told us the truth.”

      “About what? Something that happened sixty years ago? We need to focus on the lies they’re telling now. We can’t change what happened in the past, but we can change what happens in the future.” Murdoch’s voice escalates as he speaks.

      “But you still haven’t told us what it is you are planning to do,” Aleesha butts in. “Why do you want to get into the government headquarters?”

      Murdoch hesitates, looking over to Milicent, who shakes her head.

      “We can’t tell you,” she says gently. “It’s for your own protection. Your youth is in your favour. If you get caught and genuinely know nothing, they may go easier on you.”

      “But why would they catch us?” Aleesha asks. “Unless …” Her eyes narrow. “You’re going to send us in again, aren’t you?”

      My breath catches in my throat.

      “It’s a possibility,” Milicent says finally.

      “Well, I’m not doing anything unless you tell us what you’re trying to do.” Aleesha sits back and folds her arms. I’m beginning to recognize that attitude. “And even then, don’t bank on my support. On that note, I think you owe me some chits.”

      Murdoch rolls his eyes and tosses her a bag. She weighs it in her hand, then pockets it.

      There’s a pause before Milicent speaks. “We are looking to gain access to the government’s central information system. As you may know, there’s no way of hacking into it remotely. We have an expert who has the skills to get what we need, but he may need some support getting into, and out of, the building. That—”

      There’s a bang from outside and the sound of raised voices. The door flies open and Bryn enters. Grime is set in the lines on his face and his matted hair hangs in dreads. There are bags under his eyes and his clothes are filthy.

      “What are you playing at?” He glares from Milicent to Murdoch and back again. “You said nothing would be happening for the next two days. Then I get back to Abby’s and the first I hear is that Trey got dragged away by you,” he jabs a finger at Murdoch, “and has been out all night.”

      “Bryn. You look … tired,” Milicent says delicately. “Unfortunately, whilst you were away, things moved on somewhat. We received word that Mikheil and his father are already on their way. They’ll be here tomorrow. We needed to find out if it was possible to get into the building via the tunnels.”

      “Well, why didn’t you go then,” Bryn says to Murdoch, “or one of your other minions?”

      Murdoch shrugs. “We knew these two could pass through the Wall. They were the most likely to be able to get the furthest.”

      “Trey, Aleesha, thank you for your assistance.” Milicent stands. “Murdoch will escort you home.”

      We’re ushered firmly from the room. Outside, I blink at the relative brightness of the daylight after the dark room.

      “I can take Trey back home if you like?” Aleesha volunteers.

      Murdoch looks torn. He obviously wants to go back and join the shouting match Milicent and Bryn are having, but also doesn’t trust Aleesha.

      “It’s fine, we can find our own way back.” I smile weakly.

      “Well, okay, if you’re sure,” Murdoch acquiesces. “But I want you both staying close to home for the next few days. You especially. No disappearing.” He jabs his finger at Aleesha. “And stay off the drugs.”

      “Don’t worry, I’ve quit.” She smiles sweetly back at him.

      Murdoch raises an eyebrow. “I doubt that very much.”

      Instead of going back the way I’d come, Aleesha pulls me up the street, away from the guards and into a small courtyard. “Quick, up here. We should be able to listen in.” She pulls herself lightly up onto the roof of an outbuilding and pads across to a small window that’s cracked open. I follow, rather less gracefully.

      “This wasn’t Lamar’s plan.” Bryn’s words float up from the other side of the window.

      “Lamar isn’t alive anymore.” Milicent. “And we can’t wait for the Leader to make up his mind forever. We need to act now, before the government gets wind of us. We have an opportunity t—”

      “Look, we can get some reinforcements in a few days. Trained operatives from the continent.”

      “We don’t have a few days. The Brotherhood are on our tail and the government seem to have ears everywhere. If we strike now, we have a chance. If they find out what we’re planning, then anyone going in will walk straight into a trap.”

      “Which is why you should be sending in trained operatives, not kids.”

      A snort of derision. Murdoch. “They’re practically adults, Bryn. Besides, they know this city; at least, Aleesha does. She knows how things work. Think about it: a six-year-old unchipped kid. Odds are ninety-nine percent that she’d have been picked up by the Metz within days. She’s probably better at surviving than most of your operatives. She’s had to be. As for the boy, well, he’s a bit wet, but he’s an Insider and the son of a senior minister. If they do get caught, he may be able to talk his way out of it.”

      “That’s a long shot. Besides, his father is in enough trouble as it is. I doubt he’ll be a minister for much longer.”

      My blood runs cold at Bryn’s words. Is Dad going to lose his job? Or worse …

      “Sure, it’s a long shot, but we don’t have many other options.”

      “You’re playing with their lives. Using them as pawns in your game.”

      “That’s part of our job, Bryn.” Milicent. “Sacrifices have to be made. Who else do you suggest we send in? We still don’t know what’s behind that door. Logic dictates they would have security barriers similar to the Wall.”

      “We have to find out how the Wall works,” Bryn mutters. “It’s the crux of the whole problem.”

      Their voices drop and I struggle to make out any more words until Milicent raises her voice again.

      “Well, you can ask the Leader if you want, Bryn, but I’m sure he said you weren’t to get involved in any direct action. Something about him already having lost one of his best men … Murdoch and a couple of the others will go with them. We may not even have to use them.”

      More murmurings.

      “Right, I need to get back.” Milicent again.

      There’s a tap on my arm. Aleesha nods in the direction of the courtyard. Time to go.

      “What’s a pawn?” Aleesha asks when we’re safely back on the road to Abby’s.

      “It’s a piece in a chess set. An old game my father taught me to play. The pawn is your sacrificial piece. They’re expendable.”

      “Like us.” There’s a trace of sarcasm in her voice. “Expendable.”

      A cold shiver runs down my spine. “Well, you don’t have to go along with their game.”

      “No, but if they’re breaking into the main information bank, I may be able to persuade this expert of theirs to do some more digging.” She looks thoughtful.

      “About your father?”

      She nods. “My mother was killed by the Metz. I think she may have been going to meet him. There’d be a record kept of something like that, wouldn’t there?”

      “I’d have thought so.”

      We walk in silence until we’re around the corner from Abby’s. I’m starting to recognize the streets.

      “Trey … the films you took. Will you tell me what’s in them?”

      I nod. “Sure. Though I’m pretty knackered and it’ll take me a bit of time to read them. Shall I meet you tomorrow?”

      “Great. Do you know how to get to Rose Square?”

      “I think so. Or I’ll ask Abby to show me.”

      “I’ll see you there, by the statue at three.”

      “See y—” But she has already gone.

      A yawn wracks my body. Time for sleep. Whatever it is the Chain have planned, it can wait until tomorrow.
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      I slump against the wall at the bottom of the stairs leading up to Jay’s apartment, tiredness washing over me. I’m hoping Jay will be out and I can curl up with Lily on the bed for a sleep. But when I walk in, Lily’s not there.

      “Ah, you’re back.”

      “Where is she?” I glance around, but there’s barely any furniture in the room. No place for a child to hide. There’s an odd scent that triggers something in my mind, but I’m so tired and distracted I push the thought away.

      “I asked Jonas to take her out for an hour,” Jay says coming over to me. “Don’t look at me like that. You can’t just leave her here and expect me to babysit.”

      I force my face to relax into a smile and stand on my toes to kiss his cheek. “Sorry. I’ll go find them now. Which way did they go?”

      The atmosphere tightens and I become suddenly aware of someone else’s presence in the room. Jay’s hand clenches my arm.

      “Wh—”

      “Hello again, Aleesha.”

      That deep, melodic voice. My legs twitch, fighting the urge to run. My limbs are frozen in place. I open my mouth, but it’s so dry I can’t get any words out. Samson.

      He steps out from the bedroom. No hood this time, but still dressed all in black, the tight clothes emphasizing his muscular arms and chest. Thick dreadlocks hang down his back, exaggerating the size of his head.

      “You have something for me?”

      “N-no.” I take a deep breath and force myself to look away. Jay shifts uneasily. Not, I think, from anything specific, but just being in the presence of this man is enough to make anyone nervous. What has he told him?

      Tap, tap, tap. Samson’s foot on the floor. “You found the underground tunnels, then?”

      I swallow, trying to moisten my mouth. “Why are you asking me if you already know?”

      His laughter bounces off the wall. “It was an educated guess. What were you doing?”

      However good I am at lying, this guy’s not going to be fooled. But how much of the truth to tell him? “The Chain told u—” I stop myself, then continue, “told me about some tunnels that run under the city. From before the Great Flood. They wanted to know if the tunnels were intact and if it was possible to get through to the government headquarters.”

      “And is it?”

      “I’m not sure. I got through to some underground rooms, but no one had been down there for years, and I’ve no idea where I was in relation to the buildings above.” I shrug. “That’s it.”

      “So, they’re planning to break in? Why?”

      “I don’t know. They wouldn’t tell me. They said it was best for me not to know.” That much is true, at least.

      Samson narrows his eyes and I force myself to meet his unblinking gaze.

      “Did they say when?”

      “No, not exactly.” I swallow, rubbing my sweating palms on my legs. “Not right away, I don’t think. I got the impression they’re waiting for something, but I’m not sure what.”

      He falls silent, considering this.

      “What about the boy who was with you.”

      “What? What boy?”

      My response is too quick, my voice too high-pitched. Even Jay picks up on it, casting a puzzled glance in my direction. Dammit. He’s getting under my skin.

      “Defensive, aren’t you?” He smirks. “You know the boy. Dark-haired kid. Doesn’t look like he comes from around here.”

      My shoulders are tense, hunched up to my ears. I force them to relax. “He’s just a boy. He’s not from Four. Too posh for these parts.”

      Samson takes a step in my direction, then another. It takes every inch of willpower I have not to step backward. “I don’t feel like you’re being very helpful, Aleesha,” he says slowly, deliberately.

      “I-I’m sorry. I can only tell you what I know.”

      “That’s exactly what I mean.” His voice is low. Dangerous.

      Laughter from outside shatters the silence. Lily’s voice on the stairs. I make a move to the door, but a look from Samson stops me.

      “Tell … tell them to go out again, Jay.” I give him a pleading look.

      “No, Jay. Tell them to come in. I’d like to meet this young lady.” Samson’s teeth glint white.

      Jay hesitates for a moment, then walks to the door and opens it slightly, so just he can look through. He says something to Jonas, too low for me to catch, then there are footsteps on the stairs again. Closing my eyes, I breathe a sigh of relief.

      “Aleesha!” There’s a pitter-patter of feet and small arms are thrown around my waist.

      My eyes snap open and my body stiffens. Stay calm. I run a hand gently across Lily’s mass of curls. “You okay?”

      She nods, then presses her head into my belly. “Missed you.” She glances around and pulls back, curious. “Who’s he?”

      “It doesn’t matter. Now, why don’t you go and play for a bit out on the landing? One of the other kids may be around.” I push her gently in the direction of the door.

      He moves in a flash, so quickly I barely register the movement, am only just reaching out for her, when she’s snatched out of my reach.

      She doesn’t make a sound, too frightened to scream. Her eyes are wide, one arm twitching nervously. The blade pointing up under her chin looks too big for such a small girl. There’s a faint squeak of fright, but it doesn’t come from Lily. It comes from me.

      “The boy, Aleesha. Who is the boy?”

      “I-I told you.”

      A single red drop of blood falls to the floor. Tears brim in Lily’s eyes, but to her credit, she manages to hold them back.

      “He’s an Insider. The son of a government minister,” I say in a rush, my eyes not leaving Lily’s. “His name is Trey. He-he’s being chased by the Metz for being an illegal.”

      “Ah, the illegal boy. That’s interesting. I didn’t recognize him.” He sounds faintly amused, but I’m not sure why.

      He releases Lily, pushing her forward, and she stumbles across to me. I kneel and wrap my arms around her as sobs wrack her small body. I clutch her to me, my heart pounding.

      Samson brushes his hand over a black device on his wrist and an image of Trey, as I’d first seen him days ago, with blond hair, appears in the air. He’s smiling and dressed in a blue shirt with some kind of logo on it.

      “This boy.”

      I nod.

      “Darwin Trey Goldsmith. Son of Andrew Goldsmith, Minister of Education and Health. Bet he didn’t tell you that, did he?”

      I shake my head, unable to speak. Andrew Goldsmith is Trey’s father? The Andrew Goldsmith? The man responsible for the lack of medical facilities. The children’s homes. The Population Control Officers.

      I feel an odd sense of disappointment. And betrayal. I’d almost been starting to like him. Though, perhaps that was just the novelty of being able to talk to someone properly. Someone intelligent. Who wasn’t trying to use you for something.

      Samson chuckles to himself. “When they contact you again – if they ask you to go into the government headquarters – I want to know. Before you go. Do you understand?”

      “Yes.”

      He moves toward the door, surprisingly graceful for such a large man.

      “Wait! How do I get in touch with you?” I straighten, still not letting go of Lily.

      He pauses in the doorway. “Tell Jay. He knows how to reach me.”

      We stare after him, waiting for the sound of the door at the bottom of the stairs to open and close. Jay moves to the window. “He’s gone.”

      Lily stops crying. I settle her on a chair and give her one of the chocco bars still left from last night. Then I join Jay at the window.

      “What the hell have you got involved in, Jay? That guy … he’s dangerous. Really dangerous. You’re going to get us all killed!”

      “I’m going to get us killed?” he hisses. “You’re the one lying to him, screwing around with this other gang and that boy; whoever he is.”

      “He’s just a spoiled Insider. Smart enough, but useless out here.”

      A pang of guilt hits me, but I swallow it down. I’m not the son of the evil minister, after all.

      “Samson’s scary, but I’m not sure the Brotherhood are all that bad. They’re trying to stop the fighting between gangs for one thing, and that’s got to be a good thing.” Jay says.

      “Depends how you go about it. If you murder everyone, there’s no one left to fight.”

      He huffs. “How do you know the Chain are the good guys in this anyway? Seems to me they’re the ones being all mys—” he struggles with the word “—mysterious about what they’re up to.”

      I bite my lip. He’s right. The Chain and the Brotherhood seem to be on opposite sides of some battle, but I don’t know which of them is on the right side. If there is a right side. “Look, I’m sorry, okay. I just … I just don’t like him, that’s all.”

      “Yeah, well, you don’t exactly like many people, do you?”

      His sarcasm hurts, but I try not to show it. “I’ll take Lily out for a bit. Give you some peace.”

      He nods. “Better make it a couple of hours. I’ve got someone coming around. Business.” He stares out the window, refusing to meet my eye even when I turn his face to mine for a kiss. I brush his lips, but he doesn’t respond. I wonder if he knows something about Samson that I don’t. Or about the Chain, perhaps. I’ll find out tonight.

      Lily’s keen to go out again and races down the steps in front of me. I turn at the door and look back, but Jay is still staring out the window, as if watching for someone.
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        * * *

      

      After an hour of wandering the streets, Lily is tired and grumpy. Eventually, I give in to her pleas to go home. I’m sure we can wait in the bedroom while Jay sorts his business out. The thought of lying down is overwhelmingly tempting.

      “Stay down here,” I whisper to Lily, who nods, her eyes wide.

      I tiptoe up the remaining stairs to the apartment door. It’s closed, but not locked. There’s a murmur of voices from inside, but they’re too indistinct to make out.

      Sod it. I turn the handle and push the door open, surprised to find the room inside empty. Well, not quite empty. There’s an unfamiliar coat slung over the back of one of the chairs. Too small to be Jay’s.

      As I step inside, there’s a laugh from the direction of the bedroom. No, not a laugh, a giggle. A high-pitched, I’m-so-feminine, female giggle. Then a murmur – I recognize Jay’s voice – followed by a squeal.

      It feels like my heart skips a beat, then it’s beating so loud I can barely hear anything else. Coldness seeps through me despite the warmth in the room, and I have a sudden urge to sit down, but my legs carry me onwards, toward the open bedroom door.

      I see them before they see me. Jay is on top, her underneath, hidden by his bulk. They’re entangled in the grubby sheet, her pale hand wandering around the dark skin of his back. Jay lets out a moan and arches his neck.

      She notices me first. I’m not sure how long I’ve been standing there – it feels like minutes but must only have been a few seconds – when Jay pulls her up the bed slightly and she spies me over his shoulder. Her blue eyes meet mine and widen.

      She’s pretty. Perfectly straight nose, unlike my own stub nose. Cascades of brown hair, though it’s the grubby kind of brown. Wide eyes, like an innocent doll. Pretty, yes, but not beautiful.

      Jay picks up on the tension in her body and turns. A flicker of apprehension crosses his face when he sees me standing in the doorway. He pulls away from the girl and she grabs at the sheet to cover herself, but not before I catch a glimpse of her large round breasts. Much more of a handful than my own pair. Is that why he went for her?

      I turn my back and walk to the table. My limbs move mechanically, like I don’t own them anymore. Like I’m just an automated bot.

      “Aleesha, wait!” Jay calls after me. But he doesn’t understand. I’m not going anywhere, not yet. The ice in my veins is replaced with fire, a burning anger that bubbles in the pit of my stomach, overcoming even the pain that radiates from my chest. I reach for the nearest item – an empty Chaz bottle – and launch it with all my strength into the bedroom.

      It smashes on the wall above the bed, sending fragments of glass raining down on the girl. Jay is already halfway to the door when my next missile – an empty tin can – catches him in the chest. My hand reaches for something else to throw, but finds the table bare. I pull a knife from the hidden pocket on the side of my trouser leg, but Jay’s quicker than me and grabs my arms, pushing me back against the table.

      “Stop it!” He shakes me. “What the hell do you think you’re doin’?”

      “What am I doing?” I suddenly find my voice. “What are you doing? And who the hell is that whore in our bedroom?”

      He releases one hand to slap me across the face. I’m not expecting it and the iron-tang of blood in my mouth comes as a surprise. He leans in close and speaks slowly, between gritted teeth. “She is not a whore.”

      His naked body presses into me and a sudden surge of desire mingles with my anger. But only for a second. I bring my knee up, hard, between his legs and he crumples, cursing me. I back away and hold the knife out in front of me, but in self-defence, not attack. When he’s angry, Jay scares even me, and he’s pretty mad right now.

      He looks up and all I see in his eyes is anger. I stand my ground and stare right back at him, but inside my fear grows.

      “You’re going to regret that,” he says quietly.

      He stands up and takes a step toward me. I take a step back – I can’t help myself – but at that moment the girl appears in the doorway, the sheet wrapped hastily around her.

      “Jay, stop.”

      Her voice is soft but compelling, and to my surprise he does stop. But he doesn’t take his eyes off me. “Stay out of this, Beth.”

      She walks over and stands behind him, one hand on his shoulder. She doesn’t trust me, then. Smart. “Just let her go.” She kisses his shoulder.

      This riles me. “This is my home,” I hiss. “You should be the one leaving. Jay?” I glare at him, hoping, really hoping, he backs me up on this. That it isn’t over.

      But he turns slightly, reaching one hand back to caress her leg. “No, Aleesha, this isn’t your home.” His voice sounds tired now, the anger draining out of it. “It never has been.”

      And then it hits me that he’s right. This place has never been what you’d call home. Just a place to stay. Like every other place I’ve stayed. Temporary. Transitory. And me: just a temporary girlfriend.

      My arm drops to my side, the knife falling from my hand. It clatters to the floor and I bend to pick it up, my body working on autopilot.

      “You can come back tomorrow morning to pick up your stuff,” Jay says. “Now go.”

      He steps toward me to usher me out of the room, but my eyes are fixed on her. Beth. She smiles at me, but it’s a smile of pity, not malice. Which makes it even worse. The anger rises in me again, all-consuming. The knife flies from my hand. It whistles past her ear, exactly as I’d intended. Not to hurt her, just to wipe that smile off her face.

      “Aleesha.” Jay’s voice is a growl. His eyes are on fire. “Go!”

      A moment later, I’m staring at the green, peeling paint on the other side of the door. There’s a click as the door lock is activated from inside, and I’ll bet my last chit my code doesn’t work anymore.

      “Aleesha?” Lily’s voice tremors up from the bottom of the stairs. I wonder how much she’s heard and how much of that she understood. “Is Jay mad? A-are we goin’ somewhere else?”

      I nod, starting down the stairs. The pain in my chest is deeper now, though whether it’s from Jay’s betrayal or my humiliation, I’m not sure.

      “Yes, Lily,” I say, reaching out to her. “We’re going somewhere else.”
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      We spend the night up on my roof. I don’t know where else to go and at least up here, there are a couple of blankets. Lily wraps herself in one and lies down, resting her head on my outstretched leg. Her breathing slows as she falls asleep.

      My body is tired and aching, crying out for rest, but my mind won’t settle. It just replays the same scene over and over again. Jay’s apartment. Jay in bed with her. His anger. Her calmness. She calmed him in a way I thought impossible.

      It gnaws at my insides, that mixture of pain and jealousy. The pain is real enough, though not enough to make me cry. Nothing is enough to make me cry. Sometimes, I wish I could just release all the pent-up anger and hurt inside me in one great fit of sobbing.

      I always knew, deep inside, that Jay’s apartment was never truly home; that one day he’d tire of me and I’d be back out on the street again. But I should have seen it coming. Why didn’t I spot the warning signs? Do I care for him that much?

      Who is this girl? Beth. I haven’t seen her before and her accent is different. Softer. Surely she can’t be an Insider? I shake my head. Even Jay wouldn’t get that lucky. But maybe she’s from Area Five, or Six, even. Brought up properly, with a mother and father. With a home.

      I roll Lily’s curls around my fingers. She looks just like an angel when she sleeps. A baby angel. I need to find somewhere safe for her. But where? I can’t stay around Snakes’ territory, not with Jay in charge and her hanging off his arm.

      It’s all too much to think about. Too overwhelming. I close my eyes, leaning my head back against the wall. If I can sleep, perhaps something will come to me in the morning. It takes a while, but eventually the thoughts swirling around my mind transcend into dreams. Dreams of tunnels, piles of film covered in words I can’t read, and the writhing figures of Jay and Beth.
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        * * *

      

      When I awake, it’s morning. Lily sits hunched beside me, hugging her knees. Her arms have little bumps all over them and I realize that in my rush to leave the apartment yesterday I’d forgotten her coat. I unfasten my jacket and wrap it around her, pulling her close to me to warm her up.

      “I’m hungry,” she says, cuddling up against me.

      “Me too, Lily. We’ll go find some food in a minute.” My stomach rumbles in agreement; I can’t remember the last time I ate. Too long ago. Everything – the rucksack, my chits – is back at Jay’s.

      “Wuz it me, Aleesha?”

      “Huh?” I look down at her, confused.

      “Wuz Jay mad at me? Is that why we left?” Her eyes are full of tears.

      I hug her tightly. “No, it was nothing to do with you. Don’t think that. It was me. My fault.”

      Depression hangs over me like the grey clouds blanketing the sky. It seems the brief sunny period we had is over and we’re back to the rain. I try to think of all the people who owe me favours, but it’s a pretty short list, and none of them are people I’d consider leaving Lily with.

      Yawning, I lean back against the shelter. Sleep hasn’t left me feeling any better rested. Perhaps I can just doze for a bit.

      But Lily has other ideas. She starts walking around the rooftop, my black jacket wrapped around her shoulders like a cape. She’s mumbling something to herself and staring out at the towers. Every now and then she looks back at me, checking whether I’m still pretending to be asleep. Eventually, she comes over and grabs my hands.

      “Come on, Aleesha. Time to go.”

      I slump back, resisting her efforts to pull me up. “Just another minute.”

      She lets go of my hands and kneels beside me, wrapping her small arms as far as she can around my chest. “I know you’re sad, Aleesha, an’ Jay’s angry at us. But mebbe today he’ll be happy again?”

      Her optimism tugs at my heart and I can’t help but smile. I have to be strong. For her. “I don’t think so, Lily, but come on, let’s go find some food.”

      The streets below are full of people. There’s a buzz about the place, as if some big event is about to happen. We head to McGinty’s place. He’s usually pretty good about giving me food on credit when I don’t have any chits to hand. At least he knows I’ll pay him back. Sure enough, he writes down our purchases on a scratched piece of film and, with a toothy smile and a wink, slips Lily a lemon fizzle.

      I lean over the counter and drop my voice. “So, what’s going on, McGinty? What’s happening?”

      He glances nervously around and takes a step closer. I try not to recoil at the stench of his breath. “Rumours of a Metz raid. At least, most tell me it’s a raid, but others are saying the government are planning a Cleaning.”

      My blood goes cold. “Another one?”

      He grimaces. “I know. But it’s just rumours, so who’s to know? They,” he jerks his thumb in the direction of the Wall, “could have started them just to spread fear. T’keep people from attacking the compounds.”

      As we leave the shop, I wonder if he’s right. I'd heard there had been more attacks on the supply vehicles that take the government rations from the depots in each area to the government stores. There had even been attempted raids on the depots themselves. Hunger forces people to do desperate things.

      We walk to Rose Square and sit on the steps of an old statue. Breaking a grey bread roll, I hold one half out to Lily. She wrinkles her nose as she takes it and pops the lemon fizzle in her mouth instead.

      I stare out in front of me. This is where it happened. Where she died. But who were they really after?

      “What are we going to do today?” Lily asks, sucking on her sweet.

      I shrug. I just feel so tired, as if I could sleep for days. We should probably go to Jay’s and pick up my things. I should get some chits from him, too. He must be rolling in chits now he’s head of the gang, enough to see us through the next few weeks. Maybe even enough to rent space in a room.

      But all of this just feels like too much hard work. So, I close my eyes and lean back, letting the warmth of the day seep into my bones.

      “Why is everyone going toward the river?”

      “I don’t know, Lily.” Do all children ask this many questions?

      “Some people are running, Aleesha.” Fear touches the edges of her words.

      I crack open an eyelid and frown. She’s right; the flow of people moving across the square has a panic in it.

      “Okay, let’s go, then.” I sigh and stand up, reaching down to pull her to her feet. I kneel down in front of her. “Look, I’m sorry I’m so grumpy today. I’m just upset about Jay and stuff. I promise I’ll sort us out somewhere else to live, okay?”

      Her smile beams trust. “Course you will.”

      Hand in hand we make our way across the square to join the people heading toward the river. Normally, I’d be more alert, listening in to people’s conversations to try to find out what was going on. After all, following the crowds isn’t always the safest thing to do. But today, I just feel tired and numb, so I don’t pay attention to what people are saying as we get carried on the tide.

      After a while, the flow of people seems to slow and disperse. Coming out of my daze, I look around and realize we’re on Dellom Street. Home of whores and dens. And it. Suddenly, I can taste the tronk in my mouth. The sweet tang followed by a slight sour taste, and a rush of happiness.

      That’s what I need. Not food or money or clothes. The craving is strong now. So much has happened in the past few days to take my mind off it, I almost hadn’t missed it. But the black cloud is so heavy on me. I begin to walk faster, dragging a protesting Lily behind me.

      You promised her – promised them – you’d quit. Urgh, that little voice of conscience in my head. But I’ll only have a little bit, just enough to take the edge of the depression away. It’ll help me think straight again. Figure out where we can go.

      “Aleesha, stop!” Lily’s voice is frightened and she trails behind me, pulling on my arm. “This place is bad!”

      No, this place is good. “S’okay,” I mumble. “We’ll just be a few minutes.”

      She starts to cry. I stop and kneel beside her, wracked with guilt. What am I doing to her? She’d be better off without me. I wrap my arms around her and try to calm her sobbing. But the need is still there inside me. I just need to get some of it. Just a quick hit.

      Gradually, she calms down. I glance around, wondering if there’s somewhere I can leave her, just for a minute, but the sides of the street are littered with beggars and drug addicts, most of them off their heads. No wonder she’s terrified.

      “Hey, what are you doing down here?”

      I look up, blinking as the dark silhouette above me comes into focus. Jonas. I breathe a sigh of relief and stand up. “We got caught in the crowd coming down from the square and ended up here.” I wonder if he knows about Beth and decide, on balance, he probably doesn’t.

      “I need to go and speak to one of the dealers; to take a message from Jay,” I lie. “Could you keep an eye on Lily for me, just for a couple of minutes? I don’t want to have to take her in there.”

      He frowns suspiciously. “I didn’t know Jay had anything to do with this part of town.”

      “He doesn’t, but this guy owes him money. He doesn’t want to start a fight by sending in you or the other guys, so he thought I might be able to persuade him to hand it over.”

      Jonas seems to accept the story, and actually smiles slightly when Lily gazes up at him. Her smile is enough to melt the hardest heart. “Okay then, but five minutes. No more. I have stuff to be getting on with.”

      I bend down to Lily. “I’m just going to be a few minutes. Jonas will look after you until I get back.”

      She sniffles. “Please, don’t go. Let’s just go back to the square.”

      “Two minutes. I promise I’ll come back for you.” On an impulse, I lean forward and kiss her on the forehead before standing and striding toward an open door covered in orange graffiti.
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        * * *

      

      The room inside is dark and damp. It’s more a concrete shell than a building. Window-shaped holes, empty of glass, let in some meagre light. Inside, it stinks of sweat, piss and worse. People lie around the edges of the room, some propped against the wall, others appear to be sleeping. They stare vacantly at nothing.

      You see, this is what it does to you. This is what you’ll become.

      I walk through into the next room, which is much the same. Two men slouch against the wall on either side of an empty doorway. Underneath their relaxed postures, I can see they’re alert. As I get closer, one of them moves to block my path.

      “I’m here to see Mitch,” I tell them.

      He doesn’t move. “I don’t think Mitch is expecting you.”

      I smile sweetly at them. “Probably not, but he’ll not want me to be left standing here while you pair debate the matter.”

      They glance at each other. You can almost see their little brain cells trying to work this out. Finally, the one standing in the doorway nods. “Follow me.”

      I trail him down a narrow corridor that ends in a small room. This one has some furnishings, if you call a wonky table and a couple of disintegrating armchairs furniture. Behind the table sits a man with slicked-back hair and scarred hands. He’s jotting notes on a piece of paper, but looks up when he hears us enter. A flicker of annoyance crosses his face, but it’s quickly replaced by his usual blank reptilian stare.

      “Aleesha. It’s been a while.” He stands, motioning me to one of the chairs and nods at the henchman, who leaves.

      I move to stand by the side of his desk. “Business going well, Mitch?”

      I glance down at the paper on his desk. There are some big numbers on there. Business must be going well indeed.

      Mitch quickly pulls the paper out of my sight, folding it away in a drawer. “So, what can I do for you?”

      “You owe me a favour,” I say, getting straight to the point. I do some quick calculations in my head. “About ten ounces worth of a favour.”

      His eyes narrow. “No favour is worth that much. Besides, I thought you were off the stuff.”

      “Oh, it’s not for me.” I wave my hand breezily. “And don’t worry, I’m not going to be treading on your turf. I just need to do a few trades, is all.”

      Mitch frowns. “You can have three ounces, and that is more than you’re owed.”

      I give him a pained look. “Really? Is that all your life is worth to you? All your business is worth?” I glance significantly in the direction of the drawer containing the piece of paper.

      He leans forward, but I stand my ground. “I would think twice before threatening me.”

      I move so fast, he doesn’t have time to react. His eyes widen as the point of my knife presses into his stomach. “And I don’t like to be threatened,” I say in a low voice. “But, as I know you’ll keep your word, I’m happy to take two ounces as a down payment today. I’ll come back for the rest another time.”

      He thinks for a minute, then nods. It’s a no-brainer, really. He’ll give me the stuff and warn his heavies not to let me in again. But that’s fine for now. Two ounces is plenty. Some to sell, and a little whiff to improve my mood.

      I pull the knife away slightly and nod to the cabinet in the corner where he keeps his stash. I follow him as he walks over, looking for any signs he’s going to pull a fast one. But he doesn’t try any funny tricks and a few minutes later, I have a carefully weighed pouch of white powder sitting in my pocket.

      I walk backward toward the door. “Pleasure doing business with you, Mitch.”

      He inclines his head toward me. “As always, Aleesha.”

      I turn and walk a few metres down the corridor. My hands shake with anticipation and my mouth is dry. Pocketing the knife, I fumble to draw the pouch out. Carefully, I open it and tip a bit of the powder into my palm. More comes out than I really need, but it’s too much hassle to try and get it back in the packet and too precious to waste.

      I tip my head back, letting the powder fall into my mouth, licking my palm to get every last bit. Then I re-seal the pouch, replace it in my pocket and lean back against the cool wall, waiting for it to take effect.

      It takes barely a minute. The surge of bliss begins to melt the tension in my body; happiness slowly pushing aside the black cloud of depression. At least he’s given me the good stuff.

      I smile, thinking of the fun Lily and I will have today. Maybe we’ll go up to Area Six. Try and find a playground. She’d like that.

      I push myself away from the wall and concentrate on walking down the corridor back toward the guards. Must focus on walking straight. It’s harder than you think. The drug affects your balance and it’s hard not to giggle when you fall to one side.

      As I stagger back through the doorway into the second room, I become aware of a commotion outside. One of the heavies is looking out through the hole in the wall, back up the street.

      A man rushes in, tripping over an outstretched figure in his haste. He stops, panting, in front of the heavies, his hands on his knees.

      “Let … me … through …” he gasps, though one of them is already pulling me aside from the doorway.

      “What is it?” the other one asks.

      “Raid. Metz are coming,” the man answers, then runs down the corridor toward Mitch’s office.

      A raid? The thought cuts through my island of happiness. Raids are bad. I should get out of here. I force my legs into motion and stumble toward the door, but others in the room are stirring and they block my way. Outside, there are screams and cries of fear and a familiar, rhythmic pounding of feet.

      I make it through to the first room, but here people are more alert and aware that something’s going on. They block the doorway, all fighting to get out, not having the sense to realize they’d get out quicker if they just held back a bit. Outside, people are running down toward the river.

      Think. THINK. But the drug is working its magic, numbing my thoughts and sending jolts of happiness through my body. I have to get out of here. There’s some reason … Think!

      I get pushed up against the concrete wall at the front of the building and reflexively kick back into the mass of people. Light streams in from a hole in the wall above me. Stretching up, my fingers just reach over the edge. With a grunt, I pull myself up and swing a leg over.

      From up here I can see the surging crowd of people. And behind them, just coming into view, rows and rows of black and yellow helmets. Metz.

      “Aleesha!”

      I look around for the source of the voice. Lily. Of course, that’s why I need to get out of here. To get Lily. I promised her.

      My eyes find her, perched on Jonas’s shoulders. Jonas looks annoyed and afraid, trying to keep the crowd from pulling them down the street. He doesn’t see how close the Metz are behind them; how near the danger is.

      “This way!” I holler at them, waving for them to move. I drop down from my perch, but then I too am caught up in the river of people. I try and fight my way against the flow, but my strength and reactions are slower than normal. Fear cuts through the happiness as I lash out with my elbows, inching my way up the street.

      “Lily!” I scream, but my voice is lost in the tumult and I’m too small to see them over the crowd.

      I give up trying to force my way across the street and instead work my way along the side of the buildings where it’s a bit easier to move. I reach a set of steps that lead to a doorway and, standing on my toes on the top step, can just about see them above the heads of all the people.

      I watch as Lily spots the black figures of the Metz and says something to Jonas, who turns. But as he does so, someone pushes against him and he falls to the ground, Lily tumbling from his back.

      I plunge down, back into the crowd, my only thought to get to Lily before she’s trampled underfoot. But the Metz are so close now, barely twenty metres away. Their feet pound, all in time, as if they are one body. They herd the crowd in front of them, batting with their black rods anyone who doesn’t get out of their way fast enough. I’m carried down the street again, away from them. Away from her.

      And then, suddenly, the press eases. People slow down. The rhythmic pounding has stopped. I’m about ten metres from the edge of the crowd, but by jumping up, I can catch a glimpse of what’s happening. The Metz have formed a circle and are dragging people out from the surrounding buildings. I recognize a handful of the drug dealers and their allies. Mitch isn’t among them, but the two heavies who were guarding his den are. And in the centre of the circle, lying motionless on the floor, is Lily.

      My heart stops. At least, it feels like it does. I elbow my way through the crowd towards the Metz. People move to let me pass. I’m about three metres away when I hear her scream. Fear mingles with relief. She’s alive.

      Over the shoulders of the people in front of me I spy her, surrounded by a ring of Metz. She stands alone, her eyes wild with terror, searching for someone who may be able to help her.

      The Metz move forward, pushing the men and women into a line. No, oh, god no. I’ve seen this before, just once. It was enough. The purpose of a raid is to spread fear and remind people of the punishment for disobeying the rules. Surely, they wouldn’t shoot a child?

      “Lily!” I yell, frantically trying to push aside the people in my way, my eyes fixated on her. I don’t know if she can hear me above the noise: the shouts and struggles of the people being forced to kneel on the ground around her. They’ve probably guessed their fate.

      Just as I break through the crowd, I feel a hand on me, pulling me back. I turn to see Jonas, his face battered and bloody.

      “Let me go!” I try and pull my arm away, but he holds firm.

      “Don’t be an idiot. There’s nothing you can do for her,” he hisses. “Don’t draw attention to yourself.”

      I kick out, catching him on the kneecap. He doubles over, swearing, but his grip on my arm eases enough that I’m able to pull free. I’m nearly through the crowd again when the first shot rings out.

      There’s a collective gasp, then a second shot. Surely, they’re not going to shoot them all? I search for Lily and see her standing in front of a Metz officer. He’s holding a black collar above her head.

      “Lily!” I scream, and this time she hears me.

      Time slows. Her face turns to me, eyes wide in terror. “Aleesha!”

      As I push aside the man blocking my way, she begins to run to me. But each small leg moves so slowly, takes so long to strike the ground, that she has only gone a few paces when another officer grabs her and throws her back into the circle.

      “No!” The word hangs in the air. Everyone is suddenly silent. Watching. Waiting.

      I move, but my legs are heavy and slow, like I’m running through a swamp of mud. One step. She’s pulled to her feet. The officer brings the collar down around her neck. Two steps. There’s still time, there must be.

      The knife is in my hand, though I don’t remember it leaving my pocket. There’s no glint from the weapon in the officer’s hand. Like the rest of the uniform, it seems to absorb light. My aim is true. The knife strikes the back of the officer’s hand. It bounces harmlessly to the floor.

      Lily’s hands claw at the collar. Her shrill scream of pure terror cuts through me. The officer takes a step back and reaches for something on its belt.

      Three steps. A shot rings out. My breath freezes in my mouth, all the blood in my body suddenly turned to ice. Her small body crumples to the floor. A dark stream of blood runs from her forehead down onto the filthy street. Her eyes still stare at me, but the sparkle in them – the life – is gone.

      A murmuring rises up around me. People are angry. But the noise comes from far away. They surge past, toward the Metz. Toward Lily.

      As my legs buckle under me, I feel wetness on my cheeks.

      Tears.
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      I awake with a start from a strange dream in which I was climbing a staircase. I had to reach something, but I’m not sure what, and I was being chased, all the time, being chased.

      It’s still dark and there’s a patter of rain on the window. I try the light switch but nothing happens. Electricity must be down again.

      There’s no use trying to get back to sleep. I feel wide awake and must have slept a good ten hours. I barely stayed awake long enough to eat and wash before collapsing into bed after getting back from Milicent’s interrogation.

      Murdoch’s flashlight is on the floor by the bed. It lets out a faint beam. Enough to read by at any rate.

      I retrieve the wad of films from underneath the mattress and climb back into bed, using the pillow to prop myself up against the wall.

      Where to start? Most of the films are date stamped. I shuffle them until they’re in chronological order, then pick up the top paper and start reading.

      It’s an extract from notes of a cabinet meeting a few months before the Great Flood. There’s a list of attendees, but most of the names mean nothing to me. Only one stands out: Purcell, the Prime Minster. That was what they called the President back then. I start to read.

      Some time later, I put down the film and stretch. There’s a crick in my neck that I hadn’t noticed developing. Outside, the sky is lightening. Not enough to see by, but not far off. Walking to the window, I try to take in what I’ve just read. If they weren’t official government documents and I hadn’t personally found them, I’d have thought it a fictional story, made up by some enemy of the government. It’s all so very different from what we were taught at school.

      They had all the warning signs. The hot summers, the rapid rise in sea levels, a report on the possibility of the imminent collapse of the Greenland ice cap. Forecasts for a storm surge coming down the North Sea that could over-top the flood defences. The storms that had saturated the ground and left rivers brimming.

      It’s all there in the papers. They’d had time to prepare. And they’d argued about the balance of probability. Scaremongering. The risk of panic. Until it was too late for anything to be done.

      There’s only one mention of notifying the states on the other side of the North Sea of the risk. But the papers are incomplete, and I can fill in the gaps from what we were taught in history. We – Britannia, or Britain as it still was then – were responsible for forecasting, assessing and disseminating weather reports. And for some reason, the government chose not to share the forecasts.

      I stare out the window, wondering how different the city would look if someone had made a different decision back then.

      Half the cabinet stated people needed to be evacuated from areas at risk in case the surge was as bad as forecast. The other half thought they shouldn’t: that there’d been so much chaos and loss of life as a result of the last false alarm, they couldn’t risk it again unless they were certain. But who could ever be certain with the weather?

      I go back to the bed and pick up the handwritten film with “Confidential” scrawled across the top. It’s a transcript of a conversation between the Prime Minister and the Secretary of State, written on paper headed with the Prime Minister’s Office. The Secretary of State tells him that, due to the inland flooding, there aren’t the police resources to effect a safe evacuation. That to evacuate would certainly lead to loss of life and thousands of people stranded between the flooded interior roads and the coast.

      Is that what made your mind up, Prime Minister Purcell? What made you decide to bet the lives of a million people on the weather forecast being wrong?

      Stretching, I sit back down and continue reading. There are a couple of papers covering the immediate aftermath of the flood. Mainly lists of statistics: estimated deaths, number of homes destroyed, how many days’ worth of food and fuel remained.

      The next film is dated five years later. The style and heading is different. There’s a new government. Still a cabinet, but no Prime Minister anymore. Instead, there’s a President.

      The film records a debate around the passing of emergency legislation in Parliament titled the “Population Regulation Act”. I’ve never heard of it. The debate seems surprisingly short and non-controversial, but then I notice in the footnote, the abbreviation “ed.” after the report number. Is this an edited version of the discussion?

      There’s a copy of the legislation attached to it. It’s pretty hard to wade through and I have to read it twice to check I’m interpreting it right. Even then, I’m not sure. Surely, this can’t be legal? I shiver, the room feeling suddenly cold, and get up to pull on a jumper from the small pile of clothes that Abby found for me. Then I sit down and read the Population Regulation Act for a third time.

      When it’s fully light outside, I get dressed and head downstairs. There’s a familiar smell in the kitchen.

      “Are you making pancakes?” I ask incredulously, peering over Abby’s shoulder. They actually look like proper food.

      “Good day at the market yesterday. I still had a bit of flour left a—”

      “Don’t tell me,” I interrupt. “I don’t want to know what’s in them. Let me pretend they’re real.” At least, it’s not the usual grey mush. After what I’ve been reading this morning, I don’t think I could face it.

      Bryn looks better this morning. Or cleaner, at least. I’m curious to know where he’s been, but he circumvents my questions, eventually flatly refusing to answer them, though he does say he’s been helping my father out, which seems strange. Unless whatever he’s been doing is something to do with me?

      The pancakes are tasty; the best food I’ve had for, well, as long as I’ve been out here. As Abby stacks the plates, Bryn clears his throat.

      “Trey, I … I need to tell you something.”

      This sounds ominous. My skin crawls. “Are they alright?” I ask.

      He looks puzzled.

      “Who?”

      “My family …”

      His face clears. “Oh, no, they’re fine, I think. As far as I know, anyway. I need to see your father today.”

      There’s a pause. Abby wipes the dishes and replaces them in the cupboard, then starts to clean the sink.

      “What is it you need to tell me then?”

      “Oh, right, yes.”

      Bryn reaches up to brush a hand through his hair, then drops it again and clears his throat. Beads of sweat form on his brow.

      “When you saw your family the other day, there was something they didn’t tell you. I – we – thought it might be too much to throw at you all in one go. We were worried about you. But now, well, I think you should know.”

      Another pause. What’s he on about?

      “You see, Trey, I actually knew your mother, a long time ago. Before you were born. I was working Inside then, before the government found out about me. Anyway, I met your mother at a party and we hit it off.”

      Abby stops scrubbing and stands stock still.

      “Miriam, your mother, was – is still – so beautiful. I loved her from the moment I saw her. And she … I do believe she loved me. Your father was barely at home at the time and she was lonely. We started seeing more of each other and, well, one thing led to another.”

      His tanned face flushes and he looks down at the table.

      “Bryn, w-what are you saying?” There’s a wobble in my voice. My mind is telling me the logical conclusion I should have reached, but I don’t want to believe it. My mouth feels dry.

      “I’m saying that, well, I’m your father, Trey. I didn’t know at first. I had no idea at all until you said who your father was. And then, well, I knew from what Miriam had said years ago about how sensible and responsible he was, that the chances of him accidentally fathering a child were practically nil. And you were about the right age, and you don’t look at all like your father, and indeed, rather like Daniel … Like me.”

      I stare at him, Aleesha’s comment comes back to me. Perhaps your mother had an affair or something. It doesn’t really matter, does it?

      But it does matter.

      “You knew this and you didn’t tell me?” I stand up, not caring that the chair crashes to the floor.

      “I didn’t know, it was just a guess. It was only when I confronted your mother, the day before you saw them, that she admitted it. Back then, I just got this note from her saying she didn’t want to see me anymore. That she’d decided to stay with your father and I should leave.” He looks at me sadly. “She wanted the best for you, Trey. And with your father, you could have the best. I’d have been the worst person in the world to bring up a kid. Daniel was proof of that,” he adds bitterly.

      “You should have told me. They should have told me!” I storm out of the room, slamming the door behind me. Slumping on the stairs, I tug at my stupid, dyed-brown hair. Has my whole life been a lie?

      Abby’s voice comes through the door. Sharp, angry. And Bryn’s. Trying to calm her down. Curiosity draws me to the door and I press my ear against it to listen.

      “He’s not my responsibility. I didn’t even know I had a son until four days ago.”

      “You’re still his father, Bryn.”

      “Only biologically.”

      “That counts!” Abby sounds furious. “Look, Daniel’s death wasn’t your fault—”

      “Don’t bring Daniel into this.” Bryn’s voice is angry.

      “Why not? You can’t hang on to that guilt forever. You need to grow up and take responsibility for your actions. This isn’t just about Trey. The Chain is falling apart. Without Lamar to bring them all together, they’ll do more harm than good, you know that. I’m worried about what Milicent has planned. She’s clever, but too driven. It blinds her. I don’t know what they’re going to get Trey doing next.”

      “It’s not my job. I’m just a messenger. I don’t know the ins and outs of London. I haven’t been here for years, and a lot has changed in that time.”

      “But Lamar trusted you. He believed in you to do what was right.”

      “And what is right, Abby? I just don’t know anymore.”

      The back door slams.

      I lean against the wall, closing my eyes. My father isn’t my father, and the man who is doesn’t want me. Where do I go from here?

      The door opens. “Oh, you’re here! You heard that, then.”

      I nod.

      Abby sighs. “Come and sit down. I think we both need some tea.”

      We sit in silence for a while, clutching our mugs of steaming herbs.

      “You okay?” Abby asks eventually. “It must be a lot to take in.”

      I nod. Even more than you realize.

      “It’s just … everything is different from what I believed. I always thought Father and the government were helping people, but from out here, it looks like they’re doing nothing. And now I find out he’s not my father at all. It feels like everything I’ve ever been told is a lie.”

      “Hmm. But have you ever felt like your father, or mother, treated you differently? That they didn’t love you as a son?”

      I shake my head reluctantly. “No, I-I think they love me.”

      “Then they do.” She reaches over the table and covers my hand. “And love can’t be faked or lied about. Your father may not be your biological father, but he loves you as a son. He was just trying to protect you.”

      “And he risked losing everything …”

      “Exactly.” She smiles. “I know it feels like everything’s falling down around you, but just remember that. Your parents love you. And that’s more than a lot of people have.”

      I try to smile. “I guess.”

      Abby lifts her mug to drink. “So, what’s life like Inside?”

      “To be honest, I didn’t spend much time in London. I lived mainly at our house in Wales. In the middle of nowhere. Now, I know why.”

      “Tell me about Wales. I’ve never been outside London.”

      So I do. She wants to know everything about the plants and trees and sheep. In some ways, it would probably be her ideal home. Lots of things to grow. Not many people. Or any, actually.

      “Didn’t you get lonely?”

      “Not really. I had Ella, my sister, though she’s eight years older than me. And a lot of the time I was working. Trying to catch up and retake exams so school would take me back.”

      She frowns. “But you’re clever!”

      “Not clever enough.” I sigh. “I’ve always been a disappointment to my parents in that regard.”

      “Well, you’re your own person, Trey. And you’re nearly an adult, right? Old enough to make your own decisions. Your parents can only guide you. They don’t control your life. And if I were your mother, I’d be very proud of you.” She smiles warmly.

      “Did you ever have a child, Abby?” I ask cautiously. It seems rude to pry, but I want to know more about this kind woman who’s looked after me.

      Her eyes sadden. “No. That wasn’t to be for me.” She smiles, too brightly. “I never found the right man.”

      Did you love Bryn, Abby? The wanderer who would never settle down.

      “Anyway, I need to go to the market later, but first, I feel in need of music.” She sniffs and wipes the back of her hand over her eyes, then smiles at me again. “Shall I play, or you?”

      I make a face. “You, definitely. I’m still struggling.”

      “Nonsense, you’re a quick learner,” she says, lifting the guitar down from the wall. She settles it on her knee and starts gently strumming. The melody runs through my head, pushing down the thoughts and worries so I forget all about my father and Bryn and the Population Regulation Act and just focus on the soothing music.
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      I cradle Lily’s limp body in my arms, rocking back and forth, barely able to see through the tears that run down my face and soak her thin t-shirt. Strange things, tears; I wouldn’t have thought I had this much water in me, but still they keep on coming.

      Grief and guilt wrack my body. Is this what it feels like to care? Why do people love when it hurts this much?

      This was my fault, my stupid fault. If I hadn’t been so weak, so foolish, she would still be alive. If I’d listened to her when she begged me to leave, she would still be alive. If I hadn’t been so selfish, she would still be alive.

      I clutch her tighter as if by doing so I can somehow force life back into her body. There’s a pain in my chest that feels like a knife between my ribs. If I believed in a god I would offer anything – my own life, even – to bring her back. I should have held her more when she was alive. Given her the affection she so desperately craved.

      Should have. Could have.

      Jonas stands by the window, looking out. The sound of fighting filters up from the street below. People fighting each other, now that the Metz have gone. Any excuse for violence.

      “Why did they kill her?” Emotion chokes my words.

      He shrugs. “Dunno. Maybe they just thought it wasn’t worth taking her with them. If they think at all.”

      He had got us both out. Pulled me from under the feet of people streaming in both directions. Rescued Lily’s body from being trampled on as the crowd fought with the Metz officers. Brought us up here. The crowd fighting the Metz. Has that ever happened before?

      “I need to go,” his voice cracks slightly.

      I wonder if he feels guilty for the part he played in her death. Though at least he had tried to hold her up, tried to keep her above the crowd. “Will you be okay?”

      I nod. Will anything ever be okay?

      Jonas pauses at the top of the rough concrete staircase that leads back down through the shell of the building.

      “What are you going to do with her?” he asks.

      There is nowhere to bury bodies out here. If you die in Area Four you either get taken to the crematorium in Three or get put in the river. The crematorium is out of the question, and I can’t bear to give her to the river. To have her body swell up and decompose slowly. No. Let her burn brightly, and let the winds take her remains.

      “She will burn on a pyre, down by the river, and I will scatter her ashes to the wind.”

      He doesn’t reply. Doesn’t make any comment on the impossibility of my suggestion, but just nods and leaves.

      I’m sorry, Lily. I thought I was doing the best for you, but I wasn’t. I was doing what was best for me.

      I stroke the light brown curls that fall to her shoulders. The collar is still around her neck. I can’t bear for her to wear it – a prisoner in death – but I can’t figure out how to get it off. An image of the Metz officer comes to mind, standing over her.

      The collar. The gun.

      You will be avenged, Lily.
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      I collect the wood myself, scouring the banks of the river and climbing up and over huge concrete blocks to get to the places people don’t normally go. Driftwood is a precious resource. Most people fight over the scraps washed onto the streets by the lapping water, but I manage to find about as much dry wood as I can carry.

      It’s not enough, though, and even after raiding some of the more rundown buildings, my pyre is pathetically small. But as morning stretches into afternoon and the day begins to fade, Jonas arrives with a couple of other guys from the gang, all of them carrying armfuls of wood, plus a can of fuel. I don’t ask where they got it all from. I don’t want to know.

      Silently, they pile it up. At least, the sky has cleared. There will be no rain to temper the flames. I lay Lily out on the stone block and smooth down her clothes. I’ve washed the blood from her face, but there’s nothing I can do to hide the hole in her forehead.

      The pain in my chest has faded to a dull ache. I wonder if it’ll ever go away completely. I hope not. Not if it means forgetting her.

      Someone approaches and there’s a clunk as another piece of wood is added to the pile, then another. Looking around in surprise, I see people – some I recognize, some I don’t – walking down to the shore. They each have a contribution to make. For some, it is only a torn-off bit of board, but others donate huge armfuls of driftwood. They don’t say anything, but when they’ve added their contribution, they stand back, forming a semi-circle around the pyre. This carries on for maybe an hour, until a huge crowd has gathered.

      All to say goodbye to one small girl.

      The last rays of the sun hover behind the towers that rise from the water like lonely sentinels. It is time.

      Jonas comes up behind me, holding the fuel can and a piece of iron wrapped in cloth. He plunges the cloth into the fuel and holds it away, dripping.

      “It’s time.”

      I nod and step forward, slipping the small packet of white powder from my pocket and tucking it underneath her. It feels wrong, as if I’m tainting her purity with my guilt, but it’s also a promise. I whisper to her, “Never again, Lily.”

      With you I was happy. Not the superficial happiness from tronk. The happiness that is easily given and just as easily taken away. Really happy.

      I gently press my lips to hers. “Sweet dreams.”

      Stepping back, I take the carton from Jonas and soak the wood at the base of the pyre with the fuel. There’s more wood here than I’ve ever seen in one place before. Someone lights the torch and hands it to me. It burns fiercely.

      I plunge the iron bar into the pile of wood. It catches instantly, the flames spreading, and soon she is encased in a raging ball of fire. For a moment, I feel an irresistible urge to join her. To burn with her. But a hand on my arm pulls me back, and the feeling passes.

      “Let her go,” Jonas says softly.

      A woman near me begins to sing, and others pick up the tune. It’s a children’s song; one of the few I remember my mother singing to me. I don’t join in. I’ve never been one for singing. But as the flames roar, sparks fly up into the darkening sky to mingle with the rising voices. It seems a fitting tribute to a small girl who, when she lived, had never meant anything to anyone.

      Except me.
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      The fire burns for hours until eventually it’s just white embers, glowing in the dark. The crowd gradually disperses until I’m left alone, a solitary figure down by the water’s edge.

      A slight breeze is already carrying the white flecks of cremated wood inland. The air is warm around me and I’m glad of the thick soles on my boots as I approach the concrete slab where I’d placed Lily’s body. Small, charred bones sit on a bed of ash. The collar has toppled onto its side now the support of her neck has gone. It’s unscathed by the flames.

      “Do you need this?”

      I whirl around, wondering how I could have missed the footsteps creeping up behind me, and see Jay holding a painted box. It’s one of Bisham’s works; the beautiful, and expensive, wooden boxes that Insiders buy as a trinket and those of us Outside aspire to own.

      A surge of annoyance rushes through me. Anger that he won’t even leave me in peace to grieve. Anger at the role he played in Lily’s death. He looks shamefaced, not meeting my eye as he extends his hand to offer me the box.

      “For her ashes,” he says. Then, “I’m sorry.” Though he does not say what for. For betraying me? For chucking us out? Or for Lily’s death?

      I don’t want to take anything from him or feel like I owe him in any way, but I have nothing else to put her in and I will not have her remains blown back across the drug dens and whorehouses she hated. And she would have loved the box. I can almost see her tracing the pattern of flowers and leaves with her small finger.

      I take the box from him and return to the pyre, wondering if Jonas would have been so helpful and understanding if he’d known that I was no longer the favourite of his gang leader. Using the edge of my knife blade, I carefully scrape the ashes and broken bones into the box. I suspect there’s a fair bit of wood ash in there too, but I don’t think she’d mind. I close the lid and stand there, awkwardly, holding the box in front of me.

      “I’ve taken your stuff to Jonas’s place,” Jay says, glancing up at me. “Figured you wouldn’t want to come back to the apartment.”

      A spark of anger takes light inside me, burning as suddenly and fiercely as the torch. “So, that’s how it works, is it?” I spit, “Pass me on to your mate now you’re done with me?”

      I regret saying it instantly. It may be true for all I know, but now is not the time.

      He looks hurt. “No, don’t be stupid. He just offered you a place to stay for a few days.”

      I bite my lip, unsure as to Jonas’s motives. The fire still burns inside me. I hug the box to my chest, wondering what to say.

      Jay clears his throat. “What are you going to do?”

      About what? I think. But then I realize that what he’s really asking is if I’m going to make trouble for him. Or defect to one of the other gangs. Tell them where he lives, reveal the Snakes’ secrets.

      I shrug. “I’m not sure. Maybe I’ll head up into Five. See if I can get a job or something.” We both know how hollow that comment is. Who would employ me?

      “Maybe you could get a job Inside?” He sounds serious, and I remember he doesn’t know that the moment I presented myself to anyone on the Inside I’d be found out as an illegal. The corner of my mouth turns up.

      “I don’t think so,” I say, “but thanks for the thought.”

      To my relief, he doesn’t hang around. Making some excuse about “gang business”, he quickly walks back up the street. I sit down a little way from the pyre to avoid being covered in the ash that blows back off it, and rest my chin on my hands. What next?

      I’ve been sitting there for perhaps half an hour when a moving beam of light tells me someone’s approaching. They’re also making enough noise to raise the dead (so to speak), but I don’t turn to see who it is until I know for sure they’re heading to me.

      The flashlight is focused on the uneven surface, but I recognize him by his boots.

      “Trey?”

      “Hey,” he says, collapsing on the concrete block next to me, breathing hard.

      “Turn that thing off, will you?”

      The light disappears. “So, this is the rough part of Area Four?” he jokes. It’s lame, but makes me smile all the same.

      “One of them. How did you find me?”

      “I was worried when you didn’t show at the meeting point. People were talking about the Metz raid. I asked around, someone mentioned a child had been killed. It took a while, but finally someone recognized your description and sent me down here.”

      There’s a pause before he speaks again. “I’m sorry about the girl. Was she a friend?”

      “Yes.” She was a friend.

      Another pause. “People are talking about rebellion. They’re saying it’s not right that a child should be killed for no reason. Why …” He hesitates. “Why did they kill her?”

      “Because she was there,” I reply bitterly. “Because that’s what happens out here, Trey. People – innocent people – get murdered by those brutes. Right under your nose, if you bothered to look beyond the Wall.”

      “I-I’m sorry, I—”

      “You should be.” It’s not his fault, I know it’s not his fault, but I can’t stop myself lashing out. “All this time, you were pretending to be my friend, pretending to be shocked at life Outside, and all the time you knew.”

      “What do you mean?” There’s hurt in his voice.

      Good.

      I take a deep breath, clenching my hands to stop them shaking. “Why didn’t you tell me your father was Andrew Goldsmith?”

      I feel him tense beside me. “I-I don’t know. I didn’t know what you’d do.”

      “You lied to me. Or, at least, you didn’t tell me the truth.”

      “And do you always tell the whole truth?”

      The comment takes me aback and, for a moment, the fire inside me dims.

      “Look, my father isn’t the person you think he is. He’s not a monster, I swear. But he also hasn’t been honest with me. I knew nothing of all this.” He waves his arm into the darkness behind us. “I didn’t know things were so bad out here.” There’s a pause. “I never thought to look.”

      We sit in silence, both lost in our thoughts. Two ghosts sitting by the water.

      “Don’t you need to get back to your boyfriend?” Trey says finally.

      “Not my boyfriend,” I reply. “At least, not anymore.”

      Then I tell him everything, the words tumbling from my lips faster than I can think of them. And at some point, I start crying again, and the tears somehow soothe the anger inside me, as if I can’t be sad and mad at the same time. I’m crying for Lily. I’m crying for me. And for all the injustice in this city; for everyone who’s ever suffered and loved and lost.

      Trey just sits and listens, not saying anything. Tentatively, as if he’s not sure whether the gesture is welcome, he hooks his arm around my shoulders and I lean into him, soaking his shirt with my tears.

      Eventually, I’m all cried out. Drained and exhausted. I let my head rest against his shoulder for a moment longer. He smells like air and fresh water and the slightly sweet smell of the green trees inside. Closing my eyes, I inhale once more, then sit up.

      “I’m sorry.”

      He shrugs. “Don’t be.”

      An awkwardness descends, neither of us knowing what to say.

      Finally, Trey breaks the silence. “The drug, what did you call it?”

      “Tronk.” The word is bitter on my tongue.

      “Do you know its full name? The proper name for it?”

      I stare at him. “How would I know? Out here it’s called tronk. Or sometimes trock”

      Trey screws up his face in concentration. “Co-trodprethine … No, that’s not it … Co-tronpurthine, co-trockpurthine, co-tronkpretine. That’s it!”

      He turns to me, his face lit up in excitement.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “When I was reading through the files. The term ‘tronk’ was used once, kind of as a brand name, but mostly they used the scientific term to describe it.”

      “To describe what? You’re saying there’s something about tronk in those ancient films? Why?”

      “Because they were the ones who developed it,” he says quietly. “The government made it.”

      Shock snatches the breath from my mouth. The government made tronk?

      “They developed it for the food. Look, it’s probably best if I start at the beginning. The films I took, they only had bits and pieces of information. It took me most of the day to piece it together, along with what I already know. Or, at least, what we were taught. It started with the Great Flood – no, before that, really. When the population was out of control.”

      He begins to explain. The Great Flood has always just been an event to me. No one ever talks about what caused it – or talk much about it at all. Thinking about the past doesn’t put food in your belly.

      “So, they told people it was safe to stay in their homes when they knew they were going to die?” I say, scarcely believing what I’m hearing.

      “They didn’t know they were going to die,” Trey says. “There was a fifty-fifty chance the storm surge wouldn’t breach the defences, and they didn’t have the resources or time to evacuate safely. If they’d told people to evacuate, there would have been panic and people would have been killed or injured.”

      I snort. “So they just crossed their fingers and hoped for the best?”

      “Something like that. But the most interesting bit comes after that.” His voice is earnest, as if he’s giving me a lecture.

      The most interesting bit? A million people die and that’s not the interesting bit?

      “The Flood decimated the population, but it still wasn’t enough. It wasn’t just Britannia; the population was out of control everywhere. There just wasn’t enough food in the world to feed everyone. The Union kicked up a fuss about Britannia not warning them about the Flood. After that, the world turned their back on us. Our imports of food and fuel – we still relied on oil for a lot of things back then – stopped overnight. Shops ran out of food in a few days and there wasn’t enough being produced to replace it, especially as a lot of our prime agricultural land was under water. That’s when the dark years happened.”

      “The dark years?”

      Trey nods. “We learned about it in school. A little, anyway. There were riots. The government were overthrown; literally torn apart by a mob. The security forces at the time could do nothing. There was no one in charge. And then a couple of the countries we’d angered decided to bomb us. The flooding had been even worse on mainland Europe. We didn’t warn them and it nearly wiped out whole countries. Millions died … I guess they wanted to make completely sure we couldn’t screw them over again. They focused on the food-producing factories, of course. Left us to starve.

      “Anyway, at some point, some order started to develop. I’m not sure how, but a new government formed. The Metz were created, and gradually a new kind of order emerged, in London, at least. But food supply was still a major issue. So, the government passed this emergency legislation called the Population Regulation Act.”

      He takes a deep breath. “The Act had a couple of different provisions. The first was to stop the population expanding – that’s when they introduced the law about reproduction. That a family can only be a certain size across three generations.”

      “You mean the altruits?” I butt in. “That’s common sense, hardly controversial.”

      “It was then. They didn’t even have euthanasia back then,” he replies.

      Eutha-what?

      He catches the expression on my face. “Like you couldn’t choose to die if you were terminally ill or in pain. The doctors had to keep you alive as long as possible. And before the Great Flood, the whole country was crippled trying to look after all the elderly people. Of course, after the Flood they all, well …” His voice trails off.

      “Anyway, that was considered a long-term solution. But they needed a short-term fix. They had to feed all these people with something, otherwise there would be more riots. The Act legalized the use of some ‘alternative foods’ that had been developed in labs. Engineered food. Basically a load of vitamins, minerals and other chemicals injected into a carrier that looked a bit like bread, or meat, but wasn’t.”

      “Sounds like the government rations,” I joke.

      He looks at me.

      “Oh. That’s what the government rations are?”

      “Yeah. But you kind of know that, right? That it’s not proper food?”

      I nod.

      “One of the chemicals they put in there was an appetite suppressant. It tells you that you’re full, even if you aren’t. And it made you happy, so you wouldn’t care that you hadn’t had a proper meal. That’s what they called co-tronkpretine. They dished this food out to everyone. Well, apart from those who could afford what limited real food was available. But most people had to depend on the rations.”

      “Wait a minute.” My mind’s whirring, trying to process what he’s saying. Something’s nagging at me. “Lily said tronk gives you that nice feeling, like you get from food,” I say. “So you mean, they put tronk in food and got people addicted to it?”

      “I think so. At least, I don’t think they meant to get people addicted. It was only ever supposed to be a short-term fix, until they could figure out how to produce enough proper food to feed everyone.

      “But there was a paper alongside the document that doesn’t appear to have been raised in the discussion. A note from the medical advisor. It said the chemical hadn’t been fully tested, that it wasn’t safe to issue to the general population yet, that they needed more trials. That there could be a risk of long-term side effects on brain function.”

      “What do you mean?” It feels like Trey is speaking in riddles. There are so many words I haven’t heard before.

      “I think … I think the drug in the food – tronk – may be part of the reason Outsiders are more …” He searches for the word.

      “Stupid?”

      “Yeah. I don’t know if it’s still put in food today, but if people take it in a purer form … Plus, I don’t know if there’s a hereditary element: if the damage is passed down to children.

      “There’s one more thing. The third part of the legislation. Genetic enhancements were quite rare in those days. They could rule out inherited diseases and things, but were just starting to discover how genes affect other things, such as intelligence and skill. The legislation introduced greater regulation for genetic enhancement, so you had to be on an approved list to get it. Priority was given to couples who could demonstrate they added value to society. Or that they’d commit to their genetically enhanced children being of use to society. Basically, if you were rich, healthy, and smart, your children could be genetically altered to make them even more intelligent.”

      “And if you weren’t?”

      Trey shrugs. “Do you see? That’s how all this started.” He waves his hand around, nearly hitting me on the head. “They may have just been looking for a way to avoid starvation, but the Act led to this separation of society. Between the people who could afford real food and to have their children genetically enhanced, and those who were forced to live off the government rations.”

      He stops, panting slightly from the tirade.

      “If this is true …” I say, still trying to take in everything he’s said.

      “Then everything us Insiders have been told about Outsiders is a lie.” He frowns. “Except it can’t exactly work like that. I mean, you’re clever and you eat the government rations, right?”

      I nod. And the pure stuff.

      He waves his hand. “Maybe you’re resistant to it or something.”

      “From what you’re saying, this has been going on for decades; possibly made worse by the effects passing down generations. So people new to eating the rations wouldn’t become quite as dumb, right?”

      “That seems logical,” he says. His eyes widen. “Do you mean, you’re not an Outsider?”

      I shrug. “I was born Outside. My mother was an Outsider. No idea about my father.” I laugh. “Maybe he had such good genes it forced the stupid ones out.”

      “I’m not sure it works quite like that …” Trey wrinkles his nose.

      “Whatever. Anyway, I’ve been Inside, remember? There’s no way I’m half as smart or as strong as you lot.” And that’s a fact.

      “Aleesha, people have to be told about this. We’ve been living in the dark.”

      I shiver, but not with the cold.

      It’s all a lie. They feed us this drug, control us, terrorize us.

      “It has to stop.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            27

          

          

      

    

    







            Trey

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s late and the streets are almost deserted, but it feels safer having Aleesha beside me. When I was trying to find her earlier, there had been times I’d wondered if I’d escape Area Four alive. If I hadn’t been so lost, I’d have hightailed it back to Abby’s. She makes me wait on a street corner while she hides the painted box somewhere safe. I huddle in the shadows, desperately trying to look inconspicuous and count the minutes before she returns.

      The screens in Area Five are displaying the eleven o’clock news. A scrolling headline catches my attention. Did I read that right?

      My heart begins to pound as I wait for the headline to come back around. It can’t be …

      “What’s up?” Aleesha asks, looking back at me.

      “The news. I think …” I swallow. “I think it said something about a government minister being murdered.” My voice cracks.

      Dad? Is this because of me? I should have just given myself in.

      The edges of my vision begin to blur. I blink, trying to focus on the screen.

      “The Secretary of State has been murdered whilst checking security arrangements in Area Three.” Aleesha reads the words slightly awkwardly. She lays a hand on my arm. “S’okay, Trey, it’s not your father.”

      The world clears, though my heart still feels like it’s beating at a hundred miles an hour. I read the words that run across the bottom of the news screen for myself. Straining my ears, I can just about make out what the newsreader is saying.

      “… the Secretary of State was thought to be on her way back from inspecting a detention centre in Area Three when her pod was brought down and attacked. It’s not known who the assailants were, but the Metz say investigations are ongoing. The President has paid tribute to his colleague …”

      I can breathe again. It’s okay. He’s okay.

      “Come on.” Aleesha pulls at my arm, looking around nervously. “I’ll take you home.”

      She’s still subdued, but there’s a tightness to her expression that makes me think she’s bottling something inside. I get the feeling she wants to get rid of me so she can go and beat someone to a pulp.

      There are more Metz on the streets than normal for this time of night. We’re about two streets from Abby’s house when a swarthy man materializes from the shadow of a side alley to block our path. Before I’ve even registered there’s someone there, Aleesha has her knife out and is standing, poised for attack.

      The man holds up his hands. “Murdoch sent me to find you,” he says quickly. “You’re to follow me.”

      “Like hell,” Aleesha replies.

      A flicker of annoyance crosses his face. “Really. He said to give you this.” He holds out a scrap of film. Aleesha takes it and passes it to me, her eyes never leaving the man’s face.

      I brush my fingers over the film and read the words that appear. “Aleesha, if you’re not here within ten minutes, I’m going to personally dump your sorry ass in front of the nearest Metz patrol. And don’t even think about sticking a knife in my messenger – he’s more valuable than you.” I look up. “Sounds like Murdoch.”

      “Anyone could have written that.”

      The man shrugs. “Suit yourself.” He seems to throw something and Aleesha yelps, her left leg buckling. She throws her knife as she’s falling, but the man has already ducked forward.

      “Sorry,” he says, not sounding in the least apologetic. “He said you might be difficult to persuade.”

      Aleesha curses. “What have …?” Her eyes roll back in her head and she flops limply to the ground.

      I stare at her in shock.

      “It’s just a stun dart.” The man hooks his arms under Aleesha’s shoulders, lifting her torso. “Grab her legs, will you? It’ll be easier with two of us.”

      “What? No!” I grab Aleesha’s knife from where it’s fallen to the floor and move toward him. The effect would be more threatening if my hand didn’t shake so much. “G-get away from her.”

      The man rolls his eyes. “Look, Trey, we don’t have time for this. There’ll be a Metz patrol here in minutes – they’re swarming the place looking for the people who killed that minister. I’m not going to hurt you, or her, I just need to take you to Murdoch. He can’t come out right now.”

      I look from him to Aleesha, who’s still out cold on the floor. Her chest gently rises and falls.

      “She’s fine, really. She’ll be awake in ten minutes and I’d rather get her somewhere safe than end up fighting her here.”

      He does have a point. And if he wanted to hurt her, he could quite easily have knocked her over the head or something. There’s a shout from up the street. Metz. I slide the knife into my belt and pick up her legs.

      We carry her into the side alley just as the first black figure appears at the end of the road. I try to keep track of where we’re going, but get lost as soon as we cross the street back into Area Four.

      After about ten minutes, the man knocks on the door of a ground-floor apartment. Like most buildings in Area Four, it’s grimy and rundown, and a strong smell of mould emanates from inside. From the apartment above comes the sound of a baby crying.

      Murdoch opens the door and ushers us in. He looks like he’s been in a fight. One side of his face is swollen and bruised and there’s a split on his chin. He’s favouring his right leg, as if it pains him to stand on it. The door closes behind us.

      “She didn’t come willingly, then?” he says as we place Aleesha on the floor, the only chair in the room being occupied.

      There’s a food heater in one corner along with a couple of small cupboards; the doors hanging at jaunty angles. An open door leads to what looks to be a bedroom. The apartment is tiny. What must it be like for a family crowded together in here?

      A slim woman with short brown hair leans against the far wall, toying with a gun holstered on her belt. She stares at us curiously. On the chair slouches a man of about twenty-five with an angular face and dark hair that hangs over his large forehead. He’s very pale and his eyes flit nervously around the room.

      I clear my throat. “What’s going on?”

      “We’ve had to bring forward our plans,” Murdoch replies, leaning over Aleesha. “We need you tonight.”

      “I thought you said it would be a few days?” My heart sinks. “Where’s Bryn?”

      “Busy,” Murdoch says shortly.

      He’s lying. I bet Bryn doesn’t even know we’re here.

      Aleesha moans slightly, her eyes flickering.

      “Good, she’s coming round.”

      Suddenly, her eyes snap open and she sits up, almost headbutting Murdoch. Anger flashes in her eyes and he catches her fist just inches from his face.

      “You bastard!”

      “Calm down. If you’d have just followed Sanders, he wouldn’t have had to put you under. Here.” He shoves a brightly wrapped bar into her hand. “Eat this. It’ll make you feel better.”

      Aleesha glances at the bar, then tears it open and chews it hungrily. “You have no right to bring me here like that!” She glares at him. “I’m not your … your pawn.”

      Murdoch ignores her and limps to the small table in the centre of the room. “We were hoping we’d have a bit more time. But we’ve heard rumours that the government are worried about an uprising following the riot earlier today and the assassination of one of their ministers. They’re planning to pre-empt it with a Cleaning. Of the whole of Area Four.”

      Aleesha’s eyes widen and she stops chewing.

      “What’s a Cleaning?” I ask.

      Murdoch looks at me. “Is that another thing they don’t tell you about at Insider school?” he sneers.

      I grit my teeth. I could say that yes, we were told about Cleanings. That they were events held to clear up the rubbish that accumulates in the slums and scrub graffiti off the walls. I could say this, but I don’t, because Aleesha’s reaction tells me the truth is quite different and I’m fed up of being the stupid Insider.

      “It’s a slum clearance,” the woman on the far side of the room says. “The Metz go through an area clearing out the population as they go. Pulling families from their homes, breaking down doors if they’re not opened for them. Anyone they don’t like, they collar and take away. Anyone who resists is shot dead. Then they send bots in to disinfectant the streets and burn the rubbish.”

      My blood runs cold. “So, how often are these clearances carried out?”

      “Every now and then,” Murdoch replies, “It’s supposed to prevent disease spreading. But there’s never been a Cleaning of an entire area.”

      “When?” Aleesha’s voice is tight and her fists are clenched in her lap.

      “Tomorrow.”

      “And you can stop it?”

      “Yes. At least, we think so.” Murdoch waves at the man in the chair. “This is Mikheil, a colleague of ours from out of town. He doesn’t speak much English, but he’s a whiz when it comes to the language of computers. Our job is to get him into the headquarters, let him do his thing in the information bank and get him out again. As long as there aren’t any security barriers, Sanders, Matthews and I will accompany him. You just need to show us the way in and get us through that door.”

      He tosses me a small black box. “KBox Model Three, as requested.”

      I pocket the device, relieved that my role stops at the entrance to the highest security building in the city.

      “If you’re hacking into the information bank, I’m going in,” Aleesha says, getting to her feet.

      Murdoch’s eyes narrow. “This isn’t an opportunity for your personal vendetta. I’m not having you along if you’re going to screw things up again.”

      She raises an eyebrow. “Well, without me, you’ll have trouble getting in. I bet Trey can’t remember the way back through the tunnels.”

      Heat rises to my cheeks as they turn to look at me. She’s right.

      “Fine, you can come. But Mikheil gets the information we need first before doing any snooping on your behalf.”

      “Deal.”

      She’s back to the focused Aleesha I recognize, like she just needed some task to channel her anger and emotion into. Something to make her forget her boyfriend’s betrayal and what happened to Lily.

      “Right, let’s go,” Murdoch says. “Mikheil?”

      The man on the chair looks up.

      “Rea-dy to go?” Murdoch enunciates each syllable. The man nods.

      “Wait.” Everyone turns to look at me and I feel my cheeks flush. “Y-you’re not going to hurt people, are you? I mean, you’re not planning to murder the President or anything …” Or my father.

      Murdoch sighs. “No, Trey, we’re not targeting your father or the President. We just want to stop the Cleaning and show them that their plans aren’t working. Make them really listen for a change. Now, let’s go, before there are Metz everywhere.”

      But the Metz are already everywhere. We make slow progress, working our way down through Area Four, sticking close to the Wall until the faint glow illuminates the towering heap of rubble. Aleesha takes us to the gap that leads down to Aldgate East station.

      Once inside the tunnels, we move more quickly. Even Murdoch, with his injured leg, doesn’t hold us back. When I ask him if he’s badly hurt, he just shakes his head, inviting no further comment. Not long after, we’re crawling through the air duct into the rough tunnels that lead to the archive rooms. It’s all the same, the only difference from when we were last here being the disturbance of dust on the table where I’d sat.

      Murdoch shines his flashlight around the door with the exit sign. “Okay, Trey, do your thing.”

      It takes me about twenty minutes to trick the fingerprint sensor into opening the door. I would have been quicker, but fatigue and the watchful gaze of five pairs of eyes mean I fumble the code.

      “Nice work,” Sanders says when the door clicks. He pulls it open, shining his torch inside. “Staircase leading up.” He steps through.

      “Wai—” Aleesha cries, but her words are lost in Sanders’ scream of agony that cuts off as abruptly as it starts.

      For a moment, we’re all frozen in shock.

      Murdoch is the first to move, cautiously shining his light around inside the doorway, his face lined in anguish. Then Aleesha moves to join him, pointing at something a few feet inside.

      “See, if you angle the light just so … It’s a barrier. But almost invisible. I only spotted it as …” She stares at the ground.

      My legs feel weak, but morbid curiosity pushes me to my feet to look through the door. Sanders is sprawled on the floor. Or, at least, the bottom part of him is. From his chest upwards there is nothing. It’s as if something has sliced clean through his skin, muscle and bone. As Murdoch puts his light on the floor and reaches for the man’s ankles, I catch a glimpse of what Aleesha meant. Just a flicker of white in the air, like a wisp of smoke, gone so quickly that I wonder if I’ve imagined it.

      As Murdoch pulls Sanders’ body back into the room, I stifle a gasp. His body is intact.

      “W-w-what?” I stammer.

      “There’s a barrier there – like the Wall – but not designed to be visible,” Aleesha says thoughtfully. “It must be showing an image of what’s on the other side, to make you think there’s nothing there.”

      Murdoch is hunched over Sanders, checking for a pulse. Beside him, Matthews is fighting back tears, her hand shaking as she grips the dead man’s hand possessively.

      “Was there another way in?” Murdoch asks harshly, looking up at us.

      Aleesha shakes her head. “None that we found.”

      “He eeezzz de-ad?”

      They’re the first words I’ve heard Mikheil speak. His accent is foreign and he struggles to form the English words.

      “Yes, he’s dead.”

      Murdoch stands and looks around, as if wondering what to do next.

      “Well, I guess there’s only one way to test this,” says Aleesha, walking forward through the doorway.

      Murdoch moves to stop her, but she slips through his fingers and disappears into the dark.

      “Aleesha?” I grab Murdoch’s light from the floor and shine it along the corridor. It looks empty. There’s no one there.

      Then a disembodied hand appears, apparently coming out of thin air.

      A faint gurgle escapes my lips and I step back, nearly tripping over Sanders’ body. An arm follows, then the rest of Aleesha steps back through the barrier. She’s smiling.

      I hear Murdoch’s sigh of relief. “You idiot,” he growls.

      I feel their eyes on me and swallow hard. “My turn?” My voice comes out as a squeak.

      Murdoch lays a hand on my shoulder. “Only if you want to try, Trey. No one’s going to blame you if not.” There’s a quiver in his voice that I haven’t heard before.

      Curiosity and fear war against each other. Hesitantly, I take a step forward. Then another. I close my eyes and walk into the invisible barrier.

      One step.

      Two steps.

      I open my eyes. The torch is still in my hand, illuminating a narrow staircase leading up. Just what we’d seen from the doorway. I turn around to look back, but all I see is a closed door. There’s no sign of Murdoch or Aleesha.

      I walk back again, this time, keeping my eyes open. My vision blurs slightly then clears, and I’m back on the other side, in the archive room. Cold droplets of sweat bead on my forehead.

      Murdoch turns to Mikheil, beckoning him forward.

      “How do you know he can go through?” Aleesha asks.

      “We don’t,” Murdoch says grimly. “But someone else from outside London, who’d never set foot in the city before did manage to get through the Wall unharmed.”

      “One person? You’ve tested it on one person?”

      Murdoch’s jaw is set. “Yes, it’s a risk. But it’s been explained to Mikheil. He’s willing to try it.”

      Mikheil looks even paler in the glow of the flashlight. His face is almost expressionless, like he’s wearing a mask. His long limbs move slowly toward the door. I hold my breath, waiting for the scream of pain. But he just disappears. The same way Aleesha had.

      Murdoch sags against the door frame. “Thank god.”

      Mikheil comes back and stands next to us in the room.

      “Okay, it’s down to you two.” Murdoch looks from me to Aleesha and back to me again. “I’m sorry, Trey, but there needs to be at least two of you in case anything comes up.”

      He picks up Sanders’ weapon from the floor and hands it to Aleesha. “You know how to use this?”

      Her eyes widen as she cautiously looks it over.

      “There are three settings. Stun darts, taser and bullets. The safety catch is on. Don’t use it unless you have to.”

      “Trey, you’ll need these. This is to help get through the security doors in the main building.” He hands me a small box and a combined mapping and comms wristband. “Mikheil has the access code to accompany it. The location of the room you need to get to is programmed into the unit, but there’s a physical copy of the blueprints in case anything goes wrong.”

      He hands Aleesha a roll of films, which she shoves inside her jacket.

      “The comm unit won’t work here, so you’ll be on your own. Just get him,” he nods at Mikheil, “in and out again safely. You understand?”

      “What happens if we can’t get through to the room?” Aleesha asks.

      “You try a different route. Figure out how to get through the security system. Kill whoever you need to kill. You do not come back without him. And put these on, they’ll have cameras in there.” He pulls a handful of black fabric hoods from his backpack and hands one to each of us.

      Matthews stands and holds something out to me. A gun? I stare at it blankly.

      “Take it, you may need it.” She smiles weakly.

      “But I’ve never used one …”

      “It’s easy. Just point and shoot.” Matthews shows me the different settings and the safety catch.

      It’s heavier than I’m expecting; bulky and cold in my hand.

      “Here.” She unbuckles the holster from her waist and hands it over. “Murdoch, what are we going to do? We can’t leave him here.”

      Murdoch looks torn. “Okay. We’ll take him back out to the entrance to the tunnels, then come back.” He looks at us. “We’ll meet you back here. If for any reason we’re not here, get out and make your way to the white house in Five.”

      He pats my arm and smiles. “Good luck. We’re counting on you.”

      My stomach churns and a wave of nausea washes over me. Closing my eyes, I swallow it down. Breathe. When I open them again, Aleesha’s staring at me.

      “Ready?” she whispers.

      I nod, wondering just what we’re letting ourselves in for.
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      Once we’re through the barrier, I pull out the gun and turn the setting to stun. Shining my light around the inside of the passageway, I pad gently up the first flight of stairs. Mikheil follows me, his large feet noisy on the steps.

      I squint into the darkness, looking for any sign of a trap, my ears straining for any unusual noise. A scratching ahead makes me freeze. Mikheil bumps into the back of me, and for a second his sour breath heats my neck before he pulls back.

      The three of us stand in silence. I aim the weapon and flick the safety catch off. Another scratching. Then a sudden movement in my torch beam. I fire. In the round beam of light, a rat keels over, a red dart protruding from its side.

      A rat. I laugh inwardly. Get a grip, Aleesha. But my hand’s shaking as I flip the safety catch back on. “Just a rat,” I whisper to Mikheil, and he passes the message back to Trey. I take a couple of deep breaths and close my eyes, trying to slow my racing heart. Stop being so jumpy.

      I push the rat to one side, rolling it over so the dart’s no longer visible. Perhaps I should pull it out, but however many times I’ve eaten rat stew, I still can’t bring myself to go near the things.

      Strangely, I feel calmer now. The false alarm has settled my nerves rather than making them worse. My hand is steady, holding the weapon out in front of me as we set off again up the passageway. I focus on my breathing and the task in hand. If there’s information about my mother’s death anywhere, it’ll be in the information bank. The emotions that raged through me earlier are gone, locked away deep inside. Avenging Lily will have to wait.

      Another set of stairs, a turn and another long corridor. There are a couple of passageways on either side of the tunnel, but I keep walking until there’s a tap on my shoulder. I glance back to see Trey pointing to the left. I turn obediently and the beam of light reflects off something in the tunnel ahead. I turn it off, then on again. The same flicker as before.

      “Another barrier,” I murmur.

      I walk closer, until I’m a foot or so away, and extend my fingertips carefully toward the barrier, ready to pull back. There’s a tingling sensation as they brush the surface of the barrier then plunge through.

      The passageway on the other side is identical, but when I look back at the barrier in the dark I see neither it nor Mikheil and Trey. It’s invisible, but at the same time opaque. Like the last one. I poke my head back through and motion for the guys to follow me.

      We take a right turn and end up at what appears to be a blank wall. The plan of the building glows in the air above the band on Trey’s wrist. The blue line runs through the solid wall in front of us, into the passageway on the other side and then left.

      There’s a tap on my arm and Mikheil points to something on the wall in front of him. It looks like a spot of grease, but as I bring the light closer, a faint shadow appears. I run my fingers over it. There’s a slight indentation. A catch. I can just about grasp the tiny disc between two fingertips. When I twist it, it turns a half turn before stopping. I give it a tug, but nothing happens.

      “Up.” Mikheil whispers in my ear, and I follow the direction of his pointing finger. There’s another grease spot higher up the wall, and Trey crouches down to discover another near the base. Each one turns out to be a tiny catch, and when all three are unlocked, with a slight pull, a whole section of the wall swings toward us.

      We turn off the flashlights. A faint glow emanates from the cracks around the edge of the door. I open it a little, peering through, but the corridor’s empty. To the left, a closed door blocks the way and to the right, the corridor continues for about ten metres before turning a corner.

      I pull the section of wall back fully and step out, padding silently over to the closed door. There’s no handle, and when I prod it experimentally, it stays firmly shut. Then I notice the small pad at eye height on the left-hand side. There’s a tiny orange light, like the one on the fingerprint sensor Trey disabled. I catch his eye and point to it.

      He nods and indicates the top of the door. When I look up, I see there are words inscribed above it. I mouth them out to myself, breaking them down as I’d learned to when my mother taught me to read. AUTH-OR-IZED PER-SON-NEL ONLY. And two letters at the start: IT.

      Well, we knew we weren’t supposed to be here. I shrug and point again to the black pad. Trey pulls out the small box Murdoch had given him and carefully opens it.

      He immediately recoils, snapping the box shut. For a moment, I think he’s going to spew everywhere.

      “What’s the matter?” I whisper, glancing around. My hand grips the gun a little tighter. They must have cameras down here. We need to get a move on.

      Trey doesn’t answer but turns the box toward me and opens it. An eyeball stares out at me, bobbing as Trey’s shaking hand jolts the liquid underneath it. My stomach flip-flops. I take a deep breath and look back up at him. His eyes are wide through the slits in the black hood.

      “W-who’s is it?” he stammers.

      I shrug, though I can hazard a guess. It can’t be coincidence that the Secretary of State was murdered a few hours ago. And Murdoch was looking rather the worse for wear.

      Trey shoves the box into my hands. “You do it.” He closes his eyes and starts breathing deeply.

      I hand my flashlight to Mikheil, who’s staring up at the sign above the door, and reach into the box. The eyeball is slippery. I adjust my grip, trying not to think about what I’m holding.

      I lift it up to the black door pad. The orange light flashes for what seems like an age. Then, finally, it turns green and there’s a faint click. I drop the eyeball back in the box and push the door open with my shoulder. It makes a strange sucking sound. The air on the other side tastes different. Fresher.

      We’re in a short section of corridor that ends in another closed door. This one also has a sign above it. I mouth the words: SER-VER ROOM. The sign is lit up green. On the right wall, a few metres before, is another door, this one unlabelled. There’s another retina scanner, a fingerprint scanner and an access keypad covered with numbers and letters. The door itself is plain and nondescript. It looks like a storage cupboard.

      Trey checks the building plan and points to the door. “That one,” he mouths.

      I step closer. Slashes of light shine from a small angled grate in the top of the door. A faint humming noise comes from inside. It stops, then starts up again. I glance at Trey, puzzled. He shrugs and goes back to checking out the pads on the side of the door.

      A slight twinkle, like a tiny piece of glass reflecting the light, catches my eye. I blink and it’s gone. I scan the base of the green words, looking for it again. And there it is. A tiny camera – so small it’s almost impossible to see – scanning the corridor.

      Dammit. What are the chances we haven’t been seen yet? I feel Trey’s hand on my arm, but I shake him off and pull out the small roll of wound tape I carry in my pocket. Tearing a strip off, I stand on my toes and reach up toward the camera. Too short. Damn.

      I turn back to see Mikheil looking at me curiously, ignoring Trey’s tugs on his sleeve. I beckon him over and point to the camera, then grab his hand and place the piece of tape on one finger. He looks puzzled.

      I stand on my toes again, pulling him down so I can whisper in his ear. “Camera. Up there. Cover it.”

      His eyes brighten, but he screws up the tape and sticks it in his pocket. Then he pulls out a small tube, about a centimetre across and, pointing it in the direction of the hidden camera, presses the top of it.

      He smiles at me. “Camera gone,” he whispers.

      Huh? Has he managed to disable the camera?

      “Hey,” Trey hisses at us. He’s beckoning frantically and pointing at the door. Mikheil frowns and presses a finger to his lips.

      “What?” I mouth, walking over to look at the security access pads he’s pointing to. But I see the problem at the same moment he whispers in my ear. “There are three access pads but we only have data for two. We can’t get in!”

      “Can’t you disable the fingerprint one?” I whisper.

      He shakes his head. “This one is a newer model. And looks like it’s only recently been installed.”

      There’s a faint trail of dust on the wall under the third pad. Above the retina scanner is a notice. “Multiple authorization required for access. DO NOT try to access alone.”

      My mind races. We have an eye for the retina scanner and I guess the keypad should accept Mikheil’s code, but we need a fingerprint from a different person to access the room.

      A faint scraping sound comes from inside the room, like someone pushing back a chair. Then a cough. I freeze, straining my ears for any further sound.

      There’s a crackle, then a man’s voice. It sounds distant. “Greg, there’s something funny going on with the camera down your end. Can you check the corridor?”

      There are a couple of noises I can’t make out, then footsteps. I grab Mikheil’s arm and pull him back against the wall beside me. He keeps pressing the black tube in his hand, seemingly unaware of the danger we’re in.

      The footsteps pause for what feels like an eternity. I hold my breath until it feels as if my lungs are about to explode.

      “Nothing there, mate. Of course, I can’t see much of anything out of this grate.”

      “No worries. It’s probably just a blip in the system. I’ll report it to the techies tomorrow.”

      The man on the other side of the door yawns. “How long ’til you’re coming to take over?”

      “Another half hour.”

      “Can’t come soon enough.”

      There’s another crackle of static followed by footsteps, a large burp, then silence.

      My breath comes out in a rush. Half an hour. Sounds like a shift changeover. I catch Trey’s eye and he nods. We creep back along the corridor and into the hidden passageway, closing the panel shut behind us and turning on a flashlight.

      “Urgh, I hate waiting.” I roll my head, massaging the back of my neck, then nod at the black tube Mikheil’s still clutching. “What is that thing?”

      Mikheil looks at me quizzically.

      “Oh, never mind. It seems to work, anyway.”

      “What do we do now?” Trey whispers.

      “Wait until this other guy comes along and they open the door, then stun them both? Unless you can think of a better plan?”

      He’s silent for a moment, then sighs. “Nope.”

      “Why do they have security guards anyway? I’d have thought the Metz would be more reliable.”

      “Perhaps, but the government buildings are offices, even if they’re high security ones. Would you really want to go to work and be surrounded by Metz all day? It would feel like being in prison.” He shudders. “Besides, they’re too big. These are old buildings with narrow corridors. The Metz would struggle to get down half of them.”

      I think of the oversized figures that tower above even Insiders. Is it their armour that makes them that big or are they that size underneath? “Who … what are they?”

      Trey glances at me in surprise. “The Metz? They’re people, or, at least, mostly people.” He frowns. “They must give them some growth hormones or something to make them that size, but I’ve never spoken to one. At least, until they started chasing me …”

      “Some people say they’re bots.”

      Trey shakes his head. “That’s just rumour. I think. It’s actually quite an honour if your son or daughter is selected for the Metz.”

      “An honour?” I stare at him in disbelief.

      “Sure. Who w—”

      Mikheil waves frantically in front of us, pointing to the wall. Were we making too much noise? I strain my ears and then I hear it. Footsteps. They get louder until it sounds as if they’re right outside. There’s a pause, a faint bleep and the sucking sound of the door being opened.

      I spring to my feet, gently pulling back the panel. The corridor is empty, the door closing slowly behind whoever’s just walked through. Switching the safety catch off my weapon, I creep out and slide my foot against the door to stop it shutting.

      Adrenaline surges through me, sharpening my senses. There’s a voice from the other side of the door.

      “Okay, Greg, you coming out?”

      A snort in reply. “Too right, John. About time.”

      I sense Trey and Mikheil behind me. The door is open a few millimetres. Not enough to see through, but hopefully John won’t notice that the door didn’t close behind him. I listen impatiently.

      A bleep. Two bleeps. Then the click of a lock.

      “Hey—”

      I push the door open, taking aim in a split second and firing at the back of a stocky man. In front of him, the opening door halts.

      “What th—”

      In two paces, I’m in front of the opening. I fire blindly, but the dart hits the mark as the man inside stumbles forward, then crashes to the ground, his body holding the door ajar.

      I breathe out and lower the gun to my side.

      Stepping over the man in the door, I grab him by his feet and start pulling him into the small room. He’s short, but well-built and heavy.

      “Give me a hand?” I pant.

      Mikheil appears around the door, his long arms lifting the man’s chest and head. Together, we manage to get him inside, then we go back for his friend.

      Trey is just standing, his mouth gaping, looking at the bodies. I drag him into the room and shut the door behind us with a click.

      “You shot them,” he says eventually.

      “With darts. They’ll come around in a few hours.”

      “Oh.” He gives a weak laugh. “I thought … Never mind.”

      The room we’re in is small enough that it may have been a storage cupboard once. It’s also really warm, even with the cooling unit buzzing in the corner.

      We’re surrounded by black and grey boxes that hum gently. Flashing lights flicker across them. In the far corner, there’s a shiny black table with a single chair, which Mikheil’s sitting in. He runs his fingers over the surface and holos flash up in the air above it, coloured words and numbers. It makes no sense to me, but he seems to know what he’s doing.

      He pinches his fingers and one of the displays disappears. He seems to work between the holo display and the table itself, moving data around, sometimes typing on a strange pad that’s appeared on one end of the table, oblivious to anything around him.

      “What’s he doing?” I whisper to Trey.

      “Accessing different systems in the information bank, I think. It looks as if he’s changing the code, but I can’t keep up – he’s too quick.”

      A new display jumps up. This one has a name in large letters at the top. PERSONAX. Trey tenses beside me.

      “What’s that?”

      “It’s the population database,” he murmurs. “Everyone’s personal records. Everyone who’s chipped, that is.”

      I look closer. It looks like a series of records. Names, dates of birth, locations, ID numbers.

      Mikheil stands and stretches, pulling a chip storage device out of his pocket. He inserts it into the side of the table and types a few more commands. A progress bar appears above the table.

      “What are you doing?” I ask him.

      Mikheil frowns. “Moving data. From here to here.” He points to the table and then to the chip.

      “Why?”

      “Eh?” He shrugs.

      Does that mean he doesn’t understand or he doesn’t know?

      I lean forward, pointing toward the list of names. Mikheil’s hand closes on my arm.

      “Back,” he says sharply.

      “Can you search?” I ask. I point at the records, then at me and back at the records. “Find?”

      “Ah.” He taps on the display and a narrow box pops up. “Type.” He gestures to the keypad on the table.

      It’s a jumble of letters and numbers all mixed up. I hesitate, then tap my finger on the letter “M”. It appears in the box. I find the letter “A”. It’s frustratingly slow but eventually she’s up there. Maria Ramos.

      Mikheil taps the box again and a list of five names appears. Only one has a date of death around the right time.

      I reach out, my finger trembling, and tap on the name.

      An image of my mother appears in the air. My breath catches in my throat. She looks just as I remember her. Smiling. Alive.

      There’s a bleep and Mikheil’s attention shifts suddenly. My mother is gone, replaced by a cube of numbers and letters.

      “Hey!” I reach forward, but he pushes me back, holding up a finger.

      “One min.”

      I drum my fingers on the side of the table, until he scowls at me. Come on.

      Another progress bar appears. I’m guessing it shows how much data’s moving to the chip.

      Mikheil taps the table and suddenly she’s there again, smiling out at me. Beside the image are lines and lines of text. My heart sinks. I start at the top, slowly mouthing the words, cursing my slow reading.

      There’s a heading labelled “Family”. Her parents are listed; both deceased. There’s no mention of a husband. Or a daughter.

      Some information on her schooling comes next, then employment history, but it’s the next section that catches my eye. Criminal record. It’s pretty bare. In fact, the only thing mentioned is a suspected connection to “LC100”. Is that a person? An organization?

      The text flashes slightly. I point to it and look at Mikheil. “Link?”

      He frowns, not understanding. I jab my finger again and his expression clears. “Ah!”

      He taps the link. The display disappears. Everything disappears. A red box with large bold letters flashes up. “ALERT TRIGGERED: UNAUTHORIZED ACCESS ATTEMPT.”

      At the same time, the room is filled with a high-pitched, wailing alarm.
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      Mikheil curses. I look from him to Trey’s stricken eyes to the red light flashing above the door. Dammit, I was so close …

      “We need to get out. Now.”

      Trey is already halfway to the door, but Mikheil is still frantically tapping at the table. I pull on his arm. “Come on, Mikheil. Guards. Coming. Soon.”

      “Not finish.” He points at the screen, his face tight with fear.

      “No time.” I reach past him and pull the small chip out of the table.

      “No!” He launches himself at me and I stagger toward the door, his arm grasping for the chip in my hand.

      “Hey, it’s okay, I don’t want the damn thing.” I give him the chip and grab his arm, pulling him toward the now open door, but he digs his heels in. We’re wasting time!

      Trey obviously has the same thought. He steps behind Mikheil and pushes him. Off balance, Mikheil staggers forward and I manage to pull him out into the corridor. Trey slams the door behind us. Mikheil bangs his fists against it, howling like a man possessed.

      I grab his head and bang it against the door. “Listen, you idiot. If we don’t get out of here this minute, all three of us will be dead and whatever data you have managed to get on that thing will be useless. We have to go now.”

      Stupid idiot is going to get us all killed.

      He looks disorientated for a moment, then slowly – achingly slowly – he begins to lumber down the corridor.

      The sign above the IT room has changed from green to a flashing red. Running ahead to the door, I bang the quick release button and throw it wide open for Trey and Mikheil to follow. The panel in the wall swings inwards on the first push.

      Come on, guys. I lick my lips, my muscles tense and ready for action as I stand guard in the corridor. Trey climbs into the passageway and as Mikheil follows, I catch the sound of running footsteps.

      “The door,” I gasp, diving through after them.

      Trey is already on it. Just in time, the panel swings shut. Footsteps thunder past us in the direction of the server room.

      Trey’s flashlight flickers on, illuminating the rough corridor.

      “Wait!” I whisper, pulling his arm. Did I hear something or was I just imagining it?

      He looks at me, surprised, but I press my finger to my lips. If we hear nothing, we move on. I count silently to ten, and this time I can see from their faces that they both hear it too: a soft padding sound on the steps below us.

      Quietly, I get to my feet, but I fear we’ve already made too much noise. Either they know we came this way, or they’re just covering all possible escape routes. Did we miss any cameras in the passageways?

      I hesitate for a second, torn by indecision. Do we stay and fight here, or go back out into the corridor? The last thing I want to do is run blind through the building where there are cameras tracking our every move. But if guards are coming up from below, we could end up trapped.

      The padding sound stops. Trey turns off his torch, plunging us into darkness. I want to tell him that that’s no good, that we’re now as blind as mice, whereas the people coming for us will surely have night-vision equipment. And in a fight where one side can see and the other can’t, there’s only one likely outcome.

      I find Mikheil in the dark and press my mouth up against his ear. “The black thing. For cameras?” I feel him nod. “Press it. Don’t stop.” He nods again.

      Running my fingers across the wall, I find the edge of the hidden door and pull it toward me. The corridor outside is empty. I step out silently and Mikheil and Trey follow; Trey carefully pulling the panel back into place behind him. Mikheil has his hand in his pocket and I hope he’s pressing that damn button for all it’s worth.

      We pad silently along the corridor, me in the lead, Mikheil in the middle and Trey bringing up the rear. He’s got the building plan up and I’m hoping he’s finding us a way out of this maze.

      Each time we get to a corridor I look back at Trey, but he shakes his head. We’ve been going about five minutes when I hear a shout from behind us and something whistles past my head.

      Mikheil barrels into me, pushing me around the corner. I push past him. “Go!”

      I switch the weapon to bullets and send a volley of shots back down the corridor. If they know we’re armed, they may be more cautious about approaching us.

      We run, our positions reversed. Trey in the lead. Me bringing up the rear. I don’t know if Trey has a plan for where we’re going or just blindly taking turnings by instinct. I stop twice at corners, waiting for our pursuers. I send one down, a stun dart in her arm, but there are at least three others, maybe more. And they’re gaining.

      “Do you know how to get out?” I pant, catching the guys up after another failed shot. I’m out of the stun darts now, just the taser pulses left. And the bullets.

      Trey shakes his head. “There’s a staircase up ahead. If we go up two levels we’ll be in the area I know – where my father works.” He stops to catch his breath, then makes a sharp turn right onto a wider corridor. “I can’t figure out where the passageways are when we’re running. The holo keeps twisting and turning.”

      We barrel through another door and I spot a narrow table against the wall. I grab it and wedge it in against the door, hoping it’ll buy us a few seconds. When I turn, Mikheil and Trey have disappeared, but I can hear their footsteps ahead of me.

      I catch them on the staircase and we pause a floor up. Mikheil’s face is bright red and he’s breathing hard. From the way he’s shaking, I’m not sure how much longer he can keep going.

      They need more time. “You guys go up,” I say, gasping for breath. “I’ll lead them this way.” I point to the door leading to another featureless corridor.

      Trey shakes his head. “We can’t split up.”

      “We have to … No. Choice.”

      I can see the fear in his eyes. And something else. Worry. Worry for me? A warm feeling spreads through my chest. It cuts through the fear. It makes me feel brave.

      “I’ll be fine. You have the information they need.” I glance at Mikheil. “You have to get him out of here.”

      “But—”

      “Go!”

      There’s a smash as the table breaks. “Go,” I say again, more softly.

      He hesitates as if he’s about to say something, but then turns and starts to pull Mikheil up the staircase. I switch the weapon to bullets and fire a couple of shots back down the staircase to disguise their footsteps. Then I wait for the guards to appear.

      They’re quicker than I thought and I barely manage to leap out the way of their shots. The bullets thud into the wall. Bullets. They’re shooting real bullets.

      Pushing the door open, I run down the corridor. Doors lead off to each side, but I don’t have time to stop and test them. Besides, I don’t want to get trapped in a room. Must keep moving. I can see the first turning ahead. It’s further away than I’d thought and I try to make my legs move faster. My lungs burn and the acid in my legs begins to weigh them down.

      The door bursts open behind me. I hear the shot a fraction of a second before the bullet whistles past my ear. I start to weave, deliberately making my movements jerky and unpredictable. Another bullet flies past my head. Just a few more metres. Please, god.

      Despite my assurances to Murdoch, I’m not that used to guns. Most people Outside can’t afford them for one thing. It’s more of a knives-and-clubs type of place. Hand-to-hand combat rather than shoot-outs. Occasionally, a government crate will be intercepted and a rack of guns will get loosed on the street. And those times, well, they’re bad times.

      I don’t slow as I reach the corner, bouncing off the wall as I make the turn. My heart sinks. Another long corridor. I dive down a turning to the right, nearly tripping over my own feet.

      Immediately, I know I’ve made a mistake. There are no lights in this corridor. The only illumination comes from behind me. For a second I think I’m at a dead end and my heart skips a beat. But in the gloom I make out that the passageway continues to the left.

      Behind me, footsteps thunder past. Perhaps they’ve missed me. But there’s a shout and they’re back on my heels. I keep running, dim emergency lighting flickering into life. Dammit. If they didn’t know I was down here before, they do now.

      A wave of dizziness washes over me. I can’t draw in air fast enough to feed my muscles. There are no side turnings off this corridor. I will my legs to put on an extra burst of speed and sprint around the corner. Right into a wall.

      I spin around. There’s a door on either side of me. I check them. Both locked. Both with fingerprint readers. Damn.

      The footsteps have slowed. I think they’re at the end of the corridor. It’s only a matter of time before they find me. Surely, they must be able to hear my breathing? My eyes search every inch of tight space, desperately seeking a way out. There is nothing. Even the ceiling is solid – no loose panels or air ducts.

      Fear seeps through the adrenaline that’s been coursing through my body. I slump against the wall, my hands shaking uncontrollably. How many of them are out there? They have to come down that corridor to get you. One at a time. There’s still a chance you can take them out. If you kill them.

      The thought makes me queasy. Truth be told, I’ve never actually killed anyone. Stabbed people, yes. Maimed people, quite a few (mostly men). But not actually killed anyone. Apart from maybe that thug who’d tried to rape me; I’m not sure if he survived or not.

      But these men, these women, they’re just doing their job. I’m the one who’s broken in here. I’m the one in the wrong.

      I suddenly become aware of a stinging in my ear. When I reach up, my fingertips come away wet. Guess that bullet didn’t miss after all.

      Heat flushes through me and I clench my jaw. They’re trying to kill, not capture. The anger I’ve been holding in, anger at Lily’s death and the betrayal of Outsiders by the government, seeps out. I push off from the wall, stand up straight and roll my shoulders back. My hand on the gun is firm and unwavering.

      If they’re going to play with bullets, let’s see how they like getting hurt.

      There’s a shout from the end of the corridor. Footsteps coming toward me. Slowly, though. They must know this is a dead end. I check the setting on my weapon. Taser. I count three more steps, then point the weapon around the corner and fire.

      A scream of pain tells me that I hit my target. One down. How long will a taser knock him out for? Ten minutes? No longer. The weapon vibrates in my hand. I’m out of charge.

      More footsteps. Before I can think about it, I flip the switch to bullets, swing the gun around and fire. My first two shots go wide, but the third hits a guard in the shoulder. I flinch at the high-pitched scream. A woman.

      I pull back, a volley of bullets thudding into the wall in front of me. My heart’s racing and my breathing’s fast and shallow. I taste blood in my mouth and realize I’ve chewed through my lip. Risking a glance around the corner, I see four dark shapes and my heart sinks. So many? How many bullets are left? I have to keep at least one back. You can’t let them take you alive. The thought makes me sick. Am I brave enough to do it? Perhaps I should just step out now and take their fire.

      Not while there’s still hope. I turn the corner and fire. A man jerks and falls to the ground. But there are too many. I fire again and again until, suddenly, there are no more bullets.

      Not even one for me.

      I reach for my knife, but they’re on me so fast. Two of them pin me to the ground, one kneeling on my chest so hard I struggle to breathe. My vision blurs. Then I feel the cold metal on my skin as the collar closes around my neck.
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      I hear the shots below us as we pound up the stairs, through some double doors and down yet another corridor. I pray to whatever god may be listening that Aleesha’s quick enough and smart enough to figure out an escape route.

      A side corridor comes up on our left and I pull Mikheil into it. “Need to check the route,” I pant, bringing up the holo of the building plan. He nods and I suspect he’s as glad of the rest as me. Even in this faint light, he doesn’t look well. Sweat soaks the hood covering his forehead and cheeks and his eyelids twitch. Leaning over, he puts his hands on his knees and gasps for breath.

      I try to manipulate the holo to work out where we are, but my hands are shaking so much it takes three attempts. A flashing dot displays our location. We’re on the second floor, in the area of offices outside the secure inner sanctum where the President’s office lies. And my father’s.

      Biting my lip, I try and decide what to do. We can’t get into the inner ring of offices – I remember from my visits here that there are scanners on the door – but from the map it looks as if we can weave a way around them to a large hallway. There may be another way down to the basement from there. Or are we better off hiding? I wish Aleesha were here. She’d know what to do.

      “Come on,” I whisper to Mikheil, pulling him up. His hand is cold and clammy and his eyes plead for just a few minutes more rest. But there’s no time.

      As I step out into the main corridor I hear a door slam. Instinctively, I pull back and something whistles through the air where I had just been standing. There’s a shout from the end of the corridor. I meet Mikheil’s eyes and see my fear mirrored in them.

      “Run,” I say. And we run. Down the corridor and around a corner. Footsteps pound behind us. I slow my pace, waiting for Mikheil to catch up. For a tall man, he moves slowly. Come on, Mikheil.

      Looking down at the plan, my mouth goes dry. It looks like we’re being driven into a dead end.

      Or is it? I zoom in on a faint dotted line that seems to join one of the outer offices with one of the inner offices. There’s no passageway or corridor there. What is it?

      More shots as we dive around another corner. Mikheil’s gasping and clutching at his chest. “Can’t … can’t …”

      I glance back, alarmed. He’s reeling like a drunk, staggering from side to side. I grab his arm and pull him along. “Come on, not far.”

      That dotted line had better mean something. Otherwise, we’re running straight into a trap.

      “One more turn. That’s it,” I pant. My heart’s racing. Adrenaline surges through me, powering me forward. Mikheil lags behind.

      They must be nearly on us now. I turn the corner. It’s a dead end. But there’s the door to the office as expected.

      A single shot rings out, followed by a shill cry of pain. Mikheil limps around the corner, holding his leg.

      He collapses onto me and I nearly fall to the floor under his weight.

      “Come on.” I manage to put his arm around my shoulders and pull him forward. “Quick.”

      We hobble along for a few steps. The door to the office is ten metres away.

      I prod Mikheil in the ribs. “That door. We just need to beat them to that door, okay?”

      I don’t know if he understands me, but he seems to summon up some energy from somewhere and hops along, dragging his injured leg behind him. The footsteps behind us have slowed. Do they know they’ve got us cornered?

      Mikheil’s hand starts to slip from mine, our mingled sweat making it difficult to keep hold. I focus on the door, hoping it’s not locked. There’s no door pad – a good sign.

      Three metres, then two.

      I drop Mikheil’s hand, still keeping an arm around his waist, and twist my body to grasp the door handle. There’s a loud pitter-patter and I duck instinctively as bullets thud into the door and walls around me. Mikheil gasps and sags against me.

      Pushing the door open, we half fall through into the room beyond. Mikheil falls to the floor groaning as I slam the door behind us. Need something to block it. A filing cabinet.

      It lands with a crash in front of the door. Footsteps pound down the corridor as I pull over one of the heavy desks that are crammed into the small room, my back muscles screaming in protest. Wires snap as I topple it over in front of the door. Just in time. The door reverberates as someone slams into it from the other side.

      “Mikheil?”

      He’s lying face down on the floor, not moving. I reach down to shake him. The back of his shirt is stained, and when I raise my hand it’s covered in blood. My legs crumple.

      “M-Mikheil?” I roll him onto his back. Fumbling at his neck, I try to find a pulse, but all I can sense is my own heartbeat, thudding in my ears. I place my cheek to his mouth, praying for a breath of air. Nothing.

      A smash at the door forces me to my feet. I stumble away, retching, but there’s nothing in my stomach to come up. Get a grip. You have to get out of here.

      A flashing dot catches my eye. The holo. Moving across the room, I find the section of wall indicated by the dotted line on the map and tap it experimentally. It sounds hollow, compared to the solid thunk of the surrounding wall. But there’s no crack or hidden door that I can see.

      Of course, it’s probably designed to be opened from the other side. An escape route out, not a way in. If there’s anything there at all.

      The top of the door starts to splinter. Picking up one of the strong but lightweight desk chairs, I run at the wall. It dents the plaster. I run again, ignoring the pain where the chair edges press into my shoulders and stomach. This time, I break through.

      Behind me, the guards begin to methodically smash through the top of the heavy wooden door. Again and again, I run at the wall. Finally, there’s a space big enough for me to squeeze through. There’s a void just large enough for a person to stand in, then another wall. I’m about to bash through it when I freeze.

      The chip. I glance to the door, then down at Mikheil’s body. I could just leave it – the Chain couldn’t blame me for running – but then Mikheil’s death would have been for nothing.

      I struggle back through the hole. The plasterboard catches on something around my waist and there’s a clatter. I look down at the gun. How could I have forgotten about it?

      I pick it up, fumbling to find the safety catch and flick it off.

      “Keep your hands up and turn around.”

      I whip my head around. My arm lifts automatically. A guard’s face, framed by the triangular slash in the door. There’s a shot and for a split second a look of surprise crosses his face. Then he falls back. My gaze comes to rest on the gun in my outstretched hand.

      Oh god, no.

      I stumble forward, then back again, unable to think. I shot him.

      More shots, not from me this time. I fall to the floor, crawling over to where Mikheil lies. The chip.

      I claw at his pockets, my hands slick with sweat and blood. I’m about to give up when my fingers close over a small object. Shaking, I raise the gun and fire at the door, pressing the trigger again and again. I run, knowing I don’t have time to smash the other side of wall down and just hoping that my intuition is right.

      I throw my full weight against the blank, dark wall in front of me. It gives way, sending me tumbling into the room beyond. My head collides with something that makes it spin. A desk.

      A bullet whistles overhead. I fire back, blindly. Shoving the chip deep into my pocket, I head for the door. Glancing back, I freeze.

      Footprints follow me across the floor. My footprints. I see the glint of blood on my boots. With shaking hands, I quickly unlace them, creep out of the room in my socks and start running up the corridor.

      Light spills from an open doorway ahead. I hesitate for a second, but there’s no time to turn back. As I draw level, I realize it’s my father’s office. He’s sitting inside, typing on his computer, a deep frown creasing his forehead. Relief floods through me.

      “Dad!”

      He looks up as I run in, shock and fear registering on his face. “What the …” He reaches under his desk and I wave my hands frantically to stop him.

      “Please, help me.” My words come out in sobs and I’m shaking uncontrollably. I pull the hood from my head.

      “Darwin?!” His voice is incredulous. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      “They’re chasing me.”

      “Are you hurt?” He gets to his feet, moving around the desk toward me.

      Both our heads jerk up at the sound of shouts from the corridor.

      “Quick, get under the desk.”

      I duck under, trying not to touch anything. My father opens the door.

      “What the hell’s going on?” I hear him ask someone angrily.

      “Has anyone come past here?” A female guard.

      “No,” my father replies. “I heard a bang from down the corridor and was about to call down to security.”

      There’s a pause. “Okay, sir, sorry to have disturbed you. I’d advise closing and locking your door. We’ve had a break in and are still trying to locate the final criminal.”

      “Of course. Make sure you get security to call up to me when it’s safe. The President?” He leaves the sentence hanging.

      “He’s fine, sir. Three people broke into IT, but we’ve captured one and another is dead. We’re closing in on the third one. It shouldn’t be long.”

      My father thanks her. The door closes and the lock clicks shut.

      One captured and one dead. My heart sinks. She didn’t make it out.

      “Darwin?” My father peers under the desk.

      I crawl out and stand in front of him. Relief mingles with shame as I stare at the floor, waiting for questions. For punishment.

      “Here, drink this.” Dad pushes a glass of water into my hand. I gulp it greedily, suddenly feeling more alert.

      “It’s a stimulant I use sometimes when working late. Now, what on earth are you doing here? Are you sure you aren’t hurt?” His eyes flick over me, looking for the source of the blood.

      I shake my head. “I-it’s not my blood, it’s his. The guy they shot.”

      Cold hits me, right in the core of my body, and the room seems to shift around me.

      “Darwin?” My father’s voice comes from far away.

      Mikheil’s dead. And I shot someone. Killed a man.

      “Darwin!”

      I look down at my hands. Will the blood ever come off?

      “Darwin!”

      My head whips to the side. There’s a slap and my cheek tingles.

      “Huh?” I start out of my daze and stare at my father who’s standing with his hand raised, a look of fear and concern on his face.

      His hand begins to shake, and he lowers it. “I-I’m sorry. I thought you were going to pass out for a minute.” He looks guilty. “We need to get you out of here. Has anyone seen your face? Have you had the hood on the whole time?”

      My cheek is hot to touch. “No, I mean, yes, I’ve had the hood on.”

      “Thank goodness, that’s something, at least. Now, tell me, what are you doing here?”

      I spill out my story, once started, unable to halt the flow of words. The Chain, our mission. The alarm going off. Running from the guards.

      My father just listens in silence, a focused expression on his face.

      “When I get my hands on Bryn …” he growls. “What were they thinking, putting you in this situation!”

      “But were they right?”

      He grips my shoulders, looking me directly in the eye.

      “What the Chain have told you … it’s not what you think.” He sighs. “We’re not monsters, Darwin. We’re trying to do our best. There’s just … there’s just a lot you don’t understand.”

      “But the Metz. They killed a little girl. And I’ve seen Outside now, Dad. I’ve seen how bad it is. You never told me—”

      He holds up a hand and glances nervously toward the door before lowering his voice. “Look, we don’t have time for this now. If they find you here, even I won’t be able to save you.” His voice shakes and his hands tremble. “W-we’ve got a lot to talk about, but I need to make sure you’re safe first.

      “The cameras are out in this section of the building; they haven’t got around to fixing them yet. I can get you to the kitchens and find you a cleaner’s uniform. You can clean up there and hide until morning when you’ve got a better chance of escaping. Or perhaps there might be a way out from that part of the building to the basement.”

      A way out. I take a deep breath. One thing at a time. Just focus on getting out.

      “But what about A—” I stop myself. “My friend?” I ask.

      “He’ll have to fend for himself,” my father replies grimly. “I can see how the Chain used you, and I know it’s my fault you ended up in this situation, but I’m not risking your life and mine to help any member of that gang.”

      “She’s not part of the gang. They’re using her just like me.” There’s a flicker of surprise on his face. I take a deep breath and straighten my spine. “I’m not going anywhere without her.”

      He reaches out to grip my arm, then removes his hand when he sees the blood on it. “Don’t be stupid, Darwin, there’s no way I can get her released. I know you always look to me for the answer, but there’s nothing I can do this time.” His face is twisted with worry.

      “You could find out where she’s being held, at least? Please, Dad?” I stare at him and finally, he nods.

      “But you have to understand, there’s no way we can get her out.”

      He strides to his desk and presses the comm.

      “Goldsmith here. Is it safe to come out yet? What, you still haven’t caught him …? What about the others …? Captured? I hope you’ve got the Metz coming to take her away … He said what? But we’re not a prison! … Fine, okay. Let me know when you get the other one. I’d like to get out at some point tonight … Ah, fine. Thanks.”

      He looks up. “They’re taking her to one of the store cupboards down by the kitchen as we speak. Apparently, the President told them to keep her here tonight. He wants to question her again tomorrow before handing her over to the Metz.”

      “Are there cameras down there?”

      “I’d imagine so. There are cameras everywhere in this place.”

      “Okay.” We’re just going to have to make a run for it.

      “Darwin, is that a gun you’re carrying?” My father appears to see it for the first time.

      “Uh, yeah.” I’d kind of forgotten I was carrying it. I put the safety on and stick it back in the holster.

      My father gives me a strange look that I can’t quite read. “Come on, let’s get you out of here.” He moves toward the office door.

      “Wait!” I look down at my feet. “Do you have any shoes?”

      He opens a cupboard that he seems to be using as a wardrobe and throws me a pair of black shoes. I put them on hurriedly, thankful that we’re the same shoe size.

      We walk out of the office and around the corner. Father pushes open the door to a small kitchenette. There’s a dumb waiter at one end.

      “This goes all the way down to the kitchens. They use it to bring food up. You should be able to just about squeeze in. If you’re lucky, there won’t be anyone close enough to hear it. There’s a door to the outside from the kitchens, but it’ll be alarmed and you won’t make it out past the barriers. Your best bet is to either try and get down to the basements or steal a uniform and find somewhere to hide until morning.”

      “And the store cupboard?”

      He sighs. “There are a number of cupboards along the kitchen corridor. But Darwin, don’t do anything stupid, okay?” His face looks anguished. “I-I can’t lose you again.”

      A pang of guilt hits me in the stomach. He’s risked everything for me. A child who’s not even his own.

      “Dad. I … I know. Bryn told me.”

      A frown creases his forehead, then comprehension dawns. He shakes his head. “That doesn’t mean anything, Darwin. You’re my son.”

      “I know. That’s just what I wanted to say. In case, well, in case something happens.”

      He grasps my face between his hands and kisses me on the forehead, something he hasn’t done since I was a small child.

      “I love you, Son,” he says gruffly. “And I’ve managed to persuade the President to grant you a pardon, with some conditions. I’ve been trying to get hold of Bryn. I thought … Well, never mind. But if you’re found here, I won’t be able to save you. So, make sure you get yourself out of this building, alright?”

      I nod, tears welling in my eyes.

      “Meet your mother and me at Bunhill Fields at eleven in the morning. We’ll sort everything out then. Now go.”

      He helps me climb inside the metal box and pulls down the grate. “Be safe,” he says.

      “Dad?”

      “Yes?”

      “I love you, too.”

      He smiles. “I know.”

      He presses a button and the dumb waiter begins to rattle down into the dark.

      I pull the black hood back over my head and try to figure out how I’m going to find Aleesha and get us both out of this place. I may have let Mikheil down, but I’m not leaving Aleesha behind.
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      “Where are the others?” The guard pulls my head up by the hair before slamming it into the floor. Black spots dance in front of my eyes.

      “Where are the others?”

      “No others,” I wheeze. “Just. Me.”

      My arms are pulled together roughly and I feel metal cuffs clip securely around them.

      “Get off her. She can’t breathe with you sitting on her.” The voice is gruff. Another man.

      The pressure on my chest eases, but it’s not much of a reprieve. The hood is ripped off my head. A dark figure looms over me.

      “What did you say?” He shakes me roughly.

      The other man – the one with the gruff voice – is on his radio. “No, just the one. A girl …”

      “Where are they?” A slap around the face sends me reeling. Blood drips from my nose and my mouth tastes of iron. A painful lump forms in my throat. The collar is cold on my neck and forces my chin up. The collar. This is it then.

      “There’s no one else, just me.”

      “Do you think we’re stupid? There were three of you on the cameras.”

      “You must have been wrong.” I spit blood into his face, earning myself another slap.

      My captor frowns. “I think this collar’s defunct.”

      The guy on the radio looks over and shrugs. “Well, try a different one. We’re to take her to the President’s office.”

      My captor is surprised. “What’s he still doing here?”

      “Stop asking questions we don’t need the answer to. Now get her up.”

      They march me back down the corridor. The woman I shot in the shoulder is bent over a blood-covered figure, trying to open a dressing with her uninjured arm. I can see from the dark stains across the man’s chest that it’s no use. I killed him. I stumble as my legs forget how to move and fall to my knees.

      Strangely, the pain doesn’t register. I’m pulled roughly to my feet again and dragged down the corridor. I killed him. He’s dead because of me.

      We go down corridors, up a set of stairs, then more corridors. I stare at my feet, focusing on moving one in front of the other. Not because I want to get to where we’re going any faster, but because I know that if I don’t focus on this one little thing, I will fall apart.

      I’m dimly aware of us entering a brightly lit section of corridor. The light makes me blink. Then there’s a door and space opens up around us.

      “Is this her?” a new voice asks. This one doesn’t sound like a guard. His voice is smooth and polished, an Insider for sure.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Has she been searched?”

      “N-no, sir, we were told to bring her straight here.” Gruff-voice loses his composure for a second.

      “Well, do it.”

      Hands start to pat me down. They roughly unzip my jacket. The roll of film blueprints fall to the floor and the man with the posh voice orders the guards to hand them to him. I sway on my feet, nausea rising in my throat. There’s a voice in my head trying to be heard, but it’s like the rest of my mind is made of soup. It’s so thick the voice can’t get through. There’s only one thought going around my head. I killed a man.

      They killed Lily. The voice finally makes itself heard. I feel the hands on my back, then running over my chest. Nothing hidden there, boys.

      Not him. He didn’t kill her.

      But they did. The government. They’re all the same people.

      The hands run down my legs. I count off the knives as they find them. They miss the stiletto – the finest of blades hidden in the seam of my trouser leg. My last resort.

      Get a grip. You need to think. The voice is getting stronger as the fog in my head clears. The room comes into focus. It looks like an office or reception room. There’s a large desk at one end and a set of comfy looking chairs on the opposite side.

      Gruff-voice makes me sit on one of the chairs while they take off my boots. My socks are stained and slick with sweat. For some reason, this makes me slightly embarrassed. The guy with the posh voice stands to one side, averting his eyes. He’s dressed in a blue suit and tie. The suit is government regulation. The tie is not.

      “What’s this?”

      There’s a tug on my ankle. The amulet.

      “J-just a trinket,” I stammer. “It’s worthless.”

      The guard glances over at the man in the government suit. He frowns then nods slightly.

      The guards push my boots back on and lace them up. The sock’s rucked up inside my left boot. That’ll lead to blisters. Not that I’m likely to be running anywhere soon.

      I flex my wrists, but there’s no give in the cuffs. They’re tight; my hands are already puffing up slightly. I can see no joint or hinge. Like the collars, there is no weak point.

      I get pulled up onto my feet again.

      “She’s ready,” the guard says to the suited man, who nods and opens a door. He speaks to someone inside, then pushes the door fully open and motions for us to go in.

      The room we walk into is huge, with a richly patterned carpet so thick my feet spring off it. The walls are wood-panelled in the lower part, painted cream above. At one end of the room is a large, polished oval table surrounded by high-backed red chairs. At the other end are sofas set around a low table, and in the middle of the room is a large, imposing desk. Four families could easily live in this space, and would, if this was Outside.

      A movement in the corner of the room catches my eye. A large, dark figure disappears through a doorway, too quick for me to catch any details. The door closes, but not completely.

      A short man, dressed in a plain shirt and trousers turns and beckons us over. I’m expecting it, but the sight of him still turns my breath sour and sends my heart racing. The President.

      I stumble as I’m pushed forward, my legs momentarily forgetting how to work. I keep my gaze on the floor, too afraid to look up into the eyes of this evil man.

      As we get closer, a familiar smell hits me. It’s faint, and almost lost to the other smells in the room: upholstery, fresh flowers, wooden furniture. I close my eyes and try to capture it again, but it’s gone. I’m sure it was there, though. And I’ve only ever smelled it once before.

      Samson.

      But that doesn’t make sense. What would he be doing here? I must be mistaken.

      A hand on my shoulder halts me.

      I look up. The President is not a tall man, perhaps half a foot taller than me, and slightly built for an Insider. He’s staring at me, his expression blank, but his eyes … His eyes are curious; sad and angry at the same time. There’s something else there too, something I can’t quite place.

      “So, you’re the girl who’s been causing all this trouble,” he says finally. “What’s your name?”

      “Yasmin,” I lie.

      The corner of his mouth twitches. I try to meet his gaze, but can’t. There’s a long silence.

      “You’re, umm, working late,” I say finally.

      “Well, when one of your top ministers gets murdered, some overtime is often required. I seem to be sleeping here more than in my own bed at the moment.” He sighs. “Perils of the job. So, Yasmin, are you going to tell me where your friends are and what you were doing breaking into my building?”

      “It was just me. There’s no one else.”

      “Sir, we think the collar she has on is defunct,” the gruff-voiced guard interrupts. “We were going to fetch another one but were told to come straight here.”

      The President laughs softly. “I suspect it’s not the collar that’s the problem, gentleman.”

      I search his face, looking for the cruelty in his eyes. This man who is the ultimate cause of everything that’s wrong in our society, or, at least, the one with the power to change it. But all I see is a man who’s old before his time. Tired skin losing the battling with the anti-aging treatments I’m sure he’s had.

      The corners of his mouth droop; the false bright smile I’m familiar with from seeing him on the big screens is absent. His dark hair, usually slicked back, is thin in places, as if he’s given up on the regeneration treatments and is letting nature take its course in a rather unsympathetic way.

      “You don’t have a chip, do you.” It’s a statement, not a question.

      I look him straight in the eye. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      He chuckles softly. “You’re so good at lying. Aleesha.”

      My heart stops.

      “That’s it, isn’t it? Aleesha. Your little friend shouted for you, just before, well …”

      Time slows. Fire inside. Every muscle tenses. An inhuman scream. Is that me?

      I tear away from the man holding me, suddenly stronger, more powerful than I’ve ever felt.

      “You murderer!”

      My hands – still cuffed – reach for his throat.

      He doesn’t even flinch. Just as my nails tear at his skin, I’m pulled back and thrown to the floor. Rage clouds my vision. I kick out, thrashing around wildly.

      My head is slammed to the floor. One slap. Then another. A trickle of blood stains the light carpet. I lie, panting.

      “She wasn’t chipped, you know.” His tone is conversational, as if he were discussing the weather, not the death of an innocent girl. “Which makes her an illegal citizen, even if the punishment was a little … harsh. The officer concerned has been spoken to. They caught you on their cameras. You came up as a match for the bread thief. But they were too busy trying to control the crowd at that point to take you in.”

      He pauses. “I saw what records you were trying to access. You’re more interesting than I thought.”

      Interesting? What’s that supposed to mean?

      “Who was she, the young girl? Not a sister, surely. She looked nothing like you.”

      I don’t reply. Just stare at his shoes. Brown. Patterned. Expensive.

      He sighs. “Get her up.”

      I’m dragged to my feet again. He places a finger under my chin, forcing me to meet his gaze. His eyes are hard.

      “Every entrance to this place has a security screen, even the old forgotten passageways down to the basements. I got the security team to check. They’re all working fine. The fact that you managed to get through them means it’s impossible that you’re chipped. And that—”

      He checks himself suddenly and leans toward me, our faces just inches apart. “It’s interesting, isn’t it? I always knew there may be a chance someone would be able to get through our barriers, but to have three of you find each other and break in together? Well, that sounds like a plot against the government to me. And you know what the penalty for treason is?”

      I nod, not trusting myself to speak. Death. A long, slow, drawn-out death. And he knows about the others. I just have to hope I’ve bought them enough time to find a way out.

      He steps back, folding his arms. “I lost one of my best ministers today, Aleesha. Do you know who killed her?”

      I’m surprised at the sudden change in subject, but I keep my face blank as I shake my head.

      “We do,” he replies, “or, at least, we know why. When our system notified us that she – a dead woman – was trying to access our most secure area, well, the reason for her death became clear.”

      I stay silent. The eyeball. The Chain should have known they’d be tracking access to the information bank. I wonder what else the President knows about the organization. About me. If the figure who’d slipped from the room had been Samson, then … I shake my head. It’s impossible.

      The President sighs and turns, walking toward the soft chairs in the corner of the room. He motions for me to follow and, after a prod from behind, I obey. I try to perch on the edge of the chair, but it’s so squishy it envelops me and I lose my balance, falling back into it. It really is comfortable; more comfortable than any bed I’ve slept in. Too comfortable. I think I preferred it when we were standing up.

      He takes a seat opposite me. “Whenever there’s a government in power, there are others who try and take over. Who feel that they can rule better. History shows us that this is rarely the case and all that happens is that a lot of people get killed and the situation stays broadly the same.

      “I’m not saying our society is perfect – far from it. There is far more poverty than I’d like. But we – the government, that is – are doing our best to sort out these problems. And quite frankly, having to deal with attempted coups distracts us from tackling the real problems in this city.”

      He sounds sincere, but he’s a politician; they’re programmed to sound sincere. The anger in me bubbles over and I can’t stop myself rising to his bait.

      “Doing your best? Have you actually been Outside? Seen how people live?”

      “I have, actually,” he replies calmly, “and I have people dedicated to working out a long-term solution—”

      “And what’s your solution? You think if you just kill all the poor people, or take them away to your Farms, that you’ll suddenly end up with a perfect society? Your answer to the problem is the death and destruction of people whose only crime is to have been born in the wrong place.”

      I bite my lip, angry at myself for the outburst. For losing control.

      He looks at me for a few seconds then sighs. “Ah, the naivety of youth. You’re just like your mother. So passionate.”

      It takes my brain a few seconds to register his words. My breath catches in my throat.

      “What did you say?” I whisper.

      The corner of his lips twists in an odd smile. “I said, you’re just like your mother.” He searches my face and nods in satisfaction. “I didn’t know she had a daughter. Until now. But why else would someone be accessing her personal files? And you look so much like her.” His voice drops and his face suddenly twists in a spasm of pain. “Her eyes.”

      Just as swiftly, he recovers his composure.

      My mind’s a jumble of thought and emotions. Closing my eyes, I take a deep breath, trying to make sense of this revelation.

      “You knew her?”

      The President nods. “Many years ago. We were at university together.”

      “You were at university … Wait, my mother was an Insider?”

      “She was. Until she was exiled. Her life could have been completely different if she’d made better choices.” A trace of anger enters his voice.

      “Why was she exiled?”

      “She broke the law.”

      Breath hisses between my teeth. “You ordered her death.”

      “No!” He takes a deep breath. “I was only a junior minister then, and it wasn’t even my department. I never wanted to see her killed. It was her own fault with the company she kept.”

      “My father …”

      The President jumps in, his voice suddenly urgent. “Have you heard from him?”

      “What? Who? My father?” I shake my head, confused. “No, I don’t even know—” I slam my mouth shut. Shut up, Aleesha.

      The President laughs. A sudden, harsh laugh. “You don’t know who he is, do you? Is that why you were looking at her records?”

      Excitement fizzles in my veins. The President of Britannia knew my mother. And my father … He believes that my father is alive!

      Curiosity overcomes my caution. “I-I don’t know for sure. I mean, he was never around … Do you know who he is?”

      He scrutinizes me for a moment. Then he leans forward, steepling his fingers in front of his chin.

      “Not for certain. But I have a strong suspicion. And I would be very interested to know where he is and what he calls himself now.”

      Disappointment floods through me.

      “As you are not a registered citizen we have no records of your parentage or your DNA. You may not even be your mother’s daughter, although the resemblance is uncanny. Your father, or at least the man who may be your father … He … he tricked your mother into loving him. He promised her the world! But he ran from this city a wanted criminal. Make no mistake, she died because of him.”

      He spits the final words, a string of saliva forming at the edge of his mouth. The knuckles of his fingers, still clasped together, whiten.

      “So, who is he?” I ask in the silence that follows.

      My words seem to jolt the President from his memories. His face regains its usual blank composure. He even smiles slightly as his voice takes on a lighter tone.

      “Believe me, Aleesha, you’re better off not knowing. But if you’re determined to know, I’ll tell you. On one condition.”

      “What is it?”

      “I’m willing to make you an offer. The organization you’re working for are proving to be … troublesome. They do not have the best interests of this city’s citizens at heart.”

      “Insiders, you mean.” I can’t help but butt in.

      “All citizens,” he emphasizes. “Think what would happen if the Wall were to disappear this minute.” He clicks his fingers. “Poof! How long would it be before the whole city was overrun by people out for what they could get. Carnage. Chaos.”

      “But the Metz would stop …” My breath catches as the realization hits. This is what the Chain were planning all along. What all their talk of a more equal society was about. They’re planning to take down the Wall.

      He gives me a meaningful look and sighs. “Exactly. Carnage. Anyway, back to my point. I would like you to help us take down the Chain, help us find your companions who are currently running riot in my headquarters and assist us in finding and bringing your father to justice.”

      I swallow. “And in return?”

      “I will make you a legal citizen. And tell you everything I know about your father.”

      I stare at him. A legal citizen? He’ll make me a legal citizen? I could get a job, be able to buy real food, not steal it. Perhaps even get out of Area Four. Maybe – if I can bargain hard enough – get a room Inside. And to find out about my father …

      “What’s the catch?”

      He smiles and opens his hands, palms upwards. “There isn’t one. Your companions will be caught eventually. The Chain, well, they got you into this mess, didn’t they? As for your father, well, you don’t owe him anything. But if we can find him and bring him here, you can ask him all the questions you want.”

      I bring my knees up to my chest, hugging them and resting my feet on the edge of the chair. There’s a cough and movement from behind, but it stops at a look from the President. Everything. He’s offering me everything.

      But if you agree, you’ll be one of them. And they killed Lily.

      Then something dawns on me. “I’ll be chipped?”

      He looks surprised. “Of course. That’s the only way you can access food, health care – all the benefits of being a legal citizen.”

      I bite my lip. They’ll be able to follow me, wherever I go. My every movement. But that’s what everyone puts up with, right?

      Indecision rages inside me. If I agree, I’ll be betraying Trey and Mikheil. And Lily. And everyone else in Area Four if the Chain can’t get the data they need to stop the Cleaning.

      “And if I don’t agree? What then?”

      “You know the punishment for traitors,” he says quietly.

      An impossible choice. Life. Or death. Knowing. Or not knowing. Betrayal. Or sacrifice.

      I clench my fists. He’s not even offering me freedom. He’s just using me. I’m just a pawn in his big game. And I’m done with being used.

      I stand and glare down at him. “No.”

      Shock flickers across his face. “No?”

      “I don’t accept your offer.”

      “You understand what this means?”

      I nod. “Yes.” I die.

      We sit in silence for a moment.

      Finally, he sighs.

      “Take her away. Don’t report it to the Metz yet. I want you to keep her here overnight.”

      “But, sir. We don’t have any containment facilities …” the guard says nervously.

      “I’m sure you can find a locked cupboard somewhere.” He waves his hand and yawns. “I’ll decide in the morning what to do with her, once I’ve had some sleep. Make sure you keep a close watch on her, even when she goes to the bathroom. You can take off that collar, it’s no use on her. Oh, and give her something to eat. She looks half starved.”

      I’m pulled to my feet and pushed toward the door. I stumble forward, too exhausted and emotional to fight anymore.

      “Aleesha?”

      I glance over my shoulder.

      “I would advise you to learn from your mother’s mistakes. Think on what I said. It’s a good deal.”

      The guards drag me from the room and back into the endless maze of corridors. My mother’s mistakes. It seems I didn’t really know my mother at all. But was he telling the truth? Or was it all a lie? Just another trick to get me to switch sides.
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      I climb carefully into the kitchen. Artificial light streams through the high windows that line the top of one wall, but apart from that, it’s dark.

      The kitchen is actually a series of rooms: one with food heaters across one wall, another looks to be a preparation area, and a third contains numerous fridge units.

      I try to make sense of the floor plan. To my right, a large door leads into a corridor. It seems to be the only way in and out of the kitchen, apart from a set of double doors marked as an emergency exit. There are two other doors in this room, but they just lead to store cupboards. A door in the next room catches my attention. Steps lead down from it. To the basement?

      I pad across the polished floor. It’s a plain, unassuming door. No lock or security pad on it. I open it, step through and shut it behind me.

      It’s pitch black inside and I fumble for my flashlight. Steps lead down into a rough room that’s piled high with food crates. The line on the building plan goes down through it and into the tunnels underneath the building. I’ve found our way out.

      Back in the kitchen, I creep over to the main door. I’m about to open it when I hear muffled voices and footsteps. I freeze. Are they coming here? The door is opaque with no window or viewing panel to look through. No handle either – it must be one of those that swings open from either side. My heart pounds and sweat beads on my forehead. Stay or run?

      The footsteps stop. I press my ear to the door, trying to pick up something from the conversation. Two voices, both male.

      “This one? It’s just a store cupboard.”

      The other voice says something I don’t catch.

      “What does he think we are, prison officers?” A snort of derision.

      “Oww!”

      Aleesha!

      “Ah, she’s still awake, at least.”

      I push the edge of the door. It opens silently. I freeze as the voices start up again, but they’re just moaning about something. Another inch and I’ll be able to see around it.

      “In you go.”

      There’s the sound of footsteps and a thump as something – someone – hits the floor. A door slams shut.

      In my slit of vision, two guards stand in a dimly lit corridor, in front of a door.

      “Here’s the new code in case you need it.”

      “Cook’s going to be mad that we’ve changed it,” the other one warns.

      “Tough. We’ll brief the next shift to tell him. Anyway, you’d better go and heat her a burger. He wanted her fed.”

      “Why me?” the other guard grumbles.

      “Because I’ve gotta look through all the bloody camera feeds from the last two hours. And with John still recovering from that stun dart, we’re short-handed. Boss is on her way in and she sounds mad.” He shoves a small box into the other man’s hands. “Go on, kitchen’s just down there. They’ll be a food heater in there somewhere.”

      He kicks at a metal grate at the bottom of the door. It falls off into the corridor. “You can put the food through that so you don’t need to open the door.”

      Slowly, I let the door fall back into its neutral position. Then I turn and, not knowing where else to hide, run for the dumb waiter. I climb in and manage to slide the grate shut just in time. As the door swings open, I shrink back into the shadows.

      Through the grate I see the guard walk in and throw the box down onto the nearest work surface. It’s a Steakhaus burger. Fake, factory-produced meat, but tasty all the same.

      “Just go along to the kitchen. Give the girl a burger,” he mimics. “Don’t know why he’s the one who has to review the feeds. If he’d been watching properly, we wouldn’t be in this mess.”

      He finds a heater and yanks open the door, shoves the burger box inside and punches a button. The heater lights up and starts to hum. The guard stretches and begins to stroll around the room.

      I hold my breath, wondering if he can hear my heart pounding. If I could only knock him out. But he’s bigger than me and I’ve always been terrible at wrestling.

      The gun. Of course. How could I forget. Stupid.

      I feel for the holster. Silently, I pull the gun out. It’s too dark to see what setting it’s on. I can’t remember what I was firing back at the guards when I was being chased, it was all too quick.

      Finding the safety catch, I flip it off, the guard’s footsteps disguising the slight noise. He comes closer. What if I miss?

      My hands tremble as I lift the weapon, waiting until he crosses my path. The food heater pings. The guard stops right in front of me. At least, he’s too big to miss. I fling up the grate and fire.

      There’s no sound from the gun, just a thump as the guard hits the floor.

      Paralysis seizes me for an instant, but then it’s gone. The guard lies face down, a tiny red dart impaled in his back. Searching his pockets, I find a thin piece of film with a code written on it in an unpractised hand.

      Stripping him is hard work. He’s a big man and I’m sweating from the effort by the time I’ve removed his trousers, shirt and jacket. They’re far too big on me, but I tie the belt as tight as I can and it stops the trousers falling around my ankles. I wonder about the lack of armour, but then I remember that these are the camera guys, not the armed guards who were chasing us. He does have a lightweight protective cap on, though, and I pull this over my head, hoping it’ll hide the black hood from the cameras.

      I hesitate, wondering whether to try and drag his body into the lift. But I’m not sure I can actually move him and there isn’t much time. Grabbing the burger box from the heater, I head to the door, take a deep breath, and push it open.

      I stride down the corridor, hoping I look more confident than I feel. At the door to the cupboard I pause, listening for a second. There’s a small shuffle from inside. A keypad covered in numbers and letters seems to be the only lock.

      Bending, I push aside the broken grate and slide the burger box into the room. The moment of truth.

      “Aleesha?” I whisper. My mouth feels dry.

      “Trey? Is that you?” She sounds surprised – and jubilant.

      “Are you okay? Can you run?”

      “Y-yes, but what—”

      “Shhh! I don’t know if they’re listening.”

      Standing, I quickly type in the code from the film, praying I’ve got the right one. I wonder if I’ve already been spotted on the cameras. That they’ve realized I’m not the real guard. If they’re already on their way down.

      The door clicks open.

      Aleesha stands in the doorway. Her hair is messed up and her face cut and swollen with bruises.

      I grab her hand. “Come on, let’s go.”

      We run down the corridor and through the double doors into the kitchen, all pretence at stealth gone. My hand slips on the handle to the basement door, but it opens on the second try and we race through.

      “Stop!” I gasp, fumbling for my flashlight.

      I switch it on and we run down the stairs in the cellar room. The light flies over the rough stone walls. Just stone. No door.

      “Trey, there’s no way out!”

      Shaking, I bring up the building plan. It was on here, I could swear, there was something. My fingers twitch causing the holo to jump around. “Dammit.” I take a deep breath and manage to bring the holo back to the room we’re in.

      There is a line on the plan. I zoom in closer. But it goes through the floor of the room, not the walls.

      “It must be a trapdoor.” I look around at the piles of stacked crates and move a couple of paces to my right. “Under these.”

      Aleesha curses and reaches for the first one. We pull them down. There’s a noise in the kitchen above. The guard waking? Or have we been found out?

      We lift the last crate. Under it is an old wooden trapdoor. It lifts on the first try. I could cry with relief.

      Inside is another, rougher staircase. Aleesha goes first and I close the trapdoor behind us. At the bottom is another basement room, but this one leads out into a corridor. In another few turns, we’re back in a place I recognize.

      “The archive room is just up there.”

      Aleesha nods and starts running in the opposite direction. A couple of minutes later, we’re at the ventilation tunnel through to Charing Cross station. As I replace the grating on the other side, relief floods through me. Finally, we’re safe. I never thought these horrible, dark tunnels would feel so welcoming.

      “Want some?” Aleesha lifts the brightly coloured box with a grin.

      “You took the burger?”

      “Sure, I’m starving.” She opens it and takes a bite. “This is good,” she says, her words muffled by the food

      I can’t help but smile. A race from certain death, and all she thinks about is food.

      My stomach growls. Maybe she has a point. “Sure.”

      We walk back through the tunnels, updating each other on what happened after we separated on the stairs. When it gets to Mikheil’s death, my voice breaks.

      “I-it’s my fault.” Emotion chokes my words. “I should have used the gun – shot them.”

      Aleesha reaches out and squeezes my hand. “It’s not your fault. They shouldn’t have sent you in anyway. I mean, you’ve never even used a gun before, right?”

      I shake my head and wipe my eyes with the back of my hand.

      “You did your best.” Her voice sounds uncertain, but she gives my hand another squeeze and this time, doesn’t release it. “Thanks for coming to get me. You … you didn’t have to.”

      I smile at her. “No problem. That’s what friends do, right?”

      She smiles back at me, hesitantly, almost shyly. “Right.”

      We walk in silence for a time. Back through Tottenham Court Road and onto the red Central Line. I wonder what it must have been like to rush through these tunnels on trains. Noisy, I bet. And hot.

      “D’ya think we should give them the chip?”

      I turn to her, surprised. “Why not? Wasn’t that the whole point of this?” Why else did I risk my life going back for it?

      “But they still haven’t told us what they’re going to do with it.”

      “They said they were going to stop the Cleaning.”

      “Yes, but how?” She sounds worried. “I’m sure I remember Murdoch – or was it Bryn – saying something about bringing down barriers. You don’t think they’re planning to take down the Wall, do you?”

      I try and think back, but I don’t remember the conversation. “I don’t know. But would that be so bad?”

      “The President said it’d cause carnage if they took down the Wall. I think that’s what he thinks they’re going to do. And … he’s right, Trey. If the Wall just disappeared, it would be carnage. Everyone would just go wild.”

      “Hmm. But if we don’t give it to them, then we can’t stop the Cleaning.”

      “I know.” She stares down the dark tunnel. “That’s the problem.”

      “Well, let’s not tell them we’ve got the chip right away. If they can offer us a good explanation as to why they want it, we’ll hand it over.”

      Aleesha considers this for a moment. “Okay, that sounds good.” She smiles at me. “But you’d better let me do the talking. You always blush when you lie.”
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      I spot a light in the tunnel ahead. Quickly, I turn off my flashlight and we creep to the side of the tunnel.

      “Should we run?” I whisper in Aleesha’s ear.

      Her hair brushes my lips as she shakes her head. “Let’s wait and see who it is. If it’s not Murdoch, then we run. Give me that gun.”

      It is Murdoch, accompanied by Matthews. Murdoch’s look of relief changes to anger as he sees there are only two of us.

      “Where’s Mikheil?”

      I take a deep breath. “He didn’t make it.”

      Murdoch curses, walks to the side of the tunnel and slams his fist into the wall. Matthews glances at us awkwardly and shrugs. Her eyes are red. I wonder what they’ve done with Sanders’ body.

      “Right, let’s get you two back,” Murdoch says, coming back over to us. “You’ve got some explaining to do.”

      We walk in silence through the tunnels, emerging into daylight. My eyes water in the brightness.

      “What time is it?”

      “Just before nine in the morning,” Murdoch replies.

      We’re marched north, passing straight through Areas Four and Five. By the time we get into Six, I’m stumbling all over the place, scarcely able to walk in a straight line. My mouth is parched and the small chip is burning a hole in my pocket.

      “How much further?” I gasp.

      “Not far,” Matthews replies, giving me a sympathetic look.

      Not far. What do I do with the chip? I’d suggested keeping it secret, but surely the first thing they’ll do is search us. But what to do with it?

      I’m running out of time.

      We’re taken to a large old house that’s tucked away behind a residential street in Area Six. If you didn’t know it was there, you’d probably walk straight past the tiny alleyway that leads to it. Steps lead up to the door; a man and woman loiter at the bottom.

      They stiffen at our approach, but relax when they see Murdoch and Matthews. The man gives me a curious glance as I stagger up the steps. I hope they’re at least going to give us a drink before interrogating us.

      We’re shown into a small room on the ground floor and told to wait. Matthews stays with us. I collapse into a chair and Aleesha follows suit. My head’s throbbing and I just want to lie down and sleep. Even the floor looks tempting.

      “Here, looks like you need a drink.” Matthews pushes an open bottle of water into my hand. I gulp it gratefully as she hands another bottle to Aleesha and dishes out some wrapped protein bars. She makes a face. “Sorry, I haven’t got anything better. Once they’re done with you, hopefully you can get a proper meal. You must be worn out.”

      I smile gratefully as she sits down opposite us. Her brown hair is grey with dust and she clenches and unclenches her hands in front of her, staring at the wall as if going over something again and again in her head.

      “I-I’m sorry about your friend,” I say, hesitantly. “Sanders. He seemed nice.”

      I realize how hollow the words are as soon as they’re out of my mouth. How would I know if he was nice? I’d barely met him. But her gaze flicks to me and she smiles slightly.

      “Yeah, we’d been together a long time. Since school. He was …” Her voice trails off and she stares at the floor, her eyes brimming with tears.

      We sit in silence after that. Until the door opens and Murdoch walks in.

      “Come on. It’s time.”
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      We’re led up the stairs and into a large room that looks out over the street. It’s dominated by a battered wooden table. Eight people sit around it. Milicent sits at the head of the table. Bryn is nowhere to be seen.

      Murdoch motions for us to sit. Everything in the room feels old. Once richly decorated, the colours have faded over time and now it all just looks a bit sad.

      I perch on the edge of the seat cushion, conscious of how filthy I am. My clothes are ripped and covered in dust and blood. There are scratches on the backs of my hands and one nail is torn clean off. From the look of shock on Trey’s face when he’d opened the prison door, I suspect my face doesn’t look so great, either. Despite the protein bar, I feel sick and empty inside as the adrenaline that’s kept me going begins to seep away.

      I swallow nervously, feeling Milicent’s eyes boring into me. I’ve always been good at lying, but it feels as if somehow she’ll know when I’m telling the truth and when I’m not.

      The rest of the group wait for her to speak, but she takes her time before breaking the silence. “I presume the fact that Mikheil is not with you means that he is no longer alive?”

      “He was shot by the guards while we were trying to escape,” Trey blurts out.

      So much for me doing all the talking.

      A dark-haired man sags and buries his head in his hands. The woman next to him pats his shoulder awkwardly.

      “And did you manage to get the information we were after?”

      “Yes,” I say, before Trey can speak. “At least we got some of it.” I can feel him tense beside me, but I carry on. “They were waiting for us. Or, at least, waiting for someone. There was extra security on the room with the computers. They know you murdered the Secretary of State.” Murdoch curses at this point and slams his fist on the table. “I think when we used the eye-scanner it alerted them. Mikheil had nearly finished downloading what he needed when the alarms went off. Then we had to run.”

      “And the information? Surely you didn’t leave it behind?” interrupts a man I don’t recognize.

      I shake my head. “No, Mikheil grabbed it before we left. But the guards were chasing us. They were shooting bullets, not stun darts.” There’s a flash of pain and I realize I’ve been fingering the wound on my ear. I snap my hand back down beneath the table, wondering how to phrase the next part. I need to find out what their game is.

      “Mikheil was shot – right in the chest. We managed to get into a room and barricade the door, but we couldn’t save him.”

      “I tried.” Trey stands, leaning over the table. The anguish on his face tugs at something deep in my chest. “I’m sorry. There was just so much blood and …” His voice trails off at the stony-faced stares and he slumps back in his chair.

      “We took the chip and ran. We got separated and the guards followed me. I managed to take down three of them, but then the gun ran out and they captured me.” I hesitate, not sure how much to tell them.

      “What else.” Milicent’s eyes narrow. “You’re not telling us something.”

      Damn that woman. “They … they took me to the President’s office.”

      There’s a murmur of voices from around the table. A door bangs beneath us and there’s the sound of people arguing. I catch Murdoch glancing worriedly at the door to the room.

      “And what did you tell him?” Milicent asks calmly, seemingly unaware of the rising tension around the table.

      “I swear, I didn’t tell them anything about you, or what we were after.” I surprise myself with my own vehemence. “After all, I didn’t really have anything I could tell them. You still haven’t told us what the data was, or what you were going to do with it!”

      “And given that you managed to get yourself captured, you can understand why,” Murdoch puts in.

      “I didn’t see you breaking into the most secure, well-defended building in this city, breaking all kinds of laws, and risking your life to get some stupid data!” Trey jumps to his feet. It’s like a fuse inside him has just blown. I’ve never seen him angry like this. Blood rushes to his face as he glares at Murdoch.

      “We nearly died in there today. Mikheil did die. Do you know just what the odds were of us even getting to that room, let alone getting the data and escaping from there? Slim to bloody well none, that’s what. And you were happy enough to send us in there to be killed, so I think we, at least, deserve some answers!”

      The room falls silent as he glares at the people around the table. I stifle a smile. I’ve never heard him curse before. But his anger ignites my own and I have to fight to keep it from exploding out. Anger at the Chain for treating us as expendable pawns. Anger at the government for their lies and cruelty. And anger at myself for failing to protect Lily.

      I hide my hands under the table so they can’t see my clenched fists, and focus on taking deep breaths.

      Milicent looks about to speak when footsteps pound up the stairs and the door flies open. Bryn storms in, his face clouded with rage.

      “What the hell has been going on!”

      He glares around the table, his gaze finally coming to rest on Milicent, who flushes slightly.

      “Nice of you to join us, Bryn.”

      “Nice of you to invite me,” he spits.

      Uh oh, Milicent’s in trouble. I feel a faint gleam of satisfaction.

      Bryn glances across at us. “You two okay?”

      We both nod.

      “You have gone one step too far this time.” He begins to pace around the table. “You may have a level of autonomy in London, but this is not just your fight. The Leader has a personal interest in bringing down the government and you’ve kept your plans from me – from him.” He pauses behind Milicent’s chair. She sits ramrod straight, her eyes still on us; not flinching at his words.

      “If the government catches you, not only do you fail, but years of planning will have been wasted.” His voice is dangerously low.

      Milicent seems to recover herself. “Well, we’re not certain we have failed yet, Bryn,” she says tightly. “We were just hearing what Aleesha and Trey had to tell us when you came in. Why don’t we let them finish before jumping to any conclusions?”

      Bryn looks about to argue, then changes his mind. “Fine.” He takes a seat by Trey.

      “I think you were just about to tell us exactly what your plans were,” I say as Milicent’s gaze rests once again on me.

      “Ah, yes.” She looks at Trey. “You have to understand that we couldn’t tell you everything, particularly with your father being who he is. We weren’t sure of your loyalties. Still aren’t, if I’m being honest.”

      Trey puts his head in his hands. “I don’t know what to believe anymore,” he says, sounding tired. “But I know that what I’ve seen here, Outside, is not what I believed it to be.” He looks up and meets her eye. “Things need to change.”

      Milicent considers him for a moment, then nods. “And you, Aleesha? Where do your loyalties lie?”

      “Well, if you think I have any sympathy for the government, you’re frickin’ mad!” I take a deep breath. Control, Aleesha, control. “They kill, just because they can. It has to stop. People need to know the truth. The real truth, not government lies. If that’s what you’re about, then I’m in.”

      “Good. As you know, our aim as an organization,” she stresses this word, as if to make it clear to us that they don’t consider themselves a gang, “is to create a more equal society. London has been divided for too long and the gulf between Insiders and Outsiders has been growing for decades. The Wall is symbolic of this. Whilst it exists, there is no way for the two societies to coexist and no reason for Insiders to face up to the truth.”

      A wave of dizziness washes over me. Was the President right?

      “We still do not know how the Wall kills or what makes up its composition. We believe the holo image you see is just that – a physical screen – but our tests to date have been fruitless.”

      I remember Murdoch’s comments about those who had died in the belief that they might be able to pass through the Wall. He had sounded remorseful about it. Milicent sounds as if it was just an inconvenience.

      “We think it can be brought down by cutting the electricity supply. I believe you managed to do this on a small scale when you attacked one of the depots, Aleesha.”

      I nod cautiously. It was just after Murdoch had approached me and blackmailed me into helping the Chain. Even the memories of that night make me shiver. We’d managed to take down the barrier by taking out the electricity supply to it, but the effect was only temporary and the cost of our success had been high.

      “Unfortunately, it is nigh on impossible to cut the supplies to the Wall. There are multiple supplies and re-routing possibilities to overcome any attempt, even if we could locate and access the cables. Most of them are buried under tons of earth. But there is an alternative.

      “Mikheil’s grandfather was one of the brains behind the Wall. The government had moved him and his family over from Poland based on his technical expertise, but once the Wall was up and running, they banished them all back to Poland. They didn’t want anyone around who could possibly compromise the system. Poland was not a good place to be at that time – it still isn’t – and Mikheil’s grandfather resented being sent back. He was also unsure ethically about whether what he had created was right. So, before he died, he told Mikheil’s father and Mikheil what he knew.”

      She glances at the small, dark-haired man who’d been sobbing earlier. The resemblance to Mikheil is uncanny. Though his hair is thinner and his face more lined.

      “He didn’t know how the Wall worked – the government had different experts working in isolation on different parts of the setup – but he knew that a set of override codes for each section of the Wall are stored in the main information bank. They’re only accessible from inside the system. There’s no way we can hack into the information bank, which is why you had to go into the headquarters. But Mikheil had figured out a way of altering part of the recognition system so that once we had the codes, an external device he’d created could be used to target the individual towers controlling the sections of the Wall.”

      “So, you were going to take down the Wall?” Trey whispers, his face pale.

      Milicent shakes her head. “Not all of it. Just the section along the border of Area Four. Mikheil was going to recode the towers so they couldn’t get it back up again.”

      “And then what?” I ask, finding my voice at last. “Your army goes in and takes over?”

      Milicent smiles. “Well, in a sense. Our army is the people. Those who live Outside the Wall, who’ve suffered under the current government.” Her voice rises, becoming more strident. “Unrest has been growing. The people are ready to rise up and overthrow their government.” There’s a fanatical glint in her eyes and some of the people around the table shift nervously in their chairs.

      “Then, once it is over, they will look for direction, and that’s when we will step in. A new government with people from both Inside and Outside the Wall. Together, we will bring down the rest of the Wall.”

      “With you as the leader?” I try, but I’m not quite able to keep the sarcasm from my voice.

      Milicent doesn’t seem offended. “No, of course not.” The power in her voice has gone and suddenly she looks what she is again: a frail old lady. “I know I wouldn’t be an acceptable candidate to those people who live Outside. Besides, I’m too old and tired to be leading a country. No, it needs to be one of them.”

      She smiles down the table at us and spreads her hands in a gesture of openness. “So, there you have it. I’m sorry we couldn’t have been more open with you from the start, but I’m sure you can appreciate the need for secrecy.”

      “That’s a stupid plan.”

      The voice rings loud in the room and it takes me a second to realize it’s mine. Milicent glares at me. I gulp and look away, catching the smirk on Bryn’s face. He’s bloody well enjoying this.

      “I’m sorry?” Milicent’s voice is like ice.

      “It would be a massacre.” Somehow my voice is bold, even though I’m quaking inside. “You’re assuming people are going to do what you say.”

      Frown lines appear on her brow. “I would have thought they would appreciate an opportunity to improve their situation in life. This gives them a chance to go Inside, to see what they’ve been missing all these years. To show the government that they matter.”

      “If it was in Area Six, maybe. They’re practically Insiders, but things don’t work like that in Four. You can’t just explain things to people in your complicated language and expect them to understand and follow orders. These are people who only know how to survive. How to fight.” Somehow, I’m on my feet, gripping the edge of the table. I have to make them understand.

      “These people, my people, are violent and desperate. They’ve been starved, had their children taken away from them, and half of them don’t even have a place to call home. They won’t hesitate to kill, ’cos in Area Four, you don’t survive unless you’re prepared to fight. The Inside will be heaven to them. And yes, they deserve everything that’s in there, but this is not the right way to go about it.”

      I take a deep breath and look around the table. There are still some cold stares, but a few people are frowning, one even nodding. “If you take down the Wall and just shove them in there, they will loot and destroy and kill anyone who gets in their way. And Insiders, well, they may choose to be blind to what goes on beyond their perfect lives, but they’re still people. And they will die. Unless …”

      My voice slows as my brain catches up with my mouth. And then the horrifying realization hits me.

      “Unless the Metz descend and kill them all,” I say flatly, sinking back in my chair. The air feels suddenly thick and hard to breathe.

      “Not if we’re able to disable the Metz.” She smiles.

      So, that’s her winning card.

      “I wasn’t aware that the device had been tested yet.” Bryn leans forward, frowning.

      A man with glasses and short dark hair coughs nervously. “It hasn’t been tested yet, no, but we have a prototype ready to test.”

      “Did you not think you should start with something a bit smaller? What if it doesn’t work?”

      “That’s why you’re choosing Area Four, isn’t it? Instead of Five or Six? In case it doesn’t work. You think it doesn’t matter if the people of Four die. They’re not as important as other Outsiders.” I stare along the table at Milicent who, for once, refuses to meet my gaze.

      Bryn bangs his fist on the table. “That’s enough. I refuse to authorize this plan.”

      “With the greatest respect, Bryn, we do not need your authorization. You may be the Leader’s messenger boy, but you are not in charge. No.” She waves her hand to cut off Bryn’s next words. “You have no right to intervene. Now, Aleesha, please hand over Mikheil’s chip.”

      “We don’t have it.”

      “I thought you said you took it from Mikheil?” Her voice is cold and hard now.

      “I did. But it was taken off me when I was captured and searched.” I lock eyes with her and fold my arms defiantly.

      The tension grows in the room. Bryn looks about to say something, but stops himself.

      “Search them.”

      Murdoch and a woman rise and move over to us. The woman pulls me roughly to my feet and starts patting me down. Her fingers dig into the depths of my pockets, emptying the contents onto the table. She pokes between my breasts and up my butt crack. She finds even the stiletto blade the government guards missed.

      “She’s clean,” she announces and stomps back to her chair. I can sense her disappointment.

      Murdoch is slower. He’s still working through Trey’s jacket. I see the fear in Trey’s eyes and my heart sinks. Murdoch pushes his hand down into the pocket of Trey’s trousers. His fingers pause, and when he pulls them out, there’s a small black object in his grasp.
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      For a moment the room is silent, then Bryn erupts in laughter. Murdoch glowers at him and tosses the plastic plectrum onto the table. He continues searching through my pockets. There isn’t much in there.

      “I don’t see what is so amusing, Bryn,” Milicent says sourly.

      “Your faces … you thought … it was the chip,” Bryn pants, wiping his eyes.

      “It’s a guitar plectrum,” I volunteer.

      Murdoch completes his search and shakes his head. “Nothing.”

      “I told you we didn’t have it,” Aleesha says. I can tell she’s holding back a smile.

      I sink back into my chair, oddly sad that my plan worked. I wanted the Chain to be able to do something, but it turns out they didn’t have a plan, or, at least, not one that would have worked. Or perhaps it would have worked, but at too high a cost. It’s not our place to play with people’s lives.

      “Can we go now?” I ask. It must be getting on for eleven. I don’t want to keep Dad waiting. Strangely, the thought of going home doesn’t fill me with the same sense of joy and excitement as it did a week ago. Too much has happened.

      “Not just yet,” Milicent says and my heart sinks.

      “You were told to get Mikheil in and out safely,” she continues. “You failed. And you not only lost the chip, but you got captured. You’re known to the government now – at least, you are, Aleesha. You’ll be on every Metz officer’s screen before long. Useless Inside and next to useless Outside. And I don’t believe you’ve told us half of what went on with the President. As for you, Trey—”

      “Don’t blame them,” Bryn interrupts. “The plan was flawed. We’d agreed that Trey would not have to go into the headquarters.” He glowers at Murdoch, who shrugs.

      “Plans change. And we didn’t force him, he had a choice.”

      “It’s time for Trey to go back to his family. You’ve got no further use for him.”

      Mikheil’s father clears his throat and slowly gets to his feet, his neck and shoulders hunched. “They should not be punished.” His English is clearer than Mikheil’s, though he still speaks with a strong accent. “I believe they did their best to save my son. H-he was sick anyway and would not have lived out the year. Perhaps it was better this way. They are only children. They have been through enough.” He nods to Milicent and sits.

      So, that was why Mikheil struggled to keep up. Tears prick at my eyes and I dig my fingernails into my palm to stop them spilling out.

      “Thank you,” Milicent replies. “But in our eyes, they are adults. We have treated them as such and they should be punished as adults.”

      Several of the people around the table frown at this, including Murdoch, and there’s a murmur of low voices, but only Bryn speaks out.

      “As you wouldn’t let me speak earlier, Milicent, perhaps you will now. You have no authority to make these decisions.” He places a small black box in the centre of the table. “I have a message from the Leader that he wanted to deliver in person.”

      Murdoch launches himself from his chair and grabs Bryn’s arm. “Wait! The risk!”

      Bryn shakes him off. “Don’t worry, it’s a pre-recorded message. There’s no signal to track.” He presses a button on the box and the head and shoulders of an elderly man appear in the air above it.

      The face is familiar and I frown, trying to remember where I’ve seen it before. When it comes to me, I gasp and lean forward. But that’s impossible!

      There’s a hand on my arm. Bryn shakes his head silently. Then the figure begins to speak.

      “Members of the Chain in London. I was deeply saddened to hear of the death of Lamar. He was a great man and a personal friend. I have appointed a new person to lead the organization in London and am confident they will be able to work with you to free the city once and for all. Until they arrive, Bryn McNally is temporarily in charge and has full authorization to execute orders on my behalf. Anyone who does not comply with his leadership will be considered a traitor. Thank you all for your continued work. London’s time is near.”

      The holo blinks, then disappears.

      Bryn stands and smiles wryly. “It was not my intention on coming to London to be taking on this responsibility. But I was also not intending to lose a man who was a good friend to all of us. He, more than many of us, believed in the aim of our work here. To plan and carry out an operation that would help create equality, not lead to a bloodbath. To work for the greater good, not one person’s personal aims.”

      He’s not looking at Milicent when he says this, but he doesn’t have to. She looks like a broken woman, slumped in her chair, her face full of sorrow and loss.

      “Now, if you give me a few minutes to escort Aleesha and Trey out, I suggest we have a reasoned conversation about our next steps. Get yourselves a drink and be back here in ten minutes.” He jerks his head to us and walks toward the door.

      At the top of the stairs, he points down the corridor. “Clean yourselves up in the bathroom, both of you. You can’t walk around the streets in that state. Then meet me downstairs.”
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      Five minutes later, I join Bryn at the bottom of the stairs.

      “Bryn, that man. On the holo. Wasn’t that Nelson Mandela?” As in, the South African revolutionary who died more than a century ago.

      “It was an image of him. The Leader uses it as an avatar to protect his identity. Uses his voice, too. Apparently, Mandela embodied the spirit of freedom and equality that we’re fighting for.” He shrugs. “Or, at least, that’s what he’s told me.”

      “Who is he really?”

      “I can’t tell you.” He holds up his hands at the look on my face. “Really, Trey. I can’t tell you.”

      “Can’t tell him what?” Aleesha walks up to us.

      “Oh, nothing,” I say. “So, you’re not leaving just yet?”

      Bryn sighs. “No. Looks like I’m going to have to wait a bit longer for retirement. You know your father is waiting for you?”

      I nod.

      He hesitates, then puts a hand on my shoulder. It feels heavy and reassuring. “Abby would like to see you before you go, if you get a chance.”

      “I’ll try. I’m hoping I can come by and visit sometime.”

      “Maybe.” He smiles. “Though I think there were some conditions to your pardon. Something about staying out of London.”

      “Oh.” My heart sinks. “Bryn, I’ve been meaning to ask. Has Abby always lived out here? She seems …”

      “Too intelligent? No, she was brought up an Insider. That’s where she got her medical training.”

      “Why did she have to leave?”

      “It’s not really my place to tell you, but I think she chose to leave. Thought she could do more good helping Outsiders.”

      “Has she ever regretted it?”

      Bryn smiles. “You’ll have to ask her that. She hasn’t had an easy life, Abby. She deserves better.” A fleeting expression crosses his face, but it’s gone before I can read it. “Anyway, I need to get back. Can you make your way okay from here? One of the guards will be able to give you directions.” He nods at the figures slouching at the bottom of the entrance steps.

      “Bryn?” Aleesha’s voice is urgent. “What about the Cleaning?”

      Bryn frowns. “What Cleaning?”

      “There’s a Cleaning planned for today. Murdoch said—”

      “Wait here a minute.” Bryn runs up the staircase.

      Two minutes later he’s back. “There isn’t a Cleaning. Or, at least, not one that we know about. Murdoch made that up to get you to cooperate.”

      Aleesha’s face darkens and she turns toward the stairs. “That ba—”

      “Leave it, Aleesha.” Bryn grabs her arm. “I’ll have a word with him. And honestly, he’s feeling pretty bad about it all at the moment. Sanders was a good friend of his and he feels responsible for his death, and Mikheil’s. He’s an ass, but not a bad man.”

      “I can check with my father as well,” I intervene. “If there was, or is, a Cleaning planned, he’ll know.” It’s his department after all. My father, the murderer?

      There’s a moment of awkward silence. Aleesha glances at Bryn then me.

      “I’ll see you outside, Trey.”

      We watch as she walks down the steps and out onto the street.

      “So, this is it then?” I ask.

      Bryn shrugs. “Not necessarily. If you agree with your father’s plan, then we’ll be seeing each other again soon.” He smiles at me.

      “You know what’s going to happen to me?”

      He nods. “But it’s not my place to explain. He’s your father at the end of the day. The one who’s been there for you.” He hesitates for a moment then places a hand on my shoulder. “Any father would be proud to have you as his son,” he says gruffly.

      Then, with a sad smile, he turns and walks back up the stairs.

      I join Aleesha outside and we weave our way in silence through Area Six. At one point, I lag behind to retrieve the chip I’d hidden in a flowerbed whilst pretending to fix my boot. I’m still not sure what to do with it. We continue through Area Five and to the border with Four.

      “So, is this it? Are you going to be able to go home now?” Aleesha says finally.

      “I guess so,” I say. “Dad said he’d persuaded the President to grant me a pardon.” I look down at my feet. “From what Bryn said, I don’t think they’ll let me stay in the city, though.”

      “So, I won’t be seeing you again?”

      I can’t tell if she’s disturbed by this thought or not. She refuses to meet my eye at any rate. On an impulse, I take her hand. “Look, will you meet me here in, say, an hour? Whatever happens, I’ll come back. To say goodbye.”

      Aleesha smiles slightly. “Sure. See you in an hour.”

      “An hour,” I echo and, dropping her hand, turn and walk down the narrow alley that leads through the Wall into the heart of the city. When I look back a moment later, she has gone.
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      I’m half an hour late, but Dad is waiting anxiously at the gate to Bunhill Fields. He sags against the stone pillar when he sees me, then composes himself.

      “You’re alright.” He gives me a tight smile and a hug, then pulls me through into the graveyard.

      It’s a secluded spot, shut off from the world. Even most Insiders aren’t allowed in here. Only those who have relatives buried here centuries ago. Tall trees surround the garden of ancient stone gravestones battered and worn down by the years. On a bench set along one of the paths that weaves between them, my mother sits, bent over.

      As she spots us, she springs up and runs toward me. There are fresh tears on her cheeks. She wraps her arms around me and presses her wet face to my own, rocking me back and forth.

      “I’ve been so worried about you. Thank god you’re alive.”

      My father places a hand on my shoulder. “It’s over now, Darwin, you’re safe. You don’t have to run anymore.”

      I gently disentangle myself from my mother and turn to look at him. “Father, is there a Cleaning planned today? Of the whole of Area Four?” I finger the chip in my pocket; the chip I will use as a bargaining device, if I need to, to get this stopped.

      His brow furrows. “A Cleaning? No. There are no Cleanings planned today, and we certainly wouldn’t look at Cleaning a whole area in one go – it would cause chaos!”

      I let out the breath I’d been holding. Giddiness bubbles up in me. It’s okay. It’s all okay. “Never mind. It was just a rumour.”

      We sit down on the bench, the three of us side by side. My mother is the first to speak.

      “You … you know about Bryn?”

      I nod.

      “You must be so ashamed of me.” She wipes a tear from her eye. “I’m ashamed of myself. But I was so lonely at that time. And Bryn, well, he just swept me off my feet. I knew he felt more for me that I did for him, but I didn’t realize that he’d fallen in love with me. It was always just going to be a fling. And then he suggested that I leave – abandon London and my family – and go abroad with him.”

      She sighs. “Of course, that was out of the question. And then I realized I was pregnant and I didn’t know what to do. I told your father and he was so understanding.” She flashes a sad smile at him. “And Bryn left. I never saw him again, until the other day.

      “But I want you to know that I have never, for a single second, regretted having you. We are so proud of you.” She cups my cheek and turns my face toward her, and I see such love in her eyes that I know she speaks the truth. But I still can’t hold her gaze.

      Instead I look at my father. “And you forgave her?” I regret the words as soon as they’re out of my mouth. The bitterness in them. My mother flinches away as if I’ve slapped her.

      “It was a long time ago,” my father replies, but his face is tight and he refuses to meet my eye.

      There’s a sudden tension in the air that wasn’t there before. Perhaps some hurts never completely heal. I look down at my arm; the bandaged wound hidden under my jacket.

      My father coughs. “Anyway, about you, Darwin. Bryn has been very helpful. He used his contacts in Birmingham to find you somewhere to finish school. That was one condition of the pardon: that you couldn’t come back to London. But you could have gone to university there. Studied history, like you wanted to.”

      I’m confused. Why is he talking about my future like it won’t happen?

      “But unfortunately, since the events of last night, the President has changed his mind.”

      A cold dread seeps through me. “What do you mean? I try and swallow but there’s a lump in my throat. I killed a man. The thought bounces around inside my head, haunting me. Was it all for nothing?

      My father sighs. “Somehow he knows you were involved in the raid on the headquarters. I don’t know how – I certainly didn’t tell him and you’re not identifiable from the cameras. He has no proof. But he seems convinced. Perhaps your friend told him.”

      “Aleesha wouldn’t have said anything,” I reply hotly.

      Would she?

      “Well, somehow he knows. And he knows you helped her escape. I’m not sure what he’s angrier about, to be honest. Anyway, it took a lot of bargaining to persuade him not to publicly execute you as a traitor. Just to give them a warning.”

      “What was the agreement?” I swallow hard. “Does he know you helped me?”

      “I think he suspects. We’d already agreed I’d be demoted to a more junior position in the government.” He looks at his hands. “That’s what I was doing last night, preparing the files to hand over to my successor. Now, he’s pushed me down another few notches, but at least I still have a job. That’s more than I deserve. And Anabel gets to keep her job.”

      Anabel. The palace guard. “Does she know?”

      “No. Ironically she’s in charge of the investigation into the security arrangements. I suspect there’ll be a few people calling for the Metz to take over security at headquarters, but most of us don’t want them patrolling the corridors.” He shudders.

      My father is a tall man but seeing him now, his shoulders hunched and his face unshaven and lined, he looks shrunken, a shadow of his normal self.

      My mother reaches over and clasps his hand. He smiles at her. How can he still love her, after what she did?

      “I still don’t know why he had to treat you so harshly. You’ve done so much for this country.”

      “Harsh? I got off lightly.”

      “But you’ve lost everything! Your job, our apartment …”

      He pats her hand. “I still have my life, though,” he says quietly. “He’d be well within his rights to execute me for what I did. And we have Darwin.”

      He turns to me, his face serious. “I’m afraid you have to leave the country, Darwin. It was the only alternative he would agree to. You leave and don’t return. Ever. In effect, you will disappear.”

      My jaw drops. Leave? Forever? I stare at him unable to speak. I feel like the breath has been knocked from my body.

      “I’m sorry, it’s the only option. And I’m sure Bryn will have some contacts overseas. Hopefully, he can help us out again.” There’s a slight bitterness in his voice.

      “I’m going to miss you so much,” my mother interrupts, placing her hand on my clenched fists, “but, at least, you can have a life. And maybe one day, we’ll be able to visit …”

      “So, I’m to be exiled,” I spit, finding my voice at last. I lash out, knocking my mother’s hand away. How is this a solution? It’s just a way for me to conveniently disappear from their lives.

      “Your life is to be spared,” my father says quietly.

      “But I’ve done nothing wrong!”

      “I know, but that’s not how the law works.”

      Why does he make it all sound so … so reasonable?

      “Well, have you ever thought to question the law, Dad? You’re in the government, you have the power to change these things.” I push myself up off the bench and glare down at them.

      He laughs harshly. “You think any one of us really has that power? There’s no alternative, Darwin. If you don’t accept – if you stay here – they’ll keep chasing you, and when they find you, your life will be forfeit. The President made it quite clear. This is your only chance.”

      Leave and live, or stay and die. I kind of know how Mikheil’s grandfather felt now. It’s a choice that isn’t a choice.

      “Is that what you tell yourself about your work as well, Dad? Your excuse for what’s going on out there?” Anger takes over, the words spilling from my mouth. “Because you know what I’ve realized in the past few weeks? Everything we are told is a lie. Our society hasn’t always been like this. You – the government – created this division. You made Outsiders stupid. Then you put up the Wall so you didn’t have to see the dirt and the misery and the death that goes on out there.”

      “Darwin, how dare you!” My mother leaps to her feet, anger in her face.

      “Calm, Miriam.” Father touches her arm. He massages his jaw. “I’m not sure what you’ve heard or where you’ve heard it from, and I don’t want to know. Personally, I agree with you, to some extent. Governments in the past have made some bad decisions. But we have the benefit of hindsight. This country has been through some desperate times; worse than we can imagine. They didn’t know then what the consequences of their decisions would be.”

      “But why not tell people the truth? Do you not think that even the Insiders would want to change things, would want to know how bad things are out there?”

      “I suspect most people are quite happy not knowing, Darwin.” My father shakes his head.

      “But you were in charge of things Outside. You could change things.”

      “I can’t change the work of decades with a click of my fingers! Besides, all decisions have to go through full cabinet. And get past the President.” He rubs his forehead with his fingers. “And now I can’t even do as much as raise an issue for discussion.”

      I stand, my mind made up. I can’t seem to get through to him that what they’re doing is wrong.

      “Thanks for the offer of exile, but I think I’ll stay.”

      My mother gasps. “No, Darwin, you can’t!”

      My father grabs my arm, his face flushed. “Don’t be stupid, Darwin. Think seriously about this. You can’t stay. Do I have to physically hand you over to Bryn myself?” He glares at me, daring me to defy him.

      I gently prise his fingers from my arm. I know he wants the best for me. He just doesn’t understand.

      “Trey.”

      “What?” He looks confused.

      “I’m Trey now. Not Darwin. Just Trey. And I’m old enough to make my own decisions.”

      Father’s right, the government doesn’t really have the power. The people do. And if the people are told the truth, if they demand change, the government will have to listen. He just doesn’t understand that.

      I walk away from them, then. Walk through the streets Inside, away from my life before, and cross through the Wall to my new life. There’s an emptiness inside me, like I’ve left part of me behind in the graveyard. But I know that this is the right choice. People – those who live Inside and Outside – need to know what has been done to them and for them.

      They need to know the truth.
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      I pace the alleyway by the Wall. Four steps forward. Four steps back. Perching on a low wall, I try and steady my breathing, but my body doesn’t want to be still. In my hands, I clutch the small painted box that contains Lily’s ashes.

      I’m hoping Trey has time to come with me to scatter them.

      I’m hoping he turns up.

      He’s five minutes late, but I hear him coming, running up the alleyway. “Sorry I’m late,” he pants.

      The tension in my body suddenly evaporates. “It’s okay. How did it go?”

      There’s a pause while he catches his breath.

      “They’ll let me live, but only if I leave London and never return.”

      I feel a strange sense of disappointment. “Well, that’s what you thought. Are you going back to school, then?”

      He shakes his head. “No, I mean, not just leave London – leave the country. I’d be exiled. Banished to go and live somewhere on the continent. Anyway, I refused.”

      “You did what?” I stare at him.

      He smiles – that quirky little half smile. “I refused.”

      I can feel my mouth lying open in shock and shut it. “But why?”

      The smile falls from his face. “Because this, this is all wrong.” He waves his hand in the direction of the Wall. “I know the Chain’s plan wouldn’t have worked as Milicent thought, but at least they’re trying to do something about it.” He runs his hand through his hair and sighs. “I’m not sure what I can do to help but I can try to do some good. Better that than ending up at another school where I’m the dumbest kid in the class.”

      “That’s only because they’ve got enhanced genes. They have an unfair advantage.”

      He rolls his eyes. “Tell me about it. Now I know how you Outsiders feel.”

      I thump him hard. But secretly I’m glad he’s staying.

      “I thought the President had agreed to pardon you, though?”

      “He had.” A troubled look crosses Trey’s face. “But he changed his mind. Apparently, he’s convinced I was involved in the raid last night, though he has no proof; my face wasn’t caught on any of the cameras. And he’s really mad that you escaped.”

      He grins at me, but I can’t return it. The thoughts click together in my mind like pieces of a gun. Samson. Holding a knife to Lily’s throat. I told him about Trey. And that smell in the President’s room. Just a faint whiff, but unmistakably him. But why was he there?

      “Aleesha, are you alright? You look like you’re about to faint.”

      I blink. Trey’s waving a hand across my face. He’s never going to forgive me. But if I don’t tell him, what kind of person does that make me? I swallow hard. Something in my chest swells. It feels like I’m bruised, but on the inside.

      “Trey, I …” I start again. “There’s something I need to tell you.”

      His face falls. “Oh, you told him?” There’s a momentary silence before he speaks again. “It’s okay, I mean you were in front of the President. And they beat you up.” He lifts his hand as if to touch my battered face and I recoil automatically before realizing that he’s not going to hit me. Trey looks hurt. I curse inwardly. You idiot.

      He looks away. “I’d have broken, too. I just wish you’d told me.”

      “That’s not it, I mean, not exactly. I didn’t tell the President anythin’.” My fingernails dig into my palms.

      “What then?”

      “It all happened before that. The Brotherhood … they have some connection with the President.” I explain about how Samson had threatened me and Lily unless I told them everything, including that Trey was the son of a government minister. The holo he’d shown me of Trey. About the black figure I’d glimpsed in the President’s office and the lingering smell. Samson’s scent. He must have been listening in on the whole thing.

      “So, you see, it’s all my fault.” I slam my fist into the rough concrete wall, tears rising to my eyes. Not again. Bloody waterworks. “If I hadn’t told Samson about you, the President would never have known and you’d be able to go back to your family.”

      I hang my head, staring at the grey stains on the cracked paving slabs in front of me. My body feels like it’s a battleground of emotions. Anger. Frustration. Guilt. Now there are no more missions, nothing to focus on, I can’t seem to shut them away.

      “Hey.” Trey sounds uncomfortable. “It doesn’t matter, really it doesn’t. Besides, I don’t think I could go back now. It would feel wrong. It already feels like a different life.”

      He smiles at me. A rare ray of sunlight makes the blond roots of his hair glow. It makes me think of the day I met him, when I thought he looked like an angel. Now he’s a fallen angel, but just as beautiful.

      “I bet you wish none of this had ever happened.”

      He cocks his head to one side, reminding me of the delicate little bird I’d seen the first time I’d gone through the Wall.

      “No, I don’t think so. I think the old me would have wanted to believe in happily-ever-afters. That my parents were my real parents. That what I’d been taught at school was the truth. But now, well, I’m glad I know. Or, at least, know that what you think is the truth isn’t always.” He makes a face. “Does that make sense?”

      “Kind of. Though, you know, a life of happiness and pleasure inside the Wall is not to be sniffed at!” I force a smile onto my face.

      “Well, I never really fitted in there.” He frowns. “But the President offered you all that. To make you a legal citizen and help you find your father? And you turned it down?”

      “Yeah. I mean, I did think about it. But I couldn’t do it. It would feel like betraying Lily again. And I figured I’d screwed you over enough. I … I didn’t realize I’d already done the damage.”

      “Would it have made a difference if you’d known?”

      “No.” I hesitate. “You don’t betray friends, right?”

      “Right.”

      His smile turns to a frown. “But what are the Brotherhood doing talking to the government? I thought you said they were an Outsider gang?”

      “They are. Though, perhaps they’re something more. I think the Chain know more about them than they’re letting on.”

      “That wouldn’t surprise me.”

      He nods at the box. “Lily’s ashes?”

      “Yeah, I was hoping you might come and scatter them with me?” I grin. “It may be a bit of a climb.”

      “I’m intrigued …”

      We set off through the back streets. Trey raises an eyebrow when we go through the Wall, but doesn’t say anything. I have a place in mind.

      “Did you ask your father about the Cleaning?”

      “Yes. He said there weren’t any planned. I believe him, too. It’s his department, or, at least, it was.”

      “Bloody Murdoch.”

      It leaves a sour taste in my mouth. I’m used to being lied to – in fact, being told the truth is something of a rarity – but usually, I can see through them. It’s a knack I have. And the fact that I didn’t see through this one makes me uneasy. Am I losing my touch?

      “You know when the alarm went off?” Trey says.

      “You mean when I screwed up the job?”

      He laughs. “Yeah. Well, did you manage to finish reading your mother’s file?”

      I shake my head. I was so impatient to find out about the mysterious “LC100” mentioned that I didn’t even read the part about my mother’s death.

      “Well, I did. There was a Metz operation – Operation Nightshade – focused on capturing a person code named LC100. Anyway, your mother was caught up in it. They never meant to kill her. But they did somehow know that she was going to meet this person and where.” He pauses.

      I stop, my feet rooted to the ground. “So, they used her as bait?”

      “I’m not sure. The record said the operation failed. The Metz attacked too soon, or maybe they knew the other person hadn’t turned up. I can’t quite remember. But there was a link to the Metz operation file. It will be classified, but if there’s some way you could get access to it, it may tell you who LC100 is and what link your mother had to them. Unfortunately, I think it’ll be on the Metz system, not the main information bank.”

      “Hmm,” I reply noncommittally. A week ago I’d have scoffed at him for even suggesting I’d be able to access a file on the Metz system. But then, I’d have scoffed at anyone suggesting it was possible to break into the government headquarters and make it out alive. Perhaps there is a way.

      We continue walking until we reach the base of a narrow spiral staircase attached to the back of an office building. I point up. “To the roof.”

      The building’s five storeys high, and by the time we get to the top of the stairs, my calves are aching. I stand on Trey’s shoulders to get from the staircase to the roof, then lean over to take the box and pull him up.

      “It’s a good job I don’t mind heights,” he says as he rolls onto the flat roof, panting.

      I walk over to the far side of the roof and look out over the playground. There’s a stone parapet, about two feet high, that runs around the roof. I sit on it and dangle my legs over the edge. Trey comes to join me, relieved to see a balcony three metres below. “I thought you were about to jump off the edge, then.”

      The sound of children laughing and screaming in exhilaration drifts up from the playground below. Parents push them higher and higher on the swings. There’s a girl about the same age as Lily who catches my eye. She leans forward in her swing, as if willing herself to go higher and higher. A hard lump forms in my throat.

      I wonder if these children even know about the world Outside. That there are children there who don’t have swings. Children who rarely laugh and play.

      There’s a light breeze, and it’s blowing in the right direction. My fingers fumble the catch on the box, but finally I get it open and tip it, the ashes immediately taken by the wind. We watch as they disperse, the wind carrying Lily’s final remains high above the children playing below.

      “She said she always wanted to fly …” My voice cracks and I stand and walk across the roof. I close my eyes as a single tear rolls down my cheek. I will avenge you, Lily. I promise.

      The resolution gives me strength. Brushing the water from my eyes I push my shoulders back and crack my knuckles. A flash of black on the street below catches my eye. A Metz patrol. Their bulky figures move perfectly in time. Trey said they were human. I’m still not convinced. But it doesn’t matter. I will find a way of making them pay.

      Trey joins me. “There’s something else we need to do.” He holds up a small black piece of plastic that glints in the light.

      “You had it all along?” I ask.

      He shakes his head. “I hid it on our walk back from the tunnels, then picked it up on my way to meet my father. I figured I could use it to bargain with him to stop the Cleaning.” He tilts his head to one side. “Do we keep it or destroy it? Mikheil died for this …”

      “But while we have it there’s a risk that the Chain could get hold of it.” I grimace. “I don’t know. The Wall has to come down. But not now. Not in this way.”

      There’s a tinkle as the chip hits the floor. Trey stands on it, twisting the toe of his boot until the chip is crushed into tiny pieces. “There. It’s done now.” There’s a tremor in his voice. “I’m not sure I could carry it around any longer; it feels like a ticking bomb.” He scoops up the remains and throws them off the roof, where they’re caught in a sudden strong gust of wind.

      We sit back down on the edge of the roof and stare out at the landscape of glass towers and white apartment blocks.

      A thought strikes me, and I give a short laugh. “And after all that’s happened, we still don’t know why we can go through the Wall and other people can’t.”

      Trey frowns. “No. I don’t think even my father knows, though I wish I’d asked him.”

      I make a noncommittal noise. I bet Andrew Goldsmith knows more than he’s letting on.

      “What are you going to do now?” Trey asks after a pause.

      “Find somewhere else to live, I guess. Get some food.” My stomach growls in agreement. “Survival first.”

      Then revenge.

      “What about you?”

      “I don’t know.” He sounds forlorn and part of me wants to reach out and comfort him, but I don’t know if it would be welcomed. Then his face brightens. “We still have the films.”

      It takes me a second to work out what he’s talking about. “The ones you took from the basement?”

      He nods. “If there’s some way we could make people aware of the information in them …. I’m sure most people who live Inside know nothing of how we ended up like this. And they’re good people mostly. They’d see that what was done in the past was wrong and challenge the government to do something to fix it.”

      I look dubiously at him. “But will they want to know? I mean, it’s not likely to make their lives better, at least, in the short term, is it?”

      “They need to know. They have a right to know.”

      I suddenly feel like I have the weight of the world on my shoulders. He’s right. But what we know – if we tell people – it’ll change everything. And while Trey seems confident, I’m not so sure. The Outside is unpredictable. People could swing one way or the other. It could start a war. But if we keep it to ourselves, we are as guilty as the government.

      “So, how do we tell them? I can’t see people taking a couple of kids seriously.”

      Trey smiles. “The screens. If we could get something broadcast on all screens at once, everyone would see it. Or, at least, enough people to spread the word.”

      “Right. We just go to the press. Who will instantly recognize us and turn us straight over to the Metz. My face is on every screen now as well as yours.”

      “Not if we go to Theo. He’s a friend of mine from school. His father runs the main broadcasting agency. He’s got access to all the screens Inside and Outside the Wall. And I bet he’d sell his own son for a scoop like this. We just need to find him.” He shrugs. “Can’t be too hard, right?”

      I can’t help smiling at his optimism.

      The girl on the swings has been pulled away. She’s complaining to her mother about having to leave. The woman picks her up, swings her around and plants a kiss on her nose. Trey is right. People need to know the truth. There can’t be more Lilys. More children killed simply for the crime of being alive.

      I find myself leaning into Trey and, after a moment’s hesitation, he wraps an arm around me. I rest my head on his shoulder momentarily, closing my eyes to inhale his fresh, sweet scent, trying to capture this moment, this feeling, so I’ll remember it. Then I pull back. I’m not sure what he feels for me. If he feels anything at all. But I can’t get involved.

      You will only hurt him.

      He glances at me questioningly but makes no move to touch me again.

      An image of Lily jumps into my head, smiling up at me as she sucks a sherbet lemon. And my mother, her face lit up with joy on that morning when my whole world had been upended and my life turned into a daily fight to survive. Both of them murdered for being in the wrong place at the wrong time. And my father … Is he really a criminal, as the President said? Or was that another lie?

      At least, they think he’s alive. There is hope. A fluttery feeling develops in my chest like a tiny bird trying to get out. I breathe in deeply and straighten my back.

      Operation Nightshade. LC100. My father.

      I will find you. Somehow, I will find a way.

      

      
        
        <<<<>>>>

      

      

    

  







            Infiltrators

          

          



      

    

    






The Wall Series Book Two

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            Aleesha

          

        

      

    

    
      I look up at the two faces displayed on the huge screens that line the square. The evening news headlines have run, and this is the final announcement before the advertisements start up again. A murmur of excitement ripples through the crowd in front of us as two words flash up underneath the faces.

      Wanted criminals.

      Excitement. Not fear or alarm, but excitement. But then, these people are Insiders. They don’t understand fear. Not real fear. The kind that has you constantly looking over your shoulder and viewing each person who smiles at you with suspicion. The fear that causes you to hide from the world, to choose to starve rather than reveal your identity and to betray your own neighbour to the government.

      But admittedly, the two faces staring out at us don’t really look like dangerous criminals. They look like what we are: teenagers.

      Names flash up above the faces. Aleesha Ramos. Darwin Trey Goldsmith. Such an odd name, Darwin. Trey suits him better. On the screen, he looks happy and relaxed, wearing a light blue shirt that I guess was his old school uniform. Today, he’s wearing a hat to cover the blond roots that are starting to show through the black hair dye. His blue eyes flick nervously to mine as though he’s looking for protection from the words that track continuously across the bottom of the screen.

      Wanted criminals.

      I inspect my own face, wondering when they’d captured the image. Unlike Trey, I have no official record. Tight, fearful brown eyes stare down at me, framed by wisps of dark hair torn loose from my usual braid. I must have been having a bad day.

      I pull my pink scarf up over my head, take Trey’s hand and lead him around the edge of the crowd. We keep our heads down, trying to look like a couple out for an afternoon stroll. I catch a flash of yellow on black ahead and turn sharply, almost dragging Trey down a narrow alleyway.

      “Metz patrol.”

      Trey doesn’t reply, but his fingers tremble in mine. We turn left at the end of the alleyway and left again further up the street to bring us back to our original route. We both memorized the directions, but Trey lets me lead. For an Insider, he doesn’t know much about the layout of the city Inside the Wall.

      “What was your friend called again?” I ask.

      “Theo.”

      “And you’re sure this is the right thing to do?”

      He nods and glances down at me nervously. The small lump in his throat bobs up and down. “Yes. I thought we’d agreed on this. People need to know the truth. If they know what the government has done and why our city has ended up like this, then perhaps they’ll finally do something about it.”

      But what will they do?

      I know Trey’s right, but I can’t get rid of the nagging voice inside my head that’s telling me this is a really bad idea.

      I’m so lost in my thoughts that I don’t notice the rhythmic pounding ahead until Trey pulls me back against a wall. The chatter of voices around us dies and is replaced by a low murmur of fear. A woman steps back onto my foot and stammers an apology.

      “S’okay,” I murmur, too quietly for her to catch my Outsider accent.

      The press of people intensifies as the crowd parts to make way for the Metz patrol. Glancing up from under my scarf, I watch them as they round the corner onto our street. They tower above the crowd, taller and broader than even the tallest Insider, and are protected from head to toe in black armour that seems to absorb all light. The only splash of colour is two parallel yellow stripes on either side of their helmets. These are our protectors. Our law enforcers. Our judges.

      My fingers twitch toward the knife that’s hidden in my secret pocket. It would be pointless to attack them, but I’d feel better with the blade in my hand. But I stop myself. If someone were to see it, they’d know I was an Outsider and call me out. Insiders don’t carry weapons. They don’t need to.

      The footsteps get closer, pounding in perfect time as if made by one being. And then, as the front line of the patrol draws level with us, they stop.

      I stare resolutely at the ground. A bead of sweat trickles down the back of my neck. Surely, they can’t have spotted us in this crowd? My heart hammers in my ears and my fingers creep down again to tug at the handle of my throwing knife.

      A heavy silence falls over the street. Everyone’s waiting. I risk a glance up, but all I see is the back of the man in front of me. I’m not even tall enough to peek over his shoulder. I take a step to the side, but Trey’s hand reaches out to grip mine. His palm is slick. He gives a tiny shake of his head.

      Don’t do anything stupid, Aleesha.

      A child whimpers. The kind of whimper that’s a precursor to a full-blown tantrum.

      “Who is the guardian of this child?” The Metz officer’s voice is toneless and gravelly. There’s no way to tell if the person inside the armour is male or female. If there is a person in there at all.

      I stretch up on my toes and strain to see between the heads of the Insiders in front of me but it’s no use. All I can see are the helmets of the Metz officers.

      The child begins to cry. The officer repeats his question but is again met with silence. I move sideways to a break in the crowd, feeling Trey’s eyes bore into me. The child’s cries reverberate in my skull. Adrenaline fizzles through my veins and I fight to control my breathing.

      The only reason they would detain the child would be if he was illegal. Like me.

      The child’s cries turn to a scream as the officer reaches down and lifts him into the air. He’s perhaps two years old and dressed in Insider clothes, which is odd. A thread of doubt weaves its way into my stomach. Perhaps he isn’t illegal after all.

      Just then, there’s a cry of fear and the sound of running footsteps. A woman appears, her hair flying loose from the tight knot on the back of her head. She runs awkwardly like she’s wearing high heels, and her face is a mask of terror.

      She skids to a halt in front of the officer and reaches up her arms for the child. “Please, he’s mine. He just ran off …” She looks pleadingly up at the impassive black mask towering above her. For a second, they stare at each other, then, slowly, the Metz officer lowers the boy to the ground. The woman picks the child up and tries to soothe his sobs as she backs away.

      “Wait.”

      The woman freezes, and I feel the crowd around me tense.

      “Your chips.”

      The woman holds out her right arm and the officer runs a gloved hand down the trembling limb. He does the same with the child. There’s a slight pause and then he nods.

      “Keep a closer eye on your son in future, ma’am.”

      I let out my breath in a rush, a strange sense of disappointment flooding through me. So, he was just an Insider boy after all. I could have risked everything, put myself up in front of the Metz, to save someone who didn’t need saving. A few weeks ago, the thought wouldn’t have even crossed my mind. But that was before Lily.

      The Metz move off and the crowd thins around me.

      “What do you think you were doing?” Trey sounds pissed.

      “Nothing,” I mutter. “Let’s go.”

      Trey’s friend lives down by the river, or at least what was once the river. To me, it’s always looked more like a sea. Or, in the summer months, a muddy swamp. You can’t really smell it at all Inside. Out in Area Four, it stinks, especially when the tide is out. But I guess in here people don’t use the water as a toilet or a handy dumping ground for bodies.

      We weave our way through an ancient part of the city that dates from the time before the Great Flood. The stone buildings are dwarfed by the glass towers behind them. The streets are quiet, even though it’s a weekend, and it doesn’t take us long to reach our destination.

      “This is it,” Trey says as we turn down a street lined with modern apartment blocks. They’re blindingly white and each has a neat balcony with pot plants or small trees. I never realized that there were so many different types of plants until I saw Inside. Outside, everything dies.

      We pause in front of one of the apartment blocks. “Are you sure you want to go in alone?”

      Trey nods. “It’ll be fine. Best that they don’t see you, just in case.” He sounds as if he’s trying to convince himself as much as me. I reach out and squeeze his hand. His skin is cold and clammy.

      “He’s your friend, right?”

      “He was my friend.” Trey sighs and steps forward, scanning the list of names by the apartment door.

      How his life has changed. A few weeks ago, he was an Insider boy, son of a government minister, being educated at a posh school outside London. Now, he’s an illegal citizen, forced to live Outside the Wall. I wonder if he wakes up some days thinking his old life was all a dream.

      Trey tugs the cap down over his eyes and presses the comm link up to his friend’s apartment. A voice answers.

      “Is Theo there?”

      There’s a pause, then another voice comes on the line, too faint for me to hear.

      “Theo? It’s me, Darwin.” There’s a muttered conversation, then the door clicks open and Trey disappears into the building.

      I wander down the street, keen to get away from whatever security cameras may be around. The road is a dead end, the apartment buildings sloping down to the river wall. It’s a low, brick wall. I wonder what they do when the waters rise, but as I get closer, I spot the retracted flood barriers on either side. The evening sun casts a warm glow over the rippled surface of the water. Sunset is getting later. Spring is on the way.

      My mother took me to look out over the river once, on an evening like this. We’d sat on top of a low building looking out as the sun bathed the city in red. I’d asked her who lived in the towers that jutted up out of the water. She said no one did. Not anymore.

      I don’t remember what we did after that. My memories of that time are few, and as every year passes they seem to fade a little more into the blur that was my early childhood. But I think that wasn’t long before she left.

      Before she was murdered.

      The sound of footsteps cuts into my thoughts.

      “Hey.” Trey rests his elbows on the wall and drops his head into his hands. “I’m glad that’s over.”

      “What did Theo’s dad say?”

      Mr Johnston owns one of the news networks in the city. An important man.

      “He took copies of the documents. Said he’d think about it.” Trey lifts his head to stare out across the water. “It was strange though. He didn’t seem that surprised by the information. Almost like he already knew.”

      “He knew?”

      Trey shrugs. “I don’t know, maybe I’m wrong. We’ll have to wait and see. Theo was pretty riled up about it.” He smiles and pats the backpack on his shoulder. “And we’ve still got the originals.”

      The originals are plastic films. We found them in some ancient cabinets in the basement of the government headquarters the first time we broke in. I haven’t read them – I can’t read that well – but Trey’s told me what they contain. They’re records of what happened after the Great Flood when London was one big city. Before they put up the Wall. Before there were Insiders and Outsiders.

      “Let’s go. We’re more likely to be noticed if we’re out on the streets after dark.” Trey starts back up the street. I take one final look at the dying sun, then turn and follow him.

      We walk in silence until we’re almost back at the Wall. It towers behind the apartment blocks and houses, a shimmering array of colour that lights up the dark sky. I yawn, feeling suddenly tired. Perhaps Abby will let me stay at her house tonight.

      Trey turns down an alleyway. I follow, stumbling on a loose piece of paving. Recovering, I frown as I try to place where we are. “Isn’t this a dead end?”

      Ahead of me, Trey rounds the corner, then takes a step back. “You’re right. Sorry, wrong road.”

      I’m just about to tease him about not knowing his way around when he turns toward me and the colour drains from his face. His eyes lock onto something over my shoulder. I turn around and draw a knife from my pocket. But I know at once that it won’t help. There’s no weakness in that black armour.

      I take a step backward and the three Metz officers take a step forward.

      We’re trapped.
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      Aleesha backs up until she’s standing in front of me. My limbs feel suddenly weak and lifeless and I take a deep breath to try to force oxygen into my muscles.

      “Is there any way out?” Aleesha whispers.

      I shake my head and then realize that she can’t see me. “Nothing. No door or ladder. Just a high brick wall.”

      I glance around, looking for something to use as a weapon. A length of broken metal pipe catches my eye. It’s hanging off the wall and almost rusted through. I take a step toward it.

      “Don’t move!”

      My body freezes instinctively.

      “I’ll distract them. When you see an opportunity, run.” Aleesha’s voice is low and controlled, showing none of the panic I feel. But that’s always the way. If she feels fear, she doesn’t show it.

      “No, I’m not leaving you.” My voice betrays me, cracking on my final words.

      Aleesha’s eyes tighten. “Don’t be stupid. You can’t defend yourself.”

      Her words cut through me. The worst of it is, she’s right. I don’t know how to defend myself. They didn’t teach us that at St George’s. The closest we got was rugby, but I don’t think I’ll have much luck trying to tackle a Metz officer.

      “Darwin Trey Goldsmith. Aleesha Ramos. You are both under arrest. Place your weapons on the ground and raise your hands.” The middle officer twitches its gun threateningly.

      I lift my hands and look to Aleesha.

      “See that passageway on the left, behind them?” Aleesha whispers. “I think it’s too narrow for them to fit. If we can reach it, there may be a way out. Let’s split them up.”

      A security light high on the wall throws long shadows in front of the three giants in front of us. Behind them, a dark gap cuts between the buildings. If it is a passageway, it barely looks wide enough to squeeze through.

      Aleesha begins to take slow deliberate steps toward the far side of the alley. I move in the opposite direction.

      “Don’t move! Put the knife down.”

      But Aleesha’s ploy is working. Two of the officers are turning to her. The third takes a step toward me. I stare up, transfixed by its blank, expressionless mask.

      There’s a flash of movement in the corner of my eye. The officer turns as a harsh, grating cry rips through the silence, and suddenly I can move again. I run to the broken pipe, yank it from the wall and am running for the gap between the officers by the time it turns back to me.

      It reaches out an arm. I duck around it. A glint of metal in the corner of my eye gives me a split-second warning before a shot fires overhead.

      There’s a scream. Aleesha.

      I skid to a halt but can’t see past the bulk of the two black figures in front of her. I throw the battered pipe at the nearest officer, then stumble after it. The pipe bounces harmlessly off the hard, black armour, but before I can think what to do next, Aleesha explodes from between the two officers.

      “Run!” She grabs my arm and pulls me around. My foot catches on something and I lurch forward. A bullet cuts through the air where my head had been a second earlier.

      The narrow passageway is two paces away. Aleesha disappears into it, swallowed up by the darkness. I misjudge the width of the opening, overshoot it and grab for the edge of the wall.

      Another shot. Something thuds into my shoulder and an electric shock jolts my arm, causing it to spasm and throw me off balance. My shoulder smashes into the wall and a burning pain shoots down my arm as I stumble into the narrow gap between the tall buildings.

      “Trey?”

      Aleesha’s voice comes from up ahead. I scramble blindly in the darkness toward it, running my hands along the concrete walls.

      The passageway opens up and I let my left arm fall to my side. I trail my fingers along the right wall, feeling the smoothness of Plexiglas windows.

      The bright beam of a flashlight slices through the darkness of the passageway and bounces off the walls. I emerge into an old-fashioned light well between tall office buildings, barely three metres across. Ahead, the passageway turns a corner, and Aleesha stands at the bend, face flushed and eyes wide.

      “Get down!”

      I press my back against the wall as a knife whistles through the air in front of me. There’s a clatter and the light goes out.

      The darkness seems even blacker. Aleesha’s hand grabs mine, pulling me forward. I follow her blindly, my arm outstretched to ward off any obstacle.

      My foot catches on something and I lurch forward, falling to the ground, my hand slipping from Aleesha’s grasp. Pain shoots from my right kneecap, and I bite my lip to stifle my whimper of pain.

      “Come on! They’ll start shooting soon.”

      As if on cue, another flashlight shines down the light well. It comes to rest on me, and I drop flat to the ground as a bullet shoots through the air above me.

      I look up. I’m just a few metres from the turn in the passageway. A few metres from safety.

      Aleesha’s face appears around the corner of the wall and she mouths something at me. Words of encouragement perhaps. I squirm forward on my belly, feet scrabbling to push me forward.

      Bullets thud into the ground around me. Aleesha reaches out and grabs my belt, yanking me behind the shelter of the wall. I lie with my face pressed to the dusty ground, gasping for breath.

      “Damn.”

      I push myself up and follow Aleesha’s gaze. The flashlight reflects off the office windows, providing enough light for us to see the concrete wall ahead of us. A dead end. I swallow, tasting the iron-tang of blood in my mouth.

      “You hurt?”

      “I’m okay. Just banged my knee.” I heave myself into a sitting position and examine my shoulder. The fabric of my top is torn, and my finger comes away wet with blood. I look away and roll my shoulder experimentally. “They shot me … but it felt like I was being electrocuted?”

      “Stun bullets.” Aleesha picks up a small cylinder and holds it up to the light. “They’re designed to shock you. Like a taser but in a bullet. They’re pretty nasty.” She glances at my shoulder. “How did you get it off you?”

      I squint at the object held neatly between her fingers. It looks like a tiny electronic device encased in clear plastic, with a set of spikes at one end. “My shoulder hit the wall. I guess it must have ripped it out?” I shudder and swallow down the nausea that rises in my throat, trying not to think about the blood trickling down my arm.

      Aleesha nods approvingly. “Good. If you’d have tried to pull it out, the shock would have been worse. You’d most likely not have made it into the passageway.”

      I lean back against the wall and close my eyes. The throbbing in my knee is fading to a dull ache. “I guess it’s too much to hope for that they’ll just go away?”

      I can almost feel the look she’s giving me.

      “They’re not trying to kill us at least. Otherwise they’d have used proper bullets. They want us alive.”

      “Great. That makes me feel so much better.”

      Aleesha ignores my sarcasm. I feel her shift beside me. There’s a soft tapping sound. “The lower windows are proper glass. Breakable. Not like Plexiglas.”

      There’s a sound like a child’s rattle followed by a small thud as something hits the ground on the other side of the skylight.

      Why are they throwing things a—

      There’s a blinding flash of light and the air is sucked from my lungs as a deafening blast reverberates in the narrow space. I try to draw a breath, but the air is more dust than oxygen and my lungs spasm in protest. Spots of light dance in front of my eyes and there’s a loud ringing in my ears.

      Aleesha’s hand closes over mine and tugs me forward. I crawl obediently toward her, gasping as my knees grind into the hard surface and tiny daggers bite into my hands.

      I blink and the spots of light fade. A steady beam of light reflects off thousands of shards of glass scattered on the ground. The bottom windows are ringed with glass teeth, the panes shattered by the explosion.

      Aleesha is already inside the building, beckoning to me and mouthing silent words. I scramble through the window, not caring that the glass tears at my clothes and skin, and drop down into the room beyond. Aleesha pulls me forward and we half stagger, half run out of the room and into a long corridor. A high-pitched wailing noise intrudes on the ringing in my ears.

      At the foot of a flight of stairs, Aleesha pauses. There’s a sign on the wall indicating we’re in the basement. “Up!” she mouths and points at the ceiling.

      I pause on the ground floor but Aleesha keeps on going up, taking the stairs two at a time. Panting, I follow, struggling to keep up. She pauses for breath on the third floor.

      “Where are you going?” My words sound muffled as if I’m underwater. I rest my hands on my knees and gulp in air.

      “To the roof. They won’t expect us to go there.”

      The roof? “Is there a way out there?”

      Her teeth flash white in the dark. “I hope so.”

      “You hope so?”

      But she’s right. A trapdoor leads up onto the roof and we soon find a way back down a fire escape to a different street. The Metz are nowhere to be seen.

      We reach the Wall, a shimmer of colour that stretches into the clouds. The patterns are constantly changing and shifting, like the swirling water in the brook that runs through the forest beside my family’s home in the Welsh countryside. I push the thought to the back of my mind. Thinking of the house, of my family, is still too painful.

      Aleesha runs straight through the Wall, barely pausing for breath, but I hesitate, reaching out a hand toward it. Why am I nervous? I’ve been through it so many times. But we still don’t know why Aleesha and I are the only people who can pass through unharmed. Everyone else dies almost instantly.

      I was always taught that the Wall was there to protect us. That inside it, we were safe. That was before I discovered I was an illegal child, my birth covered up by the man I thought was my father. Before the Metz came for me that fateful day at school. Before I cut out my chip and threw away my identity. Before I went on the run.

      Now I know that nowhere is really safe. Insiders and Outsiders, we’re both at the mercy of the government.

      I take a deep breath and step through the barrier. There’s no resistance, just a slight tingling.

      Then I’m through. Outside.
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        * * *

      

      It doesn’t take us long to weave through the streets of Area Five and reach the back alley to Abby’s house. Light glows from the kitchen window, but the blind is pulled down, obscuring the scene inside. An overwhelming sense of relief makes me stumble on the cracked paving stones and I sag against the wall of the house for a moment and close my eyes.

      We made it.

      The back door is unlocked. As I push it open, a stench of dirt, sweat and something else hits the back of my throat and I cough violently, my eyes watering.

      What on earth?

      The kitchen is in chaos. A bare-chested man lies prone on the kitchen table, which is covered with plastic sheeting. His hands grip the table edge and his eyes are squeezed shut. The hairs on his chest shine wet in the light and a deep wound on his stomach leaks fresh blood.

      “There you are, Trey. Can you come and give me a hand?”

      I tear my eyes from the man to look at Abby. She’s pouring water from the kettle into a large bowl. Her long dark hair is loosely tied back, and her olive skin is creased with worry lines.

      I walk over and take the bowl from her. Jars full of pastes and ointments are neatly lined up on the counter. Healing remedies from the few ancient books on herblore Abby’s collected over the years, or those she’s learned to trust. It’s a far cry from the sterile, mechanical environment of the medic centres where bots carry out delicate surgical procedures and drugs can heal almost instantly. But, as Abby keeps reminding me, the medic facilities out here are overrun and not everyone can access them.

      “Wash your hands. Then put some gloves on and start trying to clean up this gentleman’s wound.” She points to a pile of neatly folded white fabric and then to the man on the table. “Aleesha – please put more water on to boil. Bryn? How are you doing over there?”

      It’s only then I notice that there are other people in the small room. A pale-faced woman sits in the rocking chair, clutching a small child to her. The boy appears to be asleep. Next to her, Bryn’s busy wrapping a white gauze bandage around the head of an elderly man whose eyes are glazed over. Another two people wait in line for treatment, slumped against the wall.

      I walk over to the table, rest the bowl on the edge and pull on thin plastic gloves.

      “What happened?” Aleesha asks. There’s an edge to her voice and I wonder if she knows these people. If they’re from Area Four.

      “The Metz have been taking a heavy-handed approach again. There was a bust-up a few streets away, plus things in Four are so bad, Amber’s had to send a couple of people up here to get patched up.” She brushes back her hair with the back of her hand and sighs. “It’s been a busy day.”

      I dip a cloth in the warm water and dab cautiously at the man’s chest. He lets out a moan. When I rinse the cloth in the bowl, it tinges the water pink. I swallow hard and force myself to look at the wound on his stomach. The raw gaping flesh moves as he breathes, revealing what looks like a giant worm.

      Is that his intestine?

      A wave of nausea washes over me and the room seems to shift sideways. I close my eyes but that doesn’t get rid of the smell. It reminds me of another place. Another man. Mikheil.

      “Trey? Are you okay? You look about to faint.”

      The room swims back into focus. Aleesha is staring at me, concern in her eyes.

      “I-I just …” I make it to the sink just in time. My eyes burn as I retch, and the smell of vomit mingles with the stink in the room, making my stomach heave again. I close my eyes and force myself to take a couple of deep breaths.

      Behind me, there’s a faint splash as Aleesha takes over my washing duties. Abby walks over to her. “Once the wound’s clean, smear this inside. It’ll help stop infection. Then I’ll stitch it up. If he starts screaming, give him a bit of this on his tongue.”

      “Tronk? You’re giving him tronk?” Aleesha’s voice sounds strangled.

      “Just a bit, for the pain. And to sedate him while I stitch up the wound.”

      Aleesha doesn’t reply. I glance back at her. She’s staring at a small packet of white powder on the table. Her eyes are hungry. They dart to me and I look away, wondering if Abby would have handed her the tronk so willingly if she’d known about Aleesha’s addiction.

      “Here, drink this.” Abby shoves a cup into my hand. I rinse my mouth and take a couple of sips before using the rest to wash out the sink.

      “Sorry …”

      She pats me gently on the back. “It’s okay. Why don’t you and Bryn go into the front room for a bit? I can manage fine with Aleesha. Besides, you two need to talk. You’ve been tip-toeing around each other for too long.”

      Bryn growls from the other side of the room. “Abby, it’s—”

      Abby gives him a silencing look. I stumble from the kitchen, grateful for any excuse to get away. The air in the hallway is comparatively fresh and I gulp it in, trying to shake the nausea.

      Bryn pushes past me into the small front room. He seems angry, but then he always seems angry around me. Like he wants to be rid of me. The son he never knew he had.

      The room is dark and sparsely furnished. There’s a blanket on the sofa where Bryn has been sleeping. He turns to face me, his hands on his hips.

      “What trouble have you two been getting into now?”

      “W-w-what do you mean?” I bite my lip. Damn that stammer.

      “You come in with a limp, covered in dirt and with blood on your hands. I hardly think you got that from walking in the park.”

      “It’s none of your business.” The words come out sharper than I’d intended and Bryn’s eyes narrow.

      Though we’re the same height, his hefty build makes it feel as if he’s looming over me. For a moment, his outline is silhouetted against the lamp in the corner of the room. Then he sighs, rubs one hand over his eyes and sits down on the sofa. “I’m sorry, Trey. It’s just, I worry about you, you know? I promised your parents I’d take care of you.”

      I perch on a high-backed chair. Your parents. To him, I’m still the pathetic Insider boy who he’s been lumbered with the job of looking after. If everything had gone the way he and my father had planned, I’d be up at a school in Birmingham, banished from London by the government, and he’d have been able to forget I exist. Instead, I’m still here, a lingering reminder of an old affair.

      My father. I still can’t think of Bryn as my father. My genes may be his, and my blond hair and blue eyes come from him, but my father is still the tall, dark-haired man who brought me up. The man who I always failed to please, but who I know loved me as if I were his own flesh and blood.

      I wonder if it hurts Abby too, now she knows the truth. She never had the opportunity to have children, never found the man to love her as she deserved. If it hadn’t been for my mother, perhaps her and Bryn’s story would have been different.

      “I couldn’t just leave. Not now I know how wrong things are in this city. If I went away it would be like I was burying my head in the sand, as if I was accepting that it was okay for the government to treat Outsiders like … like they don’t matter.”

      Bryn snorts. “Oh, to be young and idealistic.” He sighs. “I was like that once.”

      We sit in silence for a moment. “You know, you don’t have to stay in London because of me,” I say. “Don’t let me stop you from going back home. Where is home anyway?”

      He yawns. “I’ve never really had one. Always been too busy moving around, working. But I had my eye on a little place up in the mountains in the south of France. It’s cooler up there in the summer and quiet – not many people around. I figured it would be a peaceful kind of retirement. Anyway, I may be able to leave soon. Now Lamar’s replacement’s arrived.”

      I sit up straight. “Milicent’s replacement?”

      “Lamar’s replacement. Milicent was never supposed to take charge.”

      The door bangs open and Aleesha walks in. “Abby needs a hand moving the big dude, Bryn,” she says without preamble.

      “Sure.” Bryn gets to his feet.

      “Wait, who is he?”

      “Who is who?” Aleesha looks from Bryn to me.

      “Lamar’s replacement,” I say.

      “Her name is Katya. She’s Russian,” Bryn says, as if that explains everything.

      “And …” I prompt.

      “And she seems competent enough. The Leader trusts her implicitly.”

      There’s a “but” hanging in the air. Aleesha senses it too. She folds her arms, blocking the doorway. “So, what’s the problem?”

      “No problem.” Bryn shrugs. “She’s a beautiful woman. And I never trust beautiful women.”

      Aleesha rolls her eyes. “You never trust anyone.”

      “You can talk.” He glares at her and Aleesha meets his gaze defiantly. “Anyway, she wants to see both of you tomorrow afternoon. Now, are you going to let me give Abby a hand or are we going to stand here chatting all night?”

      Aleesha steps aside to let Bryn past, then leans against the door frame. “Who do you think the person is behind all this? The one they call the Leader?”

      I shrug. “Don’t know. I can’t even work out how big the Chain is. From what Bryn and Murdoch have said, they’ve people in different cities all over the world.”

      “Bryn knows, doesn’t he?”

      “I think so. He seems to be the only one here who’s actually met him face to face. Maybe he’s a recluse.”

      “A what?”

      I forget sometimes that Aleesha’s vocabulary is limited. She’s smart, but never went to school. “A recluse. Someone who hides away from the world.”

      She looks thoughtful. “Maybe that would explain why he doesn’t just come here and sort things out himself.”

      “Maybe.” I stand and prod my knee experimentally. It’s sore, but sound.

      “Trey, how do we know that what the Chain is doing is right?”

      I walk over to her. “They say they want to create an equal city. Take down the divide between Insiders and Outsiders.”

      “Do you believe them?”

      I sigh and stare into her brown eyes. They have flecks of green that I’ve never noticed before. “I guess we just have to trust them and believe they’re doing the right thing. You’ve got to believe in something, after all.”

      “What do you believe in, Trey?”

      I consider the question for a minute. “Justice. Trying to right the wrongs of the past.”

      “Justice.” Aleesha rolls the word around in her mouth as if it’s new to her. Perhaps it is. “It’s a good word.” Then she turns and disappears back into the kitchen.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            Aleesha

          

        

      

    

    
      The grey light of dawn filters through the small bedroom window. Beside me, Trey’s breathing is light and even. He insisted on me taking the bed, even though I’m used to sleeping on the floor without even a mattress for comfort. I roll over to look at him. His hair’s all mussed up, framing his pale face. He looks so peaceful as he sleeps, like a child who knows he is safe. Did I feel like that once? Maybe a long time ago.

      I push the blanket aside and crawl to the end of the bed, then tiptoe over to the window. I crane my neck to see past the back yards of the houses to the end of the alleyway. No sign of Metz officers. But that doesn’t mean they’re not there.

      It was late by the time we finished treating the injured people last night and I’d been about to leave when Bryn had stopped me. “There are Metz stationed at the end of the road and the back alley,” he’d said. “It may just be coincidence or the fact that we’ve had all these people traipsing in and out, but we can’t risk them seeing you. You’ll have to stay here tonight.”

      To tell the truth, I was glad to stay. A hot meal and a warm room to sleep in? I’ll take that any day. Though it felt strange to share a room with Trey, even if I was on the bed and he was on a thin mattress on the floor. It took us both a while to fall asleep.

      I dress then crawl back over the bed and leave the room. There’s no noise from behind Abby’s door and only a duet of snoring from the front room downstairs. The man with the stomach wound had been in too bad a condition to send away last night. I can’t see him surviving unless Abby can work some miracle. I’ve seen wounds like that before and they usually mean a slow, painful death.

      I slip out the back door and pad silently down the alleyway. But there are no Metz around and the streets of Area Five are quiet as I weave through them and cross the unmarked boundary into Four.

      My hand moves automatically to the knife pocket in my trousers before I remember that I’d lost both of them last night in the fight with the Metz. Without my knives, I feel almost naked. Area Four is a dangerous place, and while I can defend myself hand to hand, my size and weight work against me. I need to find a blade, preferably more than one, soon.

      But knives mean money. Chits. Which is why I duck into a narrow alley opposite a row of boarded-up shops to wait for the city to awake.

      After half an hour, a light goes on in an apartment above a disused kebab shop. I know that apartment well. Lived there for most of the past two years, until a few weeks ago. My belly twists and I feel the smouldering fire within me, so quick to leap into flames. Anger. Hurt. Betrayal.

      I lean back against the rough wall.

      Calm down. This isn’t helping.

      But the more I tell myself to calm down, the stronger the fire burns.

      Two silhouettes appear at the bedroom window. They move into the other room and I lose sight of them in the dim light. I hesitate, wondering if I should go now or wait until she’s gone. I’d rather not have to see her, but if they both leave, then I’m screwed. And I really do need those chits. They’ll still be there – even Jay didn’t know about my secret stash under the floor.

      I wait until the bedroom light goes off and my emotions are once again under control. But as I step out from the shelter of the alleyway, the sight of a figure walking up the road makes me freeze.

      Him.

      I pull back, my heart racing. He’s a big man, as tall and muscular as the biggest Insider, but he moves smoothly, almost gliding up the street. His black clothing is standard. The dark dreadlocks that hang to his waist are anything but.

      Samson.

      Part of me still wonders if I’d imagined his presence in the President’s room. Perhaps it was a hallucination. I’d been pretty beaten up by the guards, after all. But the smell that lingered in the room was so distinctive. And when Trey had told me that the President seemed to know that he had been in the building, despite not being caught on any of the cameras, I had been sure. Because who else could have told the President but Samson?

      Which begs the question, why was the Brotherhood, the most feared of all Outsider gangs, doing business with the government?

      The man pauses at the door leading into the apartment block. His body blocks the keypad entry system, but a moment later he pushes the door open and steps inside. I lean back against the wall. More waiting.

      Ten minutes later, the door opens again, and Samson walks out. He doesn’t even glance in my direction but heads off down the street.

      Checking up on Jay, huh?

      I wait another five minutes and am about to move out when a rustling behind me makes me instinctively duck to one side. A heavy hand lands on my shoulder and spins me around.

      “Aleesha. Fancy meeting you here.”

      The whites of his eyes are bright, locking me in his gaze. I feel like a rat in the flashlight of a hungry hobie. That smell again – sweet wood and needled trees – tickles my nostrils.

      He glances around, checking we’re not being watched. “Come. I need to speak with you.”

      His hand clamps around my arm. I stumble unwillingly after him.

      If only I had a knife. Then I’d show him that just because I’m small doesn’t mean I can’t bite.

      He drags me down the trash-filled alley until we reach a warped metal door. He kicks it in and pushes me in front of him into a dark room. It’s empty apart from a water container and a pile of rags, and stinks of urine. The only light that filters in is from the door.

      Samson releases my arm but remains standing between me and the door.

      “Why are you working for the government?” The words spill from my lips.

      Samson raises an eyebrow. “With, not for. Why do you think?”

      His response throws me. I thought he was dragging me in here to beat me up, or to question me some more about the Chain.

      “Because you’re one of them?” I hazard a guess. “An Insider.”

      He chuckles. “I may have been once but not anymore.” We stand in silence for a moment, and I sense he’s weighing up how much to tell me. Finally, he continues. “As you seem to have worked out, we – the Brotherhood, that is – are working with the government. For the benefit of Outsiders.” He holds up a hand to forestall my protests. “Just listen to me. I know this divide in the city isn’t right. The Wall, Outsiders being treated as second-class citizens, it’s all wrong. But the Chain are going about it the wrong way. If they manage to take down the government then all they’ll replace it with is another dictatorship. Or they’ll create a war, pitting Insiders against Outsiders. Do you really want that?”

      “So what do you want?”

      “I want what’s best for everyone. Insiders and Outsiders. And at the moment that means stopping Outsiders killing each other.”

      “Says the man who’s killed half the gang leaders in this part of the city.” I fold my arms. “For someone who’s trying to save Outsiders, you’re doing a pretty good job of bumping them off.”

      He tenses and takes a step forward, his bulk silhouetted against the pale grey light. “I thought you would understand. But if you’re not even going to let me speak, then—”

      I flinch and take a step backward. “No, go on.”

      There’s a moment of silence. “The death of some of the gang leaders was unavoidable. They were so focused on fighting each other that they didn’t realize who the real enemy was. Besides, the number of deaths from gang-related fights across Area Four has halved in the past month. The death of a few idiots can save many.”

      Is he right? I’ve got no way of knowing. I don’t know of anyone who keeps track of deaths. Probably only the government, and I doubt they know half of what goes on Outside. Most bodies end up in the river rather than the official crematorium.

      “We need a long-term solution, Aleesha. The government is open to change, but they need to see that Outsiders can work together – that they’re capable of more than just fighting each other. All their attempts to improve education and healthcare have failed. The facilities have been attacked and people are now too scared to work there. The government want a solution to this as much as you or me, and they’re willing to put some resources forward if we show we’re willing to help them.”

      He sounds confident. Passionate even. I shake my head. “You’re wrong. If the government want to stop fighting and killing, then why are there so many more Metz patrols now? The number of gang murders may have fallen but more people are dying at their hands.”

      “Because the Chain have been inciting rebellion. They’re not bringing Outsiders together, they’re spreading dissent. They don’t care how many Outsider deaths it takes to win, and believe me, if you try to take on the Metz, it will take a lot!”

      “So you think we should just lie down and let them walk all over us?” My voice echoes in the empty space. I take a deep breath, trying to control my rising anger.

      Samson walks forward and grips my shoulders. His closeness suffocates me, and I feel lightheaded.

      “No, I don’t,” he says tightly. “But if you – if we – attack them, they’ll only attack back. And they have the bigger army. They’re always going to win. We need to make them see that Outsiders aren’t the stupid, violent people they believe them to be. That they can be valuable to society rather than being a burden.”

      “But what if you’re wrong?” I whisper. His fingers dig into the thin layer of flesh on my bones and his scent fills my nostrils, making my head spin.

      White teeth flash. “If they don’t take us seriously? Well, that would be their mistake. When you invite a viper into your home, you’d better treat it nicely. Because the viper watches and listens and learns. And if you don’t play fair, the viper will bite.” His teeth snap shut and my heart jumps.

      “So why are you telling me this?” My voice trembles and I wish, I really wish, he’d let go of me. His strength radiates through his hands and I feel as if he could just pick me up and crush me in an instant.

      “Because you care about what happens to these people. The Chain say they’re working for Outsiders, but they don’t know what it’s like to be right at the bottom of the food chain.” He takes a deep breath. “And, unlike many Outsiders, I don’t believe you want to harm Insiders. You lied to the President to save the boy.”

      “That doesn’t mean I like Insiders,” I mutter under my breath.

      “I can protect you. I can get the government off your back. If you help me take down the Chain. You may think they’re doing the right thing. I’m sure their lies are pretty convincing. But their motives are twisted – right at the top. They aren’t seeking justice. They’re seeking revenge.”

      He lets go of me and I stumble backward. I can still feel the imprint of his fingers on my skin.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Figure it out, Aleesha. You have all the pieces of the puzzle. You just need to put them together.”

      “But …”

      But he is gone. Disappeared out of the door as silently as he’d snuck up on me. Leaving me wondering what the hell just happened.
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      I pace the rooftop. Forty paces by thirty. The corrugated iron roof of the small building in the centre rattles in the wind. Lily had thought it a monster the first night she’d spent up here. The things kids dream up.

      Lily.

      I scowl at the building and flex my fingers. What I would give to have my throwing knives back. At least then I’d have something to focus on. The wooden beam that runs along the side of the building is notched from years of practice. I can hit it from twenty paces, right in the centre.

      Dropping to the floor, I start doing press-ups. Ten full ones. Then sit-ups. Twenty of those. Ten press-ups. Twenty sit-ups. I switch between the two methodically. Grey dust on the rooftop. Grey clouds in the sky.

      My breath comes in gasps and my arms begin to weaken. Come on, two more. The muscles on the backs of my arms tremble. I lower down so my nose almost touches the ground then push up again. I make it half way before my arms buckle.

      Panting, I roll over and stare up at the sky. Where can I get a knife? I’ve used up all the favours I was owed. Snakes’ headquarters? There are always some spares lying around there. I sit up and lean forward, resting my chin on my knees. I could go to the gang headquarters. I’m sure someone would let me in, even though I don’t know this week’s password.

      But I know I won’t. I don’t want to see the thoughts written so clearly on their faces.

      Jay’s reject.

      My stomach spasms. I look down and realize I’m grinding my knuckles into the ground.

      I guess they know now I’m illegal. Even Jay. Now my face is on the screens, branded as a criminal, he can’t have missed it. I wonder how he feels about having sheltered me for the past two years. The penalty for sheltering an illegal person is almost as harsh as the penalty for being one.

      My gut twists again, and there’s a bitter taste at the back of my mouth. A raindrop hits my forehead, trickling down to the end of my snub nose. It’s followed by another and a gentle patter starts up.

      I push myself up and walk over to the sheltered side of the building where the roof juts out. Even the strongest rains don’t reach to the back, but my few possessions are wrapped in a waterproof cloth, just in case. I slump down beside them and unlace my boots, pulling them off to let my feet breathe.

      You have all the pieces of the puzzle.

      What had Samson meant? I frown, trying to remember what else he’d said. That the Chain weren’t seeking justice, but revenge. But aren’t they the same thing?

      What does he expect me to be? A mind reader?

      Perhaps I should have told him about what Trey and I had found in the government papers. That the government had caused all this; that they were still poisoning Outsiders. Perhaps then he wouldn’t be so keen to take their side. But I’m not sure I trust him that much.

      I lean my head back against the rough brick wall. There’s just too much to think about. And my survival depends on figuring out who’s telling the truth. If any of them are.

      Is that all you want? To survive?

      I swirl my finger, making patterns in the dust at my feet. A couple of weeks ago survival would have been enough. But now? Now, I’m not so sure.

      You’re just like your mother. So passionate.

      That’s what he’d said. I can still scarcely believe it. The President of Britannia – the most powerful man in the country – knew my mother. Went to school with her. Friends, perhaps … It must have been an expensive school, for the President to have been there.

      How she had fallen. From a rich Insider to struggling with a young child in a mouldy one-room basement apartment in Area Four. All because of me. Because for some reason, she couldn’t register my birth and make me a legal citizen.

      Because of him.

      That’s what the President had said. He had blamed my father for her death. And he knew who he was. He knew!

      And still, I don’t. My father is a mystery to me. A codename on a file. LC100.

      I untie the thin cord that’s fastened around my ankle and hold it up to the light. The amulet hangs down. Green glass with an outlined pattern in a bronze coloured metal. I try to remember what Trey had called it. There was a special name for it. A tri … triquetra, that was it. Apparently, it was some kind of religious symbol. Is my father a religious man? I struggle to believe it.

      I twist it over and over in my fingers. It is the only part of him I have. And the only part of her. A gift from my father to my mother before I was born. She had given it to me on the day she left the flat. The day she’d gone to meet him. The day she’d died.

      Why did you leave me, Mama? Why not take me with you to see him?

      Sometimes I wonder if I’ll ever find out the truth about what happened that day. The truth about him.

      I turn to the brick wall and gently ease out the loose block to retrieve the lockbox hidden inside. It rattles as I pull it out and I quickly open it. A single chit. I sigh. One chit won’t get me very far.

      I run my finger around the inside of the box. It picks up a white residue. Before I can stop myself, I bring my finger to my lips and lick it off.

      Ah. The trace of tronk is barely enough for a glimpse of the happiness it brings. Like a flicker of a beautiful bird at the edge of your vision, so fast that by the time you turn to look, it has gone.

      I wipe at the saliva pooling at the corners of my mouth and rummage inside the hole in the wall. Perhaps I’d stashed some away somewhere for this very occasion. But all I find is brick dust and rubble.

      The voice in my head starts up again. The annoying little voice I thought I’d got rid of.

      It would be so nice just to have a few hours of peace. To escape the world.

      I curl my knees up to my chest and bang my head back against the wall. I am stronger than this. Tronk is bad. Besides, I made a promise. And I don’t have any. There’s no point in wanting something I don’t have.

      But every fibre in me wants it. Craves it. My fingers curl into claws and the three points of the triquetra dig into my palm.

      Abby. Abby has tronk. For medical use.

      I could take some. She wouldn’t know.

      No. I made a promise. A promise to Lily.

      But Lily isn’t here anymore.

      A sharp pain shoots up my arm and I realize I’ve been clawing at the brick wall. Another broken nail. A drop of blood wells up and I suck on it, my mouth twisting at the sour metallic tang.

      I must be strong. I’d seen the look of disappointment that Trey had given me last night. Like I was going to let him down again, that I would be too weak to resist the temptation.

      I can be strong. For him. And for Lily.

      I force myself to stand and walk over to the crumbling parapet. The rain on my face provides a little distraction. Enough to think of something else. I open my hand and look down at the amulet.

      I’d always hoped he was a rich Insider, that he’d make me a legal citizen and give me a better life. A normal life.

      “Who are you?”

      But of course, the amulet doesn’t answer.

      It’s a cruel thing, hope. It keeps you going, until one day it crumbles. And all you’re left with is despair.
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      Aleesha turns up at Abby’s just in time for lunch. She doesn’t offer any explanation for where she’s been or why she felt the need to sneak out of the house in the middle of the night. Lunch is a thin soup using the last of the winter greens from the garden. Four small flatbreads sit on a plate in the centre of the table beside an empty bag of flour.

      Abby smiles apologetically as she sets the bowls in front of us. “Sorry, it’s all I’ve got left.”

      I bite my lip as she turns away and dip my spoon into the thin liquid. It’s tasty but more like a herbal drink than a filling meal. I use the bread to wipe the bowl clean and chew it slowly, trying to convince myself that I’m full. My grumbling stomach betrays me.

      Aleesha gives me a sideways glance. She’s already finished her portion. She eats so fast, almost inhaling her food, as if someone’s about to take it from her. And she’s so thin. Mum would say she needs feeding up.

      My throat constricts as I think of my mother and the final piece of bread turns to cardboard in my mouth. I keep chewing and try to think of something else. You’d have thought missing them would make me want to think of them more. And I do want to think about them … But only when I’m alone. When I don’t have to pretend that the tears in my eyes are from a dry piece of bread catching in my throat.

      Footsteps sound on the path outside and all three of us stiffen and look up. A brief knock on the door, then it opens and Bryn steps inside. My shoulders relax, and I look back down at the table.

      Who were you expecting it to be?

      He walks in, places a backpack on the table and starts pulling out food. Another bag of flour. Brightly wrapped protein bars and chocco. A handful of withered carrots – real carrots from the earth, not a factory. With a final flourish, he pulls out a pack of burgers. Not real meat, obviously, but they’re Steakhaus and they taste pretty much the same.

      “Where …?” Abby stares at the food, her expression both awestruck and suspicious.

      “I finally got some of the pay I’ve been owed,” Bryn replies. “You really need to charge people for treatment, Abby. You can’t help anyone if you’re half starved.”

      Abby turns to fill the kettle. Her hands tremble as she pulls a bottle of water out from under the work surface. We’re nearly out. I should offer to go to the pump to refill them.

      “They don’t have any more than we do, most of them.” Her voice cracks slightly.

      Bryn sighs and walks over to her. He hesitates for a moment then reaches out and touches her lightly on the shoulder. “I’m sorry, Abby, I wasn’t criticizing. But people take advantage of you. Not everyone, but some people. And if you don’t take payment, then you won’t be able to afford to buy what you need to treat those who can’t afford to pay.”

      “I know.” Abby turns and smiles brightly up at him.

      There’s an awkward silence, then Aleesha clears her throat. “So, when do we get to meet this Katya then?”

      “Ah, yes.” Bryn glances up at the small clock on the wall. “We should be going.”

      Abby starts putting the food away. She holds the frozen pack of burgers in one hand. “We’ll have these for dinner. They won’t keep without a freezer.”

      Of course. I keep forgetting how limited Abby’s kitchen is. All the things I took for granted at home seem to be luxuries out here.

      “Where are we heading? To Six?” Aleesha asks as Bryn leads us down the back alleyway and out onto the street. He nods in reply and sets a quick pace, dodging through the smaller roads and back alleys to avoid any Metz patrols. As usual when we go out, Aleesha and I wear hooded jackets, pulled up to hide our faces.

      Area Six is one of the better areas Outside the Wall. It’s where Insiders live if they can’t get an apartment Inside, and where Outsiders who have more money aspire to live. It’s got proper shops, schools and a medic centre. It almost feels like being Inside. The Chain have a large old house here that they use as a headquarters. Two figures loiter at the bottom of the short set of steps leading up to the door.

      “Murdoch.” Bryn nods slightly to a stocky, dark-haired man with a scar on his jaw who straightens as we approach.

      “You here to see the new boss?” The two men stare at each other. There’s no love lost between them.

      Aleesha steps forward and raises her arm to deliver a ringing slap to Murdoch’s cheek.

      “What the—”

      “That’s for Area Four, you lying bastard!” Aleesha spits on the ground beside him. “You told us there was going to be a Cleaning.”

      Murdoch scowls and rubs the red mark on his cheek. “Well, I needed you to agree to help us,” he says, unrepentant. His lilting Irish accent makes his words sound almost mocking.

      Aleesha glares at him and raises her hand again but he grabs her wrist. “Oh, I do like a feisty woman.” He smirks.

      Aleesha jerks her arm from his grasp and takes a step back.

      “Stop bickering, you two,” Bryn says. “He’s only trying to wind you up, Aleesha.”

      “I know.” Aleesha folds her arms. “He’s just grumpy because the only woman that’ll have him is a street whore.” She turns and marches up the steps toward the front door of the house.

      Murdoch mutters something that I don’t catch. I suspect it’s nothing flattering.

      A slim woman with short brown hair and a sad face greets us as we step into the house. “Aleesha, Trey, nice to see you again,” she says without enthusiasm. “Katya is waiting upstairs.”

      “Thank you, Matthews,” Bryn replies.

      I hesitate at the foot of the stairs, wanting to ask how she is, but she’s already disappeared into a small room that leads off the hallway. Matthews had accompanied us and Murdoch through the tunnels when we broke into the government building. Her partner, Sanders, was killed trying to get in.

      At the top of the stairs is a landing with a series of doors leading off it, one of which is slightly ajar. Bryn walks over to it and pushes the door open.

      The room is small. In the centre is a small square black table about waist height with a surface as smooth as glass. A holo table. There’s a metal cupboard against one wall and a handful of chairs scattered around. A woman stands in front of a tall window that looks out over the street below. She turns as we enter.

      “Trey and Aleesha. Thank you, Bryn, you can go.”

      I barely sense Bryn leave the room. My eyes are locked on the woman in front of us, tracking her as she comes to stand in front of us. My heartbeat thumps in my ears like a dull drum and the air in the room feels suddenly thick and hard to breathe.

      She’s every boy’s fantasy of the perfect woman. Like an avatar in a VR game: too perfect to be real. Thick blonde hair that cascades down her back, a sculpted face and emerald eyes that seem too bright, too dazzling, to exist in the real world. She even wears the figure-hugging, all-in-one suit that clings to every curve of her body.

      I swallow hard, feeling heat rush to my groin. A sharp dig in my ribs jolts me out of my daze. “Close your mouth,” Aleesha mutters. “You look like a dead fish.” She sounds angry.

      Katya laughs, a tinkling laugh that bounces around inside my skull. “Don’t be jealous, Aleesha. I’m afraid I cause that reaction sometimes. Don’t worry, I’m not interested in boys.”

      My cheeks burn, and I tear my eyes away from her to stare at the floor.

      A boy. Is that all she sees?

      Aleesha snorts. “I’m not jealous.”

      “Now, I want you to tell me exactly what happened when you broke into the government headquarters.” Katya’s tone is suddenly business-like.

      “Surely Murdoch and the others have brought you up to date.”

      “They have indeed,” she replies, ignoring Aleesha’s sullen tone. “But I’d like to hear it from you, in your own words.”

      Aleesha starts off, and when she pauses I take over the tale. Between us we explain everything that happened from the moment we left Murdoch and Matthews in the basement of the government headquarters to the point at which we’d escaped back into the tunnels.

      Aleesha leaves out some of the details, including her conversation with the President. I know from what she told me afterward that there was more to that than she’s letting on. But she doesn’t leave out anything that might be important to the Chain, just her personal stuff, so I keep quiet and don’t say anything.

      When I come to describe Mikheil’s death, my voice cracks and I have to pause to clear the thickness in my throat. As much as Mikheil’s father hadn’t blamed me for his death, I can’t help but feel responsible. I should have done more to save him.

      “And what happened to the microchip with the information that Mikheil did manage to retrieve?”

      “The President took it from me when I was searched,” Aleesha answers quickly.

      I stare at the floor, hoping Katya takes my silence as assent.

      It’s destroyed anyway. You made sure of that.

      The crunch of plastic and metal underfoot. Dust blowing away in the wind.

      “And you chose to come back, Trey. To leave your parents and help us?”

      I start at the question and look up. Those eyes captivate me, locking me in their gaze. “Y-yes.”

      Heat flushes through my cheeks again.

      Katya frowns slightly but says nothing. She turns to Aleesha. “And you, Aleesha. You’re willing to continue working with us?”

      “That depends on what you’ve got planned.” Aleesha folds her arms. “If it’s as dumb as the plan Millicent came up with, then no.”

      “I-is she okay, Millicent?” I ask hesitantly. An image of the elderly Insider appears in my head. Aleesha was right, her plan had been wrong, but I can’t help but feel a pang of sympathy for her. She had helped me find my family after all, and I sensed there was some hurt buried deep inside her.

      “Millicent is taking a well-earned rest. But she is continuing to assist us with her connections and financial support.”

      Funds. Of course. From the size of Millicent’s house, she obviously isn’t short of money.

      “So, what’s your plan?” Aleesha asks.

      Katya walks over to the window and stares out. “Breaking into the government headquarters was a mistake. And the plan to just take down a section of the Wall without any preparation work was … ill-advised. Too extreme. Taking the Wall down should be the final element of our plan.”

      Her accent is slightly odd. Like an Insider’s but more clipped, and she elongates some of the syllables, drawing them out as if she takes pleasure in the words.

      “And the first stage?” I ask hesitantly.

      “Remove the threat.” She turns back to us. “If we remove the Metz from the equation then the government has no power. They rule by force, by fear. If we can remove that fear, people will support us.”

      “You’re going to take down the Metz?” Aleesha stares at her as if she’s gone mad.

      “Yes.” There’s a certainty in her voice, as if she’s stating a simple fact to a child. Grass is green. The sky is blue. We will take down the Metz. I wonder if she always gets what she wants.

      “We’ve developed a tool that we think we can use to take control of them.”

      Take control of them.

      The Metz are trained law enforcers. Inside, it’s an honour if your son or daughter is chosen to join the Metz. Lucrative too, for the family. But out here, there are rumours that they’re bots. Machines designed for a single purpose.

      “They’re not people?” I blurt out.

      “They’re cyborgs. When the officers are recruited, a chip is implanted in their brain. The government use it to control them. To override their emotions and make them do the job they’re designed to do: put fear into the heart of the population.”

      “Was that the tool that Bryn didn’t think would work?” Aleesha says into the silence that follows Katya’s words.

      Surprise flickers in Katya’s green eyes, but her expression doesn’t change. “It’s still in its test stages. We’re planning to try it on a small scale. If that doesn’t work, then we may need to take more active measures to find out how they’re controlled.”

      “And that’s it? Surely there must be some failsafe or something. If it was that easy to take control of the Metz someone would have done it by now. We’re not all dumb Outsiders, you know.”

      Katya gives her an appraising look. “You’re right. It may not be as easy as all that. We need to know more about their compound. What their setup is, how officers are controlled when they’re out on the streets. Who controls them. That’s my job to investigate.”

      “How can you investigate?” Aleesha shoots back. “You’re from out of town, right? You’re not even chipped.”

      “That’s not for you to worry about.” Katya smiles coldly.

      A shiver runs down my spine. Being in her presence puts me on edge. Part of me – a large part of me – wants to be close to her. To touch that perfect porcelain skin and … I shake my head.

      Get those thoughts out of your brain.

      Was this what Bryn had meant when he said he didn’t trust beautiful women?

      “Bryn said you were from Russia.”

      Katya turns her gaze to me. “I have lived in many places. But yes, originally, I’m from Russia.”

      “Where’s Russia?” Aleesha asks.

      Katya gives her a patronising look. “It’s the largest country in the world. Don’t they teach you anything at school here?”

      Aleesha’s jaw clenches and her hands ball into fists at her side.

      Uh oh.

      “We don’t get taught much about geography outside of Britannia,” I say quickly.

      A half smile turns the corner of Katya’s mouth. “Obviously not. Well, that’s enough for today. I’ll be in touch once we have a use for you.”

      She walks over to the door and opens it, giving us no choice but to leave. There’s a slight click as the door locks behind us.

      We walk back downstairs and follow the sound of voices into the small room Matthews had disappeared into. Bryn looks up as we enter. “Everything okay?”

      I nod.

      “Fine,” Aleesha says tightly.

      Bryn guides us back through Six to the boundary with Area Five. To our right, the wide road leads up to the East Gate, one of the three official routes through the Wall. There’s a queue of people waiting to get in. We hurry over to the other side of the road, where Bryn pauses. “Look, are you guys okay to get back from here? Got something I need to do.”

      I look at Aleesha. “Sure.” She shrugs. “I know my way from here.”

      “What do you think about what Katya said about the Metz?” I muse as we walk slowly through the streets. “If she’s right and they’re not in control of their actions, well, that changes things, doesn’t it?”

      “How? They’re still killers.” I glance at Aleesha, surprised by her harsh tone, but she stares straight ahead, an expression of grim determination on her face. “Killers. They need destroying.”

      I look away. The Metz killed her mother and her friend Lily. I guess that’s not something you can just forgive.

      “I’m sorry.” Aleesha’s hand grasps mine, pulling me to a halt. She gives me a brief smile. “I just want justice. Justice for Lily and my mother.” She lets my hand drop and looks away down the street. “You don’t know what it’s like to lose people you love.”

      I reach out and take her hand back, giving it a squeeze. “I know. But destroying them won’t give you justice, Aleesha.”

      “It would avenge their deaths.”

      I try to catch her eye, but she refuses to look in my direction. “Revenge isn’t justice,” I say quietly.

      “Maybe in your world it isn’t, Trey.” Her voice is hard again. “But Outside is a different place.”
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      I don’t sleep much. It’s a cold night up on the roof and the thin thermal blanket Jonas gave me barely keeps off the chill. Perhaps I should have taken him up on his offer to stay at his place. But he shares a two-room apartment with a couple of other members of the Snakes and what he’d really meant was for me to share his bed. And I’m done with that. I don’t want to rely on anyone else for help anymore.

      My stomach gurgles. Food is going to be a problem. I can’t keep taking Abby’s rations. Though that dinner last night was the best food I’ve ever tasted. I close my eyes and try to bring back the smell of the hot burgers.

      Saliva pools in my mouth and I shake myself and stand up, stamping my feet to get my blood moving. Thinking of food is just another form of torture. Today I’ll go back to Jay’s apartment. Get my chits back. At least then I can replenish my stash of food and maybe get something to pay Abby back for all the meals she’s fed me. We’ll be even. I won’t owe anybody anything.

      I drop down from the roof and start the laborious climb down to the street. It’s awkward getting up and down from the roof, but I don’t mind. So far, the convoluted route has stopped anyone else coming up here.

      The noise filtering up from the street gets louder as I get closer to the ground. Usually, I find the background hum of the city kind of comforting. But today something’s different. Every so often the streets are filled with fearful murmurings about a Cleaning or a Metz raid, but this is something I haven’t heard before. Anger.

      I join the river of people on the main street, keeping my head down so I don’t get recognized. There are shouts up ahead and some people start chanting. I can’t make out the words. The crush intensifies as more people push onto the street. I try to turn around and get out of the crowd, but a shot of panic jolts through me as I realize I can’t. My pulse quickens as the memory of another crush, another crowd, forces its way into my head.

      A panicked crowd. The Metz. Lily.

      I shake my head to try to get rid of the thought and draw in a deep, ragged breath. I just need to stay calm.

      “What’s going on?” I whisper to the woman next to me. A scarf is wrapped around her head and neck for warmth, and her drab clothing is held together by rough needlework.

      “Some big announcement on the screens. Somethin’ about a gov’ment cover-up. We’re goin’ to Rose Square to see what’s what.”

      My heart leaps in my chest. Suddenly the crowd is moving too slowly.

      Come on, people.

      I try to push through them, but just get an elbow in my chest and a sour look. I wait impatiently as the broiling mass of people inches closer to our destination, carrying me with it. Then finally, we arrive.

      Rose Square is one of the largest open spaces in Four and one of the few places where large screens still cover the buildings. There used to be screens everywhere. You can see the outlines of them in the weathering of stone walls and the odd wire or screw that peeks out between the cracks of the buildings. But most of them have been long since torn away and dismantled, their parts put to better uses. The government hasn’t bothered to replace them. I guess they know they wouldn’t last long. Besides, what would be the point? Even the ones in Rose Square are largely ignored by the citizens of Area Four. People here don’t want to know how perfect life Inside is. Not when every day out here is a struggle for survival.

      The crush of the crowd eases slightly as people spill out into the square. Out of the corner of one eye, I see the market traders hurriedly packing up their goods. I take that as a warning sign. If the traders are getting out, that means trouble’s ahead.

      More people spill into the square from every side, most of them heading for the largest screen at the far end of the square. The screen that overlooks the spot where my mother was murdered. I let myself be carried along with the tide until I’m close enough to hear the newsreader’s voice and read the tagline that runs along the bottom of the screen.

      The words scroll past a few times before I finish reading them. I have to turn the words over in my head a couple of times before they make sense. Leak of secret government files reveals plot to drug population.

      I strain my ears to catch the newsreader’s voice over the hubbub around me.

      “In a moment, we will speak to the President about this news. But, if you’ve just tuned in, here are the headlines again. Secret government files reveal that the government deliberately introduced the drug co-tronkpretine, commonly known as tronk, to government rations more than sixty years ago. An anonymous source within the government laboratories has stated that co-tronkpretine has been found to have a long-term impact on brain function and that prolonged ingestion of the drug over generations could negatively impact on intelligence levels and a person’s ability to carry out complex tasks.”

      The newsreader pauses for a minute and glances off-screen. “And now we welcome the President to comment on these allegations. Can you confirm this shocking news?”

      The President appears on the screen. His face is smooth and composed but a slight twitch at the corner of his eye reveals his anger. When I’d been brought before him in the government headquarters, he’d looked tired and worried. Now, his grey hair has been dyed dark again and it’s slicked back from his forehead. A few of the worry lines are gone – or maybe that’s just the cameras being kind – and his face wears a look of grim determination.

      “Firstly, I must apologize for this breach in our internal security. The documents you’re referring to pre-date my term in office and that of my predecessor by many years but they were never supposed to be made public. I have instigated a full investigation and will find out who is responsible for this traitorous behaviour. They will be punished.”

      His eyes bore into me from the other side of the screen.

      “But is the information correct? Did the government use a drug that hadn’t been properly tested and is co-tronkpretine still part of the government rations that many citizens rely on today?” the newsreader presses.

      The President smiles. A hard, cold smile that doesn’t reach his eyes. “One question at a time, please. After the Great Flood and the dark time that followed, our country was left in a desperate situation. I am confident that the government of the time did everything in their power to keep their citizens alive. You have to understand that our country was very different then to now. People were fighting for survival!”

      And we’re not now?

      “I have spoken to my chief scientist and she has assured me that they will be carrying out tests on this substance immediately to determine if there are any negative side effects from its use decades ago—”

      “But surely those tests would have already been carried out and recorded?” the newsreader interrupts. “Our source says—”

      “I’m sure they were, back at the time of these papers. But unfortunately, the large fire we had at the government laboratory archives some years ago destroyed many of the records from that time. It was an oversight that the electronic records and films were held in the same place, but …” The President shrugs. “And it was so long ago that anyone working on that project would no longer be with the department. I’m afraid your ‘source’ is probably just someone eager for their five minutes of fame.” His smile is that of a parent humouring a child. “Of course, the government rations today are safe. We wouldn’t be giving them to people if they weren’t. We’re not about to poison our citizens!”

      Poison our citizens.

      “But tronk is a real issue in this city, one we have covered before. Its addictive nature and ability to take away hunger pangs—”

      The newsreader’s voice is overwhelmed by the voice of the crowd. Shouts ring out around me.

      “Poison?”

      “They poisoned us!”

      “It’s their fault we can’t get jobs.”

      “My mother died from tronk …”

      “It’s their fault!”

      Gradually their cries come together in a single chant.

      “Poison! Poison!”

      The sound builds, swelling like the storm surges that rip up the river.

      “Poison! Poison!”

      Around me, people are pumping their fists in the air. Tears run down the face of the woman next to me as she screams the word. Poison.

      The newsreader talks on, ignored and unheard. The anger in the crowd pulses, barely contained. My skin tingles with electricity.

      This is it! This is why we did it. So that people would know the truth.

      The government can’t ignore this.

      “Poison! Poison!”

      I’m dimly aware that I’m shouting along with the rest of the crowd. My fist punches the air, buoyed by the energy and passion around me. People’s anger at this injustice.

      The thumping fills my head, a regular pounding that beats in time with my heart. And then, suddenly, I realize it’s not just the cries of the crowd that pound in my head. There’s another noise, equally rhythmic. The drum to accompany the chanting.

      “Poison …”

      The word falls from my lips and I’m left rooted to the spot. I can’t be the only one who’s heard it? But no, murmurings of fear spring up from every side. I cast my eyes around, seeking some way out of this crowd, but I’m right in the middle of it and we’re packed so close together that there’s no easy escape.

      I lick my lips, unable to quell my rising panic. The pounding echoes in my skull but I’m not sure if it’s my heartbeat getting louder and louder or just them.

      The Metz.

      The crowd begins to move around me. Whispers reach me from people tall enough to see. But rather than the usual screams of fear and terror, the chanting around me just intensifies and gets stronger. And people aren’t moving away from the thumping beat but toward it.

      “Poison! Poison!”

      I’m dragged along, stumbling over my own feet as I attempt to stay upright.

      Need to get out of here.

      I claw my way through the throng of people, twisting my body to squeeze through the gaps that open up as people move. An arm pushes me into a tall man who curses and lashes out. I duck but the blow catches me on the side of my head and sends me reeling with a ringing in my ear that momentarily drowns out the pounding feet of the Metz officers. I stumble forward until I trip and fall, sprawled on the steps that lead up to the monument, a stone spire put up to commemorate an ancient war.

      Finally, space to breathe.

      I gulp in air, my fingers digging into the gritty stone steps. Then I push myself up, scramble to the smooth stone column and gaze out across the crowd.

      An army of Metz officers are marching in from the two main streets that feed into the north part of the square. Facing them is the crowd of ragged Outsiders. Some people wave pieces of wood and metal and there’s the odd knife, but most just beat the air with their fists.

      Then, as if someone has flipped a switch, the regular chanting and monotonous pounding cease. What comes next is chaos.

      The first wave of people hit the line of Metz officers. They bounce back as if they’ve run into a brick wall, but the press of the crowd is so strong that more people are forced to take their place. Slowly, they begin to penetrate the ranks of the Metz. The officers lash out. The hiss of tasers and the thumping of batons punctuate the screams of the crowd. Screams of pain and anger and fear.

      Why don’t people run away? Don’t they see it’s useless? How can we defend ourselves against them?

      But from my vantage point, I see the black figures spill like wasps into the square from all directions and I realize why people haven’t turned to run.

      There is nowhere for them to go.

      Nausea washes over me and I grip the stone column so tight that it feels as if I could crush it. I’m on a tiny island, surrounded by a raging sea. But I can’t stay here for long. It’s only a matter of time before the Metz spot me. Up here, I’m exposed.

      People fall, their bodies crushed under the stampede. The Metz have the upper hand, but even some of them are brought down by the sheer weight and volume of people around them. A young man jumps onto a Metz officer’s back, wrapping his arms around its neck and pulling at its helmet. The officer tries to beat him off, but the man clings on and someone else raises half a brick and strikes at the black and yellow helmet, again and again. The officer is disarmed, and its own gun is pointed back at it.

      Blood stains the ground and the smell of dirt and sweat mingles with vomit and blood, creating a heady cocktail that threatens to choke me. I slump against the monument, my legs feeling suddenly weak.

      What would Trey think if he saw this?

      We wondered what people would do if they found out about the truth. And here’s the answer I suspected and feared. They fight.

      There’s a dull thump at my feet and I stare down into a pair of sightless eyes. Blood from the man’s cracked head trickles down the steps toward the feet of his assailant. But the attacker has already turned and is fighting his way back through the crowd. All around me Outsiders are fighting the Metz. And each other.

      I take a deep breath and dive into the chaos. A Metz officer makes a grab for me, but I duck under its outstretched arm. I catch a glimpse of a baton looming over me just in time to run my shoulder into the man’s stomach. Winded, he pushes me away and I stumble forward, only to trip over a motionless figure and hit the ground.

      My breath comes in gasps. I lift my hand and find it smeared with blood. The bright red blood of a fresh wound. I turn to the person I tripped over, but the woman is already beyond help. It’s her blood on my hand. In front of me is another man, no, barely a boy. I vaguely recognize him. He’s not one of the Snakes, but I think I’ve seen him around. A member of one of the other gangs perhaps. He, too, is dead.

      I shakily get to my feet, but a glint of metal in the boy’s hand catches my eye. His fingers are still warm as I prize them apart to get at the knife. Quickly, I run my hands down his legs and find another blade concealed in a pocket. One in each hand, I get to my feet.

      I lose one of the knives distracting a Metz officer who blocks my path, but eventually I make it to the edge of the square. I head down a narrow street, desperate to get away from the massacre behind me, and then dive into an alleyway on the right to avoid the black figures running up the street. Turning a corner, I skid to a halt.

      Three pairs of terrified eyes look up at me. A girl of about eight shrinks back, pushing two younger boys behind her. They’re twins and can’t be more than four years old. On the ground beside them, a woman lies unconscious and bleeding. By the rise and fall of her chest, she’s alive, though from the amount of blood pooling around her, not for long. The alleyway stinks of trash and piss. Most dead-end alleyways do.

      I lower my knife and kneel beside the woman, trying to work out where the blood is coming from. There’s so much of it.

      Heavy footsteps sound in the alleyway behind me.

      No.

      I get to my feet and stand in front of the children, holding my knife up as if somehow this small, measly blade can defend us all.

      It may not be …

      But it is. The dark figure turns the corner and looms over us. I take a step backward. It’s so big! Behind me, the girl whimpers and one of the boys begins to cry.

      I stare down the barrel of the officer’s gun and wonder if it’s shooting bullets or just the paralyzing taser.

      “Aleesha Ramos.” It’s a statement, not a question. I stare up at the blank mask of the officer, wondering if there’s a person inside that suit or just a robot.

      The officer twitches the gun. “Come with me.”

      I glance back at the children behind me and realization finally hits. Three children. One mother.

      I lower my knife and take a step forward. “Fine, let’s go.” I’m impressed at how calm my voice sounds.

      “Wait.”

      The officer turns its head toward the children. “Helen Gollin.”

      The girl utters a squeak, her eyes wide.

      “I do not have any data on you two.” It motions to the two boys who cower behind their sister. “You will come with me.”

      “No!” I lift the knife in what I hope is a threatening stance, but my hand shakes, and I can’t keep the tremor from my voice. “They’re only children. Just leave them. I’m the one you want.”

      The officer pulls a pair of cuffs from its belt. “All illegal persons must be apprehended,” it intones in that dry, gravelly voice.

      I step back and feel the girl’s breath on the back of my arms. “If I can distract him, you have to make a run for it,” I whisper. “Get your brothers out of here.”

      I scan the Metz uniform. Plates of impenetrable material, interlocked to give no point of weakness. Apart from one. Yesterday, when Trey and I had been trapped in the alleyway, I’d stabbed my knife desperately in the crease of the officer’s elbow and felt the material give under the point of my blade.

      The officer opens its arm and I take my chance. Lunging forward, I aim my knife at the tiny gap between the plates at the elbow joint. Instead of bouncing off the hard uniform, the tip of my blade penetrates something soft.

      There’s a cry, an almost human cry, of pain. Then a blur of movement and I’m flying across the alley. My body slams into the wall and I slump down, the breath knocked from my lungs.

      Run! I want to shout at the girl, but I can barely breathe, let alone speak. The kids stand frozen in place. Then as if waking up, the girl seems to remember what she’s supposed to be doing and tugs her brothers forward. But it’s too late. The officer blocks their path.

      I crawl forward, barely able to move. Pain racks my body, but I’m pretty sure that nothing is actually broken. I look around for my knife, but it’s nowhere to be seen. I must have dropped it when I hit the wall. Above me, the Metz officer blocks out the little light that filters down between the tall buildings.

      All three children are now crying. The girl pushes back her mop of dark curly hair. The curls remind me of Lily, but Lily’s hair had been blonde. Like a baby angel.

      And I let her die. Like these children will die.

      I clench my fists and push myself slowly to my feet. I sway slightly, trying to get my balance on legs that feel weak and wobbly.

      “Please.” My voice is thin and cracked. I cough and wince as the movement washes a new wave of pain through my chest. Maybe I’ve cracked a rib. “Please. They’re innocent children. They’ve done nothing wrong.”

      My legs give out and I fall to my knees. More pain. I open my hands. “Take me but leave them. Please?”

      I stare up at the officer. Was it my imagination or did it hesitate slightly? For the first time, I notice a tiny label on the top left of its chest. There’s something written on it. A number.

      “ML486.” I read out. “Is that your name?” I look up into the blank mask. “Or do you have a real name? Is there a person in there or are you just a machine?”

      The officer lifts its arm and blood drips from its elbow to the floor. Blood.

      Machines don’t bleed.

      “You are under arrest—”

      Without thinking, I stumble to my feet and rest my hand on its chest. His chest. He’s so big, even for the Metz, that I think he’s male, though I could be wrong. I crane my neck to search his face, but all I see is my own face reflected in the visor.

      “Innocent,” I say quietly.

      “You are …” The voice trails off and the arm holding the gun falls to the officer’s side. I hold my breath, wondering what to do next. But before I can decide, the other arm, the one whose elbow bleeds, comes up to my head. I flinch but the blow I’m expecting doesn’t come.

      A gloved finger reaches out and gently touches my hair. “Innocent?”

      “Yes.” I swallow to moisten my mouth. Every muscle in me is tense.

      “Go.”

      The word bounces around inside my skull. It takes me a moment to register what he’s said.

      The officer takes a step back and turns away. “Go,” he says again, more quietly this time.

      I don’t wait to be told again. Grabbing the twins’ chubby hands, I drag them down the alleyway. The girl follows, sobbing loudly. Back on the street, we turn away from Rose Square and join the other people stumbling away from the carnage. There are no more shouts of anger coming from there now. Just screams of pain.

      But as we get to the end of the road and turn a corner, I can’t help but look back. And when I do, I see the outline of a black Metz officer silhouetted against the light. For a moment I feel as if our eyes meet. Then he turns and walks up the street away from us.
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      The moment Aleesha barrels into the kitchen pulling three small children behind her, I know something is wrong. She’s limping slightly, and blood is smeared across her cheek and hands. But it’s the haunted look in her eyes that makes the breath catch in my throat.

      My fingers fall from the strings of the guitar and the final notes of the simple melody I’d been playing linger for a moment in the silence between us.

      “Aleesha, what’s happened?” Abby looks up from the dough she’s been kneading and takes a step toward the children who stand awkwardly in the doorway. She beckons at them. “Come in and close the door behind you.”

      Aleesha sways then takes two steps over to the table. She grips the edge of the wooden surface, her knuckles white, but she can’t stop the trembling that runs up her arms. “I-I’m sorry, Abby. I wasn’t sure what else to do … Their father’s at work.”

      Her voice trails off and she looks at Abby beseechingly. A glance passes between them and Abby nods, obviously understanding some unspoken words that I can’t grasp. She walks over to the sink and washes the flour from her hands, then turns to the eldest of the children, a dark-haired girl.

      “Where do you live …?”

      “Helen,” the girl supplies in a small voice. “Helen Gollin. We live on Underwood Road. Me da works at the food factory in Area Six.”

      “Davie Gollin? Is that your da?”

      The small girl nods, surprised. Abby smiles warmly at her. “Well, if he’s on shift now, he won’t be finished until this evening. I’ll take you back home myself once he’s done.”

      The girl hesitates. “But me ma …” Her voice trails off and tears start to roll down her cheeks. One of the boys flops down onto the floor and starts wailing. The other quickly follows suit.

      “Ah, come here, the three of you.” Abby bends down and envelops the weeping children in her arms, making soft soothing noises.

      I place the guitar carefully back on the wall and walk over to Aleesha. I hesitate for a second, then reach out and gently rub her shoulder. She flinches at my touch and I whip my hand away.

      “Sorry,” she says. “I’m a bit sore.”

      “What happened?”

      She glances over at the children then jerks her head toward the door. “Not here.”

      We go into the front room and Aleesha lowers herself gingerly onto the sofa.

      “He did it, Trey. Theo’s dad. He released the information in the government papers, about tronk. It’s all over the news.”

      I close my eyes as relief washes over me. Thank goodness. I’d made out to Aleesha that I’d been confident about Theo’s dad releasing the information, but the truth was I hadn’t been at all sure. He’d sounded so dismissive of it, but also slightly nervous. I smile and open my eyes. “That’s great!”

      Aleesha stares at me and the smile drops from my face. “No, Trey. Not great.” She sighs and drops her head into her hands, digging her fingers into her dark, braided hair. “I’ve never seen anything like it. People gathered to see the news on the screens in Rose Square. They got angry. Really angry. There were so many people there, the whole square was full. Then the Metz came, appearing in every direction, and rather than run from them, people fought back.”

      My stomach gives a lurch as if I’ve just been dropped ten feet.

      She looks up at me, her eyes full of anguish. “They didn’t have a chance, Trey. What use are homemade weapons and fists against Metz armour and guns? People were cut down, massacred …” Her voice trails off and she wipes her eyes with the back of her hand, smearing dirt and blood across her forehead.

      “What have we done?” I whisper.

      “Started a war.”

      I stare at the faded paint on the walls. A war. We started a war. “The children … Their mother?”

      “Dead,” Aleesha says shortly. She blows out a breath. “At least, I think she’s dead. She was losing so much blood … I couldn’t stop to check. W-we were trapped by a Metz officer. Just one, on his own. He knew who I was, and he didn’t have any record of the twins …”

      “Three children. They had the girl and then two boys?”

      Aleesha nods. “I guess under the two-child rule, you’re supposed to give one of them up at birth, but how would you choose? She must not have registered either of them. But, the strange thing is … he let us go.”

      “What, the Metz officer?” I stare at her.

      “Yes. I pleaded with him to take me and let the kids go, and at first he was just like they normally are. Just doing the job, like a machine. But then something changed. I don’t know what, but it was almost as if he felt something. It was like he knew what he should be doing but couldn’t bring himself to do it.” She stares at me. “And he bled. Like a person.”

      My mind whirrs. What can this mean? That whatever it is that controls the Metz can be overridden? Or that they make their own decisions?

      “We should tell Katya,” I say slowly. “What you saw, well, it proves what she said – that they’re at least partly human. And that there’s some way of connecting with them, of making them see that what they’re doing is wrong.”

      Aleesha looks doubtful. “You sure? She sounded like she had her own plan very much under control.”

      “Look, I don’t know what you’ve got against her, but—”

      “Just because I wasn’t hanging on her every word and drooling over her, doesn’t mean I’ve got anything against her!”

      “Huh?” Where did that come from?

      Aleesha pushes herself awkwardly to her feet, wincing as she straightens her back. I put out a hand to help her, but she shoves me away with a scowl.

      “Let’s go tell Katya,” she says in a false, high-pitched voice.

      I stare at her, confused. “Wh—”

      “Don’t be stupid, Trey. Remember what Bryn said about not trusting beautiful women? That sexy look she’s got going on? It’s designed to make men want her. That’s how she works. They’ll agree to anything to get just a little bit closer to her. Tell her all their secrets, promise her the world. And you fell for it.”

      Her words sting. “I—”

      An image of Katya jumps into my head and I feel my cheeks begin to burn as heat flushes through me. “She can’t help being beautiful. And she seemed nice …” I realize how lame the words sound as soon as they’re out of my mouth.

      Aleesha snorts and begins to hobble toward the door. “Nice? She wouldn’t have been put in charge if she were nice. She’s a pro. Charming, manipulative, dec—”

      She stops short. A fleeting expression crosses her face as she turns away from me.

      “What do you mean?” Now I’m really confused.

      She pauses in the doorway. “It doesn’t matter. You’re probably right. We should tell her.”

      I follow her into the kitchen, still puzzled.

      Abby is trying to get the kids to help her make bread. The two younger boys seem happy enough punching dough, but the older girl just stares at it, occasionally pulling off a tiny piece and rolling it between her fingers.

      “We’re just heading to the house in Six,” I say as we squeeze past the table. “Won’t be long.”

      “Wait a sec.” Abby reaches into a battered old tin and pulls out a protein bar. She hands it to Aleesha. “I bet this is the first food you’ve had all day.”

      “Umm, thanks,” Aleesha says awkwardly, shoving the bar in her pocket.

      She turns toward the back door, but the dark-haired girl starts, as if only just noticing us, and runs to block her path. She looks up at Aleesha with wide, round eyes.

      “Th-thank you, Aleesha,” she says in a tiny, high-pitched voice. Her hands are twisted in front of her as if she’s not sure what to do with them. Then she seems to make up her mind and throws her arms around Aleesha’s waist, pressing her cheek to her chest. Aleesha freezes and stiffens, and the girl releases her grip and steps back awkwardly.

      “It’s fine,” Aleesha says, her eyes shifting to the back door. “I … really, it’s fine.” She chokes slightly on the final word and turns it into a cough. The girl steps aside and Aleesha rushes out the door.

      “You okay?” I ask, catching her up at the bottom of Abby’s small back yard.

      “Sure. Let’s go.”

      But as she pulls open the back gate I catch sight of a solitary tear trickling down her cheek.

      I don’t recognize the two men who lounge against the stone pillars at the bottom of the steps leading up to the Chain’s headquarters, but they seem to know who we are. One of them raises an eyebrow when I say that we want to see Katya, but he disappears inside and, a few minutes later, beckons to us from the doorway.

      “Now remember, no drooling,” Aleesha mutters as we walk up the stairs.

      “Don’t be an idiot.”

      We’re shown to the small room on the ground floor and told to wait. After a few minutes, the door opens and Katya walks in. She’s dressed in a tight sleeveless suit, similar to the one she was wearing yesterday but with a few additions: more pockets and a gun holster on the belt. The added bulk doesn’t take anything away from her figure.

      I gulp in a breath and tear my eyes away from her to stare out the window, trying not to think about what she’d look like if she wasn’t wearing that suit. Of course, that means it’s hard to think of anything else.

      “What’s up? Trey, are you okay?”

      “Y-yes, fine.” I force myself to look at her. Concentrate. “Aleesha has something to tell you, about the Metz. It might help.”

      Katya runs her fingers through her long, loose hair and I notice that her right forearm is bandaged. “Okay, well what is it?”

      Reluctantly at first, Aleesha describes her run-in with the Metz officer. When she gets to the point where she stabbed him in the elbow, Katya is suddenly alert.

      “There was definitely blood? Your knife went through the suit?”

      Aleesha nods. “It’s only a tiny gap and you can only get at it if their arm is held out, like this.” She demonstrates, holding her arm out straight at ninety degrees to her body.

      “Interesting,” Katya says, narrowing her eyes. “Go on.”

      Aleesha continues the story. Katya’s eyes widen in surprise when she describes how the officer let them go. It’s the first time I’ve seen a real emotion play over her face.

      When she finishes, Katya looks at her appraisingly. “So you think it realized that what it was doing was wrong?”

      Aleesha shrugs. “Why else would he have let us go?”

      Katya doesn’t answer. She walks over to the window and stares out, drumming her fingers lightly on the windowsill. “If this officer was feeling guilty, perhaps there was some malfunction in its system. Something that disrupted the connection between its chip and the main control system. I can’t believe they give them autonomy over decisions like that.”

      She turns back to us. “Have either of you seen anything like this before? Where an officer seems to change its mind?”

      I shake my head.

      “No,” Aleesha confirms. “Even when they’re taking people, during raids or Cleanings, when people beg them to let them go, I’ve never seen them back down.” I sense her stiffen and, glancing down, see that her hands are balled into fists.

      “And you say you got the officer’s number?”

      Aleesha nods. “ML486.”

      Katya seems to reach a decision. She walks over and stands in front of us. A whiff of her exotic scent reaches my nostrils, making it very difficult to focus on her next words. “You need to find this officer again. We’ve got no way of knowing whether it was something to do with you specifically that triggered this. We need to know if it was a one-off, or if it can really think for itself. If it feels guilt then maybe we’ll have a way in.”

      “Into what?” I blurt out.

      “Into the Metz compound, of course.” She catches the look of disbelief on my face and waves a hand dismissively. “Don’t worry, I’m not going to send you two in on some suicide mission. But if there’s any way of getting this officer on our side, then we’ll have a person on the inside should we need it.”

      “And how do you expect me to find him?” Aleesha asks. “They all look identical.”

      “You’ve got his number.”

      Aleesha nods. “But you have to be really up close to see it, and I’m not going around poking my nose at every Metz officer’s chest in the hope it might be him. I’d be arrested before I got fifty paces.” She glares at Katya.

      “I’ll spread the word around for people to keep a look out for it. Did you say you thought it was male?”

      “I don’t know for sure. Their voices all sound the same. He was big though, one of the biggest I’ve seen, and I just felt … I dunno, I just had a feeling he was a guy.”

      Katya nods. “Fine. Also, if he remembers what happens, he may go back to the same place. Worth a try anyway.” She reaches into a small pouch on her belt and pulls out a bag that clinks. Opening it, she reaches inside and pulls out a handful of small rectangular scraps of metal. She drops some into each of our hands.

      “Thanks for coming to me with this. Aleesha, I want you to keep an eye out for this officer. If you spot him again, try to engage him in conversation.” She turns to me. “Trey, see if you can get any information out of your father on who in the government is really in charge of the Metz, and anything he knows about the compound. We need more intel.”

      I stare down at the four warped scraps of metal in my hand. They’re stamped with a double circle. Chits. The currency Outsiders use. Those who don’t have a regular bank account. It’s not legal tender, but the government must turn a blind eye as there’s little they can do to control it. It’s the first money I’ve had since I dug my chip out and lost the connection to my bank account.

      Aleesha’s already pocketed her chits. We walk toward the door, but it opens in front of us.

      “What do you want doing w—” The man stops short when he sees us and begins to back away, closing the door. But not before I catch a glimpse of what’s behind him. A woman’s body, strapped to a hover float, her long blonde hair tickling the floor. She’s dressed in the familiar blue uniform of a junior government official. Her left arm hangs limply off the float; a glint on one finger indicating a thin wedding band.

      I stare at the cracked plastic door, the image of the woman burned on my retina. A ringing laugh makes me start. “It’s okay, Trey. She’s not dead. I just needed to take her chip for a while.” Katya smiles at me. “You look as if you’ve seen a ghost.”

      “You took her chip?” Aleesha says slowly. She sounds more thoughtful than shocked.

      Katya ushers us out the room. The hallway is empty. I flinch as she moves toward me, but she just steps past me to open the door.

      “Remember, anything you find out, come to me first.” We’re gently, but firmly, pushed out onto the steps. The front door slams shut behind us.

      I stumble down the steps, still trying to process what I’ve just seen. Aleesha catches my arm as I trip. “Hey, steady there.”

      At the bottom of the steps, I pause and look back up at the door.

      She was young. And married. Will her husband report her missing? Is he even alive?

      “Trey!”

      There’s a tug on my arm, and when I look down I realize I’ve taken three steps back up toward the door. I finger the chits in my pocket. The thought of the woman’s face tugs me forward, but Aleesha shakes her head. I let her guide me back down onto the street. She’s probably right. What could I do? But when the guards nod a friendly farewell to us, I look away, unable to meet their eyes.

      We walk in silence for a minute until, finally, I can take it no more. “She took that woman’s chip!”

      “Looks like it. I don’t know why I didn’t think of it before. I guess I just assumed that it wasn’t that easy. If it’s just a case of cutting the chip out of one person’s arm and putting it in someone else’s …”

      I stop and stare at her. “Aleesha, this isn’t okay! She’s taken that woman’s identity. Stolen her money, her apartment, her job … Everything!”

      “A new life …” Aleesha seems lost in thought.

      How can she be so cold? So practical about it? And Katya …

      It’s sickening.

      Aleesha places her hand on my arm. “I told you she wasn’t nice, Trey.” Her voice is soft, not the sarcasm I was expecting. “You should know by now what kind of people these are. If Millicent was willing to let hundreds of Outsiders die as part of her plan, what’s one woman?”

      I pull my arm away. “But that woman was innocent!”

      “And Outsiders are all criminals who deserve to die?” Anger flares in her eyes.

      “That’s not what I meant.” I glare at her. “Stop twisting my words. It just … well, it’s just wrong.”

      “Because she’s an Insider? Is that it? Her identity and rights are more important than other people’s?” Her voice is tight and controlled. “Dozens of Outsiders died today, Trey. Hundreds, perhaps, and more will die in the coming week as they can’t get the medical help to treat their wounds. I’m not saying it’s right to take someone’s identity, but just remember that there are people who die in this city every day because they’ve never been given an identity in the first place.”

      “That doesn’t make it right.” But I’m talking to Aleesha’s retreating back. I think about running after her. But she’s the one in the wrong. I don’t see why I should apologize.

      I sigh and look around, wondering how long it’s going to take me to find my way home.
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      I run through the streets of Area Five, not caring who might see me. It feels good to stretch my muscles and work my lungs. Channel my frustration into something productive. As I reach the boundary with Area Four, the atmosphere changes. Wounded people wander the streets in a daze. There are more Metz on the street, but though a hobie may spit in their wake, there’s no real challenge to their oppression.

      There are two figures at the window in Jay’s apartment, so I slouch against the wall of the alley out of sight. Half an hour later, Beth walks out the front door and down the street without a backward glance. I wait five minutes then stroll over to the door between the old kebab shop and a boarded-up tattoo parlour. The outer door code hasn’t changed, and I run up the stairs inside and stop in front of a familiar faded green door. My fingers beat a rat-a-tat-tat.

      The door opens six inches. “I thought I told you not to come here.” Jay scowls at me and I stick my foot out just in time to stop the door slamming shut.

      “I’ve come to get the rest of my stuff.”

      A look of puzzlement crosses his face and I use the momentary distraction to push the door open and step into the room. It looks just the same. Bare apart from a table and chairs and a thin counter in one corner with a hotplate.

      Jay limps across to the table and takes a swig from a bottle of Chaz, the sickly sweet drink that’s cheaper than bottled water. There’s a fresh cut on his arm and another slash across his broad chest that’s still leaking blood.

      I’ll bet he hasn’t treated that.

      Even after he won the Snakes’ leadership contest it was me who had to make sure his wounds were clean, who made him take the anti-infection pill. That was part of my job.

      The role of a girlfriend. To look after her man.

      I realize I’m frowning and force my face to relax.

      “You were involved in the fight?” I ask. “Did anyone get hurt? In the gang, I mean?” I glance around. “Why aren’t you at the headquarters?”

      Jay makes an exasperated noise. “Will you stop with yer questions? I came back to check that Beth was okay.”

      “You should be with the gang, not here with her.”

      That earns me another scowl. But I’m right. He’s the leader of the Snakes. They should be his first priority.

      “Anyway, you’ve got no right comin’ here and having a go at me. Not after you’ve spent years lying to me. I saw your face on the screen.” He jabs his finger at the window. “Illegal citizen? No wonder you were always beggin’ me for food.”

      I sigh. “I’m sorry.” He gives me another scowl. “Really, Jay, I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you. I didn’t know if you’d turn me in.”

      He turns away and mutters something under his breath.

      Fine. I walk over to the corner of the room. “Can I borrow your knife?”

      “What have you done with yours?” But he tosses a short-bladed knife in my direction. I catch it by the handle, more by luck than skill. “Nice to see you haven’t lost your touch.” He smirks.

      “Lost mine in the fight in Rose Square,” I say, using the blade to ease up the loose floorboard in the corner of the room.

      “You were at Rose Square?”

      I nod. “I went to see what was on the screens, and then couldn’t get out when the Metz came.”

      Jay walks over and crouches down beside me, his eyebrows bunched together in a frown. I swallow, trying to ignore his closeness. His musky scent cuts through the smell of sweat and dirt and I shuffle further away from him.

      “You’ve been hidin’ stuff here all this time?”

      I nod.

      His eyes narrow. “I always wondered where you kept your stash of tronk.”

      “I’ve quit,” I say through gritted teeth, swallowing down a pang of longing.

      Dammit, Jay.

      I can almost taste it on my tongue.

      My hand shakes as I reach into the void under the floorboards and pull out a metal lockbox. Inside, there’s a handful of chits, a few protein bars that are well past their use-by date and a couple of half-used packets of pills. I reach back down and run my hand around the void. Nothing.

      Damn. I thought I’d left a knife here.

      “Any chance you’ve got a spare knife I could have?” Jay looks at me suspiciously and I roll my eyes. “I’m not going to stab you. But I need to be able to defend myself. You know that.”

      He sighs and goes into the bedroom, returning a moment later with a battered plastic box containing an assortment of knives and makeshift weapons. I raise an eyebrow. “That’s quite a horde you’ve got there.”

      He shrugs. “There’s plenty more at headquarters, but I like to keep some stuff here. Help yourself.”

      I route through the box, selecting two knives that are well-balanced enough to throw and a stiletto blade that should fit in the hidden pocket in my trousers. “Thanks.”

      “No worries.” Jay leans on the back of the chair. “Are … are you okay, Aleesha?”

      The question and the concern in his voice surprise me. I stand and tuck the lockbox under my arm. “Yeah. I’m fine.” I hesitate, and then hold out the pack of blue pills. “Take two of these. They’re anti-infection pills.” I eye the trickle of blood on his chest. “And make sure you keep those wounds clean.”

      Jay shrugs. “They’re just scratches.”

      Irritation flares inside me. “And you know how many people have died from infected scratches out here.” God, sometimes it feels like talking to a kid.

      A flash of anger crosses Jay’s face. “Weren’t you leavin’?”

      He walks over to the door and yanks it open.

      I follow him, but then remember what else I needed to talk to him about. I take a deep breath. “I saw Samson leaving here the other night.”

      Jay’s face darkens. “And?”

      “He’s working for the government, Jay. I saw him inside the government headquarters, talking to the President.”

      Jay’s eyes widen. “What were you doing in t—”

      “That doesn’t matter. He was there.”

      He shakes his head. “You’re wrong. Samson doesn’t work with the government. It must have been someone else.”

      “Did you take those people off Cleaning watch as he asked? Is that why no one got the warning about the Metz attack in Rose Square?”

      The gangs keep a watch out for the Metz. It’s part of an unwritten deal. We protect the people, warn them if it looks like a Cleaning’s about to take place so they have time to get out. In return, they give us money and food. And don’t complain when things occasionally get out of hand.

      Anger flashes in his eyes. I’ve hit a nerve. “There was nothing we could do to warn people. Everything happened too quickly.”

      “No one was on watch, were they? Because Samson told you to take them off. How many people died today because of that?”

      Jay takes a step toward me, his fists clenched at his side. “Samson knows what he’s doing. He’s working for the benefit of Outsiders.” The words trip off his tongue as if he’s repeating what someone’s told him. Perhaps he is.

      I glare up at him. “Really? So, what’s he doing to stop the Metz?” I step forward and jab my finger into the firm muscle of his chest. It’s a stupid move. I’m goading him to lose his temper. And when Jay loses his temper, he can get violent. But I’m so angry that I don’t care. “You need to stand up to him, Jay. The people out there are angry, can’t you see? Angry and afraid. And I bet once they’ve licked their wounds, they’ll be wondering why none of the gangs warned ’em that the Metz were coming. It’s our job to protect them!”

      “Our job?”

      A fleck of spit lands on my cheek.

      “Our job? I don’t see you doing anything to help. Just keep your nose out of my business, Aleesha. It’s nothing to do with you anymore.”

      “But the Snakes …”

      “I don’t remember you takin’ that much interest in the gang before,” he retorts. “Go and find another gang to tag along with, if any will have you. That’s what you usually do, isn’t it? Switch to another gang when you get bored of one? So much for loyalty.”

      He gives me a shove and I stumble from the room. The door slams in my face.

      I raise my fist to bang on it but manage to stop myself. Instead, I press my forehead against the cold wall and take a deep breath in an attempt to hold back the tears pricking my eyes.

      He’s right, of course. But how else was I supposed to survive out here? It was either that or be on the streets or at the mercy of the pimps who hang around down by the river. One run-in with them was enough.

      I walk slowly down the stairs, tapping my fingers against the cracked grey wall. Jay’s in deeper than I thought. And if the other gang leaders that Samson’s got control over are the same, the gangs will do nothing to protect people from further Metz attacks. Perhaps this time the Chain have got it right. If you get rid of the Metz, the killing will stop. The Cleanings will stop. And the government will have to listen to the people.
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        * * *

      

      I head for my rooftop via Rose Square. Metz officers guard the streets up to the square, stopping anyone from going past, and there’s a faint smell of smoke in the air that reminds me of the aftermath of a Cleaning. I wonder if it’s rubbish in the streets they’re burning or bodies.

      I wonder how many people have died today.

      Hobies huddle in groups, keeping a wary eye out in case the Metz move in. A scruffy kid steps out in front of me, his hands held up and a sullen, pleading expression on his face. Out of the corner of my eye, I see a woman watching us. I pull the packet of pink pills from my pocket and place it carefully in his hand to hide the chit underneath.

      “Vitamin pills. They’re good for you.”

      The woman’s eyes narrow. The boy gives me a shifty smile. “Thanks, missus.” He pockets the pills then shoves his hand inside his thin jacket, apparently to scratch an itch.

      I pat him on the shoulder and head off down the street, wondering if his minder will find the chit. Perhaps not. He seemed a smart kid.

      Lost in thought, I wander down to the river. The tide is out and a few early flies flit over the stinking mud. In summer, the flies and the stench are unbearable, and only the scavengers who scrape a living from what the tide brings in come this close to the water.

      You need to find this officer again.

      Katya’s words. Easy for her to say. Hundreds of Metz officers, all identical, and I’m supposed to pick the right one? With the small risk of them arresting me as soon as their scanners pick up who I am.

      I realize my brows are knitted together. Turn that frown upside down. The corner of my mouth twitches. It had been one of my mother’s favourite sayings. She would place a finger at each corner of my mouth and turn it up, or, if I was being particularly stubborn, tickle me until my frown turned into a laugh.

      If we get rid of the Metz, the killing will stop. We need to find out more about them. How they work. Who they are.

      Something is niggling at me. Some memory that’s important. Something to do with the Metz. It lurks at the back of my consciousness in a pool of other thoughts and memories, but every time I try to tug it out, it sinks deeper into the murk. I close my eyes and let my mind wander, flitting from memory to memory and most definitely not focusing on that one. Then, like a boat brought in on the tide, it comes to me …

      I had been in the southern part of Four, scouting out the area around the concrete jungle: the big mass of rubble and junk that for some reason the government has never cleared. It’s one of the rougher areas and usually pretty quiet. Even the hobies stay away. Rounding the corner of a street, I nearly ran headlong into the huge black figure of a Metz officer who was standing stock-still in the middle of the road.

      I stumbled backward around the corner, my heart beating so loud I thought it would be heard a mile away. But the officer didn’t seem to notice I was there. Which was odd. So, I hung around, straining my ears to find out what was going on.

      “I have been ordered to bring you back. You must come with me.” The gravelly tones of the Metz officer were almost a whisper.

      “Please, just let me be. I promise no one will ever know.” A man’s voice. “Just tell them I’m dead. That you killed me while I was trying to evade capture.”

      A hesitation. Then the officer spoke again. “You will come with me.”

      “No!” A scream of pain. I turned to leave but something stopped me. The terror in the man’s voice, perhaps, that made me think that whatever awaited him was worse than death.

      I picked up half a brick from the floor and threw it at the officer. It bounced off his helmet, but he turned and began to move toward me, dragging a pale, whimpering figure along the ground.

      “Stay out of this.”

      I stood my ground, but more because my legs were weak with fear than out of bravery. “No. Let him go.”

      The officer reached for its weapon, then paused. It released its grip on the pale figure and turned its head, as if responding to a shout. But the street was silent. I bent down and picked up the other half of the brick. But the officer glanced once more at the man on the ground, turned and ran back up the road as if it were being chased by an army.

      I crouched down by the man. He was wearing a long, ragged coat and a thermal hat. I reached out to grasp his shoulder, but he flinched and held up an arm to ward me off.

      “Hey, it’s okay. It’s gone.”

      He looked up at me and I reeled back in shock. It was like the colour had been drained out of him. As if he were a ghost or something. His eyes were the palest blue and ringed by white eyelashes that were almost invisible against his skin. His eyebrows were white too, but he didn’t look old. His skin was smooth and youthful. A pink blush infused his face with colour and he looked down at the ground.

      “Thank you. I am in your debt.”

      The phrase was oddly formal. His accent wasn’t from this part of the city either. More like an Insider’s accent. The man tried to get to his feet but collapsed back to the ground, clutching his side with a whimper of pain. I reached down to help him up. “Come on, I’ll see you home.”

      His home turned out to be the concrete jungle. I didn’t think that anyone actually lived there, but he directed me to a small passageway that seemed to lead into the heart of the rubble.

      “You live here?”

      The man nodded and began to crawl into the entrance way. “Wait!” I called after him. “What’s your name?”

      His teeth flashed white in the darkness as he turned to look at me. “Giles.”

      A cawing seagull lands a few feet away, pulling me out of the memory. Dusk is falling, the sun hidden by thick cloud. No sunset tonight.

      Giles. He knows something about them.

      It’s not far to the concrete jungle. I’ve only been here a couple of times since that night I helped Giles home. Once to call in the favour he owed me, when I got him to show me and Trey the entrance to the old underground tunnels, and again when we went back through the tunnels to break into the government headquarters.

      The loose piles of concrete blocks and rubble are treacherous, and more than once I have to put out a hand to stop myself falling. At one point, I dislodge a small pile of stones that rattle down to the ground. The noise is loud in the still night air. Unlike most parts of Area Four, the jungle is strangely quiet. I guess no one really comes here.

      Finally, I reach the rough square opening that I think is Giles’s home. “Giles? Are you there? It’s me, Aleesha.”

      But I’m met with silence. I wait a minute and call again. I’m about to venture into the dark when a hiss stops me short.

      “Aleeeesha?” He sounds wary.

      “Yes. Can I come in?” I glance back over my shoulder nervously. Perched on the edge of the rubble, I feel exposed to whoever may be looking.

      There’s a grunt, which I take as a yes. I scoot inside the entrance to the tunnel but it’s so small that I end up with my back curled against one wall and my legs pressed against the other.

      How can anyone live in a place like this?

      A slight scuffle to my right is the only warning I have before Giles’s white skeletal face appears in front of me. He leans in to inspect me and a shiver runs down my spine. He is such a freak. I chide myself for the thought. No more a freak than any other person out here.

      I fumble in my backpack and pull out the protein bars and some dried jerky I’d managed to buy on my way here. Parting with it is hard, particularly as my stomach is screaming out for food. But if this is what it takes to get Giles to talk, so be it.

      His eyes widen. “For me?”

      I nod but hold the packets away from his outstretched hand. “If you can help me with some information.”

      Giles rocks back on his heels and I realize that the part of the tunnel he’s in is much higher. Although the entrance way is narrow, it must open up to a larger space.

      “What information?” he asks warily.

      “Information about the Metz.”

      There’s a low hiss followed by silence.

      “You know something about them, don’t you? How they’re controlled?”

      Another pause. “Why do you want to know?”

      I let out a breath. He does know something. But how to get him to speak …?

      “There was a huge fight in Rose Square today. I was with some kids and we were cornered by a Metz officer. He was going to take us in – that’s what he was supposed to do. But instead, he let us go. And I remembered when I first saw you. When the Metz officer was attacking you—”

      “He wasn’t attacking me!” Giles’s voice is sharp. Somehow, I’ve touched a nerve. “He was trying to take me back.”

      “To take you back where?”

      He doesn’t answer but I sense him moving closer to me. His leg brushes mine. I’d expect him to stink as much as any street hobie, but his odour is faint and slightly musky. Not at all unpleasant.

      “What do you want, with this officer?”

      “I just want to understand. I … I’ve always thought they were monsters. But he bled, just like a man. So are they people? Or machines?”

      Giles hesitates for a moment before speaking. “They are both. When a recruit passes the tests to become an officer, a chip is implanted in their brain. It dampens their emotions. They no longer feel hurt or pain, or love or joy. It means they can focus on their training. Their job.”

      “Their job? To kill people?”

      Giles shakes his head. “To uphold the law.” There’s a wistful note in his voice. His eyes seem to glow in the dark as he stares past me at the tunnel wall.

      “And the chip is what controls them?”

      “When they put on the suits.”

      Suits? “You mean the armour?”

      “Yes. The chip at the back of the neck connects to the suit. It’s like a second skin, amplifying their ability to fight and move. And messages can be sent directly to officers from the captains.”

      “So the captain controls each officer’s actions?”

      Another hiss. I sense he is considering how much to tell me and whether he can trust me, so I sit and wait in silence until he is ready. It’s odd. When he talks about the Metz, his speech becomes less disjointed and more … normal. Less hissing too.

      “Things happen instantaneously,” he says eventually. “If I told you to do something then your ears would hear the instruction and send that to your brain, which would then process it and decide whether to carry out the action or not. Inside the suit, the instruction goes directly to the brain and the body acts. There is no pause for decision-making.”

      “So, they are like machines?”

      A clawed hand grips my arm. His fingernails dig into my skin and I bite back a cry. I pull my arm away, but his grip is tight. “Not machines,” he hisses.

      “Okay, okay, not machines.” What’s his problem?

      Giles appears satisfied and removes his hand. I rub my skin, trying to get the circulation back into my arm.

      “So, if they can only be controlled when they’re in the suits, what happens when they take them off?”

      “They only remove their suits when in the main compound. It is forbidden to remove them anywhere else, and when you are in the suit you would not even think to remove it. When they take their suits off, all memories of what happened outside the compound are left behind.”

      I stare at him in amazement. “They don’t remember anything of what happened Outside? They wouldn’t remember if they’d killed people?”

      Giles doesn’t answer.

      “So if this officer chose to go against the order to capture me and the children. If he decided to let us go, does that mean his chip is faulty?”

      “Perhaps … Or perhaps he is stronger than the system. There were always a few officers who didn’t respond fully to the implant. They sometimes retained memories of what happened when they were outside the compound.”

      Stronger than the system.

      I can sense the tension the air. He wants me gone. But I have to know more. “How do you know so much about this? Were you … in the Metz?” My disbelief comes through in my voice. I can’t imagine this small pathetic creature ever being as large and strapping as the Metz officers.

      The question seems to anger him, and he pulls back further into the dark tunnel, hissing. “You should go now, Aleeeesha.” He emphasizes each word in turn and elongates the vowels in my name.

      “I-I’m sorry.” I hold out the food to him. “Here you go.” I stretch my arm out into the dark and feel a hand close around the bars.

      His face appears, suddenly so close that I pull back in alarm. “Why do you want to know all this, Aleesha? Are you trying to hurt people?”

      “N-no! We’re trying to help people. If we can take down the Metz, that will help people.”

      He cocks his head to one side and looks at me sadly. “The Metz are people too.”

      “Who controls them? Who controls the Metz?”

      But Giles is gone and I’m left talking to the empty darkness.
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      Bryn rushes into Abby’s kitchen, his face thunderous. “What the hell have you done?”

      I glance up in surprise, the plectrum falling from my hand to clatter on the hard, tiled floor.

      “The news broadcast. It was you, wasn’t it? Those files you found in the government basement?” Bryn strides over to me, his boots leaving a trail of mud on the floor. I shrink back as his piercing blue eyes bore into me, suddenly afraid. But he sighs and runs a hand through his dirty blond hair streaked with grey. “I’m sorry, Trey. Just … What were you thinking?”

      My hands shake as I stand and gently rest the guitar against the wall. “We thought … I thought that if we told people the truth about what had happened, they would insist on change. The government may not listen to Outsiders, but they’d have to listen to Insiders.”

      Bryn walks over to the window and stares out. His fingers drum a regular rhythm on the pane like he can’t keep still, even for a minute.

      “Do you not think people already realize that there’s something wrong with this society? But that they accept it?”

      I stare at him in disbelief. “No! I didn’t realize there was anything wrong. What we get taught in school—”

      “What you get taught in school is a load of rubbish.” Bryn thumps his fist against the pane. “Look, Trey, I know your parents kept you hidden away from all this. That you’ve not spent much time in London. But other people? People who live here? They’re not blind or stupid. They’re smart – they’re genetically engineered to be smart. They can’t not know that there’s something wrong when a goddamn lethal barrier surrounds them.”

      “When you’ve grown up with something, when that’s the way things have always been, do you always question it?”

      I turn with a start. Abby stands in the door to the hallway, a pile of neatly folded bandages in her arms. “You have a different perspective on things, Bryn, because you’ve grown up elsewhere. You’ve seen what other societies are like. You’re forgetting that we have no communication from outside London. Nothing is allowed in or out without the government’s say-so. And it’s been a couple of generations since the Great Flood. Most people don’t remember that time, or if they do, all they remember is the bad stuff. The wars and the famine, everything that led to the Wall being put up in the first place.”

      I stare at her in surprise. “You know all this?”

      Abby shrugs, puts the linen down on the kitchen table and opens a cupboard. She starts neatly stacking the piled bandages on a shelf. “I was the one who asked all the questions at school, Trey. I felt something was wrong, but I couldn’t work out what it was. When I met Bryn and the others from the Chain, everything started to become clear. I didn’t know all the details of this Population Regulation Act they’re talking about, but it’s not surprising.”

      “There you see!” I wave my arm in Abby’s direction. “Some people get it!”

      Bryn throws his arms up. “Yeah, because everyone’s like Abby. How many Insiders do you see who’ve given up everything to live a shitty existence Outside just to help people?” He glares at Abby as if his gaze could lift her up and plonk her back Inside the Wall. A faint blush rises under her olive skin, but she stares down at her hands, neatening the corners of a perfectly folded square of fabric.

      Bryn takes a step toward her then pauses and returns to the window. He lets out a big breath. “Look, all I’m saying is that not everyone is like Abby. And once she got involved in the Chain, she had more information than most. She’s right, people don’t know what’s going on outside this country. They don’t know the situation is wrong because they’ve never experienced anything else.”

      “Isn’t that why we should tell them?” I ask. My fingers curl into fists and I have a sudden urge to slam my hand down onto the table.

      Bryn doesn’t seem to hear me. “The government,” he continues, “they know this situation is wrong. But they’re the ones who’ve got the most to lose by changing it.” He sighs. “Look, Trey. I know why you did what you did. All I’m saying is, you should have come to me first with this information.”

      “I did!” I’m shouting, but I don’t care. Maybe if I shout someone will finally listen. “I did mention the papers to you and Millicent and Murdoch. And you told me they didn’t matter. That they weren’t important. Because your plan was so much better. Except it didn’t work, did it?”

      Anger flashes in Bryn’s eyes. “Now wait a minute—”

      “No, you wait! You keep telling me that the Chain is trying to create an equal society. That you’re going to make things right in the city. But when I actually have some information that could help with that, you just ignore me. You don’t care about any of this, do you? You talk about doing all this stuff, but when it comes down to it you don’t actually do anything!”

      I lean on the table, panting.

      “For god’s sake, Trey! Will you stop being so naive? When it comes down to it, people are self-interested creatures. They may believe in what’s right or wrong, but their first priority is self-preservation.” He snorts. “Though you seem to be the exception to that rule. First, you throw away the future your father and I gave you. Then, rather than waiting for the fuss to die down, you just go and give the government another reason to come after you. Honestly, sometimes I wonder if you really are my son. You don’t seem to have inherited my survival instinct!”

      Tears prick my eyes and I gulp them back. It doesn’t matter what he thinks. I don’t care. He’s not my real father anyway.

      “You’re wrong! You just think the worst of everyone. You don’t even give people a chance to do the right thing.” I push past him toward the back door.

      “Trey, wait. I’m sorry—”

      The door slams behind me, cutting off his words. Tears blur my vision as I stumble toward the back gate. I just need to prove him wrong.
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        * * *

      

      I know the quickest way to the Wall by now. Once Inside, I walk quickly along the deserted streets, inhaling the clean air. I’d never really appreciated how lucky we were to have air that smells of, well, nothing. Or at least, nothing offensive. Though the foul-smelling air Outside doesn’t choke me as much as it used to. Perhaps the stench of filth, rotting garbage and all the other unpleasant smells that linger in the streets have dampened my senses.

      The screens that line the buildings are all showing the news. A crowd has formed in one of the squares and I tag onto the back of it to listen to what the President has to say. A light drizzle gives me an excuse to keep my hood up, hiding my face and hair from whatever cameras may be watching.

      The newsreader is giving the President a grilling about the contents of the “secret papers”, as they’re calling them. But the President is dismissive. He seems to have an explanation for everything, and when it comes to the co-tronkpretine question, he just cuts the newsreader off mid-sentence, accusing him of sensationalising news to take attention away from the real work the government are doing to help people living Outside the Wall.

      Around me, there are murmurs of agreement. People begin to dissipate and I move with them, not wanting to be left alone, staring at the screens.

      Was Bryn right? Are they just going to ignore this? Do they want to be blind?

      I wander the streets, searching the faces I pass for some sign that people are bothered by the news. That they’re going to do something about it. But it seems like life Inside carries on as normal. That they don’t know – or care – about the events Aleesha had described in Rose Square. That the world Outside the Wall doesn’t exist to them.

      Perhaps they’re not the people I thought they were.

      I perch on the edge of a narrow blue bench in a small leafy square lined with boutique shops and cafés. It’s one of the more peaceful squares and I know it well. Ella used to bring me here when she was charged with looking after me. We would sit inside her favourite café and watch the people crossing the square, making up stories about their lives.

      I lean forward, resting my elbows on my knees, and rub my eyes. I feel overwhelmed. There’s too much going on. Things aren’t going as planned. Bryn’s mad at me, Katya’s ignoring what we’ve done and has some crazy plan to take over the Metz, and Aleesha … Our fight’s been nagging at me ever since I returned to Abby’s. I don’t have anything to apologize for, but still, it feels like there’s something … unfinished. As if I’ve hurt her somehow.

      A bird lands on the arm of the bench, cocks its head as if assessing whether I’m a source of food or danger, and hops down to the ground beside my feet. It pecks at some crumbs left by the previous occupant. It makes me smile.

      There aren’t any birds Outside, at least not ones like this. Its bright blue wings are folded back against its cream belly as it hops around unafraid. A lump grows in my throat. I miss living here. Inside. Miss the fresh air and the smell of the flowers. Even in winter, green plants and trees line the streets and hang down from the balconies of the many apartment blocks. Outside, everything is grey and muddy.

      I jerk my head up at a familiar laugh.

      Ella.

      She’s walking arm in arm with a tall, lean man with light brown hair that flops over his face. When they reach the coffee shop I’ve been watching for the past twenty minutes, she stops and says something to him. He bends down to kiss her lightly on the lips, then walks away as she pushes the door open.

      Ella has a boyfriend?

      But I guess she could have had a hundred boyfriends for all I know. Even before I went on the run, we’d only really spent holidays together. And in recent years, since Ella started work, they had been short holidays. Even though she’s my sister, I know little about what goes on in her life.

      I get to my feet and walk over to wait outside the café. A few minutes later, she exits, walking right past me, her heels clicking on the paving slabs.

      “Ella?”

      She freezes and turns around. But her eyes pass over me again. I sigh and step forward, pushing the hood back. Her face relaxes into a smile.

      “Darwin!” Three neat steps and she’s pulling me into a hug. “It’s good to see you.”

      She steps back, frowning, and casts a worried look around the square. “But what are you doing here?” She lowers her voice to a whisper. “What if someone sees you?”

      I pull my hood back up and shrug. “It’s okay. I’m careful. Can you call me Trey?”

      Darwin is my first name and, until recently, the name everyone knew me by. Darwin Trey Goldsmith. But Bryn told me to drop it. Said it made me sound like an Insider. Which it does, of course. I’ve got so used to Trey that it sounds odd to be called anything else.

      Ella gives a wry smile. “Okay then, Trey.” She holds out her cup to me. “Hot chocco. Would you like some?”

      I nod and take a sip of the hot, sweet liquid. It explodes in my mouth and coats my tongue in a rich, creamy froth. “Mmm.”

      “Do you remember that time there was snow on the hills in Wales? And Martha made us hot chocco as a treat?”

      I nod. It got cold in Wales during the winter – much colder than London. I’d spent most of the time I wasn’t at school at our family’s tumbling-down house that was nestled between steep hills and only accessible by pod. Martha was the nanny bot who’d looked after us when we were kids. Ella used to love tricking her and sneaking out of the house. I was young the year we had snow, but Ella had dragged me out into the hills. We’d spent all day outside and were freezing by the time we’d returning to a frantic Martha who was on the verge of activating her emergency protocol and calling in a search team.

      “This is better than hers,” I say, taking another sip and handing back the cup.

      “They get the good stuff. It’s almost real chocolate,” Ella replies.

      We turn and walk up the street. “How are they?” I ask. I don’t need to specify who.

      Ella sighs. “Okay, I guess. Father isn’t great. He’s working too hard. And we’re having to move …”

      “Move?” My head snaps up. “Where to?”

      “Just a few streets away. We can’t afford the apartment since Father got demoted, even with my pay coming in. Fortunately, Mother knew a family looking for a bigger place and we managed to swap.”

      My fault. The lingering sweetness of the chocco turns sickly in my mouth.

      Ella squeezes my arm. “It’s not your fault, Dar— Trey,” she says quietly. “Besides, the new place is quite cute really.”

      I stare at the ground. Guilt twists my gut. Of course it’s my fault. If I hadn’t been born, they’d all be a happy family. Dad, Mum, Anabel and Ella. Father would still be a government minister and Anabel wouldn’t have been banished to another country.

      “Is … is Father around?” I ask.

      “He’s probably still at work.” Ella checks the band on her wrist. “Actually, he may be just leaving. He tends to walk home nowadays. We can probably catch him if we hurry.”

      “Do you not need to go back to the office?” I glance at her in surprise.

      “No. I was in early today and they probably won’t notice I’m gone anyway.”

      She smiles and tucks her arm through mine. “Come on.”

      We walk for about twenty minutes until we get to an area I recognize, just around the corner from our home. Or what was my home. It all looks so familiar. Everything is just the same. As if nothing has changed. I guess in here, it hasn’t.

      “There he is.” Ella points across the street. It takes me a moment to spot him. Bowed over, he looks shorter than I remember, and there’s more grey than brown in his hair. As we walk over I notice that one shoe is scuffed at the front. Is this the same man who refused to leave the house unless he looked immaculate? Can a few weeks change a person this much?

      He almost walks past us, seemingly oblivious to his surroundings.

      “F-father?”

      He starts and looks up, wild-eyed. “Darwin?” He peers under my hood.

      I sigh. “Trey, Dad. It’s Trey.”

      “You shouldn’t be here!” he hisses, looking around as if a Metz officer could jump out from behind the nearest lamp post.

      “I need to talk to you.”

      My father frowns and shakes his head. “Too dangerous,” he mutters. “They may be following me.”

      “The graveyard just up the road,” Ella whispers. “Let’s meet there.”

      We reconvene five minutes later in a small, ancient graveyard nestled between tall buildings. Father seems to visibly relax away from the bustle of the street. Does the President have people following him or is he just being paranoid?

      We sit in silence for a moment on a plastic bench that’s seen better days.

      My father breaks the silence. “Was it you?” he asks hoarsely.

      “Was what me?”

      He sighs. “You know what, Trey. The news reports. The President thinks you and that girl found something when you broke into the headquarters and went to the press.”

      I stay silent.

      My father bows his head and clenches his fists in his hair. “What were you thinking, Trey? Going to the press was a stupid idea. You don’t understand—”

      “No, you don’t understand!”

      “Keep your voice down,” Ella hisses, waving frantically.

      “You don’t understand,” I whisper. “This city is built on lies, and someone has to stand up for the truth. People have the right to know what happened. We’re a democracy, aren’t we?”

      My father’s face twists briefly into an expression I can’t read. He begins to massage his temples. “Releasing the information in that way was a bad idea. Now, Outsiders are fighting and Insiders are scared. No one trusts us. And if they don’t trust us, how can we help them?”

      Excuses. More excuses.

      “The drug – tronk – is it still being used today?”

      “I can’t answer that.”

      I snort. “That’s a yes then. But why would you keep feeding it to them? When you know what it’s doing? The papers I found just mention the possibility of long-term side effects. There must have been studies done since then …”

      My father nods. “There’s an ongoing monitoring program at the labs. And yes, there has been evidence that co-tronkpretine has a negative impact on brain function over time.”

      I try not to think about what goes on at the labs. “So why hasn’t it been banned?”

      “It has been brought up occasionally. I even raised it myself, ten years ago, and put a motion forward that we should consider banning it and focus on engineering better quality food.”

      “And?”

      “The President pulled me to one side and told me that if I didn’t withdraw the motion, I would be out of a job. I suspect that anyone else who’s raised objections got a similar response. There isn’t enough real food to feed everyone. And the two businesses who control the factory-produced food have significant influence over the government.”

      This is news to me. “What do you mean?”

      My father sighs. “I’ve told you all along, Trey, there are too many pieces of the puzzle you’re not aware of. You think of our society as simple, with simple problems and solutions, but it’s more like a multi-layered web: when you break one strand, you don’t know what the repercussions will be. There are two companies who deal with the production of factory food. They make everything apart from the government rations. And they’re the biggest employers in this city. They are more powerful than anyone. Even the government.” He looks down at his hands twisting in his lap. “The President has to keep them sweet. So the government rations citizens are given are … basic, to make people want to buy the better quality food that’s for sale.”

      “But that’s blackmail!” Ella’s face is a picture of shock.

      “Well, I’m not sure that word would go down too well with the President, but you’re correct.” My father smiles wryly. “And it certainly doesn’t help Outsiders. But when they have the power to cut off the food supply to the city …” He spreads his hands. “What can we do?”

      “Open up the borders,” I say slowly. “Why can’t we open up the borders to trade with other countries again? I know we screwed them over by not warning them of the Great Flood but that was years ago.”

      “I honestly don’t know, Trey. Foreign affairs weren’t really discussed at cabinet meetings. But if we go to them, we need to be in a position of strength, not begging for aid. The real solution would be a time-bound strategy to take down the Wall and support Outsiders to improve their prospects. But no government is brave enough to commit to that.”

      “Why not?” I ask.

      “Because we are a democracy.” He blows out a breath. “Outsiders may outnumber Insiders ten to one, but they don’t vote. If the government set out such a plan there would be a revolt. Many people – important people – wouldn’t stand for it. And I’m afraid they’re more influential than a handful of Outsiders.”

      I press my palms into my forehead. “So how is anything ever going to change?”

      “I gave up asking myself that a long time ago.”

      We sit in silence. Finally, Ella speaks. “I don’t think all Insiders would be happy if they knew this. Your generation perhaps, Father, but not ours. There’s so much hidden under the surface of what we’re told … so many lies.”

      My heart leaps and I smile at her. “Exactly! And you’re shown nothing in here of what really happens Outside. If people knew about the Metz attacks … that they murder children, babies, surely they couldn’t ignore that?”

      My father gives me a sad look and the hope that Ella’s comment inspired deflates like a popped balloon. “Insiders are just as scared of the Metz as Outsiders, Trey. And just having the conversation we’re having is enough to get us all dragged off for a life of hard labour on the Farms.” He glances up at the wall behind us.

      Are they really watching us? Listening to us, here?

      I lower my voice. “So if the Metz didn’t exist, people might act?”

      “What are you thinking, Trey?” Ella sounds troubled. “You can’t get rid of the Metz. No one can.”

      “Of course not.” My mind races. I lick my dry lips. “W-who’s in charge of them anyway?”

      “In charge of who?”

      “The Metz. There must be a commander in charge. Or a government minister?”

      My father gives me a suspicious glance. “Why do you want to know?”

      I look down at my hands. “Just curious. They’ve been chasing me for weeks. No one knows anything about them. Even whether they’re human or … well, something else. But they seem to behave as a pack, as if there’s a central person controlling all their moves. Like in a VR game or something.”

      “That’s very perceptive, Trey.” He looks impressed and a rare shiver of pride runs through me. “There are different layers of command, of course, but ultimately they lead back to the Metz Commander. He reports to the Secretary of State.”

      “I’ve never heard of the Metz Commander,” Ella says.

      “You won’t have done. He stays out of the spotlight. Completely out. Even when I was in charge of some of the Metz operations, I didn’t get to meet him. Only the Secretary of State and the President himself know who he is.”

      “You were in charge of Metz operations?” Another thing I didn’t know about my father’s work. But then, I guess I had never asked.

      “A long time ago. I worked in the department when I was a junior minister. Though I think things are run differently now.” He frowns. “Back then, ministerial authorization was required for any operation of significance. Now, I believe the Metz have a lot more autonomy. And the Metz Commander more power.”

      “So, if no one knows who he is, I guess he must live in the compound then?” I say slowly.

      My father gives me a sharp glance. “What do you know about the compound?”

      I shrug. “Only that it’s more heavily guarded than the government headquarters.”

      “That it is. And don’t get any ideas about trying to break in, Trey. At some point, your luck is going to run out.” His shoulders sag and he seems even older. “Please, just look after yourself. We can’t take any more …”

      Guilt twists my stomach as he trails off.

      At some point, your luck is going to run out.
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      I look up as the gate to Abby’s back yard swings open. Trey walks through and carefully closes the gate behind him. He turns and freezes when he sees me.

      His face is a carousel of changing emotions. Delight. Relief. Annoyance. Wariness. I get to my feet, my backside cold and numb from having sat too long on the stone step outside Abby’s kitchen door. It’s been two days since I stormed off and left him in the street. Two days of waiting for him to come and find me to apologize. Two days before I realized that he wouldn’t know where to start looking.

      “Uh … you’re here …” His voice trails off.

      I look down at my hands. They’re gripped together, my fingers twisting around one another, clenching and unclenching.

      Come on. This doesn’t have to be hard.

      I take a step toward him. “I was just coming to see Abby. Check that the kids got back to their father okay.”

      Trey glances away. “Sure.”

      “Well, I’ll be going.” My feet carry me toward the back gate.

      No! You came here to apologize. Don’t wimp out now.

      I pause and search for something to say. Anything to put off the moment. “You found your way back here okay, then? The other day?”

      I wince inwardly.

      Trey nods. “I’m getting to know some of the streets at least.” He reaches out a hand, then pauses and lets it fall back to his side. “Look, I’m—”

      “You’re getting to know your way around pretty good,” I interrupt. Why? Why interrupt? Why just not let him speak? “Umm … for an Insider.”

      That’s it, make it worse why don’t you?

      There’s a silence. I clear my throat. “Sorry, I didn’t mean it to sound like that.”

      I close my eyes and take a deep breath. When I open them, Trey is smiling. “It’s okay,” he says with a shrug. “I am still an Insider. Though in time, maybe I’ll become a hybrid.”

      “A hybrid?”

      “A mix of the two. Like you, right? Your mother was an Insider, so you’re at least part Insider, but you’ve spent all your life out here, which makes you an equal part Outsider.”

      “Hmm.” I hadn’t thought of it like that. Hybrid. I turn the new word over in my mind.

      We fall into silence. Trey takes a step forward and opens his mouth as if to speak, but then closes it again. We’re only a few paces apart now. One more step from each of us and we would be close enough to touch.

      You were the one who left him. You were the one in the wrong.

      “I—”

      “I’m …” He blushes. “You first.”

      Hesitantly, I step toward him and take a deep breath. “I’m sorry about the other day. I shouldn’t have stormed off on you like that. Or shouted at you. I was just upset, because of what happened in Rose Square. And the kids …”

      I stare at the worn stone underfoot. A solitary weed is trying to force itself up through a crack.

      “I’m sorry too,” Trey says quietly. “I shouldn’t have had a go at you. I still think what Katya did – taking that woman’s chip – was wrong, but I can also see why she might think it necessary.”

      I glance up at him, but he’s staring down at the weed too. “So … friends again, then?”

      He lifts his head and smiles at me. My stomach flutters. “Friends.”

      I let out a sigh of relief and smile weakly. “Great.”

      Another awkward silence.

      “Has Abby gone out?” Trey asks finally.

      “N-no. She’s in there with Bryn. I didn’t want to interrupt them. It sounded like they were having a bit of a heart to heart.”

      Trey raises an eyebrow. “You mean? Um …” He blushes again.

      I smile. “No, they weren’t kissing or anything. But from what I could hear through the door, I got the impression they didn’t want to be interrupted. They definitely like each other though, right?”

      “I think so. But Bryn’s as stubborn as an ass, and I think Abby’s worried he’ll run off again if she gets too close.”

      “As stubborn as a what?” Did I just hear that correctly?

      Trey laughs. “An ass. It’s a kind of donkey, I think. Though really, it’s just a phrase. A figure of speech. Anyway, Abby told me that they’d had a thing years ago. But then Bryn met my mother and fell in love with her instead …” The smile falls from his face. “If only he hadn’t. He and Abby might have had their own family. It’s obvious she wanted one – she loves kids. And my parents would have had a normal family too. Without me messing things up.”

      There’s a trace of bitterness in his final words and I reach out to touch his arm. “Hey, you can’t change what’s happened. Besides, I can’t see Bryn being the sort of person to settle down. If it hadn’t have been your mother, it would have been someone else.”

      He sighs heavily. “I guess so. So, what have you been up to anyway? Any news on the rogue officer?”

      “Not exactly.” I smile. “But I’ve managed to find out more about the Metz.”

      We perch on Abby’s back step and I update Trey on my conversation with Giles.

      “The albino guy? You think he was a Metz officer?” Trey stares at me and I can almost read his thoughts.

      “Not an officer, no. He’s not big enough. But he must have had something to do with them to know how they’re controlled.”

      “By the Commander …” Trey’s voice trails off and he stares out across the yard.

      “The Commander?”

      “The person who controls the Metz.” Trey turns to look at me. “I went to find my father.” He hesitates for a second and a flash of pain crosses his face. “He said it’s all secret. No one in government really knows what the Metz get up to. Only the Secretary of State and the President himself know who the Commander is. Which is kind of odd, don’t you think? That the cabinet don’t insist on knowing more?”

      Not if they don’t want to know. But I don’t say this. He’ll think I’m just being cynical again.

      “How is your father?” I ask cautiously.

      “Not good.” That flash of pain again. “H-he looks as if he’s aged fifty years. They’re having to leave their apartment and move to a smaller one. They can’t afford it anymore with his drop in wages. But it’s more than that. He just seems … lost. Like he’s given up on everything. And Ella … well, she’s still Ella, but I can tell she’s worried about him too.”

      “Ella’s your sister, right?”

      Trey nods. “Well, one of them. The one I grew up with. Anabel’s my older sister – the one I didn’t know existed.”

      It strikes me then what Trey’s gone through in the past few weeks. He’s been hunted by the Metz for being an illegal citizen, found out that his father isn’t his father, and his actual father is a commitment-phobic spy, that he has a sister he never knew existed and had a rather rapid introduction to the world Outside the Wall. And despite all that, he chose to risk his life and stay here rather than leave and go back to his old life.

      “I—”

      The door slams open behind us. “What are you two doing here?” Bryn looms over us.

      I stand and stretch. “Nothing.”

      “Just chatting,” Trey says at the same time.

      Bryn looks at us suspiciously. “Well, come in then. There’s no need to freeze your butts off out here.”

      He sounds positively jovial – for Bryn.

      “Would you like tea?” Abby smiles at us as we walk into the kitchen, her hand poised over the kettle. Her dark hair is brushed neatly back from her face, rather than being messily pulled into her usual braid, and her skin glows in the warm light of the lamp.

      Well, something’s changed.

      “Sure, tea would be great,” Trey says, walking over to sit down at the table. I join him and nod at Abby when she raises her eyebrows in my direction.

      “The children got back to their father. There’s a neighbour he mentioned who knows the … situation and is happy to help out.”

      It feels as though a weight has lifted from my shoulders; one I didn’t know I was carrying. “Thanks, Abby.” I smile at her. “I went to Underwood Road, to see if I could find their house, but I didn’t want to ask around, in case, well … you know.” In case I gave them away.

      “Their father came back yesterday. He left this for you.” She reaches into a cupboard and places an apple in front of me. A real apple. I pick it up and run my fingers over its smooth skin. There are a few wrinkles and it’s slightly soft, but it still has that wonderful sweet smell.

      It must have cost him a fortune. And when he needs all the money he can get for the kids.

      The thought causes tears to prick at my eyes, though I’m not sure why.

      “You’re supposed to eat it, not inhale it.” Bryn sounds amused. I open my eyes and catch him staring at me.

      “Yeah, sure.” I almost drop the apple back on the table.

      “Here you go. If you want to eat it now, that is.” Abby slides a knife across the table to me.

      My stomach definitely wants to eat it. It’s gurgling away as if there’s a four-course meal in front of me, not one apple. Carefully I cut the apple into quarters and place one in front of everyone. It takes a lot of willpower.

      “No, Aleesha, it’s yours.” Abby tries to push her portion back, but I stop her.

      “Eat it. It’s not often we get fruit out here, right?” I lift my quarter up but they’re still staring at me and suddenly my stomach feels tight and uncomfortable and not like it wants to eat at all. “Please,” I whisper. “I don’t often get to give something back.”

      I stare down at the table so they can’t see my cheeks flush.

      “Thank you,” Trey says quietly. I hear the crunch as he takes a bite. “Mmm, it’s delicious. We had apple trees at the house in Wales, you know.”

      I appreciate his attempt to move the conversation on. Abby picks up on it, asking what they did with them, and Trey talks about apple cakes and juice and something called cider until everyone’s eyes are off me and I can eat my apple in peace.

      I lick the last of the sweet juice off my fingers, trying to memorize the taste.

      “Have you seen anything of your rogue officer, Aleesha?” Bryn’s voice breaks into my thoughts. I don’t bother asking how he knows. Trey must have told him. Or Katya, perhaps.

      “No.” I hesitate. “Though I managed to find out some more about how the Metz work.”

      “Oh?”

      I repeat what I told Trey on the step outside. Bryn’s forehead furrows and he stares at the wall behind me, seemingly lost in thought.

      “Interesting,” he says finally. “Very interesting.” He turns to me. “And you don’t know anything more about this Giles fellow? Who he is or where he comes from?”

      I shake my head. “There are rumours about him in Four. That he’s an outcast from Inside. A mutant. That something went wrong with his genetic enhancements.”

      Bryn snorts. “What, because he’s an albino? That’s just a chance occurrence – it’s a genetic abnormality, but a natural one. You come across a few of them in every country.”

      “The poor man,” Abby says. “People here wouldn’t understand that.”

      “Of course, because you have no understanding of the world beyond Britannia. No communication with other people or cultures …” He checks himself and smiles wryly. “Sorry, you’ll get me started again.”

      “What I don’t understand,” I say slowly, “is how this chip thing works. Is it like the chips in your arm? But how can it be used to make you forgot what you’ve done? Or to stop you feeling?”

      Trey frowns. “We were taught something about it in class. Not about the Metz, obviously, more about the principles of how technology can be used to repair damaged brains. Like when people have strokes and stuff.” He looks shamefaced. “I’m afraid I don’t remember much of it though. It was pretty technical.”

      “Well, I’ll update Katya tomorrow.” Bryn glances over at me. “Unless you want to tell her yourself?”

      I shake my head. The further I can stay away from her the better.

      Outside, the light is starting to fade. The days are getting longer, but winter doesn’t want to release its grip on the city just yet. A gentle patter starts up on the window. Rain. Great.

      “You’ll stay here tonight, Aleesha.” I jerk my head up but Abby smiles, softening the statement. “I’m afraid Bernie’s still in the front room – he’s not well enough to go home – so you’ll have to bunk in with Trey again.”

      “Fine.”

      I can almost feel Trey blush beside me.

      “I’d better go and see how Bernie’s doing, actually. He seems to be pulling through, though I’m not sure how – I thought that stomach wound would see him off for sure.” She picks up a bowl of hot water and heads for the door.

      We spend the evening talking and eating. Bryn tells us some stories of the countries he’s been to. He’s a good storyteller, and if I close my eyes I can almost imagine the spicy smells of the markets in Morocco and the snow-topped peaks of the Alps. They sound part of a different world.

      Abby plays the guitar for us and I’m surprised to find that Trey can play too. His fingers fumble on the strings a little, and he’s not as practised as Abby, but the music is so beautiful that it stirs something inside me and makes my throat tighten so much that I can barely breathe, and I have to leave the room and plug my ears with my fingers to block it out.

      Later, as I lie in Trey’s narrow bed, staring up at the cracked ceiling, I realize what that feeling was. It’s not a feeling I have a word for, but it’s the comfort and happiness you get from being in a place that feels like home, mingled with the sadness that comes from the knowledge that it’s not, and never will be, home.

      Outside, the rain is hammering on the window, and I’m glad I’m not up on my roof tonight. It would be cold and miserable up there. Alone.

      Don’t get used to it. It won’t last.

      I sigh. As if reading my mind, Trey’s voice trickles up from the floor. “Where have you been staying, these past nights?”

      “On my roof.”

      “Your roof?”

      “I’ll show you tomorrow.”

      Now, why did I say that? I’ve never taken anyone up there before. Apart from Lily. And that was only because there was nowhere else for her to stay.

      A pause. “Aleesha, can you teach me how to fight?”

      To fight? I prop myself up on one elbow and look down at him. “Sure, I can try. But why?”

      His face is pale, but it’s too dark to read the expression on it. “I need to learn. In case you’re not around to babysit me.”

      I can hear the smile in his voice.

      “Okay, well when you’re aching and bruised all over, remember, you asked for it.”

      I fall back on the pillow and close my eyes, tiredness suddenly overwhelming me.

      “Night, Aleesha.”

      “Night, Trey.”
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      The streets in Area Four are ankle deep in water. My boots are waterproof, thank heavens, but I tiptoe through, trying not to splash any of the filthy water up my legs. Aleesha seems less concerned. I make a mental note to speak to Bryn about getting some knee-length boots.

      Any dry patch of land is occupied. Hobies crouch in doorways and on benches and old fountains, but there isn’t enough space for all of them. The unlucky ones stand, huddled beneath thin cloaks and blankets. Occasionally, someone reaches out a skeletal limb toward us, begging for food, money or tronk.

      In the end, I just look straight ahead. The thin porridge Abby had given us for breakfast sits heavy in my stomach and guilt creates a tight lump in my throat that makes it hard to breathe. If I don’t look at them, part of me can forget they’re there.

      But that’s the problem, isn’t it? People don’t want to see them, don’t want to know they’re there. I’m as bad as any other Insider.

      I nearly run into Aleesha’s back when she stops abruptly. “Wh—”

      She waves her hand to shush me. I follow her gaze to a young man who’s swaggering up the street, his arm looped over the shoulder of a pretty brown-haired girl a year or two older than me. His hair is cropped close to his skull and he’s well-muscled, for an Outsider.

      The girl says something to him and he laughs and smiles down at her. Then he spots us and the smile twists into an ugly frown. My mouth goes suddenly dry and I take a step back.

      “Let’s go,” Aleesha mutters under her breath.

      But the street is narrow here and the depth of the water forces us into the middle, toward the couple. Aleesha stops again. She folds her arms and adopts a casual slouch, but as her arm brushes mine I can feel her trembling, though whether it’s from fear or anger I don’t know.

      “Aleesha,” the man says.

      “Jay.”

      Oh, so this is the ex-boyfriend. I look at him again, more warily this time. Pale scars crisscross the black tattoos that wind up his arms and around his neck.

      “Who’s your friend?” Jay smirks and the hairs on the back of my neck bristle.

      “None of your business,” Aleesha snaps. They stare at each other for a moment and I’m reminded of two dogs circling each other, deciding if it’s worth their effort to fight. “Are you going to let us pass?” she says finally.

      Jay seems slightly taken aback. “Yeah, whatever.” He steps to one side, tugging the girl after him. She narrows her eyes but doesn’t say anything. As we walk past them, I feel a splash of water hit my leg. I turn to see Jay give me a mocking grin.

      I attempt a scowl but suspect I just look stupid. Turning, I follow Aleesha down the street.

      Five minutes later, Aleesha turns into a narrow alleyway and pauses. “Here we are.”

      I look up. The building in front of us is one of the tallest around. “How do we get up?”

      Aleesha flashes me a smile. “Follow me.”

      She hoists herself up through an empty window frame and reaches down a hand. I take a deep breath. Got to learn to do this for yourself, boy. Besides, climbing is one of the few physical activities I’m half-decent at. I curl my fingers over the crumbling concrete lip and pull myself up and over, into the building.

      The route up to the roof is convoluted. We go up a staircase that seems half-derelict for a few floors, then through an empty apartment and out onto a small terrace. Then up a ladder, in through another window and up another staircase until we appear to reach a dead end. Aleesha pulls over a rusted chair and stands on it, reaching up above her head. A moment later, she pushes open a trapdoor and hoists herself up.

      “This way,” she calls down.

      I pull myself up, my muscles protesting at the effort, and sigh as I see her already waiting by another ladder on the far side of the roof.

      “Fasten it behind you,” Aleesha says before starting up the rusted rungs.

      Finally, we reach the top. A flat roof stretches out, about thirty metres long and twenty-five wide. In the centre is a small, ramshackle building with a corrugated iron roof that looks like it’s seen better days.

      “What do you think of the view?” Aleesha calls. She spreads her arms wide and spins around, gazing up at the sky.

      I rest my hands on my knees, panting. No wonder she’s fit if she comes up here a lot. When I’ve caught my breath, I stand and look about. We’re above most of the surrounding rooftops, which are littered with black solar panels and lightning rods. The Wall looms behind them, and from up here you can see the tops of the tall glass towers Inside peeping over it.

      “It’s amazing!” I walk to the stone parapet that lines the roof and force myself to look down. I immediately regret it. Miniature people move along the narrow streets far, far below. Closing my eyes, I swallow and take a step back.

      “Careful.” Aleesha grips my shoulder. “The parapet isn’t all that solid in places.”

      I stumble backward and open my eyes. Ten paces away, part of the parapet has crumbled away completely.

      “Come on.” Aleesha walks over to the small building. There doesn’t appear to be a door, which is odd. Why build something you can’t get inside? The roof extends on one side, creating a sheltered area between the brick walls, at the back of which is a small pile of folded blankets and clothes.

      I stop dead. “You’ve been living up here?”

      “Sometimes,” she replies defensively. “It’s safe up here and not too cold. In the summer,” she adds as an afterthought.

      A gust of wind rattles the iron roof. I don’t know what to say. Given the alternative – joining the hobies on the street – I can see why she would come up here, but to spend cold, wet nights up here alone … I really lucked out, finding Abby.

      “You’re the first person I’ve brought up here, apart from Lily,” Aleesha says, almost shyly.

      Lily? “You brought Lily up here?” I look back toward the ladder leading down from the roof. “How?”

      She laughs. “It wasn’t easy. But she was a tough little thing.” She waves at the floor beneath the overhanging roof. “Would you like a seat? Or shall we get started?”

      I eye the dusty concrete floor. “Let’s just start, shall we?”

      “Sure.” She kneels and rummages under the blankets.

      “Do you miss him?” The words spill from my lips before I can stop them. I bite my lip, instantly regretting my outburst.

      What if she says yes?

      Aleesha freezes. “Who? Jay?”

      “Yes.”

      “I don’t know. At first, I did a bit. Not so much now.” She stands and turns to face me, a rolled-up piece of fabric dangling from her hand. A smile curls the corners of her lips. “Why, are you jealous?”

      Heat rises to my cheeks. “N-n-no, of course not.” Damn that stammer.

      She pushes past me back out into the open. “Ah, come on, I’m only kidding you. What about you, Trey? Any crazy ex-girlfriends you left behind at that school of yours?”

      “What, at St George’s? Britannia’s premier school for boys?” I try to keep my voice casual as I stride out to join her.

      No reason to tell her I’ve never had a girlfriend. Just play it cool.

      Aleesha twirls the rag in her hand. “Ready?” She raises an eyebrow.

      “Sure.” I blow out a breath. “Let’s do this.”

      Aleesha starts by having me run a couple of laps of the roof. Then she makes me do a series of exercises, so she can “see how I move”. I’m not sure if I’m doing them right or wrong, but I feel pretty stupid all the same.

      After that, she joins in, and we use the rolled-up fabric to do resistance exercises. Squats, bicep curls, tricep curls. She’s smaller and lighter than me, but stronger, so we balance out. By the end of that session, I’m dripping with sweat and my muscles feel like jelly.

      We walk over to the shelter and she hands me a half-full bottle of water. I gulp it down, only stopping when it’s pulled from my hand.

      “You have to learn to ration it. Sometimes you’ll need to go thirsty.” She frowns and takes a single sip from the bottle, which I realize, with a flash of guilt, is almost empty.

      “Your legs are weak,” she continues. “Do sets of squats daily to build them up. And press-ups and pull-ups for your back and arms.”

      “Anything else?” I ask.

      “Well, your stomach could do with some work too.” She prods me in my belly button and I double over. “See?”

      I glare up at her. “I asked you to teach me how to fight, not give me a workout.”

      Aleesha folds her arms. “You need to get into shape to be able to fight. Skill will only get you so far. I’m lucky – because I’m small and a girl, guys underestimate me. But you won’t get such an easy time of it.”

      I grunt in reply and she rolls her eyes. “Come on then, let’s fight.”

      Back out on the roof, we turn to face each other. Aleesha takes a step back. “Keep your distance as much as you can. More distance gives you more time to react. And keep moving.” She begins to circle me. “Move!”

      I start and shuffle around on the spot. If I keep doing this, I’m going to get dizzy. I step out into her path and bring my fists up.

      “Good!” She points two fingers at my eyes and then back to hers. “Always look at their eyes. The eyes can tell you what they’re planning to do. That’s why fighting the Metz is so hard. You can’t see anything behind their masks, so you get no warning.”

      She continues moving, so graceful she looks like a dancer on the stage. Her long, dark braid swings gently behind her. “W—”

      A flash of movement. I raise my arm but am too late. My cheek stings under the force of her palm.

      “Keep your eyes on your attacker!” Aleesha scowls. “Stop getting distracted.”

      “Well, stop being so distracting then,” I mutter under my breath.

      “What was that?”

      “Nothing.” I massage my jaw. “Sorry. Eyes. Eyes.”

      We continue circling each other. The next time she strikes, aiming a low blow at my stomach, I manage to dodge enough so it catches my side instead. Nearly.

      We carry on this strange dance. Eventually, I get brave enough to try an attack of my own, but my arm finds only thin air, throwing me off balance. I stagger to the left and trip backward over something. The concrete roof knocks the breath from me and I gasp, black spots dancing at the edges of my vision.

      A weight lands on my chest, forcing the air from my lungs. I lash out instinctively, and the weight shifts downward, first to my stomach, then lower. I close my eyes and lean my head back, gulping in air. An attractive, sweet smell wafts across my nostrils and I open my eyes to find Aleesha’s face barely six inches from my own. Suddenly, it becomes difficult to breathe again.

      “Are you okay?”

      I nod, still unable to speak. She looks relieved. “Sorry, I forgot how hard the floor is here. It’s better practising throws and stuff on a padded floor.”

      A padded floor. That sounds better.

      She reaches forward, and her fingers begin to explore my head, prodding behind my ears and around the base of my skull. “Did you bang your head?”

      But I can’t answer. Just the feel of her hands on me sends a thrill of excitement tingling through my body. My heart begins to race and the thought of speaking to her, saying anything at all, makes my mouth go dry.

      Aleesha frowns. “We should probably call it a day.”

      She begins to push herself up, but I reach my hands up to her hips and she freezes.

      What are you doing?

      But my brain isn’t functioning properly. It’s being pushed to the back of my mind, being crammed into a smaller and smaller space as something else takes over. Heat rushes through me and the air between us is suddenly thick, like before a storm on a hot summer’s day.

      Her face softens into a smile. One of those real, genuine smiles that’s so rare for her.

      “So, if you haven’t had a girlfriend, that means you’ve never been kissed, right?” she murmurs, leaning fractionally closer. There’s a wicked glint in her eyes that makes me shiver.

      “I didn’t say that.”

      Aleesha raises one eyebrow. “You didn’t have to.”

      Oh great. So much for playing it cool.

      My hands wrap around her back of their own accord, my fingers running up the bones of her spine. She inhales sharply.

      I jerk my hand away. Was that wrong? But her face is closer now and I can’t think. I don’t want to think. I just …

      Her lips brush against mine, sending another surge of heat pulsing through my body. They’re soft and warm, pressing lightly on my own. Unconsciously, I part my lips slightly and feel a flicker of movement dart inside my mouth. It’s odd … but nice.

      Strange feelings surge through me. Feelings that I’m unfamiliar with. Uncomfortable with. A thousand butterflies playing on my skin. An iron fist clenching my stomach tight. An overwhelming need to pull her closer to me.

      My hands roam their way up Aleesha’s back, out of my control now. I stroke her hair, that beautiful, smooth hair, and pull her head down to mine so that our lips are crushed together.

      I feel her pull back, her head pressing against my hand. Coherent thoughts are trying to push through the fog in my brain, but I don’t let them through. I just want to stay in this moment.

      But her lips are gone. My hand is pushed away. She’s pulling away. Panting slightly, I open my eyes and look up at her, the blood rushing to my cheeks.

      What did I do wrong?

      She looks away. “Sorry, I took advantage. I shouldn’t have—”

      “No, wait!” I grab her arm as she moves to get up. “I-I mean, it’s fine. You didn’t … it was nice.” I cringe inwardly.

      It was nice?

      Aleesha rolls back on her feet and grabs my arm to pull me up with her. She glances down and smiles, raising an eyebrow. “Nice, huh?”

      Oh no. No, no, no.

      My cheeks burn. Finally, my brain pokes through the desire that’s slowly draining from my body. Perhaps I should just jump off the roof now? You bloody idiot. What must she think of you? You can’t even control yourself. It was just a kiss.

      “Hey, stop that blushing.” Aleesha’s finger taps my chin, and reluctantly I lift my eyes to hers. She smiles impishly. “It wasn’t just nice. It was great.” She drops her hand and turns away, walking back over to the shelter. “Shall we do some warm down exercises before heading back?”

      I clear my throat. “Sure.” My voice comes out half strangled. I take a deep breath, feeling the cool air quench the heat in my body. “Sure, let’s do that,” I repeat, more firmly this time.

      Come on, snap out of it.

      But even as I start jogging around the perimeter of the roof, her words come back to me.

      It was great.

      I turn my head so she can’t see the grin on my face.
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      Over the next few days, things get worse. The riots continue, not at the same scale as the massacre in Rose Square, but every day more wounded people fill the streets. The rumours about the tronk in the food supply have turned into wild stories about the government rations, each more horrific than the last. One thread connects them all: the government is poisoning us.

      Shops are cleared out of food as people spend, beg and steal to avoid having to eat the government rations. Prices go up. Then the hunger strikes start.

      People surround the government food depots, sitting in front of the gates, chanting and cursing. I doubt it bothers the guards much. They fly in and out by pod and the gates only open to allow trucks out to deliver rations and medical supplies. The Metz come in to disperse the crowds, but they seem quite half-hearted about it. They’re probably happy that the people are starving themselves to death. Saves the hassle of killing them.

      It almost makes me laugh: people going on hunger strike when there isn’t any food to begin with. Almost.

      Trey spoke to his sister, who said this is happening all over the city, not just in Area Four. There are riots and protests in almost every area. Except the rich ones. The gangs from Four and Five have started moving up into Six, looting shops for food.

      Things have got a bit weird between me and Trey since our training session up on the roof. I’ve thought about suggesting another session – he needs the practice – but I think he might get the wrong idea. Sometimes I catch him looking at me when he doesn’t think I’m watching and the look makes me uncomfortable. Like we’re a couple or something.

      I should never have kissed him. But when he ran his fingers up my back, I couldn’t help but give in to the feelings that surged through me. Now I’ve confused things. Confused myself. Trey’s not just some guy. He’s my friend. The only friend I’ve got. And I don’t want to lose my friend when things blow up. And they always do blow up, eventually.

      To take my mind off Trey, I’ve been stalking Metz officers. Trying to find Rogue, as I’ve named him. It’s a dangerous game and one I can only get away with because I know this part of the city far better than any Metz officer ever will. Even then, there are a couple of times when an officer catches me by surprise and I barely escape being shot or tasered.

      It’s a hopeless task. Like trying to pick out a single ant in an army of them. I sometimes wonder if perhaps I imagined the whole thing. Maybe he’s no different to the rest of them. I wish I’d thought to somehow mark his uniform, so I’d have a better chance of finding him.

      But it turns out that’s not necessary. Because he’s looking for me.

      It happens on the fifth day. A group of four officers are patrolling one of the main roads in Four. They patrol in bigger groups now they’re more likely to get attacked. People grudgingly make way for them. The odd person shouts or throws a bottle as they pass, but most are still too terrified to move. They keep their heads down and silently pray for the officers to pass them by.

      Something about the movement of one of the officers catches my eye. It lags behind and marches slightly out of sync with the other three. Rather than keeping its gaze locked on the street ahead, its head pivots occasionally, as if it’s looking for something.

      I drop down from my perch in the empty window frame and position myself carefully on the edge of a group of hobies with my back to the approaching Metz officers, so they can’t scan my face. Their footsteps beat a regular rhythm down the street.

      The first two officers pass me by, walking side by side, almost close enough to touch. The third walks past alone. I turn and look straight at the final officer. Its head turns fractionally toward me before returning to a neutral position. But it doesn’t pause, not even to scan me. It just keeps on walking down the street.

      I let out the breath I’ve been holding and am about to return to my window seat when a flicker of movement catches my eye. The final officer in the group slowly and deliberately moves its right hand behind its back and extends a single finger to the left.

      I freeze, staring at their retreating backs.

      Did I imagine that?

      “What’s up, eh?”

      My attention snaps to the scraggly haired old man in front of me. “What? Oh, nothing.”

      He grunts in response and licks his lips. His eyes run down my body. Time to go.

      I force my legs to move and follow the officers down the street, keeping a safe distance. It’s easy enough, they can’t exactly get lost in the crowd. About a hundred metres down, where a narrow side alley appears on the left, they pause and appear to have a conversation, though I can hear no words. Three of them move off, but the fourth – one who’d made the mysterious hand gesture – turns into the alleyway.

      I reach the entrance to the alleyway and press my back against the wall. It could be a trap.

      But I know this alley. It connects two main streets. No dead ends. I risk a peek around the corner. The officer’s standing part way down, motionless like a statue.

      I take a deep breath and, before I can think about how stupid a move this might be, step out and walk toward it. I stop when I’m two paces away. Close enough to see the tiny number imprinted in the armour.

      ML486. It’s him.

      We stare at each other. At least, I’m staring at him. Who knows what’s going on under that helmet.

      “You came to find me?” I ask eventually. My muscles are tense, my hand resting on the knife concealed against my leg.

      “Yes. For answers.”

      “Answers?” I’m stalling. Giles said the chip at the back of their neck connects to the suit. So if I could get him to take his helmet off, perhaps that would break the connection between him and whoever’s commanding him.

      “I let you go. You and the children. It was against protocol. But I felt …”

      The words sound odd, coming out in the standard gravelly neutral voice. It feels like I’m talking to a machine.

      “You felt what?”

      His shoulders rise in a shrug.

      “Did you feel like it was wrong to arrest us?”

      “Yes. No. I don’t know. I felt odd … inside. This isn’t normal.”

      Giles said the chip dampens their emotions.

      “You felt emotions?”

      “Emotions?”

      “Feelings. Like being happy or sad. I think … I think you have something in your brain that stops you feeling emotions when you have this suit on.” I take a deep breath. “If you can take off your helmet, that may break the connection and we can talk properly.”

      He shakes his head. “It is an offence punishable by termination to remove any part of your armour when outside the compound,” he intones.

      I shrug. “Well, I can’t help you then.”

      Will he take the bait?

      Another silence. “Can you take the helmet off?” I ask finally. Maybe Giles was wrong. Maybe once they’re in the suit they’re locked in, unable to release themselves.

      “I don’t know,” he admits. “In the compound, everything is removed for us. We are not designed to take it off ourselves.”

      I purse my lips and look up at him. There’s a faint join that runs across the shoulders and dips down in a curve at the front of the armour. If it does come off as a separate piece, there must be a catch somewhere.

      “Can I try?”

      The officer takes a step back. “No!”

      The shout bounces off the walls and I freeze. A spike of adrenaline courses through me. Surely the other officers must have heard that?

      But nothing happens, and after a moment my muscles relax.

      “It’s the only way.” My fingers itch to run along that join, to find the catch and remove his helmet. To finally see who, or what, lies underneath. I reach a hand up toward his neck, but a gloved hand grasps my wrist in an unyielding grip.

      “What if I can’t survive out here? Outside the compound?” His words are at odds with the calm, monotonous tone that carries not a trace of fear.

      “Is that what they told you?” I whisper.

      “I don’t remember … But I’ve never been outside the compound. Not without this.”

      Can that be true? If so, what sort of creatures are they?

      I drop my hand. “Well, okay, but I’m not sure if I can help you then.”

      Another silence. I wonder what he’s thinking. If he is thinking.

      “How do you know this will work?” he says finally.

      I lick my lips. “I don’t, not for sure. But someone told me it might.”

      “Someone?”

      I curse inwardly. Whatever Giles had to do the Metz, it’s pretty clear he is hiding from them.

      “Look, I’m not even sure that I can take it off. But I could try? And if at any point you want me to stop, then just say so.”

      “How do I know I can trust you?”

      “You don’t.” I gaze up at the expressionless mask. “You can either choose to trust me, or not.”

      I glance back over my shoulder. How long until the others come back? I don’t think Rogue will hurt me, not now, but I doubt he’ll stop the others if they identify me. I’m still a wanted criminal, after all. I shift my feet, rustling the litter underfoot.

      “Fine. You try.”

      I reach up again, then realize the next problem. Rogue must be over seven feet tall and, at five-two, there’s no way I can get his helmet off easily. Looking around, I spot an overflowing trash can further up the alley and point to it. “I’ll need to stand on that.”

      Rogue takes a couple of steps backward until he’s standing next to the trash can. I grimace. Climbing on rubbish piles isn’t my kind of fun. There’s no telling what you may find. Gingerly I push down on the top and jump my legs up, so I’m kneeling on top of it.

      “Turn around.” I run my finger along the thin line that encircles his giant helmeted head, then rock back on my heels and bite my lip. “I’m going to get my knife out. Don’t worry, I’m not going to hurt you. I just need to see if there’s a catch inside.”

      He shifts warily but doesn’t protest.

      I draw the thin stiletto blade from my pocket and place the tip on the line at the back of his neck. But it’s too narrow even for the slim blade.

      Dammit. There must be a way in.

      Then I spot another line, going vertically up from the back of the neck. About two inches up, it widens slightly. I place the tip of my blade in the opening and insert it carefully. There’s a faint click.

      I hold my breath, then let it out in a rush when nothing happens. What were you expecting? “Hold still.”

      Clasping the helmet with both hands, I give it a tug. My hands, slick with sweat, slip on the smooth surface. It doesn’t budge.

      I try twisting it. The helmet moves fractionally to the left. This time, when I tug the helmet up, it comes free and, with an effort, I pull it up and over the officer’s head.

      The weight of the helmet throws me off balance and I lurch forward, crashing into Rogue’s hard, broad shoulders. Quickly I push myself back on top of the bin, clutching the helmet to my chest, panting. I blink and stare into the wide, fearful eyes of a man.

      Not a machine. A man.

      His head is on the large size, but I guess that’s in proportion to his body. Dark blue eyes flick from side to side, the pupils dilated. Brown hair cropped short. Strong jawline, straight nose. Just how you’d design a perfect man.

      His face begins to redden, and his cheeks puff out. My heart lurches. Maybe I was wrong. Can he breathe without the suit?

      But the expression of disgust on his face suggests something else. “You’re going to have to breathe at some point,” I say, laughing.

      The tension in the air eases. His breath comes out in a rush and his nose wrinkles as he breathes in and out.

      “Are you okay?” I ask cautiously.

      He looks around and then down as if checking all parts of his body are intact. “I-I think so. Does it always smell this bad?”

      His voice takes me aback. It’s gentle and smooth, rising and falling with his words. Normal. He takes a deep breath, which sends him into a coughing fit, and he bends over, spluttering.

      “Yes. It stinks, but you get used to it after a while.”

      “It looks different.” He leans forward to peer at my face and I shrink back reflexively. “You look different.”

      I tense. “What do you mean?”

      He pulls back. “Everything is grey.”

      I turn the helmet over in my arms and peer inside. There isn’t much to see. It’s lightly padded and moulded to the shape of his head. There’s a section of brushed metal where the base of his head would rest, and I wonder if that’s something to do with the chip in his head. I lift the helmet up over my head and look out through the visor.

      “It looks just the same to me.”

      They are my words but in the gravelly voice of the Metz.

      My hands slip and the helmet crashes down onto my shoulders. I push it up, clawing at the slick material, but it won’t move. I can’t breathe. Get it off!

      Robotic fingers push mine aside and the helmet pops up over my head, leaving me gasping and sucking in air.

      “The helmet changes your voice. That’s why you all sound the same,” I say eventually.

      “Yes. When we are out here, we are not individuals. We are one entity.”

      I stare into his eyes. They look … normal. Friendly even. “Who are you?”

      A faint crease appears on his perfectly smooth forehead. “What do you mean?”

      “What’s your name?”

      “ML486.”

      I roll my eyes. “No, not your number. Your name.”

      He looks confused.

      I sigh. “I’m Aleesha. You know that. That’s my name. What’s yours?”

      “I don’t have a name. ML486 – that’s my name.” The tremble in his voice betrays his uncertainty.

      “You must have had a name once? And a family?”

      “The Metz are our family.” He lifts the helmet and peers into it, as if might hold the answers to my questions.

      “You don’t remember anything of your life before you were in the Metz?”

      “Our life is the Metz. The Metz are our life. Upholding the law is our privilege.”

      A snort explodes from my mouth and I hastily wipe my sleeve over my lips. He’s brainwashed. The lot of them must be completely brainwashed.

      Rogue frowns. “What’s wrong?”

      “Um, nothing. Look, I can’t call you ML486. It feels wrong. I’m going to call you Rogue, okay?”

      “Rogue.” He tests the name out. “Why?”

      I shrug. “Because you’re different. Not like the others. A—” I check myself. A rebel. I have a feeling that if I mention that particular word, the helmet will be slammed back down again and Rogue will turn back into officer ML486.

      “So, what do you do when you’re not out murdering people on the streets?”

      He scowls. “We do not murder people. We are law-keepers, not criminals.”

      Right, so if we kill, we’re murderers. If you kill, it’s upholding the law.

      I jump down from the trash can and brush myself down, stamping my feet unnecessarily hard on the ground to shake off some imaginary dust. Don’t rise to it.

      “Right, because a six-year-old girl is a criminal who deserves to die?”

      Oops.

      “What?” Rogue frowns.

      “What about the compound?” I change the subject. “What’s it like in there? What happens?”

      “In the compound? We sleep and eat and train.”

      “That’s it?”

      “What else is there to do?” The frown deepens. “You told me you could help me understand these feelings. These … emotions.”

      I hesitate. “Do you feel different without the helmet on?”

      He nods. “I feel … confused? I don’t know what I’m supposed to do.” He looks down at the helmet again. “It’s uncomfortable.”

      I try a different tactic. “When you get back into the compound and take your suit off, do you remember what happened outside?”

      “Not usually.” He looks wary. “We’re not supposed to remember. But sometimes, recently …” His voice trails off. “Since I started having these feelings, I remember more. Is there something wrong with me?”

      “Not something wrong, something right.” He looks puzzled. I take a deep breath. “What you’re feeling, this is normal. What normal people feel. Look, can you remember what happened the day you first saw me? With the children? Tell me what you remember.”

      “That was a long time ago.”

      “Only a few days.” I try to keep the annoyance out of my voice.

      Rogue’s eyes glaze over as he stares into the distance. “We were on a routine patrol when we were called to deal with a disturbance. Criminals fighting each other. We managed to apprehend the individuals involved and were leaving when my scanner picked up a wanted individual. You. I followed you into an alleyway. There were some children …”

      “The children. What did they look like to you?”

      “I don’t remember. They were children.” He shrugs. “They were laughing, I think?”

      My stomach lurches and my shock must show on my face because Rogue gives me a puzzled look.

      “What?”

      “They weren’t laughing,” I say, fighting to control my voice. “They were crying.”

      “Crying?”

      “Crying. They were distraught because their mother was dying. Her body was on the floor next to them. And they were frightened. They were scared of you.”

      His eyes widen. “Of me? Why?”

      “Because you, or another officer, killed their mother,” I say carefully.

      “No. We do not kill.”

      His vehemence takes me aback. He really believes that.

      I take a deep breath and force myself to place a hand on his arm. His face is so young. So innocent. It’s hard to believe he’s a trained killer.

      “You know you said things look different without the helmet on? Well, maybe it makes what you remember different too? Maybe they don’t want you to remember what really happened.”

      “They?”

      “Whoever controls you. Who do you report to?”

      “We have unit captains. They get their instructions from the Commander.”

      My hearts skips a beat. “And who is the Commander?”

      “He’s in charge of protecting the city. A hero.” Rogue stands a little straighter. “He’s a—”

      He stops suddenly and gives me a suspicious look. “Why do you want to know?” He lifts the helmet up to place it over his head.

      “Wait!” I step forward until we’re almost touching. “I’m just trying to understand why you’re different from the others.”

      A flash of anguish and indecision passes across his face. “I don’t want to understand,” he says finally. “I just want to do my job.”

      “But they’re lying to you!” The words burst from my lips before I can stop them. “You’re not helping people, you’re killing them!”

      He pauses, the helmet hovering above his head. “We do not kill!”

      “Come back here.” I reach out and place my hand on his chest. “Come back, and I will show you what it’s really like out here. Then you can decide for yourself what the truth is.”

      He hesitates for a second, then lowers the helmet over his head.

      “I’ll wait here for you. Every day at noon. I’ll wait …”

      My voice dies as the helmet clicks into place.

      “I must go. They are waiting.” The gravelly, inhuman voice is back again. All trace of the man underneath the suit has gone. He turns and trudges up the alleyway, scattering litter in his wake. I wonder if he’ll remember any of this when he returns to the compound.

      I stand there, lost in my thoughts, until a faint rustling noise causes my ears to prick up. An earthy scent mingles with the background smell of decay.

      Uh oh.

      “Aleesha.” Samson smiles as I turn around. He looms up, almost as tall and bulky as Rogue, and I take a step back. The more distance I have between us the better.

      How does he manage to sneak up on me like that? He’s too big to move that quietly! And how much did he see?

      “I didn’t see you as the type to be making friends with the Metz.” His voice is completely neutral.

      “Friends?” I force a laugh. “Why would I be friends with the Metz?”

      He looks amused. “I saw your exchange, just now. Good work managing to get his helmet off. I’m not sure anyone’s had the audacity to do that before.”

      Audacity? What does that mean? I curse inwardly. I hate not knowing things.

      “Though I’m surprised you didn’t just take the opportunity to put a knife through his neck.” Samson raises an eyebrow. “Seems more your kind of style.”

      I fold my arms and draw myself up tall. I’ll be damned if I’m going to let him intimidate me. “Well, maybe you don’t know me as well as you seem to think.”

      He steps toward me and I step back before I can stop myself.

      Stand your ground! He’s just doing it to make you scared.

      But, as much as I hate to admit it, it’s kind of working.

      “Perhaps you’re right. But why, Aleesha? What are you trying to get out of him? What have you been told to get out of him?”

      His voice is hypnotic and I feel my mouth open to speak before I’ve even worked out what I want to say.

      “I … He let me go, once,” I manage. “He could have captured me, or killed me, but he let me go. I-I wanted to know why. If there were others like him.”

      Samson’s eyes widen for a split-second and his jaw goes slack. But in a heartbeat, his face is hard again and his eyes narrow suspiciously.

      “It’s true!” I protest.

      “Interesting … a rogue officer. I didn’t know such a thing was possible.” His eyes flash again. “So the Chain want you to figure out why? To see if you can get a spy inside the hive?”

      “The hive?”

      He flicks his fingers impatiently. “The compound. That’s their plan? To try to infiltrate the Metz?”

      I meet his eyes and force my expression to stay neutral. “I don’t know what the Chain are planning. They don’t trust me with their secrets.”

      “And the new leader? This woman who’s in charge now – who is she?”

      I shrug. “Sounds like you know as much about her as I do.”

      His huge hands close around my shoulders. I can feel the strength in them, strong enough to crush my bones.

      “Don’t mess with me, Aleesha.”

      His fingers tighten and I wince as a flash of pain shoots up my neck.

      “Her name is Katya. She’s from out of town. That’s all I know.” I glare at him. “Now let me go.”

      The pressure on my shoulders eases, then disappears completely. I roll them back, trying to loosen off the tense muscles.

      “Remember what I said, Aleesha, about their motives. They do not have Outsiders’ best interests at heart.” He takes a step back and his face drops, his eyes, for a moment, almost sad. “I hope you’ll realize that. Before it’s too late.”

      “I—”

      He whirls around, and the tips of his long dreadlocks whip across my cheek. Before I can retort, he’s striding off down the alley and I’m left alone again, more confused than ever.
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      I’m walking back to Abby’s after another trip Inside to see Ella when I run into Bryn and Aleesha, hurrying in the opposite direction. The frown on Bryn’s face clears when he sees me.

      “There you are, Trey. Good timing.”

      “Where are you going?” I ask. Aleesha is alert, her feet dancing on the street, resenting the pause.

      “Meeting at HQ.” He lowers his voice. “To see where we’re at. Figure out if we can get into the compound. Katya asked for both of you to be there.”

      I sigh and put off the idea of lunch for a little longer.

      We’re the last ones to arrive and as we enter the large room on the first floor of the Chain’s headquarters, Katya closes the door firmly behind us. Murdoch’s sitting at the large wooden table. To my surprise, Milicent sits opposite him. Next to her is a geeky looking man with glasses who I vaguely recognize. He’s toying with a black box.

      Katya motions to the table. “Take a seat.”

      We sit down and Katya takes the chair at the head of the table. She looks at Aleesha. “Any luck finding your rogue officer?”

      Aleesha nods. “I managed to get his helmet off.”

      There’s a moment of shocked silence. “Go on,” Katya says finally.

      I’ve already heard the story, so I tune out while Aleesha repeats it. “Do you think he’ll come back?” Murdoch asks when she finishes.

      “I don’t know. It depends how much he remembers when he gets back to the compound. He still believes the Metz are doing the right thing, but now he knows that what he sees through the helmet isn’t what’s really there …” She shrugs. “He’ll be back.”

      “How about you, Trey? Bryn mentioned you managed to speak with your father.” Milicent looks at me expectantly.

      I nod and report back on what little I know, surprised that Bryn hasn’t already updated them. “This Metz Commander sounds like he’s in charge of everything. The government doesn’t have much to do with the operations anymore. He must be powerful.”

      “He is.” Katya holds her wristband up to her mouth and mutters something. A holo of a man appears above the table. He’s frozen in the act of speaking, unaware that his image is being captured. I’ve never seen him before in my life but something about him sends a shiver down my spine.

      “This is the Metz Commander,” Katya says.

      “Nice looking chap, isn’t he,” Bryn comments, his voice laced with sarcasm.

      I glance sideways at Aleesha. Her face is expressionless, but I notice her shift uneasily in her seat.

      The man is younger than I’d thought he’d be. In his forties, perhaps, or early fifties. Black hair is slicked back from a widow’s peak and his face is long and thin, matching his nose and colourless lips. His whole face is twisted on one side, as if someone’s put a screw into his cheek and turned it, dragging the skin around. But even that, on its own, isn’t what frightens me.

      It’s his eyes. So dark they’re almost black, they are both piercing and empty. As if behind them there isn’t a person but an empty void.

      “He’s a tough one.” Katya’s voice quivers and she visibly shakes herself. “Almost inhuman himself. And very secretive. He rarely leaves the Metz compound. I have managed to find out a few things though. Firstly, as we expected, security at the compound is tight, tighter even than the government HQ. Most staff who work in the compound never leave, and the officers only go out on patrol.”

      She pauses to take a breath. “Secondly, at the moment, they can only control officers’ movements from within the compound. They are given their orders there, but once outside, it’s difficult for the Commander to give fresh orders if the situation changes. They are working on a mobile control solution, but he seems to be having a raging internal conflict over this. Part of him likes being holed up in the compound – I’m not sure if that’s because he feels safe there or just because he doesn’t like people – but part of him wants to be closer to the action on the ground. Or, as he put it, to be able to ‘see them bleed’.”

      Katya closes her eyes and a shudder racks her body. “As I said, not a nice man.”

      The room falls silent.

      “How did you find out all that?” I ask. Perhaps I underestimated her.

      Katya gives me a withering look. “He may seem inhuman, but in many ways, he’s still a man.”

      Oh. I feel the heat rise in my cheeks and stare down at the table. No more stupid questions.

      “What about your rogue officer?” Milicent looks at Aleesha. “Can we get him to spy for us?”

      Aleesha shakes her head. “He doesn’t trust me yet. He needs to see for himself that what the Metz are doing is wrong. That they’ve lied to him and the other officers.”

      “What are you suggesting? That we set up a Metz attack so he can observe?” Murdoch sounds dubious.

      “No. That would be way too risky. People would end up getting killed.” Katya looks thoughtful. “But they must keep records of operations. True records, I mean, not what the officers see.”

      “If we could get access to their records database, I know the name of the operation my mother was killed in,” Aleesha says. “If we were to show him that—”

      “Why not just show them the footage of what happened in Rose Square?” Bryn narrows his eyes.

      Aleesha glares back at him. “’Cos at Rose Square, Outsiders were attacking Metz. My mother was unarmed. And she was one person against a hundred Metz – there was no reason for them to kill her without a trial.”

      Milicent barks a laugh. The sound is so unexpected, and unlike her, that I turn to stare. “Show him what happened in the Rose Rebellion then, if he wants to see death without trial.”

      Something in her voice makes me think she’s not talking about the events of last week. “Rose Rebellion?”

      “They didn’t teach you about that in your history lessons then?” There’s pain and hatred in her eyes and her mouth is pinched.

      I shake my head, wondering what she’s talking about.

      “The Rebellion was a long time ago, Milicent,” Bryn says gently. “Many people don’t remember.”

      “Well they should!” Her eyes glisten, and the perfectly polished nails on her lined hands dig into the wooden tabletop. “It is never too late for justice.”

      There’s an awkward silence.

      “Well, we can’t access the system from outside the compound anyway,” the guy in glasses says eventually. “We’ve already tried that.”

      “So we figure out how to get in.” Aleesha leans back in her chair and folds her arms. “What? That’s what you really want, isn’t it? And once we’re in, we can see where they’re at with the mobile control device thing the Commander mentioned.”

      Geek brightens. “If we could find out how far they’ve got, we may be able to figure out where I’m going wrong with this one.” He looks dolefully at the black box.

      “You’re overlooking one important point. There’s no way in.”

      “Come on, Bryn. You of all people should know that there’s always a way in.” Murdoch’s Irish lilt is mocking.

      Katya raises a hand to forestall Bryn’s protest. “Let’s talk through the options. Ground level entry is next to impossible. The only time an entrance opens is when the Metz shifts change, twice a day. They get their supplies delivered to an underground basement, but the supplies are searched thoroughly before being taken up. How about the tunnels?”

      Murdoch shakes his head. “We scouted out the underground tunnels but they’re all blocked. Besides, if there were any way in from below, I’m sure they’ve got extra security on it now after we got into the government headquarters that way. They’re not stupid.”

      “The Commander believes the compound to be impenetrable,” Katya says.

      “That in itself is a weakness,” Bryn comments.

      “What about new recruits? They take in older kids as well as babies.” Milicent has composed herself, her face once again emotionless. “Couldn’t we grab a couple of their latest intake and give their chips to Aleesha and Trey?”

      I bite my lip to stop myself shouting out. How can they think it’s right to just take someone’s chip?

      But Katya shakes her head. “They only have one intake a year of kids their age – after they’ve finished school. It’ll be another six months before they come in.”

      Another pause. I search my memories of what my father had said about the compound, trying to find something that may help us, but all I can remember is him telling me to stay away.

      “Well, if we can’t go in at street level and we can’t get through underground, there’s only one option remaining,” Bryn says, rocking his chair back. “Go in from above.”

      Milicent looks surprised. Katya looks thoughtful. Murdoch looks pissed – but then I imagine he’d react that way to anything Bryn suggests. “Impossible,” he dismisses with a flick of his fingers. “Even if we could access a pod, there’s a no-fly zone around the compound.”

      “Yes, but perhaps we can do something about that,” Katya says slowly. She turns to the guy with the glasses. “Jameson, the Commander gets in and out by pod. Anything you can do to scramble the codes?”

      He nods enthusiastically. “That shouldn’t be hard. We experimented with it a while back and it seemed to work. We’d need to time it right, of course.”

      “We can do that,” Katya smiles wryly. “He’s keen for us to meet again.”

      Bryn looks at her sharply. “You have a way of getting in touch with him?”

      “Not directly,” she admits. “We leave messages at one of the hotels Inside. A rather antiquated way of doing things. He thinks it’s romantic. You wouldn’t have long though. Perhaps an hour or two at most.”

      “It might be enough.” Murdoch furrows his brow. “I could take Matthews in—”

      Aleesha coughs. A loud, deliberate, unnecessary cough.

      “What do you mean you’re going in? I doubt you can just break in from the roof. We’ll need someone to let us in from the inside. And I’m the only one Rogue’s seen, let alone trusts.”

      There’s a silence. Murdoch glowers at her.

      “She’s right,” Katya says reluctantly. “But Jameson, you’ll need to go with her.”

      “Me?” The man lurches forward and his glasses almost drop off the end of his nose. He pushes them up with a shaking finger. “I-I can’t go in there!”

      “You’re the only one who understands how the device works.”

      “Which is why you need me here.” He presses his finger into the table for emphasis. “You lot are useless with anything to do with technology. If I get captured, there’ll be no one to fix your comm units or hack devices!”

      “He’s got a point, Katya.” Murdoch sighs.

      The room falls silent.

      “I could help, perhaps?” I reach for the black box and turn it over in my hands. “Show me how it works, what the setup is inside and where you think the issues might be.” I push it back across the table. “I know the basics of electronic systems and programming. Enough to ask the right questions if we do find someone in the compound to help.”

      “No!” Bryn bangs his fist on the table and glares at me. “We are not sending them in alone again. They barely escaped with their lives last time.”

      “And proved their capabilities,” Milicent intercedes.

      Bryn glares at her. “They were lucky. I’m not having you risk their lives needlessly again.”

      “We’re not risking anyone’s lives needlessly,” Katya soothes. “They may be the only ones who can get in, but we’re not going ahead with this until we’ve worked out every detail of the plan. The last thing we want is to make the government suspicious of our ultimate goals.”

      Ah. And for a moment I thought she actually cared about us.

      She looks at Aleesha. “Once inside, you could pretend to be recruits. You’ll need to find out from your officer if he can help you get around without arousing suspicion. I don’t know what level of access recruits have.”

      “I can’t imagine they have access to the main information system and records, particularly those the Metz and government want to keep hidden,” Milicent says acidly. “Besides, it seems unlikely that this officer will just let them into the compound, however rogue he seems to be.”

      A flicker of annoyance crosses Katya’s face. “Let’s see what Aleesha can find out. Hopefully the rogue officer will be curious enough to try to find her again soon. If not, then we’ll have to rethink, but we don’t have much time. The Metz aren’t used to people fighting back, to losing officers. At some point they’ll put a stop to it.”

      The words hang in the air.

      “What do you mean?” I ask eventually.

      “They can’t let this go on much longer. They rule by fear, and that fear is starting to diminish now people have got desperate and have seen that it’s possible to take them down. I don’t know for sure, but I suspect they’re planning something already. They’ll bring all their forces together to stamp down their authority once and for all. And kill anyone who gets in their way.”

      My breath turns sour in my mouth. Has there not been enough killing? An image of the wounded lining Abby’s kitchen appears in my head. The blood and screams of pain. This wasn’t the peaceful uprising and protest I’d imagined when I took the government documents to Theo’s dad.

      This wasn’t what we planned.

      But if there’s some way we can put it right, we have to try.
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      I stay behind as the room empties. Jameson takes the black box apart and explains to me how it works. Some of what he says goes completely over my head, but I understand enough to realize that he doesn’t know why it doesn’t work. There’s just something missing. His voice and posture speak of his frustration at not having this final piece of the jigsaw.

      When I leave, Bryn’s leaning against the stone pillar at the base of the steps leading up to the house. He falls into step beside me.

      “You know your way around now,” he comments.

      “A little. Enough to get back to Abby’s.”

      There’s a pause. “How’s your family?” He gives me a sideways glance. “I know you’ve been going Inside to see them.”

      I don’t bother asking how he knows.

      “They’re … Dad’s not doing so great. They’ve had to move to a smaller apartment, but I don’t think that’s it. It’s something to do with his work. I think he just feels powerless to change anything. Like he’s given up on everything.”

      Bryn stops and rests a hand on my shoulder. “It’s been a tough few months for him, Trey. Any man would be affected by it.”

      I sigh. “I wish he could just go away, to the house in Wales. He’s always loved it there. But then there would be no money to pay for the apartment or anything else.”

      “And your mother?”

      “I’ve only seen her once. She looks older, but I think she’s coping with it better. Ella’s worried about both of them but …”

      I hesitate. I’m not sure how much I should tell Bryn. He could pass the information on.

      “But what?”

      I turn and start walking again. “She thinks the government are wrong. She won’t say so in front of Dad, but her boyfriend and his friends are forming a group – a coalition, they’re calling it – to protest against the government’s actions.”

      “Isn’t that what you wanted? Insiders to protest?” Bryn asks evenly.

      “Yes, but …”

      “But what if the Metz find them?”

      I nod and bite my lip. The images of the riot in Rose Square leap into my head, but this time it’s not some unknown Outsider being bludgeoned by the Metz, but Ella. I grab Bryn’s arm. “Don’t tell the Chain about them. Please?”

      Bryn nods. “Okay, I won’t.” I must look worried as he pats my hand. “I promise. Is anyone listening to them?”

      “Some people, I think. Younger people, students.” Suddenly, I don’t want to talk about it anymore. “Where did Aleesha go?”

      Bryn shrugs. “She rushed straight out as if she’d just remembered something important.”

      Oh.

      “Have you two had a fight?”

      “No, nothing like that.” Just that she’s been avoiding being alone with me. I can feel a blush rising to my cheeks and look about for some distraction. “Err, this is a shortcut, isn’t it?”

      I dive down a passageway on the left. It kicks us onto a busy shopping street. I glance inside a food store as we walk past and see that the shelves are nearly empty. Outside one of the government rations stores, a crowd of people sit, blocking the entrance, while the distributor looks on, annoyed but powerless to do anything about it.

      “I know you don’t like her, but she’s not as bad as you make out,” I say eventually.

      “It’s not that I don’t like her.” Bryn moves up to walk beside me. “But she’s damaged, Trey. It’s not her fault, god knows she’s had a tough life, but that doesn’t change the facts.”

      “What do you mean the facts?” I snap, turning sharply onto the road that leads to Abby’s house. I quicken my pace, not caring if I leave him behind, but Bryn matches me stride for stride.

      Who is he to lecture me about relationships anyway? It’s not as if he’s a good role model.

      He grabs my shoulder, yanking me to a halt. “Ask her, Trey. Make her talk to you. Ask her how many men she’s slept with. If she can even remember.”

      The tight ball of anger inside me explodes into a blind fury. Spots dance in my vision as my arm swings through the air. At the last minute, Bryn turns his head, so my fist connects with his jaw rather than his nose. The impact reverberates down my arm, making my elbow tingle.

      He stumbles back, clutching his jaw. For a moment, both of us stare at each other, frozen in shock. Then Bryn throws back his head and laughs.

      “I guess I deserved that.” He stretches his jaw and winces. “You’ve got it bad, lad.” I turn to go but he grabs my arm. “No, wait. I wasn’t insulting her. I’m speaking the truth.” He steps forward and grips my shoulders. “She’s a pretty girl. If she’d been born ugly, she probably wouldn’t be alive today. Do you get what I mean?”

      I shake my head, confused.

      Bryn sighs. “Out here, with no way of getting food or money, she’s only got one thing to sell. Herself.”

      “You’re wrong!” How dare he call her a … a whore! I raise my arm again, but he’s quicker than me and grasps my wrist.

      “She’s smart enough to trick most of the Outsiders down there.” Bryn jerks his head in the direction of Area Four. “And perhaps that worked for a while. But there are some bad men out there. Those in Three and Four, they’re some of the worst in the city. They see a pretty girl and they just think of one thing. And they’ll take what they want by force if it’s not given willingly.”

      “You mean she was raped?” I stare at him.

      He shrugs. “Maybe. Or maybe she bargained with them. For food or shelter. Protection against other men. Only she knows.”

      “But she was just a kid when her mother left,” I whisper. My brain stands still.

      “And she’s what, eighteen now? Still practically a kid.” Bryn’s face softens. “No one should have to do what she’s done to survive. No one. But that kind of thing doesn’t go away, however much she tries to hide it inside. She doesn’t know how to have a proper relationship.” He sighs. “All I’m saying is, don’t go getting involved with her until you know more. You’ll just end up getting hurt.”

      He gives me a searching look. “Though I suspect it may be a bit late for that. You’ve already fallen for her, haven’t you?”

      Anger rises in me.

      “Because you’re a great one to give relationship advice, aren’t you?” I put as much sarcasm into the words as I can. “The man who’s never been able to make a relationship last.” I wrench my arm free of his grip. “Get your own life in order before you interfere with mine.”

      I stride down the narrow alley behind the row of terraced houses, expecting to hear Bryn hurrying to catch me up. But the only noise to break the silence is the sound of my own footsteps.

      I throw open the back door and storm past Abby, who looks up in surprise from the sink. “Tr—”

      Whatever she was going to say is cut off when I slam the kitchen door. I take the stairs two at a time and, closing my bedroom door on the world, collapse back on the bed.

      It smells of her.

      How dare he say that stuff about her! He knows nothing about her life or who she is. How dare he presume to know what I feel? Fallen for her, indeed …

      I sit up and cradle my head in my hands, my fury ebbing away.

      But you have, haven’t you? Fallen for her.

      And when I think about it, he’s right. I don’t know much about her at all.
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      Even during daylight, the concrete jungle is deserted. I lean against a crumbling, boarded-up old shop and scan the open area that separates the jungle from the surrounding buildings. A bit like the dead zone that lies between the Wall and the buildings on either side.

      I wait.

      A faint ray of sunshine breaks through the clouds and glints off something in the rubble. I look closer. The same flash of light, between two slabs of concrete. A mirror? Or a spyglass?

      I’m not the only one keeping watch.

      A trickle of cold sweat runs down my neck. The people who live in the concrete jungle are outcasts. Forced to scrabble together a measly existence in the ancient pile of rubble. Many have a fearsome reputation.

      Even Giles was scared of the Boots Brothers.

      Coming here during the night is one thing, but walking across that broad open area, in full sight of anyone looking out for easy prey, is quite another.

      Needs must. I have to find out how to get to the operations records in the compound and Giles is the only lead I have. We can’t wait any longer.

      I wipe my palms on my trousers and pull out the new knife Bryn had given me this morning. I’d been surprised at the gesture, but he’d shrugged it off, saying he’d seen it and thought I’d have some use for it. It’s a good blade and perfectly balanced for throwing.

      In my left hand is one of the knives Jay had given me. Not as good, but a blade’s a blade. The stiletto knife is hidden in my boot. I’m hoping I won’t need it.

      I move quickly across the empty space. It’s surprisingly clean. The rain seems to wash most of the dirt away down to the river. Yellow weeds reach up through the cracks, strangled by their concrete collars.

      The mountain of rubble looms in front of me. Ideally, I’d walk around it to reach the point where I know a safe route up to Giles’s home. But if anyone is watching, they’ll then know exactly where I’m going. Better to lose myself from sight in the rubble.

      Cautiously, I make my way up through the tottering pile of concrete, metal and stone. The larger blocks are mostly wedged in place but trusting the smaller blocks between them is riskier.

      I’m about ten metres up when there’s a flash of movement to my right. I whip around, one arm already poised to throw.

      A man perches on top of a slanted slab five metres away. He grins, revealing a hotchpotch of rotten teeth.

      “Now wot’s a pretty girl like you doin’ ’ere?”

      He jumps down from the slab and takes a step toward me. There’s a breath of wind and a foul stench wafts toward me, catching at the back of my throat. Greasy, lank hair hangs to his shoulders and the patched fabric of his clothes looks stiff as if the stains have never been washed out.

      I try not to think about what stains they might be.

      “Stay right there!” I raise my knife, ready to throw. At this range, I bet I could hit him in the eye.

      “Ooh, she’s armed.” The voice comes from behind and above me.

      Shit. Two of them.

      “D’ya think she knows ’ow to use that blade?” the voice says again.

      I step carefully to the side, not letting the first man out of my sight until the second man appears in the corner of my vision. My mouth goes dry as I realize he’s been crouched right above my head.

      “I reckon so, brother,” the first man replies.

      I take a couple more steps backward until they’re both in front of me. One high, one low.

      The second man is a mirror image of the first. Same slight, weaselly build. Same dark, lank hair and pasty, pock-marked face. They’re twins.

      The Boots Brothers.

      My heart sinks further. I can sense them eying me up, assessing how much of a danger I am. They’re cautious though, not yet committing to the attack.

      They’re scavengers. They go for easy targets or the pickings left behind after a fight. I need to hurt them enough to scare them off but not too much … If I kill one, the other has nothing to lose.

      The taste of iron fills my mouth. I’ve been chewing my lip. I push my shoulders back and try to sound confident. “I don’t want to hurt you, but I will if you don’t leave right now.”

      But my plan doesn’t work. The first man pulls a knife from his belt and steps toward me. He moves delicately, knowing without looking where to place his feet on the shifting rubble.

      “She’s a bit skinny, brother,” he says, cocking his head to one side. His eyes are bright, and a dribble of saliva runs from the corner of his mouth. “But we ’aven’t had meat for so long.”

      “Not for days, brother,” the second man gibbers. He capers from side to side on top of the slab. “She looks fun t’play with.” His jaw drops in a gaping smile.

      Nausea twists my gut and I take a deep breath.

      Time to take one of them out of the picture.

      They’ll assume I’m right-handed, so I throw with my left. The knife buries itself into the shoulder of the man on top of the slab. He screams and falls backward, out of sight.

      One knife down.

      “You bitch.”

      I turn back to the first brother. His face twists in anger as he moves closer, and with a sickening feeling I realize I’ve underestimated him. He knows how to move, how to fight.

      The blade he’s holding out is long and dirty, coated in rust. Although, perhaps it’s not rust. I tear my eyes from it and meet his.

      Always look at their eyes.

      “Take your brother and go and I promise I won’t harm you or come after you. He needs your help.”

      My voice is calm and steady in contrast to the wailing pleas of the injured man. But my words do no good. He keeps coming.

      He makes the first move, lunging forward. I parry it easily and step to the side, careful not to get cornered in by the blocks of concrete surrounding me. Immediately, he attacks again, and this time I not only dodge his blade but skim my own across his cheek.

      Blood bubbles up from the shallow wound and he hisses. His dark eyes narrow to slits.

      “I told you. Best to leave. Now.”

      He eyes me warily but doesn’t move. I take another step to the side but my foot lands awkwardly on a small block that rocks, sending me stumbling backward.

      In an instant he’s on me, slashing his blade toward my face. I lean back and raise my arm, feeling the sharp sting as his knife cuts through my top and skin.

      My foot skids on loose gravel and he lunges forward. I strike out and, more by luck than anything else, the two blades clash in mid-air.

      For a moment, we press against one another. His rotten breath is almost enough to make me pass out. He leans into me and I’m forced back. Cold, rough concrete brushes my back.

      A low rumbling sound makes him hesitate. It gets louder, and over the man’s shoulder I catch sight of rocks and stones tumbling in a landslide down the slope toward us.

      The noise makes him turn, and as soon as his attention wavers I grab his wrist and twist it, hard. The knife drops from his hand and clatters between two blocks. I bring my knee up between his legs and wrap my arm around his neck. My sharp new knife presses into the fold of skin on his neck.

      The rumbling subsides. The blocks come to rest in their new positions.

      “One final time. I suggest you get your brother and leave. Okay?”

      He nods.

      “I didn’t hear you.” I grit my teeth, trying to avoid breathing in his odour.

      “Okay, okay. Don’t kill me!” He scrunches up his face and the acid smell of urine adds to the stench in the air. I force myself not to pull away from him. I don’t think he’ll follow me now, but I need to move quickly.

      I remove my arm from his neck and push him hard. He falls to his knees. Then I’m off, running across the blocks, jumping from one to another even as they shift under my feet.

      After five minutes I pause for breath and look about to get my bearings. Going by my position relative to the buildings I can see across the wasteland, I’m not far from the entrance to Giles’s tunnel. I pick my way slowly across the rubble and, to my surprise, see him sitting on a low block.

      He gives me a wave as I approach.

      “You were expecting me?” I ask.

      He doesn’t answer but stares at my arm. The black fabric is soaked in blood. “I, um, ran into some trouble.” I turn my arm to inspect the damage. The cut isn’t deep, but I dread to think what that blade had on it. “You don’t have any antiseptics, do you?”

      To my surprise, he nods. “You did well. Taught the Boots Brothers a lesson.” He giggles to himself.

      “You saw?” I narrow my eyes. “The rockfall. You caused that?”

      Giles shrugs and smiles again.

      “I … I came to ask you something. Ask for some help.”

      “I thought you might come back, Miss Aleesha.” He turns his head to the side and looks at me with his pale blue eyes. “Best come inside.”

      Inside?

      I crawl into the low tunnel entrance after him, following more by sound than sight as my eyes haven’t adjusted to the dark. My uneasiness returns the further I get from the sun. Have I escaped one trap just to walk into another? The rumours about Giles are almost as bad as those about the Boots Brothers.

      Though I haven’t heard anything about him eating people.

      The tunnel slants down and, about ten metres in, Giles whispers a warning. “Watch the drop.”

      I feel carefully ahead and find the edge of a large block. Twisting around, I lower my feet down. Without Giles’s warning, I’d have plunged head-first over a metre down.

      There’s a flash of light ahead and Giles stands silhouetted in a doorway. I get to my feet, the tunnel tall enough to stand in here, and take the curtain he’s holding out. My hand brushes his and he pulls away.

      I stand in the doorway, blinking in the unexpected brightness, and look around in amazement. If I’d ever pictured what Giles’s home was like, this wasn’t it.

      Dozens of lights create a soft glow and the room is warm, which is odd given it’s underground. Richly coloured fabrics drape across almost every surface, hiding the concrete and rubble that must lie behind. A pile of soft cushions on one side of the room sits next to a set of crates that are filled with books. My eyes are drawn to them. So many books! My fingers itch to pull them out, smell their musty, ancient smell and feel the thin, delicate paper between my fingers.

      The tops of the crates are scattered with a handful of seemingly random objects. A long counter lines the right side of the room, with a hotplate and a hole in which sits a bucket. A couple of pans hang from the wall above. Under the counter are shelves with a few utensils and some bottles of water. No sign of food.

      Giles gives a mock bow, trailing his fingers through the air. “Welcome to my sanctuary.”

      “It’s wonderful,” I say. And it is. Puts my roof to shame. It feels a bit like Abby’s house. A real home with a real person living here. I look at the pale, hunched figure dressed in rags and struggle to connect this man with the bright colours and cosiness of the room. I’d kind of imagined him living in a dark pit.

      “Where do you get the electricity?” He must use a lot of it.

      “Solar panels.” He points a finger at the ceiling.

      “And you built all this yourself?”

      He nods, and there’s a gleam of pride in his eyes.

      I step further into the room. Giles shuffles awkwardly and I can tell me being here makes him uncomfortable. “Why do you live here? In the jungle?”

      “I had to disappear. And no one comes here. The few that do think I’m a ghost. Or a freak.” He smiles. “Not a person worth bothering with. Which is fine by me.”

      He speaks normally. No hissing. I wonder if that’s part of the act. To make people leave him in peace.

      I walk over to a small table that’s piled high with boxes, tools and bits of wire. Giles reaches out an arm, then quickly pulls it back. “Don’t touch!”

      I raise my hands in the air. “Fine.” It all looks like junk to me anyway. “Why did you have to disappear?”

      It’s a casual question, but from his reaction, you’d think I asked him why he eats babies for breakfast. He turns on me, his eyes scrunched up and his face twisted into a distorted mask. “No questions!” he hisses.

      “Okay, okay, sorry.” I take a step toward him and reach out a hand, but he flinches away from me. “Sorry.”

      He shrugs and turns his back to me.

      What a strange guy.

      I turn back to the table and a pair of black boxes catch my eye. One looks like a work in progress, a tangle of wires and metal chips, but the other looks complete.

      “What are they, Giles?” I point, careful not to touch anything on the table.

      Giles turns. His eyes brighten, and he straightens and walks over to me with quick, light steps. “They’re combined control units. This one is a completed version, but there’s a glitch in it.” He lifts the black box to show me. “But I’m working on a new prototype.” He indicates the tangle of wires and launches into a technical explanation. At least I assume it’s some kind of explanation – I barely understand a word of it and find myself tuning him out.

      Trey would know what he was talking about.

      There’s a pause in the flow of words and I catch Giles staring at me. “That’s amazing. You must be smart to know how to use all this stuff.” I wave my hand vaguely at the table.

      Giles ducks his head in embarrassment. “There is so much to learn, to discover,” he murmurs.

      “Giles, I need to ask you something,” I say carefully. “You remember the Metz officer I told you about? The one who remembered me?”

      Giles nods cautiously.

      “Well, we managed to get his helmet off. He … what they see through the helmets is different, isn’t it? It’s not what we see?”

      Another nod.

      “I think he’s a good person. Not the sort of person who wants to be killing people. And I thought, if I could show him what really happens on Metz operations, it might change his mind and he’d help us. I don’t think he can come outside without his suit, can he?” I don’t wait for an answer. “He wouldn’t be able to get out of the compound. But I’m sure they have records of their operations inside the compound. And if I could get in and show him what really happened, then he’d have no choice but to believe me.”

      I pause and hold my breath, waiting for his reaction.

      “You want to go inside the compound?”

      I nod. Giles throws his head back and laughs. It’s a high-pitched, manic laugh that makes me shiver and take a step back. Then he jerks his head back down and snaps his lips shut into a smile. Or at least, I think it’s supposed to be a smile. It looks more like a grimace.

      “And they call me crazy.”

      “But if I could get in, then would you know how to access the computer system? The records of past operations?”

      “If you could get in? How are you planning on doing that? The place is impenetrable!”

      “You got out.”

      It’s a shot in the dark, but from Giles’s reaction I know I’ve hit close to home.

      “I had help,” he says, drawing himself up. He’s not as short as his usual hunched appearance makes him look.

      I’m itching to know more, but don’t want another “no questions” closing off our conversation. “Let’s just assume I can get in. How can I get around the place?”

      Giles shrugs. “They’ll pick up your chip within ten metres of the place. You won’t even get in. Unless …” He looks at me slyly. “Unless you don’t have a chip, of course?”

      I stare back, my expression neutral.

      “Interesting,” he muses, drumming his fingers on the black box he’s still holding in his hand. “Well, you could pretend to be a recruit, if you can get hold of a suit. Most officers don’t know who the recruits are. But this officer of yours would need to take you everywhere. You wouldn’t be able to access different areas without him.”

      “Wouldn’t they recognize me? I … err, I’m on their wanted list at the moment.”

      “Not if they’re not in their suits. They won’t know who you are, or that you need to be arrested. That’s how it works. Once they’re out of the suits they don’t usually remember anything they’ve done. How else do you think they can live with themselves?” He gives me a sharp look. “And perhaps it is best that they don’t know what they’ve done.”

      What does he mean by that?

      I push the thought to the back of my head for later.

      “And how would we access the records of past operations?”

      “From the training room. Though he’ll only be able to access certain versions of the operations.”

      My heart sinks. “The versions they’ve created?”

      “Yes.”

      My fingers twitch in frustration but I’m careful not to show it.

      “And to access the real versions of what happened, you’d need some kind of passcode or authorization?”

      Giles’s face twists into a smile and he nods.

      He knows some way in.

      “Is there a back way into the system? If you don’t have the right code or pass?”

      Giles considers this for a moment, then shakes his head.

      “And my rogue officer wouldn’t be able to get this code?”

      Giles shakes his head. He’s enjoying this game.

      I chew my lip and consider the options. Given Giles’s reaction to any suggestion of hurting the Metz, I can’t believe he’d suggest taking the access code by force. Though it may come to that.

      “Do you have some way of accessing the system? From here?”

      A sharp intake of breath. “Not from here.” The words came out almost reluctantly.

      “But you have a way of accessing it from inside the compound?”

      He cocks his head toward me, then gives a reluctant nod.

      Okay, he has something. But I have to keep playing his game.

      I glance around the neat room, which is seemingly at odds with the clutter piled on the table. Though perhaps it just looks like clutter to me. I walk over to the crates full of books and bend down to examine them. Some look to be technical manuals but others are story books. They must have cost a fortune. Where did he get the money?

      “I lost my mother when I was six,” I say, running my finger across the spines. “I never knew my father, though I believe he was driven out of the country before I was born. My mother loved me, played games with me, gave up everything for me.”

      I can sense Giles listening, but I’m careful not to look at him. He seems to prefer it that way.

      “One day she went out to meet someone and never returned. Twelve years I’ve spent wondering what happened to her, and a few weeks ago, I found out.” I stand. “She went to Rose Square, to meet someone. My father, I think, but he wasn’t there. Instead, she was surrounded by Metz, hundreds of them. They beat her, trying to get information out of her, but what did she know? Nothing. So they shot her. Left her to bleed in the dirt.”

      I fight to control the rising anger inside me and keep my voice neutral.

      “A few weeks ago, a young girl saved my life. Lily. They killed her too – shot her without trial. She was six. What can a six-year-old do to deserve to die?”

      I close my eyes and take a deep breath. No emotion. Emotion scares him.

      “I know they were ordered to do it. Controlled, even. That they probably don’t even remember—” My voice breaks.

      Calm.

      “Whoever ordered it is to blame. Whoever controls them. We need to find out who that person is. Remove them from the system.”

      “But the system is set up around them.”

      His voice in my ear makes me jump and my heart skips a beat. I hadn’t felt him creep up on me. I turn to find his face inches from mine.

      “Then we have to take down the system,” I whisper.

      Finally, he looks at me. In his eyes I see indecision, fear and sadness. Then he pulls back and reaches for a small vase that sits on top of the book crates. It’s painted in a crude design that gives it a cheap appearance.

      When he turns back, he’s holding a tiny baton in his hand. He holds it out to me. “The key. Press the blue button and the code will display. It changes every minute. Perhaps they have changed the system, but I think not.” He shrugs. “They believe I am dead. And besides, no one can break into the compound.” He smiles wolfishly.

      I think back to the last time we broke into a heavily secured building. How they knew we were there because we’d used a dead woman’s identity. “Won’t it be associated with you? Trigger an alarm?”

      Giles shakes his head. “Not unless they’ve changed the security procedures. The senior Metz officers – the captains – have access to the real files and they sometimes use the training room to review past operations.”

      I reach for the baton, but he pulls back, his expression suddenly fearful. “You won’t hurt them, will you?”

      “Who, the officers?”

      He nods. “It’s not their fault.”

      “I know. I … I won’t hurt them, and I’ll do whatever I can to stop anyone else hurting them,” I say carefully.

      But can you really stop the Chain? And the people?

      That’s a problem I’ll deal with later.

      I reach out again, and this time Giles drops the device into my palm. “Think about what you really want, Aleesha.” He cocks his head to one side and stares at me with those pale eyes. “When you let revenge define you, all you have is bitterness and regret. You must want more than that from life.”

      The comment takes me aback and I feel a sudden flash of anger. How dare he presume to know what I feel?

      I hold the device up between my thumb and forefinger. “I’ll look after it.”

      He ducks his head and turns away.

      I walk over to the tunnel entrance and pull the curtain aside. Glancing back, I see him curled in a ball on the cushions, covering his head with his arm. The sight tugs at something in my chest.

      Can he really be happy here, as an outcast?

      “Giles?”

      He raises his head to look at me.

      “If you need anything, anything at all. Just let me know, okay?”

      A flash of a smile and a nod.

      I let the curtain fall behind me and crawl back down the tunnel, the darkness seeming all the colder compared to the warmth and light I’ve left behind.
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      Aleesha returns to Abby’s that evening, subdued and thoughtful. When Bryn asks where she’s been, she just replies that it’s not important.

      We’ve fitted into a routine on the nights she stays here, which is most nights now. Better here than her roof. I change while she’s in the bathroom and then we switch places. By the time I come back in, she’s wearing Abby’s old t-shirt and shorts and is lying in bed with the sheet pulled up to her shoulders. Things are awkward between us now, since the kiss on the roof, as if neither of us knows what to do next.

      Perhaps it was all a misunderstanding. Maybe she didn’t mean to kiss me.

      I sigh and splash some cold water onto my face.

      When I return to the bedroom, Aleesha’s sitting up in bed. I close the door and am about to switch off the light when she stops me.

      “Wait. Is there somewhere safe you can hide something in here, where Abby won’t find it? Something small?”

      “What thing?”

      “This.” She opens her hand to reveal a small rectangular device.

      I lean forward but she closes her hand and pulls away. “What is it?”

      She hesitates for a second before answering. “We may be able to use it to access the Metz information system.”

      I stare at her, but she shakes her head, smiling. “Don’t ask me where I got it from.”

      “The rogue officer?”

      She frowns and shakes her head. “No. Look, I don’t want to risk carrying it on me and I can’t leave it up on the roof as I may not be able to fetch it in time. Can we hide it here?”

      I think for a minute then take down a carved wooden ornament, painted to look like a doll. Aleesha gives me a disparaging look. “Is that the best you can do?”

      I twist the doll and the two halves come apart. Inside is another doll; a smaller version of the first. I open this to reveal a third doll. There are six in total. I pull out the smallest one and open it, holding it out to Aleesha. “Will it fit?”

      She places the device in the base of the doll and I replace the top. It fits, just. Leaving the smallest doll out, I replace the others inside one another and put them back on the shelf. The smallest doll I tuck into a break in the skirting at the back of the wardrobe.

      “Safe enough?” I ask.

      Aleesha nods. I turn out the light and drop onto the mattress on the floor.

      “You know Bryn’s moved upstairs?” Aleesha comments in the darkness. “He’s not down with Bernie anymore.”

      “You mean, he’s sharing with Abby? Good.”

      Tentatively, I reach up, feeling around for her hand. “Aleesha …”

      But she pulls away and the mattress creaks as she rolls over. “Night, Trey.”

      I sigh inwardly. “Night, Aleesha.”
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      At breakfast the next morning, I ask Aleesha if we can have another training session. “I think I’ve just about recovered from the last one.”

      “Sure. Have you been doing the exercises I showed you?”

      Bryn splutters out a mouthful of tea. “Exercises?”

      Aleesha looks at him evenly. “Squats, push-ups, stomach work. He needs to build some muscle. I’m teaching him how to fight.”

      Abby nods approvingly. “Good idea. You need to be able to look after yourself out here.”

      While we’re eating, a boy arrives with a message from Katya. I don’t understand the code written on the grubby piece of film, but apparently Bryn does. “She’s arranged to meet the Metz Commander tomorrow night. She thinks we should have at least two hours from six thirty.” He looks up. “Any chance of finding your officer and getting him on board before then?”

      “Maybe.” Aleesha shovels a spoonful of porridge into her mouth. “It depends if he returns to our meeting point.”

      Bryn sighs. “Well, let’s keep our fingers crossed.”

      The early morning drizzle abates as we climb up to Aleesha’s rooftop. We jog a few laps of the roof and do some warm-up exercises together in silence. Then Aleesha hands me one half of a broken chair leg she’d taken from Abby’s. She keeps the other half.

      I look at it dubiously. “What’s this for?”

      “Well, I figured it might be a bit risky to use actual knives. Besides, you don’t use a knife unless you really want to hurt someone, and I kind of figure that’s not really your style. You’ll be too cautious.”

      I sweep the baton through the air in front of me. It reminds me of when Ella and I used to play witches and wizards as kids. “Fine.”

      We work through some drills. Lunging, blocking, dodging. “It’s to get your body used to the movements. Builds muscle and helps sharpen your instincts,” Aleesha explains.

      “Aleesha,” I say carefully, blocking her blow from above. “I was chatting to Bryn about you yesterday. He said you were … damaged goods.”

      “Did he now.” She stops my return parry deftly and steps to the side. Her voice is neutral, but her lips tighten.

      “He said that growing up out here was tough. That you may have had to do stuff you didn’t want to do. To survive. That you might want to talk about it.”

      She gives a harsh laugh and drops her arm to her side. “And what makes him think I want to talk about anything?”

      “Maybe because you’ve never had anyone to tell before. Because it might help.”

      “Help with what? What’s in the past is in the past.” She moves forward suddenly and I’m not fast enough to dodge the baton that comes down hard on my thigh.

      “Oww!”

      “Never let your eye off your opponent.” She scowls and walks over to the shelter. “I thought I told you that before.”

      She takes a gulp from a bottle of Chaz and holds it out to me. I take a sip of the fizzy liquid and hand it back. It’s sickly sweet and I wonder why so many people out here drink it. There seem to be more bottles of Chaz than water on the shop shelves.

      Aleesha replaces the top on the bottle and throws it onto the pile of blankets.

      “What do you want to know? That I was attacked? Raped?” Her voice is harsh and cracked. “Does that make you feel better? Make you pity me a little more?”

      “No, I …” I gently rest a hand on her arm, but she shrugs it off and strides over to the edge of the roof. A little too close to the edge for my comfort. She stares out over the rooftops.

      “You don’t understand. It’s different out here …”

      “Try me,” I say quietly.

      Aleesha sighs. “I was six when my mother left. The first few days I waited at home. Then the people from the children’s home came for me.”

      “Why didn’t she take you with her?”

      Aleesha shrugs. “Guess she thought it would be safer for me to stay behind. I managed to escape from the children’s home once they realized I wasn’t chipped and begged for food on the streets for a bit. There wasn’t much going but I was quick and figured out I could get away with taking the odd thing from shops or a kitchen table without being caught. Until one day, my luck ran out. It was an apartment I’d been to before. The door was left open and there was food on the table. That should have warned me – no one leaves their door open in Four. When I crept in, the door slammed behind me and a man was looking down on me.

      “He was kind at first. Fed me, offered to let me stay. I was able to wash for the first time since I’d left home. I didn’t find it odd that he watched me while I washed and that sometimes, when he thought I was sleeping, he’d stand over me. Just watching.”

      She falls silent for a moment. “He didn’t just watch for long. And I was old enough to know that what he was doing was wrong. So I ran away again. That’s when I found this rooftop.”

      She was six! What kind of man …

      My gut twists, and I swallow to try and get rid of the sour taste in my mouth, glad that Aleesha can’t see the look of revulsion on my face.

      I take a deep breath. “Y-you came up here when you were six?”

      She smiles. “Yeah. There was a big flood. I nearly got washed away in it, but the water lifted me high enough to get in through that window. I just kept climbing until there wasn’t anywhere else to go.”

      “And you lived up here, then?”

      “Some of the time. But it was too cold in winter. And I couldn’t carry much water up here.”

      I can picture her trying. A young Aleesha, doggedly hauling bottles of water up those endless flights of stairs. My heart aches for her. “Was there no one who would help you?”

      She gives a harsh laugh. “There were plenty of men willing to help me. Some of them were even kind, for a time. But you get nothin’ for free out here.”

      Silence again. Aleesha runs her fingers over the parapet. The stone crumbles under her touch.

      I don’t want to press her, don’t want to ask the question, but I have to know. “Did they … rape you?”

      She casts me a swift glance. “Sometimes. If I couldn’t get away in time. But most of the time I managed to avoid it by doing them other … favours.”

      My stomach heaves and I struggle to resist the urge to turn and walk away. I’m not sure how much more of this I can listen to. “That must have been terrible.”

      “It was what it was.” Aleesha shrugs. “And they weren’t all too bad. One guy taught me to read. Another to fight.” A smile briefly lightens her face. “Mind you, he wasn’t very good at it. But I became better able to look after myself. Began to work out how best to survive. That’s when I started tagging onto the gangs.”

      “That doesn’t sound much better.”

      “Gang life is risky, sure. But if you’re smart enough to stay out of the way of the fighting then it’s not too bad a life. You get fed at least.”

      “So you joined the Snakes?”

      She shakes her head. “Not at first. There was a smaller gang. The leader took a fancy to me, so I was with him for a while. He didn’t even want to sleep with me. I think he preferred men but wanted a girlfriend for show. There was a big fight with the Snakes one day and that’s when I met Jay.”

      “He looked like a bully,” I mutter under my breath.

      “He’s not so bad.” She looks out over the rooftops. I wait for her to continue, but after a short pause she straightens her shoulders and turns around to face me. “Ready for round two?”

      I nod. Clearly, the conversation is at an end.

      We practise some more with the batons, but my heart’s not really in it. I guess Bryn was right, in one sense. She’s not exactly the girlfriend I’d imagined having. But he’s also wrong. She did what she had to do to survive. That doesn’t make her a bad person.

      After twenty minutes, Aleesha calls a halt.

      “I can go a bit longer,” I pant.

      “It’s nearly noon.” She takes a swig from the Chaz bottle and hands it to me. “Finish it off.”

      “What’s happening at noon?”

      “I said I’d wait for Rogue at noon every day. In case he comes back.” She turns to look at me. “Wanna come and see?”

      “Sure.” Though, really, I’m not sure at all.
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      The alleyway Aleesha leads us to is full of rubbish and smells even worse than Area Four usually does. There’s an overflowing trash can about halfway down and a couple of closed doors. Aleesha kicks both the doors. One doesn’t budge but the other creaks open revealing a dark room.

      “Wait in here. You might scare him off if he sees you.”

      I wrinkle my nose at the acrid smell of urine. “Can’t I just hide behind the trash can?”

      “Nope.”

      I step gingerly inside and she pulls the door shut, leaving me just a crack to see through. I pinch my fingers on the bridge of my nose and try to take shallow breaths.

      I press my eye to the gap in the door. All I can see is Aleesha leaning against the wall of the alleyway, tossing a knife idly. We wait.

      I’m about to call it a day and pull open the door when Aleesha stiffens and pockets the knife. A moment later, she moves out of view.

      By straining my ears, I can just about make out what she’s saying. “You came.”

      “I want to know more.” The gravelly tone makes my blood run cold.

      “Do you remember what happened last time? When you got back into the compound?”

      There’s a pause. “Some of it. And a feeling. A feeling that something was wrong. That you might be able to help.”

      Another pause. “We should probably go somewhere more private. Do you have a torch?”

      There’s a grunt of assent.

      They’re coming in here?

      I just have time to step back before the door swings inward and Aleesha walks in. The Metz officer following her has to duck and twist to enter the narrow doorway. A beam of light flashes around the empty space and comes to rest on me.

      “Wh—”

      “He’s a friend. I promise he won’t hurt you.”

      I shield my eyes from the light, blinking at the brightness.

      “Darwin Goldsmith,” the voice rumbles.

      “Um, can I take your helmet off?” Aleesha asks. “You’re more human that way.”

      There’s a pause. “Fine.”

      “Give the light to Trey.” A heavy torch is shoved into my hands and I shine it up toward the officer’s head. Aleesha’s standing on her toes, reaching up with a long, fine knife. “Bend back a bit?”

      The officer obliges and there’s a click. “Now twist the helmet a fraction to the left and it should come off.” It reaches up two massive hands and grasps the helmet tight. A moment later I’m looking into the eyes of a young man wearing an expression of disgust.

      “That smell …” He looks around the room.

      “Pretty bad, isn’t it,” Aleesha says.

      The officer eyes the helmet in his hands as if he’d quite like to put it back on.

      “Rogue, meet Trey. Trey, meet Rogue. Now, I’ve got an idea.”

      “Go on.”

      His voice is normal without the helmet on. Slightly gruff, but that could just be because he’s trying not to breathe in the stinking air.

      “You want to find out the truth about what happens on Metz operations?”

      “I know what happens. I’ve been on them,” he cuts in.

      “You know what you see,” Aleesha continues. “Which isn’t the same as what’s actually there, at least, not all of the time. But they’ll be on your systems, right? The records of past operations?”

      “Yes. We often access them for training.”

      Aleesha frowns. “All of them? You can access all the files?”

      Rogue shakes his head. “Of course not. Some are restricted.”

      “There you go! The ones they don’t want you to see. Look, you want to know the truth and I want to access one record. To know why my mother died.”

      Rogue’s expression doesn’t change. “Your mother died in a Metz operation?”

      “Yes.” Aleesha looks up at him and her eyes are bright with tears that glisten in the torchlight. “They killed her. I was six.”

      “What did she do?”

      “Nothing!” Aleesha looks as if she’s about to punch him but stops herself. “Nothing.”

      I stay silent, holding the flashlight in front of me, an awkward witness to this dance of wills.

      “Please,” Aleesha whispers. “She was all I had. Let me show you what happened to her.”

      “And how do you expect to get into the compound?”

      “From above.”

      A look of surprise flashes across Rogue’s face; the first emotion I’ve seen from him. “There’s an exclusion zone.”

      “I know. Leave that to us.”

      There’s a pause. Rogue looks as if he’s fighting some internal battle.

      “When?” Rogue asks finally.

      “Six thirty tomorrow evening.”

      “No weapons?”

      “No weapons.”

      “And only you?”

      “And Trey. But no one else.”

      He casts a dismissive glance in my direction. Obviously, he doesn’t consider me a danger. “Fine. Six thirty tomorrow. Most people will be eating then so it should be quiet. I’ll wait at the entrance to the compound under the Commander’s landing platform. It’s on top of the east tower.”

      I close my eyes and let out a breath. It’s really going to happen. A flush of nervous excitement courses through me.

      “Thank you,” Aleesha whispers. She places a hand on his arm. “You won’t regret it.”

      “I sincerely hope not,” Rogue replies stiffly.

      “One more thing,” Aleesha says as he raises the helmet to his head. “Will we need a disguise? To look like new recruits, perhaps?”

      Rogue gives a brief nod. “I’ll see to it.”

      The helmet clicks back into place. “Tomorrow,” he says, grabbing the flashlight from my hands and twisting his bulk to get out of the door.

      “Tomorrow,” I echo.

      We follow him out. The alleyway smells almost fresh after the stench of the enclosed room. “Do you think we can trust him?” I ask, gazing at his retreating back.

      “Do we have a choice?”

      Yes, I want to say, we do have a choice. We could choose to stay out of this mess. To be safe. Would anyone really blame us for not wanting to risk our lives again?

      But I keep my mouth shut. If there’s a chance that this could work, that we could find the key to controlling the Metz, to stop the killing, then the risk is worth it. Besides, Aleesha’s face is set in that determined look I’m starting to recognize. No one will stop her going in.

      And I won’t let her go in alone.
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      The pod is smaller than I’d imagined. It’s been hastily painted in Metz colours: black with yellow stripes down both sides. The paint glistens in the light.

      “It’s not quite dry but we can’t wait any longer,” Murdoch says from the open door. “Let’s go.”

      Inside, there’s a bench running across the back of the pod and a small control panel up front. Trey follows me in and Jameson and Bryn squeeze in behind him. With five of us in here, there’s barely room to breathe.

      “You two sit at the back,” Bryn instructs.

      I perch on the bench next to Trey. The seat is obviously designed for one person and our thighs press together. I find the contact strangely reassuring.

      Last night, I’d lain awake, going over and over our conversation on the rooftop. I’d regretted it then, telling him all that stuff, stuff I’ve told no one else before. In the dark hours of the early morning, the things we’d talked about, the memories that I’d managed to bury for so long came flooding back, and I’d curled up in a tight ball and trembled as they consumed me.

      But I’d listened to Trey’s light, even breathing as he slept on the mattress below me and inhaled the sweet smell of flowers that lingered on the sheet I clutched, and those two things, those two small things, helped me remember that I was safe now. That I wasn’t alone anymore. I had a friend. And finally, as the sky outside lightened from black to pre-dawn grey, I had slept.

      “Ready?” Murdoch’s voice pulls me back to reality. He’s at the control panel, his gun slung over his shoulder. Jameson’s sitting on the floor next to Trey, holding a small rectangular device on top of his crossed legs. Bryn tucks himself up in front of him, his weapon pointing toward the closed door. Trey and I are unarmed. It was decided it was too risky for us to take any weapon in, even a knife.

      “If they catch you, a knife’s not going to help you,” Bryn had said when I’d protested the decision. “This is a covert operation. Get in and out without them even knowing you were there.”

      Covert is a new word for me. Apparently, it’s an old word used for top-secret operations, where spies went in undercover to enemy territory. Which, I guess, is exactly what we’re doing now.

      My body tingles with excitement and adrenaline. Trey’s thigh twitches beside me and his face is pale and tight. He looks like he’s regretting volunteering. I reach out for his hand and give it a squeeze, getting a weak smile in return.

      “I thought pods flew themselves?” he asks Murdoch. His voice shakes slightly, and I wonder if he asked the question to take his mind off what’s ahead.

      “They do,” Murdoch replies. “Fortunately, there’s a manual override. No pod apart from the Commander’s will fly itself to the Metz compound. You ready, Jameson?”

      The man nods and the lump on his throat jumps up and down. He’s nervous too.

      “Let’s go then.”

      I’m disappointed to find no windows in the pod. There’s a narrow strip of what seems to be clear material at waist height, but it’s so covered in paint that it’s impossible to make out anything on the other side.

      “Do people not want to look out?” I whisper to Trey.

      He shrugs awkwardly in the small space. “They mostly just want to get to where they’re going. And some people say it makes them feel sick, looking out.”

      “Jameson, you ready with those codes?” Murdoch must be able to see what’s ahead if he’s flying the pod. I wish there was enough room to peer over his shoulder, but I’d have to climb over Bryn and Jameson to get there.

      “N-nearly.” Jameson’s fingers move in a blur across the interactive holo display that hangs in the air above the small box in his lap.

      “Are we there already?” I ask. We’ve barely been gone five minutes. I didn’t even feel us take off.

      “Just approaching the no-fly zone,” Murdoch mutters.

      “Okay, just waiting for authorization …” Jameson pauses and taps his fingers on his knee. “Come on … We have it!” His fingers move across the display. “We’re good to go.”

      “You sure?”

      “One hundred percent.”

      “Okay then.” Murdoch’s voice is strained and the tension in the pod goes up a notch. I wonder what will happen if Jameson’s code doesn’t work and we’re found to be impostors, but I decide it’s probably best not to ask.

      “We’re in. Just coming down to land. Are you two ready?”

      We straighten simultaneously. I glance over at Trey. His face is still pale, but his expression is determined.

      “We’re ready,” I say.

      Bryn checks his wrist. “We’re right on time. Let’s hope your officer is too.”

      I don’t feel the pod land but a moment later the door slides open and a cold wind whips around the inside of the small compartment. Bryn jumps out first, his weapon cocked, and motions for us to follow.

      “Comm check?” Jameson’s voice sounds simultaneously through the bud in my ear and in the pod.

      “Fine,” I say, and Trey nods.

      “Remember, we don’t know if it’ll work inside the compound. And if you’re below ground level, I’m pretty sure it won’t work,” Jameson continues.

      “Keep an eye on the time,” Murdoch says, still staring straight ahead. “We’ll be back in an hour and a half exactly. You must be here – we can’t wait.”

      I push back my sleeve and glance down at the slim band on my wrist. It feels odd, even though it’s moulded to fit. I hover my finger over it and a display flashes up. 18.30.

      “Come on!” Bryn hisses. He’s lit up against the night sky and the wind whips his hair around his face.

      I step out of the pod. We’re on the roof of one of the four corner towers of the compound. It’s not a particularly tall building and the glass apartment blocks surrounding it tower over us. Yet it feels strangely isolated.

      “Aleesha!”

      I turn to see Bryn glaring at me. He’s bent over by an access panel in the roof, his hand on a tiny red pressure pad. Looking closer, I see he’s wearing a thin glove. The Commander’s fingerprints?

      The panel slides open. Bryn raises the gun to his shoulder, his finger hovering over the trigger.

      A face appears in the space underneath the panel. Rogue. A flash of anger crosses his face as he looks into the barrel of the gun.

      “That’s him, Bryn,” I say quickly, stepping forward so Rogue can see me.

      “Get in then, quick,” Bryn replies, not taking his gaze off the man inside.

      I climb down the short ladder into a short, dimly lit corridor. Rogue pushes a package into my hands as Trey climbs down to join us.

      “Here, change into this now. Give your clothes to your friend.”

      “Bryn? Hang on for five!”

      I get a grunt in response.

      Trey gets a similar sized package. “What is it?” He stares up at Rogue, who’s looking around nervously.

      “Recruit’s suit. Standard issue. It moulds to your body, so you can’t wear it over clothes – it’d look odd. There are boots too. I had to guess the size.”

      I take a couple of steps down the corridor and begin to strip off my clothing. Trey and Rogue turn their backs and stare resolutely at the wall, which makes me smile. I pull on the suit and select the smaller pair of boots. There are no pockets in the suit, so I curl my fingers around the small black device that Giles had given me. Reluctantly, I hand my boots and clothes up to Bryn.

      “If anything happens to those boots, you’re paying for a new pair.” He shrugs off the look I give him.

      “You’re breaking into the Metz compound and you’re worried about your boots?” Rogue asks. His voice is tinged with disbelief.

      “They’re good boots! Cost me an arm and a leg.”

      But these feel better. They wouldn’t be any good Outside – they don’t come high enough up to keep out the flood waters – but they’re so comfortable and light that it barely feels as if I’m wearing shoes at all.

      Like the suit. Rogue was right. It clings to my body, feeling snug but not tight, almost like a second skin. Looking up, I catch Trey staring at me. He blushes and turns away, fumbling his clothes into a ball. I look down again. It really does show every curve. Even my hip bones jut out, though they’re less prominent than a few weeks ago. Abby’s food is doing some good.

      “Good luck,” Bryn whispers hoarsely from above.

      The panel slides shut, cutting off the noise of the wind and the city and leaving behind an awkward silence.

      “Ready to go?” Rogue asks. His right eyebrow twitches and his eyes flick around nervously.

      I nod. “Let’s do this.”

      The comm bud in my ear crackles. “Do you copy?” Jameson’s voice.

      I brush the tiny microphone I’d transferred from my clothes to the neck of the tight suit. “Yes, I can hear you.”

      I glance over at Trey, who’s looking guilty. He points at his neck and shrugs an apology. “Trey left his mic on his clothes, but he can hear you too.”

      “Great. We’re out of the exclusion zone. We may fall out of range but we’ll contact you again when we’re close to pick-up.”

      The bud goes silent. Rogue opens the door at the end of the passageway. On the other side is a circular lift, large enough for six people, though I suspect only three Metz officers. Even without his armour, Rogue is over a head taller than Trey, with broad shoulders and chest. His suit is black, not grey like ours, but it clings just as tightly to his body. You can see the outline of every muscle, even his stomach muscles.

      I catch myself staring and look away. He really is a perfect man, from the outside at least.

      “This takes us down to the main level. The building above ground is mainly used for staff accommodation and dorms. We’re currently in the Commander’s tower.”

      “Did you have to get permission to come up here?” Trey asks. His back is pressed against the lift wall as if he’s trying to get as far away from Rogue as possible.

      “Not exactly. I am currently assigned to work for the Commander, so I have access to most parts of the tower. I told the duty officer that the Commander had forgotten something and asked me to take it up to the roof for him. That should cover your pod arriving and departing.”

      His voice is wooden. Almost emotionless, but there’s a trace of something underneath. Fear perhaps? Or excitement.

      “You work directly for the Commander?” Why didn’t he tell me this before?

      Rogue reaches past me to press a button on the side of the lift and I catch a whiff of his scent. Spicy and warm. The back of my neck tingles and I look down at my feet, secretly relieved when he pulls back, and the smell disappears. The lift plummets down.

      “Yes. The highest achievers after your first two years on the street are assigned to his unit for a year. It is an honour.”

      “So, you’re a high achiever?” Trey’s lips twitch and there’s a trace of sarcasm in his voice.

      Trey? Sarcastic?

      “Yes.” Rogue doesn’t appear to notice.

      “Do you know where we can access the records of past operations?” I say quickly.

      “And wherever new technologies are developed and tested,” Trey adds.

      Rogue frowns at him. “The tech labs? What do you want w—”

      “It doesn’t matter,” I interrupt. “Let’s access the records first, then we’ll see how we’re doing.” I shoot Trey a warning glance and get a sour look in return.

      There’s a bleep and the lift door opens. Rogue leads the way out.

      “Remember last time,” Trey whispers as we follow him out.

      I roll my eyes and nod. “It’s fine,” I mutter back.

      We need to get him on side first. He still doesn’t believe. But he will.

      Rogue turns and I smile brightly up at him. “So, the records?”

      “We will go to the training rooms. Past operations can be accessed there, though I only have access to the basic level. Special authorization is required for confidential missions.”

      “What if we’re stopped?” Trey asks.

      “You are two first-year recruits. Normally first-years wouldn’t have access to the training rooms, but you both excelled in your recent tests so I’m giving you a tour of them as a reward.”

      “Our tests?”

      “Yes. You were top in strategy.” He points at Trey, then turns to me. “And you were top in weapon handling.”

      The corner of his mouth turns up slightly. Is he smiling?

      “Follow me.”

      He leads us through a door and out into a short corridor. We walk around a corner and through another set of doors into a much wider corridor. It stretches into the distance, with sets of double doors leading off at regular intervals. Circular cut-outs in the ceiling let in a strange green light. It’s eerily quiet and even our footsteps barely sound on the hard floor. Rogue sets a quick pace and I have to hurry to keep up with him.

      “Most people who aren’t on patrol will be eating in the mess hall,” he says.

      I’m not sure what a mess hall is but that might explain why the corridors are so quiet.

      Perhaps luck is on our side.

      I chide myself for the thought. It’s dangerous to rely on luck.

      Twenty paces down, he pushes open a door on the left and we enter a narrower corridor, still dimly lit. “The training wing,” Rogue explains.

      On our left is a single long room with a door some way down the corridor. On the right, a set of smaller rooms, each with their own entrance. Rogue stops at one and pushes the door open.

      “Do you not need a pass to get through?” I ask.

      “They automatically detect your presence.”

      Through their chips, presumably. Which means the chances of us getting anywhere in the building without Rogue are next to none.

      The room is larger than I’d first thought. It stretches back about twenty paces and is about ten paces wide. It’s empty apart from a black cabinet in one corner. Rogue strides over to it and brushes his hand over the top. A holo appears in the air and a voice booms out “Training system activated”.

      I walk over. “Can you turn the sound down?”

      “These rooms are all soundproof. No one can hear.”

      A set of options flashes on the screen. Rogue selects one and a long list appears. “This is the list of operations I have access to.”

      I peer at the words, running my eyes down the list, looking for Operation Nightshade, or any mention of LC100.

      “It’s not there.” I pull back, trying to contain my disappointment. They wouldn’t let everyone access it – it was confidential.

      “Can you search the system?” Trey asks, coming over to join us.

      Rogue nods and selects a symbol at the top of the display. “What do you want to search for?”

      “Operation Nightshade,” I say.

      A few seconds later, a shorter list appears on the screen.

      “Operation Nightshade report, Operation Nightshade reality training, linked documents,” Trey reads out. “They’re all marked as Level 2 access though. What does that mean?”

      “It means I can’t access them,” Rogue replies. “Level 3 can be accessed by any officer, Level 2 by captains and Level 1 only by the Commander or a person he specifically gives access to.”

      I open my fingers, revealing the small black device. “This may give us access.”

      Rogue gives it a dubious glance.

      “What’s the reality training?” Trey asks.

      “It recreates what actually happened on the operation so you can experience it.”

      “Try selecting that.” I hear the words and it takes me a few seconds to realize that they came from my mouth.

      “Are you sure?” Concern radiates from Trey’s voice.

      No, I’m not sure. Do I want to see my mother die? Would it be any worse than what I see in my dreams?

      “It’s asking for a code.” Rogue’s voice is still neutral. Either he hasn’t noticed the tension in the air or he’s ignoring it.

      I swallow and look down, trying to focus on the small blue button on the device. It’s embedded in the plastic, and I have to dig my fingernail in to push it. When I do, a set of eight numbers and letters flashes into the air. Rogue taps them into the system.

      Another pause. I tense and look back at the door to the room. My ears strain for the first sound of an alarm and my legs are ready to sprint, though where we could go I have no idea.

      “Authorization complete. Operation Nightshade reality training loading.”

      A progress bar appears on the display, slowly filling. Then my vision blurs. I blink and when I open my eyes, the training room has gone and I’m standing in Rose Square.

      A light wind ripples the covers of the empty market stalls. They look abandoned, as if the owners have just dropped everything and run.

      But no one would abandon their stall in Area Four, would they?

      The square is eerily deserted. I’ve never seen it this quiet, not even late at night. There are always some hobies and usually a drunk or two passed out on the steps leading up to the monument.

      I look around and see Trey and Rogue standing to one side. This is the reality training, huh. Pretty realistic. There’s even a faint stale smell in the air, though it’s not half as bad as the actual Rose Square.

      A flash of movement on the balcony of one of the buildings catches my eye. It’s a Metz officer, crouched down behind a stone column that doesn’t quite disguise its bulk. I glance down and across to a side alley. Officers fill the narrow space. Waiting.

      My heart begins to race, and I rub my clammy hands on the slick fabric of the suit. This isn’t real. They can’t hurt you. Can they? Perhaps we should have checked that with Rogue before this started.

      I’m about to open my mouth to say something when I see her running into the square toward me.

      “Mama,” I whisper.

      Her hair streams in the wind. A smile lights up her face and my heart aches so much I think it might burst. I am six years old again and my feet move toward her.

      But I freeze as the expression on her face turns from joy to fear. She looks around the square, brushing dark tendrils of hair from her face. Her lips move in soundless words. A few more steps toward the statue.

      Fear radiates through me, freezing the air in my lungs. All the memories I’d faced in the dark hours of the morning return, along with others that were buried even deeper, as if each memory I face unearths another one. Wave after wave of emotions wash over me. Anger, shame, desperation, defeat.

      I push back against them, fighting for control of my body. She is here. And she doesn’t know what’s about to happen. But I do.

      I take a deep breath and air rushes into my lungs. The dizziness passes, and my feet are no longer frozen to the floor.

      “Mama!” I run toward her. “Go!”

      Did I just say that? My brain is confused. Part of me knows this isn’t real, but it feels so real.

      Almost as if she can hear me, she turns and begins to run back to the Town Hall. But it’s too late. Suddenly we’re surrounded by Metz. They seem to appear from nowhere, from every direction. Out from side passageways and houses, up from behind market stalls, jumping down from balconies.

      They swarm around me, but somehow don’t knock me down. Shouts fill the air. Warning shots. But my mother just keeps on running. Time seems to slow as I see an officer pause, lower its weapon and fire.

      My mother screams and falls to the floor.

      “No!” I run toward her, pushing through the crowd of officers. Pain shoots through my kneecaps as I drop to the ground beside her.

      There’s the hiss of a taser. Her back arches and she cries out in pain.

      “Where is he?” An officer looms above us. “Where is he?” it repeats.

      A baton is raised. I throw myself in front of it, but it passes straight through me. There’s a sickening crunch as it connects with my mother’s elbow. Another scream of agony.

      Frantically, I press my hands to the wound on her thigh, which is streaming blood onto the floor. “Hold on, Mama,” I beg. But I can’t help her. My hands pass straight through her leg. Her blood flows through my palm as if I were invisible.

      And then it hits me. I pushed through the Metz. Literally pushed through them. I’m not really here. It’s like the footage on the big screens. I’m watching something I can’t be part of.

      And somehow, that makes it so much worse.

      I rock back on my heels, barely noticing that the officers around me have pulled back. I can’t tear my eyes from her face, stricken with pain. But there’s a fire in her eyes that I recognize. I see it in my own eyes sometimes, in the glint of a polished blade.

      Hands grab my arms. Real, solid hands. They try to pull me away. I lash out. My fist connects with flesh and bone, and the hands drop away.

      “Where is he?” The officer is still standing over us.

      My mother raises her head slightly. The tendons in her jaw tighten, showing the effort it costs her. “You … will never find him,” she gasps.

      The officer raises his arm and the barrel of the gun points toward us. “You will not tell us?”

      “No!”

      My cry carries over my mother’s whisper and I curl my body over hers, knowing I can’t protect her from what is to come but wanting to hold off that moment for as long as possible. Wanting to have this precious moment with her. I reach to brush the hair from her forehead and look into her eyes. And for a second, I can feel her soft skin, her shiny straight hair that she was so proud of. And in her eyes, I see only love. For me.

      The shot explodes in my ears.

      The bullet passes through my head, exiting between my eyes, and slams into her forehead.

      Such a small hole to cause such damage.

      “Mama,” I whisper.

      But her eyes stare sightlessly through me.

      Everything goes quiet. The square fades. My mother disappears from under my hands and I’m suddenly back in the empty training room, disorientated and lost.

      I curl up on the floor, wrapping my arms over my head, as if by doing so I can make the whole world go away.

      Why did you go, Mama?

      An arm wraps around me and I breathe in a familiar smell. Trey. He doesn’t ask if I’m okay, just holds me, as my tears slow and the sobs that wrack my body turn to hiccups. I ache all over and feel strangely exhausted, as if all the energy inside me was focused on this one thing and it’s now gone, carried away by my tears.

      “You’re … crying?” Rogue sounds puzzled.

      I pull away from Trey and wipe my eyes. “It’s an emotion thing.”

      I get to my feet and turn to face him. He’s clutching his chest and his face is a maze of emotions, chief among them confusion and fear.

      “I have an ache. Here.” He points to his chest and frowns. “Inside.”

      “Sadness.” My voice is hoarse.

      “She was your mother?”

      I nod.

      “She was beautiful. Like you.”

      Trey stiffens beside me and opens his mouth to speak, but I give him a nudge.

      “Why did we kill her?”

      “That’s what we’re here to find out,” Trey says tightly. “Let’s look at the operation file.”

      My mother’s face is still there in my mind, a small hole in her forehead. Sightless eyes. A wave of nausea rushes up from my stomach and I bend over, closing my eyes and breathing deeply.

      “Aleesha?”

      I wave a hand at him. “I’m fine.”

      I force myself to straighten and walk over to join them at the computer. It’s strange. My body feels exhausted and numb, like I just want to wrap myself in a blanket and sleep, but inside me, deep inside, a spark of anger is growing.

      The anger I’ve always held against the Metz.

      Except it wasn’t their fault, was it? They were just following orders.

      But whose orders?

      Trey’s frowning at me, concerned. “Are you sure you want to know?” he asks gently.

      I shake myself. “Of course.” I stare as Rogue opens the file, but the words blur in front of me. “Can … can you read it to me?”

      Trey nods. He begins to read off the screen and the words flow into my mind, slowly piecing together a picture of what had happened that day.

      The Metz had had a tip-off that LC100 was in town. They still referred to him as that, in the file. Their information source said he was there to meet a woman, someone important. That’s all they had. They didn’t know if he was alone, or if he had other people with him.

      “Wait,” I interrupt. “Say that bit again?”

      “It is suspected that LC100 has associates – that means friends – across the city who he could call on for aid. This visit to meet a woman could be a cover for his continued revolutionary activity. It must be assumed that he will not be alone. The only way to guarantee capture is through the use of overwhelming force.”

      Overwhelming force.

      Trey pauses and looks at me. I nod for him to continue.

      The next bit of the report talks about the preparations for the raid. General preparations, as they didn’t know where or when they’d meet. It talks about papers for the government, the need to get approval for an operation “of this size”.

      Then, their information source came back with the identity of the woman. Maria Ramos. Confirmation that LC100 was planning to meet her at Rose Square in just an hour’s time. A hurried call to the government while troops were already spilling out of the compound, moving to get in place.

      And then Rose Square. The account of the actual event is brutally short. They were in place just a few minutes before Maria Ramos turned up. There was no sign of LC100. She refused to talk and was too badly wounded to bring in for questioning. A search of the surrounding streets and buildings turned up no sign of the man they were after.

      “There’s a ‘lessons learned’ section,” Trey says.

      “Lessons learned?” My voice is tinged with disbelief.

      “Yes. Mainly the need to double check information sources. And to avoid rushed operations. They … they think he may have spotted the Metz approaching. That it scared him off.”

      No shit.

      “Then it just gives some facts about who was involved. The captain who led the operation, the number of casualties, the government official who authorized …” Trey’s voice trails off.

      “Who authorized what? The operation?”

      Whoever ordered it is to blame.

      Isn’t that what I’d said to Giles? It wasn’t the Metz. They were just controlled. It was whoever had ordered the operation to go ahead. There’s a fluttering in my stomach and my mouth goes dry.

      Finally, I will know.

      “Who was it?”

      Trey stares at the screen, not appearing to listen.

      “Trey, who was it?” I walk over to him impatiently.

      But it is Rogue who reads the name from the screen, in his wooden, emotionless voice, as Trey turns to me, his face stricken with horror.

      “Andrew Goldsmith. Junior minister, State Department.”
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      Andrew Goldsmith.

      The words are emblazoned on my eyeballs. I blink to make them disappear, but they’re still there goading me. My father. The murderer.

      I worked in the department when I was a junior minister. Back then, ministerial authorization was required for any operations of significance.

      Rogue is eyeing me with an odd expression on his face. I want to look at Aleesha, but I can’t.

      “Open the file on LC100,” she says in a tight, brittle voice.

      Rogue obliges, and the operation file is replaced by another. It’s an extended version of the files on the Personax database: a biography of the person and a holo image.

      Aleesha grips the sides of the cabinet and leans forward until her face is just inches from the image of the man.

      This is the man she believes to be her father.

      When she pulls back, I examine him. The holo is of a young man, barely old enough to have a child Aleesha’s age. He’s handsome, with dark hair that curls at the base of his neck and piercing blue eyes, and he wears clothes that might have been fashionable twenty years ago. When we saw the holo of Maria Ramos on the Personax database, I could see at once that she was Aleesha’s mother. Her resemblance to her father – if he is her father – is less clear, though there’s something in the shape of her face – her jawline and nose – that resembles the man hanging in the air. Or perhaps I’m just imagining it.

      I scan the file, trying to memorize everything the Metz know about LC100. His name is Ricus Meyer, but his place of birth and parents are marked as unknown. It mentions an aunt who’s listed as a guardian, with a London address that I recognize as being Inside the Wall.

      The file goes on to state that authorization for his residence in Britannia was given by the Secretary of State. He arrived in London after the death of his parents, when he was thirteen, to live with his aunt. I do a quick calculation in my head. That would make him … forty-one or thereabouts.

      Whereas the section on his education and employment is almost bare, the section on his criminal record more than makes up for it. Arrested for spreading dissent against the government but released without charge. Suspected involvement in an attack against the President. No evidence. A raid on the food factories in Area Six.

      The list goes on. Suspected involvement in a whole host of crimes. But no proof. Why was he never charged? Or dragged off to the Farms? Unless the Metz were more lenient in those days.

      I shake my head. Unlikely. Perhaps this aunt of his intervened to protect him.

      Aleesha’s face is twisted in concentration as she reads. “Does this say he was in charge of a gang?” She points at a section toward the end of the criminal record section.

      “Founder of the London Equality Movement.” I scan the paragraph. “It seems to be a student group set up at the university … campaigning for equal treatment of Insiders and Outsiders. It was shut down by the university due to subversive activity.”

      I read further down. “Look, this is interesting. Under the ‘deceased’ heading it just says ‘contact lost’. ‘Ricus Meyer is believed to be alive but no longer in Britannia.’”

      There’s a pause. “That was just before I was born,” Aleesha whispers. “My mother must have been pregnant at the time.”

      “What do you think ‘contact lost’ means?”

      “I dunno. Perhaps he got rid of his chip?”

      I glance down at my right forearm. It’s covered by the tight material of the suit, but I can picture the pink scar underneath. It still itches sometimes. Abby said the scar would stay with me forever.

      “He’s recorded as coming back to the city twice,” Rogue says. I’d almost forgotten he was there. “The second time was when Operation Nightshade took place.”

      “So, as far as the government are aware, he’s no longer in London. They don’t even know if he’s alive—”

      “He has a scar, just by his left eye,” Aleesha murmurs. She reaches out a hand to touch the man’s face, but when her fingers connect with the display, it flickers and disappears.

      “Get it back!” Her hand hovers in the air uncertainly.

      “We need to move on, Aleesha. There’s no more information on there.” I check the device on my wrist. 19.20. “Time’s running out.”

      Her head whips around. “Why? Are you worried about what else your father has done? Who else he’s murdered?”

      I swallow. Her tone bites, but what hurts even more is that she’s right. What else has he done?

      Rogue has taken over the display. The words in the air blur as he scrolls through file after file, his expression getting grimmer with every passing minute. Suddenly, he pauses.

      “This one mentions you. A raid on Dellom Street a few weeks ago.” Another pause. “Some criminals were rounded up and an illegal girl was shot. The crowd attacked a group of officers.” His finger hovers in the air. “Do you want me to activate the VR?”

      “No!” Aleesha lunges forward, pulling his arm down and holding his hand in both of hers. She takes a deep breath. “I-I don’t want to go through that again.”

      Rogue’s face twists into an odd expression as he looks at the screen then down at his hand.

      I glance at my watch again. 19.31. “Aleesha, we really need to move.” My voice is harsh, though I’m not sure why. I try to soften it. “The device.”

      She drops Rogue’s hand and wipes her eyes with the back of her sleeve. Tear tracks stain her cheeks. Then she straightens and is all business-like again, as if she’s flipped a switch inside.

      “You’ve seen what really happens on Metz raids?” She turns to Rogue. “That wasn’t what they tell you, right?”

      Rogue stands like a statue, staring at the holo display. Lines of text and images appear as he scrolls down. I wonder if he’s even reading the words.

      “They didn’t tell us we would be doing this.” His bottom lip quivers. “We are supposed to protect people. That’s our job!”

      “You should be able to make your own decisions about what’s right or wrong,” Aleesha says quietly.

      “Yes, I mean …” Rogue shakes his head. “I don’t know.” He jabs at the holo and the display disappears. “The captains make the decisions. We trust them. You’ve seen enough? Let’s go.”

      “There’s one more thing,” I say. “You say captains make the decisions at the moment. We have reason to believe that’s going to change. Are your tech team working on something new?” Aleesha catches my eye and shakes her head a fraction. “Would we be able to talk to them?”

      Aleesha rolls her eyes. But sometimes, being direct is the best way.

      “You could speak to the professor.” Rogue sounds uncertain. “He runs the labs here and oversees the medical program.”

      Aleesha flashes me a quick glance and I nod. Sounds like the right place. “Great. Will he mind us bothering him?”

      “No. He likes visitors.”

      Rogue leads us back out into the large corridor with the eerie green lighting. It’s cooler out here, but I only feel it on my head and hands. The suits are heat regulating, keeping our bodies at an even temperature.

      “This way.” Rogue stops at the next set of doors leading off the corridor and places his palm on a pad.

      Not automatic access then.

      I follow Aleesha through the doors and into a brightly lit corridor. It feels like a medic unit: spotlessly clean and minimally furnished with a lingering smell of antiseptic. Like the training wing, the corridor is a light grey, with a double strip of yellow running along the wall at waist height. A sign hangs from the ceiling, pointing to another set of doors on the right. Emergencies.

      On the opposite side of the corridor, there’s a double door labelled “General Assessment”. Rogue walks straight past this and pauses outside an unmarked door further up the corridor. He presses a button and a buzzer sounds from inside the room.

      There’s a pause, then a voice crackles out from a small speaker. Rogue says something in a low voice, and a moment later there’s a click and he pushes the door open.

      The room inside is large and dimly lit. It looks like a laboratory; large workbenches separated by slim partitions. A large spotlight focuses on one of the nearby benches, which is part holo unit, part workbench. Electronic chips and wires are scattered on the bench next to a soldering iron that’s glowing red.

      An elderly man in a white coat steps back from the bench and comes to greet us. “Come in, come in. It’s not often we get visitors here.” He stops suddenly and runs a hand through his frazzled iron-grey hair.

      “Thank you for agreeing to see us, Professor.” Rogue gives him a formal nod. “These are the recruits I mentioned. They came top of their class in the recent assessments and I’m giving them a tour of the compound as a reward. They were interested in finding out more about your work.”

      “Excellent!” The man beams. “I’ve always said recruits should be told more about the process before they become officers.”

      I find myself staring at his left eye. There’s something odd about it. It takes me a second to put my finger on it: the pupil is strangely dilated compared to the right eye.

      “Oh, sorry, I forgot to switch my magnifier off.” The eyelid closes for a second, and when it reopens the eye looks normal. “It’s an implant. Very handy for detailed work.” He sweeps his arm back toward the bench. “Of course, bots do most of it, but I find tinkering around helps me think.”

      I glance over at Aleesha, who gives me a nod. My lead, then. “What are you working on at the moment?”

      “Have you been taught how the Metz operate yet? How they do their job?”

      My mouth goes dry and I swallow nervously. What are we supposed to know? Out of the corner of my eye, I catch Rogue giving an almost imperceptible shake of his head. “Um, not really.”

      “Well the thing that sets the Metz apart from law enforcement in the pre-Flood era is their ability to work together and instantly – or almost instantly – respond in a coordinated manner to a threat.”

      I sense the professor moving into lecture mode and school my expression into one of interest. Aleesha steps subtly away and walks over to the other side of the lab.

      “So how does that work? Is it something to do with our chips?”

      “Yes, well, sort of. You have just the one implant at the moment – the one you received when you arrived here that replaced your citizens’ chip. When you graduate and join the officer ranks, you will be given a second implant. This implant links each officer to their captain and is only activated when they are wearing their helmet. We call it the master implant. When the captain instructs an officer to take an action, their body interprets that as a direction from the officer’s brain. As there’s no hesitation or thinking time, this means a group of officers can operate precisely as a unit.”

      “Like machines.”

      The professor nods. “Exactly.”

      “But what if the captains think random thoughts? Like that they need to scratch their nose or something?”

      The professor throws back his head and laughs. “They did in the beginning, I believe. Before the process was refined. But not anymore. Part of the captains’ training program is learning to focus their thoughts, so only relevant thoughts are directed to the implant and out to the officers. That’s part of the reason the program is so long, and why only a certain percentage of those who begin it actually graduate.”

      “What happens to those who don’t succeed?”

      Rogue takes this one. “They return to their teams as normal officers. It’s not often that captain vacancies come up, but when they do, the top performing officers are selected for the trials,” he explains. “There are various stages and at each stage, officers are released back to their teams.”

      I consider this for a minute. “But if they want people to respond and act like machines, why don’t they just use bots?”

      “Good question, a very good question.” The professor nods enthusiastically. “The need for the Metz arose at a time when the bot technology wasn’t sufficiently developed. Human instincts and decision-making were vital to their role. The technology used then was just an extension of existing technology being used to equip special forces. Of course, bot technology is much more advanced now, but politically … well politically, they don’t like the idea that an army of bots is marching the streets. They prefer having humans in that role.”

      The corner of Rogue’s mouth twitches. I suspect I know the professor’s views on the matter. Behind him, I catch sight of Aleesha on the other side of the room, waving and pointing at her watch. We’re nearly out of time.

      “So, what are you working on at the moment?” I indicate toward the pile of electronics on the bench.

      The man’s brow furrows and he lets out a deep sigh. “This is a long-running project. But I think we’ve nearly cracked the final part of the problem. Under the current system, captains get their orders before they leave the compound and then transmit them to the officers in their team when they’re out in the field. This generally works well, and it gives the captains some room for improvisation, but a couple of aspects are less than ideal. Firstly, the range of the implants is limited. This isn’t usually a problem in the field, as the team are within a limited distance of each other, but it means that the Commander often isn’t able to directly instruct a captain once they’ve left the compound.”

      He pauses and looks at me. “What do you think the second thing is?”

      I think for a minute. “Everything relies on the captain,” I say slowly. “If you lose the captain, then you’ve lost control of the officers?”

      “That’s right!” The professor looks pleased. “There’s a single point of failure, which is never good in a system. That’s why the captains look identical to every other officer, so they can’t be picked out. And why the top priority of every officer is to protect their captain, whatever the cost. But that’s what this little device is designed to help with.” He picks up a small black box from the bench behind him. It looks like a smaller version of Jameson’s device but with an engraving on the front. A helmet with two yellow flashes on either side.

      “What does it do?” Aleesha pads back over the room toward us.

      “At the moment, the officers in each team are linked to a specific captain. This can be changed here in the compound. For example, if an officer is injured and another needs to take his place, we simply switch them over on the system. That’s one of the beauties of the implant system. The officer doesn’t need to spend time training with the new team. But they have to come back to the compound for the switch to take effect.”

      The professor presses his finger against the black box and a list of codes appears in the air above it. He scrolls down with his finger. “This is a mobile version of the main system. The Commander can use it to reassign officers to a different captain or control individual officers or groups of officers personally.

      “It also contains a booster, extending the range in which the Commander can communicate with the captains. He’d still need to be out in the field to use it, but he could be holed up in a safe environment and control the operation directly, rather than relying on the decisions of his captains. He can even use it to access each captain or officer’s helmet cam.” He places the box down on the table and the display disappears.

      “Of course, for most day-to-day work, this isn’t necessary.” He sighs and looks suddenly sad. “But there have been so many disturbances of late that—”

      I lose the rest of what he says as there’s a crackling in my ear, like a fly buzzing around. My hand moves instinctively to the side of my head before I catch Aleesha’s warning glance and realize what it is.

      A voice comes through, but the words are hard to distinguish through the static. “Com … land … minutes.”

      They’re coming in? Now? How long have we got?

      My hearing clears and I catch the professor looking at me expectantly. “Um, sorry, could you repeat that?”

      He frowns. “I was just asking if you had any further questions.”

      “Oh. Err …” I scrabble to get my thoughts together. “You said you’re still working on it. When will it be ready?”

      The professor opens his mouth to reply but Aleesha suddenly explodes into a fit of coughing. “Are you alright?”

      She nods and gestures to her throat and the door. “Water …” she gasps, her face reddening.

      “Of course.” The professor hurries to open the door. “There’s a fountain on the right. Just press the buzzer when you want to come back in.”

      Aleesha gives me a look and hurries out. Nice decoy.

      “As I was saying, we’re not far off. We almost had it perfected years ago, then we suffered an unexpected setback. An important piece went missing. But we’ve managed to work out how to use the unit to control individual officers when inputting a text or voice command. It’s linking that to the Commander’s chip that’s proving problematic. And the boosting is a challenge. Particularly in a city like this. So many tall buildings.”

      The bud in my ear crackles again.

      “And how does it work?” I peer closer at the box.

      “Well, obviously most of it is confidential. I’m not really allowed to talk about it with the officers or captains, let alone recruits.” The professor gives me a sympathetic glance.

      The door buzzes and Rogue moves to open it. Aleesha slips into the room and flashes her fingers at me.

      Ten minutes.

      I school my expression into one of disappointment. “No, I guess I can understand that. It’s fascinating though.”

      “It is indeed!” The professor beams and claps me on the shoulder. “Well if for any reason you fail the Metz tests, get them to send you over to me. I’m always looking for more assistants.” He gives me a wink.

      Over the professor’s shoulder, I catch Aleesha whispering something to Rogue. He nods and straightens. “We should be going, Professor. Thank you for your time.”

      The professor turns and smiles at him. “Not a problem, not a problem. Always nice to see some new faces.”

      He ushers us out and the door clicks shut behind us.

      Aleesha checks her wrist. “I managed to delay a bit, but they can’t wait any longer. The Commander’s heading back any minute.”

      “It’s not far to the tower. It will only take us five minutes to get up there.” Rogue’s voice is calm and controlled.

      We walk down the corridor toward the double doors that lead back out into the wide corridor with the strange green lighting. But before we reach them, they’re thrown back and a man strides in. Rather than pushing past us, he stops, letting the doors swing shut behind him.

      Beside me, I feel Rogue tense.

      “Problem?” Aleesha mutters quietly.

      “Yes,” Rogue whispers. He stands to attention and salutes. “Sir.”

      The corner of the man’s mouth twists up in a cold half smile. “ML486. I wasn’t expecting to see you here. And who are these two … recruits?”

      I can almost feel the seconds ticking by. Seconds we don’t have.
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      Rogue seems lost for words. Then, finally, he collects himself. “I was on my way to mess when I received a request to escort these two recruits on a tour of the officer side of the compound. A reward for their performance in recent tests.”

      The officer’s eyes scan us, and I get the same uncomfortable feeling that I get in Samson’s presence. Or the President’s. Like he can see right into my head and read what I’m thinking.

      “Look up!” The man frowns. “Haven’t you been taught to keep your eyes straight ahead when in the presence of a senior officer?”

      I flush and raise my eyes, focusing on a point slightly above and to the side of his shoulder. “Yes, sir!”

      “Better.” He walks over to me and stops. Now I’m staring at his chest.

      “And what did you excel in?”

      “Weapons handling … sir!”

      He moves to stand in front of Trey. “And you?”

      “Strategy, sir.”

      The man steps back and folds his arms. “And have you finished the tour?”

      “Yes, sir. I was about to escort them back to the recruits’ area.”

      “Very well. You’d better hurry if you want to eat. The mess hall is closing early tonight to allow medicals to take place before bed. You’ll receive instructions shortly.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Rogue steps to one side, pushing me back against the wall to allow the officer through. The man walks down the corridor and enters a room on the right.

      “Let’s go.” Rogue pushes open the double doors and we emerge into the wide corridor with the strange green lighting. “Time?”

      I check my wrist. “Five minutes.”

      He grunts. “We’ll have to detour via the recruits’ area. He may check my chip.”

      “Who was that?” Trey asks. There’s a tremor in his voice and his feet trip over one another as he tries to keep up.

      “My captain.”

      The man who controls you.

      I glance behind me at the door we’ve just exited. Part of it is misted up as if a face has been pressed against the glass.

      The corridor ends in a set of forbidding doors, as tall as two Metz officers. Rogue presses his hand on a pad on the right door and, with a click, it slowly swings open.

      They’re thick enough to be bombproof.

      We enter a narrow corridor that’s almost identical to the others we’ve been in except the strips on the grey walls are orange, not yellow. Rogue takes a sharp left and after ten paces stops at a round lift.

      “Quick.” He ushers us in and jams his thumb on the button.

      The lift whooshes up and a moment later we’re deposited in another corridor. Rogue leads us a short way down, then through a couple of pairs of doors to another lift.

      I check my watch. “One minute.”

      The lift feels like it takes forever to arrive. Trey taps his foot and I want to tell him to stop, but I’m just as much on edge as him. I swallow hard. Come on.

      Eventually the doors open, and the three of us cram inside. “Does this take us to the roof?” Trey asks in a cracked voice.

      Rogue nods.

      “Will you be okay? You won’t get into trouble?” I ask, turning to look up at him.

      He smiles down at me. It transforms his face from a wooden mask to something more … well, human. He reaches a hand up and, before I can stop him, gently smooths my hair. “I’ll be fine.”

      I stare up into his deep blue eyes, my feet frozen to the floor. There’s a gentle ping and the doors swish open behind us.

      “Aleesha? Let’s go.” Trey stands, holding the door to the corridor open.

      I start and tear my eyes away from Rogue’s. At least the dim lighting hides the heat rising to my cheeks. I follow Trey down the short corridor and glance down at my wrist. It’s time.

      Above us, the hatch begins to open. A cold wind rushes in. I glance back at the door behind us, half expecting a hundred Metz to burst through, but there’s just Rogue, standing with his arms folded.

      Bryn’s face appears in the opening. Backlit by the pod headlights, his hair glows like a halo around his head. His face is taut. “Quick.”

      He reaches down a hand and half pulls Trey up through the hole. I barely have time to turn and mouth a quick thank you to Rogue before Bryn pulls me up too. A gust of wind hits me as I emerge onto the exposed rooftop and I stagger to one side, the breath whipped from my mouth.

      “Come on, we’re short on time.” Bryn grabs my arm and steers me into the open door of the pod, pressing in after me, so I can’t turn around to look back.

      The door closes, and I sense the pod lift off the ground. I climb over Jameson and Trey’s legs to perch on the narrow bench. Jameson hunches over the device in his lap, beating a rhythm on his leg with the fingers of one hand.

      “And we’re out.” He leans back and runs his fingers through his hair.

      “Just in time,” Murdoch comments from up front. “That’s the Commander’s pod over there. I hope to hell he’s not looking this way.”

      The pod turns sharply, and I nearly fall off my seat. Curling my legs up, I wrap my arms around them and rest my forehead on my knees. We made it.

      “Good job, you two. We’re going to head straight back to headquarters for a debrief.” Bryn murmurs something else to Murdoch under his breath. The atmosphere in the pod lightens, as if everyone has given a collective sigh of relief.

      I feel the adrenaline begin to seep out of my muscles, leaving them weak and limp. A dull ache from my knees. Perhaps they’ll come after us. Perhaps they’ll be waiting when we touch down. Not that I want a fight. Just something to keep the adrenaline pumping. To put off that moment when the memories of the training room spill into my head, forcing me to relive her death again and again.

      Maybe it’s not such a bad thing, to have an implant that takes away your emotions.

      “You okay?” Trey asks quietly.

      It was his father who ordered her death.

      I nod, not trusting myself to speak. I don’t want to shout at him. At least, not yet.
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        * * *

      

      Back at the Chain headquarters, Katya is waiting. She paces the room, dressed in a sleek strapless dress with a long slit up the side that offers a flash of thigh every time she turns. Her face is pale under her makeup and she twists her hands over and around each other as if wringing out a cloth.

      She starts when we enter the room and waves a hand toward the table. “Sit. Report.”

      Trey speaks first, describing our journey through the compound and the training room. He skips over the report of Operation Nightshade and starts talking about the lab, but Katya holds up a hand to stop him.

      “And did you find out more about your mother’s death, Aleesha? What was her name again?”

      I start. “Maria. Maria Ramos.”

      Beside me, Bryn stiffens. Katya’s eyes flick to him and they exchange a look I can’t read.

      “What? Did you know her?” I stare at Bryn, but he stares at the table, his brow furrowed. He sighs and shakes his head. “No, I’m sorry. The name just reminded me of someone. But the Maria I’m thinking of was in another city. In Spain. Hearing the name took me by surprise. Go on.” He flashes me a smile, but it doesn’t reach his eyes.

      Another one of his lady loves?

      “Okay, well she was killed by mistake.” I take a deep breath and close my eyes for a second to try and supress the emotions churning inside me. Stay calm. Just tell the facts.

      “They were after the man she was meeting. His codename was LC100. The operation was big enough to be authorized by a government minister—” My voice breaks, but I cover it with a cough. “They were determined to capture this man. The Metz sealed off Rose Square. Lay in wait. But there was a mistake. When she ran into the square and saw how empty it was, she realized something was wrong and turned to leave. The Metz moved in and it descended into chaos from there. When my mother refused to answer their questions, they … they shot her.”

      I pause to take a breath. “That’s why the mission was confidential. It was a failure.”

      Murdoch snorts. “Nice to know even those monsters get it wrong sometimes.”

      “Yes, it seems so,” Katya replies shortly. “Did the file say which minister authorized the operation?” She glances over at Trey and the ravaged expression on his face gives her the answer.

      “Andrew Goldsmith,” I say quietly.

      I look down to see a set of curved indentations on the back of my hand, and I realize I’ve been digging the nails of my other hand into my skin. Strangely the pain calms me. Gives me something to focus on. Stops me doing what I really want to do right now, which is to fly at Trey and demand to know why his father killed my mother. Instead, I close my eyes and dig my ragged fingernails deeper into my skin.

      “I see. Thank you, Aleesha. Now, Trey, what were you saying about the lab?”

      Trey explains what the professor told him about how the system works. I half listen while focusing on keeping my emotions in check.

      Andrew Goldsmith. His name pops into my head, accompanied by an explosion of anger that surges up my throat. The saliva in my mouth turns sour.

      This isn’t working.

      I focus instead on what Trey is saying. “They’re developing a mobile solution to the main command system. So that if one captain gets taken out, they can reassign the officers to another without them having to go back to base. Or the Commander could link directly to an officer or group of officers to give them instructions.”

      “Did he say how it worked?” Jameson interrupts. “Is it a direct implant-to-implant transmission from the Commander?”

      “I-I think that’s what they’re trying to get to. But he said they’re still working on it.” Trey screws up his face. “He said … that they’ve managed to get it to work from the device to an officer. So, they can instruct the officer using a text or voice command. But they’re still working on the direct link to the Commander. And the boosting – he said that’s an issue because of all the tall buildings.”

      “If you were high enough up, that wouldn’t be so much of a problem,” Bryn murmurs, half to himself.

      “No …” Jameson’s voice trails off. “And he didn’t give any details about the design of the device?”

      Trey shakes his head. “No, he said it was confidential. And then we had to leave in a hurry.”

      “Was there anything else you saw in the lab?” Katya looks over to me. “Anything you noticed that might be important, Aleesha?”

      I drag my eyes upward to focus on her. There was something. “I had a quick look around the lab while Trey was talking to the professor. It was mostly just desks and electronic stuff but there was a sign at the far end that pointed to some double doors. The doors were marked as ‘authorized personnel only’.” I pause.

      “And the sign?” Katya asks.

      “It said ‘Subjects’ Quarters’.” I frown. “Do you think they have other people in there? That they … test things on?”

      Katya sighs. “Probably. But that doesn’t help us for now.” She turns to Jameson, who squirms under the intensity of her gaze. “Does what Trey said help at all?”

      “Perhaps … Text control could be a solution.” But he doesn’t sound at all certain.

      Katya raises a fist but instead of slamming it down on the table, she keeps it clenched as her knuckles turn paler and paler.

      “We need to be certain,” she says eventually. “They’re planning something big.”

      Bryn’s head snaps up. “Who? The Commander?”

      “The Commander, the government … I don’t know. But he – they – feel the situation is out of control. He talked about an overwhelming show of force. To get back the respect of the people. Create order out of chaos.” Her voice is calm, but her hand is almost totally white.

      Bryn frowns. “Their authority is weakened. People have never attacked the Metz before, but now they’re having to patrol in larger groups because of the danger. And they’ve lost some officers. They need to strike back.”

      “Do you think they’re planning a Cleaning?” I ask. A familiar dread seeps through my body at the word.

      Bryn shakes his head. “A Cleaning won’t be enough. They need something bigger. Something that will stamp their authority once and for all.”

      Katya nods grimly. “Something that people can’t fight back against.”

      Bigger than a Cleaning?

      “When?” My voice comes out in a whisper.

      “Soon.”
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        * * *

      

      I trail Bryn and Trey back to Abby’s house. It’s raining, but inside the recruits’ suit I’m still wearing, I’m warm and dry. Still, it’s not a good night for being up on the roof.

      But tonight, more than ever, I want to be alone.

      As we reach the entrance to the back alley that runs behind Abby’s house, I come to a decision. But as if he can read my mind, Bryn turns and grabs my arm.

      “Come in,” he says quietly. “There’s a storm coming. And you shouldn’t be alone.”

      But I want to be alone.

      There’s a rumble of thunder and the rain gets heavier. A few drops seep inside the neck of my suit.

      “Please?”

      It’s the first time I’ve heard Bryn say the word, to me at least. And for once he’s not looking at me with disgust or disapproval. So I follow him down the back alley to where Trey’s waiting by the kitchen door.

      The three of us stand, dripping on the stone floor, while Abby fetches towels, pours tea and fusses over us. Trey and Bryn sit at the table, but I take my tea and curl up in the large rocking chair in the corner. Perhaps they’ll forget about me here.

      “So, Aleesha, did you find out anything more about your father?” Bryn asks.

      No such luck.

      “The man who may be my father.” I’m not sure why I bother to correct him. LC100, or Ricus Meyer, as I guess I should call him, is my father. I just know it.

      Bryn flicks his fingers impatiently. “Whatever.”

      “You do look like him a bit,” Trey comments. “Except your colouring. You take after your mother with that.”

      “What made you an expert on my genetics?” I mutter under my breath. Only Abby’s close enough to hear me and she gives me a sharp glance. I wrap both hands around my mug and take a sip of the liquid. It’s hot and tasteless.

      “So, what did he look like? Did the file say anything about his whereabouts?” Bryn prompts.

      I sigh. “Dark hair, blue eyes. Very blue eyes. Could describe anyone right? His name is Ricus Meyer. Or at least, that was the name on the file. I guess it could be fake. He wasn’t from London originally but moved there as a kid. He organized a lot of protests and stuff against the government.” I think for a moment. “He must have been a couple of years older than my mother. They don’t know where he is now or if he’s even alive.”

      “He looked young in the holo,” Trey says into the silence that follows my words.

      “Yeah, because that was taken years ago. He’ll be in his forties now,” I snap.

      Trey looks hurt. I stare down at the flakes of green leaf floating in my tea.

      “He’d still have that scar though, wouldn’t he? That wouldn’t disappear?”

      Shut up, Trey. Does he not get that I don’t want to talk about it?

      There’s a creak as Bryn rocks back on the legs of his chair. Abby frowns at him.

      “What scar’s that?” Bryn asks.

      “He has a scar here,” I point at the corner of my left eye. “Kind of S-shaped.”

      There’s a crash followed by a string of curses as Bryn’s chair collapses. I jerk, spilling hot water in my lap. Abby stands up and folds her arms, a smile playing at the corner of her mouth.

      “Dammit!” A hand appears on the edge of the table, and a moment later Bryn pulls himself up, rubbing the back of his head. He bends down and picks up the broken handle of his mug. “Sorry, Abby.”

      “I’m not going to say I told you so …” Abby says, turning and reaching for the brush.

      “But you told him so,” Trey says.

      “But you told me so,” Bryn says at the same time.

      They look at each other and laugh.

      A happy family picture.

      My chest tightens, and I push myself up out of the chair and stumble from the room. I expect to find Bernie sleeping on the sofa in the front room, but it’s empty. He must have gone home.

      Or died.

      I wrap myself up in one of Abby’s blankets and lie down, staring at the faded pattern on the sofa cushion. When the door opens half an hour later and Trey comes in to ask if I’m okay, I pretend to be asleep.
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        * * *

      

      I’m woken by the sound of footsteps on the stairs. Tentative footsteps, as if someone is being careful not to be heard. The grey half-light of early morning filters through the window.

      Silently, I push back the blanket and pad across the floor to the door. I ease it open a crack just in time to catch a blur of movement as someone rushes past into the kitchen. But their scent lingers in the air for a second longer. Fresh water and pine trees. Trey.

      What’s he doing up this early?

      I dress quickly and pull my boots on in the empty kitchen. I hear the gate to the back yard swing shut. The cool morning air sharpens my senses as I set off down the back alley. Wherever Trey’s sneaking out to, I want to know.
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      The streets are quiet at this early hour. Hobies huddle in doorways or anywhere else there’s shelter. Children nestle under the protective arm of a parent. Wary eyes glint from the depths of a shapeless mound of blankets.

      Last night’s rain has blown over but the mud lining the streets is still slick and I slip and slide as I hurry toward the Wall. I’ve a long way to go on the other side and I don’t want to miss him. A couple of times I get the sense that there’s someone watching me, but when I turn, there’s no one there.

      You’re getting paranoid.

      Once through the Wall, I pull my hood up to hide my face and set off at a fast walk. The odd house or apartment has its lights on; early risers getting ready for a day at work. Inside a small bakery, a young woman is stacking loaves of bread on the shelves behind the counter. The smell makes my mouth water. My stomach feels hard and empty. But there’ll be time to eat later.

      I’m tired but feel strangely alert. I didn’t sleep much. Every time I closed my eyes I saw Aleesha’s face. Her expression of hurt. Hate. Contempt. I know when she sees me, she thinks of him. That this will always hang between us.

      Which is why I need answers. For her. And for me.

      I hurry past the great dome of St Paul’s Cathedral, overshadowed by the modern apartment blocks that replaced the historic stone buildings destroyed during the dark times that followed the Great Flood. In the park surrounding it, pop-up tents, like the kind used for street festivals, have been set up.

      Finally, I reach the street where Ella had brought me to meet him. I lean against a wall to catch my breath, hoping that I’m in time. Father always used to go to work early – he said he enjoyed being first in the office when it was quiet – but perhaps now he has fewer responsibilities he doesn’t need to work quite so hard.

      I wait for twenty minutes, moving up or down the street occasionally so I don’t catch the attention of the cameras. The street becomes busier; a one-way flow of people in blue suits heading to work in the government buildings just down the road.

      Then I spot him. A thin, hunched figure shuffling down one side of the street in a light raincoat. A pang of pain lances through my stomach and a hard lump develops in my throat, making it hard to swallow. It’s like someone has sucked all the energy and life from him, crumpling his body up.

      My fault. This is all my fault.

      He doesn’t notice me as he walks past and doesn’t even look up as I fall into step beside him.

      “Father?” I murmur out of the corner of my mouth. “I need to talk to you.”

      His head jerks up at the sound of my voice, but he manages to keep looking straight ahead.

      “The graveyard up ahead,” I say.

      He nods slightly, and I speed up, turning into the small gated park without looking back.

      A few minutes later, he joins me on a low bench overlooking a pond full of golden fish.

      We sit in silence for a minute. “You are well?” my father asks eventually.

      I nod. “Mother?”

      “She’s alright. Bearing up better than I am.”

      He gives a short, hoarse laugh and his hands twitch in his lap.

      “How’s the job?”

      I immediately wish I hadn’t asked. He stares sadly out. “Tedious. Dull. People mostly ignore me, and I ignore them. Do my hours and leave.” His fingers twitch again. “But there are no late nights or working at home. I don’t think I’ve spent so much time with your mother for years.”

      Another silence. “What do you remember about Operation Nightshade?” I ask eventually.

      My father turns and looks at me in surprise. “Operation Nightshade?”

      “You don’t remember it? It was years ago, when you worked in the State Department. A woman was murdered. Maria Ramos.”

      He frowns. “Operation Nightshade is confidential. Why do you want to know about it? How do you even know it exists?”

      “Maria Ramos had a daughter. A daughter who grew up never knowing what happened to her mother. That she was murdered by the Metz. That you gave the order for her death.” The metal slats of the bench dig into my hands, but rather than loosening my grip, I tighten it.

      “Her death was an accident, Trey.”

      A snort escapes me. “An accident? I’ve seen the footage, Father, I’ve been there. They shot her down, like she was some kind of animal to be slaughtered!”

      “Where did you access these files, Trey? What have you been doing?” There’s a tremor in his voice.

      I ignore the questions. “You remember her then?”

      “I remember the operation.” He glances across at me and gives a short laugh. “What, you think I just signed it off without even looking? That I don’t remember when a citizen died because of an order I gave?” He shakes his head sadly. “Believe it or not, Trey, I was good at my job. One of the reasons I worked such long hours was because I read every report, questioned my briefs and did whatever research was necessary to make the best possible decision.”

      “But you got this decision wrong. You screwed up.”

      “No, I didn’t.” He raises a hand to cut off my protest. “Let me speak. The decision was the right one, it was the execution that went wrong.” He winces. “Sorry, poor choice of words. The brief I had on Operation Nightshade was that we had good intelligence to indicate that a known criminal who posed a threat to the government was in the city. He arranged to meet this woman and in the process of doing so, he revealed himself to our spy. The proposed plan was sensible: to clear the surrounding area so no citizens would get caught up in a fight, wait for him to arrive and then close in and capture him.”

      “But he didn’t turn up.”

      My father sighs. “No. Perhaps he got word, perhaps our man had been turned, we don’t know. Maria Ramos should never have been killed. But she should have been taken in for questioning—”

      “And that would have had the same outcome, right?” Sarcasm drips from my lips. I’m hurting him. I know I am. But I don’t care.

      “Perhaps.” He massages his temples with his fingers. “She was associated with him, after all. I doubt she was entirely innocent.”

      “But she had a daughter!”

      “Who we knew nothing about! And that in itself is a crime.”

      We stare at each other until, finally, my father gives in and looks away.

      “And this daughter. She’s a friend of yours?” he says finally.

      “Aleesha. Yes. She was six.”

      “Aleesha.” He frowns. “The girl you broke into the headquarters with?”

      I nod.

      “Be careful who you trust, Trey. I know you feel you’ve been let down by us and by the government. But that doesn’t mean the Outsiders you meet are any more trustworthy. They—”

      “All my life you’ve taught me to trust the government. That what they’re doing is right when it’s so blatantly wrong! And now you dare to tell me where to put my trust?” I push myself up off the bench and glare down at him.

      “Everyone has their own agenda, Trey.” His eyes flash as he stands and draws himself up to his full height. Suddenly he is the father I knew again. The man I respected. The man I tried so hard to please. “And if you’ve got any sense, you’ll figure out what that agenda is before trusting someone implicitly.”

      How dare he imply that Aleesha’s untrustworthy just because she’s an Outsider. Because she’s not one of us.

      My hands ball into fists. I can feel the ridges on my skin left behind by the metal slats. “I spent years blindly trusting you only to find out you were telling me lies. I think it’s about time I figure out for myself who to trust.” My throat tightens, choking off my words.

      My father’s face sags and he looks like an old man again. “I’m sorry you feel that way. I’ve always tried to do my best for you all. Given you everything you could need or want to get on in the world.”

      “While screwing over everyone else?” I wave my arm around. “But hey, I forgot. Outsiders don’t matter, right?”

      “Of course they matter, Trey. I’ve tried to do my best for everyone, but if you ever have a career in politics, you’ll realize how impossible that is! When you’re in a position of power, you have to weigh up every decision and put your own feelings aside to work out what the best course of action is for the people you represent. Not for you. For them. Nothing is ever black and white. There are always shades of grey. Unknowns, things that you have to take a judgement call on.”

      His face softens. “One day, perhaps, you’ll be in a similar position yourself. Then maybe you’ll understand.” He reaches a hand out to my shoulder, but I bat it away.

      “I think I already understand what’s right and what’s wrong.” I clench my jaw. “Something you seem to have spent your whole life ignoring!”

      I push past him, and he stumbles and falls back onto the bench.

      “Trey, wait!”

      But I don’t wait. I don’t even look back. I run from the graveyard and plunge through the stream of people heading to work. Heading to their government jobs where they pretend to make our city a better place. I push past them, ignoring the shouts of annoyance and anger that follow me.

      Then I’m out the other side and I keep walking, faster and faster until I’m far from the government buildings. My feet lead me to a familiar square where a wave of dizziness overwhelms me and I collapse onto a bench and rest my head in my shaking hands.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Trey? Are you alright?”

      A hand on my shoulder jerks me out of my stupor. Ella. Of course. This is her square, the one with the coffee shop.

      “You look like you’re about to keel over.” She sits down next to me and grabs my head, turning it so I’m forced to meet her gaze. “What’s wrong? Are you here to see me?”

      I shake my head. A sweet smell rises up from a paper bag on her lap. She follows my gaze. “Are you hungry?”

      She doesn’t wait for an answer but breaks off part of the pastry and hands it to me. I hesitate for a second, then grab it. I rip a large piece off and shove it into my mouth. It’s still warm.

      “Guess so, huh.”

      I stop chewing and heat flushes my cheeks. “Th-thank you,” I manage.

      She glances around and lowers her voice. A lock of her brown hair falls down from the loose bun at the nape of her neck. “What’s going on, Trey? You can tell me.”

      But I can’t.

      I finish the pastry. It feels heavy in my stomach, but the sugar surges through my system. “It’s just a little crazy out there at the moment.”

      “Outside? I’ve heard.” Her smile drops.

      I glance at her in surprise. “You have?”

      “Some of my friends live in Six. Or at least, they did.” She sighs. “They’ve joined the other refugees.”

      “Refugees?”

      Ella frowns. “Wasn’t that what you were talking about? You must have seen some on your way over here. Six has become a war zone. Sammie was trapped in her apartment for two days before they moved onto an easier target. She and her parents left as soon as they could to come Inside. At least they have Sammie’s aunt to stay with. Most people aren’t so lucky. The government are setting up some emergency centres to house people and help get them off the streets.”

      “I didn’t realize things were so bad,” I whisper.

      Ella glances at her wrist. “Look, I’m going to be late for work.” She hesitates. “Are you sure you’re alright? If you wait here, I can come and meet you at lunch. We can talk more then.”

      I shake my head and manage a weak smile. “No, I’m fine, honest. I need to get back.”

      “Okay, little bro.” She leans forward and gives me a peck on the cheek. “You take care of yourself. Oh, and eat the rest of this. I’m not hungry.” She pushes the rest of the pastry into my hand, then turns, her heels clicking across the square.

      The pastry gives me strength. I walk slowly in the direction of the Wall, going further north than normal and detouring to one of the larger squares where the screens alternately blare out news and advertisements. But the news headlines only confirm what I can see with my own eyes.

      There’s the usual crowd of people walking to work and taking children to school. But weaving between them are people laden with canvas bags, pushing hover floats with more bags and oddly shaped packages strapped to the top.

      In one of the parks, a small group of people have set up makeshift tents, lines strung between the trees. An elderly woman perches on a spindle-legged chair, clutching her cape and looking disapprovingly around her.

      Like upper-class hobies.

      As I get nearer to the East Gate, the stream of refugees increases, as does the number of pods flying overhead. I wonder where they’re all going to go.

      Most of the people who live in Six consider themselves Insiders. When they ran out of room to build more apartments Inside, people started spilling out, created a new enclave for themselves. But even those who have relatives Inside wouldn’t be able to stay with them for long. Few people have spare rooms in their apartments.

      You did this. If you hadn’t insisted on that information going out, none of this would have happened.

      I try to push the nagging voice in my head away. It’s not my fault Outsiders acted irrationally. They should be attacking the government, not other people.

      My father’s words come back to me, wheedling their way into my head. Nothing is ever black or white.

      I turn sharply, nearly running into a couple with a baby. Their float butts into my leg and I push it to one side, causing it to swerve into a wall. Ignoring their exclamations of annoyance, I break into a run and head for the Wall.

      You caused this. You need to fix it.

      “But how?” I whisper to the blue swirls of colour in front of me.

      But neither the Wall nor the nagging voice in my head have an answer.
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      I press my back to the stone wall as Trey rushes out of the graveyard gate. His face is drawn, and he barges through the crowded street without looking back. I couldn’t get close enough to hear their conversation, but I could tell from their body language that they were arguing.

      Peeking through a small gap in the black patterned gate, I spot Trey’s father slumped on a bench with his head in his hands. He looks older than I’d imagined. Less powerful.

      Should I confront him here?

      No. There’ll be cameras everywhere and it’s a long way back to the Wall. Besides, I still need to figure out what to do. I need to plan, not just act. Acting without thinking always gets me into trouble.

      I walk away from the government buildings, my feet leading me down to the river. The tide is in and waves lap gently against the high wall that protects this part of the city from flooding.

      Wouldn’t do to dirty their streets.

      The remnants of bridges that once straddled the old river stand proud of the muddy waters. There were so many of them. It’s hard to imagine that they were all necessary. The one to my left seems to have been created entirely from metal cables and leads to a huge, ugly brown building with a tall tower that’s slowly crumbling away. Specks of white fly on and off it. Birds. There seem to be lots of birds on the southern side of the river, taking over the places where people used to live. Not so many on this side. They’ve probably learned it’s not safe over here. Too many hungry Outsiders.

      I wonder what my father thought of this place, when he first came here. How different it was from his home.

      Ricus Meyer. I turn the name over in my mind. Pair it with my mother’s. Ricus and Maria. Maria and Ricus. I guess they kind of fit together. Ricus, Maria and Aleesha.

      The information in the file filled in some of the blanks surrounding his life. His identity. I have a name. A holo image imprinted on my mind. But I’m still no closer to finding him. In fact, I feel further away than ever.

      The niggling thought comes back to me. He may not even be alive. But I banish it quickly. He is alive. He just lives in the world outside this city. Of course he’s alive.

      Because if he isn’t, what do I have to keep me going?

      Inside me, emotions strain at their cage. As a child, I pictured it like a birdcage. With strong bars. A place for me to hide the unpleasant feelings and memories; those that make me angry or sad. I mentally pushed them inside and locked them away until I feel ready to deal with them.

      But the cage is getting full. The emotions are leaking out through the wrought iron bars, pushing against the locked door.

      The market stall covers blowing in the wind. A stale smell. Shouts. Screams. The thud of a baton. The crack of a shot. Mama.

      I couldn’t warn her. Couldn’t save her.

      They weren’t even after her. So why kill her? But the Metz didn’t think for themselves, did they? It must have been in their orders. The orders from the government. Did she know they would be waiting for her? Is that why she didn’t take me to meet my father? Why she gave me the amulet before she left?

      But she had been happy when she left. Not like someone who thought they could be going to their death.

      My thoughts turn to Andrew Goldsmith. Why did he do it? The man Trey has spoken about doesn’t fit the model of someone who’d give the order to murder an innocent woman. But it was a long time ago. People change.

      That doesn’t bring her back. If it wasn’t for him, I wouldn’t have been forced onto the streets. Forced to do all the things that Trey despises me for. I’d have had a normal life.

      I slam my fist into the wall, feeling my knuckles crack.

      No men. No tronk.

      Just the word sends a wave of dizziness through me. Saliva builds in my mouth. My nerves tingle and my fingers twitch with an unexpected urgency.

      Need it. Where is it?

      My feet carry me halfway up the street before I force them to stop. I put my hand out and lean into the wall, gulping in air, as if by doing so I can flush this desire from my body.

      This is his fault. He ordered her death. He killed her.

      I focus on the anger, letting it flow through me. Anything to get rid of this craving. Thank god I’m Inside. Because if there was tronk in front of me now, I wouldn’t be able to resist. And I promised her. I promised Lily.

      They took her away too. The only two people I have ever loved and they took them away. Murdered them. Trey talks about justice, but who brings the people in power to justice? Who holds the government to account?

      I rest my forehead against a window to stop my head spinning. The Plexiglas is cool under my skin. The anger runs its course, leaching the strength from my body. It leaves behind clarity.

      The only one who cares about them is me. I promised Lily I’d avenge her death. Now I make the same promise to my mother.

      You will have justice, Mama.

      Andrew Goldsmith may think he is safe from justice Inside the Wall.

      He is wrong.
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        * * *

      

      I slip back through the Wall and into Area Four close to the place where Jay had pushed me off the rooftop, the first time I fell through the Wall. I’d thought that I was about to die. No one survives contact with the Wall. Except me and Trey. Surely, we can’t be the only ones?

      The thought niggles at me, as much as I try to push it toward the back of my head.

      If we could figure that out, there would be no barrier.

      “Aleesha.”

      A deep, booming voice stops me in my tracks. Damn.

      I take a deep breath and turn around. “Samson.”

      He steps out from the narrow passageway he’d been hiding in and looks me up and down. I don’t think it’s coincidence that he’s here. Nothing is coincidental where Samson’s concerned.

      “What do you want?”

      “Who says I want anything?”

      I fold my arms. “Well, you’re not really a chit-chat kind of person, are you?”

      He looks faintly amused. “Not really. I was waiting for you.”

      My stomach tightens. “And how did you know I’d be here?”

      At least my voice doesn’t give away my nerves. I grip my arms so that my fingers can’t shake. He feels uncomfortably close but taking a step back would show him that it bothers me. I force my feet to stay exactly where they are.

      He ignores my question. “Have you changed your mind about working for the Chain yet?”

      “Have you been following me? Inside?” I search his face, but his expression is a blank canvas. “You can go through the Wall?”

      His eyes widen slightly, then he throws his head back and laughs. I’m not sure what’s so funny. “No, at least, I’ve not tried.” His face turns serious. “And I’m not about to. I have my own ways of getting Inside. But you’re getting predictable. I just had a few people keeping an eye out for you.”

      “Fine,” I snap. “So, what do you want to talk to me about?”

      He glances around, then pushes me into the narrow passageway. I stop in front of a mound of trash that’s piled almost as high as me.

      “They’re following you too, you know. Murdoch’s team. They don’t trust you.”

      “Can you blame them, given you keep bothering me?” Damn idiot, blowing my cover.

      “I’m trying to warn you,” he says through gritted teeth.

      “About what? You don’t tell me anything. Just keep dropping all these stupid hints that make me feel like a complete dumbass for not understanding.” I slam my palm into his chest. He doesn’t budge an inch. “You expect me to trust you instead? The guy who’s admitted he’s working with the government. Who says he’s helping Outsiders but stands by while they get slaughtered by the Metz.” I hit him again. The guy is like a damn brick wall. And he’s blocking my way out.

      I raise my fist again, but Samson closes his iron fingers around it. “The Chain don’t care about London. At least, not all of them.” His voice is low and fierce. “They want to take down the government, kill the President, destroy the Metz. But they’re not interested in what comes after that. How society is rebuilt.”

      I stare at him in disbelief. “Then why are they doing all this?”

      He releases my hand and it falls to my side. “That is the question you should be asking them.” He half turns to leave, then seems to remember something. “Oh, and that officer you found? The one who helped you?”

      I nod, my heart pounding.

      “There’s no need to worry about him. I mentioned it to the President. All Metz officers have had their chips reset. Your rogue officer won’t be rogue anymore.” He flashes me a smile.

      “What do you mean?” I whisper.

      But Samson has gone.
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        * * *

      

      Samson was right. Murdoch does have people trailing me. A scrawny kid who I spot right away and an older guy, dressed as a hobie, who’s less obvious. But I manage to lose both of them by heading to the rooftops. I crouch down by a solar panel array and try to figure out what to do next.

      According to Katya, the Metz are planning something big. And that kind of makes sense. They’re not used to people fighting back. And they’re losing officers. Surely, it’s only a matter of time before a captain gets taken down and they lose control of a whole bunch of them.

      An overwhelming display of force. The ultimate Cleaning.

      How many Metz officers are there in the compound? I should have asked Rogue. A lot, for sure. And they have pods. They could land in different places, maybe even fire down from the air.

      The question is, will they wait for the professor to finish the device, or will the Commander decide to attack without it? The professor had said it was nearly ready … Wouldn’t it make more sense to wait?

      A shiver runs down my spine. Whether they wait or not, an army of Metz officers descending on Area Four will end in disaster. Images flash through my mind like a newsreel. Blood, fighting, screaming. Slick cobblestones underfoot. The stench of sweat and fear and death.

      I lean forward and retch. There’s not much in my stomach to bring up but it leaves a bitter taste in my mouth. I get unsteadily to my feet, trying to will the images out of my mind. But they won’t go away.

      I need to warn people. But who will listen?

      The Chain knows. Samson has control of the gangs, but he won’t listen either.

      My heart sinks as the only other option becomes clear. Jay. I can’t imagine him listening to anything I say either. But the Snakes are the biggest gang in Four. People listen to them, and they listen to Jay. It’s worth a try.

      I climb down to street level and check to make sure I’m not being followed. But even if I am, it’s not as if I need to make a secret of where I’m going.

      Jay’s apartment is empty. Or at least, no one responds to my banging on the door. I sigh. Snakes’ HQ it is. But I’ll be damned if I walk in there to be sneered and laughed at.

      I’m approaching the back entrance to the HQ building when Jonas walks out. He says something to a greasy-haired young man slouched against the wall who straightens and mutters something in response. Jonas pats him on the shoulder and walks away.

      I step out into his path. “Hey.”

      Jonas stops dead. A smile flashes across his face but it’s quickly replaced by a frown. “Are you supposed to be here?”

      “Why, has Jay banned me from the Snakes now?” I try to keep my voice light.

      “Not exactly. But y’know, she’s in there.” He looks uncomfortable.

      A pang of jealousy. I take a deep breath. “That’s okay, I don’t want to go in. But I do need to speak to Jay. Can you ask him if he’ll come out?”

      Jonas runs a hand over the shaved side of his head. “Sure.” As he raises his arm, his jacket lifts and I catch a glimpse of the gun at his waist.

      He turns to leave, then checks himself. “Is everythin’ okay?” He frowns again, but this time it’s a frown of concern. “Did you find somewhere to live?”

      I nod.

      He smiles weakly. “Good.” There’s a pause. “If you need anything …”

      “I’ll let you know.” I smile. It’s odd. He seems to genuinely want to help me. Or perhaps he just wants Jay’s cast-offs. The thought sours my mood.

      But he has a gun …

      “Actually, Jonas, there is something you could help me with.”

      He raises an eyebrow.

      “Would I be able to borrow your gun? I’ll bring it back later, I promise,” I add quickly, noticing the flash of alarm that crosses his face.

      “Is someone botherin’ you?”

      I shake my head. “Not exactly. I just …” My voice trails off as I realize I’m not sure what to say. I can’t tell him the truth, but I don’t want to lie to him either.

      Jonas pulls the gun out and reluctantly hands it over. “Just be careful with it, okay? And don’t tell Jay. He’d have my head.”

      I flash him a smile and tuck the gun into my waistband, so it’s covered by my jacket. “Thanks, Jonas. I’ll bring it back later. Can you get Jay now?”

      Jonas starts. “Oh yeah, sure. He might not want to speak to you though.”

      “I know. Tell him it’s urgent. About Samson.”

      Jonas raises one eyebrow and then turns and walks back into the building. I lean back against the wall of the alleyway and nod to the guard. He ignores me and continues to chew on his gum.

      Five minutes later, Jay emerges, tailed by Jonas. He grunts at the guard and pulls me back down the alleyway.

      “Whaddya want?”

      By his surly look, I don’t have much time. “The Metz are planning something big,” I say quickly. “Don’t ask me how I know, I just know, okay? I wanted to warn you.”

      “Thought you wanted to talk about Samson.” Jay’s forehead creases in a frown.

      “Samson won’t listen. Look, since the broadcast went out on the news about what the government has done, people have been fighting back. But the Metz won’t stand for it. They’re going to crack down. I’m not sure what exactly, but it’ll be big. Think a Cleaning, but bigger. And Samson has told you not to fight them, right?”

      “Right.” Jay nods slowly. I can almost feel the effort he’s putting into trying to process what I’m saying. But there’s no time.

      “Samson’s wrong.” I hold up my hands as he opens his mouth to protest. “I know you don’t believe me. I’m not going to argue. I just want you to be ready. Be prepared. Because if the shit that I think’s coming down on us does, then it’s going to be like Rose Square but a thousand times worse.”

      There’s a pause while Jay thinks. I glance at Jonas, who gives me an apologetic smile. Would he help me? Perhaps. But his loyalty to his leader is stronger than any feelings he has for me.

      “So what d’ya expect us to do about it?” Jay says eventually.

      “Warn people. Get prepared. I don’t know, even look at places to hide away. Make sure people who can’t fight are safe. Set up some traps. Just don’t run at them head-on. They’re bigger and stronger and have better weapons than us.”

      “But you’re talking about whole neighbourhoods, Aleesha. There’s nowhere for people to go!” He waves his hand around vaguely. “Are you sure about this?”

      I nod. “It makes sense. They have to knock us down. Prove they’re in charge. Look, I found out something important. Each group of officers is controlled by a captain. They look just like all the other officers, but if you take the captain out, the officers are leaderless. They’ll have no orders coming through to them.” I hold a finger up. “One captain.”

      “So how are we supposed to know which one’s the captain if they all look the same?” Jay looks confused.

      “They’ll be the best-protected officer. In the middle of the group, I guess. All the others will sacrifice themselves to protect the captain.”

      Jay wrinkles his nose. “Are they bots then?”

      “No.” I sigh. Trying to explain the detail will just confuse him more. “Just remember. Look for the captain. Take it out.”

      “Captain. Take it out.” He nods and takes a step toward me, lowering his voice. “Look, why don’t you come back in. We could use your brains. Beth’s great but she’s not a fighter. Not like you.”

      And you can’t figure things out by yourself, right?

      I swallow down the bitter taste at the back of my mouth. “I can’t. I have something else I need to do.”

      I look up at the towering warehouse behind us and the blue painted snakes that wind their way around each other and feel a pull in my chest.

      “Look after them, Jay.”

      I turn and walk back down the alleyway. First thing’s first. I have a date with Andrew Goldsmith.
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      The back door to Abby’s house is locked. I retrieve the spare key from its hiding place, punch in the number code on the door pad and let myself in. I top up the water in the kettle and flick the switch on the hotplate. Nothing happens.

      Damn electricity. I’d been looking forward to a cup of tea. I roll my shoulders back and wince. Everything aches. What would I give for a relaxation chamber. Ten minutes in the hot steam would ease some of the tension in my muscles. The model they had at school had a built-in massager to knead away knots and lactic acid.

      And out here, I can’t even get a proper shower.

      I stretch out my back and rub my neck. I push the thought of massages away and lift Abby’s guitar off the wall. Sinking into a chair, I begin to strum a tune Abby taught me. My fingers move instinctively over the neck and strings, remembering by touch what notes to play, and I let my mind wander to other things.

      Why are Outsiders attacking their own people? Surely it’s the government they should hate? But the government are too far removed. How can they attack the government when they can’t go Inside? They’ve tried blocking the food depots and stores. But they’re the ones who suffer if the food doesn’t get out, not the government.

      The strings vibrate, digging into my skin. I switch to a simpler four-chord repetitive tune. Harder and harder I strum.

      Instead, they attack the people they see as benefiting from the government policies. Insiders. Or those Outsiders who are practically Insiders.

      My fingers slip on the strings and a harsh discord cuts through my thoughts. I stop strumming and the final chord echoes in the room.

      The Wall. It all comes back to the Wall. While that stands, the government are safe and protected. They don’t care if Outsiders fight among themselves. It just proves their point – that they need to be controlled.

      Footsteps sound in the back yard and a moment later, Abby walks in.

      “What are you doing playing in the dark?” She reaches for the light switch. “Oh. Electricity off?”

      I hang the guitar back on the wall and take the bags from her. At first, I’d thought Abby was just old-fashioned and refused to install technology in her house. All-in-one home systems have been around for decades and even the most basic apartments have automatic lighting, heating controls and security systems. Or at least they do Inside. Out here, it’s only the newer apartments and those who can afford to install the technology. And half the time, the solar panels seem to be broken and there’s no electricity to power anything.

      Outside, the clouds part momentarily and a shaft of sunlight brightens the gloomy room. Abby stretches her arms above her head and basks in it. “Oh, for summer to come,” she murmurs.

      “Don’t you find it too hot?” I ask. The height of summer was the one time I was glad not to be in London. The heat was slightly more bearable out in Wales, though my mother constantly worried about the risk of wildfires. We always had a pod on standby to escape if needed.

      “Sometimes. But anything’s better than this dreariness. Still, at least the constant rain keeps the water tanks topped up.”

      I peer inside the shopping bags lined up on the table. “What have you been buying?”

      “Supplies.” She sighs and turns away from the window. The clouds close and the room is plunged into gloom again. “Bryn said the Metz are planning something big. And with the incident at Rose Square, most of the supplies I stockpiled over the winter have gone.”

      She pulls a small bunch of green fragrant herbs from one of the bags and carefully hangs them above the counter alongside some withered, dried plants. I unpack the bag in front of me, stacking white fabric and gauze neatly on the table.

      “They go in the cupboard.” Abby lifts down a pair of narrow-necked jars and places them on the table.

      “Do other people grow the plants you need, then?” I ask as I move the bandages to the cupboard behind the counter.

      “I get a few that way – mostly for cooking. But I got these from a shop up in Six. They’re one of the only suppliers of fresh food Outside. Real food from the Farms or smaller growers outside the city. Normally I’d never be able to afford his prices, but he’s had next to no business for the past few days. People are either locking themselves in their homes or abandoning them to go Inside. He’d already been looted once and was packing up to take as much as he could carry with him. I got these for next to nothing.” She nods at a small jar on the table. “Even managed to get some honey – I’d never be able to afford that normally.”

      “Is it really that bad up there?” I’d thought Ella had been exaggerating, but perhaps not.

      Abby nods and tucks a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “It’s bad. I-I’ve never seen anything like it. People are just locking up their homes and leaving with next to nothing. They’re terrified.” Her face drops. “And others … people from outside the area, I guess, are just running around smashing windows and breaking down doors. Running into shops and just clearing the shelves.”

      “Did you recognize the people looting? Were they from around here?”

      Does it matter?

      “Some of them were street hobies. And you can hardly blame them, really. When you’re starving and you’ve got nothing, you’d take any opportunity to get food … But the ones who were breaking into people’s homes, they weren’t hobies. Some of them were from the gangs in Three or Four. They had the symbols.” She gestures to her neck. “Tattoos.”

      “And they were just taking advantage of the opportunity,” I say bitterly. “Why can’t people look further than their own noses? If they worked together then everyone could be better off – including them!” I slam my fist on the table. A narrow-necked jar wobbles and falls over.

      “They see people in Six as Insiders.” Abby picks the jar up. “To some people, they’re as much the enemy as the government.” She smiles at me. “You’ve only been out here a few weeks, Trey. You’re still an Insider at heart. You haven’t had to grow up with nothing, fighting for survival. To them, this is logical.”

      Her words hurt me, though I’m not sure why.

      I reach for the next bag of bandages and pull it toward me. Rolls of white fabric unroll themselves across the table. I make a grab for them, but one falls onto the floor. “Aren’t the Metz doing anything to stop the looting?”

      “That’s the strange thing.” Abby’s hand shakes as she tries to push a handful of herb stems into one of the jars. “They’re nowhere to be seen. It’s like they’re just leaving people to fend for themselves.”

      I stop rolling the bandage in my hands. “Or perhaps they’ve been called back to base. To wait.”

      “But why?” Abby gives up trying to stand the stems in the jar and drops them onto the table.

      I reach over, pick up the herbs and place them in the jar. She gives me a watery smile.

      “The streets feel different,” she says finally. “Like there’s a storm building.”

      A silence descends. I finish re-rolling the bandages and slump back into the rocking chair, tugging at a loose thread on the hem of my t-shirt.

      There’s a ping from the hot plate.

      “Oh great, the electricity’s back on. Would you like some tea?”

      I nod silently, staring at the mosaic of floor tiles.

      “You were up early this morning. Did Aleesha go out with you?”

      “No.” I look up. “Was she not here when you got up?”

      Abby shakes her head. “No. I’m pretty sure she spent the night here, but she was gone when we … when I came down.” She turns away but not before I catch the faint flush in her cheeks.”

      Her embarrassment makes me smile.

      “Where’s Bryn?”

      “I’m not sure. He said he had to go and report to the Leader and that he might go to the headquarters after that.”

      “I thought Katya was in charge now?”

      Abby sets the kettle on the hotplate to boil, turns around and rests her hands on the narrow counter behind her. “She’s in charge here. But Bryn’s independent. You know he doesn’t like taking orders.” She rolls her eyes. “I think perhaps he’s keeping an eye on Katya and the rest of them. Reporting back.”

      The kettle whistles and she reaches up for a mug. “There was something bothering him last night, but he wouldn’t tell me what. I don’t think it was just the Metz gearing up for the raid, it was something else …” She sighs. “I thought he was finally opening up, that we were getting somewhere. But then he shuts up tight again.”

      She hands me a mug of hot water. “How are things between you and Aleesha?” Her voice is artificially casual.

      I blow on the water to cool it. “I don’t know,” I admit. “I thought things were going okay, but then, well, you know what the file said? About my father authorizing the raid?” Abby nods. “Last night, she was looking at me differently. Or rather, she wasn’t looking at me at all. I don’t think she said a single word to me all evening. And when I went in to talk to her before bed, she pretended to be asleep.” I stare down into my mug. “I think she looks at me and thinks of my father. And what he did. Like I somehow had something to do with it.”

      Abby takes a sip from her own mug. “It’s difficult for her, Trey, you must see that. I’m sure she doesn’t blame you, but seeing her mother die … even if it happened a long time ago, must have brought up a lot of emotions. Maybe she just needs some time alone.”

      “Maybe.” I pause, wondering how much to confide in her. “Abby, do you think I can trust her? I thought I could, but then Bryn said something and now … I’m not sure.”

      Abby considers this for a moment. “I don’t know,” she admits finally. “I think it would depend on what it was you were trusting her with. She’s quite protective of you, in a way. And she’s brave – recklessly so. I think she’d look after you in a fight. But if you got in the way of something she really wanted, or her own survival … well, I don’t know.” She smiles sympathetically. “But perhaps I’m being too harsh. I do think she has a good heart and, underneath it all, she’s a good person.”

      I smile weakly.

      “Nobody’s perfect, Trey. It’s our faults as much as our strengths that make us who we are. My grandmother used to say that life can break us, but it’s what we do with the pieces that matters.” Abby turns back to the table and begins to chop up some of the herbs. “She was a wise person, my grandma.”

      It’s what we do with the pieces that matters.

      “She told me a bit about her past. What men did to her.” I take another sip of tea. The mug clatters on my teeth. “It sounded horrendous. Is it normal out here? For girls to be …” I can’t say the word.

      “Raped?” Abby finishes. She nods briskly and transfers the chopped herbs into a small bowl. “In Area Four, yes. Five, less so. What you probably didn’t realize when you lived Inside is that Outside isn’t just one place. Each area is different. People who live in Six think of themselves as Insiders. Those areas nearer the river – Four and Three – well, they’re where the poorest of Outsiders live. And those who are trying to lie low and keep away from the Metz.”

      “Illegals.”

      “Yes, I imagine most unchipped citizens end up there. Or in similar areas around the city. Area Four has one of the lowest employment rates in the city. In fact, it’s even lower than Three. A lot of people who live in Three work out on the docks.”

      She glances up at the sound of footsteps and smiles. “Ah, Bryn’s back.”

      The door opens and Bryn steps into the kitchen. He frowns when he catches sight of me, but his face quickly clears. “Did you manage to get everything you needed?” He nods at the empty shopping bags on the table.

      “Pretty much,” Abby replies. “I just hope I won’t need it all.”

      “Best to be prepared,” Bryn says grimly. “Things are getting worse in Six.”

      Abby nods. “I saw. Any update on Metz movements?”

      Bryn grimaces. “Just that they’re not moving. From our reports, it seems like they’ve all been pulled back to the compound, which suggests that something is going to happen imminently.”

      “What about the Commander?” I ask.

      “Not a peep.” Bryn shrugs. “Jameson’s working as fast as he can to update the controller and get it ready to test. He asked if you’d be able to go over and give him a hand, actually.”

      “Me? I’m not sure I can be much help.” I stand and walk over to the sink to rinse my mug. The gloom I’d been feeling lifts slightly.

      “Well, sometimes just having another person there to bounce ideas off helps.” He checks his wrist strap. “Let’s have a bite to eat and then head on over.”

      “There’s some bread and stuff in the cupboard.” Abby indicates with a nod of her head. She lifts a messenger bag off a hook on the wall and begins to pack it with bandages, packs of disposable gloves and jars of green paste.

      I fetch the dry bread, cut it up and smear it thinly with some fake meat paste. It looks as unappetizing as it tastes. What I wouldn’t give for a burger.

      Don’t start that again.

      “What’s that for?” Bryn asks with a mouth full of food. His eyes narrow. “You’re not planning on going out there are you?”

      Abby continues to pack the bag, but a faint blush tinges her cheeks. “I’ll go where I’m needed.”

      “You’re needed here.” He scowls at her. “Injured people know where to find you. There’s no need to put yourself in danger.”

      “What if they can’t make it here?”

      “Then they probably won’t survive anyway.” Bryn puts down the sandwich and walks around the table. He gently pulls her hands from the bag. “Please, Abby, it’ll be a shitstorm out there. I can’t protect you and do my job.”

      Abby pulls her hands from his grasp and straightens. “I’ve been taking care of myself perfectly well all these years, Bryn McNally.”

      Bryn flinches and his eyes harden. For a moment they stare at each other and I feel awkward, like I should step out of the room, except that even that movement would draw attention to my presence. Finally, Abby drops her gaze.

      “I’ll be careful, I promise. I just want to be prepared, that’s all.” She smiles and reaches out to pat his arm. “Don’t worry about me.”

      “Just stay here. If what we think is going to happen happens, you’ll have a queue of people out the door before you know it.”

      “If that’s the case, send Aleesha along to me,” Abby replies brightly. “She’s much better at helping with the gory stuff than you two.”

      Bryn grunts and grabs the rest of his sandwich from the table. “Ready, Trey?”

      I nod, stuff the remaining bread into my mouth and pull my boots on. The hurried departure sends my heart racing and I choke on the crumbs, my mouth suddenly dry.

      It feels like a tide is about to turn. A storm surge is coming. And Jameson’s device might be the only thing that can stop it.
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      I wander up and down the street just up from the entrance to the government headquarters where Trey’s father works.

      Not Trey’s father. Andrew Goldsmith.

      Thinking of him as Trey’s father complicates things.

      Metz officers guard the gate in the shimmering grey barrier that surrounds the headquarters buildings. There are cameras everywhere, but it’s lunchtime, so people are flowing up and down the road and in and out of the cafés that line it. I keep my head covered with a bright scarf and find a spot to wait at the top of some steps where I have a good view down the street.

      I’m not expecting to see Andrew Goldsmith until later in the day. He seems the type who’d stay in the office and work through his lunch break. But about fifty minutes after I arrive, a familiar stooped figure emerges from the gate and shuffles up the street toward me.

      My mouth is dry, and I wish I’d taken more of a drink at the last fountain I passed. My body feels tense and ready for action, like the moment just before we landed on the tower of the Metz compound. Time slows, and for a second that feels more like an hour, I’m poised on the crest of a wave. I could fall back, go back to my place Outside the Wall and let Andrew Goldsmith walk away. Or I could ride the wave, knowing that it will crash down and things will never be the same again.

      If I do this, Trey will never forgive me.

      If I walk away, how will I ever forgive myself?

      Mama.

      How can I live knowing that justice was within my grasp but that I let it slip through my fingers? Will I wake every night with her face in front of me, twisted in pain? Will the shots ring out in my sleep, a constant rat-a-tat-tat in my head? Will every dream remind me of her? Until that one memory of her washes away all the happy memories of my childhood? Until I forget what it was like to be loved and held and tickled until I laughed out loud?

      Hot tears burn my eyes.

      I’m sorry, Trey.

      I plunge down into the mass of people, weaving through them toward the spot where Andrew Goldsmith had been standing.

      When I reach it, he’s no longer there.

      My hearts stops. I scan the faces in front of me, taking care not to meet anyone’s eye. None of them are his.

      I tug the scarf a little further down over my face and turn to make my way back up the street.

      And then I see him.

      He’s standing outside a café, holding a half-eaten sandwich and looking up at a news screen. He’s in the way of the crowd, but he doesn’t seem to notice or care. He just stares up at the screen. When I follow his gaze, I see why.

      On the screen is a picture of Trey. And me.

      I duck my head and move quickly through the sea of people toward him. When I reach him, I grab his arm and use my momentum to pull him forward.

      “What—?”

      I turn to look at him and his eyes widen in recognition. I take advantage of his shock to lead him to the side of the street into a small niche behind a stone pillar. I think it’s a camera blind spot, though I’m taking no chances.

      “You need to come with me now. It’s Trey. He’s in trouble.” I look up into his eyes, trying to convey urgency and concern.

      He tenses, his eyes flicking around as if he knows someone is watching us. “What’s happened? What kind of trouble?” He glances back toward the news screen as if that will provide the answer.

      “There was a run-in with some Metz officers,” I lie. “They were trying to take him in. He managed to get away, but he was injured – badly injured. Abby’s doing her best, but …” I let my voice trail off.

      His face whitens, and for a second I think he’s going to pass out. But he composes himself and his eyes narrow. “So why are you here? Where’s Bryn?”

      “Bryn got hurt too. He was with Trey and managed to defend them both and get away. He got hit in the leg.” I draw a finger across my thigh. “Abby says he won’t be able to walk for a week.”

      Andrew Goldsmith reaches out and grips my shoulders. “How bad is bad? Why haven’t they taken him to a medic?”

      I push his hand away. “You know we can’t take him to a medic. He got shot in the stomach and chest. He … he’s struggling to breathe.” I look away, unable to meet his eye.

      This is wrong. I wrap my arms around my stomach. My heart’s hammering in my chest, so loud that he must be able to hear it. He’ll know I’m lying and walk away.

      Then I won’t have to do it.

      But when I finally steel myself and look up at him, he just nods at me. “Let’s go.”

      We move out into the crowd of people heading up the street toward a large square. Andrew stops. “We should take a pod – it’ll be quicker.”

      I falter and look at the small white pods taking off and landing on the other side of the square. He’s right. But the pods must have cameras. They may not even let me in without a chip.

      But if Trey really was dying, you’d take the risk.

      Besides, I’ve never flown over the city before. I don’t count the trip to the compound. I couldn’t see anything then.

      “Okay, fine.” I pull the scarf down lower over my face and follow him across the square to join the short line of people waiting for a free pod. A solitary Metz officer guards the station, but it seems more interested in scanning the crowd than checking the people waiting in line.

      My nerves tingle as we get to the front of the queue. Andrew Goldsmith presses his hand to the door and it swishes open. He waves for me to enter.

      Cautiously, I step inside, glancing around for any sign that this is a trap. My fingers twitch to pull out a knife.

      Not yet.

      The door closes.

      “Where’s the nearest pod point?”

      I think fast. The nearest pod points are in Six. Too far away. “Don’t land it Outside. Any pod that lands is being attacked. It’s crazy out there. Land somewhere near the East Gate. It’ll be quicker.”

      He nods, seeming to accept the explanation, and gives the pod the destination.

      I could do it here.

      My hand slides down my leg, feeling the slight bulge of my concealed knife.

      It would be easy. There’s no one around.

      I shake my head. There’s not enough time. I need to question him first. Get answers. And there will be cameras in here for sure.

      “Are you alright?”

      I start. He’s frowning at me. “Yeah. Just worried.”

      The inside of the pod is opaque apart from a thin strip a couple of feet off the floor. I crouch down to look through it and stifle a gasp.

      We’re already high up, speeding over white rooftops tiled with black solar panels and weaving between the taller glass towers. It’s like looking down from my roof, but we’re moving so fast that the people on the streets below appear and disappear in a flash.

      A minute later, the pod slows and begins to descend. It settles on a rooftop, six floors up.

      “We’re here?” I ask, standing up.

      “Yes. Most pod points in the city are on rooftops. There’s not enough space at street level.”

      The door opens, and he steps out. I follow and grab at my headscarf as a light breeze catches it, blowing it back off my face.

      We’re at the end of a line of pods. It’s a busy station, with people milling around, and no sooner have we stepped away from the pod than someone moves to take our place. A hand on my shoulder pushes me toward a large lift at one corner of the rooftop.

      I keep my head down as people crowd in around me, trying to make myself as small and inconspicuous as possible. I look out as we descend. The Wall rises up, just a few streets away. I could leave him here. Walk away without another word. He would know what that meant. I could go back to Abby’s and find Trey and tell him …

      Tell him what?

      The lift stops, and people begin to spill out. And instead of walking away, I wait for Andrew Goldsmith and instruct him to go through the East Gate, to take the first right and wait for me outside an old boarded-up electronics shop.

      Only then do I turn and walk away.

      Once through the Wall, I tug off the bright scarf and bind it around my waist, under my jacket. Insider to Outsider. Just like that.

      If only things were that easy.

      I’m not kept waiting long. He hurries down the street, conspicuous in his unease and blue government suit. I realize I haven’t thought this through properly. He’ll get mobbed before I can take him anywhere wearing that thing.

      I could do it here.

      No, it has to be in Four. He has to see.

      “Aleesha,” he says, hurrying up to me. His face is drawn but alert. “How far do we have to go?”

      “Not too far.”

      I pick the quietest route I can through the back streets, but we still get some odd looks. I make him take off his tie and swap his jacket for a hobie’s long cape. The hobie is delighted. Andrew Goldsmith not so much, but I silence his protests with a look.

      The street that separates Five and Four is busy and I pull him across it, hoping his knowledge of the areas Outside the Wall is a flimsy as Trey’s.

      “Wait, I thought Abby lived in Area Five?”

      As if reading my mind, Andrew pulls his arm from my grasp and stops, looking around at the dirty grey apartment blocks and the boarded-up windows of the shops below. Further down the street, a fight breaks out between two hobbies and a crowd gathers to watch.

      “We’re nearly there,” I say in a low voice. “Just, let’s keep moving, okay?”

      Already eyes are starting to turn to us. A street kid loitering up ahead seems to be watching us, but as I catch his eye, he turns and runs off. I feel eyes bore into the back of my head, but when I whirl around, I just catch the vacant glances of hobies.

      You’re being paranoid.

      Or perhaps not. The first tendrils of doubt curl in my stomach. My uncertainty is mirrored in Andrew Goldsmith’s eyes.

      Now is not the time to get cold feet.

      I grab his arm and steer him into a side alley. “It’s not far.”

      We walk past a body of a man staring sightlessly up at the grey sky and I have to use all my weight to pull Andrew Goldsmith on. We pass another two before we emerge onto the street, but these look as if they’ve been dead a while and dumped here out of the way.

      “Why haven’t they been moved?” Andrew whispers to me as we emerge onto a busy street. He casts a panicked eye around. “Where are the Metz?”

      I snort. “I was hoping you could tell me that. They’ve all but disappeared from the streets. Rumour has it they’re planning something big. Know anything?”

      He shakes his head. “I’m not involved in any of the big decisions anymore,” he says sadly. “Though even in my previous position I didn’t have much to do with the Metz or security.”

      “But you worked in the Secretary of State’s department once?”

      He gives me an appraising look. “Yes, a long time ago. I was a junior minister there. But a lot of what was going on … it didn’t sit right with me. So I asked for a transfer.”

      I almost laugh out loud. Didn’t sit right with you? Murdering innocent people? I bite my lip and turn sharply left at a crossroads. The mixture of anger and adrenaline is a toxic cocktail that surges through my veins. I quicken my step. Nearly there.

      “Aleesha. I wasn’t expecting to see you here.”

      My head jerks up at the familiar voice.

      “Hi, Jay.” I glance to his companion. “Jonas.”

      “Who’s this?” Jay eyes Andrew Goldsmith, who’s hovering nervously behind me. “Looks like an Insider.” He frowns as if trying to place him.

      “Jay, remember I said I had something to do?” I lower my voice. “This is that something. You need to focus on getting ready for the raid.”

      His eyes narrow. “Yeah, and mebbe you just said that to get me out of your way. To protect your Insider friends.” He raises his knife so the tip hovers in front of his mouth.

      Oh, if only he knew …

      “Jay, we don’t have time for this.” I give Jonas a pleading glance. His eyes narrow and he opens his mouth to speak but before he can say anything, a voice comes from over my shoulder.

      “She’s right. The Metz are coming.”

      I curse inwardly.

      Jay flashes a wicked smile. “And what would you know?”

      “I came to warn you.” There’s a slight – a very slight – tremor in Andrew Goldsmith’s voice, but Jay doesn’t seem to notice it. “They’re massing at the East Gate.”

      Jay glances from him to me and I can sense his uncertainty. He doesn’t want to believe him, but he still trusts me.

      “Fine,” he says reluctantly, lowering the knife. “But if I see you again, we’re going to talk.”

      He steps to one side and we hurry past.

      “Who was that?” Andrew mutters to me as I direct him left up Pearson’s Passageway.

      “One of the gang leaders.”

      Ahead of me is open space and grey clouds. Rose Square. My heartbeat quickens, and I have to fight to keep my breathing calm. I stop abruptly at the end of the passageway and brace myself as Andrew Goldsmith barrels into my back.

      The market holders are packing up their stalls. People walk across the square, some stopping to look up at the news screens, but most have their heads down, focused on their own business.

      “Do you know this place?”

      “I-I’m not sure …” His voice trails off.

      “It’s Rose Square.” I glance sideways, looking for a reaction, for a sign that he knows why he is here, but there is nothing. His face is pinched as if he’s trying to figure out what I want to hear.

      “There was a massacre here a few days ago,” I continue, conversationally. “The Metz stormed in, lots of people got killed.”

      My left hand stretches down my leg and fondles the handle of my knife. The good one that Bryn gave me.

      His face clears. “Ah yes, I saw that on the news … a tragedy.” His hands twitch. “Look, can you just take me to Trey, please?”

      I force a smile onto my face. “Of course, this way.” I motion for him to go back down the passageway. “Take this right, it’s a shortcut back to the main road.”

      He stops. “Look, what’s going on? I’m starting to b—”

      The point of my blade presses into the small of his back. “Just go right,” I whisper.

      His body stiffens. “Go on,” I prompt, turning him gently around to face the entrance to the narrow alley, barely a metre across, that leads back behind the buildings. “I’m right behind you. But don’t run. I’m fast. And I’m pretty good at throwing this too.” I let the blade scratch his skin.

      He stumbles forward. Energy courses through me. I feel strong. Powerful. It’s intoxicating.

      After ten paces, the alleyway opens up into a small courtyard. There’s a small lean-to structure in one corner that by the smell is a compost toilet. Litter covers the ground, and in the far corner another narrow passageway leads back to the main street.

      I push Andrew Goldsmith forward until his nose is pressed against a brick wall. Then I bend down and stretch out with my free hand to rummage in the pile of trash that’s piled up next to us.

      Please still be there.

      My hand closes around the cold handle of Jonas’s gun and my knees feel suddenly weak. I take a step back and my breath catches in my throat as tension rushes from my body.

      You could have done it with the knife.

      But I couldn’t. A knife is too personal. Besides, I want to be able to look him in the eye when he tells me why he ordered my mother’s death. It’s easier to control the situation with a gun.

      Of course. That’s the reason.

      I take a deep breath and shove the knife roughly back into my pocket. Closing both hands around the handle of the gun, I lift it in front of me.

      “Turn around.” At least my voice sounds more confident than I feel.

      Sweat beads on the back of Andrew Goldsmith’s neck. His whole body trembles. He raises his hands and turns slowly, his eyes widening as he catches sight of the gun.

      “Kneel down.”

      He obeys, still holding his hands high.

      “Trey … please, where is he?” His eyes flick about the courtyard as if his son could jump out at any moment.

      “He’s fine. I don’t know where he is.”

      My hands shake. I take a deep breath, pushing Trey out of my thoughts.

      “Thank god,” he whispers, closing his eyes for a moment.

      He’s being held at gunpoint and looks relieved?

      But the look passes.

      “You lied. To get me to come out here.”

      “Yes. Do you know why?”

      Andrew Goldsmith doesn’t ever look surprised. “Your mother,” he says flatly. “Operation Nightshade. Trey said you were her daughter. I d—”

      “Shut up!”

      He clamps his lips together.

      “Rose Square was where it happened.” My aim is steadier now. I have control of my body again. “Where they shot her down. On the day she disappeared.”

      I hold the gun in front of his face, just out of his reach in case he tries anything stupid. But he won’t. Andrew Goldsmith is not stupid.

      “I was six. She was my world. Everything!”

      Anger and grief battle to escape from my cage of emotions but I force them back down.

      Stay calm. Stay in control.

      “Do you know what it’s like, being alone out here? No mother, no father, no one to look out for you? Not even a chip to get food with. No chance to go to school. No medicine when you’re sick. Do you know what it’s like?”

      “No,” he says quietly. “I don’t know.”

      His gaze is unnerving me. Even though I know he’s not Trey’s real father, I can’t help but see part of him in Andrew Goldsmith’s eyes.

      “Why did you authorize the operation?”

      “It was my job.”

      “Did you never question whether it was right?”

      He considers this for a moment, his eyes never leaving mine. “Of course. I question everything. The operation was intended to capture a known criminal. A criminal who was considered a danger to society. So yes, on balance, I did think it was right.”

      “On balance. For Insiders.”

      “For Insiders and Outsiders. No one benefits from conflicts like this. People just get killed. He was a troublemaker.”

      “Because he stood up for people? For what he thought was right?” My hand begins to tremble again.

      Control. Control.

      “Why was he meeting her?”

      “I don’t know. The only reason he would have been in London was so he could stir up rebellion. We presumed she was one of his contacts here – part of a plot against the government.”

      His voice is so calm and reasonable. It makes me want to punch him. I flick the safety catch off.

      “You presumed,” I say flatly. “You didn’t know?”

      He goes to shake his head, then stops. “No. You rarely know anything with intelligence. It’s a balance of probability. Of judgement.”

      “And you judged her guilty,” I whisper.

      “No, that’s not what I meant.” He looks up at me, but I don’t want to listen to his excuses anymore. I put a fraction more pressure on the trigger.

      “My mother did nothing wrong. She deserves justice.”

      Fear flashes in his eyes. “And is killing me justice? It won’t bring your mother back. Or help save anyone else.”

      The sound of shots rings in my head. Her scream. Suddenly it’s her in front of me, her who I’m pointing the gun at. Her eyes pleading for mercy. My aim falters and I lower the gun, my whole body quaking.

      Andrew Goldsmith doesn’t move.

      It’s not her. You’re just seeing things.

      I blink, and the memory is gone. Though her scream still echoes at the back of my mind.

      “I will give her justice. Avenge her death.” My voice cracks and hot tears prick my eyes. I take a deep breath. I can do this.

      “Is that what she would want, Aleesha?” His voice is soft and quiet. “Is revenge all you want?”

      “Shut up!”

      His poisoned words. He’s trying to manipulate me. That’s it. I take a deep breath and raise the gun again. “Any final requests?” My tone is deliberately ironic. She didn’t get any.

      Andrew Goldsmith’s face pales. “How about mercy? Mercy can be more powerful …”

      His voice trails off and he stares at my finger tightening on the trigger.

      No more talking. No more hesitation.

      “They didn’t show my mother any mercy.”
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      The wide road that separates Areas Five and Six is crammed with people queuing to get through the East Gate and looters carrying their spoils back to whichever area they came from. Occasionally a fight breaks out when someone sees their belongings being carried away, but it’s usually over quickly; the owner of the items either backing down or being silenced.

      In the distance, the Metz frame the East Gate, visible over the heads of the crowd. I count six of them. They ignore the violence erupting at intervals down the street and part of me wonders if they’ve just given up on us. Perhaps there’s no pull-back, no big raid planned. They’ve just decided to abandon the areas Outside the Wall and let people fend for themselves.

      We cross the street and plunge into Six. The normally clean and tidy streets are littered with broken furniture and the remains of smashed food parcels. Decorative window shutters hang half off their hinges. Acrid smoke hits my nostrils, carried on the wind from a shop further up the street.

      “Makes you wonder if we really should be trying to help them, doesn’t it?” Bryn mutters. “Look out!” He yanks me toward him as something comes whizzing through the air. A chair crashes to the ground. I glance up and see a guy with a shaved head and dragon tattoo down his arm leaning out of an apartment window. He gives an unrepentant shrug.

      “This is what happens when the Metz disappear?” I whisper.

      “This is what happens when there’s no discipline,” Bryn corrects. We turn down the narrow alley that leads to the Chain headquarters. “Those guys back there were part of the Dragons. An Area Five gang. Their leader should be reining them in, not sending them looting.” He shakes his head. “So much for the Brotherhood uniting the gangs.”

      The old building looks even more dilapidated than usual. The lower windows are boarded up and purple graffiti is scrawled on the brick walls.

      I stop at the foot of the stairs. “You’ve been attacked?”

      “Na,” a man with tight braids pulled back from his face grins. “It’s just for show. Make it look like the place has already been raided.” He twirls a knife between his fingers.

      The guard on the other side of the steps leading up to the entrance snorts. “Any excuse for you to get out the spray paint, Zane!”

      “Too right,” Zane replies. His teeth flash white against his caramel skin. “Go on up, you’re expected.” He jerks his head toward the front door.

      Once inside, we head to the conference room on the first floor. Angry voices spill from the open doorway.

      “I know the consequences, but I can’t do any more than I’m doing!”

      Bryn pushes open the door and we walk in. The expression on Jameson’s face turns to one of relief. “Trey! Come over here. I wanted to ask you about a text command link.”

      I walk over to him, eying Katya warily. She’s pacing the room like a caged animal, her body tight with anger. The black controller box is set out on the table next to a small robot. Scattered tools, wires and electronic chips are spread out across the wooden surface. Matthews sits on the opposite side of the table. She gives me a sympathetic look as I sit down.

      “I’ve managed to get the text command function working when it’s directly linked to the Metz chip. But tapping into the chip remotely is problematic. That’s what we struggled with last time.” He brings up a text display and types in a basic command. The robot turns to the left and walks five steps across the table.

      “You’ve got a Metz chip in that?”

      Jameson nods. “We managed to get one out of an officer who went down during that incident in Rose Square. It makes testing much easier.” He blows out a breath. “I’m missing something … I just need to work out what.”

      Behind us, Katya and Bryn are arguing in low voices. Matthews goes across to join them.

      “I’m just saying we should get further clarification before doing anything rash,” Bryn says more loudly.

      “We’ve had clarification. Just because you don’t agree—”

      There’s a slight pause then Katya continues, but her voice is too low for me to make out what she’s saying.

      “Any ideas?”

      “Huh? Oh, sorry, what did you say?” I flush guiltily.

      Jameson looks crestfallen. “I was wondering if you had any thoughts on how to intercept and replace the communications between the captains and the officers.”

      I think for a minute. “I don’t think there’s an easy way. Either you give the captains a demand that overrides the orders they were given at the compound or you take out the captain …” I try to remember what the professor had said. “But then you’re stuck with the same problem they’ve got: how to reprogram the chips of a group of officers to respond to a different captain when they’re out in the field.”

      “What about if you physically had their captain’s implant?” Matthews walks over and points at the black box on the table. “Could you connect that chip to your device and control it that way?”

      Jameson’s face brightens. “That could work …” He purses his lips. “In fact, that would make things much simpler. The only issue then is to get our text command to work through the chip. But that should be doable.”

      “Will the chip work outside of the host? It won’t have some failsafe where it shuts down if it’s removed from the body?” Matthews asks.

      Jameson’s shakes his head. “I don’t think so. The last one we got seemed to work fine.” He waves toward the robot. “It’s just a communication chip at the end of the day.”

      “But isn’t it implanted in their brains? Wouldn’t it kill them if we try …” My voice trails off. They’re giving me that patient look the teachers used to give me at school when I’d asked a stupid question.

      “I imagine so. You were the one who was talking about taking out the captains.” Matthews cocks her head toward me, a faint expression of amusement on her face.

      “But I didn’t mean to kill them! I just thought—”

      “That you could make them go to sleep or something?” She shakes her head. “The Metz are too dangerous to mess with, Trey. If we take one out we need to be a hundred percent sure they’re out. Otherwise, someone will end up getting killed. It’s them or us.”

      I stare down at the table, chewing my lip. Them or us.

      “If we had a medic unit and surgeon here and knew exactly where the implant was in their head, then perhaps we could take it out without killing them, but we don’t have that luxury.” She squeezes my shoulder. “Just remember, they’re why you’re out here.”

      “And if we can get control of them, then we can turn them back against the government,” Jameson adds, his voice rising in excitement. “The machines will be under our control.”

      “They’re not machines,” I mutter under my breath. “They’re people.”

      Matthews shakes her head. “Not while they’re under the control of the government they’re not.”

      I stare at the black box. I’d not really thought about what the Chain would do once they had control of the Metz. The plan in my head had only got as far as stopping them hurting Outsiders. Not using them as an army.

      “We need to get hold of one to test,” Jameson murmurs to himself. “I can set up something that might work but we’ll never know until we test it.”

      A crash from downstairs makes me jump. Katya takes three quick steps over to the window and looks down onto the street. Footsteps pound on the staircase. Whoever it is, they’re taking the stairs two at a time.

      The door bursts open and Murdoch runs in, his face flushed and chest heaving.

      “Aleesha …” he pants, leaning forward and grabbing at his chest. “Down in Four … She’s got him …” He glances up and for a second our eyes meet and his face blanches. Then he looks away.

      “What? You’re not making sense.” Katya strides over to him, frowning. “What’s she done?”

      Bryn walks over to join them. Murdoch coughs and tries to catch his breath. He mutters something too quietly for me to hear, but I see Bryn’s face tighten.

      I push back my chair. “Is Aleesha in trouble?”

      “No,” Bryn says sharply, glancing over at me. “Sit down, Trey.” But I don’t like the look on his face.

      Something’s wrong. There’s something he’s not telling me.

      Katya pulls back from the huddle and begins to pace the room again. Neat, quick steps. One arm is folded across her chest and she taps her fingers on the opposite arm as she walks.

      “This could work. Yes, this could actually work better.”

      I’m not sure if she’s talking to herself or expecting an answer. It seems no one else does either, as the room falls silent.

      “If she does it, that may carry more weight. Her grief. Her revenge. Yes, it will bring people together. It will ready them for the fight.”

      A sick feeling develops in the pit of my stomach. I glance at Bryn. His face is taut and he’s refusing to meet my eye. “What’s happening, Bryn? T—”

      Katya turns suddenly. “Murdoch, is there a team ready to go?”

      He nods. “They’ll be waiting for us at the border to Four.”

      “I wasn’t anticipating moving this soon, but she’s forced our hand. It may work out better this way. Draw the Metz out.” She looks over at us. “Jameson, get that device working. Matthews, get him whatever he needs to make it work.”

      “Wait. This is too hasty.” Bryn grabs her arm. “Murdoch may be wrong. Aleesha may just be talking to him …”

      Katya stiffens and looks pointedly at her arm. Bryn takes a step back and releases his grip.

      “We have our orders, Bryn. We’ve already discussed this. We need to focus people’s attention. Stop all this stupid looting and remind them who the real enemy is.”

      Bryn looks unhappy. “But—”

      “No buts. That’s my order. That’s his order.” Her eyes flick to me. “Stay here. Look after Trey.”

      I don’t understand. Why would I need looking after?

      “What’s going on? What’s Aleesha done?” I push my chair away, but Matthews grabs my arm and gives a slight shake of her head.

      “This isn’t about the city, you know that.” Bryn gives Katya a cold look, but she just raises one eyebrow and stares back at him. They’re like two dogs facing off and waiting for the other to back down. Matthews shifts nervously beside me.

      “I don’t question our leader’s decisions.” Each word is like a pin prick in the silence. “And you can be certain that he’ll be hearing about your questioning once this is over.” Her words make me shiver.

      Bryn’s eyes narrow. “Don’t threaten me, Katya. I’ve been around a lot longer than you.”

      She leans forward until their faces are just inches apart. “Then I’d have thought you would know better than to rebel, Mr McNally. No one is irreplaceable. Remember that.”

      She pulls back and turns to leave. “Murdoch, come with me. The rest of you, stay here.”

      Bryn takes a step toward the door, but it slams in his face. He curses and slams his fist into the wood. “Dammit!”

      I look from Bryn to Matthews and back to Bryn again. “What’s going on? Why won’t anyone tell me?”

      But they won’t meet my eye. The only sound in the room is Jameson humming to himself and tinkering with his stupid box.

      Bryn leans back against the wall and closes his eyes. His face is lined with anguish. “I’m sorry, Trey. I can’t.”

      “What do you mean, you can’t?” I wrench my arm from Matthews’ grasp and stride over to him. “If Aleesha’s in trouble, I want to know.”

      “She’s not in trouble. At least, not yet,” Bryn says tightly.

      “Then why can’t you tell me?”

      Bryn leans forward and massages the top of his nose with finger and thumb. “Because you can’t do anything to stop it. Trust me, Trey, it’s better this way.”

      “Can’t do anything to stop w—” Then it hits me. The thought slamming into my brain like a hammer. And everything suddenly makes sense.

      Ice shoots through my veins and I step backward, reaching a hand out to the wall to steady myself. “My father,” I whisper. “She’s gone after him, hasn’t she?”

      Bryn stares down at the floor. The room spins around me.

      “Trey, why don’t you sit down?” Matthews sounds concerned. There’s a tug on my arm but I bat her away.

      “Tell me, dammit!” Anger flares in my belly. I push off the wall and go to stand in front of Bryn. “Look at me and tell me what the hell is going on.”

      But still he refuses to look me in the eye.

      I clench my fist. “What is she doing to him? What are they doing to him?”

      Silence.

      I slam my fist into the door to the side of Bryn’s head. It feels good, so I do it again. “Tell me!”

      “Trey, stop.” Rough hands grab my wrists, forcing me back. “Stop!”

      I stare up at him. Blue eyes, just like my own. I guess that’s where I get them from. “Just tell me what’s happening,” I whisper. “Please.”

      He looks away and drops my hands. “Sit down.”

      I move on autopilot and sit on the chair that Matthews pushes toward me.

      “We had an order come through yesterday. From the Leader. He feels things are getting out of control. That some event is needed to bring Outsiders together. A trial of a prominent government official.”

      “A trial?”

      I’m struggling to think clearly. My mind is fogged, each thought swimming through a thick soup, unable to find other thoughts to piece together what’s happening.

      Bryn grimaces. “A nominal trial. More of an execution.”

      “An execution?” Two pieces click into place and my stomach plummets. “Dad. They’re going to execute him?”

      I’m on my feet and have taken two paces before my brain catches up. But Bryn is quicker. He grabs me, throwing me back into the chair. “I said to sit!”

      I stare at him in shock, too paralysed to speak.

      “I’m sorry.” He wipes his forehead with the back of his hand. “This is all such a damn mess.”

      “We … we have to stop it.”

      Bryn looks at the floor and shakes his head. I look at Matthews. “Please, we have to stop it. He’s not done anything wrong!” I grab her hand and stand, tugging at it. “We can stop it, if we go now.”

      But she pulls her hand away. “I’m sorry, Trey, really I am.”

      I run to the window, but Katya and Murdoch are already out of sight.

      How long will it take them to get there? If it’s a trial, that will take some time to pull together, right? They’ll need to find him. Find Aleesha.

      My head snaps back to Bryn. “What’s Aleesha got to do with this?”

      Bryn continues staring at the floorboards and sighs. “Nothing. Except that she seems to have had the same idea.”

      “The same idea?”

      Bryn doesn’t answer.

      She wouldn’t … would she?

      I think back to the training room. The look on her face when Rogue had read out my father’s name. I’d been too stunned to take it in. There had been grief there. But also determination. And hate.

      She saw her mother die.

      “No,” I whisper into the silence.

      “Murdoch may be wrong.” Bryn lifts his head and takes a pace toward me. “Perhaps she just wanted to talk to him, ask him some questions.”

      “She could have done that Inside.” The fog in my head clears now. Too late, I finally understand. “We have to go.” I push past Bryn’s outstretched arm and pause with my hand on the door. “Will … will you help me? He’s not a bad man. You know that.”

      Bryn’s face is a mask of indecision. I pull open the door and run toward the stairs. Whether he’s coming or not, I don’t have time to wait.

      As I reach the front door, heavy footsteps pound the stairs behind me.

      “Trey, wait!”

      I wrench the door open and run down the steps. He catches me at the bottom and I turn to face him. “Do you know where they’ll take him?”

      Bryn nods grimly. “The same place Aleesha will. Rose Square.”
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      Trey. My mother’s smiling face. Andrew Goldsmith. My mother’s terrified face. Her body juddering as the bullets hit. Trey.

      The images play through my mind like a spinning wheel that gets faster and faster until the faces blur into one.

      Trey. Mother. Trey. Mother.

      My hands are shaking. I need to get a grip. Why is it so hard to kill someone? All I need do is tighten my finger on the trigger. One small movement and it will all be over.

      Andrew Goldsmith stares up at me, his eyes silently pleading with me to put the gun down. He looks old – older than I remember from the screens when he stared down at us as the Minister of Education and Health and told us what he was doing to help us. He looks a different person now.

      He has lost too. Lost his job. His son.

      Dammit, I’ve already thought this through. Decided that he deserves to die.

      But I reached that conclusion when he was far away on the other side of the Wall. Now he’s a living, breathing person kneeling in front of me.

      You have to do it. She deserves justice.

      I steady the gun, aiming the barrel between Andrew Goldsmith’s eyes. For a moment, I think he’s going to beg for his life and I’ll have those words ringing in my head for the rest of my days, but he just swallows and looks down at the ground.

      I take a deep breath and slowly let it out as my finger closes on the trigger.

      No!

      I wrench the gun away as the shot fires, the bullet embedding itself in the brick wall. I stumble backward, my arm falling to my side.

      We stay there for a moment, our gazes locked, both of us wondering what happens next. My heart races so fast I feel as if I’ve sprinted two street lengths. A bitter taste lingers in my mouth.

      “Go,” I manage eventually, the word escaping in a hiss between my gritted teeth.

      But he doesn’t move, still frozen with his hands in the air.

      “Go!”

      What more does he want me to do?

      I march over to him and yank his arm. Finally, he seems to get the message. He staggers to his feet, blinking and looking around.

      “You’re letting me go?” he whispers.

      I shove him toward the narrow passageway that leads back out to the main street. “Down there. At the street, turn right. Follow it up to Area Five. You should be able to get to the East Gate from there.”

      “Why?”

      “Why what?” My body feels weak from adrenaline and I want to slump down right here, in this stinking courtyard, and close my eyes.

      “Why are you letting me go?”

      I scowl at him, wishing I knew the answer to that myself. “Just go. Before someone else catches you here.”

      “Thanks.” He offers me a weak smile then, to my relief, turns and stumbles down the passageway.

      I sag back against the wall, the gun falling from my hand.

      Dammit. I had him! The man who was responsible for her death. And I was too weak to do it.

      My eyes seek out the bullet hole in the far wall. People will have heard the shot. I should get out of here.

      I pick up the gun and flip the safety catch on before shoving it into my belt and wiping my hands down my legs. I’ll go back to my roof, chill out for a bit. Figure out what to do next.

      But I don’t get the chance. As I emerge from the alleyway, a commotion further up the street catches my attention. A crowd is gathering around a small group of people who are pushing their way toward me. There are shouts and jeers.

      I push myself against a boarded-up shop window to let them pass. A flash of blond hair catches my eye and panic surges through me as Katya looks directly at me. A smile of satisfaction crosses her face.

      A moment later, Murdoch’s pulling me through the crowd to a small group at the centre. My heart sinks when I see Andrew Goldsmith, blood streaming down his forehead, being held up by his arms by two of Katya’s heavies. He glances up and gives me a wry smile.

      “You know this man, Aleesha. Andrew Goldsmith. The man who authorized Operation Nightshade.” Katya sounds jubilant.

      I stare at Andrew Goldsmith. He shakes his head. Just a fraction.

      “We’re taking him to Rose Square. To be tried by the people.”

      I tear my eyes away to look at Katya. She is immaculate as always, not even a smear of dirt on her face.

      Finally, I find my voice. “What do you mean?”

      Katya waves a hand at the baying crowd. “They will decide his fate. As he decided theirs. But I think we can both guess what their judgment will be.”

      I stare up at her. “No,” I whisper.

      “Yes.” She smiles coldly. “He will be executed. And you will be the one to do it.”
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      A crowd has already gathered in Rose Square by the time we arrive. I stumble along with my head bowed, being carried as much by the press of the crowd around me as by my own legs. Murdoch’s hand is heavy on my shoulder. He squeezes it occasionally, just to remind me that there’s no escape.

      I try to get my brain to work, but it’s fogged, and every thought is as hard won as a street fight. My muscles are heavy, the adrenaline in my system drained away to leave only acid.

      Think. There must be a way out of this.

      “Aleesha?”

      Rough hands pull me up the worn stone steps of the monument and push me unceremoniously against the stone pillar. The noise of the crowd is a dull hum, as if I’m listening to them from underwater. Their faces are angry. Fists pump the air. Was it only a few days ago the news was broadcast? Did that cause all this hatred and fury? Or was it buried in these people all along, just waiting for a release?

      Katya’s face appears in front of me. She brushes a tendril of hair off my sweaty forehead. The gesture is almost motherly. “Are you okay?”

      I see her lips form the words, but I can’t hear them. I close my eyes and shake my head, stretching my jaw to try to pop my ears and clear whatever it is that’s stopping me from hearing.

      Get a grip. Breathe. Think.

      My heart rate slows. The noise of the crowd engulfs me. I open my eyes.

      “Are you hurt?” Katya looks concerned but this time her words sound in my ears.

      I shake my head.

      She looks relieved. “I know this must be a shock to you, seeing him here.”

      It takes me a moment to remember who she’s talking about. I glance over at the man kneeling on the edge of the stone steps. He’s not even struggling now.

      “He’s the man who ordered your mother’s death. Now you have a chance to make him pay.”

      Make him pay.

      Images of my mother flash through my mind again, as I stare out at the square. “This was where it happened,” I whisper.

      This is where she was chased down. This was where she died.

      Inside me, something stirs. A burning ache in my stomach.

      “Yes. But that’s not all. He was responsible for the health and education of Outsiders. For population control. It’s because of his laws that you and so many other people are classed as illegal. That you’re forced to scrape out a life on the streets. He could have done something to change the system. He should have done something.”

      “He should have done something,” I repeat, staring at the spot where my mother died. The gathering crowd doesn’t reach back that far. If I blink I can almost picture her crumpled body. Her dark blood staining the cobbles.

      My fists ball at my side and the embers burning in my gut spring into flames. They burst the cage door open, releasing years of memories. Memories I had locked away. The cold nights shivering on the street or up on my rooftop. The pain when the kind hobie woman had warmed my wet, frozen feet. The shopkeeper who had turned me away, but pressed food into my hand when he thought no one was looking.

      I remember the times I’d got sick, but had to wait it out, not knowing if I’d survive or not, unable to go to a medic for help. Stealing books and trying to remember the letters my mother had taught me. Gazing with envy at the children lined up at the school gate. The children who were allowed to learn.

      “It was because of him. All because of him.”

      Her words trigger more memories. Begging on the street. The first time I tasted tronk and the man who sowed the seeds of that addiction. The men who raped me. The men who I let rape me because it was that or starve.

      The fire rages inside me. It consumes me.

      More recent memories. Lily. My beautiful Lily. The Gollin children, huddled over their mother’s body as the Metz officer loomed closer.

      Hot tears blur my vision and stream down my cheeks. The fire burns me up inside and drives the water from my body. Something is pressed into my hand. A gun.

      A gentle shove from behind causes me to stumble forward. The kneeling man turns to look at me, and as his eyes meet mine my resolution falters. They are not like Trey’s to look at, but there’s the same expression of hurt and resignation that I saw last time we parted. I take a step back and lower my arm.

      Can I take away Trey’s father? Because he took away my mother?

      “It is your right, Aleesha,” Katya whispers in my ear. “You must avenge your mother’s death. It’s the only way you can be whole. The only way to heal the wound.”

      I shake my head and wipe my arm across my eyes. Damn tears. “No. I … it’s not right. It shouldn’t be this way.”

      But I don’t know what’s right anymore. Tears cloud my vision and anger clouds my thoughts.

      Maybe if he dies, the government will listen. Maybe then things will change.

      “Look around. The people are demanding it. They want justice. They trust you to make the right decision.”

      I open my mind a crack to let the shouts of the crowd in and take a step back in shock.

      “Aleesha! Justice! Aleesha! Justice!”

      They’re calling my name. Mine. I scan the faces. I recognize some of them – a lot of them. My people. They don’t deserve to be starved and poisoned. To have their children taken from them. We may not be smart or beautiful, but we deserve better.

      “Aleesha!”

      They’re looking to me. Not in fear or disgust, but in admiration.

      They trust you to make the right decision.

      How can I let them down?

      I step forward. I’m behind him now, he’s kneeling in front of me. A criminal awaiting execution. I raise the gun and point it at the back of his head.

      His blood will be on your hands.

      My hand wavers.

      They want justice. They trust you.

      My finger grips the trigger and a strange feeling passes over me, like I’ve been here before.

      You let him go, remember?

      But it’s so hard to think over the baying of the crowd.

      Why? Why did I let him go?

      And then it comes to me. Giles’s words. And Bryn’s. And Trey’s. Revenge is not the answer. Because if I kill him now, how does that make me any better than him? Than them?

      I can kill if I have to, if my life depends on it, but not like this. Not when he’s kneeling helplessly in front of me. This isn’t justice.

      I lower my arm. The gun drops from my hand and clatters down the steps.

      “No,” I whisper.

      The crowd falls silent. There’s a murmur of unease.

      “What are you doing?” Katya hisses in my ear.

      “I-I can’t do it …” I turn to her. The tears on my cheeks feel cold now. “Not like this. This isn’t a trial, it’s a mob.”

      Her face hardens. “It’s the only justice there is out here.” She pushes past me and pulls her own weapon from her belt.

      “Andrew Goldsmith. You have been judged by your people – the people you were elected to protect – and have been sentenced to death.”

      There’s a scatter of cheers from the crowd.

      No, this isn’t right.

      I turn and reach out for her arm, but I’m pulled backward by two of the guards. My fingers claw at empty air. A movement at the back of the crowd catches my attention. It’s Trey. He’s running toward us, but he’s too slow. He’s not going to make it in time. I redouble my efforts to get free but the men holding me are too strong.

      “No!” My cry is lost in the cheering of the crowd.

      This wasn’t supposed to happen.

      Katya lowers her gun until it’s resting against the back of Andrew Goldsmith’s head. His body trembles and his lips move with unspoken words. A prayer perhaps?

      “This is their justice.”

      The shot rings out and the crowd falls silent.

      For a second, Andrew Goldsmith remains kneeling. Then he slowly topples forward and falls face down on the steps. Blood spills from the wound on his head. The noise of the crowd swells. Shouts of anger and jubilation.

      Blood. Always blood.

      I tear my eyes away and search the crowd for Trey. He’s staring blankly at the place his father had been kneeling, his mouth open. If he’s screaming, I can’t hear it over the cheers and shouts of the crowd. He strains against Bryn, who’s holding him back, his arms wrapped tightly around Trey’s thin body. As I watch, he pulls Trey’s head into his shoulder, as if by doing so he can hide him from the horror of what’s just happened.

      His eyes flick from Trey to Katya and a look of revulsion passes across his face. Then he turns and begins to pull Trey away, the two of them stumbling together from Rose Square.

      My legs finally give way and I fall to my knees. When I close my eyes, all I see is Trey’s face, ravaged with grief and horror. And in the ashes of my heart, I know that I have lost him.

      My only friend.
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      I slump with my head in my hands on the steps at the base of the statue. Trey’s face is frozen in my mind, overlain on a sequence of images that replays again and again. The shot. Andrew Goldsmith falling to the ground. The blood. Except in the image, it’s me holding the gun. Me shooting him.

      Someone sits down beside me and there’s a light touch on my shoulder.

      “Hey.”

      Katya. I jerk my head up and pull away.

      “What now?”

      “Nothing. Just thought you might want to talk.” She rests her elbows on her knees and looks out at the square. The crowd have dispersed. The spectacle is over.

      “What will happen to …” I can’t finish the sentence.

      “The body?” She glances at me. “We’ll make sure it’s returned to his family. Milicent will help with that.”

      Of course. Milicent.

      “I’m not a monster, you know,” Katya says, staring out. “I don’t like killing people and I don’t do it needlessly.”

      Even now, she can’t leave me alone.

      “Really.” She begins to pick at an invisible thread on her sleeve. “I was like you once, you know.”

      I snort. “I doubt that!”

      There’s an awkward silence. I wish she would just go away. I’m barely able to move; all the energy has drained from my body. But she seems determined to talk.

      “I was born in Moscow.” She gives me a sideways glance. “That’s in Russia. My father was an important man. Like here, genetic enhancements for embryos are reserved for the rich and powerful. My sister and I were given everything. Beauty, brains, athleticism. The full package. When I was eight, my father was assassinated.”

      She glances at me again, but I keep looking straight ahead.

      “A friend of my father’s smuggled me, my sister and my mother out of the city. He took us to a secret cabin in the wilderness. He was the only person we saw for three years. My mother was an amazing woman. She kept us alive and taught us so much. Our society at the time was dominated by men. But you could succeed as a woman if you picked the right men to approach … if you knew how to use them. Perhaps the same skills you learned growing up here.”

      I swallow hard. Like the gangs. We rise and fall with our men. Or because of them.

      “One day, when I was eleven and my sister, Anya, fifteen, a group of soldiers stormed the cabin and arrested us. They offered no explanation, but they must have caught Stavros and tortured him into revealing our existence. He didn’t care for us kids much, but he loved my mother. Self-interest all the way. That’s men for you. We were taken to a Gulag. It’s where they send people who don’t fit into the society the government want. You have to be strong to survive the Gulags and most people give up. In Russia, our winters are harsh. Many freeze and starve.”

      A shiver runs down my back and I wrap my arms around my knees. The memories of cold nights and frozen feet play through my mind.

      “It doesn’t get that cold here, does it? You don’t even get snow. In the Gulags, it buried the ground for half the year. But worse than the snow was the wind. It blew from the north, cutting through you as if you were made of paper and whistling through the gaps in the hut where moss wouldn’t stick. Even today, the whistling of wind through a crack takes me back.

      “My mother caught the attention of the camp commander on the first day. She was so beautiful. He invited her to dinner, but of course, it wasn’t just dinner.” Her fingers play with the loose thread, tugging it from her sleeve. “Every night she came back broken, until one day something in her snapped. We knew when she went to him that night that she wouldn’t be coming back. She was too spirited – it wasn’t in her nature to be submissive. The next day, they made us watch as her body was fed to the camp dogs.”

      My stomach turns, sending a rush of nausea up my throat. I close my eyes, but it doesn’t help.

      “Anya also got singled out,” Katya continues, as calmly as if she were discussing the weather. “I was still plain, skinny and flat-chested, but she was beautiful. Like a china doll. The camp guards weren’t supposed to interfere with the occupants, but it didn’t stop them. One Christmas Eve, the guards were having a party. They came and took her away. They were drunk on vodka, but not drunk enough.” Her tone turns bitter and she spits out each word in turn. “They raped her. Again, and again, and again. Sometimes more than one at a time. She was thrown back into our hut in the early hours of the morning and died later the same day. I held her in my arms and promised I would avenge her. Avenge them both.”

      I swallow. “So how did you escape?” I just want this to be over.

      Katya jerks out of her daze. Tears shimmer in her eyes. “I was lucky. The women in my building looked after me. Made sure I was kept as grubby and ugly as possible. One day, a few years after Anya died, a man was brought in with the latest batch of workers. He was different to other people in the Gulag. Intelligent. A fighter. And handsome – he must have come from a wealthy family. At first, he ignored the scruffy kid who latched onto him, but I was the only person who could remember Moscow – if only faintly at that point – and have a proper conversation with him. He taught me how to fight and together, we figured out a way to escape.

      “Back in Moscow, I chose the highest profile gang, walked up to its leader and persuaded him to take me as his companion.” She smiles across at me. “My mother taught me well. Three years later, I hunted down and killed the camp commander and guards from the Gulag. I built connections in the government, kept digging until I found out who had arranged for my father’s death. Then I killed her too.”

      She turns and takes my hands in hers. Her skin is smooth and soft, unlike my cracked hands and torn fingernails. “We have both had to fight for survival, you and I. We have both lost our parents. And I can see it inside of you – the need to avenge your mother’s death. Only then will you be able to move on. To accept what has happened and build your own life.”

      Her gaze locks me in, but for once, I don’t feel threatened. I understand now, why she is the way she is. Why she placed that gun in my hand.

      But she is wrong.

      When you let revenge define you, all you have is bitterness and regret.

      Giles was right, even if I didn’t want to listen to him.

      I pull my hands away gently. “I’m sorry, but I’m not that person. I can’t do it. I’m not as strong as you … I can’t kill someone in cold blood, even if they hurt me. There has to be another way.”

      “There is no other way, Aleesha,” Katya says softly. “At least, not in this society as it is now.” She pats me on the knee and gets to her feet. “Think about it. And when the time comes – when you’re ready – I will help you face your demons.”

      She says something to one of the other men and they walk away, leaving me alone. I stare down at my feet.

      Justice and revenge. I had thought they were two words for the same thing. But I was wrong.
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      The world spins. I push against the arms that hold me. Whose are they? It doesn’t matter.

      Nothing matters.

      I let myself be carried away, my feet stumbling obediently along the rough street. There’s a thick fog in my head that stops me thinking. Something bad’s happened. But my brain has shut down.

      I feel like that time I got lost in the snow in Wales and lay down to sleep. It was cold, so cold, but after a while the cold went away and I just felt numb. Like I was floating on air.

      The arms push me down. My knees bend and I half fall onto a stone step.

      “Trey?”

      Trey. That’s me.

      I’m shaking, so hard that my teeth rattle in my jaw.

      “Trey! Talk to me!”

      The voice cuts through the fog in my head. I shake my head. My ears clear and I flinch as I’m suddenly assaulted by noise.

      “W-what?”

      I look around. A narrow street. People walking by. Bryn kneeling in front of me.

      Bryn.

      I focus on him. There are deep creases on his forehead and his eyebrows have moved so close together that they look like one. He mouths some words that I don’t catch.

      “I-I …”

      But I don’t know what to say. Something bad has happened. I can feel it. Something b—

      It comes back to me, slamming into the forefront of my thoughts like a sledgehammer.

      Father.

      The gun.

      The shot.

      An image appears in my head. He’s kneeling at the top of the steps surrounding the statue, his hands cupped together in front of him. His face is pale but his eyes, when they meet mine, are not fearful but resigned. He opens his mouth to speak, and somehow I know his words are addressed to me. That he had something he wanted to say to me. But at that moment, the gun fires and his face freezes.

      I was too late.

      I didn’t see where he fell. The baying crowd blocked my vision. I wonder if anyone reached out an arm to catch him. Or if they just let him fall, face down, on the ground.

      Was it quick? It looked quick.

      I shake my head, trying to rid myself of the thought. But the sequence replays itself, again and again.

      “Trey, please talk to me! We need to get out of here.” Bryn’s voice is anxious. Afraid.

      Bryn, afraid?

      I force myself to focus on what’s here, what’s happening now. Bryn’s tugging at my arm. But my limbs are so heavy.

      “Go away,” I mumble, leaning back against the wall.

      “Trey, I know you’ve had a shock and I’m sorry. But we have to go now.” Bryn leans closer and I can smell the mint on his breath as he whispers to me. “They know you’re his son.”

      “What?”

      I force myself to sit up and look around. A small group of people stand in a huddle a little further up the street. They’re muttering to each other and occasionally one of them looks in our direction. The man nearest us holds a serrated knife down by his thigh. He strokes the blade with one finger.

      Do they want to hurt us?

      It’s so hard to think. I look the other way. Two guys my own age are walking up the alley. They each have a snake tattoo that encircles their necks, choking them.

      They’re coming for us.

      Bryn pulls me to my feet. But it’s too late.

      “Yer that boy on the screens, aren’t you? His son.” The guy jerks his head back up the street. “An Insider.”

      “We’re just going,” Bryn says, pushing past him.

      But his friend steps forward to block our path. “Don’t think I know you. Yer not from around ’ere, are you?”

      “I’d suggest letting us past.” Bryn’s voice is low and dangerous. “You’ll regret it if you don’t.”

      The first guy chuckles. “Are you threatening us, old man?”

      Bryn takes a step back toward me. Without taking his eyes off the guys with the snake tattoos, he mutters under his breath, “When you see a break, run for it, okay? I’ll hold them off as long as possible.”

      “When we see a break, we both run for it,” I whisper back. My legs still feel too weak to run.

      If they kill you, would it really matter?

      The thought lingers unpleasantly at the back of my mind.

      “Keep your eye on that group behind us.” Bryn sounds nervous.

      They’re walking casually toward us. Four of them: three men and a woman. “They’re coming.”

      “Afraid, old man?” the guy taunts. “It’s the boy we want. Leave him and we’ll let you go.”

      I force myself to keep watching the group of four. There’s a blur of movement in the corner of my eye and a yell of pain followed by a string of curses.

      “Go!” That’s Bryn.

      I glance over my shoulder. One guy is lying on the floor, clutching his thigh. Blood leaks from between his fingers. The other is holding his knife out in front of him but his hand trembles and his eyes twitch. Bryn lunges forward and he dodges to one side, but not before Bryn’s knife slits a line through fabric and skin.

      A gap opens up.

      I run.

      A hand clutches at my top. My feet are wiped out from under me and I crash to the floor.

      Instinctively, I roll away. A dark shape looms over me and I roll to my knees, raising my arms above my head.

      But the expected blow doesn’t come. The shape resolves itself into a man. He staggers backward, bleeding from a wound to his head.

      Bryn crouches in front of the remaining two men and woman, a knife in one hand and a baton in the other. He’s clearly the best fighter, but the three of them are closing in on him. Worse, they’re standing between him and me.

      He catches my eye over the shoulder of one. “Run!” he mouths.

      But I can’t. I don’t think my legs could move that fast even if I wanted them to.

      I glance around, looking for something I can use as a weapon. The street is littered with trash, but most of it is plastic wrappings and other soft materials. A reddish object, half hidden under the rubbish, catches my eye.

      A brick, broken in two.

      I pick up the two halves. At the same moment, a muffled yelp of pain comes from behind me.

      Bryn.

      They have their backs to me and are only a few metres away. I don’t have to throw far. The first brick hits the side of one man’s head, not enough to take him down, but enough to distract him and give Bryn an opportunity to land a punch to his nose.

      He stumbles back into a wall, blood gushing down his face.

      I raise the second half brick. In front of me is the woman. I hesitate.

      I can’t hit a woman.

      She turns toward me, her eyes filled with hate. There’s a flash of metal in her hand but I catch the movement in her eye and step to the side. Quick enough to avoid the blade plunging into my stomach but not quick enough to avoid it altogether.

      A flash of pain shoots up my side. I bring the brick down toward her head. Her reactions are slow – the brick connects with her skull with a thickening thud. Her eyes roll back in her head and she crumples to the ground.

      I back away. A hand grabs me from behind. I whirl around, brick raised, and lash out instinctively. It connects with the thug’s shoulder, but he doesn’t budge. Blood trickles down the side of his face from Bryn’s earlier attack. The tip of his serrated blade tickles my chin.

      “Gotcha now, boy,” he breathes. The rotten stench of his breath makes me gag.

      Something whizzes past my ear. The man’s face freezes in shock. A small knife protrudes from his eye. I stare in horror as he falls back to the ground.

      Bryn grabs my hand. “Come on.”

      We stumble down the street and onto a larger road. People give us strange looks as we pass but no one tries to stop us. Maybe it’s the blood-stained knife in Bryn’s hand. Or the murderous look on his face.

      Streets pass in a blur. Somehow my legs keep moving until Bryn stops and doubles over, releasing my hand and pressing it to the side of his chest. I look closer as a grimace of pain crosses his face. A wet stain darkens his jacket. “You’re hurt.”

      “Let’s just keep going.”

      He sets off up the street before I can protest.

      When we reach the gate to Abby’s yard, Bryn leans against the wall to catch his breath.

      “How are you holding up?” He scans my face anxiously.

      “Okay,” I lie.

      He nods and opens the back gate. I can see Abby through the kitchen window, standing at the table surrounded by dried plants and herbs. She glances up and the smile falls from her face.

      I help Bryn inside. His skin is cold and clammy.

      “What’s happened? You’re hurt?” Abby looks from Bryn to me and back again.

      “Trey’s hurt,” Bryn gasps.

      Abby assesses us quickly. “So are you, and you’re worse. Trey, sit down over there.” She nods to a chair and I sink into it, a wave of dizziness washing over me.

      I stare blankly across the room as Abby switches to nurse mode. Quick, efficient and emotionless. Almost emotionless. She heats water, cursing at how long the hotplate takes to boil it, and makes Bryn strip and lie down on the table. There’s a long, deep slash on his right side. I take one glance at it then look away as my stomach heaves.

      “Yarrow for the bleeding,” Abby murmurs, walking past me to pour hot water into a bowl.

      She cleans and examines Bryn’s wound. He winces but doesn’t cry out as she prods around. From the scars on his chest and back, he’s used to injury.

      “It’s pretty clean and not as deep as I first thought,” Abby says, straightening up. “If it doesn’t get infected, it should heal fairly quickly.”

      She sticks some small pieces of tape across the cut and smears it with a thick paste before bandaging it up. “There you go. Please, take it easy for a few days?”

      Bryn eases himself off the table. “I’ll try.”

      A smile twists the corners of Abby’s mouth. “Liar.”

      She empties the bowl of bloodied water and refills it. “Let’s have a look at you, Trey.”

      Gingerly, I peel off my long-sleeved top. I flinch as Abby reaches out to me. She gives me a sympathetic smile. The cloth is warm and soothing, but it needles at the cut on my side and I clamp my teeth together to stop myself crying out.

      “Ah, it’s barely a scratch,” Abby says reassuringly.

      I steel myself and glance down. A thin line of red tracks across my pale skin. She’s right – compared to Bryn’s wound, it is only a scratch. From how much it hurts, I’d expected something more impressive.

      Abby wraps a thin bandage around my waist. “We’ll leave this on for a day or two just to protect it but then you should be fine to take it off.”

      I lean back into the chair and close my eyes. My body feels heavy and my head throbs. My mind replays the same scene, over and over again.

      The crack of the gunshot reverberates in my head.

      Blood clouds my vision.

      “Trey, come over here.” Abby pulls me from the chair and leads me over to the large rocking chair in the corner. She gently pushes me down and tucks a blanket around me. A warm mug is pushed into my hands. “Drink this.”

      My hands are trembling too much to hold it steady, so I rest it on my knees. It has an odd smell: sweet but slightly medicinal.

      “What is it?”

      “A herbal drink. I added a little honey,” Abby replies.

      “And a tot of something stronger,” Bryn adds.

      “Alcohol?”

      “It’ll help with the shock,” he replies.

      Cautiously, I take a sip. It’s got a kick to it, but the honey is sweet. I feel suddenly more alert. “It’s good.”

      Bryn and Abby move to the far side of the room and start talking in low voices. I tune them out, focusing on holding my mug steady enough to drink.

      The back door bangs open and the room falls silent. I look up.

      Aleesha stands in the doorway. Her hair is dishevelled, pulled half loose from the tight braid she wears it in. Dirt smears her face and a thin line of dried blood runs across her chin. She sways slightly and Abby steps forward to catch her as she half falls into the room.

      Her eyes find mine. “You’re okay? I heard …” Her voice trails off as her gaze switches to Bryn.

      Abby tries to sit her down, but Aleesha pushes her away. She leans on the table instead. “It’s gone a bit crazy. They want a fight. It’s like … bloodlust or something. I don’t know—”

      She clamps her mouth shut.

      Bryn looks as if he’s about to speak but stops himself. I feel three pairs of anxious eyes on me.

      “Why are you here?” My voice sounds odd. Cold and controlled.

      Aleesha looks down at the table as if the grain of the wood may hold an answer. “I don’t know. I think … I wanted to explain.” She gulps and scrubs her sleeve across her eyes.

      “You were holding a gun to his head.” They’re my words but they sound as if they come from someone else. It’s like I’m separated in two, watching my body think and speak.

      “Yes.”

      “You wanted to kill him.”

      “No!” She takes a deep breath. “At first I did. I-I wanted to know why he did it. Why he killed my mother. And I wanted justice for her.” She looks up and takes a few steps toward me, still leaning on the table. “But I couldn’t do it, Trey. I let him go. Told him how to get back to the East Gate. I thought he would be safe!”

      I stare at her fist, clenching and unclenching, and place the mug on the floor. Inside me, anger builds. I let it grow.

      “What did you say to him?” I lift my eyes to hers. “How did you get him Outside?”

      Aleesha looks away. “I-I told him you were hurt. That you were asking for him.”

      “Ha!” A bitter laugh. A bitter taste in my mouth.

      Was that me?

      “You used me to draw him out?” My hands propel me up out of the chair. “To lead him to his death?” I stagger toward her, reeling like a drunk.

      “I didn’t know!” Aleesha backs away from me. “Trey, I let him go. But he ran straight into Katya a—”

      “And what did you do to stop her? I saw you in the square. The gun was in your hand!”

      I step forward, shrugging off the hand on my arm that tries to pull me back.

      She used me to get to him. If it wasn’t for me, he’d still be alive. If I’d left London as he asked me to, he’d be alive.

      “The gun was in your hand,” I repeat.

      A sob catches in her throat. “They made me, Trey. I didn’t want to. I refused!” Her eyes glisten. Her face, for once, an open book.

      Why did I ever trust her?

      My hands ball into fists.

      “Trey, let’s just stay calm, okay?”

      I ignore the voice like I ignore the quieter voice in my head that tells me to stop. The anger drowns it out.

      “It’s your fault. You brought him out here. You—” A sob rises in my throat.

      “I’m sorry.” Tears spill from her eyes, weaving light tracks on her dust-covered cheeks. “I’m so sorry, Trey.”

      Her lips move again but I don’t hear what she says. That strange sensation hits me again, like I’m floating away from myself. All I can hear is the pounding of my heart. All I want to do is hurt her. Like she hurt me.

      You always knew she was a killer. How could you have let yourself care for her? Love her! You fool.

      The muscles in my right arm twitch.

      “You killed him.”

      “No, I …”

      “Look at me, damn you!”

      She draws her eyes up slowly. I want her to see the hate flowing through me.

      This is how much you’ve hurt me.

      She flinches and steps back.

      “Bryn was right. You are damaged goods. No wonder you have no friends. No wonder no one wants to be with you. You’re broken. Trash.”

      There’s a flash of anger in Aleesha’s eyes and her face changes to that cold, expressionless mask that I remember from the first time I met her. “I shouldn’t have come. I just wanted t—”

      “To what? Apologize? Pretend like you care?”

      She glares at me. “I do care!” Her voice breaks and she draws a deep breath. “He ordered my mother’s death, Trey.”

      “Your mother was about to run off with a criminal!”

      “Trey.” A warning hand on my arm. I lash out behind me and hear a grunt of pain.

      “Maybe that’s why your mother left you.” My voice rises. “You never thought of that, did you? Why didn’t she take you with her if she was meeting your father? Perhaps it was because she didn’t want you.”

      She stiffens and turns away, but I don’t want her to turn away. I haven’t finished yet. I grab her shoulder, pulling her roughly around.

      “Trey, stop!” Abby’s voice comes from a distance.

      My arms rise in front of me, fists balled like a boxer. I can see her hands clench at her sides, but she refuses to raise them. Refuses to fight.

      I grab her right arm and yank it up in front of her, but when I release it, she just let it fall to her side. She gives a harsh laugh. “What are you going to do, Trey? Hit me?”

      I let my fist fly.

      The blow catches her on the chin, jerking her head to one side. The shockwave tingles up my arm. I raise my arm again but strong arms close around me. I fight against them, but I’m dragged back.

      “Enough!”

      Then I’m flying into the wall. My head smashes back and sharp needles rain down on me as I slump to the ground. Bright lights dance in front of my eyes.

      What happened?

      I’m back in my body again, blinking at the room in front of me. Bryn stands over me, his chest heaving. His fist is drawn back, and I cower in anticipation of the blow.

      It doesn’t come.

      Under his arm I see Abby pass Aleesha a wadded-up piece of cloth, which she presses to the trickle of blood running from the corner of her mouth. She’s looking straight at me, her face a picture of shock.

      I did that?

      Her lips mouth the words “I’m sorry”.

      Guilt floods through me. My chest tightens, and I feel like I’m about to be sick. I lurch to my knees.

      “Aleesha, I—”

      But she’s already at the back door. Abby says something to her, but Aleesha shakes her off and yanks open the door. Without a backward glance, she staggers out into the yard.
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      I stumble away from Abby’s, away from Area Five. My jaw throbs and the coppery taste of blood lingers in my mouth. But that is nothing compared to the look Trey had given me. A look of pure hatred.

      What did you expect?

      He was right. I am broken. Every word he spoke was true. If it wasn’t for me, Andrew Goldsmith would still be alive. Trey’s mother would still have a husband. Trey and his sisters would have a father.

      There’s a dull ache at the back of my throat. My chest is tight and it’s hard to breathe. But my stomach feels empty. As if everything I had held back for years behind the bars of my cage has rushed up to escape my body, leaving behind an empty shell.

      Maybe that’s why your mother left you. Perhaps it was because she didn’t want you.

      Trey’s words bite deep. Was I always like this? I had thought it was life on the streets that had made me tough. Forced me to think only of myself. But perhaps it’s part of me, like my dark, straight hair and snub nose. Some bad thing inside me that makes me hurt the people I love.

      My feet carry me down through familiar streets. Someone shouts my name, but I ignore them, lost in my own thoughts. Finally, there is nowhere left to go.

      Is it a coincidence that my feet brought me here, to the place where Lily’s body burned? The stone I laid her on is still there, though the last of her ashes have long since been blown away by the wind. I run a finger across the cold, hard surface.

      I miss you, Lily.

      Tears well in my eyes.

      I let you die. I let him die. Why can I never do the right thing? Why did I think killing him would help anything?

      A cold wind whips in across the water. Hard drops of rain patter onto the concrete slab in front of me. I shiver and wrap my arms around my chest. It’s cold down here. I should find shelter, get out of the rain. But I don’t feel like going to my roof. It reminds me of Trey now. Reminds me of our kiss.

      I was right not to encourage him. I knew I’d only hurt him. I just didn’t think it would be in this way.

      I brush my fingers across my lips, remembering the tingle of his mouth on mine. It had felt so … right.

      Will he ever be able to forgive me?

      But I know the answer to that. Every time he sees me, he will see his father dying.

      If I could only go back and change things. Find some way of making things right.

      I turn and walk along the waterline, shoving my hands deep into my pockets. The wind whips the tears from my eyes and salt mingles with the blood on my lips. My fingers close on a small, hard object. I pull it out. The security device to access the Metz system.

      Perhaps there is somewhere I can go. Someone who will understand.

      At the next street, I turn inland. I let my feet carry me on. The rain has set in and the daylight’s fading as I reach the edge of the jumble of concrete blocks. I climb quickly, hauling myself up the larger blocks until I find the entrance to Giles’s home.

      I crawl into the mouth of the tunnel. The rain has seeped through my clothes and my teeth are beginning to chatter, but at least in here I’m out of the wind.

      “Giles!”

      There’s no answer.

      I call again and am about to set off down the tunnel when I hear a familiar hiss.

      “Aleeeesha?”

      A pale shape appears out of the dark. “What do you want?”

      He sounds suspicious.

      “I’ve bought the device back. If you want it.” Silence. “Um, can I come down?”

      Another hiss. The pale outline backs away into the tunnel.

      I take that as a yes. I feel my way through the tunnel until I reach the heavy curtain. Blinking, I step inside the brightly lit cavern and let the curtain fall back behind me. Giles stands watching me. I shiver. It’s warmer in here, but rain and exhaustion have chilled me to the bone.

      Giles silently picks up a blanket and hands it to me.

      “Thanks.” I wrap it around my shoulders. It’s thin but surprisingly warm.

      I dig the small black device out of my pocket and hold it up for him to see. “Do you want it back?”

      No answer. I walk over to the small table that’s still piled high with electronics and look for a free space to put it down. There isn’t one, so I place it on top of a shiny black box.

      I freeze, my hand still holding the plastic baton. There’s a symbol etched into the black surface, half hidden by a metal lockbox placed on top of it. I push the lockbox away, revealing the symbol: a helmet with flashes of yellow on either side. The symbol of the Metz.

      I look up at Giles, who’s shifting uncomfortably from foot to foot. “You got this from the compound?”

      He frowns. “What are you doing here, Aleesha? You didn’t come just to give me that back.” His eyes flick to the small baton in my hand. “Keep it.”

      I pocket the device and step away from the table, suddenly aware that I’m dripping water everywhere. Using a corner of the blanket, I squeeze the water out of my hair.

      “I … I didn’t have anywhere else to go.” My voice is small, and I have a sudden urge to curl up and bury my head in my arms. “Everything’s gone wrong.”

      Giles cocks his head to one side, his face expressionless. He indicates the pile of cushions behind me. “Sit.”

      They look inviting. But I’m soaking wet. There’s a small crate off to one side, so I sit on that instead. Giles crouches in front of me like a street hobie.

      “You went to the compound?”

      I nod. “That’s where it all went wrong.”

      “How did you get in?”

      “Through the roof. A pod disguised as the Metz Commander’s.”

      He considers this for a moment, then nods. “That would work,” he admits. “If you had someone inside the compound to let you in. And then?”

      I tell him about accessing the Operation Nightshade files. Finding out that Andrew Goldsmith had authorized the operation to kill my mother.

      “I wanted to kill him. To avenge her death.” I stare down at my hands, remembering how they felt on the cold metal of the gun.

      “You wanted revenge.” His tone is placid.

      “Yes.”

      “But revenge is not the same as justice.”

      “No.” I look up at him. “Why didn’t I see that? Until … until it was too late?”

      He looks thoughtful. “The two are easily mistaken. Justice helps puts right a wrong. But revenge balances one bad act with another. Two wrongs don’t make a right. And neither can bring back what was lost.”

      “Katya said I needed to avenge my mother’s death. To move on with my life. That’s why they killed him. For me.” My throat tightens, and it becomes hard to breathe.

      “Who’s Katya?”

      “The leader of the Chain … the organisation I’ve been working with. I-I let him go. I was going to kill him. But I let him go. Then they captured him. Said I had to execute him. But I … I couldn’t do it. So, she took the gun and shot him herself. For me.”

      Giles shakes his head. “That doesn’t make sense.” He frowns. “Why would she kill him for you? There must be more to it than that.”

      I press my knuckles into my forehead. My head throbs and my eyes are sore from dirt and tears.

      If only I could go back and have this day again. Everything would be different.

      “Can you put it right?”

      “What?” I look up into his pale eyes. There’s a kindness in them that I haven’t seen before. I always thought they were icy and cold. Or crazy.

      “You have done something wrong. You need to balance the scales.”

      “I—” Dust catches in my throat, triggering a cough. “Do you have … water?” I gasp in between fits.

      Giles stands and walks to the other side of the room. My coughing subsides, and I wipe my eyes so he doesn’t think I’ve been crying. A few minutes later he hands me a steaming mug. I take a sip. It’s surprisingly sweet.

      “What’s in it?” I ask.

      “Honey. Good for coughs.” He gives me that odd half-twisted smile of his.

      Honey? How did he get hold of that? It costs a fortune. I wave my hand around the room. “Where did you get of all this? It must have cost—” I bite my lip.

      “You help people, they help you.”

      I eye his skeletal form. “Maybe you should sell some for food. You could have got a week’s food for this honey.”

      “Maybe. But honey reminds me …” His voice trails off and his eyes darken as he stares into the distance.

      Of what? I want to ask. But I don’t.

      “I don’t think I can ever put this right,” I say quietly. “The way Trey looked at me … it was as if he never wanted to see me again.”

      “He probably doesn’t. At the moment. This isn’t about doing something for him. It’s about doing the right thing.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      Giles turns and walks over to the table. “You said you wanted to take down the system.” He starts tidying, closing and neatly stacking boxes of chips, metal and other junk.

      Did I?

      “The system is broken,” Giles continues. “It was set up to be broken. The Metz were designed not to keep order, but to create fear. If you remove that fear, the system begins to collapse.”

      “And that’s a good thing?” I ask uncertainly.

      “No, that’s a very bad thing!” Giles says vehemently. “That would bring chaos!” He slices his arm through the air, sending a pile of books crashing to the ground. “You need to change the system. To fix it.” He bends down and picks up the books.

      “And how do I do that?”

      “Alone? You can’t.”

      “So, you’re telling me to do the impossible,” I say flatly.

      Silence.

      I blow out a breath. “There’s a more immediate problem. The Metz have pulled back. They’re not on the streets anymore. Everything is getting … crazy. But the Chain think they’re planning something big. Like a huge Cleaning or something. To crush the uprisings.”

      A pause. “It’s happened before. Have you heard of the Rose Rebellion?”

      I shake my head, but the name sounds familiar. “I don’t think so.”

      “It was a long time ago. I found the reports buried in the secure files. That’s how Rose Square got its name. It all began with a love affair between an Insider and an Outsider. Such things were banned at the time. They were caught, and she was publicly executed. He started a rebellion in her name. Insiders and Outsiders came together. They plotted to overthrow the government. But they were betrayed.”

      He pauses.

      “And what happened?” I prompt.

      “They were killed. All of them. Half the city got set on fire and in the confusion, they were rounded up and shot. Many more died in the flames. The government blamed the rebels for the fires, but the files held the truth. They were set by the Metz.” He turns and shrugs. “It worked. There hasn’t been a rebellion of that scale since.”

      I swallow. “Until now.”

      And we caused it. By releasing the information.

      Giles is holding something in his hands. The black box with the Metz symbol.

      “Giles, when we were in the compound, we spoke to a professor,” I say carefully, watching him closely. His nostrils flare. “He mentioned a remote command device,” I continue. “Something that would allow the Commander to better control officers outside the compound.”

      A pause.

      “The professor said they’d nearly perfected it years ago, but a vital piece went missing.”

      Another pause.

      “It did,” Giles says finally.

      I glance at the box cradled in his hands. “What was it? The piece?”

      Giles’s jaw gapes in a parody of a grin. “Me.”

      I stare at him. “You?”

      Giles looks down, turning the box over and over in his hands. “I created the device. I’d nearly perfected it when I left.”

      “You left because of it?”

      Giles nods. “I realized what it would mean. Without it, the captains are given orders in the compound, but in the field they can make their own decisions within certain parameters. But with this, one person would be able to control them all. That is too much power. I tried to explain this to the professor, but … he didn’t listen.” He sighs. “He was a mentor to me. But he was also flawed.”

      “And is that a replica?” I ask, nodding to the box in his hands.

      “Yes. It’s not exactly the same. I’ve made a few modifications.” He looks down at the box. “It’s controllable by voice and has to be programmed to the user. And you can … you can use it to turn off their implants.”

      “What?” I rub my forehead. My head throbs and I’m finding it hard to think.

      The faintest tinge of pink colours Giles’s cheeks. “I don’t know if it’ll work. I haven’t been able to test it properly, but the theory is sound. It should block any signals coming into the control chip and effectively switch it off. Like removing the chip, but without having to cut it out.”

      I frown and massage my temples. “So, the officers would be human again?”

      “They are human.”

      “Okay, sorry. What I meant was … they couldn’t be controlled? Would they get their memories back?”

      “Yes, their memories are still there, at least those from the time before they had the chip implanted. The chip just makes them forget. After that … I’m not so sure.” He frowns. “I suspect the memories of their time as officers may be gone, but I don’t know.”

      “And they couldn’t be controlled?” I repeat.

      “The government may have a way of resetting the chips. That’s quite likely, in fact. But the officers would need to return to the compound for that to happen.”

      My brain is spinning. “Wait, I’m confused. This device can be used to both control officers and release them from control?”

      Giles nods. “Yes. Two different settings. But you can’t just switch between the two. Once you’ve turned off the chip, there’s no going back. The officers will be able to make their own decisions.”

      I try to absorb this. The Chain want control of the Metz to use them against the government. But the government wouldn’t send all the Metz out at once, that would be dumb. If we only controlled some of them, then they would end up fighting each other. Killing each other.

      The thought makes me feel sick. That’s not the answer. But if we could switch the chips off then perhaps we could persuade the freed officers to help us.

      I eye the black box in Giles’s hands. “That thing is valuable. Is that how you’ve paid for all this stuff?”

      “Other bits of technology, yes. But not with this.” He pats the box fondly.

      “You could sell it for a lot of chits.”

      “Of course. A lot of people would want it. But the question is, what would they do with it?” He gives me a searching look. “It could be very dangerous in the wrong hands.”

      I imagine Katya’s face if she got her hands on it. What she’d do with it.

      “So, you said it’s programmed to only work for one person?”

      Giles nods.

      “Would you … would you come out with me? To test it out if the Metz attack?”

      “No!” Giles shrinks back. The tall, confident man disappears. Hunched over he seems small and weak, as if he’s folded in on himself. He looks down at the floor as if ashamed. “No.”

      I take a deep breath. “Would you let me take it? To protect Outsiders, if the Metz attack.” I take a step toward him. “I won’t hurt them.”

      Giles’s eyes flash. He curls his arm protectively around the box and hisses at me.

      “I’m not going to take it from you. Not if you don’t want to give it to me.” I let my arm drop back to my side.

      Giles mutters something under his breath. He backs away to the far side of the room and sits on the edge of the unmade bed, looking down at the box and mumbling to himself.

      What’s he doing?

      I stare up at the brightly coloured fabrics that drape over the ceiling. I’m not sure what to make of Giles. Whether I can trust him. Whether he trusts me.

      When I look back he’s standing in front of me.

      “You can stay here tonight. I will decide in the morning.”
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      The grey light of dawn filters through the cracked glass window. I seemed to toss and turn all night, and when I finally did fall asleep, my dreams were so full of blood and violence that it was a relief to wake up.

      I am weary. So, so weary. Not just from lack of sleep, but like all the energy and life has been drained out of me. I swallow, trying to soothe my raw throat, and close my itching eyes, wondering if there’s any possibility I’ll fall back to sleep. But the memories of yesterday won’t let me rest.

      The daylight gets stronger and there are sounds of movement from the other bedroom and footsteps on the stairs. Still, I can’t bring myself to get up. It all seems too much effort.

      Perhaps half an hour later, I hear the back door click shut and footsteps sound on the stairs. There’s a tentative tap on my door. I grunt, and Abby takes that as assent to crack open the door.

      “Trey? Do you feel like getting up?”

      The smell of mint tea wafts in. I stare at a thin crack in the ceiling.

      “I’ll just put it down here for you then,” Abby says after a moment.

      The door clicks shut.

      I want to chide myself for being rude, but the truth is, I don’t care. I don’t care about anything anymore.

      The tea is half cold by the time I can bring myself to sit up and drink it. A short while later, the door opens again.

      “I’ve brought some hot water up to the bathroom,” Abby says, looking in. “Go and have a wash. You need it.”

      Oh, thanks very much, Abby.

      I sniff under my arms and decide she’s probably right. My limbs are stiff and sore, and I stifle a groan as I hobble to the bathroom. A steaming bowl of hot water is waiting, a bucket of cold beside it.

      A steamy relaxation chamber, it is not.

      I wash quickly then plunge my head into the basin and scrub at my hair, checking in the old mirror on the wall that I’ve got all the soap suds out. The boy in the mirror looks older than I feel. There’s a haunted look in his eyes and tiny wrinkle lines at the corners of them.

      I run a hand through my hair. I’ll have to ask Abby to cut it. The remains of the black dye she’d used to disguise my white-blond hair linger on the tips as if someone’s swept a paintbrush across my head. I dress and make my way downstairs, feeling slightly more human.

      Bryn walks into the kitchen just as I’m sitting down. I stare at the bowl of grey watery porridge that Abby’s pushed in front of me. There’s a sprinkling of sugar on top. Sugar is a luxury – this is her way of trying to make me feel better.

      A heavy hand on my shoulder. “How are you feeling?”

      I shrug it off. How does he think I’m feeling?

      “I’ve just been to talk to Katya,” Bryn continues. “To find out” – he clears his throat – “to find out what happened to your father’s body.”

      I stir the porridge and watch as the crystals of brown sugar dissolve into it.

      “Trey?”

      “I heard.”

      I put a spoonful of porridge in my mouth. Tasteless, as always. I choke it down. My brain is telling me I need food, though my stomach is tight.

      I look up, just in time to catch Bryn and Abby exchanging a look over the top of my head.

      “They managed to keep his body safe from the crowd. It will be taken to your mother today.” He sounds pained. But then he knew my mother, of course. I wonder if he’ll go with the body, to comfort her.

      I jerk my head up. “They’ve moved. Recently. How do they know—”

      “They know, Trey,” Bryn says gently.

      Of course. Milicent. She’ll know.

      There’s a bitter taste in my mouth. “Mother. Does she … do they know?”

      “Not yet,” Bryn says quietly.

      I push the porridge away and get to my feet. “I should tell them.”

      “Eat something first?” Abby pushes the bowl back toward me. “Please, you need it.”

      I ignore her and cross the kitchen to the back door. “I have to go to her.” I turn the door handle.

      “Trey!” Abby calls. I turn, and she gives me a sympathetic smile. “Your boots.”

      I look down at my bare feet.

      Oh.

      Bryn puts an arm around my shoulder and leads me back to the table. “Sit. Eat. Then I’ll take you to the Wall myself.”

      I force down the tasteless mush. Memories crowd my head, as much as I try to push them back. My father’s sad, worn face burns in my mind. The final thing I’d said to him had been to accuse him of ignoring what was right and wrong.

      I hadn’t told him I loved him. And now, it was too late.

      Salty tears fall onto my spoon. I scrub the back of my hand across my eyes to brush them away.

      If only I could go back and change things.  I should have known Aleesha would do something. I should have recognized what that hard expression on her face meant. I could have stopped this.

      Should have. Could have.

      But then, am I any better than her? I lashed out too …

      I hand the empty bowl back to Abby. “Aleesha …” I hesitate. “She hasn’t been back, has she?”

      Abby shakes her head and turns to place the bowl in the sink.

      I flush and look down at my hands. How could I have lost control like that?

      “Any updates on the Metz situation?” Abby asks quietly.

      “No,” Bryn replies. “But the atmosphere on the streets is tense. Everyone’s waiting for something.” He shakes his head. “I don’t think they’ll leave it much longer.”

      Abby twists a towel around the bowl to dry it. “What about the device Jameson’s been working on?”

      “He was up all night on it. Thinks he’s got something that should work, but, of course, there’s no way of knowing until he can test it.” Bryn grimaces. “We’re hoping that they won’t all come at once. If we can find a small group of officers, alone, then we can test the device properly. Before …”

      The word hangs in the air.

      Before it really matters.

      I lean my head on my hand and yawn. Perhaps I’ll go back to bed.

      “Do you think they—” There’s a banging on the door and Abby falls silent. Bryn opens it and a boy of about twelve falls inside. He’s red-faced and panting hard.

      “They’re coming,” he gasps. “Metz … East Gate …”

      “How many?” Bryn asks, pulling the boy roughly to his feet.

      The kid looks up and the fear in his eyes makes my breath catch in my throat.

      “Many,” he whispers. “I-I didn’t stop to count ’em. But they were still comin’ through when I left to come here. More than I’ve ever seen in me life.”

      “Where were they going? Down into Four? Along to Three? Up here?” Bryn’s voice is harsh.

      “Everywhere,” the boy pants. “They were going everywhere.”

      Bryn lets go and the boy stumbles back. “Good work.” He pulls something from his pocket and presses it into the boy’s hand. “Make sure you stay away from it, okay? Go up to Six. Find somewhere to hide out and wait until it’s all over.”

      The boy nods, wide-eyed, and stumbles out of the door.

      “This is it?” Abby asks.

      Bryn nods. “This is it.”

      “You don’t have to go.” Abby’s face is pinched and tight. “After what they did … to Mr Goldsmith … you don’t owe them anything.”

      Bryn closes the distance between them and plants a soft kiss on her forehead. “It’s my job,” he says quietly. “Only Katya has seen anything like this before. They need me.”

      Abby gives the slightest of nods. “Come back?” she whispers, turning her head away.

      “I promise.”

      “I’ll be getting things ready, then,” she says, unhooking the bag of medical supplies from the wall.

      “Stay here, Abby,” Bryn warns. “People will be coming to you soon enough. At least here you have water and shelter.”

      Abby shrugs and nods. “Sure.”

      My legs suddenly come to life and I lunge forward, reaching for my boots. “I’m coming with you.”

      Bryn turns, his face angry. “No, you’re not. Stay here, Trey.”

      “But I can help—”

      “No, you can’t.” He walks over and grips my shoulders. “And I can’t be worrying about you. You’ll be too much of a distraction. Stay here and help Abby.”

      He hesitates for a second, then pulls me into an awkward hug. “Take care of her for me, okay?” he whispers in my ear.

      He pulls back and stares down at me. I give a half nod and he pats my shoulder and turns to pull on his boots. “If the fighting reaches here, barricade the doors and get upstairs. If the worst happens, escape out of the skylight in the loft onto the roof.”

      Abby’s head snaps up. “You think they’ll come this far north?”

      Bryn shrugs. “I don’t know. It depends whether people in Four run or fight. How far they want to take this. How much resistance we can provide.”

      Abby moves around the table. “The Chain … you do have a plan, right?”

      “If Jameson’s box works then we have a plan.” Bryn pulls open the door.

      Abby grabs his sleeve. “And what if it doesn’t work? What then?”

      Bryn gently strokes her cheek. “Then we’re in for a fight.”

      The door bangs shut behind him.

      Abby stares at it for a second then shakes herself and returns to the table. Her hands tremble as she unpacks then repacks the medical bag, her lips moving as she silently checks off supplies in her head.

      This is it.

      My stomach churns with indecision, the porridge turned sour in my gut.

      Staying here, out of the way of the fighting, feels cowardly. I glance at Abby and reach again for my boots. She’ll be safe here.

      “Don’t do it, Trey.” Abby doesn’t look up. “Bryn was right. You don’t know how to fight. You’ll just get yourself killed.” She glances up. “It’s not worth it. Think of how your mother would feel, to lose her husband and her son.”

      Irritation surges through me. More emotional blackmail. Part of me knows she’s right. But I push that part of me down.

      “I’m going upstairs,” I say through gritted teeth.

      At the top of the stairs, I lean forward and rest my head against the rail.

      They killed my father. Katya’s face and the cries of the mob still ring in my head.

      Why should I help them?

      Because not every Outsider was part of that mob. There are people who need protecting. People who can’t fight.

      Like Abby?

      I feel a pang of guilt. But Abby will be safe here. They’ll target Area Four. Three, maybe. Bryn’s always a pessimist.

      I pad silently across the floor to Abby’s bedroom. The door is slightly ajar, and through it I see a pile of Bryn’s clothes, scattered on one side of the bed. Gently, I push the door open and step inside. It feels wrong to be in here. Intruding on their personal space. But I need a weapon. I rifle through Bryn’s clothes, searching for a knife. He seems to have a never-ending supply of them – he can’t have taken them all with him.

      But my hands come up empty.

      I’m about to leave when something on the side of the bed catches my eye. A leather sheath, strapped to the leg of the bed. A thin handle protrudes from it.

      Within reaching distance should someone disturb them in the night.

      Bryn, the pessimist. The six-inch blade gleams in the light. I press the tip of my finger lightly to the edge of it and wince as it breaks the skin. At least it’s sharp. After replacing the knife in its sheath, I unstrap it from the bed and wrap the leather cord like a belt around my waist. Then I tiptoe back out of the room.

      I wait in my bedroom until I hear Abby’s footsteps on the landing and the bathroom door click shut. Then I run lightly down the stairs, missing out the step that creaks, and into the kitchen. Adrenaline surges through me as I pull on my boots and reach for the door handle.

      It’s locked. Damn her.

      The key is missing off its usual hook. I search the kitchen to no avail. Finally, my eyes alight on the medical bag, still sitting on the table. I open it and dig inside the small front pocket. My fingers close around a metal key.

      Footsteps on the landing. I run to the door and fumble with the key.

      “Trey? Is that you?” Abby’s voice comes from the stairs.

      The key turns with a click and I yank open the door just as Abby walks into the kitchen.

      “Sorry.” I pause in the doorway. “Stay … stay safe.”

      Then I slam the door behind me and run down the path to the yard gate.
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      I come across the people fleeing first. Men and women, already bloodied, limping in search of safety. Mothers clutching children to their chests. Unlike the refugees from Six, these people don’t carry anything with them.

      A young woman, supporting an older man who’s bleeding heavily from his head, passes by me and I grab her arm. “What’s happened? Where are you going?”

      She stares at me with wild eyes. “The Metz. They just came … One minute we were in the kitchen and the next, everything’s gone crazy. Like a Cleaning, but with no warning.” She glances at her companion. “Is there a medic round here?”

      I hesitate and glance at the man who gives a weak moan. “There’s someone who may be able to help.” I give her directions to Abby’s house.

      “Wait!” I call after her. “Where’s the fighting?”

      The woman pauses and turns to look at me. “Everywhere.”

      At the road that marks the boundary between Areas Four and Five I hesitate and pull back, wondering where to go. My heart’s pounding and my limbs feel jittery.

      Calm down. You’ll be no good in a fight if your hands are shaking.

      I close my eyes and draw in a slow breath. My nose wrinkles as an acrid smell hits my nostrils. Smoke. The pounding of my heart intensifies. Except it’s not just my heart. Nothing can beat that loud.

      I peer out onto the main street. A haze of smoke hangs in the air, but through it I can just about make out the outline of the Metz officers filling the street. They move steadily toward me, lashing out with their batons at the people who run across in front of them, trying to escape to the relative safety of Five.

      My breath turns sour in my mouth. Screams and shouts echo between the tall buildings across the street. There’s the occasional shot, but more often it’s the dull thud of a baton or the clash of metal against metal.

      I take a step back. Bryn was right. I’m not a fighter, not really. If I went back to Abby’s, I could help her with the wounded. Except I’m not much good at that, either.

      If Jameson’s box works then we have a plan.

      But their plan has a single point of failure. Jameson is the only one who knows how to use the box. Apart from me. And it doesn’t have much range. They’ll have to get it to the heart of the fighting.

      The thought makes me sick.

      You wanted to help, didn’t you?

      I pull out Bryn’s knife, take a deep breath and launch myself across the street.

      Just as I reach the other side, a man lunges out in front of me. His hair is lank and matted and the knife he holds in front of him is dark with blood.

      I tense, readying myself for a fight, but he just pushes past me. I walk further down the street, but a scream makes me turn around, just in time to see a Metz officer raise its baton and bring it down with a sickening crack onto the man’s head. He crumples to the ground. The officer steps over the body and turns to look straight at me.

      I run.

      Everywhere I turn, it feels like there’s a Metz officer waiting. Twice I get fired at; the second time I feel the air move as the bullet passes by my ear. I lose track of where I’m heading. The fighting is all around me.

      Just keep moving.

      The smoke is thicker here. Flames leap from the window of a ground-floor apartment. The dull thud of an explosion sounds from a few streets away. I glance up and see faces pressed against the windows of apartments higher up, their occupants trapped by the fire.

      There’s a whoop from a side street. A Metz officer is on the ground being beaten by a group of young men. People are fighting back. But most of the time, they’re not winning.

      “Get down!”

      The voice is familiar, though the words aren’t aimed at me. I skid to a halt and look around.

      “Slowly now …”

      I backtrack up the street to a narrow alleyway. It opens up into a large courtyard a few metres down. Murdoch has a gun pointing at someone out of sight. As I walk up the alley, he raises his hand. “Now!”

      There’s a crash and he darts forward. I run out into the courtyard and just have time to take in the Metz officer prone on the floor when a gun is pointed at my face.

      “Trey?” Murdoch scowls at me and lowers the weapon.

      “Did we get it?” Zane leans out of a third-floor window, smashed open.

      “Yup!” one of the men on the ground shouts up.

      Murdoch wipes his hand over his forehead, smearing dirt with blood. “We think it might be one of the captains.” He looks back at me. “What are you doing here?”

      “I-I came to help. Did Jameson get the device working?” I look around. “Where is he?”

      “I damn well hope so,” Murdoch growls. “He’s holed up in an apartment block through there.” He nods to an archway. “Turn right and it’s a few doors up. Blue snake on the wall.”

      He turns back to the officer. “Right, let’s see if we can get its helmet off.”

      The archway leads to a wide street. Glancing up it, I see the apartment Murdoch mentioned. The painted snake along the wall is just visible through the grime that extends up to the ground-floor window. On the fifth floor, a child’s face is pressed to the window. As I watch, a woman pulls her away and glances anxiously down at the street.

      A shot rings out and I pull back, pressing my back against the wall. There’s the sound of running feet and I catch a glimpse of Katya’s retreating back, her long blonde braid whipping out behind her.

      I peer out again. The coast is clear. I run across the street to the entrance to the apartment block and press the intercoms for the apartments at random until the door buzzes and I can push it open.

      Once inside, I close the door behind me and sag against it in relief.

      “Trey?”

      I look up at the voice. Matthews looks down from the first landing. Her brown hair is grey with dust. “Get up here before you’re seen.”

      I follow her into a room that looks onto the street. There’s a bed on one side of the room and a table and a couple of chairs against the opposite wall. Jameson is hunched in a corner, the box in front of him. His eyes are red-rimmed with dark circles underneath.

      There’s a slight crackle and Matthews puts her hand to her ear. She nods at Jameson. “They think they’ve got a captain down. Try it now.”

      Jameson brings up the display and types something into it. “Has that done anything?”

      Matthews crosses to the window and looks out. “No. They’re still fighting. Shit!”

      “What is it?” I join her at the window. A mass of Metz officers comes into view. They walk three abreast and I count ten rows back. They’re marching toward us.

      My stomach tightens. “H-how can there be so many of them?” I whisper.

      “They must have emptied the compound,” she says grimly. “Jameson, now would be a great time to get that device working.”

      “I’m trying.” But his voice is tight with fear and his hands tremble as he types in another command.

      There’s a flash of movement overhead. A black pod shoots down the street. I catch sight of Murdoch standing in the archway, looking up at us. Matthews shakes her head and he pulls back.

      The marching officers pause outside the apartment block and Matthews yanks me back from the window.

      “Do they know we’re here?” My voice cracks and I swallow, trying to get some moisture into my mouth.

      “Come on, come on!” Jameson mutters. “Stop, damn you! Why won’t you stop!” He slams his hand down on the device and closes his eyes.

      There’s a pounding on the door downstairs.

      “Trey, go and check the back window,” Matthews says quietly. “See if there’s a way out. Jameson, get ready to move.”

      “This should work … I don’t understand,” he mumbles, not appearing to have heard her.

      I walk over to a door that leads into the back room of the apartment. There’s a small window and a door leading out onto a fire escape. The door’s locked, but when I press my hand to a security pad on the inside, it clicks open.

      There’s a crash from downstairs. Heavy footsteps on the stairs.

      “Jameson, we’re going. Now!”

      I run back to the doorway. “This way!”

      But it’s too late. The door to the room explodes inwards. Matthews turns, already firing, but a spray of bullets hits her in the chest, her body jerks and she slumps down the wall.

      Jameson huddles in the corner, clutching the black box to him. For a second his eyes meet mine. Then the Metz are on him, dragging him up. He screams in pain as a bolt of energy from a taser jerks his body.

      I stumble backward. My brain’s screaming at me to move, but my legs don’t seem to have registered the command. My foot scrapes on the floor and, slowly, one of the black figures turns.

      I duck and slam the door just as the bullets hit it. They whizz through the air above me.

      Of course a door won’t stop them.

      Reaching the back door, I yank it open and run onto the fire escape. But there’s no way down. The ladder has been pulled up. A bullet whistles past my cheek as I climb over the rail and drop to the ground.

      The impact knocks the air from my lungs and shoots pain through my knees, but I manage to roll behind a small outbuilding. Somehow, I force myself up and stumble away.

      Matthews is dead. Jameson, as good as dead. And the control device – the control device has failed.
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      When I awake, Giles is watching me from the other side of the room, the black box clutched protectively to his chest. I wonder if he’s been like that all night, not daring to fall asleep.

      My limbs feel heavy and I stifle a yawn. It doesn’t feel as if I slept much. Whenever I closed my eyes, Andrew Goldsmith appeared in front of them. Kneeling in front of me. Talking to me about mercy.

      I shake my head in an attempt to dispel the image.

      The lights in the room brighten and Giles walks over to the counter. I push myself up off the soft cushions and massage my neck. Must have slept awkwardly.

      “Here.” Giles holds out a mug.

      I take a cautious sip, but the drink isn’t too hot. I gulp the rest down and a surge of energy courses through me. I look up in surprise.

      “A stimulant?”

      Giles nods. “I use them occasionally, for late nights.” He holds out a pair of protein bars. “Yellow or red?”

      I take the red bar, rip it open and chew hungrily. The drink helps with the cardboard-like texture.

      Giles opens the other bar and chews it slowly. “What would you do if you were in charge of this city?”

      The question takes me aback. “You mean if I was President?”

      “Yes. If you could do three things, what would they be?”

      I think for a minute. “Legalize all citizens classed as illegal and give them a chip. Allow Outsider children into Insider schools and move some Insider kids to Outsider schools. Open big kitchens where people can get food – real food – for free. And make all Insiders go on a compulsory tour of Area Four.”

      “That’s four things.”

      “Yeah, well, I couldn’t decide.”

      “You wouldn’t bring down the Wall?”

      “That would be my fifth thing. After the others.”

      “Interesting.” He takes another bite of the bar. “Why?”

      I shrug. “Take the Wall down and the Outsiders will just raid the homes of Insiders. Same thing as what’s happening in Six. Insiders need to see what life is like for Outsiders. Really see. They need to care that Outsider kids get the same education as their kids. And Outsiders need to know they’re not a threat. Then you can take the Wall down.”

      Giles appraises me with those pale eyes. I wonder what answer he was expecting from me.

      “And if you had control of the Metz? What would you do then?”

      “Deactivate their chips and try to persuade them to keep the laws. But proper ones, protecting everyone,” I say promptly.

      “And if they refused?”

      “That’s their business. They can go and get another job.”

      I finish the bar and toss the wrapper in the bin.

      “Here.” Giles holds out the black box.

      I stare at it for a second, wondering if this is a trick. “I can take it?”

      He nods. It seems I have passed the test.

      I reach out and take the box from him. It’s heavier than I’d expected, and the surface is so smooth it almost slips from my hands. I turn it over. “How do I use it?”

      “First, I need to reprogram it. When I nod, say your name. Like this.” He reels off an oddly formal phrase then, taking the box back from me, brings up the display.

      “I, Giles, relinquish control of this device to Aleesha.” He nods at me and points to the holographic display.

      “I, Aleesha, accept control of this device and promise to use it only for good.” It feels a little strange making a promise to a black box.

      “Change of control accepted.” The monotone voice makes me jump.

      Giles hands the box back to me. “Now it will only respond to you. If you need to transfer control, you need to repeat the procedure.” He frowns. “Though please don’t. Remember what I said.”

      “It could be dangerous in the wrong hands.” I nod. “Um, what do I do with it?”

      It turns out the box is surprisingly easy to use. There are two settings: control and deactivation. “Deactivation is simple,” Giles explains. “You just select the chip you want to deactivate and give the command.”

      I select the control setting. An image of Giles’s room appears above the box. The objects and us are outlined like a pencil sketch. Giles shows me how to zoom in and out. “I haven’t fully tested the range, but it’s likely to be fairly limited.”

      A pulsing dot flashes in a corner of the room. “Is that a chip?”

      He nods. “It’s one I’ve been using for testing. Select it.”

      I press my finger to the dot and a command box appears.

      “Now you just tell it what you want to do. Keep things simple though – one command at a time. You can select multiple chips by keeping your finger on this part of the box.” He demonstrates. “Then you can give one command to all of them.”

      “What about the captains? Will they show up any different?”

      Giles nods. “They’ll show as red dots. That’s their second chip. You can control their actions using this, but I’m not sure if you can replace the directions they’re giving to the officers. So, to be sure, you’ll need to deactivate them.” He hesitates. “Just … make sure they’re somewhere safe, okay? Deactivation will be a disorientating experience for any officer. They’ll be vulnerable.”

      I nod and draw in a breath. “Okay. Thanks.” I give him a weak smile. “I’ll take care of it.”

      He hands me a strap so I can hang the box around my neck. I tuck it inside my jacket. It creates an awkward bulge but at least it’s out of the way.

      As I turn to leave, a thought strikes me. Something Samson had said, that I’d forgotten about until now.

      All Metz officers have had their chips reset. Your rogue officer won’t be rogue anymore.

      “Giles, what happens if the officers have their chips reset? Back at the compound?”

      He glances up at me. “It means any memories they’ve retained since the last reset will be wiped. Sometimes they’ll reset chips if they think there’s a fault.”

      “How about the officer I mentioned? The one I talked to. If he had his chip reset … he wouldn’t recognize me?”

      Giles shakes his head. “Probably not.”

      He walks over to the thick curtain blocking the entrance to the tunnel. “Good luck, Aleesha. And remember, they are people too.”

      I step through into the dark tunnel and the curtain closes behind me. The box hangs heavy around my neck as I crawl toward the light.
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      To my surprise, when I emerge from the tunnel entrance, it’s already late morning. I must have slept for longer than I thought.

      Immediately, I get the sense that something is wrong. The air tastes of smoke. There’s often smoke from hobie fires, but this is different. Besides, even hobies tend to stay away from the concrete jungle.

      I step out from behind the concrete blocks that hide the entrance to Giles’s tunnel and stare. Black smoke rises from fires across the city. Sounds of violence carry on the breeze. More violence than normal, that is. On the wasteland that separates the jungle from the rest of the city, people lie as if asleep.

      Except they’re not asleep.

      I scramble down from my vantage point, scanning the area for any sign of danger. A flash of movement catches my eye and I duck behind a low block, then peer around it. A figure darts out from the rubble and moves between the bodies on the ground, patting them down. I recognize the slight build and the capering movement. It’s one of the Boots Brothers.

      Raiding the dead? No surprises there.

      He moves closer to the Wall. There are a couple of bodies right up against it and I wonder if they were pushed into the Wall or ran into it willingly to avoid something worse. It seems the Metz have finally made their move.

      The man pulls the first body away from the Wall, dragging it along the rough ground by its feet. He doesn’t see the Metz officer emerging from a dark alleyway, but someone else does. There’s a shout from the rubble. The man looks up and begins to run. But he’s too late. There’s a crack as the officer fires, and the man falls to the ground screaming and clutching his leg, his body convulsing as an electric shock ripples through him.

      I hesitate for a moment. Leave him. The Metz would be doing everyone a favour by getting rid of them.

      But this seems as good an opportunity as any to test out Giles’s device. If it doesn’t work, I can retreat back into the rubble pile and rethink.

      The officer walks over to the man who’s screaming for his brother. I wonder what his brother will do. Whether he’ll go to his twin’s aid or stay hidden and save his own skin.

      A knife whistles through the air and bounces off the officer’s helmet.

      You’ll have to do better than that.

      I creep a little closer and tuck myself behind a concrete block out of sight of the Boots Brothers and the officer. I pull the black box out of my jacket and activate it as Giles had shown me.

      An image of the surrounding area appears in the air. It’s a little tricky to get the hang of moving the hologram around but I manage to zoom in on the officer looming over a writhing figure on the ground. They seem to be near the limit of the range, perhaps a hundred metres away. A green dot pulses on the back of the officer’s head.

      I select the dot and the command box appears. The outline of the officer raises its weapon and points it at the man on the ground, who raises his arms to ward off the blow.

      “Lower weapon,” I whisper.

      The words appear in the command box, and a fraction of a second later the officer lowers its weapon.

      It works!

      I try again. “Turn around and take two steps forward.”

      There’s a slight delay while the device registers and passes on the command, then the black figure slowly turns and takes a couple of steps toward me. My pulse quickens, and I feel a rush of adrenaline.

      Another figure emerges from the rubble. I watch on the display as the man crosses the space to his brother, then turns and creeps up behind the Metz officer, a knife raised above his head.

      At the last minute, the officer turns, swiping at the man’s arm. The knife flies through the air and the force of the blow knocks the man to the floor. The officer stands over him, impassive.

      I bite my lip. Why did he attack? Perhaps there’s some built-in defence mechanism.

      “Stay still. Do not defend yourself.” I peer around the concrete block. The second brother gets to his feet, eying the officer cautiously. He retrieves his knife and, without warning, launches himself forward and brings the knife down on the officer’s back.

      This time the officer does nothing to defend itself. But the knife scrapes harmlessly down the impenetrable armour. The man throws himself at the figure again, but his weight is barely enough to make the officer rock on its feet.

      “Taser attacker in the leg,” I murmur into the command box. Best put the Boots Brothers out of action for now.

      The officer raises its weapon and the man falls to the ground wailing. I step out from my hiding place and walk over to them. There’s a flash of recognition in the first brother’s eyes.

      “You!” His thin lips twist into a grimace as he reaches for his knife.

      “Point weapon at men.”

      He freezes as the barrel of the officer’s gun is aimed at his head. His eyes flick to me and back to the officer. “You control it?”

      “Seems like it,” I say with a smile.

      The command box flashes, confused by the command. Damn, this thing needs a mute button.

      I chew my lip, wondering what to do. I don’t want to deactivate the officer here, but I also don’t want it wandering around Area Four.

      “Return to compound,” I instruct.

      The black figure turns and begins to walk away.

      I turn back to the twins. “Remember, you owe me one,” I say, hoping I’ve made the right choice. Perhaps it would have been better for everyone if I’d just let the officer kill them both. But if there’s one thing I’ve learned from life, it’s that it’s always worth being owed favours.

      I tuck the box back into my jacket and walk toward the sound of fighting.

      At first, I wonder where everyone is. Fires rage out of control, fuelled by the piles of rubbish that litter the streets. There are a few bodies and a couple of people who are too close to death to help, but everyone else seems to have disappeared.

      The sound of sobbing catches my attention. I follow it and find a young woman, hunched over, her arms wrapped around a young child. She looks up in alarm at the sound of my approach, but her face relaxes as she catches sight of me.

      I crouch down beside her. “What happened?”

      She looks up at me and opens her arms to reveal the bloodied face of a young boy, perhaps two years old. His face is peaceful, as if he’s sleeping, but his skin is pale and his chest still.

      “The Metz. They came so quickly … We had no warning. We tried to run but they were everywhere.”

      She’s bleeding too, from a shallower wound on her forehead.

      “We got caught in the middle of a fight. Everyone was fighting each other to get away from them.” This triggers a fresh bout of sobbing.

      “Where did they go?” I ask, looking up and down the street.

      “I-I don’t know. They were everywhere … and then they were gone. Everyone was gone, like they’d been herded away.”

      My blood chills. I pat the woman’s shoulder and stand, quickening my pace as I move further north and east.

      I need a plan. I can’t just stop them one at a time. And sending them all back to the compound is no use. We need to take them out of action. But without hurting them.

      I duck into a side alley and come face to face with Jay. His face is smeared with dirt and fresh blood leaks from a slash on his shoulder. Jonas is two steps behind him, along with another member of the Snakes whose name I can’t remember.

      Jay doesn’t look pleased to see me. “Aleesha? Wh—”

      “What’s going on?”

      He scowls at me. “Metz raid. A big one. We barely got ten minutes warning and we only got that because I went against what Samson had said and upped the Cleaning watch.”

      You mean you took my advice.

      But, of course, he’s not going to admit that.

      “What about the other gangs? And Samson – what’s he been doing?”

      Jay looks angry. “That—” He bites his lip. “He told us not to fight, but what could we do? They raided the headquarters. They’ve never hit us that hard before. We’ve been fightin’ back, tryin’ to protect people, but they’re just too hard to take down.”

      “I have something that can stop them,” I say quietly.

      “We need more weapons. Guns. Do you think the taser bullets they use would work on them?”

      Jonas gives him a dig in the ribs. “Err, Jay. She said she can stop ’em.”

      Jay gives me a disbelieving look. “You what?”

      I pull the box out from under my jacket. “This is a control device. It overrides the instructions the Metz get.”

      Jay reaches out a hand, but I pull back. “I’m the only one who can use it. It’s linked to my voice.”

      His eyebrows knit together. “How does it work?”

      “It would take too long to explain.” Especially to you. “But I need to get through to where the most Metz officers are. It’ll take me too long to pick them off one at a time. I need your help.”

      Jay considers this for what feels like an age. I tap my foot and glance at Jonas. He shrugs sympathetically.

      “Fine,” Jay says eventually. “They’ve been through this part of Four and down to the river. Far as we can tell, they’re sweepin’ up north. Toward Rose Square.”

      Rose Square. The irony doesn’t escape me.

      I take a deep breath. “Okay, let’s go.”

      Jay’s eyes flick to a point just over my shoulder and widen.

      “Go where?” Samson enquires from behind me.

      Someone is cursing me today.

      I turn to face him. “We’re going to stop the Metz.” I fold my arms awkwardly across the bulge in my jacket. “Let’s talk on the way.”

      His eyes narrow and flick to my chest. I lower my voice. “Please? I’m on your side. Kind of.”

      “Let’s go,” Samson says authoritatively, as if he’d just made the decision. “Jay, find the best way through. I need to speak with Aleesha.”

      Jay doesn’t look happy about being ordered around but he mutters to the others and they move off. I walk after them, forcing Samson to follow me.

      “What are you playing at? And what are you carrying in your jacket?”

      My neck prickles at his proximity. If I were taller, I’d be able to feel his breath on my neck. The thought sends a shiver down my spine and I feel a flash of anger that he can still intimidate me with just his presence.

      “So, this is how your plan for protecting Outsiders played out?” I spit. “Do you even care how many people have died so far today?”

      “I care,” Samson says tightly. “More than you will ever realize.”

      I stop and turn to face him. “You could have stopped all of this!” I jab a finger in his chest. “If you and the President are so close, why didn’t you stop it?” I swallow and try to draw a breath, but it catches in my throat.

      He brushes my hand away. “Don’t you think I tried?” His eyes tighten. “I asked him for more time, so I could try to get the gangs to cooperate.”

      “If you hadn’t ordered them not to fight, to take people off Cleaning watch—”

      “Would it really have made that much difference against an army?” he snarls. “Don’t be too quick to accuse, Aleesha. You’re hardly blameless yourself.”

      I take a step backward. He rises above me like a shadow, the whites of his eyeballs the only light in the dark. It feels as if the air is snatched from my lungs.

      He’s right. I should have done more.

      I clutch at my chest, but my hand closes instead around the square box.

      “Are you comin’ or not?” Jay shouts from further up the alley.

      I tug the box out with trembling hands. “There is a way to stop it. It’s a control box. Don’t ask me where I got it from. And I’m the only one who can use it – it’s voice activated. I’ve tested it. I can control the Metz. Or shut them down altogether.”

      Samson’s eyes widen. “You can override their orders?”

      “Yes. But I need to be in close range. We need to do one group, then move on to another.” I bite my lip. “I-I need your help.”

      His brows knit together. “To get you in there?”

      I nod. “And protect the Metz.”

      “What?”

      It’s the first time I’ve seen real surprise on his face. In fact, any expression other than annoyance or anger.

      “Guys!” Jay again.

      I turn and begin walking. Samson follows. “If I stop them attacking Outsiders, they’ll be defenceless. People will butcher them. You need to make sure people don’t attack them once they’re inactive.”

      “Let me get this straight. You want me to protect the Metz?”

      I glance up over my shoulder at him. “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “Because they’re people. Just like you and me. At least, not exactly like us … but without the suits and the chips in their heads, they’re people. We can’t just kill them.”

      We walk in silence for a minute. The sound of fighting gets louder and the streets get busier, mostly with people running away.

      “And why did you think I would help you with this?”

      “Because you said you cared about helping everyone. Insiders and Outsiders. And there’s no one else,” I say flatly. “If you won’t help them, I’ll have to send them back to the compound. Back into their hands.”

      Another silence. “Okay, I’ll help.” He sounds reluctant. “But they’ll need to be together. In one place, ideally inside.”

      There’s a shout from up ahead. We’ve found the Metz.

      “Rose Square,” I say over my shoulder. “Just get me to Rose Square.”
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      I run blindly from street to street, jumping over prone figures and dodging fights. Smoke stings my eyes, blurring my vision as tears leak out and run down my cheeks. Shots ring in my ears, but I’m not sure if they’re shooting at me or someone else. Or perhaps it’s just the echoes of the bullets that peppered Matthews’ chest.

      I stumble down another alley. An alley that leads to nowhere.

      Slumped against a door, I stare at the brick wall in front of me and gasp for breath. My lungs burn and my hand shakes as I raise it to wipe my eyes. But I’m still holding the knife. Somehow, I’ve kept hold of it all this time. I almost have to prise my fingers off it to replace it in the sheath.

      I stare down at the ground. Matthews and Jameson are dead. The box didn’t work and is probably smashed to smithereens now anyway.

      “What happens now?” I ask aloud.

      But I’m alone in the alleyway, not even an old hobie around to give me an answer.

      Then we’re in for a fight.

      Bryn’s words come back to me. But how can you win a fight against an enemy that’s almost impossible to kill?

      Maybe we can’t win. But we can still fight. Dad said I’d never be able to break Aleesha out of the government headquarters and that if I tried to rescue her, we’d never escape. But I did it.

      Dad.

      My chest constricts, and my throat goes tight. Did the Chain get his body home before all this started? Or is he lying alone in a room somewhere, waiting for someone to return for him?

      I push the thought away. I can’t think about that now. Except that the harder I push, the more vivid the image becomes in my head. Without really thinking, I walk back to the entrance to the alleyway and peer out. The street is empty. Doors hang off their hinges, boarded-up windows have been smashed open and a thin trickle of smoke weaves from a burned-out shop. But there are no Metz around.

      I’m alone. In a place I don’t belong. I close my eyes and lean back against the wall. Maybe I should just go home. Tell Mother what happened. Find Father’s body and take him home.

      Abby was right. I’m no fighter. And why should I help these people? They wouldn’t help me. I shuffle up the street. In the distance, the top of the Wall rises above the dilapidated apartment blocks. Once through it, I’ll be safe.

      Not really safe. They’ll still be after you Inside.

      Maybe. But not today. Not when this is going on.

      Further up the street, a group of hobies are clustered around a body on the floor. I’m reminded of the first time I came through the Wall, all those weeks ago. When the hobies had attacked me and stolen my coat.

      Nothing changes.

      I cross to the opposite side of the street, ready to run if need be. But their demeanour is different. They’re not pawing at the body, searching it for chits or food. They’re … stroking it? Two of them are crying. Rough, angry sobs, as if they’re embarrassed about it.

      One of them looks up at me. The side of his face is bruised, and when he holds up a hand I see a bloody piece of cloth roughly wrapped around it.

      “They killed ’im,” he says shakily. “Why do they do it? He ain’t done nothin’ wrong.”

      He pulls back, revealing the body of his friend. Though the dead man’s hair is lank and filthy, they’ve smoothed it away from his face and laid him out with his hands crossed on his chest. One of the men spits onto a grey cloth and wipes the blood off his fallen friend’s face.

      “We were going to take ’im to the river. But they’re swarming down there.” He looks down sorrowfully. “Can’t even give the dead some dignity, can they?”

      I shake my head. “I-I’m sorry.”

      “You lost someone, lad?” an old woman asks. At least she looks old; she’s probably no more than forty.

      I nod, tears pricking my eyes. “Yes.”

      She stands and walks over to me. A stench of body odour and rotten food washes over me and I have to force myself not to recoil. She reaches out a dirt-crusted hand and gently pats my arm. “You should head that way.” She points to a road further up the street. “Bill said they’re heading to Five, but if you can get past ’em up to Six, mebbe you’ll be safe there. They’ll likely be round ’ere with the cleanin’ bots once they’ve finished off the fightin’.”

      I look down into her bright eyes, and behind the tiredness and grief I see a spark of determination. “We stick together out ’ere. They might be ’shamed of us and want rid of us, but we’re tough to kill off.” She glances back sadly at the body on the floor. “’Ee went down fighting.”

      The lump in my throat gets thicker. And I thought they were going to attack me. Presumed they were raiding the dead, not mourning a friend. What kind of person does that make me?

      I place my hand over hers. Her skin is warm and rough. “Thanks for the directions. But I’m going that way.” I glance back down the street to where I last heard the sounds of violence.

      The woman’s face wrinkles in concern. “But that’s where the fightin’ is.”

      I pat her hand gently. “Exactly.”

      A toothy smile splits her face. “Careful, lad. You look like a smart one. Yer not big enough to take ’em down, but mebbe you’ll think of some other way.”

      I hurry down the street. The box may not have worked but there may be another chance to change the tide of the fight. One I bet the Chain won’t have thought of.

      Rogue. He’ll be out there somewhere. I just have to find him.

      As the noise of violence grows louder, my heart begins to race and adrenaline powers my legs. Dizziness washes over me. I think back to my lessons with Aleesha. What had she said? You have to control your breathing. Control the adrenaline – don’t let it take you over.

      I slow my pace slightly and try to breathe evenly. The dizziness passes.

      A man staggers past me, bleeding heavily from a wound on his leg.

      “Where are the Metz?”

      “They seem to be heading to Rose Square. Dunno if they’re trying to herd people there or what.”

      “How do I get there?” I call after his retreating back.

      “Right, left, then right again. But it’s a bloodbath. I’d stay away if you want to live.”

      A bloodbath.

      I run into the first Metz on the next street. There are three of them, fighting a group of about ten men and women. One guy has managed to wrestle a gun off one of the officers, but as I watch, he gives up trying to figure out how to fire it and takes to beating the officer over the head.

      I skirt just close enough to check the officers’ codes. None of them are Rogue. I duck left down the next alley and follow it up to another street. Finally, I’m somewhere I recognize. I’m pretty sure this road runs parallel to Rose Square.

      There are lots of Metz on this street, some searching houses and dragging people out from hiding, others engaging with Outsiders. But for every person they shoot down or throw aside, another person steps forward to take their place. It’s like they’re trying to overwhelm the officers with sheer numbers.

      My step falters. How am I ever going to find Rogue in this lot?

      I’m jolted to one side by a man backing away from a looming dark figure. His face looks familiar. Half of his head is shaved, and the other half is braided to his neck. I step back as he raises his arm and deals the officer a blow on the hand with a nail-studded club.

      The Metz officer pulls back, dropping its weapon. The man stoops down to retrieve it, revealing a snake tattoo that winds around his neck.

      There’s a shout from above followed by a crash. The black figure sways from side to side then slowly topples to the ground. A scatter of cheers erupts from the surrounding Outsiders who swarm over the figure, tugging weapons free from its belt.

      “Damn thing won’t work,” the man in front of me mutters, turning the device over in his hands.

      I step forward. “It may be programmed to only work for them.”

      The man looks up and frowns. “Do I know you?”

      “I, err … know Aleesha.”

      Recognition dawns on his face. “Oh yeah. I’m Jonas. You with that Chain lot?”

      “Not exactly. Have you seen Aleesha?”

      Jonas nods. “Yeah, she’s over there. Says she’s got something that can stop ’em. The Metz, that is. We’re tryin’ to get her up to Rose Square.”

      My heart leaps as I follow his gaze. But I can’t see Aleesha, just a crowd of people who seem to be trying to force their way through a line of Metz officers to a narrow street. They look more coordinated than most groups of Outsiders. A huge black man – almost as big and bulky as the Metz officers – seems to be in charge.

      What has she got?

      “Coming?” Jonas asks.

      I nod, but he’s already taken off, running toward the crowd, gun in hand. I wipe my sweaty palm on my pants and pull the knife from my belt.

      Be brave.

      But my legs are shaking as I set off down the road. The crowd of people has broken through the line. They’re running up the street. I walk faster, then break into a run. But when I’m about ten paces away, the line of officers closes up again and I skid to a halt.

      One of them raises its gun. I stare into the barrel.

      “Don’t move,” a voice says quietly in my ear. “If you don’t attack they probably won’t shoot.”

      Probably?

      I take a step back and feel hot breath on my neck.

      “There’s an alley on the left. Ready to run?”

      I nod, not trusting myself to speak.

      “Run.”

      I run.

      Bullets whizz past me. There’s a sharp pain in my shoulder, another from my ear, but I keep running. The crack of the gun drowns out all other sounds. A weight hits my back, propelling me forward into the shelter of the alleyway. There’s a crash from the street and a volley of shouts. People run toward the line of officers, brandishing weapons.

      The young man who’d fallen on me lies face down at my feet. I crouch down and roll him over. He’s younger than I’d thought, perhaps thirteen, with dark hair cropped short. A dark stain on his chest slowly spreads outward. I touch it and my fingers come back covered in blood. A familiar wave of nausea turns my stomach.

      The boy’s eyes flutter open and he lets out a low moan. For a second our eyes meet, and he opens his mouth, trying to communicate something. Then his eyes roll back and his head falls to one side.

      I reach out and gently close his eyelids, then pull his body to one side of the alley and place his hands on his chest. “I’ll come back for you,” I whisper.

      If I survive.

      Then I turn and run up the alley to Rose Square.

      Smoke rises from the south part of the square, the black skeletons of the market stalls just visible above the crowd. The rest of the square is a sea of black, but at street level it’s impossible to see what’s going on.

      I kick down a door into the building to my right and run two floors up. Numbered apartments lead off the landing, but one of the doors is slightly ajar. I run inside and over to the window.

      The guy with the leg wound had been right. The Metz are herding people into the square. They’re lined up in the far north corner: men, women and children, ringed by Metz officers. Guns pointing in.

      On the opposite side of the square lie the wounded and dead. Anyone who can’t stand. That’s where most of the screams are coming from. Across the rest of the square, more people are being herded in. There are pockets of fighting but too many Metz for it to make a difference.

      Except in one area.

      A group of Outsiders are slowly but surely making their way toward the statue. The front line holds makeshift shields in front of them. Metal doors, trash can lids and what look to be pieces of Metz armour. They use them to push the Metz back. Behind them, others fire guns or throw bottles filled with some kind of explosive.

      The Metz shoot back. Some of the Outsiders fall. But still they keep going.

      At the centre is the tall black man with the dreadlocks. He seems immune to the bullets whizzing around him as he shouts orders and throws impossibly large missiles at the officers. Following in his shadow is Aleesha. She’s hunched over, clutching something to her chest.

      I turn to leave, but a movement near the wounded people catches my eye. A woman with long dark hair is pushing through the line of Metz, a familiar dark green bag slung over one shoulder.

      Abby.

      I run for the stairs. Something tells me the Metz aren’t going to take kindly to anyone interfering with their plans.

      I burst through the door, but I’ve barely taken two steps when someone barrels into me, knocking me to the ground.

      “Trey?”

      I gasp, the air knocked from my lungs by the impact.

      A hand grabs my arm and pulls me to my feet. I lurch to the side, somewhat unsteadily. Bryn’s face looms into view.

      “I thought I told you to stay out of this! You’re bleeding. Are you hurt?”

      Bleeding?

      I reach my hand up to my ear and it comes away wet. “I’m fine. Abby—”

      “Where is she?” The colour drains from Bryn’s face and his grip on my arm tightens.

      “With the wounded.” I point across the square. “I think they’re—”

      But Bryn is already off. I run after him, trying to follow in his wake as he ploughs between Metz officers, pushing them and Outsiders aside in his haste. A man tumbles to the floor and I jump to avoid him but my foot catches on his leg and I’m sent flying.

      I crawl to my knees, but the gap ahead of me has closed.

      A foot catches me in the stomach. I gasp for air, stars dancing across my vision. Then I’m being dragged along the ground.

      I barely have time to figure out what’s happening before I’m tossed like a limp doll onto a pile of bodies.

      Underneath me, somebody groans.

      “Gerroff!”

      Feeble hands roll me over and I hit the dirt again.

      “Sorry,” I gasp.

      A cry of terror rips through the moans of the wounded. I twist around, just in time to catch sight of Abby, her hands outstretched as if to ward off the huge black figure in front of her, a trailing white bandage unravelled in her grip.

      I scramble to my feet, knowing I’m already too late, that there are too many people between me and her. I lurch forward, jumping over prone figures in my haste.

      “Abby!”

      Bryn’s voice, coming from the right. He fights his way past the Metz lining the square. Two officers lie on the floor in his wake, clutching at their knees.

      Abby turns at the cry and, at that moment, the officer brings the butt of its gun down on her head and she crumples to the floor.

      No!

      I try to move faster but there are just too many people. I glance down to find my footing, and when I look up Bryn is almost there. Another officer intervenes. Bryn lashes out but the officer swipes at his arm and I catch the glint of steel as his knife cartwheels through the air.

      Abby lies motionless on the floor beside a gibbering man who looks like he’s praying. That or begging for his life. The officer hovers its gun between him and Abby as if unsure who to shoot first.

      It decides on Abby.

      Time seems to slow. I’m still ten metres away.

      It takes aim.

      Bryn launches himself at the officer’s arm.

      The shot goes wide, bouncing off the helmet of an officer a few feet away who staggers back. Bryn falls to the ground, almost landing on top of Abby. The officer swipes at him, dealing a hard backhand that whips his head around with a crack.

      Five metres. Three more prone figures.

      The officer lowers the gun, pointing it at Bryn, who shakes his head, dazed.

      Three metres.

      Somehow the knife is still in my hand. Throw it? No. I’m no Aleesha. I’d probably hit Bryn or something.

      Bryn tries to get to his knees. To shield Abby’s body with his own.

      “Stop!”

      The officer’s head turns a fraction toward me. Bryn launches himself forward, but the officer throws him to one side.

      I leap over the final man and run into it. Literally. It stands there placidly as I wheeze, then it reaches out a hand to shove me aside.

      “Wait! Let’s … talk about this.”

      Talk about this? What are you doing?

      I need a plan. I have no plan.

      Then I catch sight of the number on the officer’s chest. ML486.

      “Rogue?” I whisper.

      The figure doesn’t move.

      “Rogue, it’s me, Trey,” I say more urgently.

      He knows who I am. Doesn’t he?

      “Trey, get out of the way!” Bryn staggers to his feet.

      “No, you don’t understand. This is th—”

      A gloved hand connects with my cheek. Pain lances through my jaw and my legs collapse underneath me.

      I look up into the barrel of a gun. Behind it a blank mask. The hope that had surged through me dissolves into fear.

      I close my eyes and wait for the shot to be fired.
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      They crowd around me as we move across Rose Square. My arms are pressed tight to my side, and though I stumble occasionally as we push through the tide of Metz officers, the press of people around me means I never fall.

      My protectors.

      They’re a mix of people. Some are Samson’s – the core members of the Brotherhood – the rest are Snakes. I know them all by sight, if not by name. Which makes it all the harder when they’re cut down.

      I want to help fight but I don’t even have space to draw my knife. Even if I did, I’m too short to throw it over the heads of the people surrounding me. I clutch the box to my chest to protect it from the buffeting and wonder if I can get it out here, to stop the Metz who are standing in our way. But it’s too chaotic. I doubt I could even bring up the display, let alone select the small dots representing the chips.

      We have to get to the monument. There I’ll have some space to see.

      At one point I glance up and catch sight of a figure standing in a window looking out over the square. They must have a good vantage point. I should have thought of that.

      I shake my head. No, Giles said the device had limited range. I must take it to the centre of the fighting.

      Our arrowhead is breaking through the ranks of officers. We’re pressing forward. Not far now.

      Samson looms over me, shouting orders and throwing wire baskets of stones passed up by the people behind. It seems the Metz guns don’t work against them, so taking them out by sheer force is the only option. Relieved of their burden, the carriers step forward to replace the people who fall or are swept aside by the black army.

      “Statue!”

      The shout comes back from the front of the column. The point of the arrowhead has made it.

      “Surround it!” Samson bellows.

      We surge forward and I almost trip as my feet hit the lower steps leading up to the statue. The steps where Andrew Goldsmith met his death less than twenty-four hours ago.

      I shake my head. I can’t think about that now.

      You have a chance to right the wrong.

      From the top of the steps, I survey Rose Square. The south part of the square is swarming with Metz. In the north part lie the dead and wounded. Across from them, people are lined up in rows as if awaiting execution. The Metz have a plan, and it looks as if we don’t have much time.

      “We’ll hold them off as long as possible.” Samson draws a pair of long-nosed guns from his belt. “Be as quick as you can. We’re exposed.”

      A quick glance around confirms this. We’re in full sight of the Metz. And their guns.

      I activate the device and an image of the surrounding area appears in the air above it. It extends almost to the boundaries of the square. Dots flash everywhere, mostly green with a few red ones sprinkled among them.

      The captains. I’ll take them out first.

      But it’s easier said than done. The dots are so closely packed that I have to zoom into an area to separate them out and select individual ones. It’s painstaking. And I can’t tell if stopping the captains has any effect on the officers they control.

      I’m dimly aware of Samson on one side of me, firing across the heads of the Outsiders ringing the foot of the statue. On the other side, Jay and Jonas hold makeshift shields up to protect me.

      I change my tactics. Take out the immediate threats to us first, then get the rest. Zooming in on the area around the statue, I select ten of the closest flashing dots and activate the command box.

      “Stop fighting.”

      I move to another area, select another ten and repeat the command.

      There’s a shout of surprise from someone on the other side of the statue.

      Is it working?

      A bullet whizzes past my ear. I look up, trying to spot where the shots are coming from. More black figures seem to be converging on us. They must be able to see the holo. Do they know what I’m doing?

      I search for the red dots. They’re spread out, but I go through them one at a time, each time repeating the command to stop fighting.

      There’s a puff of dust as a bullet ricochets off the stone step beside me. I try to focus on the display but it’s hard. My heart hammers in my head, mingling with the sounds of screams, gunfire and clashes of metal.

      Samson ducks down beside me. “Can you get them to go away?” he gasps. “They may not be fighting but they’re stopping us getting to the others behind.”

      He stands and shouts something to the people on the other side of the statue. Looking up, I see he’s right. The Metz officers immediately surrounding the statue look as if they’re made of stone themselves. A couple of the Snakes attempt to push them back but it’s like trying to move buildings.

      A yell of pain makes me look up. Jonas is bent over, shielding his shoulder. His face is twisted in pain. Jay shouts at him and he turns toward me. For a second our eyes meet.

      “Jonas, y—”

      “Just stop them.” He manages to smile through his pain and there’s an odd look in his eyes that I don’t recognize. “Please.” He pushes his shoulders back and raises the thick, battered piece of metal he’s using as a shield. At least one bullet has passed straight through it.

      I swallow and turn my attention back to the display. I’m the only one who can stop them. I just need to work faster. I select the flashing dots immediately in front of us.

      “Line up in the south part of the square.”

      The black figures turn and begin to push back through their companions. Adrenaline courses through me as I pull together the next group of officers. “Stop f—”

      A heavy weight lands on top of me, knocking me over. The edge of a step digs painfully into my ribs. The box lands with an ominous crack on the step below. “Command not understood. Please repeat,” it intones.

      Stars jump in front of my eyes as I push myself up, twisting to throw the weight off my back. I stare in horror as Jonas’s body flops limply down in front of me. Blood spills from gunshot wounds to his shoulder, chest and leg. But the one that killed him is right in the centre of his forehead.

      The shield he’d been using to protect me – leaving him exposed – is still clutched in one hand.

      “Aleesha!”

      Jay’s shout jolts me out of my shock. He rests the bulletproof window shutter he’s using as a shield on the step beside me. It looks heavy. His body trembles with exhaustion and blood runs down his arm and over the gun in his hand. He jerks his head out over the crowd. “Stop them!”

      I nod dumbly and pick up the box with shaking hands. The display flickers and then goes steady. It’s too time-consuming to match individuals on the ground to the shapes on the display, so I just zoom in on the general area where the shots are coming from and select as many of the flashing dots as possible. “Stop fighting and line up in the south part of Rose Square.”

      Almost immediately, the dots begin to move off. I repeat the procedure.

      “Can you not just turn them off?” Jay yells.

      I shake my head but the nagging voice in my head chides me.

      If you deactivate them, they’d be disorientated and lost. Easy to take down.

      And my friends are dying.

      But I promised Giles.

      My fingers fly over the display, selecting officers and sending them over to the south part of the square. It’s almost like the VR games some of the Snakes play. At least it would be if the consequences weren’t so real.

      The sound of fighting eases and I take the opportunity to stand up and look around.

      Rows of officers are lined up in the south part of the square as if awaiting inspection. Some Outsiders are prodding them, but most people are still embroiled in fighting the officers I haven’t managed to stop yet.

      There are still so many of them.

      “Abby!”

      The cry rings out over the sounds of clashes and gunshots. I know that voice. Bryn! I whirl around, scanning the square for him.

      I see Trey first, stumbling across a pile of bloody bodies, and my breath catches in my throat. The Metz guarding the area have raised their weapons. He’ll be caught in a crossfire. My hand shakes as I find the officers on the display unit and tell them to turn around.

      Then I spot Abby, standing with her medic bag, her hands warding off the black figure looming over her, gun raised. Bryn’s trying to get to her, somehow barrelling through the officers like a one-person tornado.

      “Aleesha, the next lot are coming!” Samson shouts from the other side of the statue.

      I follow his gaze. The officers surrounding the lined-up Outsiders are filtering off and coming toward us.

      I glance back to Abby and hesitate.

      Which to do first?

      “Aleesha, now!”

      A barrage of shots rains overhead. Samson lets out a yell of pain. There’s a sharp prickling sensation on my shoulder.

      I select a load of the marching dots at random and tell them to turn around. That should slow the rest of them down.

      A shot rings out from the other side of the square and my heart stops.

      No!

      Abby is motionless on the floor. Bryn’s beside her, clinging to the officer’s arm as it tries to shake him off. Trey’s still moving but a couple of officers have spotted him and are raising their guns.

      I have to stop them.

      My fingers are already on it, picking the officers just as they begin to fire. “Stop fighting.” No time for anything else and I seem to have lost the ability to string words together anyway.

      Bryn is thrown to one side and Trey’s standing in front of the black figure. Just … standing.

      I zoom in on them and stab my finger at the green flashing dot. But my hand’s shaking so much that I miss.

      Damn.

      The barrel of his gun is pointing at Trey’s head. Move, you idiot!

      I try again. This time my finger connects and the command box pops up.

      “Stop fighting!”

      A shot fires.

      I stare at the display, then up across the square. The officer is motionless, the hand holding the gun hanging by his side. In front of him kneels Trey, swaying slightly, his eyes wide in shock. Bryn writhes on the ground, clutching his shoulder.

      I reach a hand to my own shoulder, mirroring his action. It burns, a steady, throbbing pain that radiates out. Blood leaks from my torn top. The bullet must have skimmed the surface.

      Later. Think about it later.

      I push the pain away and focus on the display in front of me. I work more methodically now, trying to block out the noises around me and focus on selecting groups of officers and sending them down to the south part of the square. I lose track of time and what’s happening around me.

      Samson slumps down beside me. “Nearly there.” He pulls a dressing from his pocket and tears it open with his teeth. “Good work.” He presses the dressing over his arm and winces. “Damn Metz guns don’t work for us. Must be configured to the user, like your box.”

      “Guess so.” I find the last few fighting officers and order them to join their silent, still companions. I lean back and scrub the sweat from my forehead. My throat is so dry I can barely swallow and my eyes sting. I close them, but Abby’s motionless body appears in my mind, and I can’t deal with that right now.

      “We’ve still got to get the ones outside the square.”

      Samson nods. “But this has to be most of them, around this area at least.”

      Jay stumbles over to us. His clothes are dark with blood and he’s swaying unsteadily on his feet. “Is it over?”

      “Not yet,” Samson replies. “But soon. Here, eat this.” He pulls a small bar from his pocket and hands it over.

      Jay looks at it uncertainly, then rips it open and takes a bite. Samson pulls some more dressings from another pocket and holds them out. I take them from him and start to patch Jay up.

      “What’s that pod doin’?”

      “Pod?” Samson turns sharply to follow Jay’s gaze. “Damn.”

      “What is it?” I press the final dressing into place and turn to look.

      A pod is flying in, so low it’s almost skimming the rooftops. It’s black with the distinctive yellow stripes of a Metz vehicle but much smaller than the usual troop carriers. And all in a rush, the adrenaline leaves my body and my legs collapse under me.

      The Commander.

      What saliva is left in my mouth takes on a bitter taste that coats the back of my throat. This is it then.

      Samson looks to Jay. “Any bullets left? I’m out.”

      Jay pulls a gun from his belt and promptly drops it. It clatters down the steps. Samson reaches forward to retrieve it. I pull Jay down to sit on the step beside me. “Just eat the bar.” He nods obediently. I wonder how much blood he’s lost.

      Defending you.

      The pod swoops lower, coming in over the square. For a moment, I wonder if it’s going to land but it’s coming in too fast for that. Samson opens fire, but the bullets bounce off the pod as if they’re nothing but pebbles. Something drops from its belly.

      Then the world explodes.

      There’s a dull ringing in my ears and it feels as if time slows. My throat constricts as I wheeze, trying to draw in air. It’s thick with dust, coating my mouth and throat and choking my lungs. I’m suffocating. My muscles spasm as I panic, my whole body fighting for oxygen. Spots dance in front of my eyes and a growing blackness threatens to overwhelm me.

      I try to take a breath. A normal breath. And air finally makes it down to my lungs. The humming in my ears fades and running footsteps approach.

      A hand pats me on the back. “Relax.”

      I manage to breathe in a bit more air. The choking dust and smoke have gone and the coughs wracking my body subside. Tentatively, I take a deeper breath.

      “Drink.” A water bottle is shoved into my hand and I gulp at it greedily.

      Wiping my eyes, I look around. Katya is standing in front of me. Dirt is smeared across her face and a rough bandage is wrapped around her left arm, but somehow she still manages to look beautiful.

      Murdoch is behind her. And behind him, looking down at his feet, is Trey.

      I look away. “What happened?”

      “They dropped explosives,” Murdoch said. “We’ve been running around the streets for the past half hour trying to take the pod down, but the damn thing stays just out of range.”

      There’s a small crater in the ground not five metres away. The top half of a man hangs out of it. The bottom half is missing. My stomach does a huge flip-flop and I tear my eyes away. But that wasn’t the only bomb. The second hit the group of Metz officers neatly stood in rows, knocking them to the ground like toy soldiers.

      “They hit their own people?” Samson frowns. His dark skin is grey with dust.

      Katya shrugs. “Better lose them than hand over control to us.” Her voice is hard. She glances at the box around my neck. “That’s not Jameson’s device. Where did you get it?”

      I open my mouth to reply but Trey interrupts me. “It’s coming back!”

      Katya pulls something from her belt and glances at Murdoch, who nods. “If it comes that low again … Clear this space,” she orders.

      I stare at the object in her hand. It’s coil of silver cable with a looped padded handle at one end and what looks like a metal claw at the other. “What are y—”

      “Don’t argue, just get down!” Murdoch shouts.

      I stumble backward down the steps. The pod has circled around and is coming back down from the north. Katya hands one end of the cable to Murdoch and crouches on top of the steps, her eyes never leaving the pod.

      It drops low, clearly planning to make another run. Katya murmurs something under her breath to Murdoch, who nods.

      The pod swoops toward us. Katya stretches her arm back and launches the metal hook into the air. The cable reels out behind it. The belly of the pod opens just as the hook curls around one of its landing rails.

      “Now!” Katya yells.

      Murdoch darts to the statue, the silver cable trailing from his hand.

      The world explodes. But this time we’re expecting it. My hands clamp down on my ears and I hold my breath, waiting for the dust to settle.

      The cable begins to tighten. Murdoch’s wrapped it twice around the base of the statue and is pulling back on the handle.

      “It’s slipping,” he gasps, his feet skidding forward.

      “Let me.” Samson appears behind him and grasps the handle. He braces his feet against the base of the statue and heaves back.

      From somewhere in the cloud of dust comes a sickening crash.

      The cable goes slack.

      For a moment, we all just stand there. Slowly, I make my way down the steps, my sleeve pressed to my mouth. I cross the square, past the first crater and the body of the man who lost his legs. Past more still forms of men, women and Metz officers.

      I follow the silver cable into the dust until the outline of the pod appears. It lies on the ground, half crumpled like a broken egg. I stop in front of it, wondering if whoever is inside can look out.

      Katya comes to stand beside me. Samson moves to my other side.

      I wonder how we can open it. If there’s any way of getting in.

      I’m not left wondering for long.

      There’s a hiss from the pod and the door begins to open.
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      The pod is half crushed into the ground. If anyone inside has survived, it would be a miracle. I peer over Aleesha’s shoulder as the door slides open. I’m not sure what I’m expecting to see. A Metz officer?

      The huge man with the long dreadlocks raises his gun and points it at the opening. The door sticks for a moment, and through the gap I see a thin man collapsed over a dashboard. He’s dressed in one of those skin-tight suits and is clearly dead.

      The opening widens, revealing a second man who’s hunched in a half-crushed seat. Katya inhales sharply as the man turns his face slowly to us.

      He’s in a bad way. Blood pours down one side of his face, and the right side of his body appears to be trapped in the twisted metal of the pod. But I recognize his scarred face and those dark, malevolent eyes.

      Recognition flickers in his eyes and his face twists into a snarl of rage. “You …”

      “Yes, me.” Katya’s voice is hard and cold.

      The Commander tries to speak again but all that emerges from his mouth is a dribble of bloody saliva. His chest heaves with a shuddering breath and his head rolls back against the side of the pod.

      “Wait!” Katya holds out an arm to stop Murdoch moving forward. She holds out her hand to the man with the dreadlocks. “Can I have that?”

      “No way.” He scowls at her. “But I’ll check for you.”

      He steps forward and gingerly pokes the man in the chest, then the cheek, with his gun. He presses his fingers against the Commander’s neck. “He’s gone.”

      My breath comes out in a rush. I close my eyes and feel my body sway.

      It’s over.

      We stand there in silence for a minute. Me, Aleesha, Katya, Murdoch, Jay and the black man. A gust of wind blows away the final traces of smoke and dust, and around us, people begin to stir. A ragged cheer breaks out from somewhere behind us, but the voices are quickly hushed.

      It doesn’t feel like a victory. Just an end.

      A muffled crash comes from one of the streets leading off the square. “I should go and fetch the rest of them in,” Aleesha says to no one in particular. Her voice is tired. She looks a wreck.

      I look over at the Metz officers standing in file. There must be a hundred of them. Maybe more. Most Outsiders stay away, but some are prodding and poking them. Waiting to see if they’ll fight back.

      The man with the dreadlocks bends down to speak to Aleesha. “We need somewhere safer to put them,” he says quietly. “Once people realize they’re not going to wake up, it won’t be long before they start trying to take them apart. I can’t protect them out here.”

      Aleesha nods. She turns to Jay. “What about the headquarters? It’s the only place I can think of that’s big enough.”

      Jay looks in an even worse state than Aleesha, a far cry from the cocky man we’d bumped into on the street. Blood leaks through the dressings plastered over his body and he holds his right leg awkwardly. He runs a hand unsteadily over his stubble and gives a hoarse laugh. “Sure, I guess so. It’s not as if there are many of us left to use it.” He looks uncertain. “Not for long though, right?”

      “Wait.” Katya steps forward. She smiles at the tall black man and holds out a hand. “I don’t believe we’ve met.”

      “We haven’t.” The man ignores her outstretched hand. “Though I may have run across some of your colleagues.” His eyes flick briefly to Murdoch. He inclines his head slightly. “My name is Samson.”

      Oh. So, this is the leader of the Brotherhood. The man who betrayed me to the President.

      And yet, Aleesha now seems to trust him. More than Katya and the Chain anyway. I wonder why.

      “I’m Katya.”

      “I know.”

      They stare at each other like kids daring each other not to blink.

      Aleesha brings up a display above the box. It’s an outline image of the square, every figure sketched in detail. She zooms in on an area of flashing dots and begins tapping on them. It takes me a minute to figure out what they are. “The dots are the officers’ implants?”

      She nods but otherwise ignores me. When all the dots are selected, a command box appears. She murmurs something into it. A few seconds later there’s a panicked shout from the far end of the square followed by a dull thumping sound.

      The Metz are moving.

      The display vanishes. “I told them to follow Jay to a large warehouse and line up inside.” She frowns. “I tried to keep it as simple as possible, but perhaps I should go with them. I can pick up more of them on the way.”

      “Yes, you should.” Jay’s copper skin visibly pales at the thought of a hundred Metz officers trailing him along the street.

      I don’t blame him.

      Katya turns and holds out her hand. “I think you should give that device to me, Aleesha. You’ve done a good job. Thank you. But it’s time for us to take over.”

      Aleesha tucks the box inside her jacket. “No can do. It only works for me. Besides, what would you do with them?”

      Katya’s eyes narrow. “We can use them against the government. Give them a taste of their own medicine.”

      “And then? If you do take the government down? What next?”

      “I don’t think I quite understand you.” Katya’s voice is like ice.

      “What happens? Who takes charge? Who decides what happens to them?” Aleesha gestures toward the officers who have lined up in a trail leading halfway across the square.

      Katya steps forward and lowers her voice. “We can discuss that later. Now just give me the box.”

      She reaches out but Aleesha takes a step back and folds her arms across her chest. “No. I … I’m not going to let you treat them as machines. They’re people.”

      Katya gives her a strange look. “You’re protecting them? After what they’ve done to you? They killed your mother, remember? All your life they’ve hunted you.” Her voice is low and intense. She gently places a hand on Aleesha’s arm, and this time Aleesha doesn’t pull away. “You need closure. You need to face your demons.”

      Something passes between them – something I don’t understand, and I don’t think anyone else does either. Then Katya’s face falls and she lets her arm drop.

      “I will face my demons in my own way,” Aleesha says quietly. “Not by killing. There’s been enough death here today.”

      Katya straightens. “Then I need to take that device off you. I’m sorry, Aleesha, but you don’t understand the stakes here. It is too valuable a weapon.”

      Aleesha shifts slightly on her feet. I recognize her posture from our training sessions on the roof. She’s getting ready to fight. “No,” she says calmly.

      Katya’s eyes narrow. “Murdoch.”

      Murdoch gives Aleesha a sympathetic shrug and moves to grab her. Instead, he runs straight into Samson, who’s somehow inserted himself in front of Aleesha. He moves fast for a big guy.

      Murdoch sidesteps, but Samson blocks his path again. “I don’t want to hurt you, but I will if you try anything.” His voice is deep and menacing. It sends a shiver down my spine. Murdoch looks torn.

      “It is a valuable weapon.” Samson turns to Katya. “And whoever designed it has entrusted it to Aleesha. We should respect that.”

      Jay clears his throat. “Um, can we sort this out and go? They, err … seem to be waitin’ for us.” He waves to the Metz officers.

      “Fine,” Katya says through gritted teeth. “We’ve got enough to do today clearing this mess up. But we will meet to discuss this tomorrow.” She glances at Aleesha. “I expect you to be there.”

      “I’ll call the gang leaders together. We’ll lay out the dead and do our best for the wounded.” Samson’s eyes are heavy and his shoulders slightly hunched, as if he’s carrying a great weight. “Jay, I’ll come and find you at your headquarters later. Don’t leave anyone else in charge of the Metz.”

      Katya looks around and seems to notice me for the first time. “Ah, Trey. Have you seen Bryn?”

      “He’s over with the wounded. With Abby …” My throat constricts, and I think if I say anything more I will start to cry so I clamp my teeth together. My eyes start to brim with tears, and I close them and breathe deeply through my nose.

      When I open my eyes, Aleesha’s staring at me, her face stricken. “Is she …?”

      I shrug, unable to speak. Part of me wants to run over to them now. But another part of me doesn’t want to face what I’ll find.

      A young boy runs up and skids to a halt in front of Samson. He glances suspiciously at the rest of us. “They’re pullin’ back, boss. The rest of the Metz are headin’ back up to the East Gate.”

      I close my eyes and the tension in my throat and chest eases slightly. It really is over then.

      “And there’s a man called Bryn and a dark-haired woman askin’ for you,” the boy continues. My eyes snap open. He’s looking straight at me. “Yer Trey, right?”

      I nod. “She … she’s alive?”

      The boy shrugs. “Looked like it. Never seen dead people talk.”

      “Thank you,” says Samson. “Now, I’ve got another job for you.” He pulls the boy to one side and lowers his voice. The boy gives a couple of nods and runs off again.

      I hesitate for a moment and a hand squeezes my shoulder. “Go on, lad, you’re not needed here,” Murdoch says gently.

      I stumble away. The square is littered with bodies, most of them Outsiders, but there are Metz officers too. Sightless eyes stare into the milky grey sky. I’ve never seen so much death. So much destruction.

      Is fighting for equality really worth this? If everyone dies, who is there left to fight for?

      I find Bryn and Abby trying to treat the wounded. I throw my arms around Abby but pull back when she sways. “Sorry. I just thought …” My words get choked up.

      She blinks and shakes her head slightly, then smiles. “I know. I was out for a good few minutes, I think?”

      “Five,” growls Bryn. He’s trying to secure a bandage around another man’s leg with one arm and his teeth. I drop down to take it from him. “Thanks, Trey.” He spits the bandage from his mouth. “Five minutes. I counted them.”

      I look at him and then back to Abby, who’s still swaying. “I know you want to help, but …”

      “You look about to fall on your faces and add to the problem,” a friendly voice says. A woman of about thirty with curly auburn hair stands with her hands on her hips. She wears a long overcoat with bandages and dressings stuffed in every pocket. “I’ll take over here. Go and get some rest.”

      Abby smiles weakly at her. “Thanks, Amber.”

      The woman purses her lips. “You alright?”

      Abby nods and winces. “Just one hell of a headache. I’ve got more supplies at home.”

      “Great. Now get home.” The woman smiles.

      Bryn gets to his feet. His left hand is tucked up in his jacket and blood seeps through the bandage across his shoulder. His eyes flick behind my shoulder and his forehead creases in a frown. “Aleesha.”

      I turn around slowly. She stands five metres away, uncertainty clouding her face. Her hands twist in front of her and she seems to be debating whether to come closer or run away.

      Abby pushes past me, walks unsteadily over and pulls her into a hug.

      “I’m sorry, I thought you w—” Aleesha’s voice breaks and she squeezes her eyes shut, but not before a tear falls to Abby’s shoulder. For a moment they cling to each other, then Abby gently pulls back. “I didn’t know if …” Aleesha’s voice trails off and she looks at me. “I’m sorry.”

      I nod. “I know.”

      The familiar lance of pain strikes me again. But I don’t feel the same anger I did before. Perhaps it’s exhaustion. Or just that there has already been too much violence and anger today.

      “Come back home?” Abby asks.

      “I need to go to the Snakes’ headquarters. They’re taking the Metz officers there for now. To keep them safe.” She hesitates.

      “Come over after that,” Bryn says, limping forward. “There’s something I need to talk to you about.”

      Aleesha nods and turns to go.

      I scramble after her. “Wait! Can … can you give me a hand with something on the way?”

      She looks puzzled but nods.

      I turn to Bryn. “I’ll catch you guys up.”

      We walk in silence across the square and down the alleyway.

      He’s still there. Lying alongside the wall, hands crossed on his chest.

      “He saved me,” I say, kneeling down and pressing the back of my hand to his cheek. His skin is cold to the touch, his jaw already stiffening in death. He looks so young. Just a boy. “I didn’t even know his name.”

      A tear leaks from the corner of my eye and runs down my cheek. It drips off my chin and onto the boy’s forehead. I wipe it off with my thumb.

      “Shall we carry him up?” Aleesha asks quietly.

      I nod.

      He’s heavy, but between the two of us we manage to carry him up the street and into the square. There’s already a row of bodies lined up for identification. We put the boy down at the end and step back.

      Aleesha moves along the line. She pauses, kneels beside a man and gently brings his hands up to rest on his chest. Bending over, she presses her forehead briefly to his clasped hands.

      I walk over to her. The man’s body is dotted with bullet wounds, but I recognize the snake tattoo and the unique half-braided hairstyle. “Jonas?”

      She nods. “He died protecting me. He held his shield in front of me. And I … I wasn’t quick enough to save him.” She stands and looks down the row of bodies. “Wasn’t quick enough to save them.”

      “No one could.” I reach out and touch her arm. “And you did save us. You and whoever created that box.”

      She shrugs me off and turns, wiping her sleeve across her eyes. “I’d better be going. Don’t want to leave Jay alone with that lot. I-I’ll see you in a bit.”

      “See you in a bit,” I echo, but she’s already running off across the square.
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      A few hours later, the three of us sit at Abby’s kitchen table. One of her neighbours had come over shortly after we’d got back with pails of hot water. There was enough for us all to have a decent wash and for Abby to clean and dress Bryn’s gunshot wound. I had to leave the room at that point, but I could still hear his shouts of pain, muffled by the piece of wood she’d given him to bite down on.

      Why does it have to be like that? He should be able to go to a medic, like anyone else.

      Like any Insider, I correct myself.

      I stare down at the green herbs floating in the mug in front of me. I still catch myself thinking that way sometimes, though I feel more Outsider than Insider now. Perhaps I am both. Or neither.

      Another neighbour donated us some food. From the shifty look in his eyes, I suspect it was stolen, but Abby thanked him anyway. Her eyes lit up when she unwrapped the parcel. “Chicken!”

      Not real chicken, obviously. But in a stew with some freeze-dried vegetables and homemade dumplings, even I had to admit that it was hard to tell the difference.

      Good food, clean clothes and a hot drink. Things I used to take for granted have become a rare treat.

      The last portion of stew waits in the pot on the hotplate.

      Abby yawns and pushes her hair back from her face. Bryn gives her a worried glance and she smiles. “It’s okay, I’m just tired.”

      He frowns. “You shouldn’t sleep yet. Not with that bang to your head. Any memories come back?”

      Abby shakes her head and freezes, wincing. “I must stop doing that. No, I just remember leaving the house to go and help … everything after that’s a blank until I woke up.”

      The wind’s picking up outside. The back gate slams. I glance out the window and catch sight of a dark figure. A moment later, there’s a tentative knock on the door.

      “Come in!” Abby calls.

      The door opens. Aleesha stands on the step. Her clothing is torn and filthy, but the box still bulges under her jacket. She sways and reaches for the door frame to steady herself.

      “Well don’t just stand there, you’re letting the cold in,” Bryn says gruffly.

      She stumbles inside and pushes the door shut. Leaning back on it, she glances around uncertainly.

      “I saved you some dinner,” Abby says, pushing her chair back. She ladles the remainder of the stew into a bowl and places it on the table. “It’s still warm.”

      Aleesha’s nostrils flare but she doesn’t move. I look more closely at her face. Under the dirt and blood, a dark bruise stands out on her jaw.

      I did that.

      My hands clench around my mug.

      Abby walks over to Aleesha and gently manoeuvres her into the spare chair next to Bryn. She places a spoon in her hand. “Eat. Then we talk.”

      Aleesha gulps the food down, barely swallowing. She scrapes the bowl with her spoon. “What was that? It was … amazing.”

      “Stew. “Abby smiles and takes the bowl from her, replacing it with a steaming mug. “Drink this. It has chamomile and lavender, and a little sweetener.”

      Aleesha gives it a suspicious look.

      “It’s good for you,” Abby soothes.

      She takes a tentative sip and gives Abby a weak smile. Then she glances over at me and the smile falls from her face.

      “I … I wanted to explain. About your father.”

      I stare down into my mug. A spark of anger flashes in my belly but I’m too tired to fuel it. I don’t want to be angry. But I do need to understand. “You wanted answers?”

      She nods. “Yes. I wanted to know why he did it. And I wanted him to feel how she felt, facing her death.” She shakes her head. “I know I shouldn’t have done it, but I just felt that finally, after all these years, perhaps I could move on.”

      “By killing him?” I can’t keep the bitterness out of my voice.

      “Yes. Except then I realized that wouldn’t help. That killing him would make me feel worse, not better. That it wouldn’t bring her back … It would just make me lose …” She swallows and scrubs a sleeve across her eye. “A friend. And I … I know what it’s like to lose a parent. I didn’t want you to go through that.”

      I stare down at the table.

      Aleesha takes a sip from her mug. “When I let him go, I didn’t realize Katya and the Chain were out there. They caught him. And Katya … she said I needed to avenge my mother’s death. But I couldn’t do it. So, she did it for me.”

      Still, I can’t bring myself to look at her.

      Bryn breaks the silence with a deep sigh. “Aleesha, whatever Katya said … She would have killed him anyway.”

      I jerk my head up and look at him. Of course, he’d mentioned something yesterday, when we were at the headquarters. It feels so long ago now.

      “You said the Leader ordered it?” I say slowly, trying to remember. “He wanted to set an example or something stupid.”

      Bryn nods. “That’s what I told you. But it wasn’t the full truth.”

      “What do you mean?” Aleesha asks.

      He takes a deep breath and turns to look at her. “Andrew Goldsmith’s death wasn’t your fault. As soon as you reported back his name as being the authorizing officer for Operation Nightshade, his fate was sealed.” He glances back at me. “You’re right. The Leader did feel that having a government figure brought in front of the crowd would help rile them up and make them more likely to join us. But it couldn’t just be any government figure. It had to be your father.”

      “But why him?” Aleesha whispers.

      Bryn turns back to her. “Because for the Leader, this was never just about the city. London is personal. This was personal.” He takes a deep breath. “He wanted revenge for your mother’s death as much as you did.

      Aleesha stares at him, and the colour drains from her face. Her eyes speak the question she can’t voice.

      Bryn nods. “Yes, he’s Ricus Meyer. He’s your father.”
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      Bryn’s still talking but his words pass me by.

      The Leader. My father.

      His picture appears in my head as clear as the day I’d stared at it on the file in the Metz compound, determined to memorize every feature, in case one day I found him.

      A hand shakes my arm, jolting me out of my stupor. I look up into Bryn’s eyes. “You know him?”

      “Yes.” He pulls back and winces, his hand flying to his shoulder. “He doesn’t go by that name now, but when you mentioned your mother’s name, I suspected. When he briefed me on this job, he mentioned a woman called Maria Ramos. Said that if I ever heard the name mentioned, I was to find out everything I could and report back. When you described him, I was sure.” He shakes his head. “That scar is pretty distinctive.”

      “Does he …”

      “Know you exist? I don’t think so. I didn’t mention you in my report back to him and I’m pretty sure Katya didn’t either.”

      “I think she was going to tell him about me that day. The day she died. Did he tell you what happened? Why he wasn’t there?” My throat chokes shut, and I stare down at the grain on the wooden table.

      “No. He’s never mentioned it.” Bryn sighs again, this time in frustration. “I thought something felt wrong about this from the beginning. The other cities we’ve operated in, we’ve concentrated on building a better system of governance. Here, he’s been far more focused on taking the government down than thinking about what could replace it.”

      He pauses, and I feel his eyes on me. “Do you want me to tell him about you?”

      “No.” I shake my head vigorously. “But I want to meet him.”

      So he can look me in the eye and tell me the truth about that day.

      “Well, you might get that chance.”

      “He’s coming to London?” Trey leans forward.

      “Yes. Says he wants to oversee things personally.”

      My breath catches in my throat and my heart begins to race. I raise my head. “When?”

      “Won’t be for a few days at least. He moves to his own timescales. He’ll be here when he’s here.” Bryn yawns. “The next few days are going to be busy. We need to figure out what to do with those Metz officers you’ve caught us for a start.” He eyes the bulge under my jacket. “Who gave you that thing anyway?”

      “A friend.” I picture Giles in his cave and wonder what he’s doing now. If he knows how many lives he saved today.

      “Fine, be mysterious.” Bryn yawns again. “But tell him – or her – I owe them a drink if we ever meet.”

      “Are you hurt, Aleesha?” Abby stands and moves over to the hotplate. “There’s a bit of water left for you to wash with.”

      I crick my neck. My whole body feels like one big hurt. “Nothing serious, I don’t think. Just scratches.”

      Abby puts a kettle of water on to boil and comes over to me. “That looks like it needs a good clean.” She gently touches my shoulder and a stab of pain lances up my neck. She hands me a small pump bottle. “Clean it well with water, then spray some of this on it and any other open cuts. It’s a natural antiseptic.”

      I pick up the bottle and take a sniff. A strange but distinctive floral scent.

      Abby leaves the room and returns a few minutes later with a pile of clothes and a towel. “They may be a bit big on you but at least they’re clean.” She looks pointedly at Bryn. “I think it’s time you went to bed before you can’t stand.”

      Bryn grunts and staggers over to the door. Abby turns to Trey. “I’m sure you two have a lot to talk about, but maybe let Aleesha get washed and changed first?”

      Trey blushes and stammers something unintelligible as he leaves the room. Abby smiles at me. “Sure you don’t need a hand?”

      I shake my head.

      “Okay, well I’ll be off to bed. Please stay here tonight? There’s the mattress upstairs or the sofa’s free.” She hesitates as if about to say something else but decides against it and turns toward the door. “Goodnight, Aleesha.”

      “Goodnight,” I echo.

      The kettle whistles. I pour the water into a bowl, undo my jacket and carefully place the black box on the table. It doesn’t look any the worse for wear for the abuse it’s been through. I strip down to my underwear and wash, biting my lip as the hot water stings my wounds. The water soon turns a dirty grey, but I’ve saved enough for a second bowl. I even manage to get the worst of the dust out of my hair by dunking my head in the bowl.

      The antiseptic spray stings a little. I stick a dressing over the bullet wound and get dressed. The clothes are a little on the large side, but they’re soft and comfy. I pour some cold water into a bucket and rinse my clothes as best I can before hanging them up to dry.

      When I open the door to the hallway, Trey’s waiting outside.

      “Can I come in?”

      I nod.

      “You look better.” He smiles at me tentatively.

      “Smell better too, I bet.” I return the smile.

      “I—”

      “I—”

      We laugh awkwardly. “You first,” I say.

      He walks over and sits down in a chair. I sink into the one opposite.

      “I’m sorry I hit you. I-I was mad and upset. I don’t know what came over me …” He shakes his head. “It was like this other person took over my body and—”

      “It’s okay,” I cut in. “I’d have probably done the same. Except I’d have hit harder. Your punching could use some work.” I manage a tentative half smile.

      Trey looks down at his hands. His long fingers are interlocked, thumbs up. “I understand why you did it, I think. But I don’t know if I can forgive you yet. Not completely. I’m sorry, it’s just too soon …”

      A crushing weight presses on my chest, gripping my heart in an iron claw. “I understand,” I whisper.

      My only friend. And I beat him away.

      It gets hard to breathe. I close my eyes and focus on trying to relax the tension in my throat. Somehow the raw emptiness inside me feels so much more painful than any wound or aching muscle.

      I look up and meet his eyes.

      “I’m broken,” I whisper. “A bad person.”

      “No, not a bad person.” Trey reaches across the table to take my hand. My skin tingles under his touch. “Just a person who has sometimes done bad things.”

      I cling to his fingers as if they’re a lifeline connecting me to a better place.

      “Do you think I can ever change?” The words catch in my throat. The questions I dare not ask even myself. “Can I ever be good?”

      “You have a lot of good in you.” Trey squeezes my fingers. “You saved a lot of people today. And you’ve saved my life more times than I can count. Besides, Abby says that it’s our faults as much as our strengths that makes us who we are.”

      I smile at him through the tears brimming in my eyes. “She always thinks the best of everybody.”

      “And Bryn always thinks the worst. They make a good pair.”

      Trey pulls back and, reluctantly, I let go of his fingers. Immediately, I crave his touch and the focus it brings, keeping me here, in the present, in this warm, homely kitchen. Without it, my mind turns to darker thoughts.

      Trey searches my eyes. “My father used to say that everyone can be who they want to be if they want it enough.” He hesitates. “Do you want to meet your father?”

      I look down at my fingers twisting around themselves on the table. “I think so … I don’t know. I’m confused. It’s like I had this idea of who my father would be. The kind of man my mother would have loved. I thought he’d be an Insider, maybe. Rich, successful, kind. But this person they call the Leader? I don’t know who he is at all. Except that I don’t think he’s anything like what I thought.”

      I glance across at him. “My mother would never have wanted revenge for her death. So perhaps … perhaps he’s not the man she thought he was either.” My throat is thick again.

      “Well, I guess you won’t know unless you meet him.”

      “No.”

      We sit in silence for a minute. Then Trey clicks his tongue. “I knew there was something important I had to tell you! The officer who knocked Abby out, the one who nearly killed us. It was Rogue. But he didn’t recognize me … Or, if he did, he didn’t hesitate to nearly blow my brains out.” He frowns. “Were we wrong about him?”

      I shake my head. “No. Samson saw me with him before we broke into the compound. He told the President there was a rogue officer and the President had all their chips reset. It must have happened after we left the compound but before the fight.” A thought flashes through my mind. “So, he’ll be one of the officers we captured?”

      Trey shrugs. “I guess so. But if he’s been reset, will he remember us? When he’s out of the suit?”

      “I don’t think so. Giles said the reset wipes their memories.” I reach for the black box and turn it over in my hands.

      “Does it really only work for you?”

      I nod.

      Another silence.

      “So, what are you going to do with them?”

      “I don’t know.” I sigh. “They can’t stay with the Snakes for long and we can’t send them back to the compound. What do you think I should do?”

      Trey looks uncomfortable. “Well, I’m not sure you should just hand them over to the Chain. Katya sounded like she either wanted to use them as killing machines or execute them. What about this Samson?”

      “I’m not sure he’s any better,” I admit. “He helped me out today, but I’m still not sure whose side he’s really on.”

      “You mean whether he wants to help the government or Outsiders?”

      “Yes. He claims to be on both sides, but I’m not sure that’s possible.” I hesitate. If anyone will understand, Trey will. “But if we use them as weapons – as Katya and others want to do – doesn’t that make us just as bad as them? As the Commander?”

      I spin the box, weaving it through my fingers until it moves in a blur.

      “You think we should let them go?” Trey asks after a pause.

      The box slips from my fingers and falls to the table with a clatter. “I think we should give them the choice. A real choice.”

      “You mean remove their implants? But couldn’t that kill them?”

      I shake my head and gesture to the box. “It has a deactivation option. To turn the chips off. To make them human again. Then we show them what life is like out here and let them decide what they want to do.”

      Trey looks dubious. “And if they all want to go back to the compound?”

      “Then we let them go,” I say quietly. “It’s their choice.”

      “Katya’s not going to like it.”

      “I don’t care if Katya likes it. It’s the right thing to do.”

      I look up. Trey has this odd smile on his face. “What?”

      He shakes his head. “Nothing.”

      I scowl at him. What does he mean, nothing?

      “You’re right. It is the right thing to do.” He yawns and rocks back on his chair legs. “Let’s test it out tomorrow, okay?” He crashes back down. “You know, you may want to stay away from the Chain. I wouldn’t put it past them to force you to hand over the box.”

      “I’d like to see them try.”

      Trey doesn’t look convinced. “Well, let’s go one step at a time.” He stands and stretches. “You can have the bed, if you like. I don’t mind sleeping on the sofa.”

      I push back my chair. “No, it’s fine. I’m not sure I’ll sleep much anyway.”

      “You and me both.” He yawns again and walks over to me. Gently, almost hesitantly, he reaches up to my cheek. His fingers ripple down my skin like a feather that both tickles and soothes. “You may be broken, but so are we all, in one way or another.”

      Then he turns and walks toward the door, disappearing before I can find the words to reply.
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      It turns out I don’t have any problem dropping off. As soon as I’ve wrapped the blanket around me, I’m sucked down into a dark, dreamless sleep.

      But part way through the night, something jerks me awake. I’m not sure what it was but I’m suddenly wide awake and alert. I pad over to the shuttered window and peer out, but the street outside is quiet and empty. I lie back down and pull the blanket over my shoulders, but I know at once that it’s useless. Sleep will not come a second time. Sitting up, I turn the black box over in my hands.

      I need to prove they’re human. People who think and feel. Damaged people perhaps, but people all the same.

      Perhaps I can help fix them.

      I stand and tiptoe through into the kitchen. A small clock face shows it to be two in the morning. Plenty of time to get out and back before anyone else wakes up.

      The streets are empty, and it doesn’t take me long to get to the Snakes’ headquarters. A sleepy guard stops me, and I’m kept waiting until someone else checks with Jay that it’s okay to let me in before I’m allowed through. I don’t mind. I’m glad security is tight.

      The huge main room of the old warehouse is dark; the only light is the faint haze of the moon through the skylight windows. Rows and rows of Metz officers fill the space. When you look at them like this, they look like machines just waiting to be switched on. An army of giant robots. I wonder if they’re asleep or awake inside the helmets. If their suits hold them up or if their legs will tire at some point and they’ll fall over like a set of dominoes.

      I activate the black box and bring up the display. Row upon row of flashing lights, but no way of knowing which is the one I’m looking for.

      I shut the display back down and begin to walk along the line. I reach the end of one row and turn up the next. Already the numbers are starting to blur in my head. Where are you, Rogue?

      The eerie quietness is getting to me. Perhaps I should have waited until morning. Come here with Trey or Jay. I pass the third row and move onto the fourth.

      Something stops me. I frown and look at the officer in front of me. MD345. Not Rogue. I backtrack a few paces to the previous officer.

      ML486.

      He looms above me, his masked face expressionless.

      “Rogue?” I whisper.

      There’s no sign of acknowledgement. I bring up the display and select his chip. “Follow me.”

      I set off up the line. Rogue falls into step behind me, his footsteps echoing in the silence. At the end of the room is a stack of chairs. I pull two off and place them opposite one another.

      “Sit on the chair.”

      The officer obeys, his bulk dwarfing the small chair.

      I sit down, clutching the box.

      Giles said it would bring their memories back from before they were officers. But he wasn’t sure about the time they were officers. Perhaps it would be better if they didn’t remember those.

      Will this even work? And should I take off his helmet before or after? I should have checked with Giles.

      Before. Then you can see his face. And he can see what’s really here. Not what the helmet shows him.

      I place the box on the chair and walk around to the back of Rogue’s chair. Using the stiletto blade, I release the catch on his helmet and, with an effort, lift it off his head.

      He looks just the same. Except his blue eyes are vacant. I wave my hand in front of them. “Rogue?”

      No response.

      I place the helmet on the floor and am surprised to find my hands trembling slightly.

      Come on, what’s the worst that can happen?

      I eye his belt. The gun has gone but there’s a baton and a knife at least that I can see. Quickly, I strip him of anything that looks like a weapon and hide the kit in the pile of chairs. Then I return to sit on the chair opposite him.

      “Okay.” I blow out a breath. I wish I’d thought to bring some water.

      I switch the setting from “control” to “deactivation” and bring up the display.

      Once you’ve turned off the chip, there’s no going back. They will be able to make their own decisions.

      My finger hovers over the green dot. Is this the right thing to do?

      “What if he doesn’t want to remember?” I whisper into the silence. But no answer comes back.

      I select the green flashing dot and give the command.

      It stops flashing then fades to a dull grey.

      I look up. He’s still staring straight ahead. “Rogue?”

      His face twitches. Then his whole body starts as if he’s been given a huge electric shock. He springs to his feet, looking around wildly.

      I jump up, the chair crashing to the ground behind me, ready to run.

      “Who are you? Where am I? What …?”

      His voice trails off as his eyes finally come to rest on me.

      “I … my name is Aleesha. We’ve met before.” My voice comes out as a croak.

      “Have we? I don’t remember.” He looks around and frowns.

      “You may have some gaps in your memory.” I try to sound calm, but I can’t stop the tremor in my voice. “That’s normal. Do you remember your name?”

      He comes to attention as if I’ve given him an order.

      “My name is Kian Eamon Anderson. I am twenty-two years old. I … I …”

      He turns to look at me and his eyes are filled with such horror that I look away, unable to meet his gaze.

      “What have I done?” He looks down at his hands. Those hands that have caused so much bloodshed, without the knowledge or consent of their owner.

      “What have I done?” he whispers again, turning to me as if I can provide the answer.

      But I just shake my head, tears welling in my eyes.

      What do I tell him?

      The battle for Area Four is over.

      But his own battle is only just beginning.
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      They’re burning bodies in Rose Square.

      The stench hangs in the air and catches at the back of my throat, coating my tongue with an acrid, slightly earthy, metallic taste. Smoke rises lazily to hang over the surrounding streets. For once, I long for rain and wind to clear the air. Even though it’s not yet midday, I’m sweating under my light jacket. Summer’s on its way.

      People move around the pyre, dressed in white suits and masks. They’re from the government and flew in by pod this morning, just when people were wondering what to do with all those who died fighting the Metz. Some of the bodies were removed by friends and family to be taken to the official crematorium, or more likely the river. But not everyone has a family to look after them.

      I wonder how many of the dead were illegal citizens like me.

      People who, in the eyes of our government, never existed in the first place.

      A solitary priest stands at one end of the pyre, mumbling prayers for the dead. I don’t know what religion he claims to be from, and I’ve never really had much time for priests, but he’s been standing there for hours surrounded by the smell and the heat of the flames, and that demands respect.

      At the other end of the square, the large screens set into the surrounding buildings blare out the usual news and propaganda. They’re largely ignored by the crowd, who are gathered around a smaller screen displaying a series of images: the faces of the dead.

      I hover at the back of the crowd, not really sure why I’ve come. It’s not as if I need reminding of all those who died in the Battle of Rose Square. That’s what people are calling it, as if it was some noble fight rather than a mad chaotic scramble of people trying to stay alive.

      A young girl smiles down on me, her toothy grin lighting up her face. The image must have been taken from the government’s Personax database. She’s followed by an old man whose face is unrecognizable, his skull caved in and his skin dark with blood. I guess the government didn’t have a record of him.

      The faces blur together until one catches my eye. The man stares straight into the camera and while his face is hard, kindness lingers in his eyes. His dark hair is shaved down the right side, and his remaining hair is braided tightly to his skull.

      Jonas.

      My stomach clenches as a familiar wave of guilt washes over me. He had stood over me, defending me with his body as I tried to deactivate the officers surrounding us. His shield had been practically useless against the Metz bullets. I hadn’t been fast enough to save him.

      I turn and walk away.

      At the base of the monument where we’d fought, someone’s placed a misshapen wire heart with a strip of blue fabric woven through it.

      So many deaths. You’d have thought I’d have got used to people dying by now. It happens a lot in Area Four. But never on this scale, not even in the worst of Cleanings, when we could barely get the warning out before the Metz rampaged through the streets, destroying everything as they went.

      I just want it all to end.

      Sometimes I wonder if we should just give up and stop fighting the government, but even if we do, the killing won’t stop. There will still be Cleanings. And slower deaths from starvation and tronk.

      Tronk.

      For a moment, I can taste it on my tongue, the slight bitterness overwhelming the taste of smoke and death. I close my eyes as the world spins and my mouth goes dry.

      Then I shake my head and snap my eyes open. How can I still want it, still crave it, even now?

      And for that reason, if no other, I know we have to keep fighting.

      I arrive at the back entrance to the Snakes’ headquarters to find Katya and Samson engaged in a heated discussion. Samson looms over her, his bulk making her seem all the smaller, but she holds her own, a tinge of pink on her pale cheeks the only sign of her agitation.

      They break off as I approach and Katya’s eyes drop to the bulge in my jacket. “You still have it?”

      “Of course.” I rest one hand protectively over the device that hangs around my neck, my heart beating a little faster than normal. I still don’t trust either of them not to try and take it from me.

      “I see you’ve deactivated one of the Metz already,” Samson says, jerking his head toward the old warehouse behind us.

      I nod. “Is he … okay?”

      Samson shrugs. “Who knows? He’s refusing to talk to anyone but you.” He cocks his head. “You’ve landed yourself in quite a position.”

      His eyes appraise me and a shiver runs down my spine. For all he seems to want to help, he’s still bloody intimidating.

      But as always, his words cut right to the point. And that’s the reason I’ve spent the past four hours wandering the streets.

      What do I do now?

      The black box that Giles had entrusted to me hangs like a lead weight around my neck. It saved us in the battle, making it possible for me to take control of the communications to the Metz officers’ implants and order them to stop fighting. Giles had said it could also be used to deactivate their implants, so they could no longer be controlled by their captains or by me.

      I wasn’t sure whether to believe him. I wasn’t sure how much human was left in the officers or whether deactivating them would just let loose an army of uncontrollable cyborgs on the people of Area Four.

      That was why I’d snuck out of Abby’s in the middle of the night to test it alone on the one officer who I knew had something of the old person left inside him.

      Rogue. Or Kian Eamon Anderson, as he seems to be called.

      I think I prefer Rogue.

      I nod to the doorway, where a pair of gang members are cobbling together a makeshift door from some pieces of scrap metal. The old door had been blown apart when the Metz had broken into the headquarters, and the brick around the entrance is blackened from the firebomb. “Shall we go in?”

      The two gang members eye Samson and Katya warily as we walk past them into the building, but they don’t stop us.

      Inside the vast main hall, the rows of Metz officers stand motionless in lines, like an army of soldiers awaiting their orders. The atmosphere is hushed. People creep around them warily, as if afraid they might suddenly wake up. It’s a far cry from the clamour, the scuffles and jeers – some friendly, some goading – that’s usually part and parcel of gang life.

      Even for these people, there has been too much fighting recently. I cast my eye around the hall, searching for familiar faces. There are so many missing. A tightness grips my stomach and I bite my lip.

      How many died protecting me? How many fell at the hands of the Metz just so we could bring their killers into their home?

      Footsteps approach and I turn to see a young woman with large blue eyes and brown hair. She smiles at Samson and gives Katya an uncertain nod. I look down at my feet. Beth is the last person I want to see right now.

      “Jay wants to see you. He’s in his office – first door on the right.” She points to an open doorway.

      “Thanks, Beth.” Samson smiles warmly at her. Katya’s eyes narrow as they flick from the girl to the leader of the Brotherhood. I wonder if she’s figured out that Beth works for him, first and foremost. I suspect so – Katya’s nothing if not sharp.

      I move to follow them, but Beth grabs my arm.

      “Aleesha, I just wanted to say I’m sorry.”

      I yank my arm from her grip and wince as the movement causes a flash of pain in my shoulder. The bullet had taken a chunk of flesh out, nothing worse, but it stings all the same.

      Sorry about what, I wonder. Taking Jay from me? Inadvertently contributing to Lily’s death? Or just generally about everything that’s happened? But I’m not really in the mood for a confrontation, and so much has happened in the past few weeks that Jay’s betrayal feels like a lifetime ago.

      “It’s fine,” I mumble, turning to leave.

      She stops me again and her clear blue eyes search mine. “I know we’ll probably never be friends. But if you need anything, let me know.”

      I don’t reply, and she shrugs awkwardly and nods to the back of the room. “I’ve been trying to talk to the officer you woke up. But he won’t talk to anyone. He just keeps asking for you.”

      The Metz officers in front of me hide the raised platform at the end of the room where I’d left Rogue after running back out into the night to get away from … from everything.

      I take a deep breath. “Tell Jay I’ll be a few minutes.”

      Rogue looks like he hasn’t moved a muscle since I left him. His huge frame – almost as big as Samson’s – dwarfs the chair he sits on. His body is rigid, his hands braced on his thighs, and his eyes flick constantly around the room.

      I pull up a chair and sit down opposite him.

      “Aleesha.” The relief in his voice is almost overwhelming.

      I force a weak smile onto my face. “How are you feeling?” I glance down at the bottle of Chaz and the protein bar on the floor beside him, both untouched. “You should eat.”

      Uncertainty clouds his eyes. I reach out and rest my hand on his knee. “It’s safe. They’re not trying to poison you. Probably not as good as the food you’re used to, but food’s food.”

      He hesitates for a second then reaches down and flicks open the bottle. His face twists at the sickly sweetness of the drink.

      “Most people out here drink Chaz, especially in the summer when the rains don’t come. Water’s in short supply.”

      He nods and continues to drink until the bottle is almost empty.

      I look down at my hands twisted in my lap. “Sorry for running off earlier.”

      There’s a pause.

      “What do you remember?” I force myself to look up into his eyes. They’re so blue. Not the sky blue of Trey’s eyes, but a darker, richer blue, like the brightly coloured clothing Insiders wear.

      Thinking of Trey makes my chest ache and I swallow, trying to push him from my mind.

      Rogue frowns. “I remember being a kid, going to school, wanting to join the Metz. The day I joined the Metz was hot and sunny. My mother wore a flower-print dress and my little sister nearly fainted in the heat. They were proud of me …” His eyes mist over as he stares into the distance. “I remember the recruits training but after that, I struggle to remember anything at all.” He looks back at me. “You look familiar, like we’ve met before?”

      I nod.

      He shakes his head, the furrows on his brow deepening. “I don’t really remember where. I just have fragments … flashbacks. But they don’t seem real, as if I wasn’t really there, really involved …”

      “What sort of flashbacks?” I ask softly.

      A pained expression crosses his face. “Killing,” he whispers. “Fighting, blood and violence.” A shudder wracks his body. “People screaming, homes being burned, people being executed … criminals?”

      He looks to me, wanting reassurance that yes, they were criminals. I bite my lip and look away. Perhaps some of them had been, but many of those rounded up and shot during Metz raids or Cleanings were innocent citizens. Or people like Lily, whose only crime was being alive.

      Rogue leans forward and clutches his head in his hands. “They’re memories, aren’t they? I did that. We did that …”

      My chest tightens and Giles’s words come back to me. Perhaps it is best that they don’t know what they’ve done.

      The officers weren’t supposed to remember anything of the missions they went on. Their implants controlled their movements and wiped their memories when they returned to the Metz compound. At least, that’s what we think. But Rogue had been, well, rogue. His implant hadn’t worked properly, or perhaps he was too strong for it. That strength had made him remember enough about me to be curious about what really went on Outside. It had made him care enough to risk his own life to help Trey and me break into the Metz compound.

      I kneel down in front of him and rest my hands on his knees. “You weren’t to blame. They were using you, messing with your mind to make you do what they wanted. You didn’t have a choice.” I hesitate. “Do you remember the last few days? What happened in Rose Square?”

      He nods, still not looking at me. My heart sinks. I had hoped he would be spared that.

      I rock back on my heels and chew my bottom lip. I don’t know if Rogue is the only one who’ll remember things or if the other officers will experience the same horror and realization when we deactivate their implants.

      Can we put them through that? What choice do we have?

      “We’re discussing what to do with the rest of them. I think you should be involved.”

      He glances up, his eyes glistening with tears. “What can I do?”

      I stand and look out over the rows of black statues. “You can speak for them.”

      Rogue stares out across the hall. Then he seems to pull himself together, nods and stands. “You’re right,” he says, and his voice has lost its uncertainty. “I may be able to help.”

      He looms over me and it takes a conscious effort not to flinch away. “Great,” I manage. “Follow me.”

      Jay, Samson and Katya are waiting in what Beth called Jay’s “office”. In reality, it’s just a room with a table, a handful of chairs and a fold-up bed pushed against one wall.

      They look up when we enter and Katya frowns at Rogue trailing behind me. “Who’s this?”

      “He’s the officer who helped us get into the compound. Figured he should be in on this discussion.”

      Her eyes narrow but she doesn’t reply. Samson stands and moves to intercept Rogue. The two men are both tall and muscular, but there the similarities end. Rogue’s brown hair is cropped short, and though his skin is lightly tanned, he seems pale and wan next to Samson, whose skin is so dark he makes the shadows thrown by the single light in the room look like ghosts.

      Rogue is the first to break their stare, averting his gaze to look around the room. Samson gives a faint nod of satisfaction and returns to his seat.

      I look around the table. Each of us bears the scars of the fighting. Blood leaks through the dressings plastered over Jay’s body and I suspect the reason he’s sitting so still is that he doesn’t want to show how painful it is to move. The outline of a wide bandage bulges from underneath Samson’s t-shirt. Even Katya didn’t escape unscathed, though she wears her bandage on her arm like a fashion accessory. Everyone is wounded. Everyone except Rogue.

      Jay coughs. “Let’s get started. What’s yer name?”

      The question’s aimed at Rogue. He sits down next to Jay and I take the remaining chair between him and Katya. “Aleesha has named me Rogue.”

      “But that’s not your real name?” Katya leans forward.

      “No.”

      Katya looks about to press further, but Jay gets in first, directing his next question at me. “How long’s it goin’ to take you to get them lot out of here?”

      “We need to decide what to do with them first,” Katya says before I can speak. “They are weapons.”

      Beside me, Rogue stiffens.

      Samson’s expression is placid. “Technically, they are government property.”

      Katya snorts. “So you want to send them back?”

      “It’s one option.”

      Katya sits back in her chair. “Look, we brought the Commander’s pod down. We ended the battle. And we need them to carry out the next part of our plan.”

      Samson raises an eyebrow. “And that is?”

      “Bringing down the government.” She smiles across the table at Jay, who shifts uncomfortably in his seat.

      Katya’s used to making men uncomfortable. Her beauty is her power, but she’s trying to convince the wrong person. Jay may be in charge of this building, but I’m the one who has control of the Metz.

      I finger the strap around my neck. Giles trusted me to do the right thing, to protect the people inside those black suits.

      But what is the right thing?

      I turn to Rogue. “If we gave you a choice now, between going back to the compound and staying here, what would you do?”

      He looks surprised. “I would stay.”

      “Why?”

      He hesitates for a second. “What I have seen … What I remember. It makes me think that perhaps we’ve not been told the full story about our missions. I would like to learn more about what is real before making a decision on who is right and who is wrong.”

      Jay snorts. “Well, that won’t take long. There’s nothin’ right about what you lot do out here. All you do is kill and destroy!” He glares at Rogue, who flinches under the onslaught.

      I give Jay a look and he subsides. “What about the others? What do you think they would decide?”

      “I don’t know. It might depend on what they remember. I suspect many may choose to return to the safety of the compound.” Rogue pauses. “It would be a big step to betray the family. But some may stay if they feel safe out here.”

      “The family?” Katya frowns.

      “The Metz family. We take a vow to work together to keep order and protect our society. At least, that’s what we were told we were doing.” He looks down at his hands.

      I take a deep breath and look at Samson, then Katya. “I’m the only one who can deactivate their implants. Which means I decide what happens to them.” Katya’s eyes narrow but she waits for me to continue. “I’ll wake them up, and we’ll look after them and tell them what’s happened. Then give them a choice: stay here and live by our rules or return to the Metz compound.”

      “But that’s madness!” Katya stands and leans forward over the table. “You’d just set a hundred trained killers loose on the streets so they can attack us again?”

      Samson rubs his jaw. “It is a risk. We don’t have the resources to keep them here against their will, but we need to make sure they don’t go on a rampage out here. Perhaps we should execute a couple of them. Show people that they bleed like us.”

      Rogue’s face blanches.

      “What, and start another battle? Do you not think we’ve had enough fighting?”

      “We could make them fight for us.” Katya’s fists are clenched on the table. “There’s an army out there. With them, we’d have a chance at getting to the President. We may never get an opportunity like this again.”

      “No!” I stand and force myself to meet Katya’s eye across the table. “That’s not an option. They are people. Not machines.”

      Her green eyes flash with anger, but after a moment she sits back down.

      “You may regret that decision.”

      Like you said I’d regret not killing Andrew Goldsmith?

      I take a deep breath, trying to control the anger rising inside me.

      “You may not want to stick around either.” I turn to Samson. “If they see you here and then decide to return to the Metz, the government will know you’re involved.”

      Katya presses her lips together. “I’ll send Murdoch down. He’ll keep out of sight but observe what happens with the first few you deactivate. We might learn something.”

      Samson nods agreement. “Beth will be here. There’s no need for me to be here too. Besides, I have other matters to see to.”

      “Wait a minute. What about us Snakes? There’s barely enough for us to eat and drink at the moment, and what with all the raids, there ain’t much in the shops around here.” Jay glowers at Samson. “People are goin’ hungry, even hungrier than usual. And if we’re takin’ the risk of havin’ ’em here, in our headquarters, we need payment.”

      Samson shrugs. “I’ll see what I can do, but there’s not much food anywhere. These riots have been going on all over the city.”

      I look pointedly at Katya. “Have you got some contacts inside the factories? You or Mil—”

      “I’ll see what I can do,” Katya snaps, shooting me a look that quite clearly says “shut up”. A smile twitches the corner of my lips.

      It feels good to have some control at last. To not just be a pawn in their games.

      But a thread of fear tightens my gut all the same. I know Samson and Katya too well to risk underestimating them. If they feel threatened, they won’t hesitate to attack.

      And it may not just be me who suffers the consequences.
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      “Please eat something, Trey.” Abby looks pointedly at the bowl in front of me. “You need to keep your strength up.”

      I stare listlessly down at the bowl of soup and give it another stir. A chunk of unidentifiable protein rises to the surface, disturbing the pattern of green leaves that float on top of the thin liquid. My stomach churns. I really don’t feel hungry.

      “Trey …” Abby’s voice carries a warning.

      I lift the spoon to my lips and take a sip.

      Who is she to nag at me? She’s not even my mother.

      I immediately berate myself for the thought. Abby risked her life to take me in and nurse me back to health. She’s gone hungry to feed me, given me a room in her home and never asked for anything in return.

      I force myself to take another mouthful. A chair scrapes on the floor and Abby sits down next to me.

      “You’ll go and see them today?”

      She doesn’t have to say who. I nod. “As soon as Bryn lets me out.” I bite my lip at the bitterness in my voice, but Abby just rests a hand on my arm.

      “He’ll be back soon, I’m sure. Now, please finish that bowl? I don’t want your mother thinking I don’t feed you.”

      I nod and swallow down another mouthful. I know Abby has made an effort to make something I’ll like but everything tastes of cardboard today.

      “How’s your head?” I ask, turning to look at her.

      Abby makes a face. “Sore. I’ve got a good lump.” She raises a hand to her head and winces. Her hair is pulled back into an untidy braid and I wonder if it’s too painful for her to brush. “Good job I’ve got a good head of hair and a thick skull. But I’m alive at least, and they knocked me out before they could do any other damage.”

      Warmth blossoms in my chest and I squeeze her hand, managing a small smile. “Thank you, Abby. For everything.”

      For a moment I think she’s going to pull me into a hug, but she settles for just squeezing my hand back. “It’s my pleasure. It’s nice having someone young around.”

      There’s a bang from the yard, and footsteps outside the back door. It opens and Bryn limps in. He moves awkwardly, one arm still in a sling to protect the wound on his shoulder. The wound from the bullet that was supposed to have been for me.

      He sinks into a chair with a sigh and sniffs the air. “Something smells good.”

      Abby smiles and moves stiffly over to the hotplate. “Soup again, I’m afraid.”

      “You know I love nothing more than your soup, Abby.”

      She places a bowl down in front of him and he takes a gulp. His eyes widen and he opens his mouth like a fish, wafting his hand in front of it. “Hot!”

      Abby rolls her eyes then looks pointedly at me. I sigh and concentrate on finishing my own bowl.

      When we’ve both finished, Bryn turns to me, his face serious. “Your father’s body is still at the Chain headquarters. They didn’t have time to return it to your mother before the fight started yesterday. Do … do you want to see him?”

      I hesitate, then nod.

      Abby looks worried. “You don’t have to, Trey.”

      “No, it’s okay. I want to.”

      The sequence that’s kept me awake for the past two nights replays in my mind again. My father kneeling in front of the statue in Rose Square, surrounded by a mob baying for his blood. The moment his eyes meet mine, his lips moving as he tries to say something. Then the shot fires, he falls forward and is hidden from sight by the crowd.

      “We can go now, if you’re ready?” Bryn’s voice is gentle.

      I look down at my fist, clenched on my thigh, knuckles white. “I’m ready.”

      We walk in silence through Area Five, up to the Chain’s headquarters in Area Six. The ache in my muscles is almost painful enough to distract me from what’s to come and I appreciate the slow pace that Bryn sets. Two men stand guard at the bottom of the steps that lead up to the front door. One of them – a guy a few years older than me with warm copper skin and tightly braided black hair – gives me a sympathetic nod. Zane, I think his name is.

      Once inside, Bryn directs me into a small room. It’s empty save for a hover, on which a man lies, encased in a clear dome.

      My footsteps falter. A shiver runs through me and I find myself averting my gaze, not wanting to look at the body of the man I have called Father for the past seventeen years. The man who risked everything for me, even though I was not his flesh and blood.

      The air feels close and stale around me and I have a sudden urge to run from the room, back to the comfort and warmth of Abby’s home.

      And what kind of son would that make you?

      Taking a deep breath, I force myself forward until I’m looking down on him. He’s dressed in his work shirt and trousers, though his tie and jacket are missing. Someone has cleaned the dirt and blood from his face, smoothed his hair back and tied a piece of cloth around his jaw, I guess to keep his mouth closed. I wish they could have done the same with his eyes. They stare vacantly up, sunken into his skull.

      I swallow and look away. His hands rest on his chest, the wedding band still on the ring finger of his left hand. His skin is pale, almost wax-like. My fingers trace the Plexiglas dome that encases him.

      “I can remove it, if you like?” Bryn says, moving forward. “It’s just to control the temperature and keep him cool. Matthews laid him out before …” His voice trails off.

      Before she died.

      Her body jerks as the bullets thud into her chest and she slumps down the wall. Jameson’s terrified eyes meet mine. I blink and push the images from my mind. Matthews had been kind to me too, even though she’d lost her partner when Aleesha and I had broken into the government building. Perhaps they were together now, in death.

      So much death …

      “No, leave it.”

      Bryn nods. “I’ll leave you for a minute then.”

      The door clicks shut behind him.

      I stare down at my father and wonder for the millionth time if I could have stopped the chain of events that led to his death. Why did I not see what was staring me in the face? Beneath the shame, a deeper guilt crushes my stomach until I’m bent almost double, my cheek pressed to the cool dome.

      I try to push the memory away but faced with him, it returns.

      The final time we’d spoken I had been angry. Angry that he’d authorized the Metz operation that had led to Aleesha’s mother’s death all those years ago. Angry about the unjustness of our society. I had blamed him for that, as if he had the power and opportunity to single-handedly change the system.

      And that would have been his final memory of me.

      I’m sorry, Father. I didn’t mean it.

      But it’s too late. It’s all too late.

      The door clicks open behind me and light footsteps tap on the floor.

      “How are you, Trey?”

      My body tenses at the cultured voice. “How do you think I am?” I mutter.

      Milicent doesn’t answer but walks around the other side of the hover to look down on my father. Her face is smooth, belying her age, but for some reason she doesn’t dye her grey hair. “He was a good man. One of the few in government who truly wanted to do the right thing.” She pauses. “I tried to recruit him once, you know, to help the Chain. But he was too loyal to the government then. He still believed they were trying to do the right thing even if they didn’t always succeed.”

      Tears prick at my eyes, my father’s words coming back to me.

      I’ve always tried to do my best for everyone.

      “I’ve made arrangements for him to be taken to the crematorium. He will be there this evening so your mother can make the necessary arrangements.”

      She waits for an acknowledgement but my mouth is empty of words. She waits a moment, then sighs and turns, her shoes clicking over the tiled floor. As she reaches the door, I find my voice.

      “Milicent?”

      She turns to look back at me. “Yes?”

      “Have you tried to recruit other government ministers?”

      She nods silently.

      “And did any of them agree to help you?”

      A small smile twists her mouth. “Perhaps.”

      I turn back to my father as the door closes behind her. He had always been the one to direct me, to answer my questions and tell me what to do with my life.

      “What do I do now?” I whisper.

      But this time, my father can’t give me an answer.
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      I stand in front of the Wall, staring up at it. A swirling mass of colour, it stretches high into the sky, as tall as the tallest towers Outside. Today it’s shades of red. Fitting, given the bloodshed of the past few days. The light casts a deathly glow on the windows of the apartment blocks that back onto it and I wonder if the people living inside them have heavy curtains or shutters to block out the ever-changing kaleidoscope.

      The wide street is deserted. My hand tingles as it passes through the barrier. Even after all these weeks, adrenaline flushes through me. Until I know the reason why Aleesha and I can pass through the Wall when everyone else who tries it dies, I don’t think I’ll ever feel comfortable about touching it.

      I take a deep breath and plunge through, emerging onto a wide strip of empty space that separates the barrier from the office blocks Inside. I cross the distance at a run, wondering if workers look down on me from the windows above. I’ve lost track of what day it is, what week it is.

      No one stops me as I climb over a low wall and jump down into a narrow alley that leads between the tall buildings, but as I emerge onto a busy street, passers-by cast curious glances in my direction. I look down at my clothes. Grey and black. Very Outsider.

      On a smaller side street outside a gleaming apartment block, I come across a clothes chute. A brightly coloured image wraps around it, depicting a smiling family of four holding bags of garish fabric. The text above reads: Finished with last year’s fashions? Outsiders don’t mind being behind. Donate today!

      A chirpy voice trills the same message as I yank open the chute. For a moment I think it’s empty, and I nearly slam the lid down in frustration, but a flash of red catches my eye. I bury my arm to the shoulder in the chute and my fingers brush across soft cloth. It’s caught on something, but with a tug it comes free.

      A red t-shirt. On the large size for me – I’m pretty skinny for an Insider – but it’ll help me blend in. I pull it over my head and set off through the streets.

      It takes me a couple of hours wandering the streets and asking for directions to find the address Ella had given me. It’s in one of the less wealthy parts of the city, though homes here are still modern and luxurious compared to the apartments Outside. But my heart sinks as I compare it to the home I’d known growing up, and I know how much it would have hurt my parents to have to move here.

      A woman emerges from the tall glass entrance to the white-washed block, and I run to grab the door before it closes. She gives me a surprised look but doesn’t challenge me. I walk up the four flights of stairs rather than take the elevator. Apartment 14 faces onto the street.

      I hesitate outside the orange door, my mouth suddenly dry.

      What do I say? How do I tell them he’s dead?

      But when the door opens and Ella stands in front of me, I realize they already know.

      “Trey.”

      She tries a smile, but it fails to materialize. Her face is blotchy from crying and dark bags hang under her red-rimmed eyes.

      “C-can I come in?”

      She shakes herself and steps back. “Sure, you better had.”

      No smiles. No hugs or teasing of her little brother.

      Does she know what happened? Does she blame me?

      I follow her down a narrow hallway into the living room. Plexiglas doors lead to a small balcony, and an opening on the far side of the room reveals a small kitchenette. The room is larger than any in Abby’s house, but it feels cramped. Furniture that had been chosen to fit our old apartment feels oversized and it’s packed so tight together that there’s barely room to move. But it’s the absence of familiar things I notice more: the ancient grandfather clock that had belonged to my great-grandmother and the huge dresser that my mother had been so proud of.

      Anabel is the first to look up when I enter the room. Anger flashes in her eyes and she gives my mother a squeeze before removing her arm from around her shoulders.

      “Trey. You came.” My mother’s voice is dull and lifeless. She pats the sofa beside her and I sink down on it and reach for her hand. Her slim fit clothes hang loose and her face is lined. She’s a ghost of the vibrant woman I knew who took such pains over her appearance.

      “How did you find out?”

      “The President himself came to see us. He … he said …”

      “He said that Father had been killed,” Anabel intervenes as my mother begins to sob. “Murdered by an Outsider mob.”

      I look down at my hands. “It’s true.”

      “But he didn’t know what Father was doing Outside,” Anabel continues, her voice steady. “There was footage of him in a pod with a dark-haired girl, and a record of him leaving through the East Gate. But I think you know why he went Outside, don’t you, Trey? Why he would risk going to Area Four alone, without protection?”

      “Yes,” I whisper. I can feel their eyes on me and my chest tightens, making it hard to breathe. I look up at her – the sister I never knew I had until a few weeks ago.

      Her dark hair is pulled back into a tight bun and she’s dressed in her work uniform, the dark grey of the palace guard. Unlike my mother and Ella, her eyes aren’t red from weeping but are tight and angry.

      I force myself to take a deep breath. “I think I need to start from the beginning.”

      I tell them everything. Well, almost everything. I skim over the details of how we found out about Operation Nightshade – I figure admitting to the deputy head of the palace guard that we broke into the Metz compound isn’t the smartest idea, even if she is my sister – but I tell them how I confronted Father about it, how Aleesha had drawn him Outside by pretending I was badly wounded, how, despite wanting to kill him, she’d let him go, only for him to fall into the waiting arms of the Chain, who had executed him on behalf of their leader.

      I don’t mention why the Leader wanted him executed, or that he’s Aleesha’s father. It doesn’t seem important.

      Except Anabel seems to want to know every detail. Who in the Chain had pulled the trigger, who had held him down. She throws question after question my way, probing me as if I were a criminal on trial.

      Finally, my mother has had enough. “Stop, Anabel!” She throws off her daughter’s arm. “It doesn’t matter anymore. Nothing matters anymore.”

      There’s an awkward silence. Ella, ever the peacemaker, gets up from her chair. “I’ll make some coffee.”

      A few minutes later, she returns with four steaming cups.

      “I don’t understand why Bryn didn’t stop it …” My mother trails off as Ella hands her a cup. “I thought he was better than that.”

      Anabel snorts. “Really, Mother? He’s a spy. Killing people is his job.”

      Anger flares in me. “What do you know? You don’t know him at all!”

      “Well, I hardly think you’re a good judge of character. How many times have you fallen for their lies?” She gives me a withering look and I stare down at the cup in my hand.

      Too many times.

      “Can we not argue, please? It’s not going to bring him back.” Ella’s voice is strained.

      “Sorry. It’s just … Everyone hides things, Trey. Everyone.” Anabel massages her temples, her eyes drooping with tiredness. “I thought you’d have realized that by now. You can’t trust anyone.”

      “That’s ridiculous, Anabel,” Mother snaps. “If you live your whole life not trusting anyone, you’ll never get anywhere.”

      “Mother …” Ella gives me a frustrated look.

      “The Chain is going to take his body to the crematorium this evening,” I say, trying to change the topic of conversation. But at the mention of my father’s body, Mother descends into a fresh bout of sobbing and Anabel has to take the cup from her hand before coffee spills everywhere.

      I lift my own cup to my lips, but the strong bitter smell makes my stomach churn. I never liked coffee.

      “And where … are we going to find the money … for the funeral?” My mother hiccups through her sobs.

      “We’ll find the money,” Ella replies grimly. “You’ll help, Anabel, won’t you?”

      “Of course.” Anabel sighs and pats Mother’s hand. “I’m sorry. I just want to bring those who killed him to justice.”

      Justice. That’s what brought about his death in the first place: Aleesha’s misplaced sense of justice.

      “Well that’s sorted, then,” Ella says.

      She doesn’t ask me for money. She knows I haven’t got any.

      My hands tighten around my coffee cup, the heat burning my skin through the thin china. My father is dead and I can’t even help pay for the funeral. What kind of son am I?

      My mother sits up and wipes her eyes. “I’ll speak to the President. See if we can get permission for you to attend the funeral, Trey. Perhaps now Andrew’s gone …” She pauses and closes her eyes briefly before continuing, “He’ll reconsider his decision to banish you and give you your rights back.”

      Make me a legal citizen? The thought hadn’t crossed my mind. But we’re a family of four again. A sacrifice has been made.

      A life for a life.

      The thought doesn’t make me feel any better.
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      It takes two days to deactivate all the Metz officers, and by the end of it I’m exhausted. Exhausted at having to explain the same thing over and over again. My throat is hoarse from talking and I feel an overwhelming urge to get as far away as possible from the headquarters building and just spend some time alone.

      At night, I sleep fitfully, my arms hugging the box to me like a stuffed toy. Rogue often stays up to keep watch, but even with him there, I’m afraid that someone will attack me and try to steal the device.

      Finally, the day after the last officer has been woken up, I go and find Jay.

      “I’m going out for a bit.”

      He looks alarmed. “How long for?” He glances over my shoulder at the freed officers, huddled in groups on the opposite side of the hall to the remaining gang members, and lowers his voice. “People aren’t happy at them being here.”

      “Well, you’re their leader. Talk to them.”

      He lets out a frustrated sigh and runs his hand over his close-cropped hair. “Yeah, but I need to know what yer plannin’ on doing with them. When they’ll be gone.”

      I shrug. “I told you, it’s their decision.” I raise my hands as he scowls at me. “Okay, look, I just need a break. I’ve been doing this non-stop for days, my brain is frazzled. I’ll be back this evening.”

      Jay nods reluctantly. “You’d better be.”

      I roll my eyes and leave, my feet racing to get out of the building.

      Out in the street, I pause and lean against a wall, closing my eyes and breathing in deeply. The air is fresh – it must have rained overnight – but the familiar stench of Area Four carries a smoky taint. Or perhaps I’m just imagining it.

      I don’t think Jay would have set a tail on me but I’d bet a chit or two that Samson and the Chain are having me followed, so I take to the rooftops. If someone follows me up here, they’ll be easy to spot. I mix up my route, sometimes dropping down into buildings or edging around the outside of a parapet, my feet testing the stone with each step to make sure it won’t crumble under my weight.

      There’s a row of old, low-rise apartments that line the open space between the main part of Four and the concrete jungle. The streets below look empty, but as I pull back to make my way down, a movement catches my eye. A kid sticks his head out of a doorway below and turns his face toward the jungle.

      One of Samson’s runners.

      It’s twenty paces across the flat open area to the pile of concrete and rubble. There’s no way I can get across without him spotting me, and the last thing I want to do is lead Samson to Giles. Better to wait until it gets dark.

      I nap for a few hours, then do some stretching and exercises. My body is stiff and sore from the fighting a few days ago, but it feels good to be moving after sitting down for two days. The bullet wound on my shoulder still leaks blood into the dressing, but my bruises have mostly turned from purple to yellow.

      Thick clouds make night come early and block the light of the moon. I slip down to street level and run across the open space. To anyone watching, I’d just be a dark shadow. I take my time climbing up the rubble, using my hands as much as my feet. Even so, a few shifting blocks catch me out, sending pebbles scattering down. I wince. The sound is loud in the still night, and people more dangerous than Giles live here.

      Like the Boots Brothers.

      An icy chill ripples through me. I don’t want to run into them if I can help it.

      After what feels like an hour, I come across a low, uneven opening I think is the entrance to Giles’s home. I duck inside and whisper his name. There’s no answer. I crawl further down the tunnel.

      “Giles? Are you there?”

      A faint noise – the scraping of a pebble perhaps – makes my ears prick up. A moment later, the hairs on the back of my neck tingle.

      “Giles?” I whisper.

      “Aleesha.”

      His breath is warm on my arm and I have to fight the urge to pull away. I didn’t think he was that close.

      “It worked. Your box … it worked, it st—”

      “Shhhhhh!” he hisses in my ear. This time, I do flinch. “Not here,” he whispers.

      He tugs on my arm and I follow him down the tunnel, one hand stretched out in front of me, feeling for the point where the floor drops away. I find it and twist my body to drop down feet first, then walk forward blindly until my hand catches on a fold of fabric.

      I step inside the chamber, wondering why it’s so dark. There’s a click and suddenly I’m blinking, my eyes watering from the bright light.

      Giles motions for me to sit down but I shake my head. Opening my jacket, I pull out the black box and lift the strap over my neck.

      “Here.” I hold it out to him.

      He folds his arms and looks at me, his head cocked to one side. “You don’t want it anymore?” His pale eyes bore into me and I look down, unable to meet his gaze.

      “It’s served its purpose. The Metz have been deactivated.” I gesture again with the box. “Don’t you want it back?”

      Giles doesn’t answer but moves over to a low table piled high with techy bits and pieces. I follow him and set the box down carefully on top of a metal lock box that’s precariously balanced on the edge of the table, before turning to leave.

      “Wait.”

      I pause and look back. Giles is staring down and twisting something in his fingers. A piece of wire. He’s an odd guy. Looks like a ghost and acts like one too sometimes, with all his hissing and refusing to be touched. It’s like there are two sides to his personality – the technical genius and the crazy recluse. Though perhaps the two go together.

      “What happened?” he asks eventually.

      “You don’t know?”

      He shrugs. “I know some of it.”

      I take a deep breath and sit down on an upturned barrel. This is going to take some time.

      I tell Giles everything that had happened, from when I’d left with his box to the moment Katya and Samson had brought down the Metz Commander’s pod, ending the battle between the Metz and Outsiders. I tell him how I’d ordered the Metz to march to the Snakes’ headquarters and line up, and how, one by one, I’d used the box to deactivate their implants.

      Giles doesn’t look at me while I speak. He moves around the room, occasionally adjusting some book or ornament, or brushing a surface that, to my eye at least, is clean. If it were anyone else, I’d think they weren’t listening, but with Giles … Well, I think he’s taking in everything I’m saying and analyzing it in that big brain of his.

      As my voice trails off, he picks up the black box from the table and crouches down in front of me. “Do they …” He pauses, turning the box over and over in his hands. “Do they remember?”

      This was what Giles was worried about. I still don’t know the full story of how he escaped the Metz compound, or even how he ended up there in the first place, but I think he was important to them somehow. And I get an odd feeling that there’s someone he’s protecting.

      “They remember their lives before the Metz,” I say carefully. “Most remember their time training as new recruits.”

      “And their time as officers? Do they remember what they were made to do?”

      “Flashbacks or images mostly. Many don’t remember anything at all. A few …” I pause and swallow. “A few remember everything.”

      I haven’t been able to face them yet. The expressions of horror and disbelief on their faces when I’d deactivated their chips had been bad enough. I’d made Rogue take them away. I think Beth has been looking after them. Seems she’s a natural comforter.

      I swallow down the bitter taste in my mouth and look at Giles. He’s staring at the black box.

      “What … what do we do now?”

      “We?” He glances at me sharply. His eyes are tight and his shoulders are hunched, as if he’s trying to curl in on himself.

      I stand and flick my long braid back over my shoulder. “I said I’d give them the choice. To go back Inside, to the compound, or stay here and help us. But I don’t know how they can help us or who they should help. The Chain wants them. The Brotherhood wants them. The Snakes are scared of them and just want them out of their headquarters, but there’s nowhere else for them to go.” I begin to pace, feeling the tension and frustration of the past few days building inside me. “I don’t know what’s right, Giles. What’s best for them.”

      I hesitate, then say it anyway. “This shouldn’t be my decision.”

      He doesn’t answer but stands, straightening his shoulders, and holds the box out to me. For once, he stares straight at me. “Why don’t you want this, Aleesha?”

      “Because I don’t need it anymore. They’re all deactivated. You said we can’t switch them back on.”

      “You don’t want the responsibility. With this box you had power. People listened to you because you had control. And you want to give that up now? When things become difficult?”

      “It’s not my job to look after them. I’m not a gang leader or a politician. I’m a nobody.”

      “But you know what’s right and wrong.”

      “Really? Do I really?” I lean forward. “I got a man murdered because I couldn’t see what was right or wrong!” Tears prick at my eyes and I turn away from him. “Look, it’s your box. I’m just returning it to you now we don’t need it anymore.”

      “One mistake doesn’t make you a bad person,” Giles says as I walk toward the door. “I thought you wanted to stop the killing? Stop Outsiders dying?”

      “I do!” My fists clench at my sides. “I do,” I repeat quietly, more to myself than Giles.

      “Well, what are you prepared to sacrifice?”

      I turn to him. “What do you mean?”

      An odd smile twists his face as he holds the black control device up. “You don’t need this box to make people listen to you anymore than you need someone to give you orders to do the right thing. Sometimes it’s not about choosing the right side to follow, but forging your own path.”

      And what’s that supposed to mean?

      But before I can question him further, Giles turns and walks over to the small bed at the far side of the cavern. He lies down and pulls a blanket over his shoulders. If that’s not a signal to go, I don’t know what is.

      I sigh and pull back the curtain hanging over the doorway. As I step out into the tunnel, there’s a click and the lights behind me go out, plunging me into darkness.
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      I hear the sound of fighting from fifty paces away. I run into the Snakes’ headquarters and through to the main hall.

      It’s chaos.

      A mass of writhing bodies takes up half the space. People scream in anger and pain. Fists thump against flesh and feet trample those who have fallen to the floor.

      I don’t know who started the fight, but the former Metz officers have the upper hand now. They may not have armour or weapons, but they’re bigger, stronger and faster than any Outsider.

      Above the din, a familiar accent catches my ear. “Stop fighting! We’re on the same side!”

      Murdoch explodes out of the crush. His dark hair is a mess and a scratch on his forehead trickles blood. He catches sight of me and strides over.

      “What the hell’s going on?” And where is Jay?

      A movement up high catches my eye. A young boy of about twelve runs toward us along a metal walkway. Jay follows him, pulling on a t-shirt as he walks. Behind him, I catch a glimpse of Beth.

      “One of those idiots started goading the officers,” Murdoch growls in his thick Irish accent. “A minute later, they started jumping all over them. The officers fought back and we ended up with this.” He slices his hand through the air in frustration. “I’d like to know where the hell Jay is.”

      “Here.” Jay jogs over to join us.

      He surveys the carnage in front of him. “Stop fighting!”

      He cups his hands around his mouth to amplify his voice but no one can hear him over the racket. We need something to jolt them out of this. My eyes dart around the hall, lingering on the skylights high above us.

      This building is old, from the time before the Great Flood, I think. Which means the skylights may be glass rather than unbreakable Plexiglas.

      “Jay, give me your knife.”

      He doesn’t respond, so I poke him and repeat the request, then just pull it from his pocket.

      I take a couple of steps forward and pull my arm back, judging the distance. Light dances over the blade as it spins through the air.

      The skylight shatters with a crack. There’s a moment of deathly silence, then a mad scramble as the fighters try to get out the way of the falling shards of glass. Most of them fall on empty space – I’d picked the other end of the hall to the fighting – but a few unlucky people curse as fragments cut into their exposed flesh.

      I dig Jay in the ribs. “Now!”

      He starts, then steps forward. “Snakes, get yer backsides over here this minute. That is an order!” He glowers at the nearest Metz officer as if the woman was personally responsible for this mess. “And you lot, get over there.” He jerks a thumb toward the back of the room.

      The two factions begin to pull apart. Jay turns to me and scowls. “Why didn’t you use your blade?”

      I shrug. “Didn’t want to lose it.”

      He huffs and turns away.

      “Who started it?” I ask Murdoch in a low voice as Jay begins to shout at the gang members crowded in front of him.

      He nods in the direction of a man in his early twenties who’s muttering something to a slim, dark-haired girl. “Him. Seems to be a bit of a troublemaker?”

      My heart sinks. “Yup.”

      I recognize the guy, though it takes me a minute to remember his name. Vihaan. He was some relative of Dane’s. They look similar: greasy, limp hair, light brown sallow skin and a wide, flat nose. The snake tattoo that shows his allegiance to the gang winds like a collar around his neck.

      After Dane’s death, Vihaan had supported Rich, Jay’s rival, to be the leader of the Snakes. And when Jay killed Rich in the leadership challenge, Vihaan immediately got pushed down the gang ranking system. I wonder if he’s looking for an opportunity to challenge Jay’s leadership.

      The fact that he’s talking to Megan – Rich’s girlfriend – suggests that he’s doing just that. I watch their body language, wondering if they’re together. But Megan pulls slightly away from Vihaan and everything in her posture suggests that while she may look on him as an ally, that’s all he is to her.

      “Aleesha?”

      My head snaps around. Jay looks at me expectantly. Everyone’s eyes are on me.

      Heat rises to my cheeks. “What?”

      “Weren’t you listening? I was telling them that we won’t have to put up with the Metz being here much longer. Give ’em an update on what’s going to happen.”

      He nudges me forward. My pulse quickens and I take a deep breath, fighting to hold back my rising panic. Some of the guys are already elbowing each other and muttering under their breath.

      Damn you, Jay.

      I push my shoulders back and pull over a chair to stand on, so they can at least see me. The group is pathetically small compared to when Jay had taken charge and my breath catches in my throat as it hits me how many have died.

      “Hi everyone …” My voice is small and frail. “I-I know it’s not easy, having the officers around. But they … they’ve also had a shock. They are not the killing machines they were. They’re people – like you and me.”

      Out the corner of my eye, I catch Megan’s frown. She whispers something to Vihaan, her eyes never leaving me.

      “Some of them may choose to go back Inside. But some of them may choose to stay here, to fight with us, if we treat them right.”

      There’s a hoarse laugh from the back of the crowd. “You want them fighting with us?”

      A murmur of support follows.

      “Over my dead body,” a baby-faced guy in the front row mutters.

      Jay steps forward to intervene but I wave him back.

      I have to deal with this.

      But I just wish I could crawl away, back to the peace and quiet of my rooftop. I’m starting to understand the appeal of Giles’s reclusive lifestyle.

      “And what if we don’t have them fight with us. What if they go and fight against us? Perhaps the Shanksters will take them in? Or the Bigland Boys? Is that what you want?”

      More murmurings. People shift uneasily.

      “Look, we’ll … have a vote on it. If any of them want to stay. Which right at this moment, I doubt.” I fold my arms and glare down at them. “So lay off the violence. Enough people have died this week.”

      Jeers follow me as I step down, my cheeks burning. It takes Jay another five minutes and the mention of dinner to calm them down. As they drift away, he turns to me.

      “What d’ya think you were talkin’ about, voting?”

      I duck my head. “Well, I just figured it might help if they felt they had some say.”

      Jay leans in. “This ain’t some gov’ment. It’s a gang. That’s not how we work and you know it.”

      The adrenaline seeps from my muscles, leaving me feeling weak. “Well, maybe we should change how things work.” I glance up at him. “Anyway, you put me up there with no warning.”

      He sighs and pulls back. “Yeah, well, you did alright. Apart from the voting thing. But you need to do somethin’ with that lot before the gang falls apart completely.”

      He walks away, leaving me standing alone. My eyes move over the officers, looking for Rogue. I don’t find him.

      But another man catches my eye. Even sat down he stands out as a giant. He stares at me unblinkingly in a way that makes me very uncomfortable. Even more so because I’ve seen him before.

      He was the officer we ran into when Trey and I broke into the Metz compound.

      Rogue’s captain.
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      The crematorium is packed. We stand at the front as my father’s coffin is carried down the aisle. Traditionally, we would have walked in with it, but Mother thought that would draw attention to me and spark the rumours again. So we stand, shoulder to shoulder, as the pall-bearers complete their slow march and lower the coffin onto the stand at the front of the chapel.

      I rub my damp palms down my new suit, bought for the occasion. The fabric is expensive and it fits me perfectly. Even now, my mother has to keep up appearances. She wears a skirt, blouse and high heels, and her makeup is flawless. I know she visited the rejuvenation clinic yesterday and I dread to think about how much she spent.

      Money that she needs to live off now Father is gone.

      I swallow and look down at the floor. My aunt stands between me and Ella. Unable to admit that they had a third child, my parents had passed me off as her son. Despite the fact that my face and real identity has been paraded across screens all over the city, it seems Mother still wants to keep up the illusion.

      The celebrant begins his opening speech. We aren’t a religious family, but Mother had opted for the standard Christian service. He thanks everyone, on our behalf, for attending the funeral of “our dedicated public servant and friend, Andrew Goldsmith”. Music starts up as he finishes. It’s a classical piece by Beethoven – one of Dad’s favourites.

      We sit and I take the opportunity to look around. It’s the first time I’ve been in a crematorium and it’s not quite how I imagined it. I thought it would be grander, more like the few ornate Christian churches that still exist in the city. But it’s remarkably plain. Wood-panelled walls, a cream carpet and a stand for the coffin, covered in a purple cloth. The only nod to religion is the cross at the head of the coffin.

      The music dies away and the celebrant invites Anabel to speak. I guess she was the obvious choice of family representative – both my mother and Ella are already in tears, and of course, I couldn’t have spoken – but I wonder how much she can talk about our father given she hasn’t seen him for the best part of seventeen years.

      Is she still bitter at having been sent out of the country because of me?

      Probably.

      To give her credit, she does a good job. Her voice is steady and although she sounds a little robotic, she doesn’t break down. Her hand trembles as she steps down from the stand, and when she bows her head I see tears glisten in her eyes.

      More music, then, to my surprise, the celebrant announces that the President will say a few words. There’s a murmur from the people behind me and my head snaps up as he walks forward.

      He’s not a tall man, or as stocky as most Insiders. Thick hair, dyed black, is slicked back from his forehead and his dark brown skin is taut, but not from rejuvenation treatments.

      He’s not as old as I’d thought. Younger than Dad, anyway.

      He looks around the room and I duck my head, not wanting to meet his eye. As he begins to speak, I glance up and see that he’s not using notes. His voice carries across the room, undulating and soothing, as he tells us about the man he worked with for years, the dedicated minister who always put others first. He doesn’t mention my father’s demotion or how he’d spent the last few weeks of his life doing work that any low-level administrative official could have done.

      I clench my jaw and blink back tears. If it wasn’t for me, he wouldn’t have been demoted. If it wasn’t for me, perhaps he would still be here today.

      I glance over at my mother, but her grief is too much for me to bear. Instead, I focus my gaze straight ahead and tune out the President’s words and the words of the celebrant as he commits my father’s body to the flames.

      Ashes to ashes, dust to dust.

      I will not cry. I will stay strong, as he would have wanted me to.

      This, at least, I can do for him.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After the ceremony, people spill out into the gardens surrounding the crematorium. I hang back and slip out in my family’s wake, moving toward a corner of the garden where I can stand undisturbed. Waiter bots offer guests coffee, glasses of juice and wine.

      The outside of the building is as bland as the inside. Black marble pillars flank the entrance, the rest of the façade undecorated apart from a Latin inscription above the door.

      Quam bene vivas refert, non quam diu.

      It is how well you live that matters, not how long.

      Emotion constricts my throat and I turn to the carved yew tree hedge that towers above me. I wonder idly how they keep it trimmed – it must be thirty foot tall. The hedge separates the two sides of the crematorium. We’re on the smaller side, where funerals are held for the few people who die unexpectedly or of natural causes. The larger part of the building is used to process those people making the sacrifice. I guess the hedge is for their benefit. Seeing weeping mourners must make it harder to go willingly to your own death.

      A sea of people in black crowd around my mother. It’s odd to see Insiders in such dark clothing. The government regulation blue suits are about as sombre as people get with everyday wear.

      The mourners seem to be my mother’s friends and my father’s ex-colleagues. I recognize a couple of government ministers from the holo screens and wonder if my father had any friends outside of work. I never spent enough time in London to know – my parents preferred to keep me hidden away at our house in Wales.

      “You okay?”

      I start, then smile at Ella. “I didn’t hear you sneak up.”

      She makes a face and hands me a glass of juice. “I wasn’t trying to sneak. You looked lost in your own world.”

      “Maybe I was.”

      “What did you think of the service?”

      “It was fine.” Across a flower bed, the crowd parts and I catch sight of my mother talking to the President. “I didn’t know he was going to speak.”

      “Neither did I. It must have been a last-minute decision.”

      We stand in silence for a minute.

      “Ella …” I hesitate.

      “Yes?”

      “How much did this all cost?”

      “Didn’t Mother tell you? It’s all paid for.” She stares out at the crowd. There’s a trace of tension in her voice.

      “He paid for it?”

      “The President?” She shakes her head. “No. Someone else. We’re not sure who. When we turned up at the crematorium, they said everything had been paid for in advance. It appears we have a mysterious benefactor.”

      I frown. “Who would do that?”

      Ella shrugs. “Some old friend, perhaps. At least it took one bill off our plate.”

      I bite my lip and look over at her. Grief still lines her face, but there’s worry there too. “What’s the money situation?”

      “Well, we can’t live off my salary. Anabel has said she’ll help out, but she has to pay for her own accommodation. I can cover our rent but not M—” She checks herself and turns away. “We’ll figure something out.”

      “Can Mother not get a job?” I ask, hating myself for it.

      I should be helping them. But who would employ me? I didn’t even finish school. Not to mention, I’m still a wanted criminal.

      Ella casts me a searching look. “No. She can’t.”

      My chest tightens. She’s keeping something from me. But before I can question her further, she reaches out and gives my arm a squeeze. “I’d better go and mingle. Chat to you later.”

      I down the juice and hand the glass to a bot, who shoots over with a replacement. It offers me a selection of canapés, but I shake my head. I wonder if I should go and talk to people too, though I’m not sure what I’d say.

      A murmur of conversation catches my ear. The voices are coming from behind me, through the tall hedge. I find myself straining to listen.

      “I’m scared, Robert. I know it’s weak of me, but I don’t want to die.” A woman’s voice, cracked with emotion.

      “Hush now.” The man makes soothing noises, and the woman’s sobs become muffled as if he’s pulled her into an embrace. “You know it’s the only way. They’ve waited long enough to start a family.”

      The woman hiccups. “I-I know. And I know we’re old, but I don’t feel old. I don’t feel ready to go.”

      The couple fall silent.

      “Do you think it will hurt?”

      The man sighs. “They say it’s just a prick. And they can put you to sleep first so you don’t feel a thing. You can go first. I’ll be with you, holding you tight, just like on our wedding night.”

      “Well, maybe not quite like our wedding night.” The woman sounds coy, almost girlish.

      “There you go, that’s the smile I like to see. Let’s wipe those tears from your eyes.”

      There’s a pause, broken by a sniffing.

      “Ready for our final journey? Hand in hand, together all the way – that’s what I promised you.”

      “You did, Robert. And I promised you.” Her voice is stronger now. “Together all the way.”

      I stare at the evergreen fronds as their footsteps fade. I’d never really thought to question the laws that govern population control. When we’d been taught about it, I’d thought it had made sense. After all, who would want to go through the frustration and pain of ageing and dying a natural death? It made sense to conserve resources and keep the population at a steady level.

      At least, it had made sense then. Now, I’m not so sure about the government’s allocation of resources.

      Do we really not have enough for everyone?

      My skin prickles, my shoulders tensing as I sense someone approach.

      “Darwin.”

      I take a deep breath and force myself to turn around. “President, sir.”

      I feel him appraising me.

      Is he here to arrest me? Surely he wouldn’t do that, not at my father’s funeral.

      As if he can read my mind, he barks a laugh. “Don’t worry, boy. I’m not going to be upsetting your mother any further today. She’s had about as much as she can take.” His eyes soften as he glances back to where my mother is standing, talking to a group of men. Her posture is strained, a small smile pencilled onto her face.

      “What do you put first, Darwin Trey Goldsmith, loyalty to your family or loyalty to your cause?” He places a sardonic emphasis on the final word.

      “I-I don’t know what you mean, sir.”

      He fixes those piercing eyes on me again. “I think you do. Sometimes life gives us a second chance. You’d be wise to take it.”

      “Sir?”

      But he just nods and walks away. I uncurl my fists and stretch my neck from side to side, wondering what the President meant. Part of me wishes I’d given in to the urge to punch him. It had only been the knowledge that Father wouldn’t have wanted that, that I’d have disappointed him by letting my anger show, that stopped me.

      The President gives a small nod to Anabel, who takes a step toward him, almost instinctively. But that’s her job, of course, protecting him. The President places a hand on her shoulder and says something to her. Anabel nods, her eyes tracking to a man and woman in grey uniforms who stand to one side. Her shoulders relax and she turns back to talk to a familiar, grey-haired woman.

      Milicent. What’s she doing here?

      As Anabel turns to greet another mourner, Milicent looks at me and winks before turning and walking away.

      I stare after her retreating back, things finally clicking into place. A mysterious benefactor …

      I wonder if she wanted to pay for the funeral or if it was an order from the Chain.

      I take a sip of juice. It turns sour in my mouth.

      Blood money. And my mother accepted it, without knowing.
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      “Thank God that’s over.” My mother sinks down onto the sofa. “Get me a whisky, would you, Ella?”

      I frown as Ella walks over to the sideboard and pours a measure of amber liquid into a tumbler. My mother hates whisky. In fact, she rarely drinks at all.

      Ella hands the glass to my mother, who throws it back in one gulp. She shakes her head and grimaces, then closes her eyes. “I needed that.”

      Anabel had helped us into the black pod, giving Mother and Ella hugs and me a tight smile before saying she had to go back to work. Once inside the pod, away from everyone’s eyes, Mother had half collapsed onto me, as if the rod that had been holding her up all day had suddenly broken.

      “Would you like anything to eat?” Ella asks.

      My mother shakes her head.

      This time, it’s Ella’s turn to frown. “I’m making coq au vin.”

      Mother’s favourite.

      Ella moves to the kitchen and pulls a packet from the cupboard, shoving it into the food heater. Making a meal is rather different here than in Abby’s kitchen. A rich smell wafts out and my mouth starts to water.

      “Dar— Trey, come and sit down.” My mother pats the sofa next to her. I obey, wondering if Ella has put enough in for all three of us, and let her take my hand. “I was talking with the President. He … In light of what’s happened, he’s agreed to offer you a full pardon. You can come back Inside, live with us, get a job. Have your old life back.” She smiles weakly. “If you want to, that is.”

      I pull my hand away. “You need the money.”

      A wounded look crosses her eyes. “No! I mean, that’s not what this is about. I want you to come home.” She cups my cheek. “Thinking of you out there, in danger, it’s driving me crazy. I … I can’t lose you too.”

      Her eyes shine with sorrow and love, and guilt gnaws at my stomach. Money has always mattered to my mother, but I shouldn’t have assumed that was all she was after.

      How hard it must have been for her, to give birth to me alone and in secret. She could have given me up as a baby, but she didn’t.

      “I’d be chipped again?”

      She nods. “Of course. You’d have access to your bank account, healthcare, everything you had before.”

      Everything I gave up.

      The air in the room feels suddenly suffocating. It all feels too much. I need to leave this tiny apartment and this pristine part of the city and go back to Abby’s, to her cosy, comforting kitchen that feels more like home than this place ever will.

      “I-I’ll think about it, okay?”

      My mother’s face drops in disappointment.

      I stand and kiss her on the forehead. “I have to go. I’ll come back in a day or two to see how you are.”

      Her eyes search my face. “And you’ll let me know then?”

      “Yes, I promise.”

      Ella catches me at the front door. “Please come back, Trey. She needs you … we both do. And she won’t admit it, but if you can get a job, it would really help.” She scans my face anxiously and drops her voice to a whisper. “I know you want to help Outsiders, but you can do that living here. Some of us want things to change, and you can do more to help in here than out there.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I … we’ve started a group. I never realized how deeply our society was divided until you told me what it was like Outside and Father told me about his work. Anyway, I’m not the only one who thinks that change would be a good thing.”

      She reaches out and pulls me into a hug. “Think about it, okay?”

      “Sure.” I pull back to look at her. “But, be careful, Ella. Talking about that kind of thing can get you arrested.”

      She smiles impishly. “Oh, don’t worry, we’re careful.”

      But are you careful enough?

      I bite my lip and turn to leave, knowing that whatever I say won’t be enough to dissuade Ella once she’s decided on something.

      Like Aleesha, my sister is stubborn. And I get a bad feeling that’ll land both of them in trouble at some point.
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      I force Vihaan’s arm further up his back. “Yield!”

      He’s hurting. Tension radiates from his body as he lies face down on the mat, my knee in his back. Clearly, he doesn’t want to accept the fact he’s been beaten by a girl.

      I lean forward to whisper in his ear. “Look, we both know I could break your arm. If that happens you won’t be fighting again for months. Just tap the bloody mat.”

      The sour smell of stale sweat hits my nostrils and I pull back. Come on, Vihaan. Don’t be such a stubborn idiot.

      His right hand rises a fraction from the floor, then falls back. I glance over at Jay, who’s refereeing the fight. He shrugs. I roll my eyes and apply a fraction more pressure to the armbar. “Again.”

      This time his hand clearly taps the mat. Jay nods. “Aleesha wins.”

      Finally.

      There’s a scatter of applause as I push myself up off the mat, but the crowd quickly falls silent. It’s the first time a girl has won a fight since I’ve been with the Snakes. Actually, it’s the first time I remember a girl even being challenged. We’ve always just been hangers-on, tolerated as long as the guys find us useful.

      And now, a girl has beaten one of them in a fair fight. No wonder there are murmurings of uncertainty rather than the good-natured back slaps for the winner and jibes at the loser. It just adds to the tense atmosphere in the hall.

      Jay catches my eye and gives a slight shake of his head. Don’t push it.

      I push through the crowd and head to a quiet corner to stretch in peace. I wrenched my shoulder when Vihaan nearly floored me, and the wound on my other shoulder has opened up again. I could really have done without that fight.

      But you won.

      I allow myself a small smile. Vihaan had not been expecting that when he challenged me to a brawl. He wanted to put me down and exert his authority. Never mind that he’d been in the wrong, bullying that kid, and no one else would stand up to him about it. He just couldn’t let a woman answer back to him in any way.

      And now he’d be even more pissed and after revenge.

      I sigh and drop into a crouch, stretching the muscles on the back of my leg. Perhaps I should take some time away from here.

      “Where did you learn to fight like that?”

      Megan’s slouched against the wall, her arms folded. She’s wearing a tight low-cut jumpsuit that emphasizes her curves, and her dark hair curls over her shoulder. Her tone is accusatory, but she doesn’t look upset about the outcome of the fight. Quite the opposite, in fact.

      I switch legs and drop down to stretch the other. “Just picked up a few things over the years.”

      “More than a few things, I’d say.”

      “What do you want, Megan?”

      “Just came to offer a bit of friendly advice. Jay may have ditched you, but it’s clear you’re still siding with him. That may not be the best place to be over the next few weeks, if you get what I mean.”

      The last thing Megan would offer me is friendly advice. Her expression may be sweet, but I’ve no doubt she’d stick a knife in my back if she could.

      I straighten and look her in the eye. “Vihaan’s going to challenge Jay’s leadership?”

      She smiles. “I didn’t say that.”

      No, but you meant it.

      “I think Jay can look after himself just fine.”

      Megan raises one eyebrow. “Given he’s managed to get half the gang killed in the past week, I wouldn’t be so sure about that.” She straightens and turns to leave, then pauses. “Oh, but I forgot. Most of them died protecting you, didn’t they?”

      And with that parting shot, she saunters across the hall, her hips swinging from side to side. Half the eyes in the room follow her.

      I drop to the floor, the satisfaction I’d felt from beating Vihaan replaced by the guilt that’s been my constant companion over the past few days.

      Most of them died protecting you.

      I close my eyes and rest my forehead on my knee. I know she only said it to needle me, but in my heart, I know she’s right.

      The Snakes was the biggest and most powerful gang in Area Four. Now? I’m not so sure. I didn’t notice so many of the Shanksters or the Bigland Boys in the fight at Rose Square. But then, they might have been involved in their own fights, on their own territory.

      “How are you feeling?”

      I look up at Rogue. “Sore.”

      His lips twitch and he crouches down beside me. “I can imagine. Have you got any first aid supplies? Looks like you need to replace that dressing.” He nods to my shoulder.

      “It’s fine, I’ll sort it later. How … How are they all doing?”

      Rogue blows out a breath. “Some better than others. I’ve been keeping a tally. There were two hundred and twenty-three of us, to begin with. About half shot straight back to the compound as soon as they’d been deactivated. They didn’t even want to listen, just wanted to get out of here.” He shakes his head. “A handful more left later on, so we’re down to about ninety-five. I’m not sure they’ll all stay though.”

      “Do they all remember?”

      “Some of them. Others are still confused about what happened. I think perhaps if we can show them what it’s really like out here, we may be able to persuade them to stay.”

      I glance sideways at him. He’s staring at the far side of the hall, a frown creasing his forehead.

      “What’s wrong? You don’t want them to stay?”

      His eyes flick to mine. “I do. If they’re staying for the right reason. That one over there, talking to Vihaan, he was my captain.”

      I follow his gaze to the giant of a man I’d noticed staring at me. His white-blond hair is cut short to his scalp and he towers over Vihaan, who he’s talking to in a low voice. I can’t read the expression on Vihaan’s face, but every now and then he shoots a look in my direction.

      “I thought he’d be the first to go back Inside but he seems to have chosen to stay.” Rogue’s voice is taut.

      “You don’t trust him?”

      “I don’t know.” Rogue falls silent. “He must have been a good officer to have been made a captain.”

      “But if he was a captain, that means he’d have had access to the confidential files. He would have known the truth about what the Metz do.”

      “Yes.”

      “What’s his name?”

      “He’s calling himself Primo.”

      There’s something about the way Rogue says this that makes me look at him. “You don’t think that’s his real name?”

      Rogue shrugs. “I just knew him as X4 – that was his number. We were all just numbers in there.”

      There’s a pause. Eventually, Rogue sighs and gets to his feet. “Just, maybe keep an eye on him. There’s something about him that unnerves me.”

      A shiver runs down my back as Primo turns in our direction. His eyes bore into me. “I know what you mean.”

      I finish stretching, then skirt around the edge of the hall to find Tommy, the kid I’d been defending when Vihaan challenged me. He’s with a couple of the younger members of the gang, studiously practising baton drills under the supervision of Jax, an older man with steel-grey hair whose lean body is covered with scars. He’s the unofficial trainer for the Snakes, and one of our best artists. The huge blue snake whose head looks down on the entrance to the headquarters was his work.

      I lean against the wall next to Jax and watch as Tommy dodges a strike and catches his opponent on the arm. The kid squeals.

      “That was good fightin’, back there,” Jax says in a low voice. “But I’d be careful. Vihaan doesn’t like to lose.”

      A flicker of irritation rises in my belly. Does everyone feel like they need to warn me?

      But I nod as we both continue watching the boys fight. Jax could be a good ally, though he’s known for not taking sides. Probably how he’s survived so long in the gang; that, and the fact he’s unbeaten in a fight. Never challenged for leadership though – that’s not a role he wants.

      “Thanks. And I know. But he challenged me.”

      “Aye, and I know you was standin’ up for Tommy, an’ I approve of that. He was gettin’ a bit high-handed. But mebbe take a bit of a time away from here. You’ve been stirrin’ things up a lot recently, bringin’ them here. People are feeling threatened.”

      It’s the longest speech I’ve ever heard Jax make. He’s a surly man, not known for being chatty.

      “Sometimes change is necessary.”

      He shrugs, then pushes himself off the wall. “Watch that left side, Tommy. Yer letting him take you for granted.”

      I watch him as he stands behind the boy and demonstrates how he should defend himself. He’s a good teacher. I suspect I could learn a lot from him if he’d teach me. Which he won’t. I’m only a girl, after all.

      Jay catches me as I walk back out into the main hall. I can see from the worry lines on his forehead what he’s about to say. “It’s okay, I’m going.” I stifle a yawn. It’s getting late. “I’ll come back tomorrow afternoon to talk to the officers.”

      Jay’s face clears and he nods. “Good. Everyone’s a bit on edge still.”

      He turns to leave but I grab his arm. “Look, Jay, watch out for Vihaan, okay?”

      He scowls. “I think if you can beat him, I won’t have any problem.”

      I swallow down my irritation at the comment. I’ve never fought Jay, and he’s a pretty good fighter, but still …

      “He’s been talking with that blond officer – the big one called Primo. He was a captain. I think …” My voice trails off because I don’t know what I think, other than I get a bad feeling about that man. A really bad feeling. “Just be careful, okay?”

      Jay puffs out his chest. “I’ll be fine. Or at least, I will be once you get them out of my headquarters. Then we can get back to normal.”

      I sigh as Jay strides out into the hall. That’s just the problem. I don’t think things can ever go back to the way they were. Too much has changed.
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      I spend the night on my rooftop, sleeping fitfully as a strong wind batters the corrugated iron roof above my head. Come morning, I feel more tired and bruised than ever before and the skin around the blood-stained dressing on my shoulder feels hot. I haven’t been able to clean it properly for days.

      Perhaps Abby will have something I can put on it.

      It’s early morning and even the hobies are curled up asleep, or trying to sleep, so few eyes follow me as I make my way up to Area Five and along the narrow alleyway that leads to Abby’s backyard.

      I peer in through the kitchen window. It’s dark and empty. They must still be asleep. I wander around the yard, wondering how on earth Abby manages to get anything to grow out here. A lot of the beds are empty – it’s still the tail-end of winter, after all – but some bushier plants give off a fragrant scent. Along one side, a clear plastic tunnel covers rows of tiny green seedlings that peek up through the soil.

      The kitchen door opens. “You’re up early.” Abby gives me a tired smile.

      I return it. “So are you.”

      “Come in, it’s good to see you. I’ve been worried about you.”

      Abby worries about everyone, but her words cause a faint warmth to spread in my chest. It feels good to be back in this kitchen. The bright colours and pictures pasted haphazardly on the wall make it feel warm and welcoming. It’s what I imagine having a home feels like.

      Abby clicks her tongue. “Electricity’s off. We may have to wait a bit for the panels to start working.” She puts the kettle she was holding down on the worktop and peers out the window at the lightening sky. “Looks like it’s going to be a fine day.”

      “Can you have a look at this?” I strip down to my cropped bra and begin to peel off the dressing on my shoulder, wincing as it tugs at my skin. “I think it might be getting infected.”

      The skin under the dressing is red and swollen. Abby walks over and frowns. “It should have healed better than that. I’ll give it another clean when we have hot water and give you something for it.” Her eyes flick to the fresh bruises on my arms and side, purple against my golden skin. “You’ve been fighting.”

      “One of the Snakes was bullying a young kid. I intervened and he challenged me to a fight.” I shrug and wince. “He lost.”

      “Was that wise?”

      I sigh. “Probably not.”

      Abby potters around the kitchen until a ping from the hotplate indicates the electricity’s back on. “Tea?”

      I nod.

      She adds a spoonful of dried herbs to two mugs and fills them with boiling water. Fetching a small jar down from the cupboard, she sets it on the table along with a bowl of hot water and a bottle containing a yellowish liquid. “This may sting a bit.”

      I take a sip of the tea as she pulls on a pair of gloves. The hot liquid scalds the top of my mouth but that’s nothing compared to the pain that shoots from my shoulder when Abby dabs a warm, damp cloth on my skin.

      “Sorry, the vinegar does sting but it’ll help.”

      I grit my teeth and eye the black paste in the jar. “What’s in that?”

      “Honey and charcoal. It should help draw the infection out. I’m afraid I’m out of anti-infection pills.”

      I tense as she smears a spoonful of the paste onto my shoulder, but it doesn’t sting like the vinegar.

      Footsteps sound on the stairs as she presses a fresh dressing down. “There you go. If you’re around this afternoon, I’ll change it again.”

      The door opens and Trey walks in. “Morning, Ab—” He stops when he sees me and a red flush rushes to his cheeks. He drops his gaze to the floor. “Uh, sorry, I didn’t …” He turns to leave.

      “It’s okay, we were just finished.” I pull my top back over my head to cover my bruised body.

      There’s an awkward silence and I wonder if I should leave.

      His words haunt me: I don’t know if I can forgive you yet. Not completely.

      “Come and sit down, Trey.” Abby pours another mug of tea. “Did you manage to sleep?”

      He shrugs but sinks into a chair on the opposite side of the table. “A little. How are things going with the officers?” His eyes flick to my chest. “You don’t have the box?” There’s a trace of worry in his voice.

      “I gave it back now they’re all deactivated. Half of them have gone back Inside, to the compound, but there are plenty still around the headquarters. It’s getting a little … tense over there.”

      “They went back to the compound? After you told them what they’d done?”

      I swirl the mug in front of me. “Many of them don’t remember. The implants wiped the memories of what they did as officers. All they remember is their lives before the Metz.”

      “And most of the Metz officers are recruited Inside.” Abby takes a sip of her tea. “You know how scared you were, Trey, when you ended up Outside. Is it any wonder they ran off back to what they know?”

      “What about the others? Will they help us?”

      “Who’s us? The Chain? The Brotherhood? The Snakes?” I’m surprised by the sharpness of my words.

      Trey drops his eyes to the table.

      “Sorry.” I take a sip of the hot liquid. “I just don’t know what’s best for them at the moment. Rogue suggested we show them what life’s really like out here to help persuade them to stay, but that would take time, and I’m not sure how long Jay can keep the Snakes off their backs.”

      “Is there anywhere else they can go?” Abby asks.

      I spread my hands. “I’m sure the Chain would find somewhere for them. Or the Brotherhood. But what would they want in return?”

      Trey looks as if he’s about to say something but stops.

      “What?”

      He hesitates. “If Bryn was right and your father is coming to London, you could ask him.”

      The mug nearly slips from my hands. Ricus Meyer. My father. The father who doesn’t know I exist.

      “Has Bryn said any more? About when he might be here?” My voice breaks.

      “No,” Abby replies. “Just that he’ll get here when he gets here.”

      “Okay.” I search for another topic of conversation. “How’s your family, Trey?”

      Trey’s eyes tighten and he looks away. “Father’s funeral was yesterday. They want me to go back Inside. Without his wage, they’ll struggle to afford their apartment. And Mother …” He swallows and looks down at his clenched hands. “Mother wants me back with them.”

      My throat constricts and I tug at the high collar of my top, suddenly finding it hard to breathe.

      “But would you be allowed back Inside?” Abby asks.

      Trey nods. “The President has agreed to give me a pardon.”

      I try and swallow but it feels like I have a hard lump in my throat.

      A pardon. But what about all the Outsiders who are illegal? There’s no pardon for them. No pardon for me.

      I had thought Trey was different. That he really believed our system was wrong and we should do something about it. That he cared for me.

      And you still think that after what you did to him?

      Guilt sours my mouth.

      “Do you want to go back?”

      My tone is cold and he glances up in surprise. I see hurt in his eyes. I didn’t mean it to come out like that. I want him to stay.

      But Inside, he would be safe. He’d have money and a proper life. He could be happy.

      I take a sip of my tea so he can’t see my flushed cheeks.

      “I don’t know,” he says eventually. “But they’re my family, and if it wasn’t for me, Father would still be alive.”

      “Not because of you. Because of me.”

      Abby reaches out a hand to each of us. “Neither of you is responsible for what happened,” she says gently. “Your father knew the risks of his position and keeping your identity a secret, Trey. And Aleesha, you weren’t to know what the Chain was planning. Please don’t blame yourselves. You’re both too young to have this hanging over you.”

      How can she say that? How can she say I’m not to blame when I held a gun to his head?

      The kitchen feels suddenly suffocating. I push my chair back and pull my hand from Abby’s grasp. “Maybe it is better if you go back Inside. Safer there than out here.” I turn away and head for the door.

      “Aleesha, wait!” Abby calls after me. But I don’t answer.

      I make it to the end of the yard before the tears fall from my eyes.
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      I stare at the kitchen door as Aleesha storms out. Abby lets out a sigh. “Breakfast?”

      She makes some porridge and watches me while I eat it. I turn the empty bowl toward her. “Happy?”

      Her face tightens and I instantly feel bad. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay.” There’s a bang from upstairs and footsteps thunder down the stairs. “It must be a tough decision.”

      “What’s a tough decision?” Bryn asks, walking into the kitchen. The wound on his shoulder has healed enough that he no longer needs the sling. He yawns. “You let me sleep in.”

      “You obviously needed it.” Abby shoves a bowl of porridge over the table to him.

      “Thanks.” He sits down and digs his spoon into the thin mush. “I saw Aleesha leave.”

      My hands grip the mug in front of me a little tighter.

      Bryn stops eating and looks from me to Abby. “What’s going on?” He frowns. “What was she doing here?”

      “She came to get her wound checked out.” Abby sits down at the table. “That’s all.”

      “That’s not all.” Bryn licks the back of the spoon and his eyes turn to me. “What did you say to her to make her run out like that?”

      I stare down at the herbs bound to the sides of the mug.

      “Trey?” A trace of irritation enters his voice.

      “I don’t know. I just said that my mother had asked me to come back Inside. She wants me to go back and get a job. The President’s agreed to grant me a pardon.”

      Bryn places his spoon carefully back in the bowl. “And do you want to go back?”

      I shrug. “I’m not sure what I want.” The porridge feels like concrete in my stomach. I lean forward and rest my head in my hands. “I want to help Outsiders, but what good can I do out here? I’ve got no skills, I hate the sight of blood so I’m useless to Abby, and when it comes to fighting I’m a total wuss.”

      “No, you’re not,” Bryn says quietly.

      I glance at him in surprise.

      Bryn twists his hands together awkwardly. “You went into the heart of the fighting, despite me telling you not to, and you stood in front of that Metz officer who was holding a gun to you. You’re not a wuss.” He clears his throat and looks down at his bowl, his cheeks reddening slightly. “I … I’m proud of you, Trey. You did well.”

      My chest swells.

      I catch Abby smiling out the corner of my eye. “He’s right, Trey. You’re not the scared Insider boy who came into my kitchen, terrified of his own shadow.”

      Heat rises to my cheeks. I still feel scared of everything even if I manage not to show it.

      I clear my throat. “Well, I also don’t want to outstay my welcome. You’ve been so good about looking after me, but at some point I need to figure out how to look after myself.”

      “Nonsense, I love having you here.” Abby stands and, grabbing Bryn’s bowl off the table, turns her back. “This house is too big for one person.”

      But now you have Bryn.

      “Truth be told, I quite like having you around,” Bryn says gruffly. “And if you want to be useful, well, we need someone who’s good with tech. Now Jameson’s …”

      Now Jameson’s dead.

      My hand trembles as I push my mug away. Bryn’s only saying that to make me feel better. Like he feels obliged to look after me now the man I thought was my father is dead. But how can someone I’ve known a few months take the place of the father I’ve known for seventeen years?

      I meet his blue eyes, the same as mine. “But my mother needs me. What would you have me do?”

      He turns away. “Whatever you think is right. But don’t feel like you can’t stay out here. This can be your home too.” He pushes his chair back from the table and gets to his feet, wincing slightly. “I feel old. I never used to take so long to heal.”

      “Well, maybe you should start taking it easy at some point?” Abby gives him a pointed look.

      “Maybe I should.” He gives her a sheepish grin. “Need anything while I’m out?”

      Abby shakes her head.

      “See you both later.”

      The door bangs shut behind him. I get to my feet. “You need a hand with anything?”

      “No, thanks. I’m going to head out to see Amber in a few minutes. Will you be okay here by yourself?”

      “I’ll be fine. I’m not a kid, you know.”

      She ruffles my hair, then catches the expression on my face and smiles ruefully, letting her hand drop. “I know, sorry.”

      I stay sitting at the kitchen table after Abby’s gone, thinking about what I should do, but my head is thick and making any kind of decision feels impossible. I trail a finger listlessly in circles, resting my head on my hand. If I’m honest with myself, I don’t really belong out here. I wanted to help, wanted to be a hero, but it’s not what I thought it would be like.

      My eyelids begin to close, and it’s only when my head slips from my hand that I’m jerked awake. I feel sick with exhaustion, but my sleep is so crowded with nightmares filled with fighting and death that I try and stay awake at night.

      I can’t do this anymore.

      I’m not brave and strong like Aleesha. She may not be right all the time, but there’s something about her conviction and certainty that pulls people along with her. I don’t think she realizes she’s doing it half the time. Whereas when they see me, they just see a weedy Insider boy and dismiss me out of hand.

      At least if I went back Inside, I’d be helping my mother and Ella. Besides, I’m not a boy anymore. I can’t keep relying on other people to look after me.

      I get to my feet and walk upstairs, realizing as I enter my bedroom that I have nothing to pack. Everything in this room belongs to Abby or was bought for me by Bryn. I turn around and return to the kitchen.

      I came with nothing and I’ll leave with nothing.
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        * * *

      

      It’s only when I reach the Wall that the consequences of my decision really hit me. I glance down at the thin pink scar on my right forearm. It brings back memories of my escape from school, having to slice through my skin and dig into my flesh with a broken piece of glass to get to the tiny gold microchip embedded in my arm. The blood … there had been so much blood.

      I lean back against a crumbling concrete wall and close my eyes, swallowing hard.

      Going back to my family will mean getting chipped again. I’ll get a bank account, access to food and healthcare, and all the other benefits of being a citizen. But they’ll also be watching me. Tracking me. If I go to see Abby and Bryn or meet Aleesha, they’ll know. Insiders don’t go wandering around in Area Four. Shouldn’t be wandering around in Area Four.

      In front of me, the Wall shimmers. Swirls of jade and turquoise merge and diverge, like eddies and currents in a stream.

      Aleesha’s words come back to me. Maybe it is better if you go back Inside.

      Does she want rid of me that easily?

      She doesn’t need me anymore.

      Tears prick at my eyes. She cares for me, I know she does.

      Why did she say that then? Why did she run off as if she had somewhere more important to be instead of trying to persuade me to stay?

      A sharp pain cuts through my thoughts. Spots of blood dance on my knuckles where I’ve scraped them on the wall. Dammit. Perhaps the nagging voice in my head is right. But when we kissed … I know she felt what I felt then.

      But that was before my father’s death. Before Rose Square. That changed her. She stood her ground with Katya and Samson in Rose Square and was ordering Jay around like she was the leader of the Snakes.

      I can’t help the sharp twist of jealousy that turns my insides. A leader. Just like my father wanted me to be.

      And if that’s the path she’s going down, she’d be better off with someone like Jay, or Rogue. Someone her equal, who can fight with her and protect her. I saw the way Rogue looked at her when we were in the Metz compound, saw the blush in her cheeks as she pulled away from him.

      The knot in my stomach tightens.

      They would be a good pair: both rebels, both fighters. He’s not a weedy, skinny Insider who’s average at best.

      My knuckles crack as I slam my fist into the concrete behind me. I take a step toward the Wall and stretch out my hand, ghostly green in the reflected light.

      There’s no going back.

      I swallow down the lump in my throat and step through the shimmering barrier to the Inside.
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        * * *

      

      Ella answers the door when I knock. Her eyes scan mine and her face relaxes into a smile of relief.

      “Thank you,” she whispers, stepping to one side to let me through.

      Am I that transparent?

      My mother is lying listlessly on the sofa in the main room. She jerks upright when I walk into the room. “Darwin!”

      “Trey.” I walk over and sit down beside her. “It’s Trey now, Mother.”

      She brushes my comment aside. “We’ve been waiting for you to come back. Have you … have you decided?”

      The rejuvenation treatments she’d had for the funeral already seem to be wearing off and her eyes are red-rimmed from crying.

      No going back.

      “Yes. I’ll come back. I’ll take the President’s offer and try to get a job Inside.”

      Her face sags in relief and she throws her arms around my neck. “Thank you,” she whispers. “It’s good to have you home.”

      I glance around at the cluttered room and wonder if it will ever feel like home. Mother’s perfume chokes my nostrils and I pull back slightly. “It’s great to be here. Though I’m not sure what sort of job I’ll be able to get, given I haven’t got any qualifications. Maybe one of the other schools would let me in to take my final exams?”

      “Oh don’t worry about that.” She sits upright and waves a hand. “I’ve got something lined up for you. A favour from a friend.”

      Her eyes sparkle and colour returns to her pale cheeks. She looks more like her old self again.

      There’s a ping from the kitchen and Ella comes out balancing three mugs of coffee on a tray. I add spoonfuls of powdered milk and sugar to my mug and take a sip. Better. My taste buds must have got used to the subtle tastes of Abby’s herbal teas.

      “So what’s the job?” I ask.

      “Production manager at Coleman’s,” my mother replies. She smiles brightly. “It’s a great opportunity! We really owe Brad for offering it to you, especially considering, well, you know …”

      Considering my face has been publicized as a thief and criminal, you mean.

      I frown. “Coleman’s the food company?”

      “Yes, they’re the second biggest in the country, though Brad has plans to change that soon. He’s very ambitious. Always was. We were at school together. I do believe he had a crush on me once, though of course he has the most wonderful wife now.” Her cheeks turn pink.

      The coffee sours in my mouth as my father’s words come back to me: There are two companies who deal with the production of factory food … They are more powerful than anyone.

      I try and remember what else he’d said, but I’d been angry at the time, demanding to know about the tronk in the government food rations.

      “That sounds great, Mum.” My words sound forced, but she doesn’t appear to notice.

      “You’ll start on Monday. After we’ve got you chipped and your bank account set up.” She looks me up and down. “And got you some proper clothes.”

      I roll my eyes at Ella, who takes a sip of her coffee to hide her smile.

      “Well, I might just go and freshen up a bit. Then we can go and see about getting your chip sorted. No point wasting time.” She bounces up off the sofa and heads in the direction of the bathroom.

      “What’s got into her?” I ask.

      “I think she’s just happy to have you home. Something’s going right for a change.” She lets out a heavy sigh.

      I step around the table and join her on the smaller sofa. “Ella, you remember what Dad said about the food companies? I can’t work for them!”

      “Shhh!” She glances anxiously over my shoulder. “Don’t you see? This is an opportunity!”

      I stare at her. Now it’s her turn to roll her eyes. “Come on, Trey, you’re not that daft,” she says in a low voice. “If you’re an employee, then you can spy on them, find out what’s really going on in there. Maybe you can even make them change.”

      “I’m a production manager, not a director! What does a production manager even do?”

      “I’m sure they’ll train you up. Look, you’ll be paid decently and you can feed information back to us that might help.”

      “To us?”

      “My group. Well, it’s Dexter’s group really, but that doesn’t matter. They can’t wait to meet you.”

      “Wait, who’s Dexter?”

      Ella flicks her hand impatiently. “My boyfriend. Just give it a go, Trey. You may even enjoy the work, and if not, it’ll still give you some experience and you can apply for something else.”

      My heart sinks but I know she’s right. Even so, it feels like the ultimate betrayal. A few weeks ago, I’d been arguing about how we needed to make the information about the government cover-up public. Because it was wrong that they had poisoned citizens with tronk, that that had led to the divide in our society. It wasn’t the Outsiders’ fault they weren’t as smart or strong or healthy as Insiders. It was the system – the system the government and the food companies had created.

      And now I was going to be part of that system.

      I pull my arm from Ella’s grip and rake my fingers through my hair. “I can’t do it, Ella. I just can’t.”

      “You have to, Trey.” She stands and collects up the empty coffee cups. Her voice is oddly cold, unlike the Ella I know. “We all have to do things we don’t want to sometimes. All of us.”
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      I flit in and out of the Snakes’ headquarters for the next few days, trying to stay inconspicuous. Summer is on its way, so the nights spent on my roof aren’t as cold as they were a few months ago. In many ways, it’s better than sleeping at headquarters. At least up there, I feel safe.

      The downside is, it gives me time to think. And somehow, my thoughts always seem to turn to Trey.

      I haven’t been back to Abby’s, not wanting to know if he’s gone back Inside, to them. But if the President has given him a pardon, I guess it makes sense for him to go back to his old life. Who wouldn’t want to be an Insider? It was what I always wanted.

      My stomach grumbles. I need food.

      Or tronk. Tronk takes away the hunger. You can forget everything …

      I realize I’m clenching my fists and force myself to relax. “Not tronk, food.”

      I find a back-alley shop that I know accepts chits. The shelves are almost bare, but there are boxes scattered along the aisles. The shopkeeper’s at the back, unloading packets of instant noodles onto the shelves.

      “What you got in, McGinty?”

      He starts and turns, his face relaxing when he sees me. “Oh, it’s you. Just got fresh supplies in today.” He stretches his back out. “First time in a week. What are you after?”

      I eye the boxes of meals enviously. I could probably afford one but I’ve no way of heating and hydrating it. Protein bars are tasteless and dull, but they give maximum calories for cost. “Protein bars. And water, if you have any?”

      “Just Chaz, I’m afraid.” He points. “The boxes are over there. Help yourself.”

      I dig around until I find the right boxes and pull out four protein bars and a couple of bottles of the fizzy orange drink. McGinty comes over to the counter to take my chits. “Not seen you around much lately. Or that little girl you were ’ere with last time.”

      My breath catches in my throat at the mention of Lily. “Didn’t you hear? The Metz got her.”

      His face darkens. “I didn’t. Those bastards. There’s been too much fightin’ goin’ on around here.” He jabs his finger into the counter. “Not to mention your lot clearing my shelves out. I can’t live off nothin’ you know.”

      “I’ll mention it to Jay,” I mumble, backing toward the door.

      I clutch the bottles to my chest and keep my head down as I wind through the streets and duck into a narrow alley. I’ve dropped the bottles and the protein bars through the empty window and am about to pull myself up when a patter of footsteps causes me to turn.

      “Aleesha!”

      I let my arms fall back to my sides. “Tommy? What is it?”

      The boy skids to a halt in front of me, his face flushed. “Jay … the Metz officer … fight,” he pants.

      I grip his shoulders gently. “Calm down. Take a few breaths, you’re not making sense.”

      He nods vigorously, his unruly brown hair falling over his freckled face. He opens his mouth to speak but I shake my head. “Uh-uh, wait until you can report properly.”

      He manages to restrain himself for ten seconds. “Primo, the big Metz guy. He challenged Jay to a fight.”

      My blood runs cold. “A fight?”

      The boy’s face twists in pain and I realize I’ve tightened my grip on his shoulders. I force my fingers to relax. “Sorry. What do you mean a fight?”

      “A-a leadership contest. They’re goin’ down to the square now. Beth sent me to find you.” His face pales. “What ’appens if he beats him? Will the Metz take us all in?” His thin body begins to tremble.

      I straighten and put a hand out to the wall to steady myself. I’d thought Vihaan would challenge him. And Jay could easily take him down. But a challenge from outside the gang? That’s unheard of.

      “Aleesha?”

      I pat Tommy’s shoulder. “Jay will be fine. He’s a good fighter. Have they got the jury ready?”

      “I-I think Vihaan is sorting it out.”

      Damn.

      But with Jonas dead, Jay’s short a second. Of course Vihaan would press his advantage.

      “And Danny.”

      Well, that’s something. An image of the stocky young man with a snake tattooed on his shaved head appears in my mind. Danny’s no leader, but at least he’s loyal to Jay.

      Tommy looks scared.

      “Look, just go back to headquarters and wait to see what happens. It can be a bit rough around the challenge arena.”

      “But I want to see what happens.”

      “If you can find a way up to the rooftops, you might be able to look down from there. But stay off the streets, okay?”

      He nods and I give him a gentle push. As he runs away, I slump against the wall and close my eyes. This is bad. Really frickin’ bad.

      There’s got to be some way to fix it. Some way Jay can win.

      But try as I might, I can’t think of anything as I sprint down toward the river.
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        * * *

      

      There’s already a crowd gathering as I run into the large square where leadership contests are held. A couple of guys with the double knife tattoos of the Shanksters are roping off an area in the centre, about twenty metres square. The square is the largest in this part of the city and is ringed on three sides by old, six-storey buildings. The buildings extend out into the river, which laps up to form the fourth side of the square.

      I scan the crowd for Jay, but he doesn’t seem to be here yet. Neither does Primo. My eye falls on Vihaan, talking in a low voice to a group of people gathered around a set of tables. The jury. I wander over to them and listen in on the conversation. There are twelve altogether: seven members of the Snakes and five representatives from other gangs. None of them look happy to be here.

      “We can’t have a fuckin’ Metz officer taking over,” the Bigland Boys rep mutters angrily. “It’s against the rules. What the hell are you lot playin’ at anyway? Going to get ’em to do yer dirty work?” He steps toward Vihaan, who glares up at him.

      “Shut yer face. And it’s not against the rules. Anyone can challenge – you know that.”

      “But a Metz officer?”

      Vihaan shrugs. “He’s decided to leave the Metz behind. Says he wants to help us.”

      The man’s eyes narrow and he reaches out and grips Vihaan’s t-shirt, pulling him forward. “Help who?”

      “Cool it,” a female voice snaps. A hard-faced woman pushes them apart. I recognize her from Jay’s leadership contest. She’s unofficially in charge of setting up and running leadership contests. No one messes with her. I allow myself a small smile.

      “I know this isn’t usual, but Vihaan’s right. Technically, anyone can challenge for leadership of a gang. And as much as I don’t approve of the suddenness of this contest or the contestants, it will go ahead. Understand?” She glares at them. The Bigland Boys rep – their leader, I think – seems about to protest, but the woman shoots him a look and he subsides, picking at the acne that covers his cheek.

      The smile falls from my face.

      “Given how much fightin’ there’s been lately, I think it’s best just to get this over and done with as quickly as possible,” the woman continues. “Jury, you’ve had your briefing.” She jerks her thumb. “Vihaan, get out of here, you’re not part of the group.”

      I turn my back as Vihaan walks away in a huff and down toward the river. A commotion at one of the entrances to the square catches my attention. Primo is striding purposefully toward one corner of the roped-off ring. A handful of other officers trail after him, easily distinguishable from the Outsiders by their size and black suits, along with a couple of members of the Snakes. I take care to memorize those faces. It pays to know who your enemies are.

      Jay enters the square a few minutes later. He has more supporters around him, but they’re all Snakes. Obviously, none of the Metz are prepared to declare their allegiance against the captain.

      Is that because they support Primo or because they think he’ll win?

      Jay spots me and gives a slight nod. He murmurs something to Beth, then pushes through the crowd around him and heads in my direction. Beth’s gaze follows him, her face lined with worry. Jay walks with a slight limp, still not fully healed from the fighting at Rose Square.

      “What happened?” I hiss as he gets closer.

      “You were right.” Jay’s face is dark. “Bastard challenged me. Vihaan put him up to it, I think. Knows he won’t win himself, so gets someone else to do his dirty work for him.”

      “And you accepted?”

      “What else could I do?”

      I fall silent and bite my lip. He’s right. Gang leaders can’t refuse a challenge. It’s the rules. And besides, refusing would only show everyone that he was too scared to fight and that would prove he wasn’t fit to be in charge of the Snakes. That was why Dane had been leader for so long. He’d commanded such fear and respect that no one dared challenge his authority. Until Samson had killed him, of course.

      I grab Jay’s arm. “Does Samson know? Maybe he can help, like last t—”

      “Shut up.” Jay looks around alarmed, but there’s no one close enough to hear. He lowers his voice. “No. Beth’s sent a message but she doesn’t think it’ll get to him in time. It’s all happened so quickly. I … I don’t know if I can win this, Aleesha.”

      It’s the first time I’ve ever heard Jay admit that he might be weaker than anyone. His brown eyes are wide with fear and for once he looks young and vulnerable. Fear laces my stomach in knots. Jay may be arrogant and cocky but he needs that confidence if he’s to have any chance against Primo.

      “Primo can’t win, Jay. This isn’t just about the Snakes. A Metz officer in charge of a gang? It can’t happen.” I grip his arms. “You have to beat him.”

      For a moment we stare into each other’s eyes, then Jay looks away.

      “Look, I know I haven’t been the best leader for the Snakes, but there’s no one else.” He pauses, then turns to look at me. “You’re the smartest person in the gang by far. And one of the best fighters. The way you put Vihaan down? Not many people could have done that. You’re the one who should be leadin’ them, Aleesha.”

      “Are you mad?” The words are out of my mouth before my brain has fully processed what he’s said. They’re louder than I’d intended and people nearby turn to look at us. I lower my voice to a whisper. “Don’t be an idiot. I don’t want to be a leader, and even if I did there’s no way the Snakes would accept me. Most of them don’t like me.”

      “They don’t ’ave to like you. They just need to respect you.” Jay pulls me toward him. “Look at me, Aleesha.”

      Reluctantly, I drag my eyes up to meet his.

      “I dunno if I can win against Primo.” His eyes cut across the square to where the huge Metz officer is stretching and warming up. “But you’re smart enough to figure out a way to beat him. If I go down—”

      “You’re not going down, Jay.”

      You can’t go down.

      He glares at me. “If I go down, promise me you’ll look after the Snakes. Swear you’ll do whatever it takes to get rid of him.”

      I feel sick to my stomach. He really doesn’t believe he can win. He’s going to throw away his life and expect me to pick up the pieces.

      Jay grips my shoulders and gives me a shake. “Promise me, Aleesha.” His voice is fierce.

      I snap out of my daze and stare into his eyes. They’re harder now – the vulnerability is gone. That’s good.

      “I won’t promise, Jay. Because I don’t need to promise.” I reach up and remove his hands from my shoulders. “You are going to go out there and give that Metz officer the ass-kicking he’s never had.” Now it’s my turn to grip Jay’s shoulders. “Focus. Look for his weak spot. He has to have one. Everyone has one. The Metz are used to fighting with guns, not clubs and knives. You can do this. You will do this.”

      Jay’s muscles tense under my grip as he straightens his shoulders and looks pointedly at my hands. I release my grip and give him a light punch on his arm. “Go get him.”

      As he strides off to his corner of the ring, I turn and freeze. Primo’s looking straight at me, and even from this distance I can see the calculating expression on his face.

      Does he remember me? From the compound?

      I rack my brain for anything that could help Jay get some advantage over him, but nothing comes to mind. Jay’s going to have to win this one for himself.

      A bell rings out and Jay and Primo step into the roped-off arena and walk toward the head official, who’s waiting in the centre. Jay swaggers with his shoulders back, but it’s clear for everyone to see that his bravado is a show.

      Primo moves slowly, lazily, like a man who’s already won.

      The official says something to them, then the bell rings out again. The fight has begun.

      I push through the growing crowd to Jay’s corner. The Snakes part to let me through and I go to stand by Beth. She stares at the two men circling each other in the ring, her face strained.

      “How long until Samson can get here?”

      “An hour, maybe more. It depends if he’s at headquarters.”

      Which means Jay has to get through the first two rounds at least.

      “Why didn’t Jay insist on more time to prepare?”

      This time it’s Danny, standing on the other side of Beth, who answers. “Vihaan had already run off to make the arrangements. If Jay had tried to put it off, it would have made him look bad.”

      “Bloody Vihaan,” I mutter under my breath.

      “He’s a sly worm, that one.”

      I turn at Jax’s voice. “What do you mean?”

      He shrugs, somehow managing to give the impression of being slouched against a wall, even though the nearest building is fifty feet away. “He’s been bidin’ his time ever since Dane got himself killed. Knew he couldn’t beat Jay in a fair fight so he’s got someone to do it for him. Wants the number two spot.”

      I turn back to the arena. Neither man has made a move yet. Both are stripped to the waist and my eyes can’t help but be drawn to Primo’s chest.

      Is it actually possible for a man to have that much muscle?

      That must make him heavy, though. I wonder if Jay can figure out some way to use that to his advantage.

      The first round is wrestling. It’s usually a warm-up round, each fighter trying to tire their opponent out before weapons come into play. Jay’s good at wrestling, but he’s never fought anyone the size of Primo.

      The former Metz captain stands lightly on the balls of his feet. His arms hang relaxed at his sides and his eyes never leave Jay’s. Everything I’d tried to teach Trey about how to fight when we’d sparred on my rooftop.

      My fingers tighten on the rope cordoning off the arena. Of course he’s a fighter. They all are. That’s all they’ve been trained to do – fight and kill.

      And you set them free.

      Primo makes the first move, lunging forward in a blur of movement. Jay backs away, nearly stumbling over his own feet. He gathers himself and runs at Primo. I wince as his shoulder slams into the bigger man’s chest. It’s like hitting a brick wall. Primo barely sways as Jay staggers away, clutching at his shoulder.

      I bite my lip. Jay’s used to being the biggest and strongest. That’s how he’s won his fights in the past. But he won’t win that way against Primo. He needs to come up with something else.

      The crowd is silent at first, but as the clock counts down the minutes and seconds, an uneasy murmur swells around us. Usually, leadership fights are a pretty even match. But this is different.

      Primo is stronger, bigger, faster.

      He bounds in and out, landing blows before Jay can even register the movement, then dancing away, fists raised in front of him like a boxer. Jay changes tactics, trying to keep away from the larger man as much as possible. But Primo’s just so damn fast.

      He’s like a crow pecking at his prey, weakening it slowly just to show he’s completely in control of its pathetic little life as he drags out the inevitable.

      It would take a miracle for Jay to win this fight.

      I close my eyes and try to swallow but there’s no moisture left in my mouth.

      “Two minutes,” Danny mutters.

      The two men draw apart and I wonder if that’s it, if they’re going to just waste the remaining time circling each other and resting for the next round.

      But Primo’s not done.

      He strikes, knocking Jay clean off his feet. Jay slams onto the hard ground and I can almost feel the impact of the concrete knocking the breath from his lungs. He lies motionless.

      A murmur of unease ripples through the crowd.

      Primo walks slowly toward him, the crow finally ready to end the fight. But as he gets closer, Jay kicks out and a cloud of dust rises in the air, sending Primo reeling back, coughing.

      Clever, Jay.

      Perhaps I’ve underestimated him.

      The bell rings and my shoulders sag. The end of the first round.

      Jay stumbles over to us. He’s breathing heavily and a sheen of sweat covers his skin. A dark bruise is already rising on his jaw and blood trickles from some of his old wounds, which have reopened. He grabs the bottle of Chaz Beth holds out to him and gulps it down.

      “You’re doing great,” Beth says to him, gripping his arm as if by doing so she can somehow transfer her energy to him.

      “He’s a big guy.”

      “But you know the ring. You know the weapons,” she says encouragingly.

      I glance over at Primo’s corner. A towel, heavy with sweat, hangs around his shoulders and he’s downed two bottles of water in the space of a minute. As he lifts a third to his lips, I catch sight of a tattoo on his right arm. X4.

      “He’s not used to fighting in these conditions.”

      “What?” Jay stops stretching and turns to look at me.

      “The Metz suits control their body temperature. He’s not used to fighting in this heat.” It’s cooler today than it has been, but still much warmer than the air-conditioned Metz compound. I turn to Jay. “He’s sweating buckets. Keep him moving. He may tire more quickly.”

      Jay nods. “Aleesha, what I said before, about you—”

      “It doesn’t matter.” He can’t go in thinking he’ll lose. I place a hand on his arm. He’s trembling. “We can talk later, once you’ve beaten him.”

      Beth gives us a questioning look, wrapping one arm around Jay as if she still sees me as a threat. My eyes are drawn to a set of curved indentations on the back of her hand. Fingernail marks?

      She catches me looking and pulls her hand back, turning Jay’s face toward her for a kiss.

      I turn away.

      There’s a movement in the arena. The official walks in dragging two wooden clubs behind her.

      “Time to go.” Jay pulls back from Beth, then places a final kiss on her forehead. He drops his voice to a whisper, but I’m close enough to hear the words meant only for her. “I love you, Beth.” The clamour of the bell drowns out the rest.

      Round two.

      Jay goes immediately on the offensive, swinging his club at Primo’s legs, chest and shoulders. He lands a few blows, but Primo just shrugs them off. He hefts his own club in his hand as if he’s trying to get a feel for its weight and balance.

      Then he strikes.

      The weighted wooden baton whirls through the air. Jay ducks out the way of the first blow, but he’s too slow to miss the second. Primo’s club slams down on his shoulder and Jay staggers away, his left arm hanging limply by his side.

      There’s a sharp intake of breath beside me but I don’t dare look away, even for a second.

      Primo gives him a moment to recover, but it’s clear Jay’s injured. He still holds his club in his right hand but his face twists in pain as he tries to lift his left arm to the handle.

      I lick my lips as my stomach works itself into knots. Has Samson got the message yet? Is he on his way? Surely if anyone can save Jay, he can.

      “Come on, Jay,” Beth murmurs, a tremor in her voice.

      Jay tries to rally, holding his club up as Primo approaches. They’re closer to us now, and I can smell their sweat on the breeze. Jay goes for the dust trick again, but Primo’s expecting it this time and backs away, covering his mouth. Jay skirts around him, back toward the centre of the ring.

      That’s it, keep him moving.

      My heart hammers in my ears, in contrast to the silence of the crowd. They know this fight is different, but I wonder if they really understand the consequences if Primo wins.

      Primo attacks again. Jay dodges, but the club glances off his right side. In a move almost too quick for me to catch, Primo follows it up with a second blow and Jay falls to the floor, a cry of pain escaping his lips.

      “No!”

      As if he can hear Beth, Jay raises his club above his head, just in time to deflect Primo’s next blow. The force reverberates down the wooden club and through his arm.

      Where are you, Samson?

      I feel a hand on my arm, pulling me back, and realize I’ve lifted the rope cordoning off the arena to duck underneath it. Jax shakes his head at me.

      “You can’t go in. You know the rules.” His eyes are tight, but he’s right. If I go in now, the contest will be forfeit. Primo would automatically win.

      But Jay would survive.

      “It’s his fight, Aleesha,” Jax warns.

      And what could I do anyway, against that mountain of a man?

      I step back. Jay is bent over, clutching his side. If a miracle’s going to happen, now is the time.

      “Get up Jay,” Beth murmurs beside me. Her knuckles are white on the rope. “Get up.”

      But before he can move, Primo brings his club down on Jay’s knee. There’s a horrible crack and Jay falls onto his back, screaming in pain. He drops his club and twists his body, clawing at the ground as he tries to pull himself out of Primo’s way. His face is contorted in pain, the whites of his eyes showing his fear.

      Come on, Samson.

      The square is so quiet, you could hear a chit drop.

      Primo steps forward and raises his club.

      Jay turns his head toward us and his mouth moves, but I can’t make out what he’s trying to say or if his words are meant for me or Beth.

      The club falls through the air to land with a sickening thud on Jay’s head.
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      Coleman’s food factory is the largest building in Area Six. From the outside, it looks like a giant white cube, devoid of windows or decoration. But looking down from above, through the transparent slit of the pod, I see it’s divided into sections: long lengths that criss-cross each other so the overall effect is rather like one of those mind-boggling pictures that trick your brain into seeing something that isn’t there.

      The pod lands on one of the four corners of the building’s roof and I wait for the rest of the occupants to exit before stepping out. In the distance, pods land and depart from the other three corners. The whole roof is encircled with a tall white wall that hides the view of the city. Gardens stretch between the pod stations and, about a hundred metres in from the white wall, a transparent barrier rings the central part of the factory.

      I walk over to it. It’s head height and too slick to climb. When I look through it, I realize why.

      The building drops away below me. A few floors below, a clear tube cuts across the void. Every few seconds a pod rushes through it. Further down, another tube cuts across, perpendicular to the first. The void is a few hundred metres wide. On the far side, different levels of the building are stacked, like gigantic blocks, on top of one another. A few have gardens on top of them, but most have black solar panels, a stark contrast to the blinding whiteness of the rest of the building.

      I take a step back from the edge, feeling suddenly dizzy.

      “Quite something, isn’t it?”

      I turn to see a lithe, dark-skinned woman watching me. Corkscrew hair surrounds a smiling, round face. She looks young, perhaps a few years older than me, and wears a geometrically-patterned jumpsuit of bright green and yellow.

      “First day?”

      I blush and look down at my new, polished shoes. “That obvious?”

      “Everyone has that expression on their face when they see it for the first time.” Her voice is warm. “I’m Emilie.”

      I take her proffered hand. “Trey … I mean, Darwin. Darwin Goldsmith.”

      Emilie raises an eyebrow. “Well, Trey-I-mean-Darwin, it’s nice to meet you.” She hesitates for a second then drops my hand. “I recognized you from your holo. You’re my new boss.” She points to a bank of glass elevators set into the wall. “Reception is one floor down. You’d better get going.” She flashes me a shy smile. “Look forward to seeing you later.”

      “Yeah, you too!” I call as she walks away. I wince inwardly.

      If I’m supposed to be her boss, I’m not sure I’ve made the best first impression.

      I glance once more down into the void, then push back my shoulders, take a deep breath and walk toward the elevator.

      Inside, I press the button marked “Reception” and a few seconds later, step out into a vast room. To my right is a polished wood reception desk; to my left, screened off by pot plants, seems to be a café or informal meeting area. In front of me, a tiered fountain stands in front of the floor-to-ceiling windows that span the far wall. At least, I think they’re windows until I look closer and realize that the panoramic cityscape I see through them can’t possibly be real.

      I walk over to the reception desk and give the man behind it a warm smile. The reception area is small. I guess they don’t get many visitors to the factory.

      “Hi, I’m Darwin Goldsmith. I start work here today.”

      The man’s megawatt smile drops slightly, but he turns and reaches for a scanner. “Your arm, please?”

      I proffer my right arm and he runs the scanner down it, then gives a small nod of satisfaction. “Thank you, Mr Goldsmith. Please take a seat, someone will come up for you shortly.”

      He waves to a group of chairs set around a low table and I sit down. The chairs smell new, like my suit – which I glance down at. It feels too bright and gaudy, but at least the sky blue isn’t as bad as the tangerine or crimson suits Mother had tried to force on me. Given a choice, I’d have worn the black suit she bought me for Father’s funeral, but she’s hidden it away somewhere. I guess she’s right – I’d stand out more here wearing black than blending in with the bright colours.

      At least the suit fits well and the shirt underneath regulates my body temperature so I don’t have to worry about sweat patches. But I find myself longing for the loose, simple Outsider clothing Bryn had given me.

      I run my fingers up my right sleeve. Giving me a new chip had taken seconds and was almost painless. The technician had frowned at the long pink scar, stark against my pale skin.

      “Do you want me to heal that for you?” she’d asked.

      “No,” I had answered.

      I keep it as a badge of pride. And as a reminder of what lies outside this perfect bubble.

      “Darwin Goldsmith, good to have you here,” a cheerful voice rings out.

      I look up to see a golden-haired young man in an impeccably tailored teal suit holding out his hand. I stand and take it.

      “Nice to meet you …”

      “Louis Coleman. My proper name is Aloysius but it’s a mouthful so I go by Louis.” He makes a face. “It’s Darwin, isn’t it?”

      “Actually, I prefer T—” I change my mind and snap my mouth shut.

      Trey is for Outside. Here I will be Darwin. Another reminder that I’m here to do a job.

      “Yes. Darwin.” I straighten my jacket unnecessarily, my fingers curling for something to do.

      “Good stuff. Well, come this way – I’ll give you the grand tour. As you’ve probably guessed, this is the main entrance and there’s a staff café up here. The main restaurant is through those doors.”

      Louis continues chatting as we walk over to the elevators. I’m glad. It saves me having to think of something polite to say. The elevator’s empty, but Louis’s finger pauses over the keypad.

      “Look, Darwin, I know this is your first day, but you’re going to have to buck up a bit.” He looks me up and down. “Phillips was glad enough to get rid of me, but he’s not happy about you replacing me. He had someone else lined up for the job. A top graduate and daughter of one of his tennis partners. Then my F—” He stops himself. “Coleman himself came down and told him he’d already hired you. You look fresh out of school. This your first job?”

      “Yes.” I hesitate, then add. “You’re Coleman’s son?”

      Louis’s face twists. “Yeah, not that it does me any favours.” There’s a trace of bitterness in his words.

      I search for a different topic of conversation. “So, er, where are you working now?”

      Louis types a code into the keypad and leans back against the glass wall as the lift rushes down, inspecting his fingernails. “Got headhunted by another department. I’m Head of London Distribution, and somehow got lumbered with responsibility for Outsider welfare in the factory too.” He rolls his eyes. “But that was a small price to pay to get out of here.”

      He mistakes my look of irritation for one of fear. “I’m sure you’ll fare better. Phillips and I just clashed. Don’t let him walk all over you, though. I doubt he’ll give you much support but I’ll give you my comm link, so any questions or issues, just ask.”

      The lift pings and the doors open. Louis motions for me to go first. “Welcome to Level 31 – your new home.”

      I step out into a long corridor. Glass windows stretch along the top half of the wall. I walk over and look down onto a hive of activity. Rows of machinery line one half of the vast room, stretching away into the distance. There are production lines of robotic arms that move in a blur, so fast I can’t make out what they’re actually doing. The other half of the room is filled with rows of huge sealed vats. The sides of the vats are transparent, but I can’t make out what’s inside. People dressed in white tunics walk between the lines.

      Louis joins me at the window. “Did they tell you anything about this job?” he asks quietly.

      I hesitate, wondering if I can trust him. But I don’t really have a choice. If I’m to last two minutes in this place, it’s obvious I’m going to need his help. “No,” I admit.

      “Thought as much.” He gives me a curious glance, obviously wanting to know why I’ve been given this role. I just stare down at the machines. “Okay, well you’re in charge of the production lines for meat products. Fake meat products, of course.” He laughs. “There are three grades that cover food at different qualities and price points: lower, mid and premium. Generally speaking, the higher quality stuff is at this end, and the cheap burgers we ship to the Outsiders are at the other end. It’s your job to keep things running.”

      My stomach clenches and I clasp my hands tightly in front of me.

      “Don’t worry, you don’t need to know how it all works,” Louis says, as if reading my mind. “The scientists have set everything up and Barnes keeps the production line running and oversees the workers.”

      “Barnes?”

      “The foreman.” Louis’s voice is tight. “Come on, we’ll go down and I’ll introduce you.”

      We return to the elevator and Louis presses the back of his hand to a panel above the keypad. “We’ll get your authorization sorted later.”

      The elevator spits us out in a small circular room encased by clear walls. “Cleaning chamber,” Louis comments. There’s a hiss and it feels like the air is being sucked from the room, my hair rising as every molecule of dust is removed. There’s a ping and the red light above the exit door changes to green.

      As soon as the doors open, the noise hits me. Layers upon layers of noise. A deep constant hum from the tanks on the left side of the room, and a dull pounding interspersed with rhythmic clacking from the rows to the right. But cutting through it all is a high-pitched screech that makes the hairs on the back of my neck stand.

      I glance at Louis. His face is twisted in a grimace and his eyes scan the room, looking for someone – Barnes presumably. One of the white-suited women spots us and nods, disappearing up a row.

      “Is it always this noisy?” I ask.

      “Yes, and no. That screeching isn’t normal.” Louis strides off toward the back of the room. The screeching gets louder and then abruptly stops. I jog to catch up and am panting when he finally slows his pace. Ahead of us, the rows of machinery and robots end and there’s an open space separating the production lines from a set of metal towers that seem to fill the back part of the factory floor. A group of people stand arguing.

      “Ah, Barnes,” Louis mutters.

      I look around, confused. Surely Barnes, as foreman, would be wearing something different to distinguish himself from the rest of the workers. But perhaps not. I look over the group and pinpoint an elderly man talking to a young woman as the most likely candidate. The woman catches my eye, or rather, her hair does as she’s standing with her back to us. It’s a rich copper, drawn up into a loose ponytail that hangs to her shoulder blades. Her white suit is as shapeless as everyone else’s but it doesn’t fully disguise her curves.

      “Barnes!” Louis yells as we approach. The elderly man glances at us over the woman’s shoulder and his eyes widen a fraction. He mutters something to her.

      The woman turns slowly. She’s not quite as young as I’d thought from the back – perhaps mid to late thirties. She carries a holo pad and faint wrinkles line her forehead, suggesting that the frown she wears now isn’t unusual.

      “Now is not a good time, Louis,” she snaps, turning away and giving an order to a young woman, who nods and hurries off.

      This is Barnes? I had expected …

      A man. I chide myself for the assumption and force a smile onto my face.

      “What was that noise?” Louis demands.

      The woman sighs and turns back around to face us. “Problem with one of the dehydrators.” She motions to the towers behind us. “Second time today I’ve had to shut it down. We’ll have to take it apart to figure out what’s wrong. We’re ahead on today’s quota so it shouldn’t affect delivery, but if we can’t get it fixed today, we’ll be behind on tomorrow’s.”

      “Noted,” Louis says stiffly. He seems uncomfortable but I can’t figure out why. “Barnes, this is the new production manager, Darwin Goldsmith.”

      Barnes glances at me as if it’s the first time she’s noticed my presence. “You look young. Fresh out of university? Welcome to the real world.”

      I step forward and hold out my hand. She takes it, reluctantly. Her skin is rough and calloused. “Nice to meet you. Louis has spoken highly of your work.”

      She snorts and pulls her hand away, giving Louis a look I can’t read. He frowns and takes her to one side, speaking to her in a low urgent voice. Whatever he’s saying, she’s not happy about it. But she inclines her head and nods in acquiescence.

      “I’ll give you a tour tomorrow morning. I hope you’re a quick learner,” she says to me. Louis shoots her a look and she forces a smile onto her face. “Lovely to meet you, Mr Goldsmith. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to go and get this dehydrator fixed.”

      She doesn’t wait for me to reply but stalks off in the direction of the towers. The other workers look at each other, unsure whether they’re supposed to follow their boss or stay with us.

      I give them what I hope is a reassuring smile. “I’m sure you’ve all got more important things to do than stand around chatting to me. I look forward to meeting you properly tomorrow.”

      I turn and stride back down between the rows of robots, leaving Louis to follow. We walk in silence back to the elevator. Louis presses his hand to the panel and punches in a code before turning to me.

      “Barnes is …”

      “Difficult?” I supply.

      He sighs. “Touchy. She doesn’t really like people and she definitely doesn’t like authority. The only reason she keeps her job is because she’s a genius with the machines. No one else understands the manufacturing process like she does, or can fix things as quickly. And the workers like her,” he adds as an afterthought.

      “So if she keeps everything running down there, what’s my job?”

      Louis gives me a sly smile. “Keeping her under control.”

      The elevator doors open and he steps out, leading the way along the long corridor. I glance through the windows at the factory floor and my heart sinks. If that really is the main part of my job, I’m not sure how well I’m going to succeed.

      Louis stops by a door. “This is your office.”

      He presses the back of his hand to the panel, using his Coleman Corporation chip to unlock the door, and walks inside. I follow him into a modest room. Windows line one wall, looking out over the factory. There’s a large desk next to the window, with three chairs set around a low table in front of it. On the other side of the room, two smaller desks face each other, divided by a low screen, though only one is in use. There’s a black cabinet in one corner and a couple of pot plants that look like they’ve seen better days.

      “Darwin, this is Emilie, your assistant.”

      The lithe woman with corkscrew hair smiles and gets up from one of the smaller desks. She walks over and holds out her hand. “Nice to meet you again, Mr Goldsmith.”

      “Again?” Louis raises an eyebrow.

      Emilie shrugs. “We arrived at the pod point at the same time this morning.”

      “Great.” Louis turns to me and spreads his hands. “Well, I must be going – have to get back to my real job. I’ll swing by this afternoon to get your authorization sorted and talk you through the reports you’re responsible for. I think there’s a Production Board meeting this week …?” He glances at Emilie, who nods. “So you’ll need to get that done by close of play Wednesday.”

      He turns to leave.

      “When will I be meeting Phillips?”

      “Oh, he’ll call for you when he’s ready.” Louis sighs and turns back to me. “Look, just to warn you, he can be a beast. Whatever he says, don’t take it personally – we’ve all been on the wrong side of his temper at one point or another.” The serious expression on his face breaks into a wide grin. “But what am I thinking? We should go for drinks! I’ll introduce you to the fun people in this place.” He gives me a wink. “Later.”

      The door clicks shut behind him.

      Emilie rolls her eyes. “Yes, he’s always like that,” she says, answering my unspoken question. “He thinks everything is a big game, like he’s still at university or something.”

      “Still, he must have been good at his job to get promoted.”

      She shoots me an odd look, reminding me that Louis is the boss’s son. I walk over to the window and look out over the factory floor. It feels like my first day at school. No, worse than that. At least then, there were lots of other boys in the same position.

      “How long have you been here, Emilie?”

      “Just over a year,” she replies, coming to stand next to me. “I … I didn’t go to university, my parents couldn’t afford it. Oh, we’re Insiders,” she says hurriedly as I turn to look at her. “But it cost enough to get me to a good school, and you know what the price of housing is like at the moment.” She makes a face. “I’m hoping I can save enough to help my sister go to university. She’s really smart.”

      “Do you enjoy it here?”

      There’s a fraction of a pause. “It’s not bad. The work is okay, especially as Louis let me take on some of the more interesting bits.”

      I wonder if Louis had been doing her a favour or off-loading his work onto her.

      I force a smile onto my face. “Well, I’m going to need your help. This is all new to me. Where do we start?”

      A smile lights up her face and her eyes twinkle. “We start by getting a coffee – you’re going to need it. Then we’ll talk numbers.”

      I sigh. This is going to be a long day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            9

          

          
            Aleesha

          

        

      

    

    
      For a full ten seconds, there’s silence. Primo raises his arms in triumph, but if he’s waiting for applause, he doesn’t get it. A low murmur of anger and fear runs through the crowd but no one’s brave enough to shout out loud. There’s a ragged cheer from Primo’s supporters but it stops as the official walks into the ring.

      She holds up a hand and the crowd fall silent. “The judges have agreed. Primo wins.”

      At her feet, Jay lies still, his head crushed by Primo’s final blow.

      “This isn’t right. It’s not how the gangs work.” Beth is pale and her body is rigid, her hands still gripping the rope ringing the area. Her eyes are fixed on Jay’s body.

      “It’s exactly how the gangs work,” I say bitterly. “The biggest and strongest wins. That’s why no one’s challenging him. How can any Outsider win against someone like that?”

      “And you brought them in. Asked the Snakes to look after them.” She spits the words. “You brought them in!”

      I turn to her. “I-I’m sorry, Beth.” My voice chokes. “I didn’t—”

      “Didn’t what? Think?” She turns to me, fire flashing in her eyes. “You wanted to save them but what about your own people? What’s going to happen to them now?”

      Guilt fills my belly, a lead weight dragging me down.

      Why, whenever I try and do the right thing, does it turn out wrong?

      Tension and fear thicken the air around me. A change in gang leader isn’t unusual, and even if you supported the losing side you still had a place in the gang. But this has never happened before. An Insider taking over. A Metz officer.

      On the other side of the ring, Primo is celebrating at the centre of a small crowd of people. Vihaan is there, looking smug as he talks to Megan.

      Primo turns and catches my eye. His lips twist into a cold smile that makes my limbs go weak. Suddenly, the day doesn’t feel warm at all.

      His eyes move from me to Beth and the corner of his mouth twitches.

      “Beth, we have to go. Now.”

      She pulls her arm from my grip. “Let go of me!”

      “I’m serious.” I lower my voice. “He’ll come for us, for you. You do not want to be here. Winner’s spoils?”

      Her eyes widen as she catches my meaning.

      “But Jay …”

      “You can’t do anything for ’im now,” Danny says. “Aleesha’s right. You need to get out of here. Go back to those other people of yours. Mebbe they can protect you.”

      Beth looks back to where a team of medical volunteers are rolling Jay onto a makeshift stretcher. None of them have opened their bags of supplies. They know there’s no point trying to treat him.

      “He wouldn’t want you to risk yourself.” Part of me wonders why I’m even trying to protect her, given what she did to me. But I saw that look Primo gave her. The look he gave me. And I wouldn’t wish that on any woman.

      There’s a commotion behind us. Samson pushes through the crowd, accompanied by a lean man with a thin, sharp face. Danny melts back as they approach. Samson’s long dreadlocks swing behind him and his face is stern.

      He takes in the scene at a glance and turns to Beth. “I came as soon as I could. You need to get away.”

      She pulls back from his grasp, tears welling in her eyes. “Why didn’t you stop this? This shouldn’t have happened!” She points angrily behind her to where Jay is being carted off.

      “Later, Beth!”

      She flinches back under his gaze and drops her arm.

      “Come.” He takes her arm in an almost brotherly fashion and gently pulls her forward.

      I make a move to follow, but he shakes his head. “Stay away from the Snakes. Don’t do anything stupid.”

      “Me don’t do anything stupid? What are you going to do?” I say in a low voice. “You need to challenge him, now, while he’s tired. There’s no one else who can beat him.”

      Samson stops and bends his head to mine. His scent is heavy and the air feels thick around him. I may not feel the same level of fear I once had for him, but he’s still the most intimidating person I know.

      Which is exactly why he’s the one to sort this out.

      “Leave it, Aleesha. We need to think this through. No more hasty decisions.”

      His voice is low and controlled but there’s something in his eyes that makes me catch my breath.

      Fear?

      But Samson doesn’t fear anyone.

      As he pushes Beth through the crowd, I turn back to look at Primo. An elite member of the Metz. A captain who knows exactly what the Metz have done. A trained killer, with enhanced genetics for strength and speed.

      No wonder Samson’s afraid.

      We all should be.
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      I watch as Jay’s body is carried to a floating raft. The tide is in, but the water’s still too shallow for boats to come in. I climb up to the roof of a building that extends out into the river and get as far out as I can before it becomes impassable. Below me, Jay is transferred from raft to boat. It’s not big enough to take the stretcher, so they just roll him off it and he lands with a thud in the bottom of the dinghy. A few chits change hands and the man in the boat picks up his oars.

      A wind is coming up from the south. It whips around my face, tugging at my tightly braided hair and making the hairs on the back of my arms rise. But I don’t duck down behind the shelter of a parapet. I stand sentinel for Jay, the only attendee at his funeral.

      That’s what happens if you die out here and your family don’t have enough money to take you to the crematorium, or if you have no family at all. There’s no funeral, no words spoken by a minister who pretends to care about your grief. There is only the river.

      The boat makes its way slowly out between the buildings, the oarsman carefully steering around hidden obstacles under the water. It goes past me, further up the drowned street toward the river. But there are still remnants of buildings between it and the main expanse of water when the boat stops.

      I strain my eyes. Water rushes through an open space between buildings. It tugs at the small boat, pulling it around, but the man throws a loop of rope around a post. The rope tightens but doesn’t break.

      He bends over Jay’s body, looping his arms through what looks to be a rough sack filled with stones. To weigh him down I guess. Then, without ceremony, he heaves Jay over the edge of the boat and into the water.

      Jay sinks immediately, head first, the rushing water closing over his feet. The boat rocks violently, and for a minute I think it’s going to overturn, but the man braces himself and steadies it. He nods in satisfaction of a job well done, then pulls on the rope, picks up his oars and disappears into the drowned city.

      I climb slowly back over the roofs and down to the square. The crowd has dispersed, the rope and tables have been carried away. The only sign that the fight took place is a dark stain in the dirt.

      “He fought well.”

      I turn to find Rogue standing behind me. I scan his face, trying to figure out whose side he’s on now but his expression is wooden.

      “He meant something to you?”

      I nod. “We …” But I let my voice trail off. “You watched the fight?”

      “Yes. A few of us took the risk of leaving the headquarters. We watched from up there.” He points to the roof of one of the buildings.

      Smart. Even out of their black armour and helmets, it’s clear that the officers are not Outsiders.

      “What happens now?”

      “Well, traditionally, there’d be a party at headquarters. Gang members who backed the losing side would do a bit of grovelling to the new leader and that would be that. Now? I don’t know. This has never happened before. It shouldn’t have happened.”

      I turn and glare at him, feeling my fists tighten. “Why didn’t you stop it?”

      He flinches back at my words. “How could I have stopped it?”

      “You said he was going to be trouble.”

      “But I didn’t know he’d do this.” He pauses. “So he’s in charge now?”

      “Yes.”

      Rogue presses a hand to his chest and frowns. “When you shouted at me, I felt … hurt. An emotion thing?”

      “Sorry,” I mutter, looking down at the ground. His hand grazes my arm, sending electricity shooting across my skin. I look up to find him staring at me, confusion in his blue eyes.

      I swallow hard. “Yes, it’s an emotion. I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have snapped at you.”

      “I feel a lot of emotions around you. But they’re mostly good ones.”

      I want to step away, but my legs feel oddly weak. He reaches a hand up to stroke my hair.

      I jerk away. “Don’t do that!”

      He looks hurt. “What did I do?”

      I put another step between us. The air helps me breathe. “Touching my hair. You don’t do that to a friend.” Confusion flashes across his face. “Look, didn’t you have a girlfriend in that compound? Or before you joined the Metz?”

      “No. I …” His face clears and his cheeks flush red. He stiffens and his hand falls to his side. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize. And there wasn’t any of that in the compound. We are – were – all officers. There was no emotion. No … relationships.”

      I feel a twist of guilt. Even more so because, despite everything, part of me hadn’t wanted to pull away from him.

      An image of Trey appears in my head. So different from Rogue in almost every way. But the image makes my chest feel uncomfortably tight and I push it away.

      Why does it feel like I’m betraying him when we’re not even together?

      And never will be together. Any possibility of that flew out the window the day I dragged his father to his death.

      I rub my forehead. “Look, it’s fine, okay? But Primo being in charge? That’s not fine. He was your captain – what do you know about him?”

      “Not much. My memories come and go.” He looks shamefaced. “I think he was one of the more senior captains, which means he’ll have been in the position for years, decades maybe.”

      “Is that what his number relates to? X4?”

      Rogue shakes his head. “No, that’s his unit.” He pulls up the sleeve of his skin-tight black suit to reveal an inked code on his forearm. ML486. “I was the eighty-sixth officer in unit four. The X designates he’s a captain.” He pulls the sleeve back down hurriedly, as if ashamed of the tattoo. “He’s the only captain you captured who stayed.”

      I jerk my head up. “The only one?” I try and remember how many we’d captured. Three perhaps?

      “Yes. I kept an eye on them. They met together, the first night they were all awake. They all remembered.” His jaw tightens. “Two left that night, but Primo stayed.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe as a spy? Or maybe …” He looks thoughtful.

      “Maybe what?”

      “Maybe he just wanted a new start. A place where he could be in charge. He … he always wanted us to be the best unit, pushed us the hardest. Maybe that’s why he’s called himself Primo. He wants to be number one.”

      “Number one in the Metz?”

      Rogue tugs the sleeve of his suit down further over his wrist. “Or outside the Metz,” he says quietly.

      “Are the other Metz officers following him?” I turn to him. “Are you following him?”

      “No.” Indecision crosses his face. “There are a few of us who remember … things. We don’t trust him, but what other option do we have?” He spreads his hands. “Where else can we go out here?”

      He looks to me for an answer, but I don’t have one.

      “And those who don’t remember?”

      “They feel lost. They’re looking for a leader – someone to tell them what to do. Some sense of normality.”

      “And Primo would provide that. They’re used to being ordered around like … like Outsiders. So they’ll follow Primo, eat up whatever lies he tells them.” I feel sick.

      How could you have let yourself get killed, Jay?

      But I know it’s not his fault. It’s mine. I was the one who screwed up.

      “I have to go and see some people. I’ll try and find a safe place for you and the others to stay.” I look up at him. “Can you get them all together, maybe up on the rooftops?”

      “I can try.” Rogue takes my hand. This time, I don’t pull away.

      “I’m sorry. I never meant for this to happen.”

      “I know.”
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        * * *

      

      I barrel into Abby’s kitchen without bothering to knock. It’s empty. Dammit.

      “Abby? Bryn?”

      I hear a movement upstairs, and a moment later Abby walks in carrying a pile of sheets. “Aleesha? What’s wrong?”

      “Is Bryn around?”

      “I think he’s at the Chain’s headquarters.” She frowns. “What’s going on?”

      My heart sinks. I don’t want to go to the Chain’s headquarters. Not after what they did.

      But do I have any choice? I’ve got no way of getting in touch with Samson, who’s the only other person who may be able to help.

      “Here he is.” There’s a bang from outside and I turn to see Bryn walk into the yard.

      His brow furrows when he sees me. “Something wrong?”

      “Yes …” I slump onto a chair and lean forward on the table, pressing my palms against my forehead, trying to stem the emotion welling up inside me. “Everything is wrong.”

      There’s a click as Bryn closes the back door. His heavy footsteps cross the floor and he sits down next to me and places a hand on my shoulder. “What’s happened?”

      I’ve never heard him speak so gently and that in itself is enough to bring tears to my eyes. “The Metz have taken over the Snakes. Primo – one of the captains – challenged Jay to a leadership fight and won.”

      There’s a sharp intake of breath from Abby, but Bryn just sits in silence while I tell them the full story.

      When I finish, he sighs. “We wondered if this would happen.”

      I raise my head. “Then why didn’t you say something? Why didn’t you stop it?”

      “Well, you weren’t exactly keen for us to take charge. And we didn’t think it would happen so soon.”

      “How do we get rid of him?”

      “Right now, we can’t,” Bryn says flatly. “We could surround the Snakes’ headquarters, cut them off, possibly attack using grenades. But I’d bet he puts the gang members on the front line. Do you want to see them die to get to him?”

      I grind my knuckles into the table.

      “You could challenge him. Someone could challenge him – he’d have to accept.”

      Bryn snorts. “And who’s going to beat him? I can’t. Any one of those Metz officers would swat us in a one-to-one fight. And that would just consolidate his power. We’re not throwing anyone’s life away.” He softens his voice. “We’ll think of something, Aleesha. But right now, we have to let it go.”

      “I will not let it go.” I push back my chair. “If you can’t help me, I’ll go to someone who can.”

      Bryn grabs my arm. “Aleesha, wait. Don’t go rushing off – it didn’t help last time.”

      I lock eyes with him, then reluctantly sit down.

      “I’m sure Samson won’t be rushing into anything, either. He’s too smart for that.” There’s a trace of respect in Bryn’s voice.

      I remember the fear in Samson’s eyes and how fast he’d been to pull Beth away, and know that Bryn is right.

      “The first thing we need to do is get anyone who doesn’t want to follow him to safety.” He frowns. “I’m not sure we have anywhere big enough. But I do have another idea.”

      He shakes his head at my enquiring glance. “No, I’m not going to tell you. They may not agree to it.” He gets up and points a finger at me. “You stay here. I don’t want to get back with a solution to find you’ve run off again.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      He smiles wickedly. “That’s my girl.”

      “I am not y—”

      The kitchen door slams, cutting me off. I turn to Abby, who’s trying to contain her laughter, and glare at her instead.

      “Oh come on, he was only winding you up. Now, let me have a look at your shoulder.”

      Abby removes the dressing and reapplies some of the strange-smelling paste.

      “Where’s Trey?”

      Her hand freezes. “He’s gone.”

      She finishes with the paste and reaches for a dressing. “He left a note saying he’d decided to go back to his family.”

      My stomach twists. “I shouldn’t have said that to him, about going back Inside.”

      “It wasn’t you, Aleesha. It’s not all about you, you know.” There’s an unexpected bitterness in Abby’s words. Her hand drops from my shoulder and she sighs. “I’m sorry, that was uncalled for. I just hope it is the right decision for him. That it makes him happy.”

      “But if he goes back, he’ll be chipped, won’t he? Which means he won’t be able to come out here and see us. They’ll be following him.”

      Abby walks over to the sink and washes her hands. “Yes. But we have to think about what’s best for him. He’ll have money, access to health care, proper food. Things I— we can’t give him.”

      I stare down at the table, feeling strangely lost. Abby’s right. It is the best thing for Trey. He deserves all those things.

      Does that mean he’ll forget all about us now?

      “Abby, will you play some music for me?”

      She glances around in surprise, then smiles. “Sure. It would be good to take our minds off things.”

      She lifts the guitar off the wall and, sitting down, begins to strum. I rest my head on my arms and close my eyes, remembering the night the four of us had sat here. Remembering Trey playing, his fingers not quite as practised as Abby’s but producing beautiful music all the same.

      I try and lose myself in the music and focus on that happy night. Before everything went wrong.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            10

          

          

      

    

    







            Trey

          

        

      

    

    
      I stumble up the stairs to the apartment, pausing on each floor to catch my breath. Wave after wave of dizziness washes over me. My vision blurs and there are suddenly two staircases in front of me. I blink and they coalesce into one.

      Good thing Emilie warned me about Louis’s idea of fun. At least I ate something before the drinking started.

      My stomach churns and I wonder if I’m about to regret that preparation. I’ve never really drunk alcohol before. I’m not even old enough to, legally, not until I’m eighteen. But Louis must have assumed I was older. Either that, or he didn’t care.

      I tug at my tie to loosen it, take a deep breath and launch myself across the landing to the next set of stairs. I pull myself up using the rail. Why do people do this to themselves?

      As soon as the clock reached six, Louis had arrived at my office to drag me away. We’d taken a pod Inside and headed to a bar in Soho with neon lighting and scantily clad waitresses. Louis had introduced me to his friends, some of whom also worked at the factory.

      I’d sipped at my drink, despite Louis’s protestations that I should “drink up”, but even though I must have drunk barely half of what he did, it wasn’t long before I felt the alcohol take effect.

      The guys were friendly and I tried to make conversation and answer their questions, but it was tough when I couldn’t really talk about me. I didn’t want to let on that I hadn’t been to university, hadn’t even graduated school, so I dodged the questions and turned the conversation back to them. At every moment, I expected someone to recognize me as the criminal who’d been on the big screens and call me out. But no one did.

      I’d made my excuses after a couple of hours and stumbled from the bar to find a pod station. The fresh air perked me up a bit, but the effects of the alcohol seemed to have got worse, not lessened.

      At least it made me forget the numbers. Reams of data and reports and responsibilities that Louis and Emilie had talked to me about. I’m not sure if I’d taken any of it in. I still don’t really understand what my job is. I just have this gnawing sensation in my stomach and a little voice in my head telling me I’m a fraud, that this was all a mistake.

      I close my eyes and steel myself. I’m going to talk to Mother and see if I can find some other job. I’m not cut out for this.

      Another wave of dizziness. I grit my teeth and set off up the stairs.

      One more flight to go.

      I wonder what Aleesha would think if she saw me now. Picturing her expression of disgust makes me giggle, and the noise bounces off the walls down the stairwell.

      She’d think you were a spoilt, drunken rich kid.

      The thought sobers me and I straighten, forcing myself to walk normally up the rest of the stairs. I look out the window, down onto the street, and press my hands to my cheeks. My skin burns.

      How much did those drinks cost? How much food could they have bought Outside?

      I don’t know. Would she be disappointed in me? Probably. Mind you, she’d probably laugh at me too.

      The thought makes me smile and I push open the apartment door. It’s quiet inside, the ticking of the oversized clock on the wall the only noise to break the silence.

      “Mother? Ella?”

      I walk into the living room and freeze. My mother is lying motionless on the sofa, her face pale. My eyes flit to the table where a pill bottle lies open. The effects of the alcohol vanish, as if someone’s poured a bucket of ice over my head.

      “Mother!” I drop to my knees beside her and shake her roughly.

      I need to call a medic. Is she breathing?

      “Trey?” She looks up at me through bleary eyes. “What’s wrong?”

      I rock back on my heels, my body trembling from the shot of adrenaline. “You’re okay. Sorry, I just saw you lying there and thought …”

      She follows my gaze to the pills on the table and sits up. “I was just having a lie down, that’s all. I was tired.”

      She reaches for the pill bottle but I grab it and stand up, looking down at her. Her face is thinner than it used to be and her hair is dull and lifeless, the sheen of the rejuvenation treatments prematurely worn off.

      I had put her altered appearance down to stress and grief, but maybe I was wrong. She looks sick, not tired.

      The bottle has a prescription label on it. The name of the medicine means nothing to me, but I can read the dosage instructions. Take 1-2 tablets a day as required. Do NOT exceed the maximum dose.

      When I’d asked Ella why Mother couldn’t go to work, she had refused to meet my eye.

      “What’s this for?”

      My mother reaches for the bottle, her eyes pleading. I hold it out of reach. “Not until you tell me what they’re for.”

      I take a deep breath and close my eyes. That’s a mistake. The dizziness hits me again. I sink into the chair opposite her.

      “I know you’re hiding something from me. You and Ella. Please, just tell me what it is. I’m not a little boy any more, you don’t need to protect me. If I’m earning money for this family, I have a right to know what’s going on.”

      She looks down at her hands, clasped tightly in front of her. “Please, Trey—”

      “You’re sick. I can see that. What’s wrong? Why haven’t you been to a medic?”

      “I have been to a medic, Trey.” Her voice is small, like a child’s. “They can’t fix it.”

      “What do you mean they can’t—” I clamp my lips shut as her words break through the fog in my brain. “They can’t fix it?” I whisper.

      But the medics can fix anything.

      My mother shakes her head. “No.” She sniffs and wipes her eyes. “They think it’s some kind of brain cancer. They tried the usual cancer treatments, and for a while I thought they might have worked. But then the symptoms came back, even worse than before. They think it may be some kind of genetic mutation.”

      The silence thickens the air, the ticking of the clock like a timer counting down the seconds, hours, days that remain.

      “Are they looking at new treatments? You can’t be the only person affected by this? What caused it?”

      I get to my feet and begin to pace the room, but it’s so crammed with furniture I barely get five steps.

      My mother shrugs listlessly. “They don’t know. The labs are looking into it, but they’re busy with so much other work …”

      “We’ll pay them.”

      She looks up at me, her eyes filled with sorrow, though I’m not sure whether it’s for her or for me. “We are paying them, Trey. Where do you think all the money’s been going?”

      I press my head against the doors leading out to the balcony. The Plexiglas cools my burning skin.

      “Did Father know?”

      “Yes. I kept it from him for as long as I could, but he noticed something was wrong when he started spending more time at home.”

      No wonder he’d looked so gaunt and bowed over. He was carrying so many worries. All I did was add to them.

      My breath mists the window pane. Life Outside seems almost simple now. I long for Abby’s kitchen. My fingers twitch to run over the strings of her guitar, to surround myself with soothing music.

      Strange how you always want what you can’t have.

      “But that’s enough about me. How was your first day?” My mother’s voice is artificially bright.

      I turn from the window and sit down beside her, placing the bottle on the table. My fingers ache from clenching it.

      “They’re for the pain.” She smiles weakly. “About all they can give me. Your first day, how did it go?”

      “Fine. It was great.” I stare at the pill bottle. “Might take me a while to learn the job, but I’ll get there. I … I can see if they’ll give me my first paycheck early?”

      “No, we’ll be fine this month. We still have a few savings.” She takes my hand and tears shimmer in her eyes. “I feel better just having you here, Trey. Thank you for coming home.”

      I give her hand a squeeze, but I still can’t meet her eye. I feel like I’m riding in a pod that’s suddenly swerved in an unexpected direction, the life I’d wanted fading into the distance behind me.

      This is where I need to be. I know that now.

      Then why do I feel like I’m betraying the people I care about?
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        * * *

      

      “Good night out?” Emilie asks as I walk into the office.

      I grunt and slump into my chair. A dull drumbeat pounds in my skull and my stomach churns. Eating breakfast had been a bad idea. I eye the giant pot plant at the side of my desk.

      “Here. Swallow this.” She places a pill and a large glass of water on my desk.

      “What is it?”

      She laughs and I wince as the sound rings in my ears. “Have you never had a hangover pill before? How do you think Louis and his mates turn up for work every day? Drink the water and the pill and in half an hour, you’ll feel fine.”

      I do as she says. “They do that every night?” I mutter, leaning my head on my arms.

      “Well, a couple of times a week. Burning through their paychecks.” She refills the water glass for me. “Did you have fun?”

      I glance up, wondering what I’m supposed to say. She seemed pally with Louis – is she his friend? But her smile is open and she’s so nice that I can’t help but like her.

      “No,” I say finally. “But I need to figure out some good excuse not to go again. I can’t afford that kind of lifestyle even if I wanted it.”

      I bite my lip, suddenly conscious that I might have said too much. But Emilie just turns away and walks over to her desk.

      Half an hour later, I feel miraculously better. The wonders of medical science. I’d always taken it for granted, assuming that the medics could heal any injury or sickness.

      They’ll find a cure for her cancer. They have to.

      “Are you okay?”

      I realize I’m hunched over my desk again, my fingernails digging into the artificial wood surface. “Yes. Just shaking off the hangover.”

      “You’re due to meet Barnes for a tour of the factory in fifteen minutes. Would you like me to postpone it?”

      “No, I’m fine, honestly.” I get up and walk over to perch on the edge of Emilie’s desk. “What do I need to know about Barnes?”

      Emilie smiles. “Good question. Well, you saw the figures yesterday?” She plucks a film from a slim file on her desk and hands it to me. “Here they are again if you need a refresher. They’re all down to her. Since she’s been foreman, we’ve been top of the department for productivity.”

      I scan down the figures. They’re impressive. “What’s her background? Why’s she so good?”

      Emilie leans back in her chair. “She’s just a genius when it comes to figuring out why something isn’t working and fixing it. I don’t know if it’s her training or if she just has a knack for it.”

      “So why hasn’t she been promoted? Why isn’t she production manager?”

      “She’s an Outsider.”

      My fingers tighten on the film. That explained her accent then. She had been better spoken than most of the Outsiders I’d come across, but her articulation wasn’t quite clipped enough for an Insider. “What’s wrong with that? Aren’t most of the workers Outsiders?”

      Emilie gives me an odd look. “Sure, the factory workers are. But most of the foremen are Insiders.”

      I keep my head down so Emilie can’t see my flushed cheeks. “Her and Louis seem to have a tense relationship,” I say to change the subject.

      “Yes.”

      There’s a pause and I look up. “What is it?”

      “Well … Louis would kill me if he knew I’d told you.”

      “He won’t hear anything from me.”

      She smiles, the twinkle back in her eye. “Well, you know how he likes the ladies, right? Well, he hit on Barnes. And she refused him. Not only that, but she put in an official complaint to Phillips. Louis can be, um, persistent. Some of the guys think they can do what they want with the Outsiders.” The smile falls from her face.

      The film slips from my hand. “He raped her?”

      “No, of course not! Just pushed a bit too hard. And he definitely came out worse from the encounter. Apparently, Barnes threatened to quit unless Phillips got rid of Louis.”

      “So that’s why he got promoted.”

      “Yup.” She glances up at me. “Look, Louis can be a bit of an idiot and a cad, but he’s not that bad. It’s just how he’s been brought up.”

      That’s no excuse.

      I stand and walk over to the window. Far below me, I spot Barnes talking to two of the factory workers. “Did he try anything with you?”

      “He’s not my type.” Her voice is flat.

      My hands clench into fists. “If you ever hear of anyone trying to do that to any of my team, you tell me immediately.”

      “Sure.” She sounds surprised at the intensity in my voice.

      I straighten my jacket and grab the holo pad from my desk. “Right, I’m off to find out what we do. See you later.”

      Barnes is waiting for me as I exit the decontamination room. Her green eyes are bright but her face still wears a slight frown and I wonder if she ever smiles.

      “Ready?”

      I nod. “Let’s go.”

      She turns sharply and the tip of her ponytail whips across my face. I grit my teeth. That was deliberate.

      “We’ll start over with the vats,” she says over her shoulder. “That’s where the meat is grown.”

      “Grown?”

      She stops and turns. “Do you want the overview or the technical detail?”

      “I’m a details person.”

      She smiles sardonically. “You asked for it.”

      A few hours later, I’m regretting that decision. My holo pad is full of notes, along with the recording I made of her explanations so I can listen back and actually try to understand everything she was saying.

      We return to the elevator and Barnes folds her arms. “Any questions?”

      “At the moment, no. But once I’ve had time to digest this, I might come back to you.”

      Her lip curls. “Well if that’s all, I’ll be getting back to work.”

      Her tone is insolent, and as she turns to leave I grab her arm. “Wait, please.”

      She stiffens and I let my hand drop.

      “Barnes, I want to be clear about something. I’ve looked at the production figures for the past five years. We are consistently the highest performing production line in this factory, apart from a couple of blips—”

      “They were out of my control. The machinery they provide us w—”

      “I know,” I interrupt her. “I wasn’t blaming you. You are clearly very good at your job. Exceptionally so.” Her eyes narrow as if she’s waiting for a “but”. I sigh. “Look, I’d be a fool to interfere when you’ve clearly got things running so well. That’s not what I’m here to do. My job is to make sure you’ve got the resources you need and keep the senior managers off your back so we can keep our place at the top.”

      At least, I think that’s my job.

      A small smile tugs at the corner of her lips. I lean forward. “But to do that, I need two things from you. Number one: respect. They need to know you respect me, and your workers need to know you respect me. Got it?”

      She doesn’t reply.

      “Number two: if anything goes wrong, anything at all, you come and tell me about it. I can’t defend you or make decisions if I don’t know what’s going on. Do we have a deal?”

      Barnes looks at me and there’s a flicker of respect in her eyes. She smiles. “Sure, we have a deal. Perhaps you’re not such a fool after all, Goldsmith.”

      She turns to walk away, her long ponytail swinging behind her.

      “Wait!” I call after her. She pauses and turns to look at me. “What’s your first name?” I spread my hands. “Come on, I’m not going to call you by your surname like you’re some …”

      “Servant? Outsider?” She smiles. “Thanks, but I like Barnes.”

      She turns and marches into one of the aisles behind one of the production lines. I sigh, wondering if Louis was pushed out of his job or if he got himself out. But he’d been right about one thing – keeping Barnes under control could well be the toughest part of my job.

      As I walk toward the elevator, I wonder if she’d think differently of me if she knew where I’d come from, what I’d done. If she knew that, for a time, I was an Outsider too.

      But even if I wanted to, it would be too dangerous to tell her. I get the feeling that Barnes is hiding something. And she’s not someone whose trust is easily bought.
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      There’s a bang on the door. “Aleesha?”

      Rogue.

      I freeze, the water from the cup over my head trickling down onto my wet hair. “What is it?” I eye the door handle warily and shiver, the water cold on my naked body.

      “Update from the headquarters. And Samson’s here.”

      “I’ll be out in a minute.”

      I hear his footsteps move away from the door and finish washing quickly, emptying the dirty water down the drain in the centre of the room. A private room to wash in. Luxury.

      As much as I hate to admit it, Bryn’s idea had been genius. With a bit of persuasion, and, I suspect, a transfer of money, the monks at St George in the East agreed to take in the officers and members of the Snakes who didn’t want to stay under Primo’s rule. There are about thirty of us altogether.

      The church is an ancient building of white stone. Its tower reaches into the sky, even higher than the eight-storey apartment blocks that surround it. Four miniature turrets poke up above the tall walls, making it feel from the outside as if someone is always watching you. Inside, most of the space is divided into smaller rooms, but at the centre is a large chapel that looks like it’s seen better days.

      Danny, who had been Jay’s second, had stolen some chits from the headquarters before leaving and we eke them out as best we can to pay for our share of the food. The monks grow fruit and vegetables around the crumbling headstones in the graveyard, and even though the growing season is just starting, they have winter cabbages in the ground and squashes stored away. In many ways, we’re eating better than we have before. The officers always look hungry – I guess this food is measly to what they ate inside the compound – but they don’t complain.

      The abbot laid down a few rules. No fighting, and we had to hand all our weapons in on arrival for them to lock away. We have to be respectful inside the church and attend their religious services twice a week. It’s a small price to pay for safety. I’d never had much time for religion before, but I like the church. It feels peaceful, and the monks are kind. It’s a sanctuary I never knew existed in the wilds of Area Four.

      Technically, we’re on the Bigland Boys’ patch, but as they’re under Samson’s control, they didn’t put up much of a fuss. Not for the first time, I wonder just how far across the city his influence stretches.

      I dress quickly and hurry barefoot out of the room, picking up my boots on the way past. Most of the gang are already gathered in the larger of the two rooms the monks had given us. It smells stale from too many people breathing, sleeping and sweating. Samson lounges on a chair next to Rogue and a small boy stands in front of them, shuffling his feet nervously. They were clearly waiting for me to arrive.

      I sit down and lift my legs to cross them in front of me. It feels good to have my boots off for a change. “What’s the latest?” I ask the boy.

      “Jax says it’s gettin’ worse. They’ve bin raidin’ the shops for food. Too much food, he said.” He looks nervously around.

      Jax had agreed – reluctantly – to act as our spy in the Snakes’ headquarters.

      “What else?” I prompt.

      “Jax said they’re ‘biding their time’,” the kid enunciates, focusing on each word in turn. He screws up his face. “He’s not sure what their plan is yet.”

      “What about the Snakes? How are they being treated?”

      “I dunno. Don’t really see ’em out an’ about that much. Seen that Vihaan sumtimes. He looks like he’s been given a golden chit or summit.”

      Anger flares inside me. Traitor.

      I smile at the boy. “Anything else?”

      He shakes his head. “Na. Can I go now?”

      I nod and Samson hands him half a chit. The kid clutches the scrap of metal and runs from the room. There’s a shout of annoyance from one of the monks as he legs it through the church.

      “That matches up with what I’ve heard.” Samson rubs his chin. “He’s got the local people even more terrified than normal. At least with the gangs, they knew the rules. Primo doesn’t know the rules, or if he does, he’s not playing by them.”

      It’s been a week since the fight. A week since Primo took control of the Snakes. A week since Trey went back Inside.

      I take a deep breath. “So, what do we do? Any news from the President?”

      Samson narrows his eyes and gives a slight shake of his head.

      I raise an eyebrow. Curious eyes turn to us. “There are no screens in here. And the monks aren’t that interested in politics.”

      Samson relaxes. “Nothing. Metz patrols have started in other areas, but they’re still not venturing near this part of the city. I think they’re waiting to see what happens to the officers they lost. They’ll be tracking you obviously.” He glances around at the men and women sat along one side of the room. The remnants of the Snakes sit on the other side. Both groups are wary of each other.

      “The captains who returned to the compound will have updated them on what happened.” Rogue looks down at his hands. “We can never go back now.”

      His words hang in the air until the silence is broken by a sandy-haired officer. “I wouldn’t want to, now that I know.”

      The woman next to him nods her agreement. “I won’t do that stuff again.” She shudders.

      “Nevertheless, while they can track you, there are limits to what you can do out here. I doubt you’ll be able to access rations or money through your chips – they’ll have shut them down.” Samson frowns.

      “We need to get the chips out then,” I say.

      Rogue winces. “Is that really necessary?”

      “Yes,” Samson and I reply simultaneously. He lets me continue. “There’s no benefit to you having those chips – you can’t do anything with them. But we don’t know exactly what they do, which makes them dangerous. Plus, if the government and Metz can track you, they’ll know where to find you.”

      Rogue nods reluctantly. “But how … who’s going to do it?” He looks warily at Danny, who’s scraping dirt from under his nails with the tip of his knife.

      “Amber,” I say, thinking of Abby’s auburn-haired friend. “She’s the healer in these parts. You’ve seen her out in the garden, she uses the herbs the monks grow.”

      “Fine,” Samson says, getting to his feet. “One other thing. I’m not sure Primo will be happy about some of you not being under his control. He may try and consolidate.”

      “Consoli-what?” Little Tommy screws up his face.

      “Take us down,” I supply for the benefit of the Snakes, most of whom look puzzled. I must tell Samson to keep things simple. “You think they’ll come after us?”

      “Perhaps not here. But you can’t stay in here forever.” He nods to Rogue. “You lot need to teach this lot how Metz officers fight.” He grins at the Snakes. “And you need to show them how Outsiders fight.”

      “The abbot said no fi—”

      But he’s already gone, sweeping out of the room like he owns the place, leaving behind the scent of wood and needled trees.

      I turn back to the room. “Any ideas?”

      “There’s that area at the back of the garden, behind the sheds,” Danny volunteers. “Just a bit of wasteland. An’ we’d be out of sight of their precious church.” He runs his hand over his shaved head as if stroking the snake tattooed across it.

      Tommy’s face brightens. “Yeah, an’ it’s got high walls.”

      The corners of my mouth twitch but the smile drops from my face as I look at the remnants of the gang in front of me. Tommy’s not the youngest and there are more kids than adults among them. How can we hope to fight off Primo and his army? We’d be slaughtered.

      “Okay. Rogue, can you speak to the abbot? He seems to like you.”

      Rogue nods and leaves the room.

      They respect him, but in that black suit, they fear him a little too. Whereas me, they dismiss without a second glance.

      I sigh and curl my feet up on the chair. Muttered conversations start up. There’s still so much distrust between the Snakes and the officers. They need to be brought together somehow, to learn to trust one another.

      Rogue returns ten minutes later. “He’s agreed, reluctantly, but he said we’re to be civil about it and he won’t give us the weapons back.”

      “Fair enough, it’s a start.” I yawn.

      “What’s that?” he asks, sitting down beside me.

      I follow the direction of his gaze to the small amulet that hangs on a cord around my ankle. I tilt it toward him, the green glass at the centre sparkling in the light. Three pointed ovals overlap on top of it, made of some bronze-coloured metal, a circle weaving between them.

      “It’s something my father gave my mother. She gave it to me before she died.”

      Rogue’s brow furrows in concentration. “You said that she was killed by the Metz?”

      I look up at him. “Your memories are coming back?”

      He nods and buries his head in his hands. “It’s frustrating. There are flickers of them, at the back of my mind, but every time I try to focus, to remember more, they just slip away. I wish there was some way …”

      “Of getting them back? Are you sure you want that – isn’t what you have bad enough?”

      He gives me a miserable look. “But what if I did something worse? What if I was involved in her … her death?”

      I shake my head. “You couldn’t have been. You’re too young. She was killed twelve years ago.”

      His face relaxes. “Good. I mean, I’m glad I wasn’t involved.” He looks at me anxiously in the manner of a child seeking approval from a parent.

      “It’s okay.” I reach down and pull on my socks and boots. This place is getting too close. I need space. Freedom.

      “Where are you going?” Rogue asks as I stand.

      I shrug. “Out. This isn’t a prison, you know.”

      He stands and grips my arm, looming over me. “No, but it’s a sanctuary,” he says quietly. “And we need you here. Go out in the garden if you must but stay here.”

      Now I feel like the child, being ordered around. Irritation flares in my chest. His closeness isn’t helping. Part of me wants to lean into him and feel his arms wrap around me.

      I unpeel his fingers from my arm. “Don’t tell me what to do,” I say through gritted teeth.

      When I storm from the room, he doesn’t follow.
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        * * *

      

      I don’t go out the main gate – I reckon Samson at least is having it watched, and I wouldn’t put it past Murdoch to have some spies looking out for us. But there’s a gnarled old tree in the churchyard and it’s easy enough to climb up it and over the high walls.

      I pull the hood of my light jacket up over my head and skirt through the streets, slipping through the Wall just south of the concrete jungle. At least Inside, Primo and his gang won’t be able to find me.

      Once through the wall, I filch a bright scarf and wrap it around my head and across my chest. Hopefully, it looks like a style choice and not a desperate attempt to blend in. It’s early evening and the streets are full of people making their way home from work, or taking kids to play in the park.

      And I thought I could have all this, once, if I found my father.

      Shame my father isn’t the rich Insider I’d thought he was. Though I guess being leader of the Chain must have its perks.

      But what has he done to earn those perks? How many has he killed?

      I push the thought away, but it returns like an annoying niggle. I may have his genes, but I knowing nothing about this man apart from his name. Ricus Meyer. And, if I’m honest, even that could be fake.

      Trey’s family’s apartment is in an area of older apartment blocks. I couldn’t call it run down – compared to the housing Outside, it’s luxurious – but it’s not quite as pristine as other parts of the city. I lean on the wall of the block opposite, looking up at the balconies. There’s only one that isn’t crowded with plants or possessions.

      I don’t want to press the comm, so I hang around outside, hoping to catch him entering or leaving the building. Twenty minutes later, I hear quick footsteps approaching and look up to see him hurrying down the street toward me. He’s wearing a bright blue suit the colour of his eyes, a tie that matches and gleaming black shoes.

      He looks older. Handsome. Like an Insider.

      “What are you doing here?” he mutters to me, pulling at my arm and glancing anxiously around. “Someone might see you.”

      He pulls me into a narrow passageway between two buildings and around a corner so we’re out of sight of the street.

      I yank my arm from his grasp. “I came to see you. Is that allowed?”

      “Sorry.” He pinches the bridge of his nose between forefinger and thumb. “It’s … it’s good to see you.”

      “It doesn’t sound like you want to see me.” I swallow, realizing I sound like a petulant child.

      “How did you find me?”

      “Got Abby to tell me your address. She got it from Bryn.” I hesitate. “They miss you, Trey. Why haven’t you been to see them?”

      He rubs his right forearm absentmindedly. “I can’t go Outside.”

      “What, you’re banned? Or are they tracking you? You could meet them somewhere else, you don’t have to go to Abby’s house.”

      “It’s not that.” He pauses and bites his lip. “I … I tried to go through the Wall the other day. Just to make sure I could still do it, you know? But as soon as I got close to it, I got this shooting pain up my arm, like an electric shock or something.” He pales at the recollection. “I pulled back a few metres and the pain faded. I tried it again, but the same thing happened.”

      “But the Wall doesn’t hurt people, it kills them.”

      “No, it wasn’t the Wall. I didn’t even touch it.” He looks troubled. “It must be something to do with my chip.”

      “But Bryn said—”

      “Bryn must be wrong,” he snaps. “How else do you explain it?”

      “I-I don’t know.”

      His face softens. “Sorry, but it makes sense, right? You’re not chipped and you can get through. I wasn’t chipped and I could get through, but now I can’t anymore.”

      “Trey, I’m not the only person out there who hasn’t got a chip. And I’ve seen people die when they touch these barriers. Remember Sanders? He couldn’t have had a chip, otherwise there’s no way the Chain would have put him in the team to break into the government headquarters.”

      Trey sighs in frustration. “You’re right. I … I just wish I knew how it worked.”

      “Don’t we all.” I change the subject. “So, you have a job out here?”

      Trey looks down at the ground. “Yeah.”

      “What are you doing?”

      “Oh, just a management thing.” He waves his hand around. “You wouldn’t be interested.”

      “I am interested.” I frown. What’s he hiding?

      He doesn’t answer.

      I grab his arm. “Why won’t you tell me?” Still, he stares at the ground. A cold feeling develops in the pit of my stomach. “You’re not working for the government, are you? Or … the Metz?”

      Trey shakes his head. He looks up but refuses to meet my eye. “Mother got me a job as a production manager at Coleman’s. The food company.”

      My hand falls from his arm. Boxes of Coleman’s food lines the top shelves of the stores. They make Chaz too, though that’s the only product of theirs I’ve been able to afford, their prices are so high. That’s why most Outsiders are forced to eat the government rations. The food containing tronk.

      Tronk.

      The word seeps into my mind. Saliva rushes to my mouth and my fingers claw at my pockets, tingling in anticipation.

      No, you don’t need it anymore.

      “Aleesha?”

      I open my eyes and Trey’s anxious face swims in front of me. I swallow, trying to push the thought and temptation of the drug away.

      “You’re working for Coleman’s?”

      “I didn’t have a choice. No one else would employ a boy who didn’t even finish school. Not in a job that would pay enough anyway.”

      “So that’s what it’s all about? Money?” He reaches for me, but I push his hands away. “Don’t touch me!”

      He flinches and drops his arms to his side. “You don’t understand. Please just listen to me!”

      I take a deep breath. “Fine. Tell me.”

      “It’s my mother.” His face sags. “She’s sick. Really sick. They … they don’t know what it is.” His fists clench at his side. “We need the money to pay the labs to find a cure. Before it’s too late.”

      The anger inside me melts away. Of course there was a reason.

      He wouldn’t betray us for nothing.

      “I’m so sorry, Trey.” I touch his arm lightly, then impulsively pull him into a hug.

      He collapses onto me and I hold him tighter as his body wracks with sobs and his tears wet my shoulder. He smells of air, fresh water and green trees, of everything that is good, and tears of my own spring to my eyes, though I don’t let them fall.

      Tears for Trey. Tears for Jay.

      We cling to each for what feels like hours and I remember the time when Trey had comforted me, after Lily’s death, and I had cried on his shoulder.

      We have been through so much together, in such a short time.

      Finally, Trey pulls away, wiping his eyes with the sleeve of his posh suit. “I-I’m sorry,” he hiccups.

      I keep hold of his arm, not wanting to let go. “It’s okay. That’s what friends are for, right?”

      He gives a weak smile. “Right.”

      His fingers trail across my cheek, my skin tingling under his touch. I lift my face to his, my arms snaking around his waist to draw him to me again.

      But he pulls away. His hand falls from my face and he steps back, his cheeks pink. “I-I’m sorry.”

      Sorry for what?

      “I have to go. Say hi to Bryn and Abby from me. Tell them … tell them I’m fine.”

      I stare open-mouthed as he turns and walks away, his shoulders slumped and his shiny black shoes catching on the uneven paving as he walks. If it wasn’t for the colour of his suit and his blond hair, I’d have thought he looked like another man, bowed over in defeat.

      Andrew Goldsmith.

      Trey may be trying to convince himself that he’s fine. But he’s not.
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      Ella looks up as I walk into the living room. “What’s up?”

      “Nothing,” I mumble, opening the sliding doors that lead out onto the balcony. I look down at the street, but there’s no sign of Aleesha.

      Her light footsteps sound behind me. “You’ve been crying.” She places a gentle hand on my shoulder. “What is it, Trey?”

      “I told you, nothing. Now can I just have a minute alone? There’s no privacy in this place.”

      Ella pulls her hand back. “Fine. Sorry.”

      I lean on the rail of the balcony as she walks away. I shouldn’t have snapped. I guess I could have gone to my room if I’d wanted to be alone. Ella moved into Mum’s room, but the tiny room she left me is still full of her stuff. There’s nowhere else for it to go, and it’s not as if I have many possessions of my own. So it doesn’t feel like my room.

      Not like my bedroom at Abby’s house.

      I swallow back the tears that spring to my eyes. Aleesha was right. I should at least have sent them a message to let them know I’m okay, even if I don’t dare to go see them. There’s an ache in my chest when I think of Abby’s bright, welcoming kitchen, and I have to push the thought away because it hurts too much.

      Just like I pushed Aleesha away.

      It’s too soon. I still look at her and see the gun in her hand and my father’s body toppling forward.

      But that doesn’t stop heat rushing through me when I breathe in her sweet vanilla scent. If I close my eyes, I can almost imagine the sparkle of electricity that races from her fingertips across my skin …

      My eyes snap open. This isn’t doing me any good. This is my new life. I need to make the best of it.

      I straighten and walk back inside. “We need to get some plants for the balcony. It’s looking bare.” I force cheerfulness into my voice.

      Ella emerges from the kitchen and makes a face. “I know, haven’t got around to it yet. It’s a bit shaded, but we could try and grow lettuce or something. What doesn’t need much sun?”

      I shrug. “I don’t know. Do you want a hand with dinner?”

      She gives me a look. “I’m just putting packets in the food heater. It’s hardly cooking. But, you could come out with me tomorrow. Everyone wants to meet you.” She leans in, resting her head on my shoulder. “There are some hot girls there too.”

      “Ella …” I shrug her off my shoulder. “I told you. I’m not interested – in girls or whatever it is you’re playing at.”

      Ella looks hurt. “I thought you wanted to help Outsiders? Or have you changed your mind now you’re a proper citizen again?”

      “That’s not it. But if you had forgotten, that kind of talk is illegal. And if I lose my job, there’ll be no money to pay for Mother’s medicine.”

      She looks crestfallen. “Well, it’s up to you. I just … I know this job isn’t what you wanted. But that doesn’t mean you can’t have a life in here. You shouldn’t just be going to work then coming home in the evening. You need some kind of social life. It’s just one night. If you don’t like it, you don’t have to come again.”

      “No.”

      A silence falls between us. Ella turns and walks back to the kitchen and starts ripping open packets and shoving them roughly into the food heater. She’s angry, not in the way that Aleesha is angry, an explosive rage that threatens to tear her apart, but a quiet anger that shows in the tension of her shoulders and the tight line of her lips.

      She doesn’t understand. It’s not just one night and it’s not about me not wanting to help Outsiders. It’s about protecting her. Protecting what I have left of my family.

      “I’m sorry, Ella,” I say finally. “You don’t understand—”

      “Don’t I?” She whirls around to face me. “I’ve seen the holos, seen the news of what happens out there. I know what you’ve been through. I understand exactly how bad it is. Which is why we need to do something about it.”

      “But what can you do? It’s not as if you’ve got guns or a trained army.”

      “No, but we can move around Inside. We have people who work in the government, the corporations, even in the government labs. Wars aren’t just won by guns.”

      “Aren’t they?”

      She pauses to catch her breath, her eyes alight with an intensity that scares me. “We can help change the system from the inside, Trey. And if you don’t want our help, we’ll find someone who does. Tell me about the Chain and the Brotherhood. Who’s in charge? What are they aiming to do?”

      The food heater pings but she ignores it. “Ella …”

      “If you don’t tell me, I’ll find out some other way. I’ll walk right out there into Area Four if I have to.” She folds her arms.

      Bloody stubborn women.

      But I wouldn’t put it past her to do just that. I sigh and collapse into a chair. “Fine, but you are not going after them. You won’t want to once you know what they’ve done.”

      “Let me be the judge of that.” She plops down on the sofa next to me. “Go on.”

      I pause to collect my thoughts, wondering where to start. “Well, you know about the Chain already. They’re the ones who murdered Father. They’re an international organization, led by this guy they call the Leader.” I decide not to mention he’s Aleesha’s father. “From what Murdoch said, they’ve been active in London for a while, but they’ve not had the people or resources to do much. They’ve mainly been gathering information, making contacts, that kind of thing. Katya came in a few weeks ago – she’s the woman who shot …” My voice breaks and I swallow back the tears that prick at my eyes. “She seems quite senior. And now the Leader himself is coming, Bryn says.”

      “But what do they want?”

      “To take down the government. Murdoch said they’ve done the same thing in Dublin – made it a better place. They … I think they want to open up our borders. Bryn says we’re too insular. That we could solve our population problems easily if we’d trade with other countries.”

      “But I thought other countries didn’t want anything to do with us? Not since the Great Flood and the dark times. They bombed us, didn’t they?” Ella looks confused.

      I shrug. “That’s what we were taught. But is it the truth? I don’t know. We were also taught that the Great Flood killed so many people because Europe didn’t warn us, but in the government papers I found, the truth was the other way around. We didn’t warn them. No wonder they bombed us. But that was decades ago – would they still hold a grudge, even though everyone who was in charge then is long dead? Perhaps our government wants us to stay cut off from the world.”

      “We should ask Anabel,” Ella says. “She’s lived out there. She’d know. I … I haven’t really had a chance to talk to her properly since she got back. Not with everything going on.”

      We fall into silence. Ella pulls back a strand of hair into the loose bun on her head. A ray of sun cuts through the gloom in the room, causing red to sparkle in her brown hair.

      “So what about the Brotherhood?”

      “I don’t know much about them. A guy called Samson’s in charge.” I shiver, remembering the huge man with the long thick dreadlocks and deep voice who’d towered over me after the Commander’s pod had been brought down. “He’s pretty scary. Aleesha said he’d managed to terrorize most of the gangs in her area into following him. Killed the gang leaders who refused to follow him.” I hesitate. “But Aleesha seems to trust him more than the Chain. He’s got – or had – some link with the President. So it’s not really clear what side he’s on. Anabel was right, Ella. You can’t trust any of these people. They’ll just use you.”

      “Not if we don’t let them.” She twists a curl of hair around her finger. “Besides, if they do take down the government, we may be safer being on their side.”

      “If they take down the government. They haven’t done a very good job so far.”

      Ella stands and goes to look out the window. “The government is weaker than you think, Trey. It’s like an eggshell – one hard tap and it’ll break apart into a hundred pieces.”

      I stare at her. “What do you mean?”

      “Father used to talk to me a bit about his work. Mother wasn’t interested and most of his so-called friends abandoned him after he got demoted. Not everyone in the government is happy about the status quo. There are some quite senior people who want things to change. Really, it was stupid of the Chain to kill Father. He could have been very useful to them if they’d played their cards right.”

      This isn’t the kind, laughing Ella I know. It’s like a different person has taken over her body, drained the warmth from her voice.

      “And you know these people?” I ask uncertainly.

      “I could make an educated guess. I’m not as naive as you think, Trey. Quite the opposite.” Her voice is calm and quiet. “I know it’s a risk dealing with them, but I have to take it. Father would have wanted me to.”

      “No, he would have wanted you to stay safe and look after Mother.” I stand and walk over to her, grabbing her arm and pulling her around to face me. “He didn’t want any of us to be involved in this. He just wanted to protect us.” My voice cracks but I harden it, trying to speak like him, to say what he’d want me to say. “Go back to your friends and your job and your parties, and stay out of this. Promise me you will? You’ll only get yourself killed, and just think about what that would do to Mother.”

      I hate myself for saying it, but if it’s the only thing that will make her see reason, I have no choice.

      Ella pulls her arm away gently. “Since when did my little brother grow up so much?” Her words are light but there’s a sadness in her eyes as she wraps her arms around me and kisses my cheek. “Don’t worry, I’ll be safe.”

      She lets me go and walks over to the food heater. “Time for dinner. It’ll be cold at this rate.”

      I stay staring out the window. I’d always thought I’d known Ella the best of anyone in my family. But now, I’m not so sure.
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      Barnes had been right. After the initial overwhelm of learning what our production line did and what figures we were working to, my job was to let her do her job. Apart from writing the weekly and monthly board reports and checking that we were keeping up with our quota – which we never failed to do – I didn’t seem to have any other responsibilities. Emilie dealt with all the administrative work, and a bit more besides, freeing me up to “make decisions”. Except there weren’t really any decisions to make.

      By day two of my second week, I’m actively searching for something to keep me occupied. I stare out the window over the factory floor, wondering how I’m supposed to feel in charge of this when I don’t actually control anything.

      White-suited workers scurry along the lines, checking readings off the machines and robots. Barnes is barely visible, flitting between the vats where the meat is grown and the lines of robotic arms that chop and package it. If it wasn’t for her red hair, it would be impossible to pick her out from the other workers.

      My fingers stop their tapping on the desk. Now that’s something I haven’t looked into yet. My employees. I chide myself and turn back to the holo screen. Call yourself a manager.

      The employee record system is locked down but ten minutes with one of the HR officers gives me access to the records for my workers. I quickly scan Emilie’s information but there’s nothing in there I don’t already know. Barnes’s record, on the other hand, is more interesting.

      “Home time.” Emilie waves a hand in front of my face when I don’t look up. “You’ve been staring at those files for the past hour. I don’t think you’ve even blinked. What are you looking at?”

      I swipe my finger to close the records and rub my neck. “Nothing important. Just lost track of time.” I glance up at her. “Thanks for interrupting me.”

      “Any time.” The smile that seems to linger permanently on her face broadens. “Fancy going for a drink? If you need someone to drag you away from this place.”

      “Uh, no, I’m fine, thanks.” I close down my holo screen and stand, just in time to see the smile drop from her face. Heat flushes my cheeks as I realize what she was actually asking.

      “No worries, another time perhaps.” Emilie turns and walks quickly over to the door.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean …” I take a deep breath as she glances back over her shoulder and force a smile. “I mean, thanks for asking.”

      She smiles again but it doesn’t reach her eyes. “No, it’s fine. You’re the boss, after all. No socializing outside the office.” Her voice is artificially light.

      I walk over and open the door for her. “I just meant, I’m not really very good at socializing.” I give a wry smile. “You saw what happened when I went out with Louis.”

      Emilie laughs, her eyes searching mine. “Sure, no worries. But if you are … interested, let me know.”

      I nod and close the door behind her, pressing my back to it and closing my eyes. Her perfume still lingers in the air. I glance back at my desk, debating whether to delve back into the employee records, but decide Emilie’s right. It is home time.

      I take a pod back Inside but don’t go straight home. Instead, I wander the streets until the Wall looms up in front of me. It’s green this evening, the dark greens of the deep forests in Wales and the light yellow-green of apple tree leaves withered by the sun.

      I halt a couple of metres away and stretch out a hand toward it, wondering if I’d imagined the pain I’d felt last time I tried this. Nothing happens and I take a step forward, relief flooding through me.

      “Argh!”

      A hot, burning pain flashes up my arm, sending me reeling backward. I trip over my own feet and fall to the ground. I stare down at my arm, half expecting to see scarred, mangled flesh, but the skin is smooth and unblemished. The pain fades to a dull throbbing and then disappears altogether.

      I look back at the Wall. Was it just a few weeks ago that I’d been able to pass through it as I pleased? What’s changed? Only the chip in my arm and the Coleman Corporation chip in my hand.

      Bryn must have been mistaken. It has to be something to do with the chip.

      A familiar dull thumping sounds in my head. My body responds instinctively, a surge of adrenaline dragging me to my feet and sending me stumbling away from the Wall.

      Ahead of me, a pair of Metz officers round the corner, marching perfectly in time. In their black suits, they tower above me, their helmets disguising the people within.

      Every fibre in me is screaming to turn and run from them, toward the Wall. But that would be admitting I’ve done something wrong. I force myself to stand still until they come to a halt in front of me.

      “Hold out your arm,” one of them rumbles.

      I obey and it scans my forearm.

      “Darwin Trey Goldsmith. It is not permitted to go near the Wall. That is the law.”

      Its voice is gravelly and robotic from the amplifiers in the helmets that make every officer’s voice sound the same.

      “You know the law?” the other one asks.

      I nod. “Y-yes.”

      Was it a coincidence that they found me? Or was I being tracked?

      “This is the second time you have tried to touch the Wall. It will kill you if you go any closer.”

      I nod again.

      The second time. So they know I tried before.

      “This time you get fined. A tenth of your monthly wage has now been removed from your bank account. Next time, you will be arrested. No more chances. Good evening.”

      Perfectly in time, the two officers pivot and walk away. I stumble over to a bench and collapse onto it, letting my head fall into my hands. Sweat beads on the back of my neck.

      That was close. Too close.

      They’re tracking me. I can’t try going through the Wall again, and even if I took a pod to Area Six and walked to see Abby or Bryn, all I’d be doing is leading the government right to my friends.

      My heart feels heavy as I make my way slowly back to the apartment. To my home, I remind myself.

      Voices filter along the narrow corridor from the living room. I recognize my mother’s high-pitched laugh but it takes me a moment to place the other voice.

      “Is that you, Trey? Come in here.”

      I shuck off my shoes and pad down the short hallway.

      “Hello, Trey.”

      Milicent turns to look at me, her iron-grey hair pulled into a knot on her head. She’s perched on the edge of Father’s favourite wing-backed chair, holding a cup and saucer. Mother’s best tea set.

      “What are you doing here?”

      Mother shoots me a warning look. “Milicent was kind enough to drop in to see how we’re doing.”

      “How’s your new job going?” Milicent asks, her gaze boring into me.

      “Fine,” I mutter, earning me another glare from my mother.

      “Sit down and have some tea.”

      Reluctantly, I obey and take the delicate cup and saucer she hands me. The china is so thin it feels as if I could snap it like a twig. Not like Abby’s handmade mugs – rough and uneven, but beautiful and solid. A mug you could wrap your hands around.

      Mother places her cup down on the table. “Now, I just need to nip out and pick up some bread for dinner. Will you be staying, Milicent?”

      Milicent smiles up at her. “No thank you, Miriam.”

      My mother hurries from the room and I stare after her, then look back to Milicent. The older woman waits until the front door clicks shut, then puts her empty cup on the table and walks over to the balcony doors.

      “How are you finding going back to your old life?”

      “It’s different. Not really my old life, more a new one.”

      She glances back at me. “I’ll be honest with you, Trey. We’ve been interested in recruiting someone in the food production companies for a while. There are the Outsider workers, of course, but they have no access to the computer systems.”

      My pulse quickens as her words spark a dwindling hope inside me.

      They killed him, remember. The Chain killed him.

      As if she can read my mind, Milicent continues. “I know you don’t trust us, and I can understand why. I advised strongly against what they did to your father, but Katya refused to listen. Things are changing. We are getting more resources, recruiting more people, but Outsiders are still being held to ransom by the government and food companies.” She turns to me and spreads her hands in a gesture of defeat. “Everyone needs food. But if we could infiltrate the corporations, find some way of taking control of the food supply, it could tip the balance …”

      I stare down at the patterned carpet. “Did Katya ask you to come to me?”

      “No, I suggested it.”

      “If people could afford proper food – the food produced by Coleman’s and Hendricks, they wouldn’t have to eat the government rations. They wouldn’t have to eat tronk.” I spit the word out.

      “Yes.”

      “You know they’re following me? Tracking me? I can’t go Outside anymore. Even going to the Chain’s headquarters in Six would be a risk.”

      “That is why you’ll report to me.”

      I hesitate. “But won’t it blow your cover?”

      She turns toward me, a faint smile on her smooth, unlined face. “What? Taking an interest in the son of an old friend after his death?”

      “I didn’t think you were that close,” I mutter darkly.

      She waves a hand dismissively. “It’s not a problem. As long as you don’t act suspiciously it will be fine. We can set up a regular weekly time for you to come for dinner … Say, the day after tomorrow. You can let me know whatever you’ve managed to find out then.”

      “What sort of thing do you want to know?”

      “Food production and distribution rates, where food supplies are held, if there are any stockpiles, that kind of thing. Plus any weaknesses in security and how they go about distributing food out to the areas.”

      “I’m not sure I can get access to that kind of information. Although …” A thought strikes me.

      “Although what?” Milicent looks at me sharply.

      “Louis – the man whose job I’ve taken over – now looks after distribution.”

      “You don’t mean Louis Coleman, do you?”

      I nod. “He’s the son of the CEO. Guess he’s being trained up to take over the company.”

      Her lips curl into a smile. “Perfect. Get to know Louis better then. Take him out for drinks or something – that’s what young men like to do, isn’t it?” She doesn’t wait for me to reply. “And see what you can find out about the Coleman family. Your mother may know something – she’s friends with Brad Coleman.” She walks over to the door.

      “Wait!”

      Milicent turns to me expectantly. I stand, not quite sure what I want to say. “I … When I came in here, I thought I had made a choice. To be an Insider again and help my family. You’re now telling me I can do both? Look after my family and help Outsiders?”

      “Yes.” Milicent’s voice softens. “But it’s your choice, Trey. You can continue to help us make this city a more equal place, but I would be lying if I said there was no risk. You mustn’t get caught. And working with us is not a safe path. It has cost you already, and it may cost you again.” She pauses. “I understand if you don’t feel able to help us.”

      It has cost you already …

      My father kneeling on the stone step of the monument. The baying crowd. The shot.

      It has cost me.

      But I have felt more guilt in this past week than I have ever felt in my life. I can’t just go back to how things were and forget everything I’ve learned about the injustice in this city. What kind of person would that make me?

      “I’ll help you.”

      Milicent gives a small smile. “Thank you, Trey. I will see you on Thursday at seven.”

      I show her out, then return to the living room, my mind racing.

      Perhaps my job won’t be quite as boring as I’d thought.
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      The sky seems darker Outside. A final ray of red and gold peeks through the clouds before they close together, blanketing the city in shades of grey. In the distance, there’s a rumble of thunder.

      I trip on a loose flagstone and stumble, just catching myself before I fall to the ground.

      I miss him.

      My hands ball into fists. Why couldn’t I tell him that? Why did I have to berate him instead, for doing what he needs to do?

      A hobie shouts my name but I ignore him and keep walking. It only hits me a minute later – how did he know my name?

      It’s then I realize that I’m in the wrong part of town. I’ve been walking on autopilot, letting my feet carry me through familiar streets.

      I mutter a curse and turn back on myself. I’m in the centre of Snakes territory, just around the corner from headquarters. You idiot. I quicken my pace, heading south and east in the direction of the church. But there are footsteps behind me, footsteps that also quicken.

      I walk faster, then break into a run, ducking into a side street to get away from the main roads. Fifty paces ahead, the street spills out into another main road. People walk along it, heads bowed, clutching food or bottles of water to their chests. There’s a break in the wall to my left: an alleyway running behind the rows of tall apartment blocks. As I approach it, a figure steps out.

      Vihaan.

      For a second, I think I can push past him, but another figure steps out to stand behind him, towering over him by a head. Three more follow, completely blocking my path.

      I skid to a halt and turn to face my pursuer. The woman stares at me, her expression indifferent. She’s still dressed in the black skin-tight suit the Metz officers wear and is poised on the balls of her toes, barely out of breath. In her hand is a thick, black baton.

      I turn, slowly. Vihaan is the only Outsider. All the rest are former Metz officers.

      “Do you really need five guards to look after you, Vihaan?” I taunt, my eyes searching the alleyway for some means of escape. A set of low outbuildings juts out from the apartment block to my left. Low enough for me to reach the lip of the roof if I jump.

      “Primo wants to see you.”

      “Does he now.” I take a step back, hoping to force the woman behind me to step back too and give me a bit of room to play with. She doesn’t move.

      Vihaan sneers. “It’ll be easier for you if you come willingly … Though not quite so fun.” He twirls the knife in his hand lazily.

      Anger mingles with fear in my veins. But that’s what he wants. He’s trying to goad me into attacking him so he has an excuse to use that knife of his. He wants revenge.

      I should never have fought him. Never have beaten him.

      But then you’d have let him get away with being a bully.

      I leap forward. Vihaan raises his knife, thinking I’m going to attack. But I jump up, my fingers curling over the edge of the roof. My feet scrabble on the wall and my shoulders scream in protest as I try and pull myself up.

      Someone’s hands close on my ankles. I kick out, but their grip is like iron. They yank my legs and I tumble from the roof like a rag doll. The face of the woman blurs in front of me before I slam into the ground.

      The impact knocks the breath from my lungs and sends pain shooting up my side. Then Vihaan is on me, his foul breath choking me as he pins me to the ground.

      I cough, fighting for breath. His blade nicks my neck and warm blood trickles down my throat. His dark eyes are bright as his hand cups my cheek, forcing me to meet his gaze.

      “You thought you’d beaten me,” he whispers.

      “I … did beat … you.” I close my eyes as a wave of dizziness washes over me.

      Get off my chest, damn you!

      I squirm under him, but this just makes him chuckle. “Now, now. There’ll be plenty of time for that later.” He strokes my cheek with the back of his knife.

      I manage to get one of my arms free and punch up into his stomach. He grunts.

      It earns me a slap around the face, so hard I taste blood. But I smile anyway.

      His lip curls. “You won’t be smiling for long.”

      I feel his weight lift from my chest just as a black bag comes down over my head. Something is pushed against my mouth, and for a moment I think they’re going to suffocate me. I snatch a breath and a medicinal smell fills my nostrils. Then my head spins and it feels like I am falling, falling, into blackness.
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      “How much did you give her?”

      “Not much. She should be coming around any minute.”

      “W-what was it?”

      I recognize the third voice, though I struggle to place it. My head still spins and my brain’s foggy. I also feel as if I’m about to puke, so I keep my eyes closed and focus on trying to breathe through my nose.

      “Just a sedative.” The first voice again. Male, cold, hard. “We use it to transport criminals. Stops them fighting and hurting themselves.” I recognize that voice now. Primo.

      “But she’ll be okay?” The third voice again. Female. A trace of fear.

      “Of course.” Primo sounds amused. “I didn’t think you cared about her anyway?”

      “I don’t.” The voice softens to a purr. “But I can think of much better things to do with our time …”

      Primo gives a low laugh. “Jealous, my sweet?”

      My sweet?

      “Not at all. But why have her here … like this?” I recognize the voice now. Megan. She’s lost no time making her play then.

      “She needs to be taught a lesson.”

      Keeping my eyes closed, I try and figure out where I am. There’s a hard surface underneath me, smooth but not cold like concrete. A table perhaps. My arms are stretched out from my body, my legs splayed. I flex my wrists and ankles. They’re bound tightly.

      Cool air trickles over my toes, making them curl in protest.

      My eyes snap open.

      “Where are my boots?”

      The room is small and bare, lit by a single dim bulb suspended above my feet. Primo stands at the foot of the table, his pale face made more ghostly in the white light. Megan stands in his shadow, clutching his arm possessively. She refuses to meet my eye. I sense a third person in the room, out of sight behind me.

      “Your boots?” Primo sounds amused.

      This must be one of the smaller rooms in the Snakes’ headquarters. There are plenty of them, particularly on the upper levels, where no one really goes. I try to lift my head and peer into the shadows, but my arms are bound too tightly for me to do more than strain my neck.

      They’ve taken my jacket too, though that’s less of a problem. Without my boots, I can’t run. I wouldn’t get ten paces along the street without something sharp and dirty cutting into my foot.

      That’s presuming I can make it out of this room, of course. I eye Megan again. Her gaze flicks between Primo and me and she shifts nervously. Her hand grips his arm a little too tightly.

      Stay calm. Think this through.

      “Why remove my boots?”

      My voice is steady. Show no fear.

      “Why?” Primo holds up a thin short knife and my heart sinks. He tosses it onto the table, six inches from my right wrist. “We found your little weapons arsenal.” A second knife lands between my legs.

      He pulls away from Megan and walks around the end of the table. His fingers linger on the bare skin of my ankle, then trace up my leg, coming to rest over one of the knife pockets built into the seam of my trousers. “We found this one too. It’s amazing where you can hide things. Any others you’d like to tell us about?”

      His fingers continue their journey up my thigh, my body flinching under his touch. My pulse quickens.

      “No!”

      The fingers pause, inches from my hip.

      I swallow, every part of me desperate to escape his touch. Revulsion dries my mouth, making it hard to form words. “No other weapons,” I manage.

      “Good.”

      The sickness returns and it’s not just from the sedative. My stomach lurches and I just have time to turn my head to the side before my whole body heaves and I vomit. The bindings dig into my skin as my body contorts, out of my control, and I retch again and again until there’s nothing left to bring up.

      My eyes burn, my throat raw. Acid coats my mouth, a sour taste that reminds me of burning fevers, cold nights and the feeling of losing control of my body.

      Primo looks disgusted. He waves a hand. “Clean up that mess. You gave her too much sedative.”

      A sheet of water hits me full in the face, sluicing over the table beside me. I gasp, coughing, and my body cramps again in protest. When I finally catch my breath, I lie back panting and close my eyes.

      “Now get out of here.”

      Heavy footsteps. A door closing.

      When I open my eyes, I am alone with Primo. His eyes bore into me, grey and hard like stone.

      Thoughts flash through my mind like images on a holo screen. What does he want? Is he going to kill me? Torture me? Does he know we’re hiding out in the church?

      “I’ve been wanting to get you alone ever since I arrived here. But you’re a tricky woman to pin down.” Primo cocks his head to one side and I notice the snake tattoo – freshly inked – that winds around his neck. “Or at least, you were.”

      “What do you want?”

      “What do I want?” He laughs. “I want a lot of things. Decent food, clean water, pretty girls.” He waves his arm expansively. “My life back.”

      I don’t know what to say.

      Primo’s face hardens. “But first, I want to know what you were doing in the Metz compound that evening. You and the blond boy.”

      “Why don’t you ask—”

      “ML486? The officer who was with you?” His hand brushes my arm, sending an icy chill shooting up through my shoulder. “I did. But he couldn’t tell us much, even under interrogation.”

      I close my eyes and hope that’s one of Rogue’s memories that hasn’t returned.

      “Who are you working for?”

      “No one.”

      His hand returns to my arm, resting lightly on my skin. “I thought you were smart, Aleesha. That’s what your friends say.”

      “I don’t have any friends,” I reply through gritted teeth.

      “If you’re as smart as everyone says, then you’ll realize that telling us everything you know is in your best interest.” Primo’s voice is soft, but somehow that makes it even more threatening.

      His finger runs up to my shoulder and across my collarbone, tracing the neckline of my thin vest. I try and force myself not to recoil, but my body betrays me, trembling under his touch. The hairs on my arms and legs rise and my teeth begin to chatter. It’s not the cold of the water or this room that makes me shake, but the thought of what he might do to me.

      Dark thoughts tug at me as a black pit cracks open in my mind.

      I clamp my jaw, looking around for a distraction. There’s a blue mark on the wall – a crudely drawn snake painted by an inexpert hand. An overly long forked tongue curls in a spiral and a single black eye gazes blankly out at the room. Perhaps this room was home for one of the gang members, a place of solitude, an escape from the chaos of gang life. A room …

      Primo tilts my head, forcing me to meet his gaze. My eyelids flicker, desperate to close, but I can’t let them. The pit widens, my grip on the present crumbling into its depths, and I know if I close my eyes it will pull me down into that deep dark place in my mind. The place where I can shut out what’s happening around me in order to preserve a tiny bit of sanity.

      The place I thought I’d left behind once and for all.

      Primo’s face melts in front of me, reassembling itself into the face of an older man with thin cheeks shadowed with stubble. His eyes bulge out at me from sunken sockets, hungry for the body of a girl turning into a woman.

      A choked sob escapes my lips, and I try and turn my head away from this monster, but I can’t. Then his face dissolves and another appears, a young boy with blond hair and a face that had seemed friendly, at first …

      A hand slaps my cheek, jerking my head to the side. The taste of copper fills my mouth and I spit, spotting the table with blood. When I look back, Primo’s chiselled jaw and flint-grey eyes are back.

      “Who are you really working for, Aleesha?”

      My eyes dart around the room as I suck air into my lungs.

      “No one.”

      His hand returns to me, sliding under the thin strap of my vest. A shudder wracks my body and a twisted black thread rises from the pit, curling around my mind and pulling me down. And maybe it wouldn’t be such a bad thing to let it draw me in.

      Whatever he does, you can survive it. You can hide the memory away, with the others. Forget all about it.

      But I know I’m lying to myself. You can never forget the bad memories. They just lurk at the corners of your mind like cobwebs you can’t quite reach. Better not to make them in the first place.

      I focus on my breathing, drawing air slowly into my body, then releasing it.

      You are strong. You are strong.

      The black thread retreats and my mind clears. I tug at the cords around my wrists. My hands are small. If I could loosen them just a little …

      Primo’s eyes flicker with amusement. “They’re quite tight, I assure you.” He walks around so he’s behind me, his fingers never leaving my body. They travel up my neck to wind in my hair. I shake my head but he clenches his hand, yanking my head back. “Are you going to tell me? Or do we have to do this the hard way?”

      He lowers his head so his eyes are inches from my own. His pupils are pinpricks despite the dim light.

      “It doesn’t have to be hard, you know. Many women appreciate my … attentions.”

      My anger flares at his arrogance and I strain my neck to break free of his grasp. “You think I would choose to sleep with you?”

      “Per—” His voice breaks off, his head jerking up at the sound of a muffled explosion.

      My heart leaps.

      Primo mutters a curse and pulls back. I bite back a whimper as he yanks his hand away, ripping hairs from my scalp. He strides over to the door and opens it.

      There’s another explosion, louder this time, followed by screams and another bang. The table under me shudders. Primo glances back at me and smiles coldly. “Consider this a brief interlude in our conversation.”

      Then he’s gone. The door hangs open behind him.

      My breath comes in gasps, my heart pounding. Inside, the pit begins to close as my mind sharpens. Craning my neck, I inspect the cords binding my wrists. They’re thin and the skin underneath is already rubbed raw from my earlier attempts to free myself. The cord on my right wrist is double knotted, the knot tightening every time I pull at it. But on my left wrist, there’s a quick release loop.

      If I can grasp the frayed inch of cord and pull out the loop, perhaps I can loosen the knot underneath enough to wiggle free.

      I’m so focused on trying to draw my fingers down to my wrist that, at first, I don’t hear the footsteps approaching. It’s not until the hairs on my neck prickle that I look up.

      Vihaan stands in the shadowed doorway, staring at me.

      I redouble my efforts to try and reach the cord on my wrist. The end lies tantalizingly out of reach.

      Come on.

      My heart begins to race as Vihaan crosses the room toward me. He steps into the ring of light cast by the weak bulb and my lip curls at the barely disguised lust in his eyes. My vest and trousers suddenly feel a thin and inadequate barrier to his gaze. I strain to close my legs, but the cord around my ankles bites into my flesh and a small cry escapes my lips.

      His eyes flick to my face and the expression in them turns the blood in my veins to ice.

      There is desire there but also hate. I’m not sure if one fuels the other – if it’s me he hates or his own body for reacting to me in this way – but it doesn’t matter. I’ve only seen that combination on one man’s face before and the memory of him sends tremors coursing through my body.

      The pit yawns open again, but I will not let myself be pulled down into it. I will not let him abuse me.

      You are strong.

      Vihaan’s touch makes my skin crawl, like a thousand spiders skittering up my arm.

      “Get your hands off me.”

      My voice is hoarse, my mouth dry with fear. I strain, trying to fold my hand unnaturally over on itself to reach the end of the looped cord.

      “Just you and me now, Aleesha,” Vihaan murmurs. He licks his lips and leans over me, his stale breath choking my nostrils.

      My fingertip brushes the frayed end of the cord.

      He tugs at the strap of my top, pulling it off my shoulder.

      “Primo promised me I c—”

      There’s another explosion followed by a burst of gunfire. It sounds close at hand.

      The door flies open. Dark figures storm in.

      Someone grasps Vihaan’s shoulder, throwing him back against the wall.

      I feel cold metal on my wrists and look up into Bryn’s blue eyes. He cuts loose my wrists, then my ankles. “Get up, quick as you can. We don’t have long.”

      My hands shake as I find my boots, tossed in a corner of the room, and pull them on. Murdoch has Vihaan pressed up against the wall and is screaming at him, his pale face flushed with anger. Vihaan’s eyes bulge and he trembles in terror at the knife pressed against his throat.

      “Did you hurt her?”

      Vihaan tries to shake his head but thinks better of it. “N-no …” His eyes screw up tight. “Don’t kill me!” An acrid smell fills the room as a trickle of urine drips from his boot to the floor.

      “I should bloody well kill you,” Murdoch growls.

      Why is he so mad? I didn’t think he cared about me that much.

      I walk over to them and touch Murdoch’s shoulder, wrinkling my nose at the stench coming from Vihaan. “Leave him, Murdoch. He’s not worth it. You got here in time to stop him.”

      Murdoch doesn’t appear to hear me.

      “Murdoch!” Bryn shouts from the door. “Leave him. We’ve got to go.”

      Reluctantly, Murdoch pulls the knife from Vihaan’s throat and shoves him to the floor, where Vihaan holds his arms above his head to ward off an expected blow. Then Bryn’s pulling me through the door and out into a corridor. Smoke fills the air and the sound of fighting and cries of wounded people ring in my ears. My legs are sluggish, but I force myself to stumble after Bryn, keeping my head down. Down some stairs, fighting all around us, then out into the open air. I want to stop to catch my breath, but Bryn pulls me on.

      We don’t stop running until we’re well into Area Five. I look around, recognizing a couple of other members of the Chain. Blood trickles from a cut on Murdoch’s cheek but the rest mostly seem to have got away unscathed. Bryn lifts his wrist to his mouth and mutters something into his comm.

      He nods to Murdoch. “Samson’s pulled back. Light casualties.”

      “Did they get him?” Murdoch asks.

      Bryn shakes his head. “Samson couldn’t get close, and Primo was fighting off any opposition. Samson lost two of his people trying. Couldn’t risk any more. That wasn’t the purpose.”

      Murdoch’s lips tighten into a thin line but he nods. “He’s got the message anyway.” He looks around. “We’ll get back to HQ.”

      Bryn nods and glances at me. “I’ll be along in a bit.”

      “Thanks, Murdoch!” I call after him.

      He pauses and nods awkwardly. “Sorry I got a bit carried away. Reminded me of what they did to my sister.” His face darkens. “Thought they might have done the same to you.”

      I remember what Trey had told me about how Murdoch had come to London. His sister had died after suffering terrible abuse at the hands of one of the gangs. I shake my head and give him a small smile. “You were just in time.”

      He nods and turns to follow the others.

      Bryn takes my arm gently. “You alright?”

      I fold my arms across my chest and shiver. “Yes, thanks to you.”

      “Thank Samson. It was his runner who spotted you getting caught. And Jax managed to get us inside. Murdoch and his team just happened to be in the area, so we joined forces.” He scowls. “What the hell were you doing outside the church?”

      I bite my lip and look down. A shiver runs through me and I lean against a wall as the adrenaline rushes from my body, leaving me feeling weak … and ashamed. “W-what were you doing there? Why did you come and get me?”

      “I was looking for you. Went to the church and Rogue told me you’d done a runner. Figured you might be spying on the headquarters so I hung around, then I ran into Samson.” His face darkens. “I didn’t think it was like you to get caught.”

      “But why didn’t you leave me?” This is what I don’t understand. Why would they risk so much for me?

      Bryn flashes me a look that I can’t read. Then he sighs and his lips curl into a smile. “Well, I didn’t want to be the one to tell your father that he’d arrived just in time for his daughter’s death.”

      My heart stops.

      He laughs at my face, frozen in shock.

      “H-he’s here?”

      “Arrived this morning.”

      I take a deep breath. A thousand birds flutter in my belly. “And he … he doesn’t know about me?”

      Bryn shakes his head. “Figured you could tell him yourself when you meet him.”

      When you meet him.

      Twelve years I have waited for this moment. And now it’s here, I don’t know what to say, what to think. I feel Bryn’s hand on my back, guiding me forward. “First we go to Abby’s. I don’t believe you’re quite as well as you’re making out.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            14

          

          

      

    

    







            Trey

          

        

      

    

    
      “Where’s Barnes?”

      The woman looks frightened. I smile reassuringly. “There’s nothing wrong, I just want to chat to her.”

      “She’s fixing the line.” She points up the silent row. “About halfway up.”

      I walk up between the rows of robotic arms. One set moves faster than would be humanly possible to chop up and package the meat products, the other is silent, the robotic limbs frozen in mid-air. A technician crouches in front of the silent production line, an open toolbox in front of him. A pair of legs pokes out from underneath the machinery.

      “Damn screws have wobbled their way out again.” Barnes’s voice comes from underneath the production line. “They need to sort out these vibration issues. Pass me a pair of number tens.”

      The technician scrambles to get the screws out of the toolbox. I hold out my hand and wave him away, pressing my finger to my lips. He looks frightened but scurries off up the line.

      A hand emerges. “Come on, I haven’t got all day.”

      “Here you go.” I place the screws in her hand and sit with my back against the metal plating.

      The hand freezes, then closes around the screws. A moment later, Barnes twists herself out from under the line. Her hair is mussed up and a streak of oil runs across one cheek.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “I came to talk to you.”

      She waves to the production line. “I’m a little busy right now. Can it wait?”

      “I’ve been looking at your background.”

      “You’ve been investigating me?”

      I shrug. “I like to know about my employees. You worked in the government factory for ten years before coming here. Why did you leave?”

      “Look around.” Barnes gestures with one hand. “Where do you think the money is, here or in some crumbling government factory?”

      “You came here because they paid you more?”

      “What’s wrong with that?”

      I stare into her eyes. “Nothing, except that I don’t believe you.”

      Her eyes dart away for the briefest of moments. “Believe what you want. That’s the truth.”

      “I don’t think it is,” I say quietly. “You found out the truth, didn’t you? About what was in the government rations.”

      Still, she doesn’t meet my gaze. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Who was it, Barnes? Your mother? Father? Sister? Husband? Who was the tronk addict?”

      Her face tightens and anger flashes in her eyes. “It’s none of your goddamn business. Now get off my factory floor.”

      “My factory floor,” I remind her.

      She leans in, close enough for me to smell the oil on her clothing. “If you want to keep your job, then I suggest you let me get back to work and quit sticking your nose into my business.”

      “I’m not who you think I am.” I force my voice to stay low and controlled.

      “Oh, I know exactly who you are. Think I don’t watch the news? Found life Outside a bit tough, did you? That why you came home to Mummy? A few weeks spent fighting the good fight and you think you know everything there is to know about Outsiders. Do you even know what happens off this factory floor?” She pulls back and shakes her head. “Thought not. Because you’re one of them. Do your job and keep your mouth shut. That way we carry on being the golden boys and girls of the factory and you get to keep your job.”

      She stands, forcing me to stand too. I look her straight in the eye. “You finish here at six. I want to see you in my office then.” Barnes opens her mouth to protest. “That is an order, foreman.”

      I turn and walk away, not looking back.

      Back in the office, I collapse into the comfortable swivel chair behind my desk and turn to stare through the window to the factory floor. “Why is she so difficult?”

      Emilie looks up from her holo screen. “What’s she done now?”

      I sigh. “Nothing, really.” I glance at the clock. It’s nearly lunchtime. At least the food in the restaurant is good and cheap. Perk of the job. Except …

      I frown as something occurs to me. “I’ve never seen any of the factory floor workers up in the café. Don’t they have a lunch break?”

      “Sure they do. Thirty minutes. But they have a separate canteen.”

      Things begin to click into place.

      “They don’t arrive by pod either, do they?” I say slowly. “No wonder I’ve never noticed anyone in the corridors.”

      “Their changing facilities are at the other end of the building.” Emilie leans back in her chair and frowns. “Is there something wrong?”

      I push myself up. “Where’s their canteen?”

      “Let me check.” Her fingers fly across her screen, bringing up a plan of the building. “Level 10 East. But you can’t go there.”

      I’m already heading for the door. “Why not?”

      “Because it’s for them, not us. You’re not supposed to …”

      I glance back to see a look of consternation on her face.

      “Not supposed to what?”

      She comes over to me and leans in. Her perfume wafts over me, jasmine and lemon trees. “You’re not supposed to interfere with the Outsiders,” she whispers. “You only deal with Barnes. The workers come under a different department.”

      Her brown eyes beseech me not to leave.

      “They’re my workers, aren’t they? I just want to check on their welfare.” I smile down reassuringly. “Surely I can’t get in trouble for that.”

      Her hand closes on my arm, a surprisingly strong grip for such delicate fingers. “You have no idea.”

      I gently prise her fingers open. “Okay, well I’ll head up to the café as normal then. I hear they’re testing some new cake mix today.” I flash her a smile. “Don’t worry.”

      I feel her eyes following me as I walk down the corridor to the elevator. Once inside, I type in the code for Level 10. The panel flashes red. “Access denied,” the robotic voice intones.

      Denied?

      Level 11, then. Also denied. I try more codes but it seems I’m unable to access any levels below sixteen. Still, they must have a staircase for emergencies.

      The lift shoots downward, depositing me in a corridor similar to the one I’ve just left, except without the bank of windows. I wander around, looking for a stairwell. I don’t find it, but I do spot a floor plan on the wall showing the emergency exit routes. There’s a tunnel marked further up the corridor. It’s open-ended with an arrow pointing along it and a label.

      To the East Wing and lower levels.

      Bingo.

      I head back to the main corridor and fall into step behind a pair of workers in blue overalls. They glance around nervously as if they’re not supposed to be here. One of them presses their hand to a panel beside a pair of large glass doors. The doors open and I slip through behind them just before they swish shut.

      It’s only then that they notice me. The woman starts and opens her mouth to say something, but her companion nudges her and nods at my suit. They exchange a look.

      We’re in a glass tunnel that extends as far as I can see. Outside is the void. I jump as something drops past, then look down to see a huge carrier pod hovering in front of a line of hanger doors set into the building below us. One of the doors opens and the pod shoots forward into the hanger.

      “Sir?”

      I snap my gaze back to the tunnel. In front of me is a pod, suspended in a trench. The door’s open and the woman looks at me expectantly. I hurry inside.

      There are no seats, just a bar at head height that extends around the inside of the pod. I hold onto it, but it’s not necessary. The pod shoots along the tunnel, the walls outside blurring, but inside, it doesn’t feel as if we’ve moved at all.

      The workers wait for me to leave the pod, but as soon as we’re inside the main part of the building they hurry away, leaving me standing in an empty corridor, a mirror of the one I’ve just left. Except here, there’s no colour on the walls or floors and not even a carpet underfoot. Everything is rough grey concrete. A battered sign on the wall proclaims it to be Level 16 East.

      I find a staircase and bang on the door until someone opens it. People are flowing down the stairs, talking among themselves. Some are dressed in blue or green overalls, but others wear t-shirts, jackets and trousers in shades of black and grey. Their conversations trail off as they catch sight of me and they glance at me curiously, as if I’m not supposed to be here.

      Perhaps Emilie was right. I shouldn’t be here.

      But something draws me forward, pulling me down the stairs and through the doors onto Level 10, following the flow of people toward a pair of open doors. A pair of security guards stand either side of the opening, scanning each person in.

      One of the guards frowns when he sees me. “Sir? I don’t think you’re supposed to be here.”

      “I’m here to do an inspection of the canteen facilities.” I smile at him. “Haven’t you been informed?”

      “No, sir.”

      I frown. “My assistant assured me this had been taken care of. I will have words with her.” I glance into the room, thinking fast. “My name’s Louis Coleman. I assume you know who I am?”

      Recognition flashes in the guard’s eyes, followed by fear. He knows who Louis is, and he also can’t have met him otherwise he’d know that I’m not Louis.

      “Of course, Mr Coleman, I’m so sorry. We weren’t told to expect you.” The guard nearly falls over himself to push back the flow of people trying to get into the canteen to usher me in. He shoots a worried glance at his companion.

      I slap him on the shoulder, Louis-style. “Don’t worry about it. These things happen.” I make a show of checking the band on my wrist. “Now, I’ll only be here ten minutes or so. Just keep things moving as normal. Don’t want to hold up the lunch queue.” I give him a wink.

      I step into the room, past two more guards, and move to one side so my back’s against the wall. The cavernous space is packed with tables and benches, but there aren’t enough for all the workers, and people lounge with their backs against the wall or sit on the tables themselves. A bank of food dispenser slots is built into the wall on my left. Above that is a huge clock.

      The smell of sweat and dirt mingles with the greasy odour of food. The room is stifling and I tug at my collar, feeling sweat build underneath despite the cooling effect of the shirt.

      A grey-haired man passes me, his face lined and his shoulders bowed, like so many of his fellow workers. My eyes linger on him as he presses a button on the food dispenser slot, takes his food and slots himself into a space at one of the tables that’s just been vacated.

      He gobbles his food down, so fast I wonder if he’s had time to chew it at all. But he keeps a portion of the burger back, curling it in his hand and glancing around surreptitiously to check no one’s noticed. The people around him move and he gets up with them. They head toward the exit on the far side of the room.

      I walk around the outside of the room, feeling the eyes of the workers on me. Some of them notice the direction of my gaze and murmur to themselves. I’m about ten metres from the double doors when the grey-haired man reaches them. The guard waves a wand in front of him. There’s a beeping and the man shrinks back in fear even before the guard’s heavy hand lands on his shoulder.

      The guard yanks his arm up and, finger by finger, forces the man’s hand open. I’m close enough to hear the snap as one finger gets bent back too far. The man screams and drops the mangled piece of burger.

      “That’s it for you.” The guard slams him into the wall and reaches for a pair of cuffs at his waist. “Third offence – you’re out.”

      The man begins to shake. He mumbles an apology, a reason. His wife is sick. They have no money for food. The guard pulls his wrists behind his back and cuffs them together.

      I’ve closed the distance between us almost before I’ve had time to think. “Excuse me …” My eyes flick to the guard’s tag. “Bates.”

      The guard whirls around at my voice. His eyes widen and his Adam’s apple bobs up and down. “S-sir?”

      His eyes flick to the entrance door to the canteen. “Did your colleagues not tell you? I’m inspecting the facility.” I give him a cold smile. “Louis Coleman. I’m the new—”

      “Oh, I know who you are, sir.” The man gabbles. “I’m sorry, we weren’t infor—”

      “About the inspection? It’s alright, I know.” I pat his arm companionably. “Issue at my end, I think. Now this man …”

      The guard clears his throat. “Caught taking food out again. Third time, sir. We’ll get him out of here, along with the rest of them, as soon as our shift ends.” He nods to two women and a man who are lined up against the wall. Their faces are drawn and their hands are cuffed to the wall.

      “Good work, Bates, you’ve passed the test.” I force myself to smile at him. “We asked these workers to try and smuggle part of their lunch ration out so we could test that our security procedures were working properly. I’m afraid you’ll have to let them go this time, but I think they’ve had all the warning they need.”

      The workers on the tables nearest to us fall silent. It ripples through the room, like the shockwave from a pebble dropped in water.

      “Sir?”

      The guard is confused. No one’s told him to release people before.

      I lean in closer and lower my voice. “Release them. This was just a test.”

      I don’t know if he believes me, but he’s scared enough by my suit to do as I order. The grey-haired man gives me a confused look as he hurries through the exit, clutching his hand to his chest.

      I look back across the room to find hundreds of faces turned to me. My fake bravado begins to slip away and a gnawing sensation develops in the pit of my stomach.

      All these people will remember who I am. They see me as an Insider.

      “Keep up the good work.” I turn to the guards. “I’ve seen everything I need to make my report.”

      I glance back one final time as I leave the canteen, and a flash of copper in the sea of grey catches my eye.

      Barnes.

      Her ponytail swings as she snaps her head back to the table. But she was close enough to hear every word I said. And she knows I’m not Louis Coleman.

      The question is – what will she do about it?
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        * * *

      

      Barnes comes to see me at six, as ordered. Emilie has already left for the day. She barely spoke to me this afternoon. Even the cup of coffee and cake I’d fetched her from the café wasn’t enough to placate her. Apparently, she’d gone to find me in the restaurant, and not being able to find me, had guessed where I’d really been.

      She’d given me a lecture about risking my job and hers, before seeming to remember that I was her boss and cutting herself off mid-sentence. We’d spent the rest of the day working in an awkward silence.

      Barnes walks over to join me at the windows that look down onto the factory floor and crosses her arms. “So you've been to see how the other half live?”

      “I know how the other half lives.” I glance around the room then lean in to whisper in her ear. “Will people be listening in?”

      She stiffens and for a moment I wonder if I’ve made a mistake. If she is the one I need to be worried about turning me in.

      “Assume so.”

      I pull back.

      She raises her voice. “I need to show you an issue we’ve got with the production line.”

      We make our way down to the noisy factory floor. It runs all day and all night. The night supervisor gives us an odd look but I give him a nod and he doesn’t ask questions. According to Emilie, he’s lazy and leaves any problems for Barnes to fix.

      We head for the section of line Barnes had been working on this morning. It’s one of the noisier parts of the factory.

      A white-suited technician walks toward us. “I thought this had been fixed already.” I raise my voice as he walks past, then drop it to a whisper that only Barnes will hear.

      “I may be young but I am not a baby. I was there in the Battle of Rose Square. I have seen my friends killed in front of my eyes, watched my own father's blood spill on the ground. I know what life Outside is really like. So stop playing games with me.”

      She runs a finger along a join in the metal, not meeting my eye. “Why come back Inside then?”

      “That’s my business.”

      She gives a thin smile. “Touché.” After a pause, she speaks again. “What were you doing down in the canteen today?”

      “Finding out what really goes on in this factory.”

      Her finger rubs a bolt head, almost fondly. “He’ll find out, you know. Coleman has spies everywhere, even among the workers. People can be easily bought with extra rations or access to a nicer apartment. You shouldn’t have gone there.” She turns to look at me. “And pretending to be Louis was downright stupid.”

      Heat rises to my cheeks. “It’ll be fine. I’ll deal with it.”

      She studies me, her head cocked slightly to one side. “Don’t underestimate him, Mr Goldsmith.”

      “Underestimate him or you?” I narrow my eyes. “Have you been bought already?”

      She flinches and anger flashes in her green eyes. “I am not a slave to be bought.” She spits the words and I smile, feeling a stab of satisfaction at having provoked a response from her. Barnes sucks in a breath, turns away and walks down the line of machinery, forcing me to follow her.

      “You don’t have to worry about me turning you in to Coleman.” She stops and turns toward me. “But you should stop snooping around. You’ll only get yourself into trouble and you won’t help anything or anyone.”

      There’s a sadness in her words that halts the reply forming on my lips.

      “Look, Trey. I don’t know why you came back to work Inside. Whether you wanted your old life back or fancied acting as a spy. But you need to figure that out, because otherwise you’re just going to put yourself and others in danger.” Her voice is soft and her green eyes are kind. “This isn’t a game for rich boys to play at. I believe you mean well, but what you did today in the canteen? That was stupid. Any more stunts like that and you’ll be hauled off by the Metz.” Her lip curls into a smile. “And I for one was quite enjoying having a boss around who actually cares about his workers. Not to mention one who leaves me alone.”

      She turns and walks away, leaving me frozen on the spot, a hundred thoughts rushing through my head. But one lingers.

      She called me Trey. I’ve never introduced myself as Trey … Why would she call me that?

      Unless she knows more about me than she’s letting on.
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      I walk in a daze until there’s a click of a gate opening, then a door and a familiar voice. Familiar smells of peppermint and herbs. I look up into Abby’s concerned brown eyes.

      “Aleesha, are you okay?”

      I nod but I’m still trembling. She wraps an arm around my shoulder and I lean into her. Tears prick at my eyes, but I won’t cry. Not because of him.

      Vihaan, I can understand. He’s just like half the guys in the gang, half the men in Area Four. They think they can take what they want because that’s what life is like out here. But Primo … he knows both sides. He has power and he could use that for good, to help us.

      He and Rogue have been through the same. How can one be so caring and the other a monster?

      I shiver again and Abby wraps a blanket around my shoulders. It’s warm in the kitchen, but I still feel cold inside.

      “Sit.” She pushes me down gently into a chair. A moment later, a steaming bowl appears in front of me. It smells hot and delicious. I wrap my hands around it.

      There’s a sharp intake of breath. “What happened?”

      I glance up then follow Abby’s gaze to my wrists. They’re ringed with red lines where the rope bit into my skin.

      “And what were you doing away from the church?” Bryn sits down opposite me. His voice is gentle but firm.

      “I-I went to see Trey.”

      Abby sits down next to me. “How is he?”

      I dip my spoon in the bowl, rescuing a floating chunk of rehydrated protein. The saltiness eases the bitter taste in my mouth. “He says to tell you he’s fine. He … he’s working for one of the food companies.” I wonder whether to tell them about his mother. Had he told me in confidence or not? But Trey tells Abby most things, and I don’t want them thinking he’s sold out for no reason. “His mother’s sick.”

      “How sick?” Bryn’s eyebrows knit together and I remember, belatedly, about his relationship with Trey’s mother.

      “Very, I think. He said they don’t know what it is.” I take another sip of the soup and place the bowl back on the table. “He doesn’t want to work at that place, I know he doesn’t. But he feels he has to, because of her. Because they need the money.” The heat of the bowl burns my hands.

      Bryn and Abby exchange a glance. “I didn’t know,” Bryn says finally. “I just thought it was Miriam wanting him back.”

      “Is there anything you can do?” Abby’s expression is unreadable.

      “About the money? I don’t know. Perhaps.” Bryn looks at me. “But it’s up to Trey whether he stays Inside. We can’t force him to come back.”

      “I know.” I slacken my grip on the bowl.

      Abby reaches out and rests a hand on my arm. “So what happened on your way back?”

      Haltingly, I tell them about the ambush and how Primo had recognized me from our trip into the Metz compound.

      “But you didn’t tell him about us?” Bryn asks.

      I shake my head. “No.”

      “Good girl.”

      Abby scowls at him. “She shouldn’t have been put in a position where she was being threatened!”

      “She got herself captured.” The smile drops from Bryn’s face under Abby’s look. “We went to rescue her!”

      “Thank you,” I say quietly. “You’re right. I was dumb to let them catch me.” My hands tighten around the bowl again. “But being shut up in that church all day, unable to do anything, it’s just so … so frustrating!”

      “I know.” Bryn sighs. “But at least you’re all safe there. We just need to figure out what Primo’s weakness is.”

      “Surely the government won’t be too happy about him setting up his own empire out here?” Abby asks. “Perhaps they’ll deal with the problem.”

      “And lose more Metz officers?” Bryn shakes his head. “They still think we’ve got that device, remember? You do still have the device, Aleesha?”

      I shrug. “It’s in safe hands.”

      Bryn doesn’t look convinced.

      Abby yawns. “Well, the President needs to do something to stop all this fighting. The city’s falling apart.”

      “I doubt he cares,” Bryn mutters into his tea.

      I stare down at the lumps floating in my soup. The President’s words ring in my head. He tricked your mother into loving him … Make no mistake, she died because of him.

      The President blamed my father for my mother’s death. And my father blames the President. Which of them is right?

      “Are you going to see him tonight?” Abby asks.

      Bryn shakes his head. “It’s getting late. We’ll go first thing tomorrow.”

      “Good, well, you finish that soup, Aleesha. I’ll go and make up the bed for you.”

      I drink the rest of the soup and rinse the bowl. It feels nice to be back here again. I wonder what they’re having for dinner at the church. I turn to Bryn. “Can you get a message to the others? I … they’ll be worried about me.”

      “Samson’s already dealt with it.”

      “You know, perhaps you should join forces with him? You’d be strong enough to take on the government then.”

      “It’s one thing to use him to rescue you but quite another to trust him to work with us.” He stretches. “You need anything to help you sleep?”

      I shake my head. “I’ll be fine.”

      But as I curl up in the narrow bed in what I always think of as Trey’s room, I begin to wish I’d taken him up on his offer. As hard as I try, I can’t push away the image of Primo standing over me. The memory of his hand on my skin makes my stomach churn.

      The sheets smell fresh and clean, but I wish that Abby hadn’t washed them, that I could close my eyes and smell Trey, and imagine his arms around me, chasing away the bad dreams.

      And finally, that thought pushes all the others away and sleep takes me.
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        * * *

      

      When I awake, I stare up at the thin crack in the ceiling. Today is the day I finally get to meet my father. The man my mother had loved so much that she’s died to protect him.

      Today, my life could change.

      The sun streams in through the small window, already warm despite the early hour. We’re still some way off the real summer heat, but the air in the streets is already thick and muggy, and the rains are less frequent. I’m never sure which is worse, the constant rains and flooding of winter or the intense heat and drought in summer. But at least in winter, the water tanks are kept full.

      I push back the sheet and dress, pulling my hair back into my usual tight braid. Then I go to the bathroom, wash my face and stare at myself in the cracked mirror.

      I’ve always known I looked like my mother. I have the same long dark hair, straight as an iron rod. The same brown eyes and cool, light brown skin, burned darker by the summer sun. But the shape of my face is not hers. My jaw is more square, whereas her face was like a heart. My nose is slightly larger and longer.

      Will he recognize me? Will he see her in me?

      My heart beats a little faster. A thousand images flow through my mind. Him crossing the room in two strides to pull me into his arms. Me comforting him as he cries for my mother. Talking with him for hours about life in London – the good parts anyway.

      That won’t take long.

      I swallow and look down at my dirty trousers, wearing through at the knees. Perhaps I should ask Abby if I can borrow some of her clothes. Try and look a bit nicer, so he doesn’t think his daughter is some street hobie.

      In the kitchen, Bryn’s finishing a bowl of porridge and Abby’s sat with a mug of tea. She rises when I walk in. “Porridge?”

      I shake my head. My stomach is a ball of knots, there’s no room for food. “I’m not hungry.”

      She smiles at me sympathetically.

      Bryn licks his spoon and places his bowl in the sink. “Ready to go?”

      “I-I think so.” I pluck at my jacket. Underneath, my top is coming apart at the seams.

      Abby comes to stand in front of me and places her hands on my arms. “You look fine,” she says quietly. “Don’t worry. Any father would be proud to have you as his daughter.”

      Even after everything I’ve done? Everything I’ve become?

      “Show him the person you are, not the person you were.”

      It’s as if she can read my mind.

      Abby smiles and gives me a gentle push toward the door. “I hope it goes well.”

      “See you later,” Bryn calls as he shuts the door behind us.

      We walk in silence up to the Chain’s headquarters in Area Six. A man and a woman lounge against the pillars that flank the stone steps up to the front door. I pause before we reach them. “Who knows he’s my father?”

      Bryn purses his lips. “Me, Katya, probably Milicent. I haven’t told her, but I’m sure she’s figured it out.”

      “And they won’t have told him?”

      “No.”

      My fingers tap nervously against my legs.

      Bryn looks at me. “Do you want me to speak to him first?”

      I take a deep breath and shake my head. “No. It’s fine.”

      At the entrance to the building, Bryn stops with his hand on the door. “I forgot to say. We don’t know him as Ricus Meyer – the name you saw on the file. He calls himself Richard Masterton now.”

      Richard Masterton. Right.

      Muffled voices filter down the staircase as we step inside the entrance hall. Katya emerges from a room on the right. “Aleesha.” She smiles and hurries over. “How are you feeling?”

      Her tone is warm and friendly, but I take a step back, away from her outstretched arm. If she’s looking for my forgiveness for Andrew Goldsmith’s death, she’s not getting it any time soon. “Fine.”

      “Good.” She turns to Bryn. “He’s upstairs. Murdoch’s updating him on our assets. He’s … not in the best of moods.”

      Bryn nods.

      “Well, I’ll be down here if you need me.” She saunters off.

      “Not in the best of moods?”

      “I’m sure it’ll be fine,” Bryn replies, though he doesn’t sound at all certain.

      I walk slowly up the stairs, running my hand along the ancient wooden bannister. As we reach the top, a door off the landing opens and Murdoch storms out, slamming the door behind him. His face is dark, his eyebrows furrowed together and he pushes past us without a word.

      My fingers tremble on the polished wood. Bryn walks forward and opens the door.

      A man stands in front of the holo table in the centre of the room. His fingers fly across the display, pulling up lists of names and numbers and moving them onto an outline map.

      He’s not a tall man, not by Insider standards, or particularly stocky. He wears a light blue shirt, open at the neck, and his rolled-up sleeves are tight on his muscular forearms. Stubble traces his jaw and his dark hair is streaked with grey.

      He looks up as we enter and starts, frowning at me. He may be older than the man I’d seen in the Metz files but his blue eyes are just as piercing.

      My breath catches in my throat and, for a moment, I’m frozen in place. His eyes move on to Bryn and I shake myself, released from some invisible bond.

      “What is it, Bryn?” His voice carries a trace of irritation.

      Bryn glances to me and raises an eyebrow.

      I search his face for some flash of recognition, an understanding that he knows who I am. But all I see is annoyance.

      “I-I’m Aleesha.” My voice sounds small in the big room.

      Show him the person you are.

      I take a deep breath and step forward. “I’m your daughter.”

      For a split-second, his eyes widen in disbelief. Then he throws back his head and gives a harsh laugh. “Not another one. Bryn, get her out of here.” He flicks his hand impatiently and turns back to the holo display. “I don’t have time for this nonsense.”

      Bryn clears his throat. “It’s not nonsense. She’s Maria Ramos’s daughter.”

      The man’s shoulders tense at the mention of my mother’s name. “I told you I didn’t want to talk about her.”

      “Why? Did you forget about her that easily?” My fists clench at my sides.

      His eyes tighten as he zooms in the display. “What are you doing here?”

      “I thought you might want to know that she had a daughter,” I say through gritted teeth.

      Richard Masterton shrugs. “Maybe she did, but that doesn’t make me your father.”

      Anger explodes inside me.

      “You bas—”

      “Aleesha!” Bryn’s hands close on my arms, pulling me back. “Calm down,” he hisses in my ear. I respond by stamping down on his foot. His grip slackens and I pull free, closing the distance to the holo table in five strides.

      “My mother loved you!” I grab the man’s arm and pull him to face me. “She died because of you. You left me to survive on the streets alone. I have …” Tears spring to my eyes and thicken my throat, but I swallow them back and fight to keep my voice under control. “You do not know what I have had to do to survive. All these years, I dreamed of finding my father. You. And now you stand here and call her a whore?”

      The slap of my palm on his cheek echoes in the room. I freeze, my hand still in mid-air.

      Silence hangs heavy in the air between us. Finally, he looks at me, but if I was expecting to see compassion or love in his eyes, I was wrong.

      “You do look a bit like her … But it’s been so long …” His voice hardens. “Besides, do you know how many kids I’ve had coming up to me, claiming that I’m their father? Wanting my money, my protection? Hundreds. And they all have a sob story to tell.”

      A fire rages inside me. Is that all she was to him? One woman of many?

      I hate him. Hate myself, for being such a fool to believe …

      “And why is that? Because you have a woman in every city?” I jab my finger in his chest. “Did she know that she was just your London woman? The President was right – you tricked her into loving you. You used her.”

      “No!”

      He yanks my wrist away, twisting it painfully. The fire in his eyes reflects what I feel inside, but I don’t know if it’s directed at me or her or someone else. “Maria was everything to me. Everything! You don’t know what you’re talking about.” He pushes me away. “Now get out!”

      I stumble backward.

      He doesn’t believe me. Why doesn’t he believe me?

      I’ve spent so many hours imagining meeting my father for the first time but never did I think it would be like this.

      I scrub my fist across my eyes to brush away the tears that threaten to spill down my cheeks but my arm freezes as a thought hits me. “Wait. I can prove it to you.” I lean over and claw at my boot. “I have the amulet.”

      “The amulet?”

      He remembers. I can see it in his eyes. I pull my boot off, hopping awkwardly on one leg and reach for the amulet tied around my ankle.

      But it’s not there.

      My heart skips a beat. Time slows while my mind tries to make sense of what I’m seeing.

      I always wear it. Except …

      Except Primo had taken off my boots. And in the rush to leave the headquarters, I hadn’t realized the amulet was no longer around my ankle.

      I feel suddenly sick. I’ve kept it safe for twelve years. The only thing I had left of my mother. The only thing I had of my father. And now he has it.

      “Aleesha?” Bryn’s voice breaks through the bubble surrounding me.

      “He took it. Primo must have taken it when he had me tied up. It’s still at the Snakes’ HQ.” I turn back to my father. “My mother gave me an amulet before she died. Green with a—”

      “Shut up!”

      His words cut through me. “Stop wasting my time. Get out of here.”

      Never have I seen eyes that seemed so cold. Power and anger radiate from him, and I take a step back, suddenly afraid. Bryn tugs at my arm. “Come on, Aleesha, let’s go.”

      I want to speak, want to say something more, but I can’t. I let Bryn pull me from the room and lead me down the corridor into a smaller room. There’s a sofa against one wall and a small table with a withered pot plant.

      Bryn walks over to the window and looks out. Then he gives an exclamation of frustration and bangs his fist against the wall. “I’m sorry, Aleesha.”

      “About what?” My words are dull and lifeless.

      He didn’t believe me.

      “I should have talked to him first. Prepared him to see you.”

      “Would it have made a difference?” I stare at the wood panelling on the wall. So much wood in this building. Enough to keep a dozen hobie fires burning.

      “Perhaps.” He leans against the window frame. “He doesn’t want to believe. Doesn’t want to accept responsibility, perhaps.” A smile twists the corner of his mouth.

      “Like you.”

      “Yes, like me.” There’s a pause. “He did love your mother. I know him well enough to know that. But he’s burying the hurt and pain inside.” He glances over at me. “Like you.”

      “So what happens now?”

      “We prove it to him. I’d hoped it wouldn’t come to this but he can’t deny the results of a DNA test. Swab the inside of your mouth with this.” He pulls a tube from his pocket and hands me what looks like a toothpick with a soft, round head. “Just in here.” He pulls his mouth open and points.

      I do as he asks and hand it back. “Are you going to ask him to do the same? I can’t see him taking part in some stupid test.”

      “Leave that to me.” Bryn puts the toothpick into a plastic tube and screws a cap on the end. He shoves it back in his pocket. “Don’t go after the amulet. Whatever it is, it’s not worth risking your life for. We’re not going to come and rescue you a second time.”

      I glance toward the door.

      He smiles. “I know you’re thinking it. I’d be thinking the same thing. I’ll do what I can to help you get it back. But Primo isn’t someone you can manipulate like an Outsider. He’s clever and cunning. You know that. Don’t do anything stupid.”

      I nod and turn to leave.

      “Aleesha?” I pause with my hand on the door handle. “If … if you see Trey, can you tell him …” He looks awkwardly down at the floor. “Tell him I support him in whatever he decides.”

      I yank open the door, irritation flaring.

      What am I, his messenger?

      “Tell him yourself. I thought you were taking responsibility.”

      The door slams behind me, and I run down the stairs and out into the street. As I walk away, I get the strange feeling someone’s watching. I whirl around and look up, just in time to catch sight of a face pulling back from a window.

      I force myself to turn away and march resolutely down the street. Tears burn at my eyes and I’m so focused on not letting them fall that I walk in a daze, back through the streets of Area Six and down into Five.

      As I cross the boundary into Four, a large figure steps out in front of me. I open my mouth to greet him, then close it as I see the anger that fills his deep blue eyes. His fists clench at his sides as he steps toward me.

      I lick my lips and find my voice. “Rogue?”

      He doesn’t answer, just takes another step closer. His hand closes around my arm in a vice-like grip as he begins to drag me through the streets.
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      I glance up as the office door bangs open, my finger frozen over the holo screen in front of me. Instinctively I snap down the window displaying the files I’d been trying – and failing – to access.

      The man who stands in the doorway exudes power. Like an overpowering scent, it wafts toward me and I find myself frozen in his stare. His eyes are dark and piercing and a mane of black hair, with a single thick streak of silver, surrounds a sculpted face that looks vaguely familiar. He’s heavyset, carrying some extra weight around his stomach, unusual for an Insider.

      “M-Mr Coleman, sir …” Emilie stammers, shooting to her feet. Her eyes are wide and her fingers twitch nervously as she clasps her hands together. She gives me an anxious look. From her reaction, I can only assume that this is the Coleman: CEO of the Coleman Corporation.

      I try to speak but no words come out.

      The man surveys my office dispassionately. He gives Emilie a nod. “Please leave us, young lady. I would like a private word with Mr Goldsmith.”

      Emilie almost bolts from the room, only pausing at the door to cast a panicked look in my direction. I swallow and press my hands into the table so he can’t see them shaking.

      Or perhaps I should offer to shake his hand. Is that what I’m supposed to do?

      Coleman walks over to the window that looks down onto the factory floor. “Darwin, isn’t it? I don’t think we’ve met. You were always … away when I visited your parents.”

      “Yes, sir,” I mumble.

      “I’m sorry about your father. He was a good man. Not good enough for your mother, of course, but she had such hopes for him. She believed he was destined for the top. But it wasn’t to be.” He sighs and turns toward me. “And you, Darwin, what do you want to do with your life?”

      I don’t know what to say. I feel like a mouse caught in the gaze of an adder, like the time Peters had called me up in front of the class and asked me to explain why I had let my schoolmates down.

      “I-I’m not sure, sir.” My answer is honest, at least.

      Coleman frowns, a crease wrinkling his smooth brow. He pulls something from his pocket and makes a flicking motion with his hand, then walks closer. I try to refrain from pulling back. His suit is perfectly tailored and made from real wool. It probably costs more than I make in two months.

      “I gave you this job as a favour to your mother, boy. But you have to earn your place here. Your mother promised me that you’d turned over a new leaf – left all that ridiculous rebellious nonsense behind.” His voice is low but intense. “Have you, Goldsmith?”

      “Yes, sir. I-I want to do a good job.” I try and make my voice confident but the blood in my veins turns to ice as I look up into his eyes.

      He knows.

      “Good. Because I would hate to have to go back to your mother and tell her that you had betrayed my faith in you by snooping around and impersonating my son.”

      I try to swallow but my mouth is too dry. I’m sure he can read the terror on my face. Aleesha always said I was terrible at lying.

      “I-I wanted to know more about the layout of the factory, more about my workers so I could manage them more effectively. I appreciate your generosity in giving me this job and want to do the best I can. I-I apologize if I’ve broken any rules.”

      He surveys me for a minute, then takes a step back. I try and look as open and honest as possible. “To be perfectly honest, sir, Barnes and Emilie do such a good job that there isn’t really enough to keep me occupied here. If there’s any other work that I could help you out with, to help repay you for giving me this job …” I let my words hang in the air between us.

      Coleman purses his lips. “Well, you’re keen at least. And Phillips says your reports have been good. What did you excel in at school?”

      I wrack my brain. I’d come bottom in most of the traditional subjects we’d studied at school. History, politics, economics. “I’m pretty good with computer programming and technical solutions,” I say, more confidently than I feel. “I’ve made some minor improvements to the model we use for predicting efficiency in this department already.”

      “Show me.”

      Shakily, I bring up a new window on my holo display and talk him through the changes I’d made to the model. His expression doesn’t change but when I finish talking he nods. “Very well, there may be some other work you can assist with. But please keep your activities only to those you have been assigned. You know what they say about curiosity.”

      He strides over to the door and opens it.

      “W-what do they say?” I ask, confused.

      He turns and flashes me a smile and I’m reminded of a lion, baring its teeth before its prey.

      “It killed the cat.” And with that, he turns and leaves, slamming the door shut behind him.
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      Milicent lives in a six-storey townhouse in the east part of the city, a short distance from the Wall. Stone lions sit atop pillars, guarding the path through the flowerbeds to the steps leading up to the polished black front door. I’ve only ever seen it from the inside – when Bryn brought me in through the secret underground passage that connects the house to a shop Outside – and even then I was amazed that one person had so much space.

      Even if she’s wealthy enough to afford it, is it right for one person to have so much?

      The scent of orange trees lingers on the warm breeze and I’m grateful for the new shirts my mother bought me. Another thing I’d taken for granted – clothes that keep you cool. I can’t remember ever spending a summer in London – I spent the school holidays at my family’s home in the Welsh countryside, being kept away from society – but I suspect it’s unbearably hot.

      I walk up the narrow path. As I approach, the door swings open and a butler dressed in an old-fashioned black uniform ushers me in. He shows me through into a dining room that looks out over the back garden. A long mahogany table is set for dinner. Milicent is already seated. The smell wafting from the covered dishes makes my stomach gurgle.

      “Come and sit down, Trey. I thought you might be hungry.” Milicent smiles and waves to the chair next to her. I slide into it. The butler lifts the domed lids off the platters, revealing dishes of meat, vegetables and potatoes. “Please, help yourself.”

      I haven’t seen this much food since … I can’t remember when. If I ate like this every day I’d quickly put back on the weight I’d lost living Outside.

      “It’s the one luxury I allow myself,” Milicent says, helping herself to a modest portion. “The cook has been with me since he was a boy. I don’t ask where he finds half the stuff he does. Eat what you want – it’s not often I have company.”

      I try each of the dishes in turn: beef with spicy peppers and a sauce that explodes in my mouth, fresh green beans and garlic, roast potatoes that are crisp on the outside and soft and fluffy inside. There’s duck too, in a plum sauce, and a vegetable I don’t recognize but which tastes delicious.

      I’ve barely finished half the food on my plate when my stomach starts to protest that it can’t handle any more. And then the guilt hits, twisting my stomach tighter and threatening to purge the contents of it back up my throat.

      This could have fed a family of four for two days. Three, if they were careful.

      “It won’t go to waste,” Milicent says. “The staff will eat the leftovers for dinner and lunch tomorrow. I suspect the food is the one reason most of them stay working for me.” She smiles wryly.

      I push my plate away, wondering if she actually is a mind reader or if I’m always that much of an open book.

      Milicent pushes back her chair and stands. “Let’s go into the drawing room and talk.”

      I follow her into a large sitting room. Heavy brocade curtains shut out the last of the evening light and an assortment of lamps cast a soft glow around the room. Away from the smell of food, my nausea fades, though my stomach feels tight and uncomfortable. Milicent waves at me to sit on a low sofa and seats herself in a tall, wing-backed chair opposite.

      The door opens and the butler comes in, carrying a tray with a teapot and a pair of cups. He sets it on a low table, nods to Milicent and leaves.

      “Mint tea,” Milicent says as she pours steaming liquid from the teapot into the two cups. “It’ll help settle your stomach. I imagine it’s been a while since you had rich food.”

      The sharp scent of the mint reminds me so strongly of Abby’s kitchen that a thickness develops in my throat. I take a sip of the hot liquid, letting it scald my mouth, the pain pulling me away from the memory.

      I never thought I would miss being Outside.

      To distract myself, I look around the room. It’s decorated in an old-fashioned style with pastel wallpaper and a polished wood floor. Real wood, I suspect, though it must have cost a fortune. Unless it dates from the time before the Great Flood, when there was a seemingly never-ending supply of the stuff. Large oil paintings in gilt frames hang from a rail, mostly landscapes, except for a portrait of a young man. He looks a few years older than me, with dark hair and a square jaw shaded with stubble. The portrait is so life-like that I almost feel his eyes on me.

      Milicent follows the direction of my gaze. “My son.” She adds a small spoon of sweetener to her tea and stirs it, the silver spoon chinking against the china.

      I look back at her in surprise. “I didn’t know you had a son.”

      “He died,” she says shortly. “A long time ago.”

      “I’m sorry.” I take a sip of my tea and look back at the portrait. Now I know, I can see the resemblance. They both have the same long straight nose and blue eyes. But while Milicent always has a trace of coldness in her gaze, her son’s eyes smile down on me.

      The tinkling of the spoon on china stops. “You don’t know about the Rose Rebellion, do you?”

      I shake my head, then pause as I think back a few weeks. “You mentioned that once before, didn’t you?”

      She nods. “I thought you would have been taught about it in school. Though, on reflection, perhaps not. They only teach you about the successes of governments, not the failures.”

      “That’s not true,” I object. “We learned about the Great Flood, and the two World Wars the century before, and lots of other events.”

      “Yes, but they were all before. You didn’t learn much about what came after the Great Flood, did you? The dark times. The bombing and the starvation and the fighting. They didn’t tell you that more died from that than in the flood itself.” She glances up at me. “I thought not. Just like they didn’t teach you about the Rose Rebellion. Our young people have to be taught to respect the society we’re in and not question it. How else can the government rule?”

      Her voice carries a trace of irony.

      “Did … did your son die in the Rebellion?”

      “He was the Rebellion. And yes, he died. They all did.”

      I try to remember what she’d said about the Rose Rebellion. It had been before Aleesha and I had broken into the Metz compound. We’d been at the Chain’s headquarters. Aleesha had been talking about her mother’s death and Milicent had butted in, saying something about death without trial. I’d meant to ask Bryn about it later, but so much had happened it had slipped from my mind.

      Milicent sips at her tea. “I was a child during the dark times, you know. Yes, I am that old.” She gives me an ironic smile and I blush, realizing my shock must show on my face.

      That must make her a hundred at least? But she looks barely eighty.

      Then again, there aren’t many old people to compare her to. Most give up their lives so new babies in their families can be born. It’s one of the foundations of our society – a consistent, steady population means we can provide for everyone.

      Except we don’t provide for everyone. We provide for Insiders.

      “The dark times lived up to the name. Even the little I remember still gives me nightmares sometimes, and I know I was one of the lucky ones. Those of us who were around at that time understood why the government put in new laws around population control, why the Metz were created, even why we cut ourselves off from the rest of the world. Our belief in that was why we only decided to have one child – to do our bit for population control.”

      She takes another sip of her tea, a faraway look in her eyes. “William was the kindest, most delightful boy. And very clever – top of his class. He could have had any career he wanted, but all he wanted to do was help others. He trained as a doctor – this was when the automated medics were first being developed, so most medical care was carried out by highly trained doctors and nurses. And William, being William, wasn’t interested in helping Insiders, with their moans and minor complaints. He wanted to treat Outsiders.

      “Back then, the laws were stricter about contact between Insiders and Outsiders. My generation remembered why the Wall had been put up and there was still a fear of Outsiders. Outside was the Wild West.” She gives a small smile. “But William thought the best of everyone. Which was fine, until he met and fell in love with Rose. And that is when everything went wrong.”

      There’s a knock on the door and Milicent starts. The butler enters and walks over to her in quick, short strides to whisper something in her ear. Milicent nods and smiles up at him before looking back at me. “I’m sorry, Trey, I was getting carried away there. Lost in the past – that’s what happens when you get to my age. So tell me, what have you managed to find out so far at Coleman’s?”

      I recount my exploration to the workers’ canteen and what I’d managed to find out about how Outsiders are treated in the factory. Then I tell her about Brad Coleman’s visit.

      “Hmm, stands to reason they’d be keeping an eye on you.”

      “And I’ve got two chips now – my citizen chip and the one in my hand that controls my access and authorization inside the factory. I can’t go anywhere without them knowing.”

      “It is a problem, but not insurmountable, I don’t think. Let’s see what projects he gives you to work on. Have you been out with Louis recently?”

      I shake my head. “Not yet. It’s only been a few days.” I wonder if she sees through my excuse. The longer I can put off going drinking with Louis again, the better.

      “Fine, well, plenty of time.” Milicent stands. “I’m afraid I have to go and deal with another matter. Was there anything else of interest?”

      I hesitate, wondering whether to tell her about Barnes. But I don’t really know anything about her yet, or whose side she’s on. If she’s even on anyone’s side. “No, that’s all for now.”

      “Well, same time next week then. Unless anything urgent comes up, in which case you can comm me.” She nods to the new comm band on my wrist and holds out her own. We press them together to connect. “Don’t say anything on the message – the government monitors all comms – but if you need to speak to me urgently, say it’s about …” She pauses to think. “About your mother. And if I need to speak to you, I’ll say it’s about a book I’ve got for you.”

      I nod.

      “Thomas will see you out.”

      As if on cue, the door opens and the butler walks in. He holds the door open for Milicent, then gestures for me to follow her out. As I leave the room, I glance up again at the portrait of the young man. His eyes seem to follow me.

      “Were you the reason Milicent joined the Chain?” I murmur under my breath.

      “Sir?” The butler looks at me, a placid expression on his face.

      “Oh, nothing.” I smile awkwardly at him and hurry from the room.

      I walk home quickly, driven by curiosity to find out more about the Rose Rebellion and the young man with the smiling eyes.
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      “Let go of me!”

      Rogue ignores me, as he’s ignored my first two requests to let go of my arm. Furtive eyes follow us from under hooded cloaks but no one makes any move to help me. He cranes his neck over the heads of the crowd, apparently following someone. I hope he knows where he’s going.

      The last thing I need is to end up back in Primo’s hands.

      My heart skips a beat. I trip and stumble, falling to the ground. My arm wrenches in its socket and a yelp of pain escapes my lips but Rogue doesn’t slow.

      I fumble at the pocket in my trousers, trying to grab hold of my knife. Just as I pull it out, Rogue turns sharply into a narrow alleyway, dragging me with him. He lets go and I stumble back, tripping over something on the ground. I brace myself for a hard landing.

      Instead, the ground gives beneath me and I land softly on my back with a faint whoomph as brightly coloured wrappers fly up around me.

      A rubbish pile. Great.

      I sit up, rolling my shoulder. It makes a crunching sound but still works. Even better, I’m still clutching my knife.

      Rogue is staring down at me. His hands are balled into fists at his sides and his face is twisted in anger but he doesn’t say a word as I push myself to my feet and stand in front of him. My left ankle is twisted and aches when I weight it.

      “What the hell was that all about?” I jab the knife toward him and he sucks his stomach in.

      Not that there’s much to suck in. He’s one hundred percent muscle.

      My eyes dart around the alleyway. There’s a movement at the entrance but I can’t see past Rogue’s bulk. I draw a second knife from my belt. “Why have you brought me here?”

      Rogue raises his hands, the anger on his face turning to confusion. “Hey, put those away. I’m not going to hurt you.”

      “You’ve already hurt me.” I glare at him, trying to ignore the pain radiating from my ankle.

      He looks abashed. “Sorry, I just wanted to get you somewhere safe. I forgot …”

      “That I’m a person? Or that you’re no longer a Metz officer?”

      That hits home. He winces and drops his hands. There’s another flash of movement behind him.

      “Who’s that?”

      Rogue steps aside.

      “Tommy?”

      The kid sidles into the alleyway, followed by a younger girl.

      “And Helen … Gollin, isn’t it?”

      I sigh and pocket my knives. I look carefully at the dark-haired girl, but there’s no sign of recognition or fear on her face. But then there’s no reason for her to associate Rogue with the faceless Metz officer who’d threatened her and her brothers with their lives at Rose Square. “What are you doing here?”

      “Just givin’ Rogue a hand. Showin’ him around, like.” Tommy’s voice rings with pride. “Been findin’ out some in-form-ation from Helen ’ere.” He enunciates the longer word carefully and jabs a thumb in the girl’s direction.

      I pull a scrap of chocco wrapper from my hair and sniff my top, eying the rubbish pile suspiciously.

      “Sorry,” Rogue says sheepishly.

      “You never know what’s underneath a rubbish pile out here.” I scowl at him. “Could have been nails or blades or anything. Anyway what were you doing out here?” I turn to Tommy. “And you. You should be safe in the church.”

      “I came looking for you.” Rogue’s voice is tight. “Half the group think you got taken by Primo and his lot and the other half believe you ran off and left us. You’ve been gone a full day. What the hell did you think you were doing?”

      I look at him in surprise. It’s the first time I’ve heard him speak like that – obviously being around the Snakes is rubbing off on him. “Bryn said Samson had sent a message …”

      I guess it didn’t arrive.

      He glares at me. “I’m serious, Aleesha. People look to you. They think you’re the leader of the group. You can’t just go running off like that.”

      I feel a surge of irritation and push past him, limping toward Tommy and Helen. “I didn’t ask to be the leader of anything.”

      “You think you have a choice?”

      “Of course I have a choice!” I snarl, turning on him. Pain shoots up my leg and I stagger back into the wall. Concern flashes in Rogue’s eyes but it quickly disappears. I take a deep breath and carefully weight my ankle. It holds. “We need to go. If we’re around the corner from the HQ building then Primo’s people will be all over the place. And I bet he’s pretty pissed right now.”

      Tommy’s eyes are like saucers. Helen tugs at his arm and whispers something to him. He nods at her. “We’ll go ahead an’ look out fer you,” he announces. “They won’t notice us.”

      I nod and wince again. Stop moving, you idiot.

      I’m not sure about Helen, but Tommy’s smart for a kid and he’s been in the gang long enough to know a few things. And I’m glad I don’t have to worry about keeping us all safe. My head’s throbbing and all I want to do is lie down in a quiet room with my leg up.

      Tommy leads us through Area Four, keeping to the smaller alleyways and passages between the backs of apartment blocks. As we get nearer to the church, Helen says something to him, then falls back. Tommy pauses and scowls at her but Helen just shakes her head.

      “What’s up?” I hobble over to her.

      Her pale face stares up at me, pinched tight. “I need t’go back. Me da’ll be wakin’ soon.”

      I smile down at her. “Thank you Helen. How is— How are you all now?”

      The girl gives a shrug. “Da cries a lot, when he doesn’t think I can hear. The boys just ask for Ma. They don’t understand she’s not comin’ back, but they will.”

      My breath catches in my throat. “Your da still has his job, right?”

      She nods and wipes her nose on a filthy sleeve. “Nights at the food factory. He used to be able to smuggle us some bits out, but not anymore. An’ that new man keeps takin’ all the food from the shops so there’s nothin’ for us to buy.”

      “New man? Do you mean Primo?”

      Helen shrugs, but Tommy nods and answers for her. “’Ee’s been raidin’ everythin’. All the food an’ water an’ everythin’.” He cuts his hand through the air emphatically. “Gone.”

      My heart sinks and I glance to Rogue, who looks away. I turn back to Helen. “Will you be okay getting home?”

      She nods. “I know the way.” She smiles shyly at Tommy. “See you again, mebbe.” Then she turns and runs back up the street.

      “She doesn’t ’ave many friends,” Tommy announces, as if he’s known her for years. Perhaps he has. I never paid much attention to the kids who wander the streets.

      We walk the rest of the distance to the white church in silence. Tommy runs ahead, then forgets I’m limping behind and stops to wait. I lean into Rogue for support. My head barely reaches the top of his chest he’s so tall, and his arm wrapped lightly around my back feels strong and comforting.

      A pair of monks sit by the main gate, nodding at the people walking past and inviting them into the church. Most people ignore them. Religion isn’t a big thing out here, however hard they try. One frowns as he sees us approach, but he silently opens the gate and lets us in. I smile at him. It was kind of them to take us in, even if Bryn is paying them.

      I hobble up the steps into the coolness of the church, leaning on Rogue’s arm for support. Tommy’s already running ahead of us.

      “Tommy!” I call after him. He shuffles back to us, his head down, clearly wondering if he’s in trouble. I smile at him. “Don’t tell anyone where you’ve been, okay?” He nods reluctantly. “And don’t run around the church. You know the monks hate it.”

      “Aww, but Aleesha—”

      “No buts.” I squeeze his shoulder and lower my voice. “You’ve seen what Primo is doing. And I don’t think he’s treating the Snakes who are with him much better. If it wasn’t for the monks, he’d be after us too.”

      Tommy mutters something I don’t catch and trudges off, dragging his feet.

      “What’s up with him? Why isn’t he happy to be safe?” Rogue sounds puzzled.

      “He is. But we’re not used to following rules – sometimes people rebel against them even though they’re designed to keep them safe.”

      “But that doesn’t make sense. It isn’t logical.”

      “People aren’t logical, Rogue.”

      “This is another feelings thing, isn’t it.” He sounds miserable.

      I sigh inwardly, wondering what it must be like to feel nothing and then everything. It must be overwhelming. I pause and look up into his deep blue eyes, feeling a sudden urge to run my hand over his stubbled cheek.

      He could do with a shave.

      The thought makes me smile.

      “What makes you happy?”

      I shake my head and look away. “Nothing.”

      His finger brushes my cheek, then turns my chin back toward him. Electricity dances on my skin. His eyes capture mine.

      “I’m sorry I shouted,” he says quietly. “I was worried about you.”

      I try and nod but I can’t move. “I know. I’m … sorry too. Just don’t go throwing me on any trash piles again.” The joke sounds lame.

      Rogue frowns. “I won’t. I promise,” he says in all seriousness. He releases my chin and brushes his hand over my hair. “I think—”

      “Aleesha?”

      Rogue breaks off as a voice echoes down the corridor. Relief floods through me and I pull away from Rogue’s hand and turn to see who it is. The former Metz officer with the sandy hair and freckled face is standing ahead of us.

      “Samson wants to see you.” He gives an apologetic shrug.

      I try and remember his name. Anders, that was it.

      “Thanks …” I hesitate. Samson isn’t one to be kept waiting but I really want to clean the smell of the rubbish from my hair and clothes.

      “I’ll tell him you’ll be ten minutes cleaning up,” Anders says. “Do you want to speak to him outside, in the graveyard?”

      I nod. Anders flashes me a smile and ambles back off down the corridor.

      “Do you know him?” I ask Rogue.

      “Anders? Not really. I must have seen him around the compound, but I don’t remember him from before that. He … he has coped with the transition better than most. I think he remembers a lot.”

      And unlike most of the Metz officers, he’s good at reading people too. Interesting.

      I make a mental note to get to know Anders a bit better.

      Rogue’s body is warm against mine. I pull away from him and grit my teeth as I hobble down the corridor, doing my best to walk normally. “I’m going to the washroom,” I say over my shoulder. “I’ll come and see everyone after I’ve spoken to Samson.”

      I sense Rogue coming up behind me, probably to offer his arm again, or maybe continue the conversation we were having before Anders interrupted us, and I quicken my pace. If I can put that off for a few days, so much the better.

      There are two buckets of clean, cold water in the wash room. I twist the handle at the end of a pipe that leads down from a small tank on the roof and warm water, heated by the sun, gushes into the bowl underneath. I strip and dunk my clothes in an empty bucket, sloshing cold water over them and adding a bit of soap.

      I wash with the cold water first to get the worst of the sweat and dirt off. Warm water is a luxury, even here, and the monks’ system wasn’t designed to wash thirty extra bodies. Perhaps I’ll see if some of the officers can figure out a way to expand the tanks.

      Must stop thinking of them as officers. They’ve given that up now.

      But who are we? The Snakes? Primo has taken the name for his gang now, and he’s got the tattoo to go with it. We’re just the outcasts – the remnants of a broken gang and a handful of confused lost souls who are still coming to terms with what they had been forced to do. They need something to bind them together. They need hope.

      I need hope. Hope that we can be something more …

      My body is stiff and sore, bruises already darkening my skin. Soap stings my eyes.

      There’s a knock on the door. “Aleesha?”

      A woman’s voice and not one I recognize. “Yes?” I ask cautiously.

      “It’s Amber. I’m a healer in Area Four. Rogue mentioned you might be in need of some salve. Can I come in?”

      I wring the water from my hair and grab a towel from the pile in the corner, wrapping it under my arms. “Sure, come in.”

      The door opens and a curvy woman with long, curly auburn hair walks in. She smiles and holds up a small pile of black clothes. “I think these are yours.” She shrugs out of her long dark overcoat and hangs it on the back of the door.

      “Rogue said he dragged you along the ground a bit. Seems a bit of an extreme way to get your attention.” Laughter dances in her eyes. “What hurts the most?”

      “My shoulder and ankle. And my side.”

      I turn over one of the buckets and sit on it while Amber feels around my foot. I clench my jaw to stop a whimper escaping my lips.

      “Hmm, I think it’s just a bit of a sprain. Try and stay off it for a day or two.” She opens a pot of cream and rubs it in. “This should help with the pain and reduce the swelling.”

      She does the same with my shoulder and smears a bit down my left side, then hands me the pot. “Keep it. It’s fairly potent so only use it on the bruises and no more than twice a day.” She pulls a small packet of herbs from a different pocket. “Make a tea from these with hot water before you go to bed – it’ll help you sleep.”

      “Thank you.” I stand awkwardly, the towel held up in front of me. “How much—”

      Amber waves a hand. “Anders gave me some chits to remove their chips …” Her voice trails off and she looks at me curiously. “They’re Metz officers, aren’t they? What have you done to them?”

      “It’s a long story,” I mumble under my breath.

      She surveys me and I get the feeling she sees a lot more than she lets on. Perhaps she’s like Abby – an Insider who chose to live Outside. Her accent is posh for Area Four, for all she tries to sound like she’s from around here.

      “Some of them have mental trauma.” She lifts the overcoat from the back of the door and sticks her arms through the over-large sleeves. “Which isn’t surprising if they remember what they’ve done. They may need to talk about it … or not. Different people have different ways of coping.” She opens the door and smiles back at me. “The monks know where to find me if you need me again.”

      The door clicks shut behind her. I dress as quickly as I can and re-braid my hair. Whatever the cream was she put on my shoulder, it’s already taking the edge off the pain. I rinse out my dirty clothes, empty the buckets and carry them outside to refill.

      I’m hanging my clothes up to dry when I sense someone behind me.

      “Need a hand?”

      Samson. Of course.

      “You could fill the water buckets for me,” I say, not turning around.

      Now I’m listening, I catch his faint footfall as he walks over to the empty buckets.

      How does he move that quietly?

      Water rushes down the pipe from the tanks on the roof of the church and quickly fills the buckets. I finish pegging the clothes out and turn to face him. “They need to go back into the washroom.”

      Samson raises an eyebrow but obliges, picking up the heavy buckets as if they weighed no more than a bag of flour. I show him where to put them, then he follows me back outside. I try to walk normally, but even with Amber’s cream, it’s hard not to limp.

      “You were stupid to get caught,” he says quietly as we approach a secluded corner of the graveyard.

      Does he think I don’t know that?

      “Is that all you came to tell me?”

      “No, but I thought you might need reminding.”

      A trace of a smile flickers over his face. I was going to thank him for rescuing me, but I’m not going to give him the satisfaction now.

      “He’s terrorizing Area Four, you know. And it won’t be long before he spreads – takes over the other gangs.” I stop walking and turn to face him, folding my arms. “He’s a threat to you.”

      Samson nods thoughtfully. “Perhaps.”

      Anger flares in my chest. “So what are you going to do about it? You were too late to stop him from killing Jay.” I narrow my eyes. “Or was that part of your plan? Were you watching the fight all along?”

      Samson’s face remains placid. “Even I don’t interfere in the leadership challenges. No one does.”

      “But afterwards – you could have challenged Primo then, when he was already tired!” I glance around and drop my voice. “You’re the only one who’s strong enough to beat him. You have to stop him.”

      “Do I?”

      “Yes!”

      I bite my lip and turn away. Why is he being so damn difficult?

      “Unless you’re scared, of course.” I glance at him out the corner of my eye and catch a flicker of anger in his eyes. But he composes himself immediately.

      “It’s not that.”

      “Then what?”

      There’s a pause before Samson speaks again. “I am not the right person to lead the Snakes. It would … complicate relationships with the other gangs if I were to take over.”

      “It would complicate things if Primo makes a move on the other gangs. Everyone’s afraid of him.”

      Samson nods again. There’s another silence. “The President has asked to speak with me,” he says finally.

      I turn to look at him in surprise. “I thought you’d decided you weren’t going to work with him anymore?”

      Samson shrugs. “It depends what he’s offering. I suspect the government aren’t happy that a number of their best Metz officers have gone rogue, even less so that one of them appears to be setting himself up as some kind of new leader out here.”

      “Would they take him down?” I try and work through the implications of this. If the government got rid of Primo, that would save anyone having to challenge him. But I can’t see Primo negotiating and he won’t go down without a fight. More deaths.

      “I don’t know.” He turns to look at me. “But it’s got to be worth a try, right?”

      “So you’re going to see him?”

      “Yes. A lot has happened since we last spoke. He may be more willing to compromise on some aspects of what we discussed previously.”

      I snort. “I doubt that. He sent an army of Metz officers to slaughter us. Twice! And you want to give him another chance? You’d be better off cutting a deal with the Chain and joining forces against him. Maybe then you can take him down.”

      Anger flashes in Samson’s eyes. “Have you not learned your lesson about them? I warned you that they didn’t have the Outsiders’ best interests in mind. That they were only after revenge. And I was right, wasn’t I?”

      His eyes bore into me and I look down at the floor, unable to meet his gaze. He had been right. He’d warned me, and if I’d listened maybe Andrew Goldsmith would never have died.

      Guilt sours my mouth.

      “Once I’ve spoken to the President, I’ll know one way or the other whether he will help get rid of Primo. If he won’t, we can think of something else then. The device you used to deactivate the officers’ chips … There’s definitely no way you can reverse the effects?”

      “No.”

      “You still have it though?”

      I avoid his gaze. “It’s safe.”

      “Well, keep it that way. I’ll see you in a day or two. In the meantime, don’t do anything stupid.” He gives me a withering look and turns and strides away toward the church.

      “Wait!”

      He pauses and waits for me to catch up.

      “How do I find you? Where’s your headquarters?”

      His lips curl in a smile. “My headquarters is my business. I’ll come back once I’ve spoken to the President and let you know what happened. Until then, stay out of trouble and focus on making your bunch of ragtags a force to be reckoned with. That should keep you busy.”

      “They’re not my bunch of ragtags,” I say, but he has already gone.
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      “So, what did Coleman want with you yesterday?” Emilie shuts down her holo and comes to stand over me.

      I glance at my wrist. “It’s two minutes to leaving time and you’re asking me now?”

      Particularly as you’ve barely said a word to me all day.

      “Well, you looked pretty busy. I didn’t want to interrupt.” She folds her arms, then unfolds them, glances up at the corners of the room and lowers her voice. “Did you get into trouble? I told you not to go poking around the East Wing.”

      “Everything’s fine.”

      Emilie gives me a look and I spread my hands. “Honest! I actually asked him to give me some more work to do so I don’t spend all day making you coffee.” I pause. “Look, I’m sorry I went off. I didn’t realize you might get into trouble too.”

      Her shoulders relax slightly. “It’s okay. I know you want to know everything, but sometimes it’s safer not to. And I really can’t lose this job. Not if I’m to help Leona get through university.”

      “Leona’s your sister?”

      “Yes. She’s fourteen. I worked out if I can save a third of my wages every month, by the time she’s eighteen she’ll have enough to pay her fees.”

      I lean back in my chair, stretching my arms above my head. “I hope she appreciates what a generous sister she has.”

      Her lips part in a smile that lights up her eyes. “Obviously, I’ve told her that once she’s the top researcher at the government labs, she’ll be buying us a nice new apartment.” There’s a slight undercurrent to her words, for all their lightness. Insiders might have access to better food, education and healthcare but it still comes at a price. “What have you been working on so intently today then?”

      “I’m just trying to find out more about what goes on in the factory. Did you know that the premium steaks are held in the vats for six months to mature? No wonder they’re so expensive.” I close down my computer. “Wish I’d paid more attention in chemistry class, though – I don’t know what half the compounds that go into the food actually are and can’t find anything on the system about them.”

      “I don’t think I want to know what they are.” Emilie wrinkles her nose. “Not when we’re eating the stuff.”

      I pull on my suit jacket and we head out the office and up to the pod station, joining the queue of people waiting for a ride home.

      “I’m meeting a friend in Six for dinner. There’s a cute restaurant with a live band – real musicians, not bots. Fancy joining us?”

      “Live band?”

      “Yes. Probably the only place in the city you’ll hear one. They’re not as good as synth music, of course, but it’s a fun novelty.” Emilie steals a glance at me from under her long lashes. Her corkscrew hair is tied back with a bright green band of fabric that matches the tunic she’s wearing.

      I hesitate, wondering if she really is meeting a friend or if this is her way of asking me out again.

      Do you think everyone lies to you now?

      But the music is tempting, and besides, I feel like I owe her something as an apology.

      “Your friend won’t mind?”

      “Na, it’s an open invitation.” Emilie flashes me a smile. “Chances are he’ll bring along a friend or two as well.”

      See? Not everyone’s trying to trick you.

      I shake my head, marvelling at the person I’ve become.

      “Well, maybe next time.”

      I look across at her, just in time to catch the disappointment on her face and curse inwardly. “No, I mean, I’d love to come. If you don’t mind.”

      Emilie looks at me, confused. “Are you sure?”

      I nod. “Sorry, I was just thinking of something else. I love live music.”

      Her face lights up. “Great!”

      Emilie chatters away as we cram into the pod for the short trip to the Area Six pod point. She doesn’t seem to mind my limited responses and I find myself relaxing in her company. She’s so … uncomplicated. Open, honest, easy to talk to. And pretty, too.

      There’s another queue to get the elevator down to street level at the other end. We’d have been quicker walking from the factory if there had been a pedestrian exit.

      The restaurant’s in the northern part of Area Six. I wonder where we are in relation to the Chain’s headquarters and the thought crosses my mind that maybe I could try to find it on the way back and see if Bryn is there. Then I remember the Metz and the tracking chip in my arm.

      As we approach the restaurant, the comm band on my wrist vibrates. I bring the message up. It’s my mother, asking when I’ll be home for dinner. I reply quickly, saying I’m out with a friend tonight, and hit send, shrugging an apology to Emilie, who’s paused to wait for me.

      The comm band bleeps again. “Come home now. I need you.” My mother’s voice is insistent. My heart begins to beat a little faster. What’s happened now?

      I look up at Emilie. “I-I’m sorry. I have to go home. My mother needs me. She’s sick and she wouldn’t call unless it was something important …”

      Emilie’s face radiates disappointment.

      “I’m sorry, I really would like to hear the band. Perhaps we can go another time? Next week, maybe?”

      She gives a small smile and shrugs. “Sure. I’ll see you tomorrow then.”

      “See you tomorrow,” I echo.

      I hurry back through the streets to the pod point, tapping my fingers impatiently at the wait for the elevator. Fifteen minutes later, I burst into the apartment, panting from having run up the four flights of stairs.

      My mother looks up at me in surprise as I rush in. “Trey? Whatever’s wrong?”

      “What do you mean, what’s wrong? You called me back.” I glance around. Ella’s messing with something in the kitchen, but everything else appears normal.

      “Yes. Anabel’s coming over. I thought we could have a nice family dinner for a change.”

      I stare at her in disbelief. “I’ve just run all the way back from Six for that? I had a nice evening planned with a … a friend. I thought something was seriously wrong!”

      Mother looks crestfallen. “Oh, I’m sorry, Trey. It’s just that it’s not often Anabel takes an evening off – you know how busy she is. I thought it might be nice for you to get to know each other a bit better.”

      Oh, right. Because her job is obviously more important than our lives.

      “Who’s your friend?” Ella’s face appears around the corner, smiling impishly.

      “Just someone from work.” But I feel the heat rise to my cheeks.

      “A female someone?” Ella wheedles, sauntering out the kitchen. I glare at her but am saved from replying by a buzzing from the door.

      “That’ll be Anabel. Go and let her in, would you, Trey?” Mother smiles up at me. “You can tell us about your friend later.”

      Glad for the reprieve, I walk over to the door access system. Anabel’s face looks up at the camera, four floors below. I push my thumb to the pad and the door to the apartment block clicks open.

      Ella goes to greet her at the apartment door. Anabel’s still dressed in the dark grey uniform of the palace guard. I wonder if she ever takes it off. She kisses Mother on the cheek, then unclips the belt laden with weaponry from around her waist and drops onto the sofa.

      “You look tired, love.” Mother gives her a fond look.

      Ella disappears back into the kitchen. “Dinner in five minutes!”

      “Good, I’m starving.” Anabel props herself up on her elbows. “Didn’t have time for lunch. They’ve taken a third of our best guards to join the Metz, so I’m horribly understaffed.”

      “Why are the Metz taking your guards?”

      “Didn’t you hear?” Anabel gives a short laugh. “Guess they’re covering it up. They lost a bunch of Metz officers in the last riot Outside. They’ve gone missing.”

      She shoots me a meaningful look.

      “But surely guarding the government headquarters is just as important?”

      “You’d think so, right? But I guess they’re more worried about further riots Outside.” She shrugs. “Our men and women are already trained fighters, so it’s easier to use them in the Metz than taking a bunch of new recruits and starting from scratch.”

      “Do you even know what they’ll do to them? What the Metz are?” The words burst from me.

      “Well, they’ll get better armour and weapons than we have. I’ll bet they won’t want to come back to the boring palace guard.” Anabel’s expression turns curious as she catches the look on my face. “That wasn’t what you meant?”

      How can they not know?

      My hands clench into fists and I can feel the anger building inside me. There’s a warning hand on my arm.

      “Let’s not talk about this now.”

      I turn to face my mother and she flinches under my gaze. “Why, is this another thing you don’t want to know about?”

      She stiffens. “I would just like us to have a nice family meal in peace.”

      “Fine.” I take a deep breath and school my face into a neutral expression.

      “Dinner!” Ella calls from the kitchen. We move to the large dining table that’s crammed up against the wall behind the sofa. There’s barely room to pull the chairs out.

      Mother goes to help Ella dish up. “Are you happy to be back in London?” I ask Anabel, wanting to forestall any more questions about what happened to the missing Metz officers.

      The frown on her face relaxes as slides herself into the chair at the end of the table. “It’s nice to be able to see Mother and Ella again, and catch up with some old friends.” She smiles and it softens her face, taking the edge off her strong jaw. With her hair loosened from its tight knot, her severe face would be transformed into a beautiful one. “You know, for years I hated you for being the reason I was sent away. But now … now I’m glad I did leave. I used to think this city was everything, but really, it’s nothing.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You’re so cut off from the world here. And so backward. You know we’re the laughing stock of the world. Like the provincial cousins at the farm at the end of the road, refusing to adopt modern technology.”

      Ella sets down a steaming bowl of chicken noodles. I wonder which vat the meat was grown in and sigh inwardly. Perhaps Emilie was right; it’s better not to know what we’re eating. Anabel ladles noodles onto her plate and digs in, without waiting for the others to join us. “Delicious,” she mumbles through a mouthful.

      “I see the rest of the world hasn’t taught you manners, then?” Mother sits down next to me and looks pointedly at Anabel, who shrugs, unrepentant.

      “What’s it like out there?” I ask curiously.

      “Well, I’m not really supposed to tell you. Part of the deal for letting me back into the country. They don’t want people to get jealous of what they’re missing. You’d have thought someone would have found a way of bypassing the communications lockdown by now, but apparently not.” Anabel sighs. “Or perhaps everyone here is just happy to live in their own little bubble. People thought I was mad to come back. Mind you, I’d hoped they would at least have let me keep some of my toys, but no. Any technology that doesn’t already exist here can’t be imported.”

      I help myself to a spoonful of noodles. “What did you want to bring in?”

      “Booster boots, my bubble shield, a stun gun that’s actually effective.” She smiles wickedly. “And my whip blade.”

      Mother shivers. “I wish you’d chosen a career in politics or business, as your father wanted, rather than fighting.”

      “And that’s exactly why I didn’t choose a career in politics or business.” Anabel rocks her chair back. “Besides, security is more interesting than you might think. You may be glad I chose it one day.”

      Mother gives a harrumph of disgust and reaches over me to ladle more food onto Anabel’s plate. Her own portion lies untouched.

      “Come on, Mum, eat up.” Ella gives her a nudge. “It’s good for you.”

      “Oh, I’m not really hungry.” Mother smiles weakly and Ella gives her a mock glare.

      “You can’t expect to fight this … disease if you don’t eat.”

      Mother sighs and lifts up her fork. “And I thought I was the parent around here.”

      I spear a piece of chicken and lift it to my mouth. “Do they have real meat outside Britannia?”

      “Yeah, but it’s expensive like here.”

      Mother stabs at the noodles on her plate. “That’s enough talk about the rest of the world. Let’s just enjoy our meal, shall we?”

      We have coffee after dinner, then Anabel yawns and says she needs to get back. The evening is warm and there’s a slight buzz as the ancient cooling system in the apartment kicks in. Suddenly, the air feels thick, the room too cramped and close. I need space to breathe, to think.

      “I’ll come and see you out.”

      Anabel looks surprised, but nods. She says her goodbyes to Mother and Ella and leads the way down the stairs and out into the street. Immediately, a sense of relief washes over me and I stumble forward.

      “You okay?”

      I nod. “Just gets a bit cramped in there. Wanted some air.”

      She chuckles softly. “Missing being Outside?”

      “Not exactly. If you think it’s bad in here, you should see out there.”

      There’s a pause. “You know, there are poorer areas in other cities,” Anabel says finally. “It’s not all perfect. I wouldn’t want you to think that.” She glances across at me and there’s something in her expression that I can’t quite read. Then she reaches out and presses her comm band to mine so we’re connected. “Let me know if you need anything. And make Mother eat – she’s wasting away.”

      I lean against the wall as she jogs off down the street. Dusk is falling and low-level lights burst into life along the street. I close my eyes and draw in the fresh air, feeling it fill my lungs. The days seem to go past so fast now.

      I’m about to turn and go back inside when I hear quick, light footsteps further up the street. A dark shape flits in and out of the shadows cast by the street lights. I back away, my hand fumbling behind me for the access pad to the apartment.

      “Trey? Is that you?” Aleesha’s voice comes out of the darkness.

      I relax and step out from the doorway. As Aleesha comes closer, I see she’s moving awkwardly, as if she’s trying to disguise a limp. Seeing her sends a bunch of conflicting emotions surging through me. My cheeks flush as I think back to the last time we’d spoken. I’d spent the whole time crying on her shoulder, never even asked her how she was.

      “Hey,” she says.

      “Hey.”

      I reach out for her arm, but she flinches from my touch, breath hissing through her teeth, and I pull back as sharply as if I’d been stung.

      “Sorry. Hurt my shoulder.” She looks down at the ground.

      “What happened? And what’s been going on Outside?”

      “Stuff.” She wraps her arms across her chest and scuffs her toe across the ground. “Lots of stuff. How’s your mother?”

      “Not too bad.” Concern wells up in my chest. “What’s wrong? Is it Abby? Bryn?”

      “No, they’re okay, I think.” She shrugs. “I haven’t seen them for a few days.”

      I glance around at the empty street and take a step closer to her. “What are you doing here then?”

      “I don’t know. Rogue would be so mad if he knew I was here. And Samson,” she adds, almost as an afterthought. “Guess I just wanted to say hello. See how you were doing. If you’re busy, I’ll go.”

      She turns and a streetlight flickers across her face, reflecting off eyes bright with tears.

      “No, don’t go.” I grasp her uninjured arm. She stiffens but doesn’t pull away. “Come on, let’s go somewhere we won’t be seen.”

      I lead her around the corner to a small, secluded park where tall trees hide the benches underneath from sight. An old air mattress lies punctured in one corner, left behind by the refugees from Six who’d been camped out here until a few days ago. I perch on a small bench next to a trickling fountain.

      “So, what’s happened since I left?”

      Aleesha lowers herself onto the bench, wincing. She stares up at the leaves forming on the tall maple tree. “Jay’s dead,” she says flatly. “One of the Metz captains I deactivated challenged him to the leadership of the Snakes and won the fight. The gang is split – half of them stayed with Primo, along with most of the officers. The rest of us are hiding in a church Bryn found for us.”

      I stare at her. “Jay’s dead?”

      She nods.

      We fall silent. I hadn’t liked Jay the first time I’d seen him, but he’d defended Aleesha in the Battle of Rose Square, and he’d meant something to her, however much she denies it.

      “This Primo … what does he want? And surely he can’t take over a gang if he’s not an Outsider?”

      “He challenged and won in a fair fight. That’s the rules. No one’s happy about it, but no one’s brave enough to challenge him. Not even Samson.”

      I think about the giant of a man pushing Metz officers aside and tossing bags of rocks as if they were stones. If he’s afraid to challenge, what does that make Primo?

      “Anyway, you’ve met him. Remember when we broke into the Metz compound? He was Rogue’s captain before all this.” She waves her hand around.

      “And did he hurt you? Primo?” I ask quietly.

      “No, at least, partly.” She looks down and picks at the frayed hem of her top. “I walked into a trap and he caught me. He …” Her voice breaks. “Anyway, the Chain and Samson’s people got me out. Rogue came to find me afterwards and that’s how I twisted my ankle.”

      I stare at her. “He hurt you?”

      “Oh, he didn’t mean to.” She looks up in surprise at the anger in my voice. Her hand closes over mine and I realize my fist is clenched. “I’ll heal in a few days, honest. It’s not that bad.”

      “Yeah, well, it’s good to know you have a protector.” My voice is bitter and Aleesha pulls her hand away. I wish she’d put it back. I miss her touch.

      “What do you mean by that?”

      I close my eyes and take a deep breath, forcing a smile onto my face, though it’s so dark I don’t know if she can see it. “It’s good you have someone to watch your back. He’s a good fighter, I’ll bet.”

      “Trey, I—”

      “What about the Chain?” I don’t want to talk about Rogue anymore. “Can’t they help get rid of Primo?”

      Aleesha shifts uneasily beside me. “The Leader … my father has arrived. He …” Her breath catches and she looks down, turning her face away from me. “He doesn’t believe I’m his daughter.”

      “What? But you look like your mother, from what I saw. And what about your amulet? I thought you said he gave it to your mother?”

      “He did. But Primo took it from me.” The words come out reluctantly, as if I’m dragging them from her. She looks up at me and her eyes are wide and fearful, her voice a whisper. “I don’t know what to do, Trey. Primo’s a monster. There’s no one who can beat him.”

      “There must be some way. You just have to find it.” I reach out for her hand, as much for my comfort as hers, and run my thumb across her palm. “It’s not like you to give up. Go to your father again. If he’s got the power and resources Bryn seems to think, he’s got to be able to help.”

      “Perhaps.” She doesn’t sound convinced.

      Silence stretches between us. The shadows under the trees deepen. I should be getting home, but I don’t want to leave.

      “How’s your job going?” Aleesha asks eventually.

      “Well, it’s more interesting than I’d thought.” I drop my voice and tell her in a whisper about Milicent coming to me for help and about my conversation with Coleman.

      “Be careful.” Aleesha frowns. “If he knows you’re up to something …”

      “It’s fine. Now I know, I can cover my tracks better. I just wish I could do something to help you. I feel so useless in here.”

      “At least in here you’re safe. I don’t have to worry about getting you out of any scrapes.” Her teeth flash white in the dark.

      I give her a mock punch, forgetting her bruises. “Crap, sorry.” I touch her shoulder gently as she winces, my hand naturally moving across her back to wrap around her other shoulder.

      “Trey …”

      She turns her face toward me and I have to fight the urge to pull her to me and press my lips to hers. Just the thought of it sends a shiver down my spine.

      “Yes?”

      “Do you think you’ll ever be able to forgive me for what I did?” she asks in a small voice.

      I pull back slightly. “You mean, with … with Father’s death?”

      “Yes.” She stares at the collapsed mattress. “I’m sorry, I really am. If I could just go back to that day, I’d never have taken him out there.”

      “It’s okay.”

      “I don’t know what I was thinking, really. I was just so upset about what happened to my mother and—”

      “Aleesha, it’s okay.” I turn her face to mine. “I mean, it’s not okay … he shouldn’t have died. But I don’t blame you.”

      “Really?”

      “Really.”

      And it’s true. For every night I’ve lain awake with my father’s death playing through my mind, there’s been another where I’ve spent hours trying to push the memories of mine and Aleesha’s one kiss from my mind, trying to convince myself that I don’t need her, that she was responsible for his death. But every time I fail. Because in my heart I’ve already forgiven her part in what happened, knowing that she was used as much as I. And I don’t think I can push her away any longer.

      Her breath is warm on my lips, our faces inches apart. Butterflies dance in my stomach as I lean closer, my body aching to touch her.

      “What was that?” Aleesha pulls back with a start. Her eyes dart around the shadows.

      “What?”

      “I heard something.” She seems oddly agitated. “We’ve been here too long. I have to go. You need to get home – you’ll be safe there.”

      She stands, pulling me up with her. We walk out of the park together and down the street to the corner of my road where she stops and turns to me. “Please stay safe, Trey.” Her eyes search mine, then she stands on tiptoe and kisses me lightly on the mouth. Before I can react, she’s pulled back, disappearing into the shadows like she is a shadow herself.
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      The road is dark as I walk quickly away from Trey, unable to shake the sense that someone was watching us.

      I round the corner and duck into a narrow passageway, pressing my back to the wall. I strain my ears, listening to the dull silence that hangs over this street. And then I hear it. Footsteps. They’re light, and if I’d carried on walking I wouldn’t have noticed them, but they’re definitely footsteps.

      Someone’s following me.

      My fingers find the handle of the one knife I carry. I hope it’ll be enough. The footsteps come close, pausing as their owner reaches the turn in the road, then becoming louder as my pursuer pads toward me.

      A slim, shadowy figure darkens the entrance to the passageway. Silently, I slip out behind them. The figure pauses, perhaps sensing my presence, but it’s too late – I’ve already sprung. I wrap my arm around their neck, pulling their head back. The tip of my blade nestles in the slight hollow of their neck where their heartbeat pulses.

      Soft hair tickles my face. I can smell her scent, mingled with fear.

      “Aleesha?”

      I start slightly, my knife scraping her skin. She lets out a whimper.

      “Why are you following me?”

      “I saw you meeting with Trey. I … I wanted to talk to you.”

      “What do you want with Trey?” Cold panic seeps through my veins.

      The woman swallows. She has her fear under control though; her voice is steady and she doesn’t tremble despite the blade at her throat. “He’s my brother.”

      Her brother?

      “Please, I only want to talk to you … to offer help. Just let me go … please?” There’s a pleading note in her voice now. She’s afraid, but trying not to show it.

      I remove my knife from her throat and push her forward so she stumbles into the glow of a street light. She’s a little taller than me, slim, her features fine and delicate like a bird’s. Wisps of dark hair hang loosely from the rough bun on the back of her head. She wears a loose t-shirt made from some soft, patterned material.

      I try and remember what Trey had said about his sister. Or sisters … he has two. Which one is she?

      I hazard a guess. “Ella?”

      The woman nods and straightens, eying the knife in my hand warily. I keep it out. Just because she’s Trey’s sister, doesn’t mean she’s not a threat.

      “You wanted to talk? Talk.”

      She starts, her eyes wide. “Yes, of course … I …” She gives a nervous laugh and runs a hand over her hair. “Sorry, I should have known it was a bad idea sneaking up on you. I just didn’t want Trey to see me. I …” She falters and takes a deep breath. “I’m part of a group of Insiders who feel that our society, our system of government, isn’t fair. We want to do something about it. I know you and Trey have been working for a couple of gangs and I wondered if you’d know of someone who might be interested in our assistance.”

      “And what assistance is that?” She’s telling the truth, I can tell that much. But why would a group of Insiders want to help us?

      “We have people who work in the big corporations, and in government. We can find out information that may be helpful.”

      “And what would you want in return?”

      Ella looks surprised. “Nothing. I mean, we just want to help.” She laughs nervously. “We know things need to change, but we don’t want Insiders getting hurt. At least,” she amends hurriedly, “not innocent Insiders.” She tucks a stray piece of hair behind her ear. “You know, most people are terrified of change. And the Metz operate Inside too – it can be dangerous to not fall in line with what society expects.”

      A flash of irritation surges through me. What can these people know about danger? But I keep my face schooled into a blank expression.

      “Why didn’t you ask Trey about this?”

      “I did. He … he didn’t want to help us.” She lets out a sigh. “He thinks he can protect me, like I’m a child or something. He can be a little naive sometimes.” She takes a step toward me, still eying the blade in my hand, and lowers her voice. “Look, if you want to take down the government and build something better, you’re going to need people who work in here. Any Outsiders who are allowed in here are closely monitored, and very few have jobs where they’d have access to any information that might be useful to you.”

      I consider this. She’s got a point. I don’t know what connections the Chain and Brotherhood already have Inside, but they both seemed keen enough to use me and Trey as their runners. Either way, I’m pretty sure she’s not a danger to me. I pocket the knife. Ella looks relieved.

      “So who do you want to speak to?”

      “Trey told me about two organizations – the Chain and the Brotherhood. The Chain killed Father.” She swallows. “So perhaps the Brotherhood? He didn’t know much about them …”

      “No one knows much about them.” I shrug. “Whoever you want to approach, it’s a risk – you know that, right? They may not want your help, and even if they do, they’ll probably just use you.”

      Like they used us.

      Ella nods and gives a small smile. “Don’t worry, I’m not quite as naive as my brother.” She takes a deep breath. “I know they have their own agenda and we have ours. But I do think we can help each other.”

      I wonder what Trey would think of Ella working with Samson. But the fact that Ella’s going behind his back tells me that. And Trey is so fiercely protective of his family, especially now …

      And now you’re going to betray him again. Put his sister in danger too.

      I almost turn and run then. Because Trey’s right – this will put Ella in danger, however smart she is. But I can also sense the determination in her and know that if I don’t help her, she’ll look for someone who will. And that could end up being even more dangerous.

      Besides, Samson may not want their help, and if he says no perhaps Ella will give up on the idea.

      And it’s her life. Her choice – not Trey’s, whatever he thinks. “Okay, I’ll try and speak to Samson. If you’re sure?”

      I hold my breath, the question hanging in the air between us.

      Say no, say no.

      Ella nods. “Yes, I’m sure.”

      My heart sinks. “Fine. But he may not want your help.”

      Ella’s face relaxes into a smile. “Thank you. And I appreciate that, but at least we can offer.” She reaches into a pocket and hands me a small piece of film. “This is my office address. Don’t come in, but I leave work about five and go out for lunch most days.”

      I nod. “Might be a few days before I can speak to him.”

      “That’s fine.” She reaches out hesitantly and touches my arm. “Please, don’t tell Trey we’ve spoken. He’s worried enough about Mother and his job. It’s best that he doesn’t know about this.”

      I turn and walk away, back toward the Wall, feeling as though a weight has been hung around my neck.

      So Ella doesn’t know Trey’s working for Milicent and he doesn’t know she wants to work for Samson. I guess even families have secrets.
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        * * *

      

      Low murmured voices come from the other side of the door. I strain my ears, words flickering at the edge of my hearing, but I can’t hear anything clearly enough to piece together a full sentence.

      Frustrated, I pull back and pace across the landing. Five steps forward, five steps back. My stomach keeps flipping. I wipe my palms over my trousers and clench and unclench my hands, wishing I had something to occupy them. Six days it’s been since I was last here.

      I’m drawn back to the door. The voices are raised now – one in anger, one trying to soothe. I squeeze my eyes shut and press my head to the wooden doorframe.

      I told Bryn it wouldn’t work.

      “You can’t deny the DNA test, Richard.” Bryn’s voice, suddenly louder, filters through the crack where the door meets the wall. “She’s your daughter. I know this must be difficult for you. But you have to accept it.”

      My father mutters something too low for me to catch.

      “She’s not a baby. She’s a grown woman, and a smart one at that.” Bryn sighs. “I’ve been here too, remember. Twice, actually. I … I never treated Daniel right. And then I lost him. Now I’ve been given another chance and I’m damn well not going to screw it up again. Trust me – if you walk away from her now, you will always regret it.”

      There’s another mutter. I only catch one word – Katya.

      “Well, that’s for you to sort out.” Bryn lowers his voice and I miss his next words. Then I jerk back as footsteps come toward the door.

      I lean against the far wall, trying to make it look as if I’ve been casually waiting here all along. The door opens and Bryn waves me in. He gives a slight nod, which I think is supposed to be reassuring, and leaves, closing the door behind him.

      I stand awkwardly just inside the room, wondering what to do, what to say.

      The silence lengthens.

      “I loved her, you know,” he says finally, still staring out the window. “Loved her so goddamn much. She was so full of life and love – the light to my darkness. When she died, it felt like that light was ripped from me.”

      He falls silent. I don’t know what to say, so I just stand there, hands twisting awkwardly in front of me.

      “And now you are here. With her hair, her eyes.” He turns to face me and his hand twitches as if he wants to reach out for me. “She never told me she was pregnant.”

      I find my voice. “It must have been a shock.”

      A ghost of a smile flickers across his face. “That’s rather an understatement. I never even considered it a possibility. Maria always wanted children. We used to talk about it. But we were kids then.” His lips curl into a wry smile. “We had years ahead of us. Thought ourselves invincible.”

      Did she get pregnant deliberately? To keep him in London?

      There is so much I don’t know about this man. So much I don’t know about my own mother.

      “How old are you?”

      “Eighteen, I think.”

      He raises an eyebrow. “You think?”

      I shrug and lift my arm. “Not chipped. I scratched notches into a wall to try and keep count, but I may have missed a few months.”

      Something flickers in his eyes and he turns away again. “Maria was eighteen when we first met. You look like her, you know. Very much like her.” There is pain in his voice and I wonder if that’s why he doesn’t seem to want to look at me. If it brings back memories he’d locked away, like I have, over the years.

      I swallow. “She was beautiful.”

      He nods and turns further away from me. “You don’t sound like her though. Your accent is … different.”

      “Yes, well, that’s how people talk out here. Down in Four.” I take a deep breath and force my fingers to relax. “She was an Insider, wasn’t she?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you?”

      “I guess I was an Insider too, for a time.”

      “Your records said you came here from South Africa after your parents died.”

      His head jerks around. “You’ve seen my records?”

      I flinch back, though he is five paces away. There’s something about him that makes me want to cower and beg for forgiveness like a slave who’s angered his master. It’s the same feeling I get when I’m around Samson and when I was face to face with the President. But in Ricus Meyer – or Richard Masterton, as I’m supposed to call him – it seems magnified.

      Power.

      He reeks of it.

      I glance down at the floor and swallow, collecting my thoughts. “I saw it when we broke into the Metz compound. That’s how I knew who you were.”

      “Ah yes,” he says softly. “Bryn briefed me on that. It seems as if you have inherited your mother’s looks and my traits. You must have been, what, six when she died?”

      I nod.

      “And what happened to you after that?”

      Where to start?

      But I start at the beginning, standing there in the middle of the room like a school kid reporting to a teacher. I tell him about the children’s home taking me in, only to hand me over to the Metz when they realized I wasn’t chipped. I tell him how I escaped and tried to survive on the streets. I tell him everything, even the really bad stuff – the stuff I had refused to face for so many years – and feel a strange sense of satisfaction from the pained look on his face and the horror in his eyes when I describe exactly how I was used.

      This is what you could have prevented.

      When I finish he just stares out the window. All that, and still he can’t look at me.

      “I’m sorry,” he says finally. “If I’d known …”

      “You’d have done what?” I cross my arms, irritation sparking in me again. “Rescued me?”

      “I—”

      There’s a knock on the door. His brows furrow. “Yes?”

      The door opens a fraction and Katya sticks her head around. “Sorry to interrupt. Can I come in, Richard? It’s important.”

      My father nods reluctantly. Katya pushes open the door and walks across to him, flashing me a smile on the way past. But I can read her better now, since Rose Square.

      She’s not sorry at all.

      I see her take his arm and lean in to whisper something in his ear, and there’s something about their body language, the close, comfortable intimacy between them that makes my breath catch.

      It can’t be. Her … and him?

      “Aleesha?”

      I force my eyes up to meet his and get the confirmation I need. Katya gives a small, satisfied smile, her hand resting on his arm almost possessively.

      I feel as if I’ve been punched in the gut, and it takes all my self-control to keep my face calm and to turn and walk slowly from the room, down the staircase and out of the building.

      It’s only once I’ve ducked into the small alleyway leading to the main street and I’m out of sight of the headquarters that I break into a run.
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        * * *

      

      I take the long way back to the church, partly to give me time to think and partly so I don’t risk coming across Primo’s gang.

      Primo’s gang.

      The words ring in my head. I wonder what Samson has said to the President and if the President sees Primo as a threat. I think about what I would do if I were him. Not send more Metz officers out here, that’s for sure. Not when they know we have a way of deactivating them. But the President is clever and he has the resources of a country at his fingertips. Perhaps he’ll think of some other way of bringing Primo down.

      I keep my hood up and my head down as I skirt through the Dragons’ territory and down into Area Three. I don’t know the gangs here so well – they keep out of our way, we keep out of theirs – but it’s never good to draw attention to yourself.

      As I get closer to the church, I slow my pace. Something feels wrong. There’s a gnawing sensation in my stomach that I’ve learned to trust.

      I move to the side of the road and duck down beside a street hobie. He jerks his head up and shies away from me, clutching something to his chest. “S’okay,” I mutter. “I just want some information.”

      I glance at him out the corner of my eye. Paper-thin skin stretched over bone and hollow eyes with that dulled glaze that speaks of tronk. He can’t be more than a few years older than me, but he doesn’t look like he has long left in this world. You never grow old on tronk.

      I find my eyes straying to his chest. Is that what he’s protecting so fiercely? A packet of white powder? Perhaps not even that much – a twist, more likely. My tongue tingles, saliva filling my mouth.

      I could take it from him. He’s weak. It’ll be street tronk, cut with something bad, but a taste of it, just a taste …

      I tear my eyes away and swallow hard. My hand’s trembling. Ridiculous.

      You’re better than this. Stronger than this.

      I thought I had beaten it. I haven’t had a craving for days, weeks perhaps.

      “What were yer wantin’?” The man’s voice is thin and dry. He sounds suspicious. Has good reason to be.

      I take a deep breath, reminding myself why I’m here. “There’s something going on. Down that way.” I point in the direction of the church. “You heard anything?”

      He shrugs, bony shoulders hunched. “Heard there’s some people hidin’ out in the church.”

      “More recent than that. Today.”

      The man shrugs again. “Don’t know nothin’.” He eyes me speculatively. “You got some?”

      “No.” I don’t need to ask what he means. I stand, fighting the urge to close my fingers around his wrist and see what he’s clutching.

      I strain my ears against the background hum of the city. Then, just as the tower of the church comes into sight, I hear it. A muffled explosion.

      Around me, people look up. But when there’s no sign of an immediate threat, they carry on with their business. Explosions aren’t that unusual out here. Sometimes the gangs get their hands on explosives. Or a homebrew experiment goes wrong. But not this time, I don’t think.

      I take to the rooftops. If there’s danger ahead, it’s usually at street level. Not many people think to come up here. I run along the long apartment block that butts up against the church walls. From the end, I’ll have a view down onto the front of the church.

      Another explosion, closer this time. I duck down and crouch behind the parapet, then lift my head to peer over. My eyes take in the carnage below quicker than my brain can process it.

      My instincts have saved me again. If I’d carried on walking down the street I would have walked straight into Primo’s arms. But this time, I don’t think it’s just me he’s after. It’s all of us.
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      When I was Outside, there was nothing to distinguish one day from the next, but now I’m living Inside, I have to get used to weekends again. It makes me feel guilty, having all this free time and not being able to do anything with it. Nothing productive anyway.

      As much as I try to distract myself, my thoughts always stray back to Aleesha. I wonder what she’s doing, if she’s got enough to eat, if she’s with Rogue. Just thinking of the two of them together in the same room is enough to sour my thoughts.

      I run my finger around the comm band on my wrist. How much easier things would be if I could contact her through this. At least I’d know she was safe. But the government monitor all communications. So the people I want to talk to most – Aleesha, Bryn, Abby – are out of reach.

      The nightmares still wake me most nights. Sometimes, I’m back at the Battle of Rose Square, stumbling over bodies, trying to reach Abby before the Metz officer blows a hole in her head. However many bodies I trip and climb over, she never seems to get any closer. But most of the time it’s my father I see, and Katya behind him holding the gun to his head. Sometimes it’s Aleesha holding the gun and firing the shot that kills him, and when I wake I have to tell myself over and over again that it was not real, that she did not kill him – would not have killed him.

      I don’t blame her, not now. But I still can’t forget what happened.

      My mother doesn’t mention the screams in the night, other than to comment occasionally on how tired I look. But perhaps she doesn’t hear me – she takes a sleeping draught before bed to help her sleep through the pain. She’s getting frailer every day and taking more painkillers than she should be.

      Ella tried to broach the subject of my nightmares, but I just told her I didn’t want to talk about it. Since then, she hasn’t asked again, though occasionally I find a packet of sleeping pills beside my bed, letting me know she hasn’t forgotten.

      I’d logged into my holo screen on Monday morning to find a series of messages with random tasks to complete. A day later and I’ve just about finished the first of them. Seems Coleman took me at my word when I said I didn’t have enough to do. My screen bleeps twice and a holo of Phillips, my boss, appears.

      “Goldsmith, we’ve got a problem,” he barks without preamble. “Quality control have picked up an issue with your line. They’re on their way down to the factory floor now.”

      My breath catches. “What issue?”

      He shrugs and tugs at the tie that’s cinched around his thick neck. “Some ingredient that’s been missed out. I’m not sure. Get down there now and report back to me ASAP, understand?”

      “Yes, of course.” I nod, but Phillips has already cut the connection.

      I push back my chair and head for the door. As I open it, I nearly run into Emilie, who’s carrying coffee and pastries. She looks surprised. “What’s up?”

      “Got to go down to the factory floor. I’ll be back in a bit.” I grab one of the coffees and take a gulp before handing it back and rushing toward the lift.

      Barnes is taking reports from the technicians, ticking off checks on her data pad. She looks up as I hurry over, her expression of annoyance turning to wary concern when she sees my face. She dismisses the technicians and walks toward me.

      “Quality control are on their way. What’s this about?”

      “How should I know?” She looks down at her data pad and shrugs. “All systems are normal.”

      The lift pings and the red light above the decontamination chamber turns green. “Well, we’re about to find out.”

      A tall woman emerges, dressed in a white lab coat. I walk over and extend my hand. “I’m Darwin Goldsmith. Nice to meet you.”

      The woman doesn’t take my hand. Nor does she introduce herself. “We’ve been testing samples from your production line, Mr Goldsmith. It appears that some of the meat products are missing an essential ingredient.”

      I force a smile onto my face. “I’m sure that’s not possible. There must be some kind of mistake.” I glance at Barnes, but her face is expressionless.

      “Are you saying I am lying, Mr Goldsmith?” The woman’s voice is ice.

      “N-no.” I take a deep breath. “But all our systems are working normally, isn’t that right, Barnes?”

      The woman shoots Barnes a disparaging look and refers to her data pad. Her face is set in what appears to be a permanent frown of displeasure, the expression emphasized by her slicked-back hair.

      “You’re missing an ingredient in the lower-grade product lines. Androcibus nanite.”

      Barnes stiffens beside me. I turn to her. “Is this something you’re aware of?”

      Barnes ducks her head, her fingers flying over the data pad, though I get the impression she has all the relevant information in her head. “The deliveries didn’t come in,” she says finally. “I raised a query and was told there was a delay in getting the ingredient from the labs.” She glances at me. “This was just before you started. I reported it up but didn’t get any instructions to stop running. It’s a new ingredient anyway – only been added in the past month or so. I figured it wasn’t essential.”

      “Wasn’t essential?” The woman looks about to have a fit. “And who are you to decide what is essential, foreman? I don’t recall you possessing a biochemistry degree. You should have stopped the production process immediately as soon as you realized you had run out.”

      Barnes bristles. “I may not have a biochemistry degree, but I do know how this product line works. You can’t just turn it off and on as if it were a child’s toy. It takes days to restart the line once it’s been stopped. We have to go through hundreds of checks and there would have been wastage across all product lines.” She glares at the woman. “That kind of decision is above my pay grade.”

      Tension crackles in the air. I step between the two women and smile.

      “I apologize for the oversight. I’ve only been in this position a few weeks and my predecessor had moved on to his new role before I arrived. The message must have been lost in the confusion. We’ll take steps to get this sorted as quickly as possible. H—”

      “I don’t care for your excuses. Stop this production line now!”

      I swallow down my rising anger. I’ll be damned if she’s going to bully me into submission.

      “It’s not that simple. Barnes is correct when she says that stopping and restarting the production line is a major undertaking. It usually only happens once a year for a deep clean. Now, what is this ingredient for and when are we going to get fresh supplies of it?”

      Her face turns beetroot red. If looks could kill, I’d be as dead as a dodo. “It doesn’t matter what it’s for. What matters is that it isn’t in the meat products in those vats.” She jabs her finger in the direction of the huge tanks. “As for the supplies, you will have to take that up with that department. My concern is with the meat that has been processed and gone to distribution.”

      “Well, we should be able to track that easily enough.” I glance at Barnes, who nods. “We’ll process the records and get a list of all product codes to you by the end of the day.”

      “And you will stop the production line until the new supplies arrive?”

      “I will speak with my manager,” I say, hedging my bets. I still don’t know who this woman is and whether she outranks me. “But a better solution may be to keep the system running and just isolate the products that don’t contain this androcibus nanite. That way they won’t accidentally get sold. If the ingredient doesn’t affect the safety of the food, perhaps the items could be given away instead.”

      “Given away? What do you think we are, a charity?” The woman sneers. “We will not risk our reputation by letting any substandard food out of this factory.” She touches her data pad, then lowers it to her side. “I have a full record of this conversation. My recommendation will be to shut down this production line immediately, pending delivery of the nanite. Thank you for your time.”

      She turns and strides across the factory floor toward the lift.

      “Well, that went well,” Barnes comments. “Nice work, boss.”

      “No thanks to you. Why the hell didn’t you tell me about this before? And why have you been running the line at full capacity with an ingredient missing?”

      Barnes looks abashed – possibly the first time I’ve seen anything approaching consternation on her face – and stares down at her data pad. “I did report it to Louis …”

      “And you knew very well that he’d be busy with his new job.” I narrow my eyes. “What is this ingredient anyway?”

      “How should I know? I don’t have a biochemistry degree, do I?”

      “Barnes …” I let a warning note enter my voice.

      “Look, it’s something that’s only been added in the past few weeks – it can’t be that important or anything to do with product safety as we’ve been running the same recipe for years. It’s not my fault the supplies didn’t come in. I queried it with the department but they refused to respond as I’m only a foreman.” Her voice is laced with sarcasm. “So I included it in my report to Louis. That’s all I could do. There’s no bloody way I’m stopping the production line on a whim – it could cost me my job!”

      Her face is set into hard lines, but still she refuses to meet my eye.

      I sigh. “I’ll speak to Phillips, see if we can get the affected products marked as not for sale, and I’ll chase up this ingredient, whatever it is. I need you to collate and send me all product codes affected and whether any are likely to have been shipped out yet.”

      “Of course.”

      “I’ll come back down once I’ve spoken to Phillips and let you know what he says. Now, is there anything else you’ve forgotten to tell me about? We had a deal, remember?”

      Barnes has the courtesy to look chagrined. “No.”

      “Fine, well, let’s get this mess sorted out.”

      Barnes nods and turns to leave.

      “Wait!” I hesitate. “The other day … you called me Trey. Why?”

      Something flickers in her eyes, too quick for me to catch. “Did I?” She shrugs. “Sorry. Slip of the tongue. Is that all?”

      I nod reluctantly and watch her walk away. It bothers me that she lied, and there’s something else about her that I can’t quite put my finger on. But I have more important things to worry about now. I shake myself and head back up to my office.
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        * * *

      

      “Is it okay if I head off a bit early today? I was in at eight this morning,” Emilie says.

      I tear my eyes away from the holo screen and run my hand through my hair. “Sure. Thanks for your help this afternoon.”

      “No problem.” Emilie stands and begins to pack away her things. “I’m sorry I didn’t pick up the androcibus nanite issue at the time, but Barnes included it in a private report for Louis that I couldn’t access.” She shrugs. “Still, not too much harm done by the sound of it?”

      “Other than pissing off quality control, no. At least Phillips agreed with me about keeping the production line going.”

      My manager had been curt about the whole thing. “Bloody quality control, sticking their noses in,” he’d said with a grunt. “Just make sure we keep the products separate from the others. I’ll speak to supply about getting the ingredients in – I’m not having this messing the whole system up.”

      “Well, don’t stay too late,” Emilie says, heading for the door. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      I finish double-checking the figures Barnes had sent me and send them through to the quality control officer, having looked her up on the system. Ann Davies, senior quality control manager. So she does technically outrank me. I’m glad I hadn’t known that before speaking to her.

      With that done, I run a search on the system for androcibus nanite. There’s no record of what it is, but it appears in the ingredients list for most of the lower-grade product lines. I also try and find the message that Barnes had sent to Louis, but draw a blank. It must have gone to his personal account.

      I try and comm him, but he doesn’t answer. I hesitate, then look him up on the internal staff system. When I click on his office number, a three-dimensional map of the factory appears above my desk, flashing dots indicating my location in relation to his.

      I log off the system and try Louis again on the comm. Still no answer. Perhaps he’s in a meeting. Or in the bathroom.

      Outside the office, I pause. Coleman warned me about wandering around the factory. But I have a genuine reason for wanting to speak to Louis – I need to find out whether he knew about the missing ingredient and if he knows what it is. Surely that’s got to be acceptable?

      I don’t pass many people as I navigate through the maze of corridors and lifts. It feels like there’s a lot of space for not very many people on this side of the factory, whereas on the other side, where the Outsiders are, there is little space for many people. From what I’ve gathered, around seventy percent of the factory staff are Outsiders, but they all seem to work on the factory floors; I don’t see them anywhere else in the building.

      The door to the distribution department looks to be secured, but it slides open as I approach and a tall woman with curly blonde hair steps out. She looks at me enquiringly.

      “I’m looking for Louis. Is he still around?”

      Her face flushes slightly at the mention of his name. “He’s just in a meeting. What were you wanting to see him about?”

      I introduce myself and explain that I need to check something with him relating to his previous job.

      She glances over her shoulder at the corridor behind her, then back at me, apparently torn. Finally, she reaches a decision. “I’ll let you into his office. You can wait for him there. He shouldn’t be long – the meeting was due to finish at five, but they do sometimes run on.”

      I follow her back up the corridor. She pauses and presses her hand to a door on the left and motions me into the room

      “Thank you …”

      “Elaine,” she supplies. “I’m Louis’s personal assistant,” she adds, somewhat unnecessarily, though the tinge of pink on her cheeks and the way she avoids my eye makes me wonder exactly how personally she takes her duties. I remember what Emilie had said about Louis being a ladies’ man.

      “Thank you, Elaine.” I smile at her and step inside the room. The door closes behind me.

      Louis’s new office is larger and more richly decorated than his previous one. What looks like an antique leather sofa sits regally in one corner opposite a pair of high-backed chairs. There’s a large desk that faces the door, and most of one wall is taken up with a huge screen designed to mimic a window. In the far corner is a discreet transparent door that presumably leads to Elaine’s workspace.

      I cross to the desk, wondering if there are cameras on me, recording my every move. Or perhaps that’s just in my office. Surely if anyone is exempt from surveillance, it would be Coleman’s son?

      There’s little in the way of personal possessions on the desk, just a digital photo frame with a rolling series of photos. I pick it up and study them. A couple of Louis with a pretty smiling girl who bears a strong resemblance to him. His sister, I guess. One of Louis with his father. Coleman’s eyes seem to pierce through me and a shiver runs down my spine. There’s a couple of Louis’s parents and one of Louis and his father with two older men.

      As I place it back on the table, the holo screen jumps into life. I step back, a spike of adrenaline shooting through me. Then I shake my head.

      You idiot, Louis must have left it on.

      A map fills the air above the desk. I study it for a moment, trying to figure out what it represents. Different coloured lines span out from a cube in the centre to different points. Hesitantly, I reach out and pinch my fingers to zoom out. Then it becomes clear. It’s a map of London. The central cube is the factory and the other points must be distribution centres. I click on an information symbol and an explanatory box pops up. The different colours represent different grades of food.

      My heart begins to race. This is the sort of information the Chain is after. I press my finger to one of the distribution centres. Another information box appears, this time detailing delivery times, live supply levels and access codes.

      I try to memorize the information, focusing first on the distribution centres in the east of the city, Outside the Wall. It would be much easier to stream the image direct to Milicent, but they’ll be monitoring my comm band. I can’t risk it.

      I’m moving around to the northern distribution centres when a hissing sound from the door gives me a split-second warning that someone is about to enter.

      I snap my fingers and the display disappears just as Louis steps into the room.
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      The church gates are open and the two monks whose job it is to welcome people are sprawled face down in the dirt. Black figures swarm around the graveyard; Primo’s officers are wearing their protective Metz armour again. No helmets though – just the suits.

      They have the church surrounded, but they haven’t managed to break in. The heavy wooden doors stand closed, and there’s no sign of life from inside the building.

      I breathe a sigh of relief. They are safe enough for now, at least.

      I spot Primo and Vihaan near the main gates. They seem to be arguing about something and Vihaan cowers back into the wall as Primo raises a gloved fist over him. But the blow never falls. Primo turns and walks away. Even from up here, I can see the disgusted look on his face.

      I slump down with my back to the parapet, wondering what’s going on inside the church. I should never have left them. Rogue was right – my place is with them. Last time I went to see Trey, I ended up in trouble. This time, they’re the ones being attacked and I’m not there to help.

      But they’re trapped, and you’re not.

      Primo’s people are focused on the church. Too focused. I glance over the parapet again, counting eight men and women in Metz uniforms, plus Vihaan. Presuming they have a similar number on the other side of the church, and a few lurking in the large graveyard to the rear, there’s probably about twenty of them. Not many, but they’re armed with Metz guns, grenades and batons.

      Still, they won’t be expecting an attack from behind.

      I crawl away from the parapet, get to my feet and run back along the rooftop and down to the street. I need reinforcements.

      The Chain? Not if I can help it. Bryn said they wouldn’t help me again.

      Samson on the other hand … He may not have wanted to challenge Primo directly, but here, he won’t have to. I still don’t know how big the Brotherhood is, but he’s got the gangs at his beck and call too. And if we can take Primo down at the same time, then no one will have to fight him one-on-one.

      There’s only one problem. I have no idea where to find him.

      But he seems to have eyes and ears everywhere. Perhaps he’ll find me.

      I walk through the streets with my hood up, stopping people at random and asking if they know Samson. Most of the time they just shake their head, but a few start when they hear the name, and though they deny knowing him I can tell they’re lying.

      I ask them about Primo’s mob too – some of them say there were twenty of them, some two dozen.

      “Thought they was Metz officers at first,” a young prostitute confides in me. “But they ’ad no helmets on. Then I guessed they were that new group as what taken over the Snakes.” She gives me a hopeful look. “Are you goin’ to get rid of ’em? They took in a few girls last week. One of their bodies was in the river yesterday.”

      It seems he left the members of the gang behind, with the exception of Vihaan. I’m not sure if that’s because he doesn’t trust them or because he believes they wouldn’t be any use in a fight.

      Half an hour later, I’m wondering if I’m going to have to go to the Chain after all. I duck into an alleyway and lean against the wall, closing my eyes.

      No. I’ll damn well deal with this myself. I don’t need my father to fix my problems.

      “Looking for someone?”

      A man leans against the opposite wall, studiously cleaning his nails with a four-inch blade. His hair is part-shaved, the rest gathered in a tight thin braid that hangs down over his shoulder to his waist.

      “You know Samson?”

      He looks up and his thin face triggers a memory.

      “You were with him at Jay’s leadership fight.”

      “You’ve been asking for him?”

      “I need to speak to him. Now.”

      “You can’t.”

      He holds his hand out, inspecting his fingers, then switches the blade to his other hand.

      I push myself off the wall and make a grab for it, but I’m a fraction too slow.

      “Now, now. Back off.” He waves the blade in front of him like a sword. “You can’t speak to him because he’s not here.”

      “I know that. I want you to take me to him.”

      “You don’t understand.” He returns to picking his nails, but his hand trembles slightly and the tip of the blade catches on the skin under his nail. “Dammit!” He sucks at his finger.

      “Don’t understand what?” I’m starting to lose patience.

      He says some unintelligible, then removes the finger from his mouth and looks at it dolefully. “He’s not here. Or there. He’s missing.”

      “What?”

      The man shoves his knife back into his belt. “Samson’s missing. He was supposed to be back at the main base two days ago, but there’s been no sight nor sound of him.”

      I shake my head. “Impossible.”

      Samson missing? He’d been going to see the President, to ask for his help with getting rid of Primo. But what if the President still hasn’t forgiven him for his role in bringing down the Metz Commander and capturing the officers? Does he even know Samson was involved?

      He must have been detained by the President. It’s the only explanation. I curse and start forward.

      The man jerks his head up, alerted by my sudden movement. “You know something?” He grabs my arm.

      “No.” I twist myself free from his grasp. “But if Samson can’t help me, I need to find someone who can.”

      The thought of going back to the Chain’s headquarters and asking Katya for help makes my stomach clench. The smug expression on her face haunts me. Has she been playing us both off against each other?

      As for my father … I can’t face him again. Not yet.

      But if I don’t go to the Chain, there’s only one option left.

      The Bigland Boys.

      You knew you’d have to face them at some point. How long do you think they’d let you camp out in their territory? They’re biding their time, waiting until your group falls apart so they can sweep you all up into their gang.

      And by going to them now, I’m playing right into their hands. But without their help, there may not be anyone left alive for them to take. And the clock is ticking. I don’t know how long they can last in the church. Don’t know how long it will be before the anger and fear escalates and someone decides to make a break for it. At least with Outsiders I know how to cut a deal, and the leader of the Bigland Boys isn’t known for his brain power.

      I stride out into the street, weaving between people, ambling along with my head down.

      A figure looms in front of me. I lift my arms instinctively and bounce back as if I’ve hit a stone wall. I look up, my hood falling back from my face.

      “Aleesha?” The round face looking down on me breaks into a smile.

      “Anders?”

      I’ve never been so relieved to see a Metz officer in my life.

      Former Metz officer.

      “Did you escape from the church? Have they gone?”

      “No. At least, I don’t think so. You know then?”

      Danny steps out from behind Anders, his eyes constantly scanning the crowd around us. “Let’s get off the street.”

      Danny leads us down a side alley and onto another street. He pauses in front of a tattoo parlour and glances around before opening the door and ushering us in. The owner – a thin man completely covered in tattoos – looks up from the woman he’s inking, but when he sees Danny he just nods to an unobtrusive door at the back of the shop. We step through into a single room that obviously acts as the man’s living quarters. It smells stuffy, of fried food and sweat.

      “We were training at the back of the graveyard when they attacked,” Anders says. “Danny heard them first and we managed to get over the back wall before they saw us. There’s twenty-two of them, all ex-officers, apart from that greasy-haired kid you beat in the fight.”

      “Vihaan. I saw.”

      Danny gives Anders a look. Anders shrugs. “What? She needs to know.”

      Danny folds his arms and gives me an aggressive look. “What I want to know, is where you were while all of this was going on. Seems pretty convenient that you just happened to be out and about when they attacked.”

      I meet his gaze levelly. “I went to see if I could get some help.”

      “Oh yeah? What kind of help?”

      I take a deep breath and try and swallow down the anger I can feel building inside me. Danny is right to question me. To him and the others, it must seem like I’ve been doing nothing.

      And what have you been doing? Going to see Trey and your father. Nothing to help them.

      “Jay had an arrangement with Samson. And Samson has a hold on most of the gangs in this part of the city. It’s not in any of their interests to let Primo take over.”

      “And what did Samson say?”

      “I haven’t been able to speak to him.” I shrug. “He’s on some other mission at the moment.”

      “So what’s your next plan?”

      “Well, the three of us can’t take them on, not when they have armour and guns.” I pause, reluctant to tell Danny my plan. I can guess what his reaction will be. “We need to ask one of the other gangs for help. The Bigland Boys, as this is their patch.”

      As I expected, Danny explodes. “Over my dead body. What d’ya think you’ll get from them? They’ve had their eye on us for ages. Probably just waitin’ until Primo finishes us off an’ then they’ll move in and take over our patch too. Even if you do talk ’em into helping us, they’ll stab us in the back as soon as the fightin’s over.”

      I wait until he’s finished ranting. Anders just stands there, looking thoughtful.

      “That’s the point, Danny,” I say when he’s finished. “They’ll help us because Primo is a threat to them too. Their leader was on the jury when Primo won, right? They must be aware of what Primo’s doing in Four. None of them can beat him in a leadership contest, and the Snakes’ headquarters is impenetrable. Well, almost impenetrable,” I add, remembering how the Chain and Samson had broken in to rescue me. “But out here, with a handful of them focusing on breaking into the church, they’re vulnerable. They’re not going to get another opportunity like it.”

      “But yer handin’ us over to them—”

      “Listen!” I reach out and grab Danny’s t-shirt, yanking him toward me. He’s so shocked by the action that he gapes at me, mouth open like a fish. “I am not going to let them take us over. But if we can use them to get rid of Primo, then we can bring the whole gang back together. With the officers included, we’ll be by far the biggest and strongest gang in Area Four.”

      I push him away from me, trying not to wince as pain shoots through my shoulder. Danny’s face is twisted in concentration as he tries to work this through. Anders, though, is nodding.

      “I don’t like it,” Danny says finally, though he sounds less confident than before.

      I let out the breath I’d been holding. Ten minutes and he’ll be resigned to it. Give him an hour and he may even think it was his own idea.

      “There may be another way,” Anders says into the silence.

      He looks at me as if waiting for approval to continue. I nod.

      “They’re not wearing helmets, which means the armour isn’t complete. It’ll provide some protection from direct blows but it won’t be as effective, and they’re not charged.”

      He sees our blank looks and explains. “The suits are charged between uses to activate the circuitry that powers the exoskeleton and regulates the user’s body temperature.”

      “The what?” Danny looks at him blankly.

      “With the exoskeleton activated, the suit stiffens to provide a hard, weight-bearing shield that’s responsive to the nerve impulses of the person inside. So it feels both weightless and part of you. Like an extra layer of clothing that keeps you cool and enhances your ability to fight.” His face drops for a moment but he quickly recovers. “There may be some charge still left in the suits, but it’s irrelevant anyway, as the exoskeleton is activated only when the helmet is fastened into the body of the suit.”

      He pauses and looks at us, his smooth brow furrowed. “Does that make sense?”

      “So, if the exoskeleton isn’t activated, it’ll just feel as if they’re in a heavy suit?” I say slowly, still trying to figure out where Anders is going with this.

      Anders nods enthusiastically. “Exactly. We’re built to carry the weight, of course, but it will definitely slow them down a bit, not to mention being hot in this weather.” He tugs at the tight black suit all the officers wear and smiles ruefully. “This is bad enough. It’s designed for the air-conditioned climate of the compound, not the weather out here.”

      I nod absentmindedly. So they may not be as strong as I thought. “What about the guns? I guess they might have spent most of the bullets in the fight at Rose Square?”

      Anders’ smile broadens. “That’s the really neat thing. They won’t work. For safety, they can only be activated by the current running through the exoskeleton. They’re just carrying them for show – as a deterrent.”

      “So that’s why we couldn’t get ’em to work? Because we don’t have an exo … skeletal thing?”

      “That’s right, Danny. That’s one reason for the design. We can’t risk civilians turning our own weapons on us.”

      Danny’s brow furrows. “So why don’t they just put the helmets back on?”

      Anders shrugs. “Would you? Knowing that’s what controls you? Presumably, you still have that device you used to control us?” He cocks his head and looks at me.

      I ignore the question. “So they’re giving a big show of strength to scare people. But there are still twenty-two of them and three of us.”

      “They don’t need to know that.”

      Slowly, it begins to dawn on me what Anders is proposing. “They’re all inside the church walls, spread out through the graveyard,” I say, thinking aloud. “If we can find some way of taking them down one at a time from outside the walls, they won’t know who is attacking them from where.”

      Anders nods and waits for me to continue. I glance at him and realize he had already worked this all out, but he was letting me say it so Danny would think it was my idea.

      Interesting. He’s clever. Manipulative. But he seems happy for me to take the lead.

      “If we can stay hidden and move around, they may think we’re a bigger force than we are. It’ll distract them from the church – allow the others to come out. Then, we’ll have the advantage in terms of numbers.”

      “And we don’t have to go to the Bigland Boys?” Danny says.

      “No, we don’t. But we do need something we can throw … some kind of explosive perhaps? Even a flaming bottle would do it.” I glance at Danny. “Any ideas?”

      “Rich made those explosives we used to blow up the depot wall that time, back when Dane was in charge.” He looks slightly mournful. “Before all this shit happened.”

      “Can you get your hands on some?”

      He looks thoughtful. “Reckon so. If not, there’s plenty of bottles an’ rags to be had.”

      “Can I come with you? Or will I get in your way?” Anders looks at him enquiringly.

      “Na, I reckon you’ll be okay.” Danny grins. “’Sides, no one will mess with me if you’re there.”

      An odd sort of companionship seems to have struck up between the two men. Of Anders’ doing, no doubt, and yet it doesn’t feel as if he’s using Danny in any way. More like he’s trying to bridge a gaping divide, one stone at a time.

      Definitely not someone to underestimate.

      I turn to Danny. “Are we okay to meet back here?”

      He nods. “Sure. Jake’s a mate of mine. Did this beauty for me.” He runs his hand over the snake tattoo that covers his head and coils down to his neck. It’s delicate work. “You lot should get ’em done too if you’re going to be part of the gang like.”

      Anders pales slightly and I hold back a smile. “I’ll scout around the church and see where our best attack positions are likely to be. Meet back here in an hour.”
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      Danny and Anders make it back to the tattoo parlour first. When I walk in, Danny’s stuffing rags into a set of glass bottles filled with a clear liquid. Three backpacks are set out in front of him. Anders hovers suspiciously near the door. He gives me an awkward smile as I walk in and shifts uncomfortably.

      I eye the backpacks and bottles. “All sorted?”

      Danny nods. “Got some similar to the ones Rich made. Used ’em in Rose Square, so we know they work.” He reaches into one of the backpacks and pulls out a metal can. “Gotta treat ’em gentle like. Otherwise, they might go off before we want ’em too. Snap these caps onto the end just before you throw ’em.” He pulls out a piece of cloth and wraps it delicately around the can before placing it carefully back into the bag. He waves at the glass bottles. “These are just normal firebombs. Lighting sticks in the backpack. Hope it’ll be enough. We’ll ’ave to aim straight.”

      I walk over and look in the backpacks. “Do you think we’re taking down an army?”

      Danny grins and shrugs.

      There’s a pile of films on a table in the corner of the room, most of which are covered in sketches and tattoo designs. I find a blank film and a pen and draw a rough outline of the church boundary and the surrounding buildings and streets.

      “You take this side, Anders, and Danny you take this side.” I point out a couple of low buildings. “Once you’ve thrown a couple, scarper and move along here. Work your way back along the building. I’ll take the front and pick up any that try and escape through the main gates. I’ll throw first.”

      “It might just work,” Anders says slowly.

      “Three take on twenty and win! Now there’s a story to tell.” Danny picks up Anders’ arm with one hand and fist bumps him with the other. Anders looks confused. “Primo won’t know what hit ’im.”

      I smile at them. “Let’s go kick his ass.”

      Once in the street, we split up. The roofs on the buildings facing the church are higher than I’d like, but the apartments facing it have balconies. I choose the best-positioned and have a word with the occupants, who quickly find somewhere else to be. They leave me a bottle of water, which I gulp down gratefully.

      I unload half the bag’s contents onto the balcony, staying low below the barrier.

      Nothing’s really changed since I looked down from the rooftop hours earlier. Primo’s team are stationed at regular intervals around the church. There seems to have been no attempt at escape or attack from inside, though as I watch, I catch a flicker of movement at one of the windows high above the main door. But the figure is too distorted by the ancient glass for me to tell who it is.

      My body’s tense with adrenaline as I snap the small cap onto the end of one of the metal cans. I try and take steady breaths to slow my racing heart.

      Stay calm. If this goes to plan you may not even have to fight.

      I peek over the top of the balcony. Primo’s talking to the guards stationed just inside the mangled metal gate to the churchyard. They haven’t even moved the bodies of the two monks to one side. He looks around, surveying the surrounding buildings and rooftops, but his eyes don’t linger on any rooftop in particular and they quickly return to surveying the church instead. Vihaan is nowhere to be seen.

      My fingers curl around the metal can and I weigh it in my hand, judging how hard I’ll need to throw it. Primo turns suddenly and glances up in my direction. I drop down behind the balcony, my heart hammering in my chest.

      Did he see me?

      My palm is sweaty on the metal can, and I swap it to the other hand to wipe my palm on my trousers. I feel suddenly light-headed.

      I close my eyes and breathe deeply.

      Stay calm. Think.

      I wait another ten seconds then risk a peek over the railing. Primo is talking to the guard again, neither of them looking in my direction. He claps the woman on the shoulder and turns to move off.

      I draw my arm back, raise my head to take aim and throw the can. It goes slightly wide, hitting the ground to the left of the guard. Fire blooms and I duck back behind the balcony, plugging my ears as the explosion cracks through the hum of the city.

      Jeez, Danny didn’t tell me they were that powerful!

      Another explosion fills the silence left by the first, then a third. Anders and Danny are in position at least. I pick up the second can, more cautiously this time, and risk a glance over the balcony.

      The female guard lies sprawled on the ground, motionless, her blonde hair stained red. The second guard is also down, twitching and moaning. I drag my eyes away from the woman’s body and look around. Primo is nowhere to be seen.

      My hands tremble. Three officers round the side of the church, one limping. I throw the second can, but either my aim is weak or I don’t really want it to hurt them, as it falls short. The explosion this time is half the intensity of the first, and when I look over the balcony again, the officers are scurrying back around the corner. One of them looks up and meets my eye.

      Time to get out of here.

      I collect the third can and pack it carefully back into the backpack before leaving at a run. The dull thud of more explosions follows me.

      My plan had been to duck into the street and move to another apartment block further up. But the street is deserted now, people having taken shelter when the bombs started flying. I go up to the roof instead, running as fast as I can while being careful not to jolt the backpack. By the time I get down to the third floor of a different apartment block, the explosions have stopped.

      I retrieve one of the bombs from the backpack and crawl out onto the balcony. Smoke rises from around one corner of the church and there’s the sound of fighting but the area at the front of the church is deserted.

      Have Anders and Danny closed in already?

      A movement at the front of the church catches my eye. The main doors are opening. Light flashes on a shard of mirror poked out on a stick. A hidden figure pulls it back in. Then the doors are flung wide and my people spill out.

      Some clutch knives, others batons or sticks made from chair legs. There are even a few monks, brandishing metal candlesticks that flail dangerously near the heads of their companions. Tommy and the other kids rush to the front.

      Something inside my chest swells and blooms like a flower in the spring sun.

      I turn to run down and join them but a hoarse shout stops me in my tracks. Rogue appears around the corner. He’s limping, and one arm hangs awkwardly at his side. His face is bloody and lined in pain.

      He waves his hand frantically. “Get back inside! It’s a trap!”

      But his shouts are lost in the cheers and whooping of the gang as they stream from the church to beat off those who dared to attack their home. Only Tommy sees him and yanks at the robe of the monk next to him.

      Rogue shouts again and begins to hobble toward them. This time the monk picks up his cry and takes a step backward, looking around. His gaze falls on the street that leads away from the entrance to the church, out of my sight, and the colour drains from his face. He shouts something and points a shaking finger before stumbling backward, pulling Tommy with him. Others halt and turn to retreat.

      But they are all too late. Figures spill from the street, running toward the mangled gates. Tall and broad, they’re dressed in the black undersuits of the Metz. I stand, frozen, as they fall upon those who had led the charge out from the church, and who are now at the back of the group trying to get back in.

      Around the opposite corner of the church from where Rogue had emerged strolls Primo. He twirls one of the Metz batons in his hand, drops of blood flying from its tip, and wears a smile of satisfaction.

      It’s then that I realize that we’ve underestimated Primo’s cunning. The suits and guns were all for show, but not in the way we’d thought. He’s been baiting us, waiting to lure us out before bringing the rest of his forces in to finish us off. He knew he couldn’t break into the church by force, so he set a trap.

      And we walked straight into it.
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      “Darwin? What are you doing here?”

      I stand frozen behind Louis’s desk, my hand still outstretched in mid-air. I open my mouth but no words come out. My brain is screaming at me to run but my feet are rooted to the floor.

      “I … I needed to speak to you,” I get out, lowering my arm. “Elaine let me in.”

      “She’s a peach.” Louis walks over to me and claps me on the shoulder. “How are you doing? Have you been waiting long?”

      My heart pounds, so loud that I’m sure he must be able to hear it.

      Did he see the holo screen?

      I try to pull myself together. “Just a few minutes. I was having a look at your family photos.” I gesture to the photo frame. “Though I think I may have knocked your screen into life – I hope I haven’t messed anything up.”

      I hold my breath as Louis brings up the map. But it seems to have reverted to the default display and looks the same as when I’d first opened it. Louis snaps his fingers to minimize it again. “No worries. I really should have a password or something on it. Security is always on my back.” He grins ruefully. “But I’m terrible at that kind of stuff. Besides, it’s much easier if Elaine can access my system when I’m not here.”

      Air rushes from my lungs and I feel suddenly light-headed. “I guess that makes sense.”

      Louis picks up the photo frame and studies it. The image of him with his father and the two older men appears and Louis freezes the reel. “That’s my grandfather and his brother. At one time they pretty much ruled Britannia, you know. My great-uncle became President for a time, and Grandfather took over a languishing food company and turned it into the second biggest corporation in the country. Now Father’s trying to make it the biggest. One day I guess it’ll be down to me, though I don’t know if there will be anything left for me to achieve.”

      He gives a short laugh and replaces the photo frame on the desk. “Father is determined to put off that day for as long as possible though. Anyway, what can I help you with?” He gestures to the chairs in the corner of the room. “Take a seat.”

      I hesitate. “Actually, I was wondering if you fancied going for a drink. I wanted to ask you about an issue that’s been raised by quality control.” I lower my voice and glance meaningfully at the ceiling. “Not sure if you want them listening in?”

      Louis looks puzzled, then throws his head back and laughs. “Oh, good Lord! You don’t think I let them put cameras and recording devices in here, do you? That is definitely one privilege I exercise from being my father’s son. Don’t want anyone listening in on my private meetings with my assistant, do I?” He grins and wiggles his eyebrows suggestively.

      I try to stop the heat rising to my cheeks and fail miserably. Louis laughs again at my discomfort. “Come on, Darwin, handsome boy like you should have his pick of the women! Emilie looked pretty keen on you, from what I could see. Bet she’s a lively one between the sheets – the quiet ones always are.”

      “We’ve got a bit of a problem with the production line,” I say carefully. “Wanted to ask your opinion on it.”

      Louis’s face falls. “Oh yes, you said. Well, every problem is better faced with a beer. Come on, let’s go get a drink.”

      We take a pod to Soho, then walk to a small bar tucked away up a narrow side street. There are only a few patrons inside, mostly solitary drinkers nursing a pint of beer or a whisky. The man behind the bar nods to Louis. “Usual?” he asks, his hand already on the pump.

      “Yes, please.” Louis turns to me. “I can recommend the pale ale.”

      “Sounds good.”

      I try to pay for the drink, but Louis waves my hand away. “You can get the next round.”

      I follow him up a narrow flight of stairs that leads up three floors to a small roof garden. The scent of lemon trees fills the air and water trickles down a tall water feature into a pool, masking the noise filtering up from the street below.

      Louis takes a chair close to the fountain. “So, what’s the problem?”

      I take a sip from my glass and tell him about the visit from the quality control officers, the missing androcibus nanite and Barnes’s insistence that she’d reported it up to Louis.

      “I’ve had a run in with Davies before.” Louis makes a face. “I think she has it in for me. Or perhaps she just has it in for everyone. Don’t think she ever smiles.”

      “Do you remember getting a message from Barnes about it?”

      “No, though, to be honest, I could have missed it. She knew to come and speak to me if it was anything really important.” He frowns. “I wonder why she didn’t.”

      I’d been wondering the same thing.

      “I don’t think she thought it was that important. Do you know what the ingredient actually is? Why it’s necessary for those products in particular?”

      Louis shrugs. “No idea, mate. I leave that sort of stuff to the scientists. Some kind of stabiliser maybe? Or a flavouring? That low-grade stuff tastes like shit.” He takes a gulp of his beer. “Nice up here, isn’t it?”

      I nod agreement. “Quality control want us to get rid of all the food that’s gone through the system without it.”

      “Stands to reason. Don’t want to be selling something that’s not quite right.”

      “Sure. But if it didn’t have the ingredient in before, surely there’s nothing wrong with it?”

      Louis eyes me with curiosity. “What are you suggesting?”

      I shrug. “It just seems a bit of waste, that’s all. You’re in charge of distribution, right? Maybe you could keep the marked packages to one side for a few weeks. Philips just said to keep them separate, not destroy them. I’d like to try and speak to the scientists to find out if it’s safe to eat. We could give it to one of the children’s homes Outside or something.”

      My heart thumps in my chest and I take another sip of beer to wet my mouth. The bitter tang doesn’t help. I’m pretty sure suggesting something that’s directly contrary to the orders given by the quality control department is a sackable offence. If Louis were to report me …

      But I also sense that Louis is a bit of a rebel himself. He chooses to obey the rules, but only when it suits him.

      “You are an interesting one, Goldsmith,” he says finally. “Still trying to help those poor buggers Outside?”

      “Someone’s got to.”

      “Hmm, well I’d be careful how far you go with that. There’s a reason things are the way they are, you know.”

      I bite back a retort.

      “But, I don’t see any harm in storing a few boxes for a time. They can go in one of the reserve storerooms, no one checks there. I’ll get one of my chaps to go and see Barnes tomorrow to arrange it.” He stands, holding his empty glass. “Another beer?”

      My glass is still half full. “I’ll go,” I say.

      I return with a beer for Louis and a non-alcoholic beer for me. It tastes just as bad, but if I’m going to get Louis drunk without ending up on the floor myself, I need to do something. Fortunately, Louis seems happy enough at my insistence on buying him drinks. A couple of hours later, he’s had four pints and a tumbler of whisky and has turned oddly maudlin.

      “You know, being the son of a business hotshot isn’t all it’s cracked up to be,” he says, staring into his glass. “There’s so much pressure to be good at everything, particularly when you know you’ve been given the best genes available. I came second in my university class and Father didn’t speak to me for a week. My sister, of course, came top in her class. Grandfather’s just as bad. Still can’t keep his fingers out of the company pie. Drives Father mad.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah. Grandfather and his brother – they’re twins you know – are supposed to have retired. They’ve got this big country mansion in what’s left of Kent. But Grandfather still comes back to London every week to check up on what’s going on. And most of the board are in his pocket.”

      I file away this information to pass onto Milicent.

      “You know, I almost envy you, having all that excitement.” He sighs.

      “Well, being chased as a wanted criminal isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.” I sip at my whisky, wondering why anyone drinks this stuff. Feels like it’s stripping my throat raw.

      “Oh, come on, it must have been! Hiding out, dodging the Metz, fighting Outsiders.” He becomes suddenly animated, his eyes sparkling. “I heard a rumour that you broke into the government headquarters. That you were working for a rebel gang trying to overthrow the government, like … like Guy Fawkes or something. Gunpowder, treason and plot!” He raises his glass in a mock toast and downs the amber liquid.

      I stare at him in incomprehension. Gunpowder, treason and plot? What century is he in?

      He leans in, nudging me conspiratorially with his elbow. “Come on, spill the beans. What was it like?”

      I think about running through the woods away from my school, the agony of cutting my chip out, the fear and danger of walking around in Area Four. The emaciated figures that line the streets, starving children, the Metz cutting people down. The streets covered in blood.

      That’s what I want to tell Louis about, but I know it’s not what he wants to hear. He wants me to be like his other friends, one of the lads. And perhaps if I can pretend to be like that too, he’ll be more likely to confide in me in the future.

      “It was pretty gripping,” I say. “There are all these gangs Outside, each with their own tattoos and colours. Blue are the Snakes, purple the Dragons …” I try to remember what other gangs Aleesha had mentioned. “Red, the Shanksters, I think. The city Outside is divided up into different patches, and when one of them wants to challenge the leader of a gang, they organize this big contest, like a boxing match or something, but with weapons.”

      I carry on, my stories of the city Outside the Wall getting wilder and more imaginative. Louis interjects with the occasional exclamation or comment, slapping me on the arm at one particularly outrageous part.

      Finally, I run out of words.

      “Wow, that sounds incredible,” Louis says, his face flushed with excitement. Or perhaps that’s just the alcohol. “I think I need another whisky – one more for the road?”

      “I’m good, thanks.”

      “Suit yourself.” He staggers over to the door and disappears.

      The final rays of the setting sun reflect off the glass towers, bathing the lower rooftops in red. Around me, solar lights flicker to life and insects click and chirrup as the heat of the day begins to ease. It’s peaceful up here, so tranquil you could almost forget there’s a city below you. A city Outside the Wall that is so very different from what is in here. And I think I understand now why it is impossible for people like Louis to really comprehend what life is like Outside. Why, even when they see the fighting and protests on the news screens, Insiders don’t really know what it is they are seeing. They can’t put themselves in the position of the people who live Outside because they haven’t experienced that life for themselves.

      What they see on the screens is a different world to them. Like watching videos of extinct lions chasing gazelles across a barren plain. A world that is totally and utterly separate from their own.

      And I know that if fate hadn’t forced my hand and chased me Outside the Wall, I wouldn’t have understood either. I’d have just accepted that this was how things were. Outsiders and Insiders. Them and us. That there was a reason for the divide, even if it was never really explained. I would have been like Louis and his friends, laughing and joking, oblivious to the suffering and injustice in this city.

      I glance down at the barely touched whisky in my glass and pour it into the pot of the plant next to me. Perhaps not totally like Louis.

      Louis brings me another drink despite my protests. “Y’see!” he slurs, looking at my empty glass. “I thought you’d need one.”

      He places the glasses down on the table with exaggerated care. “So, I’ve been thinking that I should take you to some of the bars Outside. In the better areas, of course – show you a few places you won’t have seen.” He claps me on the shoulder. “Good fun. Outsider girls can be so much more relaxed than girls in here.”

      I get a sinking feeling in my stomach as Emilie’s words come back to me.

      “I-I’m not really into anything like that.”

      “Come on, it’s only a bar. Music, dancing.” He wiggles his hips. “What do you say? This weekend?”

      How do I refuse without offending him?

      “I’m not really supposed to wander around Outside.” I shrug. “One of the President’s conditions on letting me back in.”

      Louis frowns. “Well that’s a ball-ache.” He leans forward and whispers conspiratorially. “Look, I might have something that’ll help you out with that. Doesn’t seem fair that you can’t have fun. But you gotta promise never to tell anyone about it.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Here.” Louis fumbles in his pocket and pulls out what looks like a transparent tube of plastic wrap. He rolls up the sleeve of his shirt and begins to pull it over his arm. I reach out and touch it. It feels slightly rubbery, but once it’s on his arm, you barely notice it’s there.

      “Chip blocker. Mate of mine invented it as part of a university project. Got into some trouble for that, he did. It blocks the tracking signal and everything else from your chip. You disappear off their radar just like that.” He clicks his fingers.

      I frown. “Doesn’t that look suspicious?”

      Louis shrugs. “Not really. There’re always a few blips in the system. As long as you’re not gone too long and you turn up back where you’re supposed to be, you should be okay. Of course, you need to leave your comm band at home – that’s got a tracker in it too – but if it’s night time and your comm band is tucked up in bed, they’ll assume you are too.”

      My heart begins to race and I reach out again to touch the plastic sheath. I could go Outside, go to see Abby and Bryn, help Aleesha, without any of them knowing.

      A thought strikes me and I fight to control the excitement in my voice. “So, would it let you pass through the Wall?”

      “And why on earth would you want to try to do that?” Louis looks at me incredulously. “You just use a cheap replica chip to take a pod Outside. There are a couple of good places in Six. But the best places are in Ten and Twelve. There’s a girl I meet there, sometimes, Rosie her name is—”

      “Can you get me one of these?” I interrupt before he can get started on women again.

      Louis winks. “Sure can.” He finishes his drink and looks at my still-full glass. “Come on, drink up. It’s past closing time.”

      I down the whisky in one. The alcohol burns the back of my throat, nearly making me choke.

      “Good man.” Louis pulls the chip blocker off his arm and shoves it back into his pocket. Unsteadily, he gets to his feet. “Y’know, I thought you were a bit of a prude at first, Darwin. One of those boring, scholarly types.” He staggers and I reach out a hand to support him. He responds by flinging his arm around my shoulders. “But you’re alright, y’know? Maybe we’ll be friends. Don’t have many of them, whatever you might think.”

      Together we make it down the stairs and out onto the street. I hail a taxi pod and bundle Louis into the back of it.

      “See you tomorrow!” he calls as the pod door slides shut.

      “Tomorrow,” I echo as it rises and shoots off up the street.

      Despite the late hour, I decide to walk back home. The night air would help clear the alcohol fog from my head and the walk would give me time to think. And today’s events have given me a lot to think about.
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      I stand, transfixed, for what must be a full ten seconds. My heart pounds a dull rhythm in my head, my chest constricting as I watch Primo’s officers swarm into the churchyard. They move silently, efficiently. My people pause, confused. Some try to retreat, but their way is blocked by the people behind them. Their war-like cries of triumph turn to screams of pain as Primo’s men and women strike them down, lashing out with their batons. My hands clench the railing of the balcony as if, somehow, this could stop what’s unfolding below me.

      I’ve failed them.

      They looked to me as their leader, but I’ve let them down at every turn. I wasn’t there when Primo came. And now, I’ve played right into his hands. And they are screaming, dying.

      No.

      My hands clench tighter as, with a jerk, I snap out of my daze. I cast my eye around. My eyes meet Primo’s and his lip curls. He raises a hand in a salute, his cold eyes taunting me.

      I tear myself away from the balcony and run, the grenade still in my hand. Adrenaline courses through my body, sharpening my thoughts as I burst out into the street.

      I aim the grenade at the ground just behind the last of Primo’s people and duck back inside the building, covering my ears.

      The bomb detonates, shooting dust past the open door. Reaching into the backpack, I pull out two of the glass firebombs, holding the bottles by the necks as if they were clubs. Apart from my knives, they’re the only weapons I have. Leaning back against the wall, I close my eyes and suck in a breath.

      In and out. Keep breathing.

      And as I breathe out, the fear that makes my body taut leaves with it. We can’t win, not against so many trained killers. But we will give them a fight they hadn’t bargained for.

      Time slows.

      I stride out into the chaos. Black-clad bodies lie scattered on the ground, some moving, some still. Primo’s people, not mine. Others are bent double, hands over their ears.

      I break into a run, wielding the bottles like clubs against the first people I find. The bottles smash, spraying their contents over the faces of the men and women around me, who turn away, clutching their eyes and howling.

      Keep moving, don’t stop.

      Batons find their way into my hands from the officers who have fallen. I weave through the disorientated fighters, a whirlwind that smashes their kneecaps and jabs at their stomachs.

      My height is an advantage – I can slip under their arms, almost invisible in the confusion. Each movement comes naturally, like a dancer completing a memorized routine, twisting and turning, never staying still long enough for one of their weapons to hit me.

      Slowly, I carve a path through Primo’s fighters to the steps of the church.

      A blow glances off my shoulder, but I barely feel it. I’m lost in the dance, my body moving by instinct, not by direction. My batons bounce off them, not hard enough to kill, but hard enough to hurt.

      Then the black-clad figures in front of me have gone and a hand grabs my arm and yanks it down before my baton cracks open the head of a cowering monk.

      My head snaps around, my trance broken.

      Anders lets go of my wrist. “Plan B?” he asks quietly.

      Shaking, I glance at the fighting around us. We’re still outnumbered. It’s chaos. I can barely tell who’s on my side and who isn’t. It feels as if we’ve been fighting for hours, but I know it can only have been a few minutes at most.

      I think of the monks – unarmed and unprepared, hiding inside the church – and of Tommy and the other children who looked to us for protection.

      “We fight,” I say simply.

      There is no other plan.

      He nods, resigned, and we turn, back to back, to face the next onslaught.

      I lash out with my baton, hitting a man on his shoulder and catching the back of his knees with my return swing. There’s a flash of movement above my head and I duck, hearing Anders’ baton colliding with my attacker’s in the spot where my head had been.

      The man in front of me sways slightly, his eyes closing for the briefest of seconds. He shakes himself and raises his baton again, his face set in determination. Sweat trickles down his face and he sucks in a breath before steadying himself again.

      They’re like stone statues – however hard you hit them, they refuse to topple.

      Quickly, I lash out, cursing for having missed an opportunity, but he’s back on his guard and our batons collide with such force that my whole arm rings from the impact. My fingers lose their grip and the baton falls from my hand.

      I stagger back up the steps, breaking contact with Anders. For a split-second, I can see over the tops of the officers’ heads and spot a mass of people running toward us. They’re brandishing clubs, knives and bottles, and many have strips of yellow cloth tied around their foreheads.

      Yellow – the colour of the Bigland Boys.

      I catch a glimpse of Danny at the front of the pack before a dark-suited man looms up in front of me and slams me back into the stone wall of the church.

      The breath is knocked from my lungs. The man’s hand presses against my right shoulder, pinning me against the wall. I try to squirm away, but his weight presses into me. He raises his gun, intending to use it as a club. In the split-second before he brings it down, I twist my head to the side. The gun smashes into the wall. Fragments of stone catch in the collar of my jacket.

      The fingers of my left hand brush my leg, finding the handle of my short-bladed knife.

      He raises the gun to strike again, but I’ve pulled the knife from my pocket and stab it blindly at his stomach. The blade pierces the man’s black suit, sliding through to find the flesh underneath.

      He grunts and stumbles back, tripping down the steps. Blood shines on the quivering knife blade. I turn to prepare for the next attack, but there’s no one left to fight.

      The tide has turned.

      The Bigland Boys swarm over the few black suits who are still upright, taking them down by sheer numbers alone. Danny runs up the steps, pausing uncertainly in front of me. He looks down at the ground. “Sorry. Found them waitin’ a couple of streets back.” He raises his head. Shame fills his eyes. “I didn’t know what else to do.”

      I drop the baton and raise my arm to pat him on the shoulder, forcing a small smile onto my face despite the pain that’s tearing me apart inside. “You did good, Danny. Did the right thing.”

      The shame is mine.

      I look around for Primo but he’s nowhere to be seen. Pushing Danny to one side, I stumble down the steps, but a shout stops me. Rogue sits on the ground, his back to the church wall, clutching his shoulder.

      I kneel beside him, searching his body for the source of the blood that covers him. “Your shoulder …”

      “Dislocated, I think. I need to put it back in but I’m too much of a wimp.” He sees my face. “Most of the blood isn’t mine.”

      I nod, reassured that he isn’t going to die on me any time soon, and get to my feet. “Primo?”

      Rogue shakes his head. “He’s gone. Ran off as soon as they came.” He jerks his head toward the Bigland Boys, who are milling around the entrance to the church.

      I wipe the blood off the knife in my hand and sheath it, picking up a baton from the floor.

      “Aleesha …” Rogue’s voice carries a trace of warning. “Don’t. He abandoned his people – are you going to do the same?”

      “He can’t get away with this.”

      The voice doesn’t sound like mine. It sounds colder. Harder.

      “Not yet. Not now. We need you more.”

      His fingers close on my ankle, his grip weak. I could break free easily and kick him away.

      But just like that, as if he’d switched off the supply of adrenaline to my muscles, my body fails me. My knees buckle and I fall to the ground, my whole body shaking uncontrollably. Then the ache from my overused muscles and the pain of my injuries hits and every movement makes my nerves scream.

      Around me, people are beginning to move. Slowly at first, helping each other back into the church. Monks emerge and carry away the people lying on the ground. Some are taken inside, others are laid out in a neat row behind the church wall.

      Still, I cannot move.

      How did this go so wrong?

      I search for some flaw in our plan, search for someone else to blame. Anders had been the one to suggest it. Has he been on Primo’s side all along? Was he manipulating me the same way he had manipulated Danny into helping him?

      I snap my head up, but as my eyes find Anders, I know I’m wrong to even think that of him. His face is an open book, devastation written on every page. Tears run down his cheeks as he cradles the body of a boy a few years older than Tommy and lays him out as carefully as if he were a baby.

      No, he didn’t know. Primo tricked us both. Anders was an officer, after all, like Rogue. They were trained to follow, not lead; to kill, not to plot and plan. He’s smart, but he doesn’t have Primo’s cunning.

      But I should have seen through this. I should have realized that it all seemed too simple. There’s no one I can blame for this but myself.

      I wonder what his next play will be, because there will be one. He won’t give up until we’re dead or surrender to his command. And a small, traitorous part of me wonders if, perhaps, surrendering wouldn’t be so bad. Surely it’s better to live than to die.

      But a life under his rule would be no life at all. It would be worse than being a hobie on the street, worse than the harshest gang rule.

      Heavy footsteps come to a halt in front of me. Scuffed, worn boots, laced tight up bulging calves. My heart sinks.

      I force myself to my feet, not letting the pain this causes show on my face. The leader of the Bigland Boys looks smug, as well he might.

      I’ve never had much to do with the Bigland Boys before and have to search for his name. Denzel, I think. He’s a big man in his late twenties. Acne dots his pudgy cheeks and his clothing is encrusted with dirt as well as blood. For an Outsider he’s huge, but next to Anders, Rogue and the other Metz officers, he looks almost average.

      “Were you the leader around ’ere?” He looks me up and down disparagingly.

      “I am the leader around here.” I meet his gaze steadily. We both know he was waiting on the sidelines until there was no chance of him losing. Still, I wonder what the price of his help will be. “Thanks for lending a hand.”

      He grins wolfishly. “Don’t want them lot taking over our patch.” He twirls a thin blade expertly between his fingers. “But I do believe you owe us. We could do with a bit of extra muscle. And some new girls.” He eyes me again.

      I resist the urge to bring my knee up between his legs.

      “Primo escaped,” I say through gritted teeth. “Which means you still have a problem.”

      “Oh?”

      “He’s still leader until someone challenges him.”

      The blade stops spinning. “Or until he dies.”

      “You don’t have the people to attack the Snakes’ HQ. Besides, Primo would see you coming a mile off. He’s not like the other gang leaders – you can’t try a full-force attack and you can’t outwit him. Face it, he’s smarter than you.”

      His face turns ugly and he raises the hand holding the knife. “What are you suggesting?”

      “Getting rid of Primo is the priority. Chop the head off and the body will crumble. It would be better for you – better for the Boys – if things return to how they were before. If you force us to join you, that’s not going to happen. Plus you’ll end up with people who don’t want to follow you. Chances are you’ll either lose them, or one of them will get leadership ideas of their own.”

      He doesn’t like that. “Yeah, but I don’t see what yer goin’ to do about it.”

      I shrug. “As I said, Primo’s only leader ’til someone challenges him.”

      He stares at me blankly for a moment, then throws his head back and laughs. It’s a snorting, snuffling laugh, like his nose is blocked. “You? Beat that monster?” He wipes his eyes. “Go ahead. It’s your funeral. If you can injure him a bit before he kills you, perhaps one of us fighters will have a chance.”

      As his laughter dies away, I can see him thinking it through, mulling that possibility over. Perhaps he’s seeing himself at the head of two of the three gangs in Area Four.

      That’s right, think about the power that would give you, the possibilities.

      Finally, he nods. “Fine. You lot can stay here for now. But remember, you owe me one.”

      He turns and stalks off, calling to his boys to follow him.

      I let out a breath and my shoulders sag. As long as he doesn’t see us as a threat, that buys us some time.

      This can’t go on.
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      Rogue finds me sitting with the dead in the crypt of the church. The room is long and thin, with a low, curved roof, reminding me a little of the tunnels Trey and I had explored when we’d broken into the government headquarters.

      It’s cool down here. Candles burn at intervals, but their yellow light can’t warm the waxy faces of the people laid out in front of me. There are twelve of them – eight of mine plus four monks who’d died defending their home. The monks brought them down here after the fighting, washed the bodies and laid them out. Tomorrow we’ll decide what to do with them.

      They’re arranged roughly in order of age. The youngest is a boy with dirty blond hair and an angular face that has seen too few proper meals. I don’t remember his name.

      He died because of me and I can’t even remember his name.

      What kind of leader does that make me?

      Rogue sits down beside me. For a moment, neither of us speaks.

      “How’s your shoulder?” I ask finally.

      “Painful, but much better now it’s back in place.” He grimaces. “I’ve never felt pain like it. Even missed my Metz suit for a bit. Get injured in it and you’d get a stim shot and painkiller before the pain even hit.”

      “Has Amber arrived?”

      “Here before Tommy could even get out the door. I think she heard what was going on and was just waiting until the fighting had stopped.” He glances over at me. “Abby’s here too. She’s been asking for you.”

      I nod. “Good. They should be able to fix people up.”

      Those who are still alive.

      The silence between us drags on.

      “Anders told me about the plan,” Rogue says. “It was a good plan. It should have worked.”

      “Primo saw through it. He planned it that way. I should have known …”

      A pause.

      “Anders blames himself, you know. You should go and talk to him.”

      “And what good would that do?”

      Rogue sighs. “It would make him feel better.” He gives me a sideways glance. “You’re our leader. You can’t hide down here forever.”

      “Perhaps I shouldn’t be the leader. I didn’t ask to be. And so far, all I’ve done is fail you all and get people killed.” I scratch at the stone floor with my nail. “You could lead them better than me.”

      Rogue shakes his head. “No.”

      “Danny, then. He was one of Jay’s seconds.”

      “Danny doesn’t have the strength.”

      “He—”

      “I mean the mental strength, Aleesha.” Rogue’s voice has a rough edge to it. He takes a deep breath. “You may not want to lead this group but you are the leader. Everyone looks to you. I look to you.”

      He turns to face me and I smell the soap on his freshly scrubbed face. “You freed us. For some of us, that was too much to come to terms with.” He hesitates for a second. “Not everyone wants to be free and to have to accept what they might have done. But for me …” His hand closes over mine. It feels warm, comforting. “You made me remember what it is to feel joy and sadness, and anger and pain. It’s confusing, and sometimes I don’t know how to respond to these emotions.”

      I shift uneasily, remembering the last time we had spoken and fearing what he’d been about to say. It must be overwhelming to go from feeling nothing to feeling everything.

      “Don’t think too badly of the officers who stayed with Primo. I … I think most of them are good people. But having all these memories of our lives and what we’ve done forced on us, well, it’s a lot to come to terms with.”

      “Amber said that they … you … might have mental trauma.” I stare down at our clasped hands, not wanting to ask the question but needing an answer. “Was I right to free you?”

      Rogue runs his thumb gently along mine. His touch makes me want to lean into him and, at the same time, pull away.

      “I wouldn’t want to go back to feeling nothing,” he says quietly.

      My hand tingles, sending a shiver up my arm.

      “Did you feel that? Like electricity running over my skin.”

      I nod, my mouth suddenly dry.

      “When I’m around you, I feel warm inside. And when you’re angry at me, there’s an ache in here.” He places his other hand on his chest. “I remember my mother telling me off when I was a boy, and it feels a bit like that, but different.” He frowns and turns to me. “I’m not explaining myself very well, am I? I guess I was wondering … is this love?”

      I don’t know how to answer him. Don’t know whether I should pull my hand away or let it stay there, covered by his. Like a child, he wears his emotions on his face for all the world to see. Whereas I keep everything locked inside.

      If I’m honest, I don’t know the answer to his question. There’s a physical attraction between us, but that’s all it is, I think. Like a ripple that moves the surface of the water but can’t affect the deep swirling currents underneath.

      But does he feel more? Does he even know what he’s feeling?

      I try and remember how I felt about my mother before she left, but it’s a distant childhood memory. After that, there was just darkness, coldness, survival. Until Jay. But even then, what I had with Jay was not love. Attraction, yes. Fondness even and an element of mutual respect. But he only found love when he found Beth.

      And what about Trey?

      I push that thought away, realizing that Rogue is still waiting for an answer. “Well, I guess you must have loved your mother, that’s why you felt hurt when you disappointed her. But that’s not the same as, um, loving someone in a relationship way.”

      Heat rushes to my cheeks. This isn’t a conversation I was planning on having.

      “And then there’s physical attraction, which is different to love. Like …”

      Like what I feel around you.

      I give up trying to explain.

      Rogue’s face wrinkles. “So how do you know which one you feel?”

      I sigh and look away. “With love … Well, I think that when you experience that, you’ll know what it is.”

      “Do you love Trey?”

      Irritation flashes through me and I pull my hand away. “It’s complicated.”

      Rogue turns away but not before I catch the look of hurt on his face. His hand lies open on the stone slab, where it fell. I take it and give it a squeeze. “I guess trying to figure out all these feelings must be difficult?”

      He gives a wry smile. “Yeah, it is.”

      “You know, you can care about someone as a friend without being in love with them,” I say quietly. “And friendship is just as strong and important as love. Did you have many friends at the compound?”

      “I think I had friends when we were training. But when we became officers everything was erased. Memories, feelings, friendship. They told us we were family. But I don’t remember ever feeling what I feel now. This … being here …” He shakes his head and looks down. “It probably sounds crazy, but this feels more like having a family than I ever remember feeling before.”

      I open my mouth, then close it again. He’s right. The gangs have always been a family for those who have had none. A tough family, for sure, but still, there’s always been a bond between members of a gang. Loyalty to their leader, even if that leader doesn’t deserve their loyalty. That’s why I never really felt at home in the Snakes before – never really felt as if I was one of them.

      But now, perhaps, I have the chance to build a new family.

      We sit in silence, hand in hand, each lost in our own thoughts.

      “You should go and see Abby,” he says after a while. “There may even be water to wash – if Tommy hasn’t used it all.” He shakes his head. “I’ve never known anyone take such delight in water.”

      “That’s because you’ve never gone thirsty. Or had to choose between drinking and washing.”

      He frowns. “I don’t understand why there isn’t fresh water out here. I mean, there’s plenty of it Inside. And we have the technology to hold rainwater and purify it.”

      “If that’s the case, Insiders don’t like to share with us.”

      Another pause.

      “Do you know much about Primo? Who he is, where he comes from?”

      Rogue shakes his head. “No, I’m not sure anyone does. From what I remember of the compound, we didn’t see the captains when we weren’t on duty. We didn’t even talk to each other that much. Work, train, eat, sleep – that was our lives.” He shrugs. “I don’t know if Primo was any better or worse than the other captains. But he’s the only one who chose to stay out here.”

      I stare at the body of a young dark-haired woman dressed in the black officers’ suit. She died for us. For Outsiders. Because she believed what the Metz had done was wrong.

      “Did you see the leader of the Bigland Boys’?”

      Rogue nods and wrinkles his nose. “Seemed like a nasty piece of work.”

      “He’s fairly typical of the gang leaders out here. Those who are stronger rise to the top. But you have to be smart too, or at least, smarter than the other people around you. Maybe tronk has something to do with that. The stronger you are, the more you can fight for better food – the stuff the government haven’t drugged. Maybe it gives you an advantage.”

      “Tronk is a drug?”

      “Yes.” I suddenly wish I hadn’t brought it up. My fingers curl into a fist. Rogue must feel me tense as he flashes me a puzzled look. “Anyway, my point is, life in the gangs is bad. Most of the time you’re fighting others to curry favour with the leaders. As a woman, it’s even worse. You’re not seen as a proper gang member, most of the time, just a tool for pleasure. Though one of the gangs does now have a woman as their leader – she challenged and won the fight. So maybe things are changing.

      “But even in the gangs, people care about something. They’ll fight for their leader or their mate, or to defend their girl. They care about eating and keeping the Metz away. Some of them have families outside the gang that they look after with whatever chits and food they can scrounge. But Primo … he doesn’t seem to care about anything. And that’s what’s so scary. There’s nothing we can threaten him with. I … I don’t know how he can be beaten.”

      Rogue squeezes my hand gently. “There’s always a way.”

      I climb the steps behind him, taking one last look at the bodies lying in their stone coffin. Something wrenches inside me. My family. And I let them die.

      I can’t let that happen again.
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      I leave work early the next day and take the pod back Inside. The air in the streets is stifling and I’m sweating by the time I reach Milicent’s house, despite my heat-regulating clothes. Summer has barely started and already I’m longing for the rains to come again.

      Milicent’s waiting for me in the large sitting room at the back of the house. I walk to the window and look out over the garden. A monkey puzzle tree towers over smaller shrubs and a pair of gnarled apple trees. Birds flutter to the feeders that hang from their branches.

      “I take it from your message that you found something that couldn’t wait until tomorrow?” she asks, joining me.

      I’d comm’d her that morning using the code phrase we’d agreed and she’d invited me round to dinner. “Yes. We had a visit from quality control yesterday. Some ingredient has been missing from the production line for the past few weeks. We can’t sell the food without it so they ordered us to throw it away, but I managed to persuade Louis to store it for a few weeks. Do you think there’s any way we can get it Outside? I’m sure it’s perfectly good and there must be a fair bit of it. It’ll keep too, even in this heat, as most of it’s dehydrated. We could give it to some of the children’s homes or the hobies on the streets.”

      As soon as I’d got into the office this morning, I’d messaged Louis to remind him what we’d agreed. To my surprise, a holo message popped up from him a few minutes later saying he’d already instructed someone to deal with it. He looked remarkably chirpy given how much he drank last night. Barnes had nodded stiffly when I’d told her that someone from Distribution would be getting in touch to remove the low-grade products and had completely ignored me for the rest of the day.

      “Perhaps.” Milicent looks thoughtful. “Though it would be a drop in the ocean really. And we wouldn’t want to risk them finding out about us – not if we have a chance of accessing the distribution centres.”

      I bite my lip, feeling a little disheartened at her lack of enthusiasm. “I managed to access a map of the distribution centres on Louis’s computer.”

      Her eyes light up. “That’s more like it.” She walks briskly over to a low table, beckoning me to follow. The marble tabletop disappears to reveal a standard black holo table. Milicent brings up a map of the city and smiles at my look of surprise. “I may be old and like old things, but I’m not a total luddite. Now, how much can you remember?”

      I spend the next ten minutes attempting to recreate the distribution map on the holo. It’s tricky – the base map of buildings is different to the outline map that had been on Louis’s computer and my memory of it isn’t as clear as I’d thought. After a while, I straighten. “I think the details for these ones here in the east part of the city are all correct.” I indicate the scrawled figures next to distribution centres in Areas Three, Four and Five. “The others I’m not totally sure about. There’s at least one centre in each area, more in the bigger areas.”

      “That’s very helpful. We know where most of them are – they’re well defended for one thing – but knowing the access codes is key.”

      I hesitate. “Are you thinking of trying to take one over?”

      “Possibly. It could be an option.” She doesn’t sound very convinced. “If you’re able to access Louis’s computer again, grab some images so we can complete the picture. But only if it’s safe for you to do so. Did you find out any more about the Coleman family?”

      “Louis said his grandfather still holds the reins, even though he’s supposed to be retired. He lives with his brother in some country house in Kent. I didn’t realize anyone actually lived down there.”

      Milicent stares out the window. “If you have a private pod it makes a change from the city. My parents used to have a place out there where we retreated to during the Flood.”

      “The Great Flood?”

      I didn’t realize she was that old.

      “Yes … I was a young girl at the time. It wasn’t safe in London – wasn’t safe anywhere really, but we managed.”

      She seems about to say something more when there’s a knock on the door and the butler announces that dinner is ready.

      We eat in silence, but after the butler clears the plates away I ask Milicent the question that’s been on my mind since we last spoke. “I tried looking up the Rose Rebellion but couldn’t find any mention of it in historical records or records of significant events.”

      Her lips tighten into a thin line. “You’re unlikely to find the truth in official records. It was all covered up, a bit of an embarrassment really, to most people.”

      “But not to you?”

      She places her coffee cup carefully down on its saucer. “I was proud of my son, Trey. He was a good man and tried to do the right thing.”

      I get the sense that she doesn’t want to talk about it, but I press her anyway. “You said last time that he died. That they all died. What happened? What was the Rose Rebellion?”

      We sit in silence for a moment. Milicent takes another sip of her coffee. When she places her cup back down, it clatters slightly against the saucer.

      “William fell in love with a girl called Rose,” she says eventually. “She was a sweet girl, polite, pretty. But she was an Outsider. Relationships between Insiders and Outsiders today are discouraged, but back then they were forbidden. Any Insider who showed any intention of marrying an Outsider was thrown Outside the Wall and left to fend for themselves.” She lets out a small sigh. “And perhaps if that was all William wanted, he would have lived. As an Outsider of course, but at least he would have lived.”

      There’s another silence. “So what happened?” I venture.

      “He didn’t like what he saw and got this notion into his head that society was wrong. He felt that the Wall should never have been put up in the first place and that we were just using it as a barrier so we could ignore what went on outside it. Which was quite true, I suppose, but you couldn’t say things like that then.” She takes another sip of coffee. “You still can’t now, really, not unless you want to get a visit from the Metz. But William was never one to stay silent. And he was quite the orator – got all his friends riled up and formed an organization they called the ‘People’s Alliance’. His father and I warned him to drop it. His father even threatened to cut him off financially, but William didn’t care. He was so passionate, both about Rose and his cause.

      “He had several warnings from the government, which he ignored. We even had a Metz raid here one night when he was away, but they didn’t find anything. My husband nearly lost his job because of it. But it all came to a head when Rose was caught. They charged her with plotting to overthrow the government and a few other things and executed her. That’s where Rose Square got its name from – the Outsiders named it after her. I think they meant it as a warning for William and his friends. But if anything, it made William madder. He was crazy about Rose, and after her death, well, I think he possibly lost his mind a bit.”

      A solitary tear trickles from the corner of her eye but she doesn’t appear to notice. I shift in my chair, her distress making me uncomfortable. She seems frozen in a past she can’t escape.

      After a long minute, she sniffs and dabs at her cheek with a napkin. “Oh dear, I am melancholy today. But when you’ve lost a child, the pain never really goes away. Anyway, to finish the story, William rallied his friends to fight against the government in Rose’s name. They called on Outsiders to join them, to rise up against oppression.” She sighs. “All that foolish stuff that young people believe. I think they were planning to assassinate the President while he was giving his mid-year speech, but something went wrong. The Metz were waiting. They tried to fight their way out – they’d managed to get guns and some grenades – but they didn’t have a chance. They shot them all, right there in the park where the President was due to speak. No trial, no chance of escape. The fires burned the bodies and a good part of the city. The government said later that the rebels had started the fires and they were too busy trying to stop them to extinguish the flames. But there’s no way they could have done so much damage. The next year they built a new apartment block on top of the park. There was never even a memorial to them. And that was the failed Rose Rebellion.”

      She pushes back her chair and stands, placing a hand on her stomach. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m afraid I need to retire for the evening. The rich food, you know.”

      I stand, not sure what to say. But as she reaches the door, I find my voice. “I’m sorry. About your son and his friends. I always wondered why you were helping the Chain. Thank you for telling me.”

      Milicent pauses and turns toward me, a faint smile on her face. “It was the one thing I could do for him – finish his work. It’s been decades since he died, but I hope I’ll see the London he dreamed of before I die.”

      She leaves, closing the door behind her.

      So that’s what happens when Insiders try to help Outsiders. I think of Ella’s demands for me to introduce her to the Brotherhood, of her friends who want to help, and for once, I know I’ve done the right thing. At least I can protect her – them – from getting involved in something they don’t understand.
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      “Barnes has just called up to say you’re needed on the floor,” Emilie says, smiling her thanks as I hand her a mug of coffee. “Some delivery that needs signing for?”

      I nod and take a gulp of the tea I’d made for myself before setting it on my desk and heading back out the door.

      One of the white-suited technicians directs me all the way to the back of the factory floor. It’s a five-minute walk through the production lines that chop, shape and package the fake meat, and past the humming dehydrators that suck the moisture from the long-life products. I find Barnes with a stiff-faced man who’s clutching a small box to his chest as if afraid Barnes is going to grab it from him. She stands with her arms folded, one foot tapping a rhythm on the floor.

      “Sorry to drag you out here, Mr Goldsmith,” she says as I approach them. “But apparently, you have to sign for this delivery.” She shoots the man a look that is pure poison. “I did tell him you were busy and that it’s usually the foreman’s job to take in deliveries, but he insisted.”

      A muscle twitches in the man’s cheek. “Please press your hand here, sir.” He nods to a data pad set into the box. I press the back of my hand to it to let it scan my chip. There’s a bleep and a small green light blinks twice. “Thank you, sir.”

      He hands the box to me. “It’s programmed for you to open and close it. No one else.” His eyes flick to Barnes. “Someone will be back to collect the empty box this afternoon.”

      “Thank you.”

      The man nods and turns to leave.

      “I guess this is the missing androcibus nanite,” I say, looking for a label on the box.

      “Must be.” Barnes’s voice is oddly tight.

      I glance up at her. “Look, if you’re worried about calling me down here, don’t be. Stands to reason they want me to sign for it. That’s my job, right? To keep them off your back.”

      The smile falls from my face; Barnes looks anxious. She glances around to check there’s no one about, then steps closer so that we’re almost touching. “The data pad should tell you what’s inside. Here, let me hold it for you.” She grips the edge of the box and adds in an undertone. “I need to talk to you.”

      My pulse quickens. So she does know something.

      But they’ll be cameras watching us, voice recorders tuned to pick up our words over the background hum of the dehydrators. “Why don’t you show me where this stuff needs to go,” I say, locking eyes with her.

      She nods and drops her hands from the box, then turns to lead the way. She doesn’t take the shortest route to the vats but weaves through the humming dehydrators until she reaches one that is making a loud rattling noise.

      Barnes pauses and steps close, pointing up at the towering silver box, which seems to be trembling ever so slightly. “I was about to shut this one off when the delivery man came. Bloody thing’s malfunctioning again.”

      It’s certainly noisier than the usual low hum. Which, I realize with a start, is why she’s brought me here.

      “I don’t think we should add the nanite to the line. I think it’s—”

      She breaks off at the sound of running footsteps. A dark-haired female technician rounds the corner of the dehydrator, panting. “Quality control … here,” she gasps.

      Already I can hear the click-clicking of heels getting closer.

      I curse inwardly and lean in closer to Barnes, whispering urgently. “What do you mean? Is it poisonous?”

      Her eyes flick to the technician, then back to me. “Not exactly. I don’t know. I—”

      “Mr Goldsmith.” The clicking heels stop.

      I straighten and turn around, the box still in my hands. “Ann. I didn’t expect to see you again so soon. Is there another problem?”

      Her dark hair is pulled back into that same tight knot that seems to pull her skin back from her face, making her sharp nose and cheekbones even more prominent.

      “It’s Miss Davies,” she says curtly, eyeing the box in my hands. “And there’s no problem. I was just coming to check the androcibus nanite was inserted into the system correctly.” She raises the data pad in her hand and gives a cold smile. “Final checks so that I can close off the issue.”

      Right. My mind races, trying to find a way out of this situation. But I can’t. She’s going to be watching us like a hawk, every step of the way.

      I plaster a smile onto my face. “Well, we were just on our way to do that, if you’d like to follow us.”

      Barnes falls into step beside me but I dare not speak or make any other acknowledgement as I know Ann Davies is behind us, watching.

      The vats of lower-grade meat are clustered at the back of the factory floor. Each vat is part of a series of tanks that grow in size. In the first, the muscle cells are grown in a nutrient-rich serum; in the second, the cells form strips that are then attached to a scaffold in the main tank; it’s in this tank the muscle tissue is stretched to increase its size. Barnes stops at the main tank.

      She types a command into the screen set into the tank and a mechanical arm swivels from the vat, lowering in increments until the end of it is at chest height. A box extends from the end of the arm.

      “They bolted this on to add the androcibus nanite into the nutrient mix,” Barnes says, pulling a screwdriver from her belt and using it to turn a screw on either side of the box. “If this is going to be a permanent addition to the recipe, we could do with coming up with a better system.”

      “And what makes you think it isn’t going to be a permanent addition?”

      Barnes gives the woman a sardonic smile. “Well, I thought you might be testing it in these vats before adding it to the rest.” She shrugs. “I don’t know how these things work. My job is to keep these lines running and this is an inefficiency in the system, that’s all.”

      “Noted,” I say as Miss Davies opens her mouth to reply. “I’ll discuss it with Phillips.”

      I place the box I’m carrying on the floor and press my hand to the pad to open it. There’s a click and the lid splits in two, both sides pulling back to reveal the contents. Inside is a set of vials, capped and laid out in neat rows. There are twenty-eight altogether.

      “Four weeks’ supply?”

      Barnes nods. “One vial is injected into the nutrient mix every day.”

      “And they’re all full?” Ann Davies peers over my shoulder into the box.

      “If they aren’t, then it’s nothing to do with us,” I reply, a trace of irritation entering my voice.

      I take a deep breath. Don’t let her get to you.

      Barnes hands me a pair of thin gloves. “It’ll be quicker with two of us. You need to remove the cap from each vial and place it in here.” She indicates to the empty cage system in the metal box.

      I follow her instructions, and a few minutes later all twenty-eight vials have been transferred from the box to the machine. I close and seal the box and Barnes does the same with the container. She types a command on the screen and the metal arm rises and clicks back into place.

      I straighten and turn to Miss Davies, who is typing something into her data pad. “All done. Is there anything else you need to see?”

      She looks up. “No, that will be fine. We will, of course, be testing the products that come off the line to make sure the nanite is being inserted correctly.”

      The warning hangs in the air.

      I incline my head toward her. “Of course. Let me see you out.” I gesture for her to lead off down the line of vats. But before I turn to follow, I catch Barnes’s eye. “Later,” I mouth silently.

      She ducks her head briefly before turning back to the vat.

      Back in my office, I sink down in my chair. “That woman is …” I bite my tongue, remembering that they are probably recording everything I say.

      “Ann Davies?” Emilie grimaces. “I went to school with one of her assistants. Sandy’s only been there a couple of months but she’s desperate for a transfer.” She comes over and hands me a thin packet. “This came while you were out.”

      I turn the packet over in my hands. It’s got my name on it, but no other indication of what it is or who it’s from. When I don’t immediately open it, Emilie returns to her desk.

      I wait until she leaves the room, then press my chip to the seal and pull it open. A transparent sheath spills out onto the desk followed by a tiny golden chip and a thin piece of film with a few words scrawled on it.

      Figured you might need the chip too. Tomorrow, 10 pm at The Flower Garden, off Primrose Square, Area Six.

      Louis had been as good as his word. I wipe the film, shove the chip blocker and chip back into the packet and put it in my pocket, glad it’s nearly the end of the day. Finally, I can go and see my friends.
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      “Oww!”

      “Sorry,” Abby murmurs, dabbing at a long slash on my side.

      “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were doing it deliberately,” I mutter under my breath. “Is that alcohol?”

      “Yup, acts as an antiseptic. We only had a few packets of the anti-infection pills and they’ve gone to people worse off than you.”

      “So I get to smell like a drunken hobie?”

      “You’ve smelled worse.”

      I scowl at Abby’s smile. “Why isn’t it healed yet?”

      “Because it was a deep cut and it’s only been two days. Have patience. You got off lightly compared to some.”

      We both turn to look at the two beds that are curtained off from the rest of the room by a pair of sheets hung from the ceiling. There are a couple of former Metz officers still cooped up in the room Amber had claimed as a makeshift hospital and an older man who’s been in the Snakes for years. The three of them grumble and moan, but no noises come from the beds in the corner.

      “How are they doing?” I whisper.

      “Not great. I think Adi might pull through despite losing his leg, but Krishna has internal injuries. Without a medic unit …” Her voice trails off but I can read between her words. Abby’s medicines and skills can help heal minor injuries, but it’s not the same as proper drugs and the medic units Insiders have that can cut a person apart and sew them back together good as new.

      I try and bring their faces to mind. They’d been friends of Vihaan, once, had the same light brown skin and dark hair that so many people in that part of Four have. But they’d left Vihaan to follow me.

      “I’ll stay here and do what I can for them at least,” Abby says. “It’s pretty quiet up in Five at the moment, and Bryn knows where to find me if I’m needed. Amber has a much busier job down here trying to keep up with the fights and birthings in Three and Four.”

      A cough from behind makes me start. Abby stiffens, then pulls away. In the doorway stands my father. He surveys the makeshift hospital, a disparaging look on his face.

      I stand, trying not to wince as aches and pains shoot through my body, and walk over to him.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “I came to talk to you. Though it looks as if you might need my help.” He waves a hand around.

      “Your help would have been more useful a few days ago.” My voice is bitter. I peer around him. “Is Katya with you?”

      “No.” His voice is placid. “But I do have a portable medic unit waiting out front.”

      Abby’s head snaps up. “You have a medic unit?” Hope lights up her eyes. She looks to me, a trace of a plea in her voice. “It could save them, Aleesha.”

      Even now, I hesitate, not wanting to accept his help. But I can’t let any more of them die. “Of course,” I manage. “A medic unit would be great.”

      My father nods and beckons for me to follow him. We walk down the corridor to the main entrance to the church. Two men I don’t recognize stand by the door. They’re dressed in combat gear and hold large guns. My father nods to them and they pull back the doors.

      I gasp. Outside the church, about a dozen men and women, all dressed in the same combat gear and holding the same weapons as the men by the door, stand around what looks like a small pod hovering a metre or so off the ground.

      “Bring it in!”

      The team parts to let through the pod. A woman with pale skin, black hair and hooded eyes walks up the steps into the church, the pod floating behind her.

      “You won’t make it into the hospital room, Mika,” my father says to her. “Leave it here and bring people to it. They’re in the second room on the left.” He points down the corridor. “Lady named Abby is in charge.”

      “Yes, sir.” The woman gives him a nod and me a curious look before heading off down the corridor. The rest of the team have fanned out into a semi-circle outside the church entrance, all facing out.

      “Walk with me.”

      I’m not sure if it’s a request or a command, but I follow him all the same, down the steps, through the line of guards and around the side of the church into the graveyard.

      “I think I owe you an apology,” he says finally. “When I first saw you, it was a shock, to say the least. You probably don’t know this, but outside of this country, I’m quite well-known. Famous, you might say. And I have money, which can attract the wrong kind of attention. I’ve had all kinds of kids come up to me, claiming I’m their father. Assuming that because I’m rich and often have an attractive woman on my arm, I’ll sleep with anyone. Some of them want attention, but most just want money. There’s still a lot of poverty in the world.”

      I study the ground around us, not sure what to say. He stops and turns to me.

      “I swear if I’d known … If I’d had any idea that Maria had had a child, I would never have left you here.” He raises a hand to lift my chin, forcing me to meet his gaze. “I can’t turn back time, or change what’s been done in the past. But if I can make up for it now, I will.”

      I tear my eyes away and jerk my head back, embarrassed by the intensity of his words and intimidated by the power that radiates off him. He doesn’t feel like my father. I always thought I’d know, when I met him, that I’d feel something inside. But his touch feels strange and unfamiliar.

      I continue walking.

      “What’s it like, in the world outside?”

      He chuckles.

      Why is that such an amusing question?

      He catches the scowl on my face and his laughter dies, his face sober again. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t laughing at you. It just seems crazy that you know nothing of the world. Britannia has isolated itself for decades, and in the meantime, the world around you has grown and developed. There are cities with buildings that make the tallest of your glass towers look like matchsticks. I can travel halfway across the world in the time it would take one of your pods to cross the city. And outside the cities, there are still snow-capped mountains that stretch into the sky, hot jungles full of life and vast deserts devoid of life.”

      He points up at the sky. “Half the stars you see are not stars at all but satellites and space stations. The colony on the moon is making progress and there are plans to begin terraforming Mars.”

      My mouth falls open. “People live on the moon?”

      “Yes.” He grins. “I can take you there, if you’d like. Earth looks so beautiful from space.”

      I sink down on a nearby bench. My world is no more than a few square miles. It’s all I’ve ever known. And he comes here talking of cities and deserts and space. Space! My fingers curl into a ball and I hug my knees to my chest, suddenly feeling very small indeed.

      My father sits down beside me, looking worried. “Have I said something wrong?”

      I shake my head, unable to speak.

      He reaches out and tentatively rests a hand on my shoulder. “You don’t have to live here anymore. I’ll pay for you to go to school. In Paris maybe, or Stockholm – it’s cooler up there in summer. I’ve got apartments in most cities that you can stay in …” His voice trails off uncertainly.

      An apartment. School. Safety. Everything I’d dreamed of on those nights I’d sat up on my rooftop, staring at the tops of the glass towers Inside and fantasizing that one day I would live there. He’s offering me everything I’ve ever wanted.

      But is it still what you want?

      I try and push away the voice in my head but it niggles at me, refusing to budge.

      Would you leave them all behind? Run away to pretend at being an Insider?

      Who would blame me? I owe them nothing. All these years I have struggled. And now, a door opens to a new life, a better life. The life my mother would have wanted me to have. A life in which I wouldn’t have to worry about getting enough clean water to drink and food to eat. A life in which I could truly leave the past behind.

      You can never truly leave it behind. The past is what made you who you are. If you leave, nothing here will change.

      “What about my gang? Primo’s taken over … He’s destroying Four.”

      My father pulls back in surprise. “That crazy Metz officer?” He shrugs. “I’ll get my team to get rid of him if you want.”

      My pulse quickens. He makes it sound as easy as swatting a fly.

      “How?” I manage.

      “I had to leave my larger weapons behind – only just managed to smuggle the medic pod in – but my teams are still well-armed. Your weapons are antiquated compared to what’s available now. We’d storm the building, probably at night to minimize casualties on our side.”

      “On your side? What about them?”

      He shrugs again. “Depends how much they resist.”

      My mind works through the scenario. They’d blow open the doors, or smash the skylights perhaps. Armed men and women in combat gear running through the headquarters. Confusion and chaos. People running, reacting by instinct to defend themselves. People being shot, the screams of the injured, the silence of the dead.

      Primo wouldn’t stand a chance … would he?

      But if there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s not to underestimate him. He’s cunning enough to escape any situation and wouldn’t hesitate to get others killed doing so.

      I look down at my hands. “That’s not how things are really done out here.”

      “Well, we could just blow up the whole building. But I’d rather not. Don’t want to give away our tricks before the main battle.”

      “The main battle?”

      “We came here to take down the government. To transform this city into a modern democracy.”

      I remember what Bryn had said to me, after Andrew Goldsmith’s death. For the Leader, this was never just about the city. London is personal. This was personal.

      “To transform the city or get revenge for my mother’s death? Which would you put first?” I ask.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      I look at him steadily. “You know what it means.”

      Irritation flickers in his eyes, then he looks away, letting his hand fall from my shoulder. “Look, do you want my help or not?”

      I let my feet drop to the floor and stand, stretching my sore back. “I’ll think about it.”

      My father raises an eyebrow. “Think about it? I offer you the life you want on a platter, everything money can buy and you want to think about it?”

      I can sense the anger and confusion building in him. Perhaps we’re not so different after all.

      “Yes. This is a lot to take in and I’m tired. I had friends die today. I need some time to think.”

      He nods, tight-lipped. “Fine. I’ll leave a team with you to guard the building. None of you are in any state to defend yourselves.”

      I bite back the refusal that jumps to my lips, knowing that he’s right. We do need his help.

      “Thank you,” I manage. I take a deep breath, trying to banish thoughts of apartments and food and fine clothes and bring myself back to reality.
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        * * *

      

      “I really think this is a bad idea,” Rogue says, surveying the open space in front of us.

      “Shut up. You don’t know who might be listenin’ round ’ere.” Danny’s eyes are constantly on the move. He’s trying to hide his nerves, but his shoulders are tense and his knuckles pale as he grips the thick, nailed club in his hand.

      His fear is well-founded. Even the gangs stay away from the concrete jungle and the people who live in it. And when people do venture into it, they don’t always return.

      Rogue twitches, sensing Danny’s fear. “Remind me what we’re doing here, again?”

      “I need to speak to a friend. He may be able to help us.”

      “An’ what will he ask for in return? Makin’ a bargain with these lot is askin’ to have your throat slit.”

      “They’re not all like the Boots Brothers.”

      “No, some of ’em are worse.”

      Rogue looks from Danny to me, his eyes wide in the dim light of dusk. I’d asked them to come with me, partly so they don’t think I’ve run off again, and partly to help me deal with any trouble we run into. I might have saved the Boots Brother from the Metz officer who attacked them, but I’m under no illusion that they’d repay the favour.

      Tension thickens the air around us, seeping through my skin and chilling my bones. “Come on, it’s about dark enough. If someone is looking out for us, they’ll be able to see us anyway with that moon.”

      “That’s what I’m worried about,” Danny mutters under his breath.

      We cross the open area between the rows of half-derelict buildings and the pile of rubble quickly and silently. Rogue’s shadow looms in front of us. Having him and Danny with me makes me feel safer, but I hope that having three of us rather than one doesn’t just make us a more tempting target.

      “Wait here,” I whisper as we reached the first of the concrete blocks.

      “Not likely,” Danny replies, hauling himself onto the first block after me.

      “You don’t know your way through here and it’s loose underfoot. Don’t be an idiot, I’ll be fine from here.”

      Somewhere to our right, a stone falls, collecting others as it tumbles before it hisses to a stop. Rogue tightens his grip on the baton he took from one of Primo’s men. “You sure about that?”

      “Fine. Just follow exactly where I go and don’t kick any rocks down. We don’t want to draw attention to ourselves.”

      To their credit, they do just that. Even Rogue steps from rock to rock with a lightness that I wouldn’t have expected given his size. I hold up a hand when we get nearer to the entrance to Giles’s home. “Wait here.”

      The tunnel is black compared to the moonlit night outside and I feel my way along slowly, waiting to see if my eyes adjust to the dark. I find the drop-off, and lower myself down feet first.

      “What are you doing here?”

      The voice makes me start, and I’m glad it’s dark so he can’t see my surprise. At least, I don't think he can see in the dark. With Giles, I never really know.

      “Can I come in?”

      He hisses in reply and for a moment I think he’s going to refuse. But then a light comes on further down the tunnel and I see him silhouetted in the doorway, holding the heavy curtain aside for me.

      My eyes water as they adjust to the brightness and I look around Giles’s home. It looks the same as last time I was here, though the pile of gadgets and tools on the table has spilled onto the floor.

      Giles is hunched over, his eyes red-rimmed with dark bags underneath that stand out against his chalk-white skin. He’s holding a small ball of putty and rolls it over and over in his hand, his fingers constantly reshaping it.

      “What do you want?”

      “Are you okay, Giles? You look sick.” I glance over at the bench that forms a makeshift kitchen but can’t see any sign of food. “Have you been eating?”

      He ignores the question and stares at me almost malevolently. “What do you want, Aleesha?” He extends the vowels in my name and I wonder if he really is sick or if I’ve just come at a bad time.

      Perhaps I should just go. But not if there’s any chance he can help us.

      “Do you know what’s going on outside, in the rest of Area Four? One of the Metz captains, Primo, h—”

      “I've seen.” His fingers pinch the putty, blood draining from them as the putty squeezes out between them. “You were supposed to protect them.”

      “I tried, Giles. I thought it was the right thing to do, giving them a choice about their future. I didn’t realize this would happen.” I stare down at the floor. “I thought they would be grateful.”

      “You made them face who they really are.”

      He turned his back on me and shuffles across to the table. Sticking the putty against one of the legs, he begins to sort through the junk piled on top of it.

      “Did you know Primo? From your time in the Metz compound?”

      His hand freezes on top of a small metal lockbox.

      “Do you not find it interesting that he’s named himself Primo?”

      I’m taken aback by the question. “I don’t know. Does it mean something?”

      “Primo, from the Latin primus, meaning ‘first’.” Giles places the lockbox carefully on the floor. He seems calmer now. “Yet, when he was a Metz captain he was X4, not X1.”

      “That’s what Rogue said. That he was the captain of the fourth unit. But why wouldn’t he just use the name he had before he became an officer?”

      “He may not have had one, or at least, not one that he wanted. Did you know that most of the officers who become captains were either born in the Metz compound or taken as babies? It’s what makes them so committed to the Metz cause, unquestioning of their role in society and what they have to do. They are bought up as killing machines. They don’t know any other world, any other way to be.”

      I stare at him. “But they must have had friends, people to look after them when they were young. They must have known what it was to feel before they were implanted with the chip.”

      “Friends? No, they never had friends. Those who came when they were older had friends but the Metz younglings were different. They didn’t even have proper names – even then they were given a number.” He opens a small box and begins to pick electronic chips from the table to pack into it. “The professor taught me that what we learn at a young age stays with us for life, that it shapes us into the person we become. That is why they treat them like that, and why it’s usually only the younglings who become captains. Other officers may be strong enough and brave enough and have the leadership skills, but when they’re faced with the facts of what they’re being forced to do, even the strongest of them quails.”

      I walk over to the other side of the table. Giles gives me an agitated look and I hold my hands up. “What are you saying?”

      “It was right to give the officers a choice, most of them at least. But the captains … The captains would never choose what you believe to be right. They are not really human, just weapons in human form. The government created them to be monsters, and you … You have let the monster loose.”

      “You’re saying I could have stopped this? Why didn’t you tell me this before?”

      He jerks his head up, anger flashing in his eyes. “You can’t expect me to think of everything, tell you every single thing I know in case you need the information.”

      I swallow down my irritation and eye the devices scattered across the room. Giles follows my gaze. “You came to find out if I could reverse it, didn’t you?”

      I nod.

      His lips tighten to a thin line. “The answer is no … Or at least, not yet. I’ve been working on it night and day, but I still haven’t figured it out.”

      Frustration echoes in his words as if he’s personally affronted by this challenge to his intellect. And with his words, the tiny flame of hope that had flickered within me dies, leaving behind an emptiness I don’t want to face.

      I turn and walk away.

      “Aleesha?”

      I glance back at him. His face is twisted with indecision. He seems about to ask me something, but then his mouth snaps shut and he shakes his head.

      “Good luck.”

      “Thanks.” I step through the curtain and let it fall back behind me, cutting off the light.

      I need more than luck to get rid of Primo now. I need a miracle.
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      As I push open the door of the underground bar, I immediately get the feeling that this is a place I don’t belong. Music pumps from hidden speakers, almost deafening after the relative quiet of the alleyway outside, and coloured lights pulse across a deserted dancefloor.

      Not the kind of place I imagine Barnes frequenting either. So why did she want to meet here?

      The bouncer doesn’t bother to check my chip, just frisks me for weapons and gives me a curious look. I guess I’m not their typical patron.

      Half a dozen people sit on plastic chairs at tables scattered around the bar. There’s no sign of Barnes.

      I head to the bar and order a tonic water.

      “You want that with gin or vodka?” the bartender asks. An intricately patterned skullcap is tattooed onto his shaven head, and his stocky build and black uniform makes me wonder if he doubles as a bouncer.

      “No, j—” I catch the bartender’s frown. “Gin, please.”

      He nods and makes my drink, adding ice and a twist of lime. I take it and walk over to a vacant table to wait.

      I’ve finished my drink and am wondering if Barnes has stood me up when she walks in, nods to the bartender and heads straight over to sit down opposite me.

      “Sorry to keep you. What are you drinking?”

      I glance down at the slice of lime over a rapidly melting ice cube. “I’m fine.”

      She shrugs. “Suit yourself.”

      I lower my voice, though it’s doubtful that anyone can hear us over the thumping tune blaring from the speakers. “What is this place?”

      “Bar by day, club by night. A friend of mine owns it. It’s popular with people who feel they don’t fit in at the usual places.” She eyes me. “Not the kind of place your lot come to, I bet?”

      I’m saved from answering by the arrival of the bartender, who places a lurid green cocktail down on the table in front of Barnes. He looks at me quizzically. “You wanna refill?”

      “No, thanks.”

      He nods and turns to Barnes. “Want me to put it on the boss’s tab?”

      She nods.

      “His too?” He jerks his thumb in my direction.

      “Better had. Thanks, Bobby.”

      The bartender ambles off.

      “Who’s your friend?”

      Barnes flicks her fingers. “Oh, he’s just a guy I’ve known for years. Owns a few of the clubs and entertainment centres out here.”

      I think for a minute. “So if these drinks are being paid for by your friend, they’ll be no record that we were here?”

      She smiles. “Exactly. Unless they’re tracking you, obviously, but this place is underground, it disrupts the tracking signal. Besides, we’re in Area Six – even Insiders are allowed out here, right?”

      I nod, belatedly realizing that I should probably be wearing the chip blocker Louis gave me.

      “So have you always lived Outside?” I ask casually.

      “Yes. Outsider born and bred.”

      Higher-class Outsider though. She’s smart. Smarter than me, at a guess. The address on her file was in Area Seven, but I don’t know if that’s a good area or a bad area. I’ll have to ask Aleesha next time I see her.

      We fall into silence. Barnes seems to be waiting for me to make the first move.

      “In the factory today, before the quality control woman arrived … you were going to tell me something.”

      “Yes.” She frowns, toying with the plastic cherry that floats on top of her drink.

      “About the androcibus nanite,” I prompt. “You were trying to keep it out of the food.”

      She doesn’t answer, just keeps twirling the cherry. I get the feeling that she’s ended up in a situation she didn’t want: she has to tell me something but isn’t sure whether to trust me with the truth.

      “I’ve done some research, to try to find out what it is,” I say after a moment. “Phillips doesn’t know, neither does Louis. I asked Philips if I could speak to the lab directly, but he just gave me the brush-off. There’s no number for them in the directory. But it’s not just in the meat products – it’s in the ingredients list for all the lower-grade food lines.”

      It’s only because I’m watching her closely that I catch the brief spark of interest in her green eyes.

      “Anyway, I’ve asked Louis to keep the products rejected by quality control to one side for now, rather than destroying them. If we can prove they’re safe to eat, I don’t see any reason why we can’t give them away. Might be good PR for the company to look charitable.”

      Another silence.

      “Do you know what the androcibus nanite is?”

      Barnes removes the plastic cherry from her drink and places it on the tabletop. She takes a sip of the green liquid. “No. At least, not exactly. I have my suspicions.”

      My pulse quickens.

      But Barnes pauses and looks up at me, her eyes searching mine. “Are you sure you want to know? Really sure? Because this isn’t a game, you know. If they find out we’re having this conversation, we’d lose our jobs at best. At worst …” She shrugs. “Well, you’ve already had a taste of the Metz.”

      I raise my glass to my lips, forgetting I’ve finished my drink. Maybe I should have got another.

      “I know what the consequences are.” I hesitate, wondering whether to confide in her about Milicent’s request and my own snooping around the factory, but decide against it. I’m still not sure what to make of her, and while I don’t think she’s working for Coleman, there’s still a lot I don’t know about her.

      Barnes gives me an appraising look, then sighs. “Fine.” She takes another sip of her drink and lowers her voice so I have to lean forward to catch her words. “You know I used to work in the government food factories?”

      I nod.

      “I was in charge of one of the production lines there. Their machinery was pretty shoddy compared to the lines at Coleman’s. Stuff was always breaking down. Sometimes I got the feeling I was a bit too efficient at fixing things. Anyway, that’s beside the point. I overheard my manager talking with his boss one day about one of the ingredients that went into the government food. Co-tronkpretine.”

      Barnes nods, seeing the expression on my face. “I made the connection immediately. My … my sister was a tronk addict, and my mother. Stuff killed ’em both.” Her eyes harden. “But I wasn’t sure. I’d never really looked at what went into the food before – my job was to keep producing it, and I’m a mechanic, not a biochemist. But I managed to get into the computer system and over the next couple of weeks memorized the ingredients for most of the product lines. It’s all just chemicals at the end of the day. But I couldn’t find anything more about the co-tronkpretine.”

      She falls silent for a moment before continuing. “To cut a long story short, I ended up getting it out of one of the senior managers. He thought I was … interested in him. He didn’t know exactly what it was, but he admitted it was some kind of drug to control the population. That confirmed it for me. I threatened to go to the press and tell them what was in the food, spread the word around Outside.” She gives a small smile. “Which, in retrospect, was a pretty dumb thing to do. I should have just gone to the press without asking them. But I thought … I thought they actually cared about giving people decent food. That the limitations on quality were related to the cost of production, not their ideology. I was wrong.”

      “What did they do?”

      “They gave me a choice. Take a promotion and go and work at Coleman’s and keep my mouth shut, or get hauled off by the Metz to the Farms.”

      “So they bought your silence.”

      Anger flashes in her eyes. Then she sighs and shakes her head. “That’s one way of putting it. But if I’d been dragged off to the Farms I wouldn’t be able to do anything with what I knew. At least if I took the job at Coleman’s and made myself useful, I could bide my time and look for another opportunity.”

      “Why didn’t you go to the press anyway? You could have done it without leaving proof that it was you.”

      “You think they’d need proof? Don’t be an idiot. You should know how things work by now.”

      I grit my teeth and lift my glass to my mouth. A trickle of lime water sours my tongue.

      “Sure you don’t want another drink?”

      “So that explains why you came to work here, but what’s the link to the androcibus nanite?”

      Barnes frowns. “When I started at Coleman’s, I checked out all the ingredients that go into the meat products. Just to make sure there was no tronk in them. Which there wasn’t. Then there were all those news stories about how the government were poisoning everyone with tronk, and the hunger strikes and riots.” She looks up at me. “It was pretty bad out here for a while.”

      I nod. Don’t I know.

      “Then, a few days later, the androcibus nanite arrived, and we got told to insert it into the production line for the lower-grade meat.” She leans forward, the end of her ponytail almost dipping into her drink. “You see? It was only to go into the products that go to Outsiders. The products Outsiders were buying because they were afraid to eat the government rations.”

      She drops her voice to almost a whisper and I have to lean in to hear her next words. “Androcibus nanite was one of the ingredients in the government rations. I’m sure of it – I memorized every chemical. But it wasn’t in the food produced at Coleman’s, not until people were no longer eating the basic rations.”

      Her words hang in the air, her breath warming my ear. She smells clean and fresh, of soap and citrus trees. I draw back slightly, needing space to think. “You think there was something else in the government rations? Something else … to what, affect people’s brains?”

      Barnes looks troubled. “I don’t know. I’ve been trying to find out what it is, but there’s nothing on it anywhere. All that information is confined to the labs, I guess. But I wonder …” She hesitates. “We know tronk is addictive, but maybe it isn’t the tronk that’s really the problem. The tronk takes away the hunger people feel, but we’ve only assumed that it’s also responsible for affecting people’s brains and their ability to learn and retain knowledge. What if that’s what the nanite does? The two work in combination. No one’s eating the government rations anymore and the government can’t risk putting tronk in the normal food supply, not now the President’s been forced to commit to eradicating it, but no one’s raised any issues about this androcibus nanite. They can sneak that in and people won’t be any better off than they were before. Their brains will still be poisoned!”

      “And we let it get into the production system.” I rub my fingers against my temples.

      Barnes grimaces. “We didn’t exactly have much choice, not with Miss Spiky standing over you. And you can bet they’ll be keeping a sharp eye on us from now on. I knew I couldn’t get away with leaving it out for long before they noticed.”

      “So what do we do now?”

      She sighs. “I don’t know. I’m not sure there’s much we can do until we know for sure what it is. I thought you might be able to find out more than me.”

      “I’ve tried. As you say, there’s nothing.”

      “Have you not got any Insider friends who work at the labs? I haven’t come across anyone who works there – I guess they must have cleaners and other low-level workers, but they must recruit from a different area, or have them live on-site.”

      I shake my head. “I don’t really have any friends, at least, not anymore.”

      And not Insiders.

      But Ella had mentioned her group included people who worked in the government and in the labs. I shake my head again. I’m not getting her involved.

      “What?” Barnes looks at me quizzically.

      “Nothing. I guess you’re right though. All we can do is stay quiet and not draw attention to ourselves until we can find out more.” I shrug. “I’ll see if I can get Louis drunk again. I’m pretty sure he doesn’t know anything, but he may know someone who does.”

      “You? Get Louis drunk?” A smile tugs at her lips.

      “Well, he mainly gets himself drunk, actually. It’s preventing him from buying me drinks that’s the hard part.”

      She leans back in her chair and laughs. It transforms her face, and her normally cold eyes dance with mirth. “There’s more to you than meets the eye, Mr Goldsmith.”

      “It’s T— Darwin,” I say with a smile.

      “Fine, Darwin.” She lifts her glass and I clink it with my empty one. “To secrecy.”

      “To secrecy,” I echo.

      So many secrets. Sometimes I wonder if we’ll ever find the real truth.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I wake and stare at the ceiling, trying to connect the jumble of facts and rumours and the different gangs and factions who seem to be fighting for control of the city. At least I have the weekend to mull over my conversation with Barnes before I have to go back to work.

      I wonder whether to comm Milicent and report this latest development but decide it can wait until our regular weekly meeting.

      Wasn’t there something else I was supposed to do?

      My brain still feels fogged with sleep. Yawning, I sit up and stagger from the bed to the small hygiene cubicle in the corner of the room. Ten seconds in that and I feel clean if no more awake. I get dressed and retrieve the small packet Louis had given me from its hiding place under my mattress.

      Louis. Damn, I was supposed to meet him last night.

      I check my comm. Sure enough, there are several messages from him asking where I am. I message him an apology, saying I wasn’t feeling well and went straight to bed, suggesting we meet up after the weekend. Then I close the comm and stare at the tiny microchip on my bed. If Louis is right, this and the chip blocker will allow me to move around Outside without the government tracking me.

      Perhaps even go through the Wall?

      But I’m not sure I’m brave enough to test that yet. Still, the thought of being able to visit Aleesha is tempting. I brush my fingers over my lips, remembering the brief touch of her lips on mine. The thought makes me shiver.

      I shove the chip and the blocker into my pocket and head out into the living room. Mother’s talking to Ella. On the sofa beside her sits an overnight bag.

      “Are you going to the hospital?” A flash of alarm shoots through me. Has she got that much worse?

      But though she’s thinner than ever, her eyes are bright when they turn to me. “Morning! I’m going away for the weekend. Dan and Carol have invited me to their home in the New Forest. They thought it might do me some good.”

      “Sounds lovely.” I walk over and drop a kiss on her forehead. “Do you want me to carry your bag down?”

      “Would you? I’ve got a taxi waiting downstairs.”

      I follow her down with the bag and place it in the pod in the street outside. When I return to the apartment, Ella’s drinking the last of her coffee and studying a table of figures on her holo pad.

      “Ella.” I hesitate, wondering how much to tell her. “I’m going out. Maybe just for a few hours, but I might be away overnight. If anyone asks, will you tell them I’m sick in bed?”

      She looks surprised. “Why? Where are you going?”

      “Just going to try and catch up with some old friends.”

      She narrows her eyes at me. “Trey …”

      “Please, Ella. I’m not doing anything dangerous. I just need to test something out, that’s all.”

      “Well, okay. I was actually going to spend the night at Dexter’s, so I won’t be around anyway.” She shuts down the holo pad and rubs her eyes.

      “You okay?”

      She doesn’t answer me, just stands and returns her coffee cup to the kitchen. “We’ve just had the latest bill through from the hospital. Are you able to ask for an advance on your pay?”

      I nod. “Is it … Do they think the treatment’s working?”

      “No.” She shoves the holo pad roughly into a bag and slings it over her shoulder. “They’re saying they need to do more tests, but we can’t afford them at the moment.”

      “When I get my p—”

      “Not even with your pay, at least not for a few months.” She squeezes my arm. “Don’t tell Mother – I don’t want to worry her even more. Comm me if you need anything.” She pushes past me toward the front door.

      I stand there, alone, feeling as though I’ve been punched in the heart.

      She’s going to die.

      My job isn’t highly paid, but it’s not bad. I earn more in a month than my workers earn in six, and more than most Outsiders earn in a year. And yet, it still isn’t enough. The irony would make me laugh if it wasn’t ripping me apart.

      I can’t lose her too.

      I sink down on the sofa, running through options in my head. First thing Monday, I’ll ask Phillips for my first month’s wage in advance. But that doesn’t really solve anything, it’ll just help us pay this bill.

      I wonder about asking Louis for a loan but discount the idea. I don’t want to feel beholden to him for anything. Milicent, on the other hand … She’s got more than enough money. And I’ve been helping her and the Chain out. Why shouldn’t I get some compensation for the risks I’m taking? I need to be more like Aleesha, demanding something in return for the information I’m giving them.

      I send her a quick message, asking to change our weekly dinner from Thursday to Tuesday next week, then return to my bedroom and remove my comm band, tucking it under the sheet. I pull the rubber tube from my pocket and tug it up my right forearm. It’s surprisingly elastic, and once in place, fits snugly but isn’t too tight. The golden microchip I shove into the front pocket of my jeans.

      Returning to the kitchen, I raid the cupboards, shoving packets of food and bars into my rucksack, making a mental note to replace them when I come back. Moping around here all weekend isn’t going to do anything to help Mother.

      I leave the apartment and walk to the nearest pod station, feeling free for the first time since moving back Inside.
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        * * *

      

      Abby’s in the garden, tending to some seedlings inside a small plastic polytunnel. She looks up when the back gate creaks open.

      “Trey!” She closes the distance between us and gives me a hug, then pulls back, holding me at arm’s length while she looks me up and down. “You’re looking well. How’s life Inside?”

      I shrug. She pulls off the dirt-covered tunic she’s wearing over her clothes and leads me inside the house, setting the kettle on the hotplate to boil. Almost every surface, bar half the kitchen table, is covered with pot plants at various stages of growth.

      “Garden doing well?”

      She nods. “Everything’s growing, thank goodness. Another few weeks and I’ll be able to start making remedies again. If we get some rain.” She sighs. “It’s been so dry, even the extra tanks I have are pretty much empty. Still, I think we’re due a storm soon.” She looks up at me. “Anyway, that’s enough of my wittering. What are you doing here? Aleesha said it was too dangerous for you to come Outside?”

      “I didn’t want them tracking me here. But now I have this.” I show her the rubber sheath on my arm and hold up the gold microchip. “It blocks the signal from my chip. Tested it on the pod over to Six – the pod only picked up the signal from this chip, which is registered to a fake name.”

      Abby runs her finger over the rubber. “Hmm, Bryn will be interested in that.”

      “Where is he?” I look around.

      “Down at the church with Aleesha, I think. Oh, I forgot, you probably don’t know what’s been going on.”

      “I know her father turned up, and she nearly got caught by the Metz. She came to see me,” I add in response to Abby’s raised eyebrow.

      “Ah, well, since then, Primo and his gang attacked the church Aleesha and the others have been staying in. It was quite a mess.”

      “But she’s okay?” I realize I’m digging my fingers into the back of the chair I’m holding onto.

      “Yes, she’s fine.”

      Some of the tension drains out of me. I swing the backpack off my back and place it on the table. “Brought you some food.” I begin to pull packets out and pile them on the table.

      Abby’s eyes widen. “Trey, you didn’t have to … It’s too much.”

      “You fed me for weeks, shared your own rations, it’s the least I can do.”

      “No, I mean, really, it’s too much. Take it to Aleesha. They need all the spare food they can get down there. There’s only me and Bryn here now, and he can get his hands on most things.” She smiles warmly. “Thank you, though. I appreciate the thought.”

      She places a mug of herbal tea beside me as I repack the bag. “How’s your mother?”

      I shrug. “They still haven’t found a cure for whatever it is that’s wrong with her. She’s getting weaker.”

      Abby clucks sympathetically. “And the job?”

      I place the backpack on the floor and sit down. “Actually, it’s pretty interesting. I’ve been doing some snooping around and reporting back to Milicent.” I tell her about what I’d found out about the distribution centres and my conversation with Barnes the previous night. “I just don’t know what I can do about it though.”

      Abby frowns, her eyes full of worry. “Are you sure you should be reporting to Milicent? What if you get caught? They won’t give you a reprieve again.”

      “I think we’re safe enough. She’s pretending to take an interest in me since I lost my father. Besides, I can’t just do nothing.”

      Abby smiles. “Well, just be careful, okay?”

      I nod. “So, where would I find Aleesha?”

      Abby reels off a set of directions. I pull a roll of film from my pocket and make her write it down. There’s no way I’d remember otherwise. “The Leader’s put one of his teams outside the church, to guard it. Ask for Bryn and he should be able to vouch for you.”

      She accompanies me to the door where she gives me another hug. “Don’t be a stranger, okay? And stay safe … please.”

      I smile and kiss her on the cheek. “Always.”
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      “You’re mad.” Anders slams his fist down on the table, unusually aggressive. “There’s no way you can beat him in a leadership fight.”

      I cross my arms. “You haven’t seen me with a knife. I’m good.”

      “But you have to get through two rounds before you’re even allowed a knife,” Danny objects. “And the first one is wrestling. There’s no way you can beat ’im at that.”

      “That’s why I need you to help me figure out a way to survive through that bit.”

      Anders’ face creases in a frown. “Impossible. I thought my suggestion was bad, but this is a terrible plan. You’ll just get yourself killed for nothing.”

      “What’s a terrible plan?”

      Trey?

      I shoot up out of my chair, turning to the door. He stands with his shoulders hunched, his hands in his pockets. His blond hair has been cut shorter. Something else seems different about him too, though I can’t put my finger on what.

      “Sorry for interrupting. Do you want me to come back later?” He cocks his head to one side, a smile playing at his lips.

      I feel a sudden urge to run to him and throw my arms around him and bury my face in his chest. Instead, I grip the back of the chair and shake my head.

      “No, come on in.” I manage to find some words. “We could do with an extra brain.”

      I introduce him to Anders and Danny.

      “Where’s Rogue?” he asks.

      Good question.

      “He went off with Tommy to find out what Primo’s getting up to,” I say, not mentioning that Tommy had returned two hours ago, saying he’d lost Rogue.

      Trey glances at Anders whose face is a picture of concern. Danny is frowning, though I’m not sure whether that’s out of concern for Rogue or because of Trey.

      There’s a tap on the door and Bryn sticks his head in. “Apparently lunch is ready? Figured I’d let you know before it gets demolished.”

      I turn back to the others. “Go eat. Let’s come back in an hour.”

      Anders and Danny file out, but I pull Trey back. Bryn raises an eyebrow, then leaves, closing the door behind him. Trey’s face is oddly unreadable.

      “You’re looking better than when I last saw you,” he says after a moment.

      “My father brought a portable medic pod. It’s miraculous, I’ve never seen anything like it. Ten minutes in there and I felt as good as new.” I touch my side briefly, still not quite able to believe that the slash Abby was so worried about getting infected is fully healed.

      “Your father? So you made up with him?” Something flickers across Trey’s eyes, too fast for me to catch.

      I shrug. “Kind of.”

      What do I tell him? That he offered me everything I’ve ever wanted?

      My father’s words keep running through my head, keeping me awake when I try to sleep. The thought of leaving London is terrifying, but at the same time it tugs at my core. White cities of towers and platters of fresh food fill my dreams.

      I shake myself and eye Trey again, trying to put my finger on what feels different about him. “How did you get out here? Are they still tracking you?”

      “Nope.” He rolls up the right sleeve of his shirt and holds his arm out.

      For a second I wonder what he’s showing me, then I look closer and realize that the hairs on the back of his arm are plastered to the skin. His entire forearm, from wrist to elbow, seems to be wrapped in some kind of clear plastic. “What is it?”

      “Chip blocker. One of the guys I work with gave it to me. I left my comm band at home and asked Ella to cover for me. If anyone asks, I’m hungover in bed.”

      “Hungover?”

      Trey grimaces. “I don’t understand why people drink alcohol. It makes you feel weird and the next day you feel like hell. Makes no sense to me.”

      His mention of Ella jolts my memory. In all the confusion of the past few days, I’d forgotten that I’d agreed to speak to Samson on her behalf. And now Samson is missing.

      Should I tell him? She didn’t want him to know but …

      “What’s wrong?”

      He touches my arm, startling me. I realize I’ve been chewing my lip. “Um, nothing.”

      Trey frowns. “What is it? You can tell me.”

      His hand lingers on my elbow and I find myself taking a step forward so we’re inches apart. He ducks his head to stare down at me. Then it hits me – what’s different about him. He has a confidence, a sureness in himself that he’s never had before. It was the same with Jay, except his confidence was mingled with arrogance. But there’s no arrogance with Trey. He still has that boyish innocence that lights up his face, but he moves and speaks more confidently now, with no hint of the stammer that plagued him before.

      Should I tell him?

      I told Ella I wouldn’t, but I didn’t promise her. And I know all too well how secrets can tear people apart. I don’t want Trey to lose his family, now he’s found them.

      “I think you need to talk to Ella. A—”

      The door flies open and Tommy runs in. I pull back from Trey, then freeze as I see the look on Tommy’s face.

      “Tommy, what’s happened?”

      “Rogue’s back,” he pants.

      I run for the door but haven’t gone two steps before it opens again and Rogue limps in, cradling the limp body of a woman in his arms. Blood runs from a deep cut on his forehead and the trousers and shirt the monks had given him to wear are torn and stained with blood and dirt. There’s a wild look in his eyes. Behind him, Bryn and Anders pile into the room.

      Rogue heads to the sofa set against one wall and gently lays the woman down. He kneels beside her, his head bent over hers, murmuring something too quietly for me to hear.

      I move around him to see who it is. “Megan?”

      Her face is mottled purple and yellow with bruises. One eye is swollen shut and her lips are cracked and bloody. For a moment, I think she’s dead, but then her head turns slightly, toward Rogue and his lips part as she tries to speak.

      “Water. Someone get me some water!” Rogue’s voice is harsh and urgent. His eyes never leave Megan’s face and I feel a spark of irritation at his obvious concern.

      Me, jealous? Of Megan?

      But this is a battered ghost of the Megan I knew.

      Rogue always wants someone to save.

      Tommy runs from the room and returns a minute later with a bottle of water. Rogue holds it to Megan’s lips and lifts her head so that she can drink. She gives a slight nod and he lowers her head back down tenderly as if any sharp movement could break her.

      I shake myself and turn to Bryn. “Can you get the medic pod back? Quick?”

      He nods and leaves the room. I kneel beside Rogue. “What happened?” I whisper.

      He rocks back on his heels. Megan’s fingers are curled around one of his, like a baby’s hand clinging to its mother’s finger. “I was watching the headquarters like you asked, when she ran out the building. Two thugs followed her and started laying into her, so I intervened and managed to knock them both out. She didn’t say much but kept repeating your name, so I brought her here. She …” His voice breaks. “He did this to her. I’ll kill him.”

      I can feel the anger boiling off him and place a hand on his shoulder. “First, we need to get you both healed.”

      He shrugs me off. “I’m fine. She’s badly hurt though, and not just from the beating those brutes gave her.”

      “’Leesha,” Megan’s eyes flutter, her voice a cracked whisper.

      “I’m here, Megan. It’s me, Aleesha.”

      “Aleesha,” she repeats a little more clearly this time. Her swollen eye remains shut but she manages to open the other one. “Need to speak to you … alone.”

      I glance behind me. “Everyone out.” They don’t move. “Now! Someone get a bowl of warm water and some cloths.”

      Rogue hesitates until Megan turns her gaze on him. “Please?”

      Reluctantly, he pulls his finger from her grip and stands. They exchange a look and the faintest of smiles blooms on Megan’s battered face. Then Rogue turns and walks from the room. The door closes behind him, leaving me alone with Megan.

      “More water?”

      She nods weakly. I lift her head as Rogue had done and let a trickle of water flow into her mouth.

      “Did Primo do this to you?” I ask, setting the bottle down on the floor.

      “Yes. And others.” Her hand fumbles weakly at her waist, two of her fingers twisted at awkward angles. “In my pocket … for you.”

      Hesitantly, I find the pocket in her jeans and slide my hand in. My fingers close around a small familiar object.

      My amulet.

      The green glass twinkles in the sunlight from the windows. I rub my thumb over its familiar edges, feeling a sense of comfort at having it back.

      “It’s important to you?” Megan’s words are slightly slurred.

      I tear my eyes from the amulet and pocket it, looking at her again. She’s a mess. I feel a stab of pity, though she’s never been anything but hostile toward me until now.

      Then why did she bring me the amulet? A peace offering?

      “D’ya think things’ll ever be different, Aleesha?” Her eye closes and when it opens again, it’s clouded with the weariness of years of gang life. Of being used and abused, of knowing that the only reason she was wanted – the only use any of us had for the gang – was for our bodies and company.

      I see myself reflected in her eyes, as I was a few months ago. The despair of hoping, again and again, that something would change. And the eventual realization that this was life. That it was this or …

      Or tronk.

      And Megan had never given in to that, as far as I know. In that, she was better than me.

      She wheezes painfully, rallying herself to speak again. “I used to think p’rhaps I’d meet someone, y’know? Someone who liked me … for being me. Who lov—” She clamps her mouth shut and a bitter smile twists the corner of her lips. “Silly, isn’t it?”

      I sit down beside her, curling my legs under me, and take her uninjured hand. Her skin is smoother than mine. Megan isn’t a fighter. But she’s tougher than she looks, and when I glance at her again there’s a spark of life behind the clouds of misery in her eyes.

      “No, it’s not silly. That shouldn’t be our lives. Perhaps we can change things. Build a different type of gang, or leave the gangs behind altogether.” I sound more confident than I feel.

      “You can stop him … stop this.” It feels like she’s trying to convince me, but the uplift in her voice betrays her uncertainty.

      “I … I will try.”

      Hollow promises. She needs more than that. Deserves more than that.

      “You need to stop him. He … he will destroy everyone … everything.”

      Her words strike a coldness into my heart. The urgency in her eyes tells me that she’s not just referring to herself.

      “What is it, Megan? What’s he planning?”

      “The food depot … He’s going to raid it, break in …” She gasps and whimpers in pain. “Take it as the new headquarters … Hold … the area hostage …”

      Her eyes roll back in her head as the pain becomes too much for her. When will that damn pod get here?

      The coldness in my heart spreads, radiating outwards until it feels as if my bones are carved from ice. The food depot … I would have said it was impossible to take, surrounded by a tall barrier as lethal as the Wall itself. But if the Snakes had managed it when Dane had been in charge, they’d certainly manage it with Primo in charge.

      The door slams open and Anders walks in. “The pod’s here.”

      I glance down at Megan, who’s conscious again.

      Anders takes a step toward us, but Rogue pushes him aside and limps forward. “Kian,” Megan whispers, loud enough that only I hear. Her fingers reach up and brush his arm as he bends over, obviously in pain, and lifts her into his arms.

      “Wait.” I pull him back, ignoring the furious glance he gives me, and lean over Megan. “When, Megan? When’s he going to raid the depot?”

      Her eye flickers. “Next week … five days maybe.”

      As they leave the room, Trey walks back in, his face set in grim determination. Anders leaves us and I turn to Trey. “Will the medic pod be able to heal her?”

      “I don’t know. The more advanced medic centres can heal pretty much anything, but I don’t know what a mobile pod can do. Did you say your father brought it from overseas?”

      I nod. “It sounds like they have even better technology than us, so maybe …”

      I sink onto the sofa and rest my head in my hands.

      This is what it’s been coming to all along. I’ve known it since the moment I heard Primo had challenged Jay for the leadership. I had hoped that someone else would come forward to stop him. But no one has.

      And no one else can. Not without fracturing the politics of the gangs and the areas.

      My father would destroy them all. Raze the headquarters to the ground if I asked. But that wouldn’t solve anything other than killing more people. But Primo won’t refuse a leadership challenge – he’s far too arrogant and sure of himself.

      What if I lose?

      Then at worst, I’ll have delayed his plans for a few days and given others the chance to figure out a plan to stop him.

      “Anders said you’re thinking of challenging Primo,” Trey says, sitting down beside me.

      I nod. “Are you going to tell me it’s impossible too?”

      “Nothing is impossible. It just depends on how you look at it. How long do you have to prepare?”

      “Not long.” I explain what Megan had told me.

      Trey frowns. “You know, I have the access codes and details for that depot memorized. I told Milicent about them. We could beat him to it.”

      I stare at him. “You can get into the depot?”

      “Well, not exactly. I guess you’d need to hijack a pod, scramble the codes, and once you’ve landed take over from whoever’s running the place. But I imagine the Chain could help with that part.”

      I slump back. “No. My father doesn’t want to do anything that’ll attract the government’s attention. Not yet.”

      We sit in silence for a moment.

      “You know, Jay suggested I should be leader. Before his fight with Primo. He asked me to promise to look after the Snakes.”

      “And did you?”

      I look down at my hands, twisting together in my lap. I tug at my fingers, bending them back until a warning pain radiates down the back of my hand. “No, I didn’t. I didn’t think they’d want me as their leader. I’ve never been part of the gang, not really. They tolerated me when I was with Jay, but they didn’t like me.” I shrug. “And I’m a woman. Women aren’t gang leaders.”

      “I thought you said there was a gang who had a woman in charge?”

      “Yeah, well, she’s the only one.”

      “They see you as their leader.” Trey points toward the door.

      I sigh. “That’s the problem. They do. Even though all I’ve done is get them hurt and killed … They still look to me as if I know what to do.”

      My hands ball into fists and I thump the sofa beside me in frustration. “But I don’t know what to do, Trey. I know I need to stop Primo, but I can’t work out how, other than throwing a knife in his eye, and how on earth do I get in a position to do that? And even if I can win, what happens then? Then I would be the leader of the Snakes. And I don’t know how to be a leader.” I rub my fingers over my eyes, feeling emotion well up in me. “I don’t even know if I want to be a leader,” I whisper into my hands.

      Trey’s arm wraps around my shoulders and I lean into him. He wraps the other arm around my back and I sag against his shoulder, inhaling the smell of him.

      “It’ll be okay,” he mumbles into my hair. “Whatever happens, it’ll be okay.”

      And somehow I believe him. In his arms, I feel protected from the world outside. Like I can finally let my guard down and be me.

      Is this what love feels like?

      I don’t know, and in that moment, I don’t care. I lift my face to his, feeling his hot breath on my cheeks. Then his lips brush mine, hesitantly at first, then firmer. And as I sink into him, I forget about Primo and Megan and everyone else. There is just him and me.

      And that is all I need.
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      There’s a firm knock on the door, and Bryn walks in. Aleesha and I spring apart, blushing furiously.

      “Sorry to interrupt,” Bryn says with a wry smile. “There’s a messenger for you, Aleesha. I asked him to wait, but he wasn’t keen – was going to barge in here himself if I didn’t come and get you. Says he’s from Samson.”

      “Samson?” Aleesha leaps to her feet, our kiss apparently forgotten. “Send him in.”

      I sigh inwardly and shift awkwardly on the sofa. Always some interruption.

      Bryn beckons and a lean, weasel-faced man sidles into the room. He wears one of the oddest hairstyles I’ve seen Outside – the front part of his head is shaved smooth, the back gathered into a single thin braid that hangs down to below his waist.

      Dark eyes look at Aleesha, then move to me. “Boss says I was to speak to you alone.”

      “I trust Trey. He stays. Samson won’t mind.” Aleesha looks at Bryn, who leaves, closing the door behind him.

      The man looks me up and down, then shrugs. “He won’t be happy. But it’s your funeral.”

      “Is he back? Where’s he been?”

      Samson’s been gone somewhere?

      “He’s back. A bit beaten up. Got into a bit of a scrap. Anyway, you can ask him yourself – he wants to see you.”

      Breath hisses through Aleesha’s teeth. “At his headquarters?”

      The man looks at her suspiciously. “No, at a safe house in Three. You coming?”

      Aleesha nods and turns to me. “Want to come along?”

      “Sure.” I shrug casually, though my heart begins to pound a little faster. I'm not sure I’d risk messing with Samson, but Aleesha seems confident that he won’t mind.

      The man shrugs. “Whatever. As I said, your funeral.”

      In the vaulted entrance to the church, Abby is standing beside what looks like a small pod, talking to an Asian woman dressed in combat clothing.

      “How is she, Mika?” Aleesha asks as we approach. “Can you fix her?”

      The woman turns to her and shows her a data pad covered in rows of squiggly lines. I suspect it makes as little sense to Aleesha as it does to me. Her eyes slide over it and she looks up at the woman. “What does that mean?”

      “She’s pretty badly hurt, and there’s internal bleeding. The pod’s still going, but it looks certain that she’ll survive. She’ll need to rest at least a week to build her strength back up.” The woman’s accent is lyrical and thick as if English isn’t her first language.

      Aleesha’s shoulders relax slightly. “Thank you.”

      “Once she’s out, we’ll run the other guy through – he shouldn't take too long. But will you tell him to stop getting into fights? We can’t come down here every time he messes himself up.”

      A smile twitches the corner of Aleesha’s mouth. “I’ll tell him.”

      Samson’s messenger shuffles impatiently by the door. “You coming or not?”

      We follow him out the church and through a part of the city I haven’t been to before. If anything, it’s worse than Area Four. I have to resist holding my nose as we pass hobies lining the streets two deep. As we walk, Aleesha fills me in on what’s been happening.

      “Samson was going to talk to the President, to see if the government would intervene to stop Primo. When he didn’t come back, I thought …”

      “He’d been captured by the President?”

      She nods.

      The man veers sharply off the main street down a side alley. I kick trash to the side and hold my breath until we make it to a small door set into the building to our left. Inside, there’s a steep flight of stairs that opens into a large room that’s part of a first-floor apartment. Half the room contains a battered table surrounded by chairs, and the other half, two rows of beds packed close together.

      A couple of people sit at the table, talking. Others lie on the beds, more people milling around a bed in the far corner. I catch a glimpse of auburn curls and a long black overcoat, then Amber pushes herself out of the group.

      She spots us and walks over.

      “What are you doing here?” I blurt out.

      Amber smiles. “I go where I’m needed, don’t ask questions.” She shrugs. “That’s my job.”

      Aleesha glances over at the mob of people and drops her voice. “Is he alright?”

      “He’ll be fine if that lot stop fussing over him. Strong as an ox, that one.” She smiles ruefully. “Hard part’s going to be keeping him resting long enough for his body to heal. Anyway, I gotta go. Duty calls.” She pushes past us, out the door.

      There’s a shout from the corner and the people clustered around the bed pull back. The messenger darts in and speaks in a low voice. There’s a rumble from Samson, then a gasp from someone as he heaves himself up into a sitting position.

      He turns to look at us, still swaying slightly, and his eyes are glassy as if he’s drugged. He seems to be naked under the white sheet, his bare chest crisscrossed with thick bandages. Blood oozes from a cut on his forehead that’s been stitched up and he holds some kind of compress to his jaw.

      “Get out of here. Can’t a man get some rest?” He flicks his fingers at his entourage, who all scurry away. Aleesha’s eyes alight on a brown-haired girl who gives her a hesitant smile. I’ve seen her somewhere before, but can’t put my finger on where.

      Samson awkwardly shuffles himself back on the bed and the messenger arranges his pillows to prop him up. Samson glances at Aleesha, then me and scowls. “I thought I said her only.”

      The messenger shrugs, unrepentant. “She wanted him to come. Told her you’d be pissed.”

      Samson’s expression relaxes. “Trey, isn’t it?”

      I nod.

      “Well you’re here now,” he says gruffly. “You still working for the Chain?”

      His eyes seem to look right into me and I swallow nervously, feeling the power that exudes from him, despite his incapacity. “Sort of.”

      “Sort of? You either are or you aren’t.”

      I think of Milicent and wonder whether to deny it. But I get the feeling that this is a test. “Yes.”

      Samson nods. “Fine. Well, no going telling the Chain about any of this, okay?” He indicates himself and then the room. “Or you’ll get a nasty surprise in the night. Being Inside won’t help you – I have people everywhere.”

      He gives a short laugh, which turns into a cough. His face creases in pain.

      “Cracked a rib,” he gasps.

      “Them lot have got a healing pod at the church.” The messenger jerks his thumb toward Aleesha and smirks. “Not sure it’d fit you though, big man.”

      Samson swats at him good-naturedly. “Haven’t you got somewhere to be, Petal?”

      Petal?

      I stare at the man, who glowers and takes a step toward me, his fists clenched. “You got a problem, posh boy?”

      I raise my hands and shake my head. “No problem.”

      He gives me another scowl then walks off across the room.

      “Petal?” Aleesha asks in disbelief, trying to keep the smile off her face.

      “Dad was drunk when he named him – thought he was a girl. Don’t tease him about it. He’ll only fight you and he’s got a mean right hook.”

      “Why didn’t he change his name if he hates it so much?” I ask.

      “I don’t know. Perhaps he’s sentimental at heart. Either that or he likes having an excuse to pick a fight with people.” Samson rolls his eyes. “Probably that.”

      “So, your chat with the President didn’t go well then?” Aleesha asks, surveying him.

      “It was a trap. He was waiting for me with a handful of Metz. Managed to take them down and took him as a hostage but they must have discovered my secret entrance as there was another load of them waiting. Bastard pulled a knife on me and stabbed me in the leg.” A grudging respect enters Samson’s voice as he looks down at his thigh. “Didn’t know he had it in him. Never underestimate an enemy.”

      “Don’t I know that,” Aleesha mutters under her breath.

      Samson glances at her. “Heard you had some trouble with Primo.”

      “Just a bit.”

      “Bigland Boys got their eye on you, you know.”

      “I know.”

      Samson nods. “Well, that’s probably a secondary problem for now. There’s going to be no help from the government to get rid of Primo. I think the way the President sees it, Primo will get rid of us, and then he’ll send the Metz in to knock him down.” His face twists into a grimace. “Which doesn’t help much, I’m afraid.”

      I look at Aleesha. She’s staring off into the distance, as if thinking about something.

      “You were afraid to challenge him after he killed Jay,” she says eventually.

      Samson bristles. “Not afraid. But it wasn’t the right time. You can’t just go into a fight with someone like that on a whim. You have to study him, know his weaknesses, figure out what you can do that he can’t. You have to have a plan.”

      “A plan …” Aleesha turns her head to look at him. “And what are his weaknesses?”

      Samson’s eyes narrow. “You’re going to challenge him.”

      Aleesha juts out her jaw defiantly. “Yes.”

      But if she was expecting Samson to laugh or mock her, he doesn’t. “You’re so different to him that you might just have a chance,” he says thoughtfully. “What are your strengths? How will you kill him?”

      Aleesha hesitates.

      “If you don’t tell me, I can’t help you,” Samson snaps. His dark eyes bore into her. “Your choice.”

      “Knives. I can throw a knife into any point you choose at twenty paces.” She shrugs. “Bit less accurate in a fight, but good enough.”

      “Show me.” Samson points to a dartboard set into the far wall. “See how close you can get to the bullseye.”

      Aleesha slides a knife from her pocket and weighs it in her hand, staring at the board. It’s perhaps ten metres away, but at an angle from us. There’s no one nearby – the other occupants of the room are sitting around the table, occasionally shooting curious glances in our direction.

      Aleesha flicks the knife into her grip and pulls back her arm, her eyes never leaving the dart board. The tip of her tongue sticks out in concentration. In a blur of movement, she throws, the knife wheeling through the air. The point sticks in the small circle at the centre of the board, the blade vibrating.

      There’s a stunned silence. Aleesha walks over to the dartboard and retrieves her knife, pocketing it as she returns to us. I catch Petal watching her, surprise and respect mingling on his face.

      Samson just nods. “Good.” He winces. “Damn jaw.” He blinks and focuses on us again. “Well, that’s how you can kill him. Get that in his eye and even he won’t be standing back up.”

      “I don’t want to kill him, just make him yield.”

      Samson looks at her darkly. “Men like him don’t yield. If you’re not prepared to kill him, you’ll die.”

      Aleesha shrugs. “Whatever. I figure if I can get through to the knife round, I’ve got a chance of beating him.”

      A twist of fear tightens my gut.

      “What do you mean, get through to the knife round?” I say.

      “Leadership contests are a series of rounds. You keep going until one person yields or is too badly wounded to continue. There are no weapons in the first round – just fists and wrestling. The second round is clubs. Then knives. Doesn’t often go beyond the third round.”

      “So you have to wrestle with Primo and fight him with clubs before you can even use your knife?” Now I understand why Anders and Danny were so against the idea. It sounds like a suicide mission. “There has to be another way. You can’t fight him.”

      Aleesha gives me an irritated look. “We’ve been through this, Trey. There’s no other way.” She turns back to Samson. “The officers are trained mainly in baton use and guns, with some hand-to-hand fighting and wrestling. Anders says they almost never use knives, so I have the advantage there. And I’m smaller than him – I figure I just need to keep out of his way for the first round so he can’t grab me.”

      “He’ll be fast though,” Samson warns. “Enhanced genetics.”

      Aleesha nods. “That’s why I need to do something to slow him down. Or tire him out. I don’t think their stamina is so great.”

      Samson looks thoughtful. “You’ve seen him fight more than me. Did he have any obvious weakness?”

      “Nothing obvious … He walked all over Jay. But they’re not used to the heat out here. Their suits help keep them cool, but he can’t wear it for the fight, at least, not if he’s following the rules.”

      “He’ll follow the rules. That’s one of his weaknesses – his arrogance. He doesn’t believe anyone can beat him, let alone a slip of a girl. No offence meant.”

      A smile ghosts across Aleesha’s face. “He downed two bottles of water during a rest break in the fight with Jay – more than I’d drink in a day. He was sweating buckets, and that was weeks ago – it’s much hotter now.”

      Samson nods. “And he’s been desperate to get water. Half of Area Four is suffering because of it – there’s nothing liquid left in the shops. So if we can cut off his water supply in advance, he’ll be dehydrated before he starts.”

      “But surely he’ll take whatever water his gang has? So if you stop him getting water, you’re stopping them all getting water.” I frown at Aleesha. “All of them will suffer.”

      “But not all of them are going to have to fight. Besides, the Snakes will be okay – they’re used to not having much to drink.”

      “Do the officers not matter then?”

      Her shoulders stiffen. “Of course they matter,” she says in a low, controlled voice. “But what do you expect me to do, Trey? They chose to follow him. Besides, it’s only for a few days.” She turns to Samson. “Can you do something? About their water supply?”

      Samson smiles. “I reckon I can help you with that much, at least. Oi, Petal!” The man turns from his seat at the table. “Get Rae for me, will you?”

      Petal nods and gets to his feet, pushing past us to a small door at the end of the row of beds.

      “It’ll be easy enough to cut the supply from the tanks on the roof,” Samson continues. “If they’ve got a stockpile inside, that’ll be tough to get rid of, but I doubt they’re that organized. Seemed to be living in squalor when we broke in to rescue you.”

      A door clicks open and there’s the sound of footsteps.

      “You wanted me?”

      The hairs on the back of my neck prick up at the voice. That odd accent, part-Insider, part-Outsider. The ever-present trace of sarcasm. I look across and meet her green eyes.

      “Barnes?” I can barely get the word out. “What …?”

      Barnes looks amused. “Something got your tongue, Mr Goldsmith?”

      Aleesha looks from Barnes to me. “You know each other?”

      I recover myself. “Barnes works for me. At the factory. I … I thought you were working for the Chain.”

      “What, that group of wannabe politicians?” She smirks. “That lot couldn’t organize a piss up in a brewery. Too busy fighting among themselves about how they’re going to save the city to actually do anything. Though I hear the new guy in charge has got some fancy tech.” Her gaze falls on Aleesha. “Is this your girlfriend? And I thought Emilie was going to woo you over.”

      “Who’s Emilie?” Aleesha mutters out the corner of her mouth.

      “No one important.”

      “Rae …” Samson’s voice carries a warning note.

      Barnes turns to him, smiling brightly. “Yes?”

      “Aleesha is looking to take care of a problem for us. We’re going to help her out. What’s the weather doing over the next few days?”

      Barnes is suddenly serious. “Hot tomorrow, even hotter the day after before it breaks. They’re forecasting big thunderstorms.”

      Samson frowns. “That doesn’t give us much time.” He looks to Aleesha. “Can you be ready to fight him on Monday?”

      Aleesha nods. “Get it over and done with.” Her voice carries a faint tremor. “Besides, he’s bound to have spies. The less time he gets to figure out what we’re up to, the better.”

      Barnes gives her an appraising look, then looks back at Samson, one eyebrow raised. “She is fighting Primo?”

      Samson meets her gaze levelly. “Yes. But first, we have to cut off their water supply. If we can disable the tanks on top of his headquarters tonight, then he’s got a couple of days to dehydrate.” He looks at Aleesha. “Make sure you state a specific time for the challenge. Mid-afternoon will be hottest.”

      “Won’t he just go out and raid the other apartment blocks for water?” I ask, looking from Samson to Aleesha.

      It’s Aleesha who answers. “Won’t be any use. With the dry spell we’ve had, they’ll all be empty. The HQ tanks are big, but I doubt there’s much left even in them. Everyone’ll be suffering.”

      “We can provide distractions in case they go out looking for more,” Samson adds. “Rae, ask Petal to get a team together. If they’re able to empty the tanks without drawing attention to themselves, we can redistribute the water tomorrow night. See if we can get any intel from our contact inside as to what supplies they’ve got bottled. We may have to break in, but I’d like to avoid it if possible.”

      I glance over at Barnes to find her looking at me. She pulls me to one side as Aleesha and Samson carry on talking. “I presume you’ve removed your chip?” she says in a low voice.

      I pull up my sleeve and show her the rubber sheath around my forearm. “Chip blocker.”

      “Where did you get that?” It’s the first time I’ve heard her sound surprised.

      I smile, feeling a little bit smug that I finally know something she doesn’t. “You have your secrets, I have mine.”

      Barnes rolls her eyes.

      “What about you?”

      She twists her arm, showing me a thin scar. “It’s in a biobox. I carry it with me when I’m at work or out in public. But according to my chip, I spend most of my non-working hours in a dingy leisure building playing VR games. Samson runs the place so there are plenty of people who’ll swear blind I was there if anyone asks.”

      “What’s a biobox?”

      “Just a small box. You set it up to mirror your vitals – pulse, breathing rate, that kind of thing – then you pop your chip in it and it thinks it’s still in you. You can even set it up to simulate workouts and stuff. Pretty neat. Samson’s got a contact in the labs who makes them. The only downside is that you can’t buy anything or use the pods when you don’t have it with you.” She shrugs. “But that’s not really an issue for me.”

      She glances back at Aleesha. “You’re not going to the fight, are you?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Monday is a work day.”

      My heart sinks. If I don’t turn up, it’ll look suspicious. But I can’t be at work, not knowing what is happening. Not being there to support her …

      I meet Barnes’s eyes. “Cover for me?”

      She shakes her head, her ponytail swinging behind her. “Don’t be an idiot. No one misses work. You’ll blow your cover.”

      “It’s just a day. My sister’s covering for me at home – she’ll tell them I’m sick or something.”

      “You’re an Insider. Insiders don’t get sick.”

      “I’ll tell them I need to go with my mother to a medical appointment then.” I feel a twist of guilt at bringing Mother into this. “I’ll go back tomorrow and comm Emilie. She’ll cover for me, even if you won’t.”

      Barnes sighs. “Fine. Just be careful. If the Metz come to break things up and you get caught with that on …”

      She doesn’t have to finish her sentence.

      “I know.”

      Her brows knit in a frown and she lowers her voice. “Can she beat him? She’s so small and thin …”

      I nod firmly. “She’s fast and smart. If anyone can, she can.”

      But I sound more confident that I feel. I know Aleesha can fight, but this Primo sounds superhuman. I only have a vague memory of the captain we’d met in the Metz compound, but I remember he loomed even taller than Rogue.

      Barnes turns away but I grab her arm.

      “How did you get involved with Samson? How long have you been working for him?”

      “A long time.” She glances over at the big man and her eyes soften. “I’ve been with him a long time.”

      As if he can sense her watching, Samson looks up and smiles.

      “Damn man thinks he’s invincible,” Barnes mutters under her breath as we walk over, but there’s no anger or irritation in her voice, just concern.

      So she is human, after all.

      A look of relief passes over Aleesha’s face as Samson nods and frowns in response to some question she’s asked. “Fine. But after the fight.”

      I look at her quizzically but she just shakes her head in response.

      More secrets?

      “I’ll send Petal to you tomorrow to let you know how the raid on the water tanks goes,” Samson says. He sounds weary and sweat beads on his black skin. “You’d better send your challenge to him tonight. Distract him from his other plans.”

      Of course. I’d forgotten about Primo’s plans to take over the food depot.

      What would the government do if they found out? Or Coleman? I could let slip to Louis …

      They wouldn’t care. They’d probably just cut off supplies to that depot, and by extension, the whole of Area Four. I think of the stick figures on the streets, the scrawny street children begging for food that no one has to give. They will die before Primo dies.

      There’s more riding on this leadership fight than I’d thought. If Aleesha loses, the people of Four will starve. A sick feeling spreads through my stomach. I want to believe she can win. But doubt threads through my mind. How can Aleesha possibly hope to defeat that giant?

      Have faith in her.

      I push the doubts back down. I can’t get rid of them entirely but I can keep them inside. Because more than anything else, she needs to know I believe in her. She needs to believe that she can win.

      Otherwise, she’ll have lost before the fight even begins.
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      Bright morning light filters through the high windows, blinding me. I blink, still in that stage of sleepiness where nothing quite feels real.

      Still, at least that means I did sleep a bit.

      I yawn and stretch, feeling others begin to wake and move in the room around me. Sitting up, I press my hands into my lower back and roll my neck.

      “How did you sleep?” Trey asks from the roll mat next to me.

      Well, when my brain wasn’t racing at a million miles an hour trying to figure out the odds of me surviving today, I was running through various scenarios in which I end up dead. Oh, and interspersed with that were a few glimpses of Jay’s broken and mangled body. But apart from that, I slept great, thanks for asking.

      I shrug. “Okay.”

      There’s an atmosphere of tension and anticipation in the room. People look at me as if they’re not sure whether they’re ever going to see me again. I should probably say something, give a speech perhaps. But I can still remember the last time Jay forced me to speak to the Snakes, and I don’t think a repeat performance is going to make me feel better.

      Not today.

      I force down some food and a bottle of water and pull on my boots. My fingers linger on the amulet that’s tied around my ankle. I’m glad to have it back, but I don’t feel the same attachment to it that I used to. I once thought it was my ticket to a new life. Now, it’s just a piece of cheap jewellery. But it does remind me of her.

      Maybe I’ll be seeing you sooner than I thought, Mother.

      I head to the long, narrow room where the monks sleep. It’s empty, the sheets on the beds neatly folded back. At the far end of the room, a wooden post stands against the wall. Rogue had torn it down from one of the old sheds at the back of the graveyard and brought it in for me yesterday. The abbot reluctantly agreed when I explained that if I practised throwing outside, one of Primo’s spies would surely see me and give away any advantage I have.

      The only thing I can’t control is whether the officials will let me use my own knives when we get to that round.

      If I make it to that round.

      I shake the thought from my head.

      Usually, the knives are provided, but Samson said he’d have a word with the head official. I just have to hope she’s happy with the two I have. They’re regulation length, at least. Throwing knives accurately is hard enough. Throwing ones I don’t know the weight and balance of is much harder.

      I pull the blades from my belt and toss them at the beam. They land where I’d intended them to, one at head height, one at heart height.

      I walk forward to retrieve the knives from the beam and hear the click of the door opening behind me.

      “You’ve got a good aim.”

      I freeze with my hand on the handle of my best blade.

      Yanking it from the wood, I turn and pocket it. “What are you doing here?”

      I don’t need this. Not now.

      My father walks slowly toward me.

      “It’s not too late, you know,” he says quietly. “You don’t have to do this. I can … deal with him.”

      I feel a flash of irritation. “I don’t need you to fight my battles for me.”

      “I never said you did,” he answers mildly, a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. “But having only just found out that I have a daughter, I’d quite like to keep her alive for a bit longer.”

      I stare at him, then turn and pull the second knife from the beam.

      He doesn’t think I can do it.

      I stiffen as his hands rest on my shoulders. “Come on, Aleesha. You don’t have to do this. You could leave today – I’ll ask Katya to take you out on one of the boats.”

      I resist the urge to whip around and press the tip of my blade into his belly. It would almost be worth it to see the look on his face.

      Instead, I blow out a breath and shrug his hands away, trying to damp down the anger sparking inside me. “You don’t know me at all, do you? You look at the people out here and see beggars, thieves, murderers.” I scratch a thin line in the beam with the tip of my blade. “I see friends, allies, people who need my help. I can’t leave them. Not when Primo is still around.”

      “And if he were not around?”

      I close my eyes and swallow. “I don’t know.”

      “Let me deal with him. I don’t understand why you have to go through this stupid charade anyway.”

      The tip of my knife digs into the wooden beam.

      “It’s how things are done here. It’s how the gangs work. You have to earn your right to be leader.”

      “And that’s what you want? To be the leader of a group of half-starved vagrants?” He grunts out a laugh. “I can’t believe you’d choose them over family.”

      The spark ignites into flames.

      I whirl around, the knife still in my hand. “They are my family. The only family I’ve known for the past twelve years.”

      He steps back, taken aback by the emotion in my voice.

      “You left me here!”

      He steps forward, gripping my arms. His hands are strong, almost as strong as Samson’s. “I didn’t know you existed.”

      I whip my arms up between his, breaking his hold. “You can’t come here and expect me to give everything up for you.”

      “What are you giving up?” He gestures around us. “A hovel in a church? A half-starved group of people who look to you to save them from a gang leader? If Primo falls, someone else will take his place.”

      “That’s what you think of us? Of me?”

      His shoulders sag and he runs a hand across his forehead as if realizing he’s gone too far. “That’s not what I meant.”

      No, it’s exactly what you meant.

      He sucks in a breath. “Look, I’m just offering you an alternative. I’d have thought you would be happy to be given a chance to start over. That’s what Maria would have wanted for you.”

      How dare he bring her into this.

      “And what about what I want? Or what Katya wants? I saw you two together, and if you think I want to go anywhere with her, you’re mistaken.”

      His face darkens. “Look, Katya and I—”

      “Shut up!”

      I close my eyes and take a deep breath. I can’t do this now. I need to save my energy for the fight.

      “I don’t want to talk about this. The best thing you can do for me right now is leave.”

      I keep my eyes closed, not opening them until I hear his footsteps move off across the stone floor and the door click shut behind him.

      Strangely, the knowledge that he doesn’t believe I can win makes me even more determined to prove him wrong.

      I shove the knife into my belt and follow him from the room.

      It is time.
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      The sun blazes down on the square. The arena has already been ringed off when I arrive. The jury’s table is set up, ready for the fight to begin. The head official comes to meet me as I make my way over to my corner, flanked by Trey and Rogue.

      “Stop and search,” she snaps.

      I raise my arms, submitting to the request. She runs her hands down me, paying close attention to my legs, seeking out hidden weapons. Her search is thorough but she finds nothing. The amulet is back around my ankle, inside my boot. I hope it’ll bring me luck.

      She stands and tugs at the loose vest I’m wearing. “You know the clothing rules?”

      I nod and lift the vest to show her the tight cropped top I wear underneath. Men have to fight bare-chested so there’s no clothing to grab or tear. Or protect your skin. But when the current leader of the Dragons had her leadership contest, the official had to come up with a new rule for women, so we’re allowed a minimal covering for modesty.

      The woman meets my eye. “Good luck, Aleesha. I hope you have a plan.”

      As she returns to the jury’s table, I walk through the gathering crowd to where Anders, Danny and most of the rest of my gang are waiting.

      My gang.

      Funny how I think of them as that now.

      On the opposite side of the arena, Primo is laughing and joking. He’s already stripped to the waist, his dark snake tattoo stark against his pale skin. He seems in high spirits as he takes a swig from a bottle of Chaz.

      “I thought they’d taken all their supplies?” I hiss to Rogue.

      He follows the direction of my gaze and frowns. “Perhaps it’s just the one. They must have picked it up on the way down here. I’ll see if we can do anything about it.”

      When Petal had come to see us the previous evening, he’d looked exhausted but triumphant. “Got the tanks emptied last night. Wasn’t much in them, as you’d said. Some of the kids managed to sneak in and empty the water bottles they had in the building. Took their food too, not that they had much of it. Then we hung around the entrances to the building – anytime any of them popped their heads out, we took a pot shot at them. They soon got the message.”

      “Are you sure you want this on your skin?” Trey studies the unlabelled bottle of oil Petal had handed me last night.

      “Yes. It’ll make it harder for him to get a grip on me.” I hesitate. “Would … would you mind rubbing it in for me? I don’t want to get the oil on my hands.”

      Trey nods and I pull my vest over my head. I feel naked without it and cross my arms over my cropped top. My stomach is pancake flat and my arms twigs compared to Primo’s bulging figure.

      How can I hope to beat him?

      Gently, Trey lifts my arms away, one at a time, and rubs oil into my skin before moving to do my back. His breath heats my neck and a shiver trickles down my spine as his fingers massage my tense muscles. It feels strangely intimate given that we’re surrounded by people, and when his hands finally leave my body, I ache for them to return.

      “The square’s full and people are still trying to get in,” Anders comments, bringing me back to the present with a jolt.

      Danny offers me a protein bar, but I shake my head. Even the thought of eating is enough to make me nauseous. My pulse quickens and I force myself to take long, slow breaths to slow it down.

      “Leadership challenges are always popular,” Danny says, pocketing the bar. “Everyone’s rootin’ for you, y’know.”

      He says it to make me feel better, but his words just remind me of how much is at stake. The bookies will be weaving through the crowd now, taking bets on the outcome of the fight. I wonder what the odds are and decide I probably don’t want to know.

      I take a glug of water, though I don’t really need it. I drank my fill this morning, and normally that would be enough to see me through the day, but even I’m feeling the unrelenting heat. The air is muggy and thick with the tension that comes before the rain. In the distance, south across the river, dark storm clouds gather. I hope they hold off long enough.

      I find myself hoping a lot of things.

      A bell rings and the babble of the crowd fades to silence.

      Trey cups my face, turning it to his and looking into my eyes. “I believe in you,” he says quietly.

      “I know.”

      He releases me and I duck under the rope into the arena.

      The concrete ground is covered in a thin layer of dust. Guards stand just outside the roped-off arena, their backs to us, keeping the crowds at bay. Behind them, hundreds of faces are turned to me and the man who walks toward me.

      I look past Primo, to his supporters waiting on the far side of the arena. Vihaan stands to one side. He catches me looking at him and a sneer appears on his face. He jerks his thumbs down and mouths something that I don’t catch, though I can guess the gist of it.

      Primo’s officers stand stiff and silent, many of their faces creased in worry. They haven’t learned to hide their emotions yet, but they will.

      But are they worried about what happens if he loses, or what happens if he wins?

      That I won’t know until after the fight.

      If I survive.

      Stop being so negative.

      Winning is all in the mind. That’s what old Davie used to tell me when he was teaching me to fight. You have to imagine you alive and them defeated, and then you let that feeling bury your fear deep inside you. Show them that you know you’re going to win. That’s half the battle.

      But as hard as I try, all I see when I close my eyes is Jay’s crumpled and bloodied body.

      I reach the centre of the arena, where the official is waiting. Primo comes to a halt two metres from me. A murmur of apprehension ripples through the crowd and I wonder what this looks like to them – a child next to a giant, my head barely reaching his chest. He could probably encircle my leg with one of his hands.

      What had seemed like a good idea in the safety of the church now seems like a hopelessly idealistic plan.

      The first round. Just get through the first round.

      I breathe slowly through my nose and clench my hands to stop them trembling. Adrenaline surges through my veins and I fight to control it – to use it rather than let it overcome me.

      Sweat beads on Primo’s upper lip and forehead, and the small triangle of hair on his chest is dark and slick. I count the rise and falls of his chest. His breathing is shallow and fast, quicker than I would have thought for someone with his fitness and genetics. His tongue flicks out repeatedly to lick his lips.

      So he is thirsty.

      And he’s sweating. It’s a good start.

      But when I lift my eyes to his, an icy chill quenches the heat in my body. They are the eyes of a snake. A snake who has its prey in his sight and is just waiting to strike.

      “You both know the rules. Fifteen minutes. Any blow or tackle after the bell has rung and you forfeit the contest. Any assistance from outside the arena and you forfeit the contest. If either of you want to give up, you just have to slap the floor and say ‘I yield’. Otherwise, you fight until your opponent overpowers you.”

      Or kills you.

      “Do you both wish to proceed?”

      She looks to Primo and then to me. We both nod.

      “Then let the fight commence.”

      The bell tolls.

      For a moment, neither of us move.

      Then Primo attacks, lunging toward me in a blur of movement. He’s fast, but I’d caught the flicker of his intention in his eyes and spin on my toes to dodge his outstretched arm.

      We circle one another, each trying to guess the other’s strategy. His eyes never leave mine, waiting for me to move so he can assess how fast I am. I wonder if he watched me when I fought at the church, how closely he studied my movements during my brawl with Vihaan.

      He can’t know about my knife skills. Not even Vihaan knows I can throw.

      It’s the one opportunity I’ll have to take him down. Of course, that’s only helpful if I can make it to the third round.

      Nerves claw at my stomach.

      Primo darts forward, a feint intended to draw me out. I ignore it and keep circling.

      He runs at me again and I’m slow to react, not sure if this is another deception. Just in time, I spring to the side, but he’s already there in front of me, having anticipated my move.

      So fast.

      I barely see his arms move before his hands are on my waist, lifting me and swinging me around as easily as a bag of flour. But his hands slip on my oil-slicked skin, and I fly through the air as his grip fails.

      The crowd gasps.

      I hit the ground, instinctively rolling away. Dust rises around me, coating my mouth and choking my throat.

      I lie there, the breath pounded from my lungs. My brain screams at my body to move.

      Slow footsteps make the ground beneath me tremble.

      I scramble to my feet, ducking as Primo’s arm slices the air above my head. Sucking in the dry air, I dig the toes of my boots into the hard ground and launch myself forward, diving under his outstretched arm, my hands brushing against his chest as I slide past him.

      I don’t stop until I’m at the far side of the arena, my chest heaving from exertion.

      Calm your breathing. It’s all about the breath.

      I push air out, trying to make the fear leave with it, as it had at the church. If I can find that same state of flow, perhaps I’ll have a chance.

      But I’m given little opportunity to do that.

      Primo charges toward me and I’m forced to run. We race around the outside of the arena, his long legs eating up the distance between us. The crowd murmurs in discontent. They came to watch a fight, not a man chase a skinny girl around a ring.

      A moment before he catches me, I veer into the centre of the ring and turn to confront him. Dust coats my oiled body but I’m not sweating, and despite the heat, I feel fresh.

      Primo stops five paces away. He’s panting heavily and sweat trickles down his chest like rain on a windowpane. I tense, waiting for his next attack.

      “You know, we don’t have to do this. I don’t like killing pretty girls. You could give up now. Join me.” He gives me a cold leer. “I’m in need of some female company.”

      He wants to talk?

      “No, thanks. I saw what you did to your last girlfriend.”

      “Megan?” He spits in the dirt. “She was a pathetic creature. Stupid like the rest of these Outsiders. But not you.”

      He tilts his head to one side but I’m not fooled. He’s taking a moment to recover. Already, his breathing has slowed.

      “Do you know how long I was a captain in the Metz?”

      I shake my head.

      “Fifteen years.” He pauses and I wonder where he’s going with this. “After I saw you in the compound, I looked up the records you’d accessed.” A smile spreads in a hard line across his face. “You do look like her, you know. Your mother, I assume?”

      It feels like a punch to my heart.

      Primo nods sagely. “She was very beautiful. I’d have rather fancied her for myself if I’d been permitted. Such a shame she had to die.” He takes a step toward me. “As you will die.”

      “You killed her.”

      The words pass from my lips though I barely remember thinking them. My mind is numb, my body unresponsive. Inside me, anger flares.

      “You killed her,” I repeat, more strongly this time.

      “Just doing my job.”

      “Where is he?” A harsh guttural voice. The baton coming down on my mother’s elbow, her scream of pain. The shot. The shot …

      I tear my eyes from his and clutch at my chest.

      At that moment he strikes, moving so fast that even my instincts can’t get me out of the way in time. His fist slams into my chest. I’m on the ground and he’s kneeling over me, his hand pinning my shoulder down.

      Pain wracks my chest, making it hard to breathe. I wonder if he’s cracked my breastbone.

      He killed her.

      Primo’s breath is hot on my face. Sweat drips off his forehead onto mine.

      Silence surrounds us. I think of Trey’s face and wish he wasn’t here to see this.

      “Like this position?” Primo jams my shoulder a little harder against the concrete. “Get used to it.”

      I close my eyes. From somewhere deep in my mind, something Samson had said comes back to me.

      He’s used to fighting fair. So fight like an Outsider.

      “All you have to do is yield …”

      I bring my knee up hard between his legs. My eyes fly open as he grunts in pain, his body jerking back reflexively. I knee him again and punch his nose with my free hand for good measure.

      He tilts sideways, off-balance. I shove him, twist my legs out from under him and shakily get to my feet. I cradle the hand I’d punched him with across my chest.

      Reckon it hurt me more than him.

      Primo lies on the ground for just a little too long.

      Surely it can’t be long until the bell?

      I glance over to my corner. Rogue holds up three fingers.

      Three minutes. I can last that long … I think.

      Primo takes his time getting up, brushing the dirt off him. His body is as tense as a coiled spring. I swallow, trying to moisten my mouth. So far he’s been holding back, wanting to see what I can do. But now he knows how weak I am, how my blows fall like a child’s fists against his body, he won’t hold back.

      The pain in my chest throbs relentlessly.

      He seems to grow even taller as he walks toward me. His head blocks out the sun, casting his face in shadow. I back away, trying to judge how far I am from the roped boundary of the arena.

      Not far.

      I feint to one side, then the other, arching my back as his fist whistles through the air above me.

      I flip backward but he’s already on me, his arm closing around me, trapping me to his side. The oil on my body slides against the sweat on his as I try to wriggle free. He brings his other hand around to grasp me, but he’s too late. Like an eel, I slither from his grasp and fall to the ground.

      My relief is short-lived.

      He lashes out with his foot, catching me in the stomach. I fly through the air, the landing knocking the air from my body once again, and I don’t have time to move before he’s on me. This time, he rests his knee on my chest.

      I can’t breathe.

      My lungs gasp for air. Black spots dance in front of my eyes and pain radiates from my chest as his weight presses down.

      I bang my fists against his leg but it’s like beating an iron bar. Futile.

      The dark marking on the inside of his arm proclaiming his Metz rank hovers in front of my eyes, the numbers blurred. His hands pin mine to the ground

      My nostrils flare, trying to suck in air, but there’s no room for my lungs to expand. My vision darkens.

      “Yield,” he says quietly.

      My ribs bend under the pressure on my chest. It’s almost unbearable. Soon they will break and I don’t think I can face the pain.

      He could have killed me already, but he chooses to play with me, like a toy.

      “Yield and be mine.”

      But surely a short pain is better than a lifetime of torture? I think of Megan’s battered body, her spirit almost broken.

      “No,” I gasp out through my teeth.

      Anger flashes in Primo’s eyes as he pulls back his arm.

      “Then y—”

      A bell rings out, loud in the hushed silence that surrounds us.

      “End of round one. Return to your corners!”

      For a second, I think Primo is going to disobey and kill me anyway. But slowly he lets his arm fall to his side. The weight lifts from my chest and I’m left there panting as he stands and walks away.

      Saved by the bell. And Primo’s arrogance.

      For now.
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      My shoulders relax as Primo rises and stalks to his corner of the arena.

      “That was too close,” Anders murmurs.

      “But she made it.”

      No one answers me, but Danny and Anders exchange a worried look.

      Aleesha lies still for a moment, then rolls onto her side and gets awkwardly to her feet. She wraps her arms protectively around her chest and hobbles over to us.

      “How long’s she got to rest?” Rogue asks.

      “Fifteen minutes,” Danny replies.

      My limbs feel frozen in place and it’s Anders who helps Aleesha under the rope barrier and sits her down in the chair with a bottle of water. He pulls a small box from his pocket and opens it revealing a pair of small syringes.

      “Pain meds. The medic woman gave them to us.” He selects a syringe and jabs the needle into Aleesha’s arm.

      She winces. “Thanks. Did the official clear them?”

      Anders mutters something inaudible.

      Aleesha glances over her shoulder at the jury’s table, then shrugs.

      “That’s the worst round out of the way.” I try to control the tremble in my voice. “Good idea getting him in the balls. At least that’s one disadvantage he has.”

      “He won’t fall for it again,” Rogue says darkly.

      Shouts rise above the background murmur of the crowd, and I look up to see what the commotion’s about. A widening space is growing around Primo, who seems to be in a fury about something.

      “Guess he’s just found out that his Chaz is gone,” Danny drawls.

      Aleesha glances at him. “You took it?”

      “Tommy did. Kid sneaked in while they were watching the fight and grabbed it from under their noses.”

      “It’s handy being small,” a brown-haired boy pipes up from behind him, his chest swelling with pride.

      Aleesha gives him a fond smile. “Good work, little man.”

      He beams at her.

      The bell rings once. Five-minute warning. When they’re fighting, time seems to slow down, whereas the rest breaks go past in a flash.

      I pull bandages from my pockets and begin to wrap them around Aleesha’s wrists to give her a bit of extra support in the next round, but my hands are shaking so much that Rogue has to take over.

      Once finished, he glances across the arena at Primo with such hate in his eyes that, for a moment, I wonder if he’s going to run over there and take him on himself.

      Anders places a hand lightly on his arm. “Rogue …”

      I help Aleesha to her feet. “Try and use the weight of the club to your advantage.”

      Great advice, Trey. Tell her something she doesn’t know.

      She nods, flexes her wrists and ducks under the rope again. Her movements are less awkward and I thank the stars that Anders had managed to get hold of some painkillers.

      The official waits in the centre of the arena, her fingertips balancing two clubs beside her. They’re about half a metre long and made from smooth wood.

      They look heavy.

      Sweat gathers under my arms and at the back of my neck. The sun blazes down and I wish I’d thought to bring a hat. It doesn’t seem to bother Danny, Tommy or the other Outsiders, but Rogue’s sweating freely and Anders keeps glancing up at the sun as if by doing so, he can hide from it.

      But if I could do anything to make the sun’s heat stronger, I would. Because as much as we’re suffering, Primo is suffering more.

      The bigger they are, the more they sweat.

      In the arena, the official inspects Aleesha’s bandages and nods, convinced that the added support won’t make a significant difference to the fight. She hands one of the clubs to Primo and one to Aleesha. The muscles on Aleesha’s back tense, her shoulder blades drawing back as she hefts the club, testing its weight.

      The official says something and looks from Primo to Aleesha. They both nod.

      The bell tolls.

      Aleesha raises her club and pulls back so there’s about ten paces between her and Primo. She uses both hands to lift it, and though her arms are steady I can see the strain in her muscles.

      Primo twirls his in one hand like a baton. If I didn’t know better, I’d have thought his club weightless. He strolls confidently toward Aleesha. In this round, with his superior strength, I guess he thinks he’s already won.

      “Keep moving, Aleesha,” Rogue murmurs by my side.

      Aleesha drops the club to the ground, her shoulders slumping in tiredness. One hand clutches at the side of her chest and I damn well hope she’s feigning, because if not, this round isn’t going to last very long.

      I lick my lips, feeling the sun burn the back of my neck.

      Primo attacks from above, bringing his club down in an arc aimed at Aleesha’s shoulder. She sidesteps out of the way and swings her own club at ankle height across the ground. Primo dances back out of reach, surprise registering on his face.

      Aleesha launches into another attack. She brandishes her club, aiming for Primo’s exposed side.

      No, he’ll see that coming.

      One second Primo is there, the next, he’s gone. The momentum of Aleesha’s swing carries her forward into his path. He thrusts upward and the tip of his club catches Aleesha’s arm.

      Aleesha stumbles back, dragging her club one-handed along the ground. They’re just a few metres from us now. Dust rises, biting at my eyes. I blink furiously and wipe my sleeve across my face.

      “Come on Aleesha …”

      When my vision clears, I catch Danny scanning the crowd. His gaze lingers on those gathered in Primo’s corner.

      What does he think they’re going to do?

      There’s a collective intake of breath and my eyes dart back to the arena. Aleesha’s club rests on her shoulder, but it’s Primo who the crowd is staring at. His eyes are closed and sweat glistens on his bare chest and back. He takes a hand from his club to wipe it against the fabric of his trousers.

      The sun beats down.

      “Move, Aleesha, this is your chance.” Rogue’s words are a whisper between gritted teeth.

      But Aleesha doesn’t move, and a second later Primo’s eyes are open and he’s walking toward her, squinting against the glare of the sun. Aleesha backs away, but he follows, blocking her path.

      Her eyes flick from side to side, then she darts forward, letting the club slide off her shoulder and slam into the back of Primo’s knee. She stumbles away, just in time to miss his flailing club, and drags her weapon back up to her shoulder.

      Primo’s leg buckles and he falls to one knee.

      Now!

      This time, Aleesha takes advantage of Primo’s moment of weakness. The club in her hand trembles as she struggles to raise it over her head. She lets the weighted end fall toward Primo’s back.

      Crack. Wood meets wood as Primo blocks the blow.

      Aleesha staggers back and drops her club. It lands with a thud on the ground in front of her. She shakes one arm awkwardly, then the other before stretching down for the handle.

      Before she can recover, Primo’s on his feet, swinging at her again. She tries to bring her club up, but she’s so slow …

      I blink and in my mind’s eye see the club connecting with her head, her body crumpling to the ground.

      I taste blood in my mouth.

      There’s a crack and my eyes fly open.

      Somehow she managed to get the club up in time to block Primo’s blow. But her club is on the ground between them now and she’s shaking like a leaf, her chest heaving. Her eyelids flicker as she forces air in and out of her lungs. Fear is etched into her features.

      My stomach clenches.

      Five minutes, Aleesha. You just have to last five minutes.

      Then something changes.

      The fear on her face fades and her eyes narrow. She ignores the club on the ground and backs away, drawing Primo with her.

      His club whips through the air toward her, but she’s no longer there. He strikes again but she weaves around him like a cat, pulling him further and further from where her club lies. The two of them are locked in a strange dance that neither quite controls.

      Then Aleesha breaks away, sprinting across the ring. Primo follows, but his momentary hesitation provides enough time for Aleesha’s hands to close on the handle of her club.

      She swings it as he approaches, putting her whole weight behind the movement, letting the club spin her around.

      She catches Primo on his side. Her second swing follows it up with a strike to his elbow as he stumbles.

      Primo howls in pain.

      Aleesha wheels away, her long braid whipping around her head.

      She’s actually winning …

      I realize I’ve been holding my breath and let it out before sucking hot air into my lungs.

      “They found ’im more water.”

      I glance around, then down to find the source of the voice. Tommy’s tugging urgently at Danny’s arm. “They stole it from a woman in the crowd.”

      Danny curses.

      “I can get it back!”

      “It’s too dangerous, Tommy. They’ll be on the lookout after last time.”

      “I can do it, I know I can!”

      Danny nods reluctantly. “Well, okay, but be careful. Don’t take any risks.”

      Tommy scurries off, disappearing into the crowd. Danny gives me a grim smile.

      There’s a gasp from the crowd and I feel Rogue tense next to me. My eyes fly back to the arena and lock on Aleesha.

      She’s on the run, dragging her club behind her, her eyes wide.

      Behind her, comes Primo.

      With a roar that deafens out the murmur of the crowd, he strikes. The tip of his club catches Aleesha on her thigh and she screams in pain.

      Heat drains from my face.

      Somehow she stays upright and turns, raising her club in defence.

      I can see the hunger in Primo’s eyes – his desire to crush her. My fingernails dig into the back of the wooden chair.

      He slams his club down onto hers with such force that Aleesha loses her grip and the weapon hits the ground with a dull thunk. She snatches at it and staggers back, dragging it out of his reach.

      I wait for Primo to close in and finish her off.

      But he doesn't move. He just stands there, the veins in his arms bulging as he grasps his club even tighter. His face hardens into a snarl and he spits, throwing the club half the length of the arena.

      The sound of the bell cuts through the dull thumping in my ears.

      Air rushes from my lungs. Two rounds over.

      “How are you doing?” Rogue asks as Aleesha stumbles back under the rope.

      She slumps into the chair and closes her eyes. “Been better.” She presses a hand lightly to her thigh and grimaces.

      “Can’t give you another shot for the pain yet,” Anders says. He makes an anxious face. “Sorry, you’re going to have to make do.”

      I bend down beside her, wiping the sweat from her brow with the soft fabric of my sleeve. “You’ve done the hard work. Everything is going to plan. Primo is weak. Look at him.”

      She follows my gaze to where Primo is slumped on the ground in his corner. A woman tries to shade him with a jacket, but he pushes her away. They’re all staring down at him, all apart from a thin man with greasy black hair and sallow skin. He looks at us and I feel a trace of unease pass over me.

      I glance over at Danny. “Is Tommy back yet?”

      “No.” His forehead creases in a frown. But Primo doesn’t seem to have anything to drink, so maybe Tommy’s managed to get hold of the water.

      “Where are these blades then?” The official strides toward us, stopping on the other side of the rope. She holds out her hands. Rogue pulls a pair of knives from his belt and hands them over. The official inspects them, though I’m not sure what she’s looking for. Apparently satisfied, she hands them to Aleesha with a nod. “You’ve got five minutes.”

      Aleesha flexes her fingers then lifts a water bottle to her lips. The bottle trembles, betraying her fear. She takes two big gulps of water.

      I kneel beside her and take her other hand, massaging her forearm with my thumbs.

      “Thanks.” She gives me a small smile.

      “Do you want me to take the bandages off?”

      She shakes her head.

      “Rain is coming.” I look up to see Anders staring south across the river. Broiling clouds scud across the sky toward us.

      “It’s time.”

      I pull back and let Rogue help Aleesha to her feet. His lips are set in a hard line and fire still burns in his eyes. “You have to end it this round. Remember who you’re fighting for.”

      The bell dongs.

      I raise my hand to Aleesha’s face, turning it toward me. My thumb strikes a line through the dirt on her cheekbone. “You can do this.”

      I brush my lips across hers, tasting salty sweat and blood.

      When I draw away her face is set in determination.

      She turns without a word, ducks under the rope and walks across to the centre of the arena, one knife held lightly in each hand.

      Primo is already waiting. He grips the six-inch blades tightly, his shoulders tense. The official’s talking to them, explaining some rule or other.

      Out the corner of my eye, I catch sight of a familiar face in the crowd. It’s Tommy, and I lift my hand to wave before realizing that he’s not alone. As I watch, a squat thug of a man with a bald head wraps an arm around the young boy’s neck, pulling him up so Tommy’s forced to stand on his toes. His eyes are wide with fear as they meet mine and he chokes for air as the arm tightens. Then the man pulls Tommy back into the crowd and out of sight.

      It takes a few seconds for my brain to piece together the puzzle.

      They’re using him as bait. To distract Aleesha.

      I push through the crowd, ignoring Danny’s shout behind me. Tommy is in danger. Which means Aleesha’s in even more danger than she realizes.

      She won't hesitate to save him, even if it means sacrificing herself.

      I won’t let her do that.

      A dull dong sounds and the crowd falls silent.

      I try to push the fight from my mind. Aleesha can look after herself. I just need to make sure everything goes to plan.

      The crowd is packed tight and making headway is slow, but I manage to grab a short knife out of the belt of a skinny man while he’s trying to look over the heads of the people in front of him. He curses and whirls around, but I’m already gone. I keep the blade pointing down, still wondering what I’m going to do if and when I find Tommy.

      The crowd parts momentarily, giving me a glimpse of Aleesha and Primo circling one another, neither one attacking.

      “Get on with it!” someone shouts from nearby.

      My eyes seek out the voice, but instead, I catch a glimpse of the bald man who’d been holding Tommy.

      He’s twenty paces away.

      I slip through the crowd as quietly as I can, grateful for the muttering and jeering that masks my movements. As I get closer, I see Tommy, his head bobbing up and down as he struggles to break free.

      No one seems bothered that a man is quietly throttling the life out of a child in their midst.

      Finally, there’s just an old woman between him and me. I hesitate, then gently push her aside and dig the point of the knife blade into the man’s back. His spine stiffens.

      “Let go of the kid.” I try to make my voice gruff and low to sound threatening, but my mouth’s so dry that the words come out cracked and broken. I poke the blade a little harder to make up for it.

      It has the desired effect. Slowly, the thug pulls his arm back and Tommy wiggles from his grasp.

      Tommy’s eyes meet mine, then dart to a point over my shoulder and widen. His mouth opens as if to give a warning.

      Cold metal presses against my neck.

      “I’d drop that knife if I were you.”

      My fingers open and the knife clatters to the ground. I mouth at Tommy to run, but the boy just stands there, gaping like a fish out of water. The thug makes a grab for him and finally Tommy moves, sliding from his grasp and pushing his way through the crowd.

      The blade against my throat is sharp enough to nick the skin when I swallow, and a drop of warm blood runs down to my collarbone.

      The thug turns and gives me a toothy smile. “Plan worked,” he says to the man behind me.

      “Course it worked.” The man holding me sounds irritated. “Now, get his hands.”

      The bald man grabs my hands and yanks them behind my back. The man behind me grasps my sleeves and twists them, torquing my hands together. He yanks down, forcing my back to bend painfully.

      A strand of greasy hair brushes across my forehead.

      “Nice meeting you, Trey.”
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      We stand in silence after the bell has rung, each trying to work out how much the other is suffering. Primo looks tired, his eyes slightly glazed and squinting in the bright sunlight. But his gaze never leaves mine and I know that despite the dehydration and the heat, he’s still stronger than me.

      In my right hand, I carry the blade Bryn gave me. It’s my best throwing knife, though I’ve practised with both and can throw with either arm.

      “You caused this, you know,” Primo says finally. His voice is cracked and dry. “With that black box, you took everything from me. Everything!”

      He takes a step toward me. I stand my ground.

      “Do you have it? Can you … can you make us as we were again?” His voice is barely audible.

      I shake my head, confused. “No. It only works one way.”

      His shoulders sag.

      “You could have gone back to the compound, like the others. You didn’t have to stay out here. You had a choice.”

      “You gave me no choice!” He drops his voice. “How could I have gone back after that? The shame of it.”

      His eyes burn with rage.

      My hand tightens on my knife.

      He darts forward suddenly, slashing wildly with his blade. I dance to the side, poised on the balls of my feet.

      “You killed my friends.”

      “You could have saved them if you’d given yourself up. You had a choice.” His eyes narrow. “We didn’t.”

      “You’re wrong.”

      He’s right.

      My friends died because I wasn’t smart enough to see through Primo’s ruse. They died because I wasn’t there when he surrounded the church. Because I did what I wanted, not thinking about the consequences.

      My heart pounds, a dull ache in my chest, echoed in my ears. I shake my head but I can’t clear it.

      “Do you end up killing everyone you care about, Aleesha? Is that why you don’t have any friends?”

      A mist comes down over my eyes. Before I can stop myself, I’m surging forward, my knife flailing in front of me.

      But Primo’s not there.

      A stab of pain shoots up my left arm. Dark blood leaks from the wound and slides down my arm. I sense movement and drop to my knees as a blade slices the air above my head.

      I drop and roll, fury driving me to my feet.

      My blade meets his in a clash of metal. Sparks rain down as metal slides over metal with a screech that makes my jaw clench.

      I release my knife and dive to the side, managing to catch his chest with the tip of my second blade as I move.

      In return, I get a slash across my back that causes me to scream in pain and stumble away. A thick rope blocks my path.

      “What are you doing?” Rogue’s voice cuts through my daze.

      His hands are white on the rope. My eyes trace the line of the rope to the corner.

      I’m trapped.

      I whirl around, the knives feeling suddenly heavy in my shaking hands. Primo is strolling toward me, his face twisted into that familiar cold smile.

      I’ve fallen into his trap again.

      “Whatever he said to you, ignore it! It’s not important,” Rogue whispers in my ear. “Go!”

      Blood trickles down my back and into the waistband of my trousers.

      “Come out, Aleesha. Can’t stay in your corner forever. No hiding behind your friends this time, letting them die for you.”

      His words cut me to the bone.

      Control. Breathe.

      I draw a breath, trying to grasp that control, the flow I’d had in the last round. But anger and fear make me jittery, and it feels as if I’m clutching at smoke.

      I lurch forward just in time to stop him boxing me into the corner.

      Our knives meet in the air. He presses his weight down on the blade, forcing me back, daring me to weaken. I whip my knife out from under his, slashing at his belly as I dance to one side.

      I may be bleeding, but so is he. We both know this can’t go on much longer. I just need a bit of distance to give me some throwing room and something to distract him. A breath of wind whips around me. It’s warm and carries rain, and with it a memory of Jay’s fight with Primo.

      Use the dust.

      I scuff my boot across the floor. A cloud of dust rises, enveloping Primo as he lurches after me. I back away. Five paces. Ten. He’s coughing, scrubbing at his face with his arm, sweat caking the dust on his skin.

      I draw my arm back. My blade has already tasted blood. It will taste more.

      “Aleesha!”

      My head whips around.

      Vihaan.

      He calls again and I follow the sound of his voice. My arm falls to my side. He’s at the front of the crowd, mid-way between Primo’s corner and mine. In front of him is Trey, his head bent back and his eyes wide with fear. A tiny trickle of blood runs down his neck from the tip of Vihaan’s blade.

      My body turns to stone.

      He can’t do this. It’s not allowed.

      I glance at the head official, but she just shrugs as if to say “it’s outside the ring, not my responsibility”. One of the guards makes a move toward Vihaan but he just shakes his head, pressing the knife into Trey’s neck and the guard retreats.

      “Your choice, Aleesha.” He cocks his head. “What will you sacrifice to win?”

      A distant rumble of thunder rolls over the square.

      Primo’s coughing has stopped. I’ve lost my advantage. But my eyes are still locked on Vihaan.

      Trey’s mouth moves in silent words. “Kill him.”

      But who? Kill who?

      Trey’s eyes shift to the side. He means Primo. Killing Primo would end the fight and end his control over Area Four. That’s what Rogue and Anders would tell me to do. It’s the logical thing to do.

      But Vihaan knows what he will lose if Primo dies. And I know he won’t hesitate to kill Trey if he has to.

      I’ve already waited too long.

      Footsteps pound toward me, Primo bearing down on me like a raging bear. Sunlight sparkles on the dust that rises around him, creating a ghostly halo. I draw back my arm. I still have time to throw. The balance is right.

      It has to be a perfect throw.

      I let the knife fly.

      My aim is true. Fifteen paces away, the tip of the blade pierces Vihaan’s eye. He doesn’t even cry out as the knife tumbles from his hand and he falls back into the crowd.

      Primo crashes into me, his weight and momentum carrying us both to the ground. I try and twist away but it all happens too fast. My left arm is trapped beneath him and I hear the bone crack as it’s crushed under his weight.

      A scream erupts from my lips as pain explodes in my arm.

      Primo rolls off me, causing another wave of agony. I scream again, wondering how my lungs can produce such a sound.

      Have to … get … away.

      The concrete is hard under my knees as I push myself up and vomit, my whole body shaking as my stomach empties itself onto the ground. I try and get to my feet but my legs collapse under me. Blackness threatens to overwhelm me and I blink as another wave of nausea rides up my throat.

      Pain is all in the mind.

      The thought cuts through my dizziness as a breath of cool air caresses my face. Whoever said that was an idiot.

      A drop of water tickles my neck. I glance up at the wind-whipped clouds moving across the blue sky just as the sun disappears.

      My breath comes in gasps. Pain races through my body like a fever.

      Primo.

      I stagger to my feet and look around.

      Primo stands to one side, his chest heaving. One of his knives is gone – in the dust somewhere, presumably – but he clutches his remaining blade in his right hand. He seems to be waiting for me to recover. Perhaps he’s still waiting for me to yield, to submit to him. He knows I can’t win this fight.

      I look down at my hands, both knives lost in the dirt, and nearly fall to my knees in relief that it will soon be over.

      I believe in you.

      Trey’s words come back to me. He believed I could win. Can I let him down? Let them all down?

      My body sways, halfway between standing and falling, and through the fog of pain in my head, my mind begins to work.

      I glance up again at the black cloud moving across the sun.

      It’s a crazy plan. Chances are, it won’t work. But I’m out of choices.

      I force my legs to carry me toward Primo. Blood pulses from my broken arm and I wonder how much longer I’ll be able to stand.

      Primo’s in better shape, but as I get closer, I can see the pain lining his face. His breath rasps and he sways slightly, the effects of dehydration taking their toll.

      “Giving up yet?” he manages.

      I don’t answer but limp around him, forcing him to turn to face me. The sun’s rays begin to warm my back again.

      A few more seconds.

      “Ready to yield, or do I have to finish you off?”

      The heat intensifies. Primo’s eyes screw up, his pupils black pinpricks.

      Now.

      I jerk my head over my shoulder as if I’ve seen something. Primo’s eyes instinctively follow my feigned line of sight, and at that moment, the sun emerges from behind the cloud, momentarily blinding him.

      My legs close the distance between us. He blinks, stupefied by the light. He can hear me approaching and waves his knife helplessly in front of him.

      I reach out with my good hand, not for his knife, but for his wrist. Sinking my teeth into the fleshy part of his thumb, I taste sweat and dirt and blood. I bite down harder until his thumb releases its grip on the handle of the knife.

      It falls into my hand and I stumble forward, slashing at the back of Primo’s knee. He screams as his leg collapses under him. I slam into him, my fragile weight enough to tip his balance, and we fall to the ground.

      Blood fills my mouth. Darkness calls to me, but I force my eyes to stay open.

      Primo lies under me. His skin is wet and slippery with sweat.

      The knife is still in my hand. I press down on it to push myself up and feel it sink into flesh.

      Primo wheezes, his body oddly still.

      I straddle him and pull the knife from his side, placing it against the vein bulging from his throat.

      “Yield.”

      The word comes out cracked and half-formed. I clear my throat, my vision blurring as a fresh wave of pain shoots up my arm.

      “Yield,” I manage, more firmly this time.

      Primo shifts under me and I feel like I’m trying to ride a whale who could topple me with one roll. I press the tip of my blade a little harder, trying to stop my hand shaking.

      Primo closes his eyes and makes an odd sound, part way between a cough and a laugh. “Kill me then.”

      My heart thumps in my head.

      “Yield!”

      Don’t make me kill you. Please don’t make me kill you.

      So much death. So much blood.

      The tip of my knife scratches his skin. A thin line of blood runs down his neck to the ground.

      His chest heaves as a hoarse laugh escapes his lips.

      “You cannot take a part of someone … and expect them to be whole.” The words rasp between his teeth.

      His body shudders and my leg slips on the blood that leaks from the wound in his side.

      “You cannot take someone’s life … who they are … and expect them to live as a different person.”

      His eyes open and find mine. They are the grey of the storm clouds that gather above us.

      “I remember everything.” The corner of his mouth twitches up then falls back. “Everything.”

      Tears spring to my eyes.

      “How can you live with yourself? Knowing what you’ve done?” My voice is a whisper on the breeze. Silence surrounds us. My hand trembles on the knife handle.

      If you’re not prepared to kill him, you’ll die.

      But I can’t do it. Can’t plunge the blade into the throat of a man who lies at my mercy.

      One stab is all it would take. But still, my hand falters.

      Primo’s eyes close again.

      “Because I believe … that to protect the many, we have to sacrifice … a few. Without order and fear, society … falls. So it has always been. So it will always be.”

      A bloody tear leaks from the corner of his eye. His hand rises from the ground and finds its way to my fingers wrapped around the knife. His fingers close over mine.

      In the sky, another raincloud has joined the first. As Primo looks up at them, his face relaxes.

      “We do not yield … do not bow … To anyone.”

      His hand presses on mine, pushing the blade down.

      Blood gushes from the wound, covering my hands, mingling with the blood that flows from my broken arm.

      Blood and bone and flesh.

      Primo’s eyes stare at the sky as the life fades from them. They look strangely peaceful. His body gives a final shudder, then lies still.

      I release my grip on the knife, swaying as adrenaline seeps from my body. A drop of water falls, then another, and the smell of hot air just before the rain mingles with the scent of the blood that pools on the ground around us.

      A cheer rips through the silence. Then another, and suddenly I am surrounded by overwhelming noise. I try and get to my feet, desperate to get away from it, but my head swims and there is so much pain, so much pain …

      I look around, searching the crowd for Trey as my feet finally push me up from Primo’s body.

      Where is he?

      A hand grasps mine, holding it high above my head. The woman shouts my name, pronouncing me the winner. When she releases my arm, it falls to my side.

      Faces blur in front of me and I wish people would stop waving their arms – the motion is making me sick. But then I realize I’m the one swaying, and as the rain finally begins to fall and cool my burning body, darkness clouds my vision and I feel myself falling into emptiness.
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      “Wait, lad!” the man holding me back shouts in my ear, above the roaring of the crowd. “She gotta be announced the winner first. No help ’til then.”

      He releases me as the referee drops Aleesha’s hand. Her eyes seem unfocused and she sways on her feet before collapsing over Primo’s body.

      I scramble past the guards and under the rope, my hand shaking and slick with sweat. Dropping to my knees, I gently roll her off Primo, so her head is in my lap. I lean down, straining to hear her breathing over my heartbeat hammering in my head. She lies still and, for a second, I think she’s not breathing and my own breath catches. But then I spot the slight rise and fall of her chest and feel the warmth of the air leaving her body.

      A crack of lightning splits the darkening sky, followed by an ominous rumble. The rain, light at first, gets heavier, hammering into my neck and back as I bend over Aleesha, trying to shelter her from it. The water runs red off her arm and chest.

      “Is she alive?”

      I look up at Rogue and nod. “I think her arm’s bad though. I … I don’t know how to stop the bleeding.”

      “The pod’s coming in now.” Rain plasters Mika’s hair to her head and drips off her nose, but she doesn’t seem to notice. She glances down at Aleesha, then at Rogue. “Can you carry her?”

      Rogue nods and bends down to lift Aleesha from me. I let her go reluctantly, carefully supporting her injured arm as Rogue lifts her body. The red medic pod lands in the arena, drawing curious glances from those who haven’t been driven away by the rain. Rogue places her inside and the door hisses shut. Mika wipes the rain off her data pad and runs her finger over it.

      “It’s just analyzing her condition to find out what’s wrong with her.”

      What’s wrong with her? She’s been beaten half to death, that’s what’s wrong with her.

      I glance around, then back at the pod, then out at the crowd again, trying to distract my thoughts. A group of people are hunched over Primo’s body, a makeshift stretcher beside them. It looks too small and fragile for his weight.

      “What will happen to him?” Rogue says.

      Danny wanders over to us with Anders and catches his words. “Probably get thrown in the river, unless someone wants to take him to the crematorium.”

      Rogue glances over my shoulder at Primo’s followers, who are milling around uncertainly at the corner of the arena. “I don’t see any volunteers.”

      “I’ll go and talk to them,” Anders says, moving off.

      A bleep from Mika’s holo pad jerks my attention back to the pod. She scrolls through different screens, her forehead creased in a frown.

      “What does it say?”

      “Left arm is broken, obviously, but repairable. She’ll have to wear a bone healer for a week or so.” She continues to scan the reports. “That’s the worst injury. There’s internal bleeding in her thigh and a little in her chest, plus heavy bruising to the ribcage and femur. Everything else is just cuts and bruises.” She looks up at me and smiles. “Don’t worry, she’ll live. I’m going to take the pod back to the church though – don’t fancy hanging around here much longer.”

      Her fingers fly over the data pad, then she steps onto a small platform at the back of the pod. It rises about eight metres into the air and moves off in the direction of the church.

      We watch it go in silence. My body feels weak in the wake of adrenaline. Rain seeps through the collar of my jacket, soaking the shirt underneath.

      She’ll live.

      Despite my faith in her, I still hadn’t quite believed that she could do it. I’d tried to prepare myself for the worst and there had been times when I’d thought all was lost. But in the end, Primo’s arrogance had been his downfall.

      “For a moment, I thought she wasn’t going to do it,” Rogue says quietly. He’s staring at the dark stain on the ground where Primo’s blood and Aleesha’s soaks into the dirt. He turns and spits on the ground. “And if she hadn’t, I would have.”

      I stare at him in surprise, but Danny just nods and pats his arm. “He’s gone now, at any rate. And we have a new leader. A girl. Times are changin’.”

      I can’t tell if he’s happy about that or not.

      Anders walks back over to us, running his hand through his sandy hair. “I’ve told them to go back to headquarters for now. The tanks will be filling back up with this rain so at least they’ll have water to drink. They’re all pretty dehydrated and hungry. Seems like Primo hoarded most of the food and water for himself and his more loyal followers.”

      “No surprises there,” Rogue mutters darkly.

      “I think most of them will be quite glad to have a change of leadership,” Anders continues. “Though it’ll be up to Aleesha, of course, to decide what to do with them. What did the medic say?”

      “She’ll be okay. They’ve gone back to the church.”

      Anders’ face breaks into a smile. “Thank goodness. She looked pretty bad.” He glances around and lowers his voice. “We should probably head there ourselves. Seems like this might not be the best place to be.”

      I follow the direction of his gaze. A fight’s broken out on the far side of the square and people are starting to look in our direction. “I’ll second that.” I pick at my sodden trousers. “Besides, I could do with drying out.”

      Rogue claps me on the shoulder and I try not to wince. “So could we all.”
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      It’s early evening by the time Aleesha emerges from the medic pod. The lower part of her left arm, up to her elbow, is encased in a bone healer and she’s very pale, but she manages to walk from the pod through the church to a bed, only leaning on my shoulder for the final few paces.

      Mika follows her in. “You need to rest in bed for a couple of days. Eat and drink as much as you can – your body needs calories to recover.”

      Aleesha raises her arm. “When can I take this thing off?”

      “You can’t. Come and find me in three days. I’ll run a scan then and see if you’re healed enough for it to be removed.”

      We crowd around her bed as she eats what seems to be her body weight in food. She doesn’t speak until she’s finished, then leans back and sighs. “You know, those medic things are bloody awesome. Thought I was done for.”

      “Don’t suppose you can persuade your father to give it to us on permanent loan?” Anders jokes.

      “Doubt it.”

      “So, what happens now?” Rogue asks. He’s sitting on a chair between Aleesha and Megan’s beds. Megan is sitting up, her fingers entwined with Rogue’s on top of the sheet.

      “I should get back to headquarters.” Aleesha sighs. “There’s supposed to be a party. It’s traditional.”

      I put a hand on her shoulder as she starts to get up. “You need to stay in bed.”

      “B—”

      “Trey’s right,” Danny cuts in. He shuffles awkwardly at the foot of her bed. “’Sides, people aren’t, like, in the party mood. Not with all the fightin’ and everythin’. It’s not like normal,” he finishes dolefully.

      “Not like normal,” Aleesha echoes.

      “I sent all Primo’s lot back to headquarters,” Anders says briskly. “You can decide what to do with them later. How about a couple of us head over there now and try and clean up the place? Get things ready for when you return. From what that Petal chap said, it’s a pig sty.” He glances around at us. “Let’s leave Aleesha to rest for a few hours, shall we?”

      Reluctantly, people drift away from her bedside. Rogue turns to Megan and the two begin to converse in low voices, their heads bent together.

      “Trey!” Aleesha calls me back. She pulls the sheet back from the bed, looking faintly embarrassed. “I need to … um, visit the bathroom. Can you give me a hand getting there?”

      She directs me down a long corridor to a small room with a door in the far wall. She lets go of my arm and hobbles toward the door. “Wait here.”

      I look around the room. It smells like the rest of the church – slightly old and fusty. Two long pews sit against each wall, below arched windows. The rain has faded to a dull patter and the grey sky is darkening. I know I need to go back Inside, but I feel reluctant to leave this place. To leave her.

      When Aleesha steps out of the room, her hair’s hanging loose down her back and her face is damp. She flashes me a smile and reaches up to re-braid her hair, then scowls and looks down at the cast on her arm. “I didn’t think this through.”

      “I’m not sure I can help with that.” I step forward and take her hand. “But I like it loose.”

      I raise my hand to cup her cheek, but she tenses and pulls away from me, moving over to stare out the window.

      “What is it?”

      She shakes her head. “Nothing.”

      I move up behind her and touch her gently on the shoulder. The urge to wrap my arms around her and bury my face in her hair is almost overwhelming, but I can sense something’s wrong.

      “Hey, I thought we were being honest with each other? About everything?”

      “It’s just … Jay used to say that. That he liked my hair loose. Just reminded me of him, that’s all.” She gives a slight shrug.

      Jealousy punches me in the gut and I take a step back.

      Still, she cares for him?

      Sensing my movement, Aleesha turns to look up at me, a soft smile on her face. “I don’t mean it like that. He wasn’t very nice, most of the time.” She turns back to stare at the rain streaking down the window. “But he didn’t deserve to die.”

      I can sense her unease, her guilt. And I realize it’s not just about Jay. “But Primo did deserve to die,” I say quietly.

      She doesn’t turn around but her shoulders stiffen slightly.

      “You know I believe everyone deserves a second chance.” I shake my head even though she can’t see me. “But not him. He was a monster, Aleesha. All he wanted was power. If he had lived, more people would have died.”

      She’s silent for a moment. “I didn’t kill him, you know. I wanted him to yield. He … pulled the dagger into himself. Made it look like I did it.”

      Breath hisses through my teeth.

      Finally, she turns to look at me. “He was too proud to fail. But I put him in that situation. If I hadn’t deactivated them all, this would never have happened.”

      “You can’t think like that. What he did is not your fault.”

      “Isn’t it?” Her eyes are empty and hollow. “I … I didn’t think, Trey. Didn’t think what it would really mean for them. Giles said that many of the officers were taken to the compound at birth. They have no other memories. All they know is what they’ve been taught to believe, and I stripped all that away from them. No wonder so many of them ran straight back.”

      Deep inside, a little part of me breaks. She looks so young and vulnerable, her shoulders rounded as if the weight of the responsibilities piled on her thin shoulders is too much for her to bear.

      “But if you hadn’t freed them, Rogue and Anders and all the others would still be under Metz control. You gave them a choice, the opportunity for a different life. A life that wouldn’t be possible if Primo were still alive. Who cares if you killed him or he killed himself? You won and he’s gone.”

      I move closer and rest my hands on her hips, giving her the time to pull away.

      “I didn’t win, not really,” she whispers. “I just failed to lose.”

      I draw her closer and tentatively wrap my arms around her back. “It is better this way,” I murmur into her hair.

      Her body is stiff at first, but after a minute, she relaxes and her arms move up to wrap around my waist. I close my eyes, breathing in the smell of her, trying to memorize the feel of her arms, her head pressing against my chest and her sweet vanilla scent.

      Let me remember this when I have to go back.

      Eventually, Aleesha leans back and turns her face up to mine. The haunted look hasn’t quite gone from her eyes – perhaps a trace of it will always be there – but it’s masked by a familiar glint. “Better that he’s dead or better like this?” She indicates my arms wrapped around her.

      “Both.”

      Her lips part as she stands on tiptoe to bring her face closer to mine.

      “Why are you so tall?”

      “Why are you so short?”

      She swats me playfully on the shoulder. I smile and bend my head toward hers. Her breath is warm on my face. Anticipation flutters in my chest.

      Her lips are soft under mine. For a second, we are frozen, as if the touch of our lips turned us both to stone. Then the kiss deepens and I feel her tongue slide inside my mouth, and I follow her lead because it feels right, natural.

      A shiver runs down my back and I pull her tighter to me, pressing my lips harder to hers, as all the emotion I’d been holding back – the tension of the fight, the fear that I’d lost her, and the relief that I hadn’t – rush up through me and out into her.

      I pull back, gasping for air. Aleesha’s face is flushed and her lips are slightly swollen. Her eyes are on fire, not with anger or hatred, but with something else. I’ve barely had time to catch my breath when she pulls my head down to hers and our mouths meet again.

      This time our kisses are more tender, like soft summer rain that follows a thunderstorm. She is the first to draw back, resting her head against my chest. I can feel her heart beating. Her body trembles slightly, though I’m not sure whether it’s from tiredness or emotion.

      “What happens now?” Her voice is slightly muffled.

      “You need to rest. And I … I have to go back Inside.” I sigh. “If I take another day off work, they’ll be suspicious. And my position in there, it’s too important to lose.”

      She pulls back and looks up at me in surprise. “What do you mean?”

      “There’s something going on with the food supply. I was going to tell you but didn’t want to distract you from the fight. Since people started refusing to eat the government rations, they’ve added a new ingredient to the food Outsiders are buying.”

      “I—” Her eyes flutter and her body sags against me. She shakes her head woozily. “Sorry, I …”

      “I’ll tell you another time.” I loop my arm under her shoulders. “It’s not urgent. Come on, let’s get you back to bed.”

      “Damn drugs,” she mumbles.

      “You’ve practically been brought back from the dead and you’re moaning that you’re a bit tired?” I give her a gentle squeeze and half carry her out of the room. “I thought you were dead, you know. You’re like a bloody phoenix.”

      Aleesha smiles sleepily. “Swearing now, are we? Being around Outsiders is rubbing off on you. What’s a phoenix, anyway?”

      “A firebird. Not a real bird, a mythological one. The ancient Greeks saw it as a symbol of renewal and hope. When it dies, the phoenix bursts into flames, and from its ashes a new bird is born.” I frown, trying to remember the quote from the poem we’d studied at school. “‘When all seems lost, the phoenix burns. The cycle of birth begins anew. A new bird rises, stronger and brighter. From the ashes of loss, hope returns.’”

      “Hope returns …”

      I glance down to see her eyes closing. “Come on,” I say gently. “Bed.”
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      I wake in darkness, disorientated. The bed under me is softer than I remember and my neck twinges in pain when I try to sit up.

      Where am I?

      Blinking, I look around, my eyes gradually adjusting to the dim light in the room. Arched windows, high above, are grey with pre-dawn light. Around me people sleep, the odd snuffling and snoring noises breaking the stillness.

      I remember putting Aleesha to bed, then sitting down beside her. At some point, my head had dropped. I was just going to rest for an hour before heading back …

      And somehow I ended up on the sofa. I swing my legs around and push myself up off the squidgy cushions, rubbing my neck. My eyes fall on the two beds on the far side of the room. Megan lies in one. Rogue sleeps awkwardly next to her, half sat in the chair, head resting on the bed. But Aleesha’s bed is empty.

      My heart lurches and I suddenly feel very much awake. It seems to take forever to cross the room, stepping around and over the sleeping figures on the floor. I close the door quietly behind me and look around the corridor. It’s empty.

      I head back down the corridor toward the bathroom but find no sign of her. Worry nags at me.

      Where is she?

      In the main entrance chamber to the church, I find Bryn curled up on a stone bench. He starts awake at the sound of my footsteps.

      “Oh, it’s you.” He yawns and sits up. “I’m too old to be sleeping on stone.” He stretches his back out and rubs his shoulder.

      “What are you doing here? Have you seen Aleesha?”

      “Thought I should check in on you two.” He gives another yawn and checks the band on his wrist. “Aleesha left a couple of hours ago to go to the Snakes’ headquarters. Was muttering something about phoenixes.” He frowns. “Do you think the drugs in that medic pod addled her brain?”

      “She was supposed to be resting!”

      Bryn shrugs. “Well, she looked better than when I last saw her. Said she’d sleep at HQ.” He heaves himself to his feet. “I’m guessing you’ll be wanting to go after her.”

      “Yes, but …” I hesitate. “I also need to go back Inside. What time is it?”

      “Five in the morning. Reckon you’ve got a couple of hours before you need to be home? Aleesha asked if you could stay until the morning. She’s planning some big speech, I think.”

      I stifle a yawn. “Fine.” Not that I needed much of an excuse to stay.

      The streets are quiet, aside from the snores of sleeping hobies and the odd scuttle of a rat amongst the litter. It is the first time I’ve been to the gang’s headquarters and I’m curious to know what it’s like. But I can’t see much in the dark, just a huge block of a building looming over us. Giant murals of snakes decorate the wall that surrounds it and a pair of the Chain’s guards stand alert at the entrance. Bryn nods to them and they let us in.

      Once inside, we follow the only noise toward what appears to be a large hall. But our way is blocked by Tommy, who appears from nowhere.

      “Yer not allowed in there.” He jerks his thumb toward the room behind him, then wipes the back of his hand across his nose. “’Leesha says so.”

      I glance around. “Where is she?”

      “Sleepin’. This way.”

      We follow him past a series of closed doors to a small room. Mattresses lay scattered across the floor. Aleesha lies on one, up against the far wall, and on the other side of the room, Anders sleeps.

      “Thanks, Tommy,” Bryn says quietly.

      “No probs,” the kid replies cheerfully.

      I sink down on a mattress next to Aleesha. Her jaw is slack, her face peaceful in sleep. Her chest rises and falls. I feel a flush of relief followed by an overwhelming tiredness.

      Bryn was right. I’ve got a few more hours before I need to be back.

      Curling up on the mattress, I stretch my arm out so my fingers are resting against Aleesha’s back. Then I fall into a deep, dreamless sleep.
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      I stand on the platform at the end of the main hall, in front of the blackened brick wall. The toxic smell of paint fills the air.

      “It were the best I could do in a few hours,” Jax mutters, setting the spray paint down and shaking his hand to help the blood flow back into it.

      “It’s perfect.” I turn to him. “Honestly, you’ve outdone yourself.”

      He mutters something unintelligible, but I can see that he’s pleased.

      “Are there some old sheets or something we can cover it up with?”

      Jax nods and pushes a strand of grey hair back from his face. “I’ll go ’ave a look.” He gives me a brief nod. “Good to ’ave you back.”

      As he strides over to one of the side doors that leads off the hall, I turn back to gaze at the image in front of me.

      Yes. It’s perfect.

      A faint footfall sounds in the empty hall. Who else is up at this time?

      Not who I was expecting.

      Samson observes me from part way up the hall. He’s leaning on a thick metal pole and I can see the bulk of bandages under his tight long-sleeve top.

      “How did you get in?” I scowl at him irritably.

      He shrugs and begins to limp toward me. “I have my ways.” He nods at the painting on the wall behind me. “Going for a change of branding?”

      “Thought we might need a new start. Changing times, and all that.” I step down gingerly from the platform and walk over to him. “So, why are you here? Come to demand that I follow your lead like the rest of the gangs? Come to threaten me if I don’t obey, like you did with the other leaders?”

      He gives me an appraising look. “Will you follow me?”

      “No.”

      There’s a flash of anger in his eyes, but as quickly as it’s come, it’s gone. He waits for me to continue.

      “We won't follow you. But we will work with you, if we believe in what you’re trying to do.”

      His lips twitch as if he’s trying to hold back a smile. “Well, that’s a start at least.” He glances around. “I was hoping your father might be around.”

      “What do you mean my f—” I glare at him as a smile breaks through on his face. “Is there anything you don’t know?”

      “It’s my job to know things. Information is power.”

      I nod thoughtfully. He’s right, but information can only get you so far. You have to have the resources to act on it.

      “Would you work with them? If it was for the good of the city? For Outsiders?”

      White teeth flash in the dim light. “That depends on what he is offering.”

      They’d be stronger together, but would they ever be able to work together? It seems unlikely, though it may be the only way to change things in this city.

      “I came to pick up our conversation from the other day. You said you had a contact Inside who wanted to help.”

      “Yes. Her name’s Ella.”

      “And …” Samson prompts when I don’t continue.

      Again, I feel torn. It feels like I’m betraying Trey all over again, getting his family into trouble.

      But it was Ella who came to me. It was her decision.

      “She says she’s got a group of friends who want to work with you. Some of them have got jobs inside the government, labs and other companies. But they’re quite young – they can’t be that important.”

      Samson tilts his head to one side, his eyes boring into me.

      Say no, say no.

      “Good,” he says finally. “Tell her to go to the Dancing Donkey on Wall Street, Area Six on Thursday night at seven. She’s to ask to speak to the boss.”

      My heart sinks as Samson smiles. “Sounds like your friend could be useful.”

      A door on the other side the room opens and Jax enters, a bundle of stained sheets in his arms. Samson nods. “I’ll let you finish getting things set up.” He turns and hobbles off.

      “Who was that guy?” Jax asks as I walk over to him. “Don’t remember seeing him with all the Metz officers.”

      “He’s not a Metz officer. He’s an Outsider.”

      “No way. Not with that body.”

      I don’t answer but pull the sheets from his arms. He’s right though. Samson may call himself an Outsider, but no Outsider has those genes. The must have been some genetic enhancements somewhere down the line. Perhaps, now he seems to be opening up a bit more, I’ll be able to find out a bit more about who the man behind the Brotherhood really is.

      Outside, the sky lightens as dawn breaks across the city. Grey clouds still scud across the skylights and I can feel that there is more rain in the air. That’s good. We have a lot of thirsty people. I’ll have to get someone to look into whether we can build an extra storage tank on the roof.

      We hang the sheets up to cover Jax’s work. The paint is almost dry already. “I’ll finish touching it up later,” he says, yawning. “Might go get a bit of shut-eye.”

      As he leaves the hall, I sit on the edge of the platform and wait for my people to awake.
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      The hall is half full of people crowded in front of the platform, on which I stand alone. I’d wanted Trey up here with me, and Rogue and Danny, but they’d all refused. Said it had to be me. That I was the leader.

      I’m not sure I feel like a leader. I feel small, standing here and this stupid cast on my arm does me no favours. But it doesn’t hurt anymore and I’m grateful for that. Mainly, I just feel tired. So very tired.

      Nerves tremble in my belly, a thousand baby snakes weaving around one another, fighting to get out. They surge up my throat and I gag and swallow, tasting bitter bile.

      Their eyes are all on me, waiting for me to speak. But I’m struck dumb.

      There are still divides between them, visible in their body language. Those who had followed Primo linger uncertainly around the edges of the group, still not sure what their fate will be. The Outsiders still keep their distance from the former Metz officers, fear still showing in their movements.

      But there are exceptions. Danny mutters something to Anders, who breaks into a smile. Rogue has hoisted Tommy onto his shoulders so he can see above the heads of the others. Megan clings to Rogue’s hand like a lifeline.

      My chest tightens as another wave of panic washes over me. I don’t know what to say. My mind is empty.

      I close my eyes and take a deep breath. In and out. Just like before a fight, right?

      Speak from your heart, Trey had said earlier. Give them hope.

      I open my eyes and drop my gaze to the floor. Perhaps if I don’t look at them it will be easier.

      “I … some of you may remember the last time I spoke, when Jay pushed me up on a chair in front of you all. If you do, you’ll remember that I’m not that great at talking to people.”

      A few titters. People shift expectantly.

      I swallow. “Some of you have been in this gang a long time. Longer than me. And others are very new here, both to the gang and this world Outside. This is the first time a woman has been leader of this gang. Some of you may not like that, and you are free to leave. Some of you followed Primo and may not want to follow me, and you, too, are free to leave.”

      I look up at them then. “I will only have people in this gang who want to be here. And if you stay, I can promise you that things are not going to be as they have been in the past.”

      My words echo in the vast room. It’s strange. I’m not thinking them in my head, not really planning what to say. They just appear on my lips, as if they’re coming from inside me.

      “We are not the Snakes anymore. Snakes slither in the dirt, waiting in the shadows to launch themselves at their prey. We are better than that. We will not be like the other gangs. We will create something new, something different. Something better. Some of us have come from the grime and dirt of Area Four, others from the darkness of the Metz compound, but together, we will rise above both of these places. Together, we will have the skill and intelligence of Insiders and the grit and determination of Outsiders.”

      My voice rises, and within me, something swells that I didn’t know existed and I have to fight to keep my voice from breaking as I see the sea of faces in front of me, all turned toward me, captivated.

      “Many of our friends are dead. But from death comes life.”

      I reach behind me and yank down the sheets that cover the image that Jax had so skilfully painted while the rest of the gang slept. Mika had looked puzzled when I’d asked her to search for a picture of the creature so he had something to work off. Even so, what Jax managed to create is more impressive than any of the images she found.

      Emblazoned on the burnt brick wall is a bird of flames. It rises from fiery letters, wings outstretched, each feather an individual flame to consume the darkness. It’s long neck curves to end in a crested head, stretching up toward the sky. In the gloomy early morning light, the bird seems to glow, golds, reds and oranges setting the room alight.

      A gasp ripples through the people stood before me. Most of them won’t know what a phoenix is, but they don’t have to. I close my eyes to remember the words I had made Trey repeat to me ten minutes earlier.

      “When all seems lost, the phoenix burns. The cycle of birth begins anew. A new bird rises, stronger and brighter. From the ashes of loss, hope returns.”

      I open my eyes and look around at my gang. My family. “We are the phoenix that rises from the ashes to burn more brightly than before. Because there is always hope. Whatever is done to us, whatever they take from us, they cannot take that away. Today, we start a new life, every one of us. It doesn’t matter who we used to be or what we’ve done. We’ve all done bad things …” My voice chokes with emotion and I have to look away from them and up at the blank brick walls of the hall to be able to continue. “What matters is our future. I don’t care who you were. What matters to me is the person you choose to become.”

      They are silent, hanging on my every word. Behind them, I catch sight of Bryn leaning against the wall, smiling, his eyes not focused on me but on Trey. On the far side of the wall stands Samson, his face expressionless as always. But it’s a movement at the back of the room that catches my eye. Half hidden in a doorway stands a tall dark-haired man.

      Father.

      And I wonder what he thinks of me now. Now I have rejected him for these people he so despises.

      But I don’t care. Because his opinion doesn’t matter as much as that of the people in front of me.

      And Trey’s.

      My eyes stray to his. His eyes glisten with unshed tears as he smiles at me and nods.

      It’s time to finish.

      I raise my voice even louder until it cracks under the strain. “Look at the person next to you and see not an Insider or an Outsider, not a Metz officer or a child of the gutter, but a sister or brother. You can choose to leave us. But if you stay, if you decide to join this family, know this. We will stand together, we will fight together, we will live together. And together we will be strong. Together, we are Phoenix.”

      The applause starts as a trickle. Then it grows and swells until it’s a wave of noise that breaks over me, filling me, rejuvenating me, and I feel whole again, though I had not realized I was broken.

      I close my eyes and drink it in, feeling it coarse through my veins, more powerful than the strongest drug. There are cheers, whoops and the sound of voices talking.

      I know that this is only the beginning. That the wounds for many people cut deep and it will take more than few words and a new name to heal them. But for the first time, I have hope that maybe we can have a future where people will stand together rather than fight divided. Where women can be the equal of men, and Outsiders friends with Insiders. And if it can happen here, in this building, perhaps it can happen elsewhere.

      A hand closes around mine and I turn to see Trey smiling. “I told you that you could be a leader,” he says quietly.

      “I don’t think I believed it until now.”

      “You promised them a lot.” His eyes search mine. “Too much, perhaps.”

      I shrug. “I promised them what they deserve. And hope – that’s the most important thing of all.”

      “Do you think we’ll ever have a city when there’s no Wall between Insiders and Outsiders? When we released the government documents, I thought we could, but now I’ve experienced both sides … I’m not so sure.”

      “A lot’s changed since then.” I nod toward the back of the room. I hadn’t noticed him leave the shelter of the doorway, but my father stands next to Samson, the two men deep in conversation, sparing an occasional glance in my direction. Their body language is cautious, like two alpha dogs sniffing around each other, but it is a first step.

      Trey follows the direction of my gaze. “Together, they would be a force to be reckoned with.”

      “Yes. Samson has the gangs and—” I break off, realizing I still haven’t told Trey about Ella. I promised her. But Trey should know.

      Trey nods. “And the Chain has the technology and resources from outside Britannia. Together, perhaps they can change things.”

      “There’s—”

      “I—”

      He smiles. “You first.”

      I take a deep breath. “There’s something you should know.”

      He frowns at the look on my face. “Bad news?”

      “Not exactly.” I hesitate, wondering how to start.

      “Can it wait until tomorrow? I’d hate for anything to break this moment.” He glances out at the crowd. Someone has found a bottle of alcohol and is passing it around. Anders takes a swig and gasps, coughing, his face turning purple as Danny laughs and slaps him on the back.

      Trey smiles ruefully. “I have to go. I’m supposed to be at work already. I at least need to get back home and call in sick or something.” He makes a face. “I’m supposed to see Milicent tonight – there’s a lot to update her on. I’ll try to come back tomorrow, okay? Then we can talk properly.”

      I guess another day won’t hurt.

      “Sure.”

      He reaches out for me, but I pull back and nod to a small room, just off the hall. I don’t want to say goodbye to him up here, in front of everyone.

      As soon as I close the door behind us, he pulls me to him. A shiver of desire runs through me as he holds me tight, almost possessively.

      “Where’s shy schoolboy Trey gone?” I murmur.

      His fingers trail across my cheek, his touch burning my skin. “He grew up.”

      He pulls my face up to his, his lips parting as they meet mine. His hands roam across my back and I can feel the heat rolling off him. Energy courses through me and I feel like I’m on the crest of a wave, and that if I let myself go, I could drown in the flood of emotion that threatens to overwhelm me. But I can’t let go, can’t give up control – not yet.

      “I think I like this new version,” I say as we part for breath. I wrap my arms around his waist, pushing my hand up under his t-shirt and pressing my body to his.

      “Aleesha …” His breathing is ragged. He pushes me away and swallows hard. “Just, um, give me a minute. I really do have to go.”

      I bite my lip and turn away, but Trey stops me, turning my face to his and showing me in one look that if he had any choice in the matter, neither of us would be leaving this room.

      I manage a small smile. “Come back soon.”

      “As soon as I can.”

      “And be careful out there. It’s still not safe. I don’t want to have to send the boys out to rescue you.”

      His face falls.

      Damn, I always have to ruin things.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it like that. Just … stay safe, okay?”

      I stand on tiptoe to kiss him again. He reaches for me, but I dance back, knowing that I have to let him go.

      A smile tugs at his lips. “You’re impossible, you know that?”

      He means it as a compliment – I think.

      I follow him out into the hall. In the few minutes we’ve been talking, a party seems to have started and no one seems to have noticed our absence.

      There’s so much to do …

      But the work can wait until tomorrow. I can let them have this day of fun, at least.
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        * * *

      

      Ten hours after my speech and the party is still going strong. They ran out of alcohol a few hours ago, thank goodness, but a good two-thirds of my new gang are completely inebriated and the others aren’t much better. There’ll be a lot of sore heads when they wake up tomorrow. Fortunately, I’d managed to avoid the usual drinking challenges that await a newly appointed leader, the former members of the Snakes choosing to challenge the ex-officers to contests instead. They ended up fairly evenly matched; the officers have pretty much no tolerance for alcohol having never had it before, but their larger bodies absorb it more easily than the scrawny Outsiders.

      Jax appears at my elbow. “You’ve got some visitors.”

      He’d been one of the few to remain sober and had dragged a couple of the older gang members off to form a light guard around the perimeter of the headquarters. I don’t think any of the other gangs will try anything, but I haven’t forgotten about Denzel, the Bigland Boys leader.

      I follow Jax through to the main gate and find Abby, Bryn and my father waiting. My father is arguing with the guy guarding the gate, who twirls a nailed club lazily in front of him.

      Abby is the first to spot me. A green bag hangs over her shoulder, bulging with what I suspect are bandages and medic supplies. “Aleesha! How’s the arm doing?”

      I glance down at the bone healer wrapped around my arm. “Feels fine but the med woman won’t look at it for another couple of days. It’s hot though, and I’m pretty tempted just to whip it off myself.” I look up and roll my eyes at Abby’s worried frown. “Don't worry, I know what you’re about to say. She knows what she’s doing.”

      “You’re lucky she was there. I’m not sure if Amber and I together could have saved your arm, from how Bryn described it. And internal bleeding too.” She shakes her head. “You're lucky to be alive.” She waves to a large box that Bryn’s carrying. “I bought you some seedlings, if you’ve anywhere to put them?”

      “We’ll find somewhere.” I smile and give Jax a nudge with my elbow. He steps forward and takes the box from Bryn, who looks relieved.

      “Come on in. Can’t offer you much in the way of drinks, I’m afraid. My friends were pretty thirsty.”

      I lead them past the rowdy hall and into the small room that Jay had used as an office. They sit down awkwardly around the table, Abby curiously, Bryn blandly, and my father with an expression of disgust.

      He catches me looking at him and schools his face into a smile. “It’s good to see you’re still alive. Mika said you had an excellent constitution.”

      And what on earth is a constitution?

      I give him a curt nod. “Saw you talking to Samson this morning.”

      He nods. “Yes. He’s an interesting man.” He looks up as a drunken couple throw open the door then retreat hastily, giggling, when they see us sitting there. “My offer’s still open if you want to leave …”

      “What, and leave them?” I shake my head. “What kind of leader would that make me? Besides, we’ve got an opportunity to change things now. Make things better.”

      “Rousing speeches are all very well, but you’ll need more than that to keep that lot in check.”

      I lean back in my chair, determined not to let my anger show. “I know that. But I figured if you really want to help me, and if you’re serious about changing things in this city, we could come to a deal.”

      His eyes narrow. “A deal?”

      “Sure. You help us, we help you.”

      I catch Bryn frowning at me. But my father just throws back his head and laughs. “Seems like you are my daughter, after all.”

      “So, Aleesha,” Abby says, a little too brightly. “Did you get a chance to catch up with Trey?”

      “A bit. He’s hoping to be able to come back Outside tomorrow so we can talk properly. He’s got to go and see Milicent tonight.”

      “Milicent?” My father frowns. “Our Milicent?”

      I nod.

      “At least he’s got someone to help him Inside,” Abby says. “And it seems to make him feel better knowing that working at that place is doing some good.”

      Bryn looks confused. “What do you mean?”

      Abby frowns. “Don’t you know? He’s reporting anything he can find out about Coleman’s back to Milicent. Is she not passing it back to you?”

      Bryn and my father exchange a look. “No,” my father says grimly.

      I feel a flicker of apprehension. What’s Milicent’s game? Is she making another ploy for leadership?

      “We’re not exactly sure on her motives, after the last time she went off on one,” he continues. “She doesn’t always think of the bigger picture.”

      I look from my father to Bryn. There’s something in the tone of his voice that worries me. “Why didn’t you tell Trey this? Is he in trouble?”

      Bryn looks grim. “We didn't tell him because we didn't know that she’d been speaking to him. But as long as he isn’t drawing attention to himself at the factory, he shouldn’t be in too much danger. Do you know what information she’s been asking him to get?”

      “He was talking about the food distribution centres,” Abby says, her voice laced with concern. “Mentioned something about a drug, but I don’t think he’s told Milicent about that yet.”

      “And he’s been finding out about the people in charge. The Coleman family,” I add.

      Bryn glances at my father, who narrows his eyes.

      “What’s going on?” My fingers dig into the tabletop.

      “If she finds him, kills him …” Bryn mutters under his breath.

      “It wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world.” My father shrugs.

      I push my chair back and it clatters to the floor. “Kills who?” Panic shoots through me. “Trey?”

      “No, not Trey,” Bryn says, looking up. “Coleman. Or rather, one of the Coleman seniors.”

      I stare at them, confused. What are they talking about?

      Bryn looks at my father, who nods. “Milicent’s only son died in a rebellion. It was decades ago. Most people have forgotten about it. But not Milicent. She—”

      Quick footsteps sound outside, a light patter on the flagstones, followed by knocking on the door. I move to open it and Tommy falls into the room. His eyes find mine and he shoves a small roll of film up at me.

      “Message … for … you,” he pants. “They said it was urgent.”

      My heart pounds as I unroll the piece of film and carefully read the words etched into it.

      Trey is in trouble. The Metz have come for him. Meet me at Milicent’s house. Ella.

      Below her name is an address.

      I read the message again, whispering the address under my breath.

      Trey. The Metz. Not now, not when we were just …

      “Aleesha, what is it?” Bryn’s voice breaks through my trance and I drop the film and run to the door.

      “Aleesha, wait!” my father calls after me.

      But I don’t stop, not even when I hear Bryn’s footsteps behind me. I’m faster than him, and he can’t go through the Wall. Even if my father has contacts inside, they won’t get there before me.

      My arms pump and my lungs burn as I race through the streets, shoving people aside in my haste.

      I’m coming, Trey. Hold on.
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      The smell of fresh rain on earth hits me as I walk up Milicent’s front path. It reminds me of Wales and a wave of nostalgia rushes over me as I wonder if I’ll ever return to our house there. I’d like to take Aleesha, show her that there’s more to our country than just this city.

      The door opens as I raise my hand to knock on it.

      “Master Trey.” The butler nods at me and waves me in. His expression is oddly strained.

      Master Trey?

      Milicent is standing in the hallway with her back to me, a light raincoat buttoned up to her neck. She turns as I approach. She’s wearing makeup, but underneath it, her eyes are red-rimmed. Her painted lips curl into a smile. “Trey.”

      “Is now a good time? Or should I come back?” I ask, glancing down at her coat.

      “No, I was just waiting for you. We will go out this evening.” She glances over my shoulder and raises an eyebrow. “Is the taxi here yet?”

      “Just arrived, ma’am.”

      Milicent’s heels click across the floor to the door. I follow her, puzzled. She pauses in front of the butler, then reaches out and pats his arm. “You know what to do, Thomas.”

      He bows his head. “Yes, ma’am.”

      He keeps his head bowed as I pass, but as he straightens to close the door, I catch the glint of a tear on his cheek.

      I jog a few paces to catch up with Milicent. “Where are we going?”

      “You’ll see.”

      I hesitate at the door of the pod. Something doesn’t feel right about this. Why would we go out?

      “Come on, Trey, we haven’t got all night and I need to talk to you on the way there.”

      Where’s there?

      I step into the pod and sit down opposite her. The door closes and I feel the slightest of tremors as the pod lifts off the ground.

      “Where are we going?”

      Milicent turns to look at me. “Do you know how old I am, Trey? One hundred and twenty. When I was born, only one in a million people could hope to live to that age. And that was not counting the people who chose to die young so that their family line could continue. I could live for another twenty or thirty years, easily. We have invented treatments that prolong life far beyond what was once possible, beyond what nature intended for us. But we have still not been able to capture what makes life worthwhile.”

      She turns to stare at the window insert on the pod wall, which displays a static image of St Paul’s Cathedral. “Tomorrow, it will be sixty years since William died. Sixty years and one week since my husband shot himself. He took the easy way out.” Her voice is bitter.

      “I didn’t realize. I’m sorry.”

      It’s not enough but I don’t know what else to say.

      A ghost of a smile flickers across her face. “Living loses its appeal after a while, you know.”

      I look down at my hands as I finally realize where we’re going. “You’re going to make the sacrifice.”

      It sounds awkward when I say it like that. But what else would I call it? Suicide? Euthanasia? So many words for such a simple thing.

      Milicent nods. “Yes. I have lived too long. The fire that once burned in my veins has turned to ashes. Everything I once had, I have lost. My son. My husband. The woman who fought for justice, for her son’s legacy. I can’t remember when that woman died … and this person took over my body.”

      She twists her hands, examining them as if she doesn’t know them. I shift on my seat and tug at the collar of my suit, uncomfortable at her confession, at the intimacy she is forcing between us.

      “Why do you want me here?”

      Is this what all our meetings have been about? She just wants someone to talk to before she dies?

      She jerks as if coming out of a trance and straightens her shoulders, placing her hands back in her lap. “Because, Trey, I have named you as my heir. Everything I have – all my money, the house, everything – will soon be yours to do with as you choose. I hope it will go some way to replacing what you have lost and help you forgive the mistakes of an old lady. I trust you to do some good with it.” She hesitates. “I have no family. The people who know me best are my servants. I had hoped … that you might accompany me, to the end.”

      The mask drops from her face for a moment and I have a rare glimpse of the woman underneath. Vulnerable, worn down by years of pain and loneliness, and yet fearful of taking this final step. “I don’t know if I can face it alone,” she whispers.

      Empathy surges through me, and I reach forward and take her hand. “You don’t have to.”

      Realization hits. She’s left me everything? The house alone must be worth more than half the property in Area Four. And the money she has will be more than enough to pay for whatever treatment Mother needs.

      Since I came back Inside, a weight has accumulated on my shoulders. The weight of my family’s expectations, my mother’s illness, Ella’s worry. I hadn’t realized how heavy it had become until now, when it’s suddenly gone and I feel like I could float up from my seat, lighter than air.

      “Thank you,” I whisper, trying to control the grin that threatens to split my face.

      Milicent gives me a small smile. “I hope it is worth it.”

      There’s a bleep and the pod light flashes. We have arrived.

      The crematorium looms over us, bathed red by the evening sun. Trepidation fills me as I look up at the stark white marble shot through with grey. Like the other side of the building, there’s a Latin inscription above the door.

      Amor vincit omnia.

      Love conquers all.

      It seems an odd phrase for a place of death.

      I glance at the hedge separating the two sides of the crematorium and remember the conversation I’d overheard on the day of my father’s funeral. The sacrifice is about love. Why else would you choose to give up your life for your family if it was not for love?

      A man dressed in a black tailcoat suit greets us with a bow as we step inside the tiled foyer. Marble-columned doors lead off the large space and a giant chandelier hangs from the ceiling, hundreds of tiny lights casting a soft glow on the people below.

      They seem to be expecting Milicent and we’re taken through to a small room, furnished with soft chairs, a water fountain and pot plants. Gentle relaxation music plays in the background. In front of us is a plain wooden door.

      “We will prepare the chamber for you, madam. It will take about fifteen minutes. Please relax here – if you need anything, just press that comm.” The man points to a speaker on the wall and backs out of the room.

      Milicent sinks into a chair. Her face is chalk white under her makeup and she wrings her hands over and over.

      “Shall I take your coat?”

      She nods and stands, taking something out of the pocket before unbuttoning the coat and letting me slide it from her shoulders. I stifle a gasp. Underneath the coat, she wears a dress that might have once been white, but the lace and silk has yellowed and stiffened with age. It hangs loosely on her frame, designed for the curves of a younger body, and her thin blue-veined legs are like matchsticks under the flared skirt.

      Pink flushes her cheeks. “I know I look silly, but I just wanted to remember …” She holds out an ancient photograph – an actual photograph, not a holo. The years have faded it and the edges are dog-eared, but the eyes of the young woman clutching her husband’s arm outside a church still shine with excitement and love.

      “You look beautiful,” I say honestly.

      “It was the second happiest day of my life. The happiest was when William was born. We loved each other very much, back then.” Her voice is wistful.

      I bite back the tears that spring to my eyes, wondering what it must be like to live alone for so many years, with just the memories of what it was like to love and be loved.

      My hand trembles as I hang the coat on a rack by the door.

      When I turn back, Milicent has her hands folded in front of her. “I … I’m afraid I haven’t been totally honest with you, Trey.” Her fingers whiten on the photograph.

      “About what?” I walk over and gently take her arm. “Would you like to sit down?”

      “No. Thank you.” She pauses. “You know what I felt when William died? Even more than grief? Anger. Anger that we lived in a society where one person was forbidden from loving another. Anger that we weren’t even allowed to cremate our children with dignity. That they were written into the record books as criminals. I thought that other people would feel the same, that their anger over their children’s deaths would make them rise up against the government. But when it came down to it, they still believed in what our society was. They favoured stability over change and didn’t want to risk their positions, their wealth, the risk of a new society in which they may not end up with what they once had.”

      She pulls her arm from my grasp. “You never asked me what happened to the President – the man who ordered my son’s death.”

      A sense of uneasiness washes over me. “What happened to him?”

      Her face twists into a snarl. “Nothing,” she spits. “Nothing. He stepped down from his position shortly after, on the grounds of ill-health. There was no trial. He was never brought to justice for the crimes he had ordered.”

      My mind races, wondering where this is going. Wondering what it has to do with me.

      “Two years, I searched for him. Three times I nearly caught him, but always he slipped from the trap I’d created. For a year, I lived in a daze, barely eating, rarely sleeping, never leaving the house. I withdrew from society completely, going through the motions of living without really feeling alive. Sometimes I wondered what I was living for, but I was too scared of death to follow my husband into it.

      “Then one day I realized that I had an opportunity. An opportunity to take up William’s cause and try to create his dream. I had my family’s wealth, plus that of my husband’s, and I didn’t need much to live on.” She smiles, lost in a memory. “My first task was to dig that tunnel – the one you entered when you first came to my house with Bryn. Bella – the woman who owns the fabric shop – was an old school friend of mine. Her daughter was one of William’s friends. I used to disguise myself and explore the areas Outside the Wall, to see for myself what William had seen. That’s how I ended up getting involved with the Chain.”

      Her lips tighten into a thin line. “I believed in them. Dedicated myself to helping them for years. And for what? Nothing has changed!”

      “It might now. Now the Leader is here. It feels as if things are changing …”

      “I miss the optimism of youth.” She sighs. “You do not have the same cynicism as those of my generation. You do not fear in the same way. You trust so freely … too freely, perhaps.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “After our failure to get the data from the government headquarters, I almost gave up on everything. I thought if I had that, I would finally be able to find out where he was living, if he was still alive.”

      “Who? The President who killed your son?” I can hear the impatience in my voice. When is she going to get to the point?

      “Yes.” She looks straight at me. “Elmo Coleman.”

      My heart skips a beat. The pieces of the puzzle begin to come together in my mind.

      “That was why you asked me to report back from the factory? Why you asked me to find out about Louis’s grandfather? It was him?”

      “Not him, his brother. Louis’s great-uncle. They were twins. One ran the factory, the other ran the country. When you told me where they were living, I knew that he was still alive, and where to find him.”

      I feel a surge of anger. “And what about the other information – the distribution centres and the access codes – did any of that matter? Have you even been passing it back to the Chain?”

      She shakes her head. “No. I couldn’t risk them intervening. They’ve been trying to cut me out of things. All they want is my money, and the Leader has enough of his own to make me useless to them now.”

      I turn and walk over to the water fountain. The glass shakes in my hand as I fill it. “And I thought you were doing this for Outsiders. To build a better city.” The bitterness in my voice mirrors her own.

      “I was. For forty years I have tried to do that. But I have failed, Trey.” I hear the hiss of her breath above the music. “I believe it is possible, but not by my hands. So all I had left was this one thing to do before I die. To finish what William died trying to do.”

      “Kill Coleman. Have your revenge.”

      “Not revenge. Justice. He murdered sixty-three of his own people so that he would not have to lose face. He never even apologized for it.”

      I take a sip of the water, hoping it will cool the burning in my stomach.

      She used me. How did I not see it? I should never have trusted her, not after our first failed mission. I should have insisted on speaking to Bryn.

      The water does not quench the anger inside me. But I know that I’m as angry at my own naivety as I am at her.

      And I can still tell the Chain about the information I’ve uncovered. It won’t be wasted. Whereas she will never get her family back.

      There’s a knock on the wooden door and a bald-headed man in a black suit steps into the room. “We are ready for you, madam.”

      He glances around, sensing the tension in the room, and takes a step back. “Or, I can give you a few more minutes if you’re not quite ready.”

      I look at Milicent, her face ravaged with grief and anger, and the anger dies in me, to be replaced by pity. Pity for this woman who has lost so much and lived her whole life waiting for revenge.

      “No, I think we’re ready.” I walk over to Milicent and take her arm, tugging her gently forward toward the doorway. “I can understand why you would do it. And now, it is done?”

      “No, you don’t understand, Trey, not everything.” Tears shimmer in her eyes as she turns to me. “He wasn’t there. When we got to the country mansion. He’d already escaped somewhere else.”

      “Well, perhaps it is better that way,” I say soothingly. “He must be an old man, after all. He’ll die soon anyway.”

      I lead her into a small, white room. The only furnishing is what appears to be a bed in one corner, but when I look at it again, I realize that it has a retractable domed lid.

      Like a coffin.

      Milicent’s hand is shaking as she reaches out for the edge of it and sits down. She still clutches the photographs in her hand.

      “When you’re ready, just lie down in the chamber.” The man’s voice is smooth and liquid.

      Milicent turns a frightened face to him. “And it won't hurt?”

      The man shakes his head and I suspect it’s not the first time he’s been asked that question. “You won’t feel a thing. You’ll just feel sleepy.”

      He steps back to give us some space.

      Milicent swings her legs up and wriggles into position on the bed. “I did find him, in the end,” she murmurs.

      My hand freezes on her arm. She glances up at me. “I’m sorry, Trey. It was the only way I could find him. And even then, when I arrived, he was already dead. He had to take even that from me.”

      There’s no bitterness in her voice any more, just sadness. She kisses the photograph of her son, then the photograph of her wedding day, and lies down on the bed.

      The man moves forward to close the lid of the chamber, but I hold out a hand to stop him. “What do you mean, you’re sorry?”

      “I had to make a bargain with the President – it was the only way. He was the only person that I knew would know where Coleman was.”

      My heart begins to race as dread seeps through me. “What did you do? What did he want in return?”

      Her eyes look at me sadly. “Can you not guess, Trey? He, too, was hurt long ago. He, too, lost someone. Everyone wants revenge for something.”

      She smiles at my puzzled look. “It's all about love, at the end of the day. Everything comes down to love.”

      I shake my head, still not sure what she’s talking about. What would the President want revenge for?

      And then something Aleesha had said comes back to me. When the President had taken her captive, he’d told her that he’d known her mother. And he’d been desperate to find her father.

      Because he was a wanted criminal …

      “You told him the Leader was here, in London? Where to find him?”

      Milicent chuckles. “Oh, he already knew he was here. His spies told him that. No, I gave him the one thing that he could use against Richard. The one thing he could use to bring him to justice.”

      My blood runs cold as I stagger back from the chamber, finally realizing what she been trying to tell me all this time. “No,” I whisper.

      “I’m sorry, Trey. I didn’t want it to come to this. And I tried to warn you that helping us could hurt you.” Her eyes beg my forgiveness, my understanding. But I’m frozen, unable to move or even think.

      “What have you done?” My feet unglue themselves from the floor and I run forward, wedging my shoulder under the lid of the chamber as it begins to close. The man in the suit makes a noise of irritation and asks me to step away, but I swat him back. “Where is she?”

      There’s a hissing noise and something sweet-smelling is sprayed into the chamber.

      “Sir, please step back now.” The man is tugging on my arm.

      Milicent’s eyelids begin to close.

      “Where is she?” I shout down at her.

      Her eyelids flutter for a second, then close again. When she speaks, her words are slurred and broken. “The Metz are waiting … At my house. Forgive me …”

      I pull back, feeling dizzy from the gas, and the chamber lid closes.

      The man in the black suit stands with his hands crossed in front of him, his head bowed. “Her body is going into a deep sleep. In a minute, it will all be over.”

      I back away, then turn and yank open the door. I run through the waiting room and out into the foyer, ignoring the shouts that follow me. The evening air hits my face and I try and make sense of what Milicent was saying. She must have set a trap, baited Aleesha to come to her home. But if I can make it there before she arrives, perhaps I can warn her. Perhaps I can save her.

      My lungs burn as I push my body to run faster. People turn to look at me, and I have to jump over a child who trips while trying to get out of my path. Streets pass in a blur and I find my way by instinct as much as knowledge. Finally, I get to a street I recognize, just around the corner from Milicent’s house. The road is empty, the rich Insiders of this neighbourhood eating family dinners or relaxing in their virtual reality rooms behind the closed curtains and blinds of the houses I pass.

      I round the corner and Milicent’s house comes into view. On the street outside it is a familiar black and yellow striped pod.

      No.

      As I race toward it, it rises slowly up into the air.

      Still, I run, black spots dancing at the corners of my vision as I strain to close the distance. But before I’m halfway up the street, it has gone, shooting off across the city.

      I hug the lion-topped pillar, gasping for breath.

      Perhaps she wasn’t here. Aleesha’s smart, she might have seen the trap for what it was.

      Except she always comes to rescue you.

      But I can’t let go of the thread of hope that makes me believe she’s waiting for me inside the house, or back at her gang headquarters. Perhaps I’ll walk through the front door and she’ll be there with Thomas, laughing at the fear on my face.

      I trip up the stairs, my feet slipping on the smooth paving stones.

      She will be there.

      The door opens in front of me and the butler stands to one side to let me through.

      “Is she here?” I gasp out. “Aleesha … Did they … take her?”

      “The girl, sir?”

      I nod, casting my eyes around for any sign that Aleesha was here. Is here.

      “They took her, as the mistress requested.”

      I fall back against the door frame as my legs give way, and I sink to the ground.

      I was too late.

      “Welcome to your new home, Master Trey.”

      I was too late.
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      The small, bare room is blindingly white. A narrow strip light bounces light into every corner, and the bleached tiles I lie on have been polished to a gleam that no Outsider could achieve, even with a hundred years of scrubbing. My head feels fuzzy, and there’s a sour, vaguely familiar aftertaste in my mouth.

      I don’t want to think about where I am.

      I sit up with a moan, pressing my back against the wall. The door opposite me has a square of reflective glass set into it, a quarter of the way down from the top – too high to catch my reflection. A shiver runs through me, though the room is not cold. Quite the opposite.

      Memories rush back. The note, signed by Ella, saying Trey was in trouble. Running through the Wall to Milicent’s house. Finding it empty and deserted. The Metz arriving – four officers to take down one girl. It was a trap, and I had run straight into it.

      You’ve stayed free twelve years, then you let your guard down for one moment, and it’s all for nothing.

      My first thought may be for me, but my second is for Trey. Was he taken captive, too? He could be on the other side of the wall and I wouldn’t know. Had that note really been from Ella? I thought she was on our side, but deep down, I know Trey’s family wouldn’t approve of his relationship with me, an Outsider. And not just any Outsider, but an illegal girl from the streets of Area Four.

      Realizing I’m clenching my teeth, I stretch my jaw to relieve the tension. I don’t think Ella would have betrayed me, and even if the government had discovered Milicent was working for the Chain, captured her, then laid the trap for me, they wouldn’t have known anything about Ella.

      No. All the evidence points to one person. Milicent.

      I lick my lips, trying to get enough moisture into my mouth to be able to swallow. My stomach is tight with hunger, adding to the aches in the rest of my body. Mika’s medic pod had healed me, almost like magic, but there was a price to pay. She’d said my body needed food, water and rest to recover from the fight with Primo.

      My left arm falls to my side, the bone healer encasing it from shoulder to wrist landing with a thunk on the floor. With this on my arm, I hadn’t stood a chance against the Metz officers.

      I look around the room again. If I’m to believe the rumours, there are only two places the Metz take you – the Farms or the Labs. The only thing I know for certain about both places is that no one ever leaves them.

      The sound of faint footsteps breaks the silence. There’s a click, then the door opens. A pair of female guards walk in and haul me to my feet. Their hair is cropped close to their heads, and they wear skin-tight navy suits, similar to those the Metz officers wear under their armour. I try to yank myself from their grip, but I can barely stand on my own, let alone fight. They half pull, half drag me down a short corridor and into another white-tiled room. This one has a table in the centre and a glass door set into the far wall.

      One of the guards tugs off the elastic band securing my braid and orders me to strip. I turn my back to them and do as they say, though I can feel their eyes on me. My cheeks warm as I stand there, naked, my hair hanging loose down my back. I leave the amulet tied around my ankle, offering up a silent prayer that they will let me keep this one thing. It’s a cheap piece of jewellery, just a bronze triquetra encircled by a ring of green glass, but it’s all I have left of my mother. It also reminds me of my father.

      Just thinking of him sends conflicting emotions racing through me. I wanted to prove that I could be a leader, yet my first act as Phoenix leader was to get myself captured. Good job, Aleesha.

      The blonde-haired guard barks an order, and reluctantly, I untie the amulet and place it on top of the pile of clothes. She walks over and picks it up, turning it over before pocketing it.

      “Hey! What are y—”

      She jabs me in the stomach with her baton. I stumble back, my bare feet slipping on the tiled floor. I resist the temptation to cross my legs and cover my chest. They want me to feel ashamed, humiliated. This is to remind me that I am the lowest of the low, that I have no rights. Not the right to dignity. Not even the right to life.

      With a gloved hand, the guard picks up my clothes and drops them into a chute marked “Incinerator”.

      I straighten my shoulders and meet the stare of the other guard, who stands by the door. She looks me up and down, smirking.

      Heat courses through my body, making my toes curl. I eye the blonde guard’s baton, wondering how hard it would be to take it from her. But the woman moves like a fighter, and I’m still weak from whatever drug the Metz gave me.

      “Go through the decontamination chamber.” She motions to the glass door behind me. “It’ll lock behind you. Keep your arms above your head and walk forward slowly. The door at the far end will open once you’re done.”

      Decontamination chamber?

      “What is this place?”

      “You’ll find out soon enough.”

      Something about the glass door and mention of “decontamination” makes my skin crawl. I turn back to the door we entered through, but the dark-haired guard moves in front of it, one hand resting on her taser.

      “Come on. We haven’t got all day.”

      Blondie’s baton prods me in my back. Reluctantly, I cross the room and pull open the glass door. There’s a narrow passageway, about ten paces long, a second glass door at the far end.

      Another jab in my spine makes me stagger forward. The door clicks shut behind me, and when I try to pull it open, it doesn’t budge.

      There’s a hissing sound, and the air around me changes, sucking at my skin until all the hair on my body rises. The pressure intensifies until I can barely breathe, my skin feeling like it might burst like a balloon.

      Keep your arms above your head and walk forward slowly.

      Raising my arms, I step forward into a wave of water. It cascades over my head, soaking me. I splutter when some gets into my mouth. It tastes medicinal. The water shuts off, then I’m surrounded by a dense mist. I keep walking. Hot air blasts from all sides, causing me to reel back. It soon cools, and I feel that suction again, not as intense this time, as my body dries.

      Finally, I reach the second door. It opens on its own, and I emerge into another room, almost identical to the first. A young woman in a white tunic and trousers waits.

      “Please dress.” She gestures to a small pile of folded clothes on the table. Underwear, thin trousers and a tunic similar to hers, except grey. The fabric feels rough against my skin, but I don’t care. It’s better than being naked. I strap the flat sandals to my feet and wonder if I’ll ever see my beloved boots again.

      “Your right hand, please.”

      I hold it out obediently, then jerk back when the woman presses a grey box against it. Her grasp is firm. There’s a clunk and a small stab of pain.

      “There. All done.” She releases my hand.

      I raise it in front of my face, noticing a small, raised, reddish area between my thumb and first finger. It feels numb, but I can see a tiny light flashing underneath my skin.

      “It’s a monitoring chip. Let’s see what’s going on in your body.” The woman indicates a screen up on the wall where various lines track across the display. “See? Your rapid heart rate and spiked adrenaline tell me you are nervous, which is to be expected. Please, try to relax.”

      I lick my lips to moisten them, but they’re cracked and sore. The woman walks over to a machine on the wall and presses a button. A cup of liquid appears, and she hands it to me with a smile.

      “Here. You must be thirsty. Drink up. Your body needs water.”

      I gulp down the liquid, my throat craving the soothing wetness. It’s only when the last drop trickles into my mouth that I realize it’s not water. I stare down at the pink-rimmed cup, the sweetness lingering on my tongue.

      “What …” A wave of dizziness washes over me. I reach out to the table to steady myself.

      An arm wraps around my waist and pulls me forward. “This way.”

      My legs begin to buckle. I sense a door opening and the presence of other people, but my vision blurs. “Where am I?” I croak out.

      Just before I succumb to the whirlpool pulling me down, the woman’s words break through my consciousness.

      “This is Laboratory Two. One of the government’s testing facilities.”
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        * * *

      

      I stand in front of the Wall. Shades of yellow swirl above me, as if guided by an invisible painter’s brush. It’s beautiful. But despite the warm sun beating down on my back and the faint chatter of birds around me, something is wrong.

      I glance down at my hands. They are smooth and unlined, my fingernails rounded into perfect arcs. They don’t look like my hands at all.

      When I look up again, the Wall seems different. I can see shapes moving around on the other side. People. At first, they’re just outlines, then they coalesce into familiar faces as the colours in the Wall fade and become transparent. Trey is there, dressed in his posh blue Insider suit. He looks happy but tired. Bryn and Abby stand behind him, heads bent together, laughing about something. Trey turns to talk to a willowy woman with long, dark hair.

      Megan. I frown. But they don’t know each other.

      Tommy runs up to them, pulling Rogue along by the hand. As I watch, Rogue picks him up and spins him around. Tommy screams in delight.

      My eyes scan left along the line, and for a second, my heart stops.

      Jay appears on the other side of Trey, Lily beside him, the hole still in her forehead. Behind her, one hand resting lightly on her small shoulder, stands my mother.

      I close my eyes, but when I open them, they are all still there.

      A pit opens in my stomach.

      Finally, Trey seems to notice me. He smiles and waves, saying something I can’t hear. I step forward and reach out to the Wall. But rather than the tingling sensation I usually get when I walk through it, my fingers buckle against a hard, unyielding surface.

      I run my hands up and down, colours swirling, as if my touch controls the patterns on its surface. “Trey!” I bang on the Wall, but he just shrugs, as if he can’t hear what I’m saying.

      Dread seeps through my body, flowing through my veins like liquid ice. My stomach is frozen tight.

      Something bad is coming.

      I catch Trey’s attention and wave my hands, trying to indicate that they should move, but he just smiles and waves back at me.

      Then everyone’s expressions change. Rogue sets Tommy down and glances over his shoulder at something outside my field of vision. His face tightens as he pushes Tommy behind him. The smile falls from Bryn’s face as he exchanges a glance with Trey, and Abby pales. Only Jay, Lily and my mother stand unmoving and expressionless.

      Dark shadows build behind them, taking the shape of gigantic Metz officers. They are all helmeted, except one. Primo looks down on the figures cowering below him and smiles a cold, twisted smile that I know can mean only one thing.

      “No!” I pound my fists against the Wall, then kick the barrier, pain shooting from my toes. “You’re dead!”

      Primo’s face melts and changes into that of the President – slicked-back, black hair, hard eyes, chiselled jaw. It changes again. This time, Samson stares down at me, his face impassive. The face changes one final time and I stare into my father’s blue eyes.

      What does it mean?

      My throat closes up as I claw at the Wall, my perfect fingernails turning ragged and bloody.

      Then the shadowy figures attack.

      Tommy is the first to fall, Rogue unable to protect him. Tears stream down my face as I watch, helpless, while my friends die, one by one. Under my fingers, the swirls of colour change from yellow to red, until bright crimson and dark red pour down the Wall, as if blood runs from the sky. The colours thicken, hiding the carnage in front of me. As Trey crumples to the ground, the Wall finally becomes completely opaque, hiding everything from sight.

      I turn, panting, and look around for the first time. The sun still shines. A small bird dips and dives on the breeze, chirping. Pristine buildings, neat gardens and trees rise up in front of me.

      I’m Inside.

      I look down at my hands again, so smooth and perfect. It’s only then that I realize I’m not wearing my trusty boots or black Outsider clothing. I’m dressed head to toe in red.

      I am an Insider.

      My legs wobble and I fall to my knees, slamming my clenched fists on the ground. Throwing my head back to the sky, I howl, letting the anger, frustration and grief rush out of me.

      It is all I can do.

      My eyes fly open and I sit bolt upright, disorientated, heart pounding in my ears. Sweat trickles between my breasts, the rough tunic sticking to my back.

      I hold out my shaking hands. The usual traces of dirt and grime are gone from the creases in my skin, but the lines are still there, my fingernails cracked and uneven. Relief rushes through me.

      It was just a dream.

      “Bad dream, huh? Those drugs are a bitch.”

      The voice is familiar. I look around, but I’m alone in a small room.

      Not a room. A cage, but one with no bars, just transparent walls.

      Curiosity cuts through the fog in my brain as I take in my surroundings. What I’d taken to be a bed is more like a long, white box inlaid with some strange, spongy material. I poke it. It gives slightly under my finger, springing back when I release the pressure. At least it’s more comfortable than the hard floors I’m used to.

      I have to swing my legs up and over the side of the box to get out. When lying down, my body must have been completely below the surface, invisible to anyone looking in.

      The cage is a perfect cube, as wide as it is high. On one wall, there’s a door-shaped outline with a palm access pad on the outside.

      I cross to the door and push it, but nothing happens. Outside, there’s a metal staircase, a narrow corridor of space separating it from a tall, brick wall. I turn around. Two metal chutes run into the far wall of the cell. The top one looks like some kind of ventilation system. The lower chute ends in a silver hatch, perhaps a foot across. Next to the hatch, a small tap extends from the wall, a shallow, curved dish underneath. I run my hand underneath the tap, and a few drops of water fall onto my fingers. I lift them to my nose and sniff, then touch them with the tip of my tongue. Water. The fresh, clean, tasteless water that pours from the fountains Inside. Not the water we get Outside that tastes of rust, dirt and mould. There’s just enough room to twist my head under the tap, and I gulp greedily, letting the water dribble out of my mouth and down my chin.

      “Don’t drink too much! It’s rationed.”

      The alarm in the voice causes me to jerk back. The flow of water stops. I look around again, this time staring through the transparent walls of my cell. There’s an identical cube next to it, another behind that. Most contain a single person dressed in a grey tunic and pants. Others appear to be empty.

      My pulse quickens as I whirl around. The sight is almost identical – a line of cubes stretching into the distance. Looking down, I jump. I can see through the floor to the top of a woman’s head below. She’s slumped in one corner of her cell. Above me, bare feet pace the transparent floor of another cube. I can make out the lines on the man’s feet and the pale, cracked skin around his heels.

      I stumble backward and sit down, hard, on a square panel at the end of the bed. “What is this place?”

      “Subject quarters at the London Compound, also known as Lab Two. Or, to those of us who live here, Hell.”

      I twist to look behind me. Dark eyes meet mine. The man looks to be in his thirties, his face weathered by the sun, though his skin has a dull, greyish tinge and his cheeks are hollow. He sits with his arms folded, hands crisscrossed with scars.

      “Mitch?” I stare at him in disbelief. “What are you doing here?”

      The man scowls. “Got caught in the Metz raid just after you visited. Wish they had shot me like the rest of ’em, but they brought me here instead.”

      I close my eyes and swallow, his words dragging up the taste of tronk and my memories of that day. I’d been so desperate for the drug that I’d dragged Lily down to the roughest part of Area Four and made her wait outside while I went to get some tronk from Mitch. When the Metz came, I hadn’t been there to protect her.

      Guilt squeezes my chest. I failed to protect Lily, failed to rescue Trey. And in getting captured, I have failed my gang. My Phoenixes.

      I gave them hope, promised them a different future.

      “How did they catch you?”

      I don’t answer.

      Mitch huffs impatiently. “Well, however they got your sorry little arse, I bet you had the same experience as the rest of us. You came out of the decontamination chamber super thirsty and gulped down the ‘water’ they gave you. Then you fell asleep and had the worst dream of your life, right?”

      I nod. “What did you mean about the water being rationed?”

      Mitch grimaces. “Just that. We get a daily allocation, which isn’t much. I suspect you drank most of yours already.”

      I look at the tap longingly. And here I was, thinking there was something good about being in this place.

      “Not enough for washing then?” I pluck at the tunic to pull it from my sweaty body.

      “Nah. They take you to the cleaning chambers once a week.” His face twists into a cold smile. “If you’re still alive.”

      The drug dealer has lost some of his cockiness, but his eyes are still calculating.

      I hug my knees to my chest and tap the wall experimentally. It’s as hard and unyielding as the Wall was in my dream. “What do they do to you?”

      “Experiments. Drug testing. The guy on your other side looks like he’s been tortured every day since he came in. Don’t think he’ll last much longer. Reckon I’ve survived the longest out of everyone here, and it must be about six weeks since they got me.”

      I glance over my shoulder, but the cube on the other side of mine appears to be empty. He must be in his bed.

      I tap the wall again. It feels like Plexiglas. “How can I hear you?

      Mitch points up. There’s a small, circular opening, about as wide as a Chaz bottle, in the top of the wall, a transparent tube connecting it to an identical opening in the wall of Mitch’s cell. “You can only talk with the people on either side of you. I—”

      His voice breaks off as a buzzer sounds. I follow his gaze and see a pair of guards walking down the narrow corridor between the metal staircases and the brick wall. They pause at the foot of the staircase leading to my cell and begin to climb.

      I stand and back away from the door until I hit the curved drinking dish.

      Pass me by. Pass me by.

      They stop in front of my cage. One of the guards presses his hand to the access pad and the door swishes open. I don’t even have time to slip on my sandals before they grab me under the arms and drag me from the cell. As I stumble down the stairs, I glance back up at Mitch, who mouths something.

      I can’t hear his words, but I think he was saying “good luck”.
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      The smell of strong coffee fills the room, but the cup in front of me remains untouched. I don’t need caffeine or stimulants to keep me awake tonight. Thomas, Milicent’s butler, had brought the coffee pot in when the hour hand on the antique grandfather clock in the corner had ticked past ten o’clock and it was clear we were in for a late night.

      Milicent’s butler. That makes him my butler now, I guess, though it’s not something I’ve had much time to come to terms with. I have more pressing things to worry about.

      “So no one has any idea where they’ve taken her?” Richard Masterton, the Chain’s leader and Aleesha’s father, slams his fist on the table and glares at me, as if holding me personally responsible for his daughter’s disappearance. I sink further into my chair under the weight of his gaze.

      Next to him, Bryn gives me a sympathetic look, though his eyes are tight with worry. They’d both arrived at Milicent’s house while I was still slumped in the doorway, trying to come to terms with the fact that I’d been too late to prevent the Metz from taking Aleesha away.

      “That would seem to be the case.” At the other end of the table, Samson wraps his fingers around his cup of coffee. His huge hands could easily crush the delicate china. “Can I see the note?”

      Richard turns his scowl on him. “What I don’t understand is how you knew exactly where to find us if you weren’t aware of the contents of this.” He holds up the thin film between two fingers. It was the first thing he’d shown me when they’d arrived at the house, and the words are still branded in my mind.

      Trey is in trouble. The Metz have come for him. Meet me at Milicent’s house. Ella.

      The note raises more questions than it answers.

      “Rogue saw Aleesha running out of Phoenix headquarters,” Samson says, nodding to the ex-Metz officer sitting next to him. “He questioned Abby after you left, and she said you’d be heading for Milicent’s house.”

      “And you knew Milicent?” Richard’s eyebrows knit together.

      “I knew of Milicent.” Samson smiles, a flash of white against his dark skin.

      He also must have some way of getting through the Wall, because he turned up at the front door of the house rather than using the secret tunnel that connects it to a small shop in Area Six. His cane leans up against the wall behind him. He is still recovering from the injuries the President and his men inflicted, which makes me wonder why he’s here. I’m not convinced it’s solely out of concern for Aleesha.

      “I still don’t understand what happened.” Rogue looks from Samson to Richard, before his eyes finally come to rest on me. “Who is this Milicent person, and what did she want with Aleesha?” Face flushed, his fingers tap an impatient rhythm on the arm of his straight-backed wooden chair. Unlike others around the table, his emotions are easy to read.

      I glance at Bryn, but everyone’s eyes are on me.

      We’ve been through this already.

      But to Rogue, this will all be new. And I wasn’t exactly speaking coherently earlier, still too shocked by what had just happened.

      “Milicent worked for the Chain. When I started working at Coleman’s factory, she asked me to find out information about the factory and food distribution systems. She said she would pass it to Bryn and the Chain so it could feed into their plans. What she really wanted was for me to find out about the Coleman family so she could get revenge for her son’s death. That’s what all this was about.”

      “And this was her house?” Rogue looks around at the wood-panelled dining room, oil paintings hanging on the walls.

      “Yes.”

      “So what’s Aleesha got to do with it? Why did she run off again?” His rhythmic tapping stops as he curls his hands into fists.

      I take a deep breath. “Milicent made a deal with the President that she would give him Aleesha if he told her where Elmo Coleman was hiding. She wanted to kill him in revenge for him ordering the execution of her son after the Rose Rebellion, but I reckon the President warned him in advance that she was coming because when she arrived, he was already dead. Killed himself. Anyway, the President wants to use Aleesha to get to Richard. Milicent admitted as much just before they put her to sleep. I ran as fast as I could to get here and warn Aleesha, but I was too late. The Metz had just left.”

      “He won’t get away with this.” Richard’s voice is controlled, but a fire burns in his eyes. “I will personally hunt him down and kill him.”

      Bryn eyes him warily. “Shall we focus on trying to get Aleesha back first?” He turns to me. “Look, I know you don’t want to involve Ella, but she may know something about this. It was her name on the note.”

      “No.” My fingers tighten on the arms of my chair. “We are not bringing her into this.”

      I’m as confused as Bryn about why Ella’s name is at the bottom of the note. As far as I know, Aleesha’s never met her.

      “Ella?” Samson raises an eyebrow.

      Richard slides the piece of film down the table. Rogue reads it, then passes it to Samson.

      “Interesting,” he mutters.

      “What do you know about this?” Richard’s voice is dangerously low.

      “Only that Aleesha spoke to me about a woman named Ella who wanted to make a deal. Apparently, she’s part of a group of Insiders who wants to help our cause.”

      “Your cause?”

      I barely register Richard’s words. My chest tightens. Ella had said if I didn’t link her up with the Chain or Brotherhood, she would find some other way of doing it, but I hadn’t thought she would go through with it. Not after my warnings. And I’d never even considered that Aleesha would help her.

      How could she do that? After everything that’s happened?

      The room seems to close in around me as I struggle for breath. I was only just beginning to forgive Aleesha for her role in my father’s death, and now she puts Ella at risk, too? Without even telling me?

      “Trey?” Samson’s voice breaks through my thoughts, and I look up to find everyone looking at me.

      “What?”

      “Do you know this Ella?” Samson’s voice is oddly gentle.

      I swallow. “She’s my sister.”

      “Ah. That would explain things.”

      He doesn’t say what it explains, and I don’t really care. I squeeze my hands around the arms of the chair until my knuckles turn white.

      I will not let Ella get involved in this.

      A hand covers mine. “We need to ask her about the note,” Bryn says. “It’s our only lead.”

      Conflicting emotions war within me. Bryn is right. None of us know where the Metz have taken Aleesha, and if we’re to find her, every hour is vital. But if I bring Ella here, I know this won’t be the end of her involvement. When my father died, I swore I’d take his place and look after my family. I can’t let her get messed up in this.

      “Just comm her and ask.”

      I look up into Bryn’s eyes, the same blue as mine.

      “Go into another room and speak to her alone.” He gives me a small smile. “You’ll feel better for doing something. It’s not your fault Aleesha was captured, you know.”

      I stare down at the table. It is my fault. If I hadn’t trusted Milicent …

      Bryn’s hand tightens on mine. “It’s not your fault, Trey. But you must trust me. If we just sit here doing nothing, there’s no way we can find and rescue Aleesha.”

      If I can trust anyone, it should be Bryn. But if he were forced to choose between supporting me and the organization he believes so deeply in, I’m not sure which he’d prioritize.

      I shove my chair back and stand. “I’ll talk to her.”

      Their gazes follow me as I cross the room and yank open the door. Thomas jumps back, shoulders stiffening. From the guilty flush of his cheeks, he’s been listening at the door.

      “Would you like me to bring more coffee, Master Trey? Or some food?”

      “No. Just leave us alone. And don’t call me ‘master’. It’s just Trey.”

      He stares straight ahead, his top lip quivering. A bruise darkens his jaw where Richard had punched him after learning he had let the Metz take Aleesha away without protest. The butler had said he’d just been following his mistress’s orders.

      Because he obviously can’t think for himself.

      I turn away from him in disgust and pull open the nearest door. Shelves piled high with laundry stare back at me.

      “The drawing room is in here, Ma— Trey.” Thomas springs into action, opening another door to reveal a large sitting room. I walk past him into the room.

      The door clicks shut behind me. I run my finger over the comm band on my wrist to call Ella. No one answers, but when I try again, a holo flashes in the air above my wrist, an image of my sister blinking sleepily.

      “Trey? Where are you? Are you okay?”

      “No.” A flood of emotion washes over me, but I can’t break down. Not yet. “What have you and Aleesha been doing?”

      Ella’s brown eyes widen, and she suddenly looks more alert. “She told you? I’m sorry, Trey, but you wouldn’t help me, and you said she had links to the Brotherhood. I was the one who persuaded her to help me. She didn’t want to. Is she with you? Can I speak to her?”

      “Of course she isn’t here!” I take a deep breath, trying to calm myself. “Did you have anything to do with the note that told Aleesha to come here, to Milicent’s house?”

      Ella looks confused. “What note? What are you talking about?”

      “Aleesha received a note telling her that I was in trouble and that the Metz were coming for me. It was signed by you.”

      There’s a pause, then the holo shifts as Ella sits up and brushes back her hair. “Trey, I never wrote a note for Aleesha. Has something happened to her?” Her voice is laced with concern. It sounds genuine, but then again, until today, I’d never had any reason to doubt anything Ella said. She’s my big sister.

      But even she lied to me.

      “The Metz were waiting for her.” My voice is flat. “We don’t know where they’ve taken her.”

      Ella sucks in a breath. “Okay. You’re at Milicent’s house? I’m coming over. We’ll work out a plan. We will find her, Trey. I—”

      “No! You’re not coming over. Just stay home.”

      She blinks. “But I can help. I’ve got friends who work in the government. They may be able to find out where she’s been taken.”

      I hesitate for a moment, torn. I want to believe there’s some way of finding Aleesha without involving Ella. But right now, I can’t think of one.

      “Fine. You can make some discreet enquiries. But you’re not coming over here. I think we’re about to stop for the night anyway. We’re not getting anywhere.” I stifle a yawn, my brain fogged with the exhaustion that follows adrenaline and shock.

      “We? Who’s there with you?”

      “No one, Ella. It doesn’t matter. Go back to sleep. I’ll talk to you in the morning.” I cut the connection before she can reply and walk back into the dining room.

      Thomas had obviously ignored my instructions, because there’s a half-empty tray of sandwiches on the mahogany table. The stack of plates beside it lie untouched. Rogue stuffs sandwiches into his mouth as if he hasn’t eaten a proper meal in weeks.

      “Well?” Bryn asks around a mouthful.

      “She’s going to talk to her friends to see if they know anything. But they won’t be able to get any information until tomorrow.” I turn my gaze to Richard. “You’ll rescue her, won’t you?”

      “Of course.”

      But he doesn’t meet my eyes.

      “What about the mole?” Bryn asks in a low voice.

      Richard gives a tight shake of his head. “Not now,” he murmurs. “It’s not the right time.”

      Not the right time for what?

      “Well, I think we’ve done as much as we can do tonight,” Richard says in a louder voice. “Let’s see what tomorrow brings. We’ll meet back here at seven in the evening. Perhaps you can arrange some food for us, Trey?”

      He doesn’t wait for my reply before he pushes back his chair and stands. “We need to make sure we don’t draw attention to ourselves leaving this house. Samson, Rogue, you should come back with us through the tunnel.”

      Bryn hangs back as they leave the room. “Do you want me to stay?”

      “No. It’s okay. I need to go to work tomorrow anyway. If I take another day off, they’ll be suspicious.”

      The thought of going into the factory and acting normal seems impossible. But I skipped work on Monday to watch Aleesha’s leadership fight. If I miss another day, someone will notice and start asking questions.

      “You know, you don’t have to work there anymore. If Milicent left you everything, that’ll be more than enough money to pay your mother’s medical bills. I … I don’t want you putting yourself in danger.”

      I turn away. “And what would I do if I didn’t work? Help you?”

      Bryn is silent. He doesn’t want me getting any more involved in the Chain’s work than I already am.

      “Besides, I’m pretty sure the government will start paying closer attention to what I’m doing if I don’t go to work every day. And there’s still that additive in the Outsiders’ food I want to get to the bottom of.” I hesitate for a moment. “The information I gave Milicent, about the distribution centres … Is that helpful to you? Or was she just making that up so I’d think I was doing some good?”

      Bryn sighs. “It could be very useful. And you may be right about the government. Just keep your head down for a few days and don’t do anything to attract attention. Let’s focus on getting Aleesha back, then we’ll have a chat about what you found out.”

      “Okay.”

      It’s a relief to have someone else tell me what to do, to reassure me things are going to be okay, even though I know in my heart that it’s just words.

      “Bryn, who’s the mole you asked Richard about?”

      “I’m sorry, Trey.” He shakes his head. “I can’t tell you.”

      Right. More secrets.

      He blows out a breath, seeing the hurt expression on my face. “It’s someone working for us inside the government. Quite high up, actually.”

      “High up enough to find out where Aleesha is being held captive?”

      “Possibly. But it would be a huge risk for them to try and find out. It could completely blow their cover.”

      “And that’s why Richard’s refusing to speak to them? Because this person is more important to him than his own daughter?”

      “I know that’s how it seems, but you don’t understand everything that’s going on.” He places his hand on my shoulder. “The situation is complex. We don’t even know for sure that it was the President who ordered Aleesha’s capture. We only have Milicent’s word for that. Power is a complex thing. You don’t always know who or what is behind something. Richard is right not to rush into things.”

      He lets his hand fall from my shoulder and tries to catch my eye. “He knows what he’s doing, Trey.”

      I try to find reassurance in his words, but I can’t.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow, okay?”

      “Tomorrow,” I echo.

      I follow Bryn out of the room and watch him disappear into the cellar under the kitchen, then I scrub at my eyes and head toward the front door.

      “I’ve made up a bed for you here, sir.”

      I halt, momentarily confused. Then I remember that this is my home now, or it could be, if I wanted.

      Another thing to deal with.

      “I … I can’t think about that tonight. All my stuff’s at home … at my apartment. I’ll come back tomorrow night.” I hesitate. “Just, um, keep things running as normal, please?”

      Thomas smiles stiffly. “Of course, sir.” He opens the door for me. “Good night, sir.”

      “Not ‘sir’. Just Trey.”

      The night air feels thick and muggy, the streets empty as I make my way back to the apartment. I wonder where Aleesha is tonight. If she’s hurt, alone, afraid.

      I don’t want to have to send the boys out to rescue you.

      Those were the last words she’d said to me. But she hadn’t sent anyone. She’d come herself, like always.

      I reach the apartment block and lean my forehead against the cool, Plexiglas door.

      I’ll find you, Aleesha. I promise.
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      “So, what have they been doing to you?” Mitch’s voice filters into my cube through the tube above my head.

      I lie in my coffin-like bed, staring up at the base of the bed in the cube above me. It’s the only place in this prison where I don’t have to look at anyone else. The only vestige of privacy they give us.

      “Come on, Aleesha. I know you’re not asleep. Tell me something interesting. I’m dying of boredom here.”

      Dying of boredom. That’s about right. After only one day here, I can’t understand how people survive weeks in this place. No wonder Mitch talks so much. There’s nothing else to distract you from the nothingness you’re surrounded by.

      With a sigh, I sit up and look at him. “Not much so far. They took some blood from me, gave me some weird drink, then took more blood. That’s it.”

      “What kind of drink?”

      “Dunno. But it was green and tasted awful.” I scrunch up my face. “Have you had it?”

      “Nah. I’ve not heard of that one.” Mitch looks thoughtful. “Usually they inject stuff into you or force pills down your throat. If you’re really unlucky, you get taken in for surgery.”

      “Surgery?”

      “Yeah. Skin transplants, limb replacements. I’m surprised they haven’t tried it with that bone healer on yer arm. You’re a natural candidate. Whip it off and give you a new arm. Prototype, to see if yer body takes to it.” He makes a slicing motion with his hand and grins.

      My eyes widen. “They’d chop off my arm?”

      Mitch shrugs. “Better than what some folks have had to deal with. The woman in that cell before you had her head cut open. I reckon they were testing some new implant or something. Anyway, it didn’t seem to work, because they carried her out drooling.”

      I look down at the white, spongy fabric of the bed, suddenly feeling sick.

      How can they get away with this?

      But I know the answer to that. They get away with it because we’re Outsiders. We don’t matter.

      Mitch’s gaze flicks to the cube behind mine. “Ah, looks like Sleeping Beauty has finally woken up. Say hello. A pretty face like yours might cheer him up, poor bastard. They’ve really messed him up this time.”

      I look over to see a skeletal man hunched over his knees, head in his hands. He pulls at his dark hair, sending dull, matted strands floating to the floor. Dried blood stains his tunic, and to my horror, I see he’s missing two fingers, the stumps covered by white gauze.

      “Hello?” I swing my feet over the side of the bed and stand, then walk the three paces across the cube. “I’m …”

      The words die on my lips as the man turns to face me. Angry, red lines crisscross his face where someone’s taken a blade to his skin. He squints at me, as if he can sense someone there but can’t make out who, then rubs a finger across the bridge of his nose.

      “Jameson?” I reach out, forgetting the double Plexiglas wall separating us. My fingers spread across the unbreakable surface, then clench into a fist. “Jameson,” I whisper again.

      The Chain’s technical expert is almost unrecognisable.

      “Who … Who’s there?” the man rasps out.

      “It’s me. Aleesha.”

      Jameson tilts his head, his face screwed up in concentration. He raises a bloody finger to his lips, his hand shaking uncontrollably. “Aleesha … The name is … f-familiar.”

      “You know ’im then?” Mitch’s voice comes from the other side of the cube. I wave a hand to shut him up, my eyes never leaving Jameson’s face.

      “What have they done to you?”

      His lips part, revealing swollen gums, several teeth missing. He seems to be trying very hard to think of something, the strain and frustration showing in the tension of his body. Finally, he lets out a wheeze.

      “Aleesha … You’re friends with Trey.”

      “Yes. Have they … been torturing you?

      “Stupid question. What you think they’ve been doing?” Mitch says.

      I turn and glower at him. Mitch shrugs, unrepentant.

      When I turn back to Jameson, he’s hunched over again, his shoulders trembling as he wraps his hands over his head.

      Is he crying?

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked.” I trail my fingers over the wall, wishing there was some way I could get into his cube. Trey told me the Metz had taken Jameson after killing Matthews during the fighting in Area Four, but I’d assumed he was dead. I think we all did; otherwise, the Chain would have tried to rescue him.

      Wouldn’t they?

      “I tried not to say anything.” Tears leak from Jameson’s eyes and roll down his thin face. “But it hurt so much. Then they put me into this machine, and the truth just came out. Like I couldn’t control what I was saying.”

      He rubs the bridge of his nose again, and I remember that he’d worn glasses whenever I’d seen him at the Chain headquarters. Guess that would have been the first thing they took away from him – his sight.

      “It was like … like a machine that could read minds.”

      A shiver runs through me. I wasn’t sure how involved Jameson had been in the Chain’s work or strategy, but at the very least, he knows where their headquarters is in Area Six.

      Which means all of them are in danger.

      The sound of the buzzer cuts through my thoughts. It goes off every time the guards enter, but there’s no indication as to who they’ve come for until they arrive at your door.

      Jameson cowers at the noise, his gaze flicking to the door as he rocks back and forth.

      “I’ll find a way to get you out. I promise.”

      Getting no answer, I retreat to sit on my bed.

      “You shouldn’t say stuff like that, you know.”

      “Like what?”

      “Makin’ stupid promises. Talkin’ of escape. Once you’ve been in here a while, you’ll realize that it just makes things worse.” Mitch gives me a dark look and turns his back.

      I pull my legs up to my chest and rest my head on my knees. Mitch is right. It’s like talking about fresh bread and meat when you haven’t eaten in days, or trying to tell a street hobie that he’ll find a home soon. But Jameson looks so broken, so defeated, that I needed to give him some hope.

      Or perhaps my words weren’t for Jameson at all, but for me.

      The door to my cube hisses open and strong hands grab my arms, pulling me roughly off the bed.

      “Time to go, pretty girl. There’s someone who wants to see you.”

      They march me down a long, sterile corridor that leads to a collection of small rooms. I’d been taken to one of them yesterday, where they drew my blood and gave me that strange liquid to drink. Today, we walk past them and into a huge metal box at the end of the corridor, the doors sliding shut.

      One of the guards presses a button on the wall and the elevator shakes slightly, then begins to rise. I open my mouth to ask where we’re going, but one look at the guards’ faces makes me snap it shut again. My toes curl on the cold metal of the elevator floor, and the hairs on my arms rise under the rough tunic. It’s several degrees colder here than in my cube, and I eye the guards’ heat-regulating suits with envy.

      The elevator shudders to a halt and the doors open. At a prod from behind, I step out into another corridor. Unlike the bare concrete of the tunnel below, this corridor has a carpeted floor and soft, yellow lighting.

      But are we above or below ground?

      Mitch wasn’t able to tell me much about where we were, only that he thought the main chamber was underground. I’ve no idea how long I was sedated before waking up here. The journey could have taken minutes or hours.

      My fingers curl into fists.

      How far am I from London? From home?

      Halfway down the corridor, a hand on my shoulder halts me. One of the guards raps on a plain wooden door and ducks his head inside. There’s a muted conversation, then the guard pulls back and pushes me into the room. I reach out to stop myself falling, grasping the back of a tall chair. It’s covered in a soft, luxurious material as fine as the brightly coloured scarves Insiders wear. The rough pile of the carpet tickles the underside of my feet.

      The door slams behind me.

      “Hello, Aleesha.”

      His voice sends a chill racing down my spine. I hadn’t imagined I would find him here.

      I lift my eyes and look across the room.

      It’s small, furnished with two chairs separated by a low table of polished wood. There are no windows, but a large holo screen on one wall gives the illusion of a countryside landscape. Sitting in the other chair, legs crossed and fingers steepled in front of him, is a man I never expected to see again.

      The President.

      His slicked-back hair is dark against his warm, brown skin, frown lines scar his forehead and light stubble, flecked with grey, traces his jaw. I dig my fingers into the back of the chair and stare at him, unable to speak.

      Then my brain kicks in. “You brought me here?” I whisper.

      “You really need to stop trying to rescue everyone, Aleesha. It always seems to land you in trouble.” A cold smile turns up the corners of his lips. “Milicent made a deal with me. I had some information she wanted, and she was able to get me something I wanted.”

      “Me.”

      He gives a slight nod.

      “What do you want with me?”

      The President gestures to the chair I’m leaning on. “Why don’t you sit down?”

      I shake my head. As tempting as it is to sink into that soft surface, I need to be ready in case there’s any chance of escape. I look around the room again, a door at the far end catching my eye.

      “It leads to a store cupboard,” he says with a low chuckle. “And the two guards who brought you here are waiting in the corridor outside. There’s no way out.”

      He sighs when I don’t answer. “Have it your way.”

      “What do you want with me?” I repeat.

      “A couple of things. I wanted to know how you’re able to get through the Wall. It’s bothered me since you broke into the government headquarters, but it turns out the answer is much simpler than I’d thought.” His fingers tap a light rhythm on the arm of his chair. “But my main reason should be obvious.”

      I stare at him blankly, still trying to process his words.

      He knows how I can pass through the Wall?

      My heartbeat quickens. He has the answer to the question that’s haunted me ever since Jay pushed me off the roof. I should have died that day, but somehow, I passed through the Wall unharmed.

      What is different about me?

      “Come on, Aleesha. You’re not stupid. I made you a deal last time we spoke. Surely you haven’t forgotten.”

      His words drag me back to the present. “You wanted to use me to find my father,” I say flatly.

      And now my father’s in London. And the President knows that. Milicent must’ve told him.

      “So you’ve met him. What’s he got to say for himself? Has he told you why he abandoned you? How he was responsible for your mother’s death?”

      My chest tightens. “He didn’t have anything to do with her death. I saw the records. I was there, inside—” My voice breaks as I recall the holo footage of the Metz operation that had led to my mother’s death. It had felt like I was there, in Rose Square with her. I’d felt her pain, saw the bullet end her life.

      I fight for breath. My ribs feel like an iron cage constricting my lungs. “Primo killed her.”

      “Primo?” The President raises an eyebrow, then frowns. “Oh, that’s what the Metz captain called himself. The one who set himself up as the leader of some Outsider gang. His chip went dead three days ago, so I presume he’s no longer alive?”

      I shake my head and glance down at my hands. I can still feel the heat of Primo’s blood on my skin.

      “I knew Ricus would come back eventually.”

      The President’s use of my father’s birth name jolts me for a second.

      “He always wanted what he couldn’t have.” His fingers curl over the rounded wooden arms of the chair, his knuckles paling as the tendons on the back of his hand bulge. “It wasn’t enough for him to take over half of Europa’s cities. No. He would always come back to London. Always come back for me.”

      I stare at him, surprised by his words and the intensity in his voice. “You knew my father?”

      Against my better judgment, I step around the back of the chair and sink into it, pulling my legs up to my chest. I’m close enough to see the flecks of amber in the President’s brown eyes, as well as the anger and pain filling them.

      “Yes, I knew him. Perhaps better than anyone, apart from Maria.” His eyes tighten at my mother’s name. “Ricus didn’t really let anyone close enough to be a best friend, but if he had, I would have been it. We went to school together.”

      He falls silent. I hug my knees a little tighter, waiting for him to continue.

      “You may blame Andrew Goldsmith or the Metz for her death, but if it were not for your father, her life would never have been at risk in the first place.”

      I glare at him, feeling anger coil in my belly. “You seem very keen to blame others for her death. How do I know you weren’t involved, too?”

      A spasm of pain crosses the President’s face. “I was not involved in the Metz operation. I had no idea it was happening until it was too late.” He looks away. “I did not cause Maria’s death, but I have lived with the guilt of it for the past twelve years. Wondered what might have happened if—” He breaks off, as if remembering who he’s talking to. He waves his hand through the air. “But that is all in the past. Ricus is not the man he once was.”

      “He’s a better person than you. At least he wants to do the right thing.”

      The President arches an eyebrow. “Wanting something and achieving it are two very different things. One person’s view of what is right may be very different from another person’s. And, of course, there is the cost of achieving what one believes to be right. That must be taken into account, don’t you agree?”

      I open my mouth, then close it again. I’m not going to play his game. “You said you know why I can get through the Wall. What’s different about me?”

      The President chuckles. “Well, I suppose there’s no harm in telling you. You know, when the three of you broke into the headquarters, I was actually worried that perhaps someone had discovered how the Wall worked. The foreigner was easy to explain, as was Andrew’s son, once I realized it was him. But you …” He shakes his head. “You were more difficult. Your blood tests revealed a natural immunity. It was a one in ten thousand probability. Do you know what that means?”

      I shake my head, wondering what an immunity is.

      “It means that for every ten thousand people, only one would be able to pass through the Wall unharmed. In a city this size, there’s bound to be a handful of Outsiders who are able to do so.” He shrugs. “We always knew that. It’s just bad luck that it happened to be you.”

      Bad luck? Or good luck?

      From what he says, if I didn’t have this immunity – whatever that is – I would have died the day Jay pushed me into the Wall.

      “This immunity … Is it reversible?”

      “I don’t think so. We tested that.”

      I think back to the green juice. What was in it?

      “But it doesn’t matter.”

      I lift my eyes to his. “Why? Because you’re going to keep me here, use me as one of your test subjects?”

      The President flicks his fingers impatiently. “We have plenty of test subjects. You’re far too valuable for that.”

      The coldness in his eyes returns, and I place my feet back onto the floor, suddenly afraid of what he’s going to say.

      “You didn’t think I would let Andrew Goldsmith’s death go without reprisal, did you? Or the Metz Commander’s? Your father needs to be taught that actions have consequences, and this government will not lie down and let terrorists destroy our city.”

      “What do you mean?” I whisper.

      He holds up his hand, ticking off my crimes on his fingers. “Breaking into the government headquarters, stealing secret documents, breaking into the Metz compound, holding Metz officers hostage.” He shakes his head. “All these are crimes of treason, and you know what the law says about that.”

      My blood turns to ice.

      His eyes are unforgiving. “The penalty for treason is execution. Friday afternoon, you will be taken to Lincoln Square. There, in front of the cameras and the biggest crowd I can muster, you will be shot dead by a firing squad.”

      My jaw drops. I try to form words, but my mouth is too dry, my tongue thick. All my thoughts are consumed by that one word.

      Execution.

      “You … Why …” I close my eyes and try to form a coherent sentence. “If you cared for my mother, why are you doing this? She wouldn’t have wanted you to kill me.”

      When I open my eyes, he’s turned away and stares into the distance, as if focused on another time and place. “Maria made her own choices. She knew what the consequences would be. Your mother can’t save you now, Aleesha. No one can.”
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      “Earth to Trey!” A hand waves in front of my face, jerking me out of my daze.

      “Sorry. What?”

      Tiny frown lines gather between Emilie’s perfectly shaped eyebrows. Her corkscrew hair is even more wild than normal, seeming to defy gravity. “I was just asking what’s wrong? You’ve been in a daze all day. Are you still sick?”

      “What? Oh, no.” I rub my eyes against the exhaustion clouding my brain. “Sorry, Emilie. It’s been a rough week. A friend of the family passed away last night.”

      Her hand flies to her mouth. “Oh, I’m sorry.” She takes a step closer and places a comforting hand on my shoulder. “Were you close?”

      I think of Milicent’s betrayal and how little I really knew of the woman. “No, but it was still a shock. I’m just tired. Need a good night’s sleep.” I attempt a smile. I don’t tell her about the nightmares that haunt my sleep. The way my mind replays the Battle of Rose Square and my father’s execution until I wake up screaming. Some nights, I’m so afraid of the dreams, I fight to stay awake, despite the weariness dragging my eyelids down. In a way, it’s a relief to come to work and push all that to the back of my mind for a few hours.

      “Well, I don’t want to add to your problems, but I’ve been sorting through your holo messages. There’s one from Louis that I can’t work out.”

      I frown. “You were going through my messages?”

      Emilie’s hand falls from my shoulder, a hurt expression crossing her face. “I’m your assistant. That’s my job.”

      I rub my eyes again and take a large gulp of the coffee on my desk, grimacing at the coldness. “Sorry. I didn’t mean it like that. What’s the message?”

      She holds out a data pad. “I presumed it was work-related; otherwise, he’d have sent it to your comm band.”

      I squint at the text in front of me.

      Darwin! Where were you Friday? How long am I holding this shipment? Need the space back next week.

      I sigh. “I was supposed to meet him on Friday for a drink, but something came up. Please reply and tell him I was ill. I’ll apologise later.”

      “What’s this shipment he’s talking about?”

      Just piles of food I was supposed to have destroyed.

      “Oh, nothing. Tell him I’ll have it cleared next week.”

      In the chaos of the past few days, I’d barely thought about the visit from quality control and the mysterious ingredient that had been missing from the food production lines. I need to speak to Barnes about that.

      “Okay. I’ll send that now.” Emilie walks over to her desk.

      “See if he’s free on Friday for a drink after work,” I call over.

      I can’t deal with Louis’ exuberance right now, but I need to stay on his good side. As Coleman’s son, he has access to information that nobody else can get, and as I’ve already found out, he’s pretty relaxed when it comes to security.

      I finish the cold coffee and stand to look out of the window that forms one wall of my office. It overlooks the factory floor and the food production lines. I press my head to the cool Plexiglas, feeling slightly nauseous as the coffee twists my gut.

      Below me, white-suited technicians scurry between the huge vats, in which the artificial meat is grown, and the rows of robotic arms that process and package it. Behind the production lines sit the humming dehydrators – giant metal boxes that suck the moisture from the meat so it can be stored for months, even years, until some poor Outsider can save up enough money to buy it.

      At school, we’d joked about the meals, complaining about the tasteless food. But we’d had meat, fresh bread and vegetables every day. What I’d eaten in a week was more than most Outsiders had in two. More than the hobies lining the streets of Area Four would have in a month.

      Guilt sours my mouth.

      That was why I’d asked Louis to hide away the food that quality control had deemed unfit. I’d hoped Milicent would find some way of smuggling it out to give to people who didn’t have food. It wasn’t as if there was anything wrong with it. It just had one ingredient missing that the powers above seemed to think important.

      Androcibus nanite. Whatever that is.

      As if reading my mind, Barnes glances up from the factory floor. Her green eyes narrow as she catches me watching. I wonder if she knows Aleesha is missing. I guess Samson might have told her.

      There are many things I need to ask Barnes, but they can wait. Until Aleesha is safe, I can’t focus on anything else.

      She drags her gaze away as a white-clad man approaches. As foreman, she keeps these production lines running better than anyone else in the factory. It makes my job as production manager easy, most of the time.

      When five o’clock finally rolls around, I practically bolt out of the door, surprising Emilie, who’s not used to me leaving so promptly. I rush out of the building and hurry to Milicent’s house, run up the steps to the front door and press the discrete buzzer embedded in the decorative stonework.

      The door opens almost immediately. Thomas steps to one side to let me enter. “Did you have a good day at work, Master Trey?”

      I scowl at him and stalk down the marble corridor. “Can’t I get into this place myself now?”

      “Of course, Master Trey. The security system has been configured to your fingerprint and facial recognition. If you’ll just let me show you how it works—”

      “Perhaps later.” I toe off my shoes and toss them into a corner. The cool marble soothes my hot, aching feet.

      I know I’m being insufferably rude, but something about Thomas grates on my nerves. It’s partly the role he played in Milicent’s plan to hand Aleesha over to the Metz, as well as the fact he insists on calling me “Master Trey”. But mainly, he just makes me uncomfortable. This whole house makes me uncomfortable.

      Having servants waiting on me is just … wrong.

      I guess that’s not Thomas’s fault, though.

      “Has anyone arrived yet?”

      “None of the guests who were here last night have arrived, sir. But there’s a gentleman waiting for you in the drawing room. Mr Devizes. He is … was the mistress’s lawyer.”

      I groan inwardly. That’s the last thing I need.

      “Would you like me to bring you some coffee, sir?”

      “No, thank you,” I say, a little too sharply.

      Thomas’s mouth tightens.

      I sigh. “I’m sorry, Thomas. Some mint tea would be nice. And, please, call me Trey. I’m not your master.”

      Dismay flashes in the butler’s eyes, but he quickly hides it and smiles stiffly. “Of course, Master Trey.” His heels click on the marble floor as he walks toward the kitchen.

      I let it go, wondering what he’s so worried about. A pair of men’s slippers has been placed on the shoe rack. They look to be my size. I slip them on and walk over to the drawing room door, pausing with my hand on the door handle, steeling myself for the upcoming conversation.

      Plastering a smile onto my face, I push the door open and step into the room. A short, sprightly man wearing a burgundy suit springs to his feet. He smooths his greying hair nervously before holding out a hand and walking toward me.

      “Darwin Goldsmith?” His voice is high-pitched. “My name is Henry Devizes. I am Mrs de Montfort’s lawyer.”

      I take the proffered hand, his fingers cold and limp. “Do we need to talk now? Can it not wait until next week?”

      The man gives a nervous laugh. “I’m afraid not, Mr Goldsmith. Please, shall we sit down?”

      I sink into a chair. Mr Devizes takes the sofa opposite.

      “Firstly, may I offer my humblest condolences for your loss. I have been Milicent’s lawyer and friend for many years. I always thought she would outlive me, but, well … I suppose the weariness of age eventually catches up with us all.”

      He pauses, obviously expecting a response.

      “Thank you,” I manage.

      “This situation we find ourselves in is rather unprecedented,” he continues. “If I hadn’t known Milicent so well, I might have suspected … Well, never mind. When she came to speak to me about changing her will last week, she seemed in perfectly sound mind, so I am required to act upon her latest wishes.”

      A spark of annoyance tickles my stomach. I gesture around the room. “I didn’t ask to be left this, if that’s what you mean.”

      Pink tinges the man’s cheeks. “I wasn’t implying anything of the sort, Mr Goldsmith. As it happens, my client left you rather more than just this house.”

      “More?”

      Mr Devizes nods. “Yes. Milicent was a very wealthy woman. She had a wide investment portfolio, including fine art, gold, considerable reserves of digital currencies. There are several bequeaths to charities and gifts to the servants, but she left everything else to you.”

      “How much?”

      He names a sum that makes my head spin.

      I blink at him, sure I misunderstood. She left all that to me?

      “She also left you a private message.” He holds a data pad out to me. “Press your finger here to access it.”

      I press my index finger to the screen. It flashes and a message opens. It is short but to the point.

      Use the money as you see fit. I have gifted each of the servants enough to retire, but some of them may wish to stay on. If they do, I beg you to respect their wishes. They are good people, and this has been their home for many years.

      I remember Thomas’s red-rimmed eyes and the worried gazes of the middle-aged couple who prepared such delicious food. I sigh inwardly. This is more their home than it is mine. I can’t take that away from them.

      Mr Devizes eyes me expectantly. “Is everything all right, Mr Goldsmith?”

      “Yes. What do I need to do?”

      “We can go through a few security procedures now, and I will give you a list of your assets.” He pauses and eyes me uncertainly. “I would suggest you talk to a financial advisor who can offer you further guidance on how to make the most of your investments. Unless your mother or father could assist?”

      Heat rises to my cheeks. “My father is dead, and my mother is … not well.”

      Mr Devizes flashes glistening teeth. “Well, if you would like me to recommend someone, let me know. Once we get the security done, I will leave you in peace.”

      Ten minutes later, he departs in a flurry of handshakes, fake smiles and assurances of his support. When the door closes behind him, I lean back against the wall and close my eyes. Everything feels so overwhelming.

      “Are you all right, sir?”

      I open my eyes to see Thomas eying me with a concerned look. “Yes, thanks. How many people work here, Thomas?”

      “Myself, Derek and Lydia, who do the cooking and gardening, and Dana, the housemaid.”

      “And you all live here?”

      “Yes. Dana and I have rooms on the top floor, Derek and Lydia on the floor below, above the family’s bedrooms.” He swallows. “Will you continue to require our services, sir?”

      “Yes,” I reply, though the word hangs heavy in my throat. “If you wish to stay. Milicent left you each some money in her will, but if you would like to continue living here and keep the house running, that would be helpful. My …” I swallow hard. “A friend of mine is in trouble. I can’t really deal with anything else right now.”

      Thomas’s face softens. “Understood, sir.”

      I give him a look.

      “Sorry … Trey.” The corners of his mouth twitch.

      “Thanks, Thomas.” I flash him a wan smile.

      While I wait for the others to arrive, I wander around the empty house. The bedrooms on the first floor are each larger than the living room in my family’s apartment. In three of them, the furniture is hidden under dust covers. The fourth must have been Milicent’s bedroom.

      It looks untouched by her death. A dress hangs on the wardrobe door, ready to wear, a glass of water on the antique dressing table. A framed photograph, yellowed with age, sits on the low table beside Milicent’s bed. In it, Milicent sits in front of a tall man, holding a toddler on her knee. The family she lost so many decades ago. Perhaps it’s no wonder she became so bitter and disillusioned with the system.

      The sound of voices from downstairs makes me think about Aleesha. I run down the wide, curved staircase to find Samson and Rogue talking to Thomas in the hall. They cut off their conversation as I approach.

      “Is there … Have you heard anything?” My tongue ties itself in knots under Samson’s penetrating gaze.

      “No.” His deep voice reverberates around the high-ceilinged hall.

      Thomas ushers us into the dining room and closes the door behind us. Samson limps over to the table and sits down heavily in a chair. I notice he’s left his cane behind today.

      “How are your injuries?” I ask.

      “They’ll heal.”

      My face flushes at the annoyance in his voice. “You’ve worked with the President, haven’t you? What do you think he’ll do with her?”

      Samson rests one hand on the table, his thick fingers splayed. “I think the assumption he will use Aleesha to get to Richard is valid.”

      Samson’s accent is a strange mix of Insider and Outsider. His language and manner of speaking suggest a wealthy background, but his accent is rough, as if he’s spent a lot of time Outside the Wall.

      “So he won’t kill her?” Rogue leans forward, concern etched into his features.

      “Not immediately.” Samson shrugs. “But I wouldn’t second-guess the man. I’ve made that mistake already.”

      We fall into silence. There’s so much I want to ask this man – who he is, what he’s trying to do, his relationship with Barnes – but I’m too scared.

      “How is the gang?” I ask Rogue instead.

      He scowls. “People wonder where she is. She got everyone riled up with that big speech of hers, but now they’re questioning if she meant any of it. Anders is doing a pretty good job of keeping them calm, but after Primo, no one wants one of us in charge. If she doesn’t come back soon, someone else will make a play for leadership.”

      Aleesha had created a new gang from the remnants of the Snakes and the Metz officers who’d chosen to remain Outside after being deactivated. But the alliance between the Outsiders and the men and women who had been their enemy was tenuous, at best. Without Aleesha there to bind them together, it could easily fall apart.

      Footsteps and echoes of conversation filter through the door. A moment later, it opens and Bryn walks in, followed by Richard. Thomas enters behind them, carrying steaming platters of meat and vegetables. He’s just about to leave when the dining room door flies open and Ella rushes into the room, breathing heavily, her translucent skin flushed pink.

      “Sorry. Am I late?” Her gaze flits nervously around the room, finally coming to rest on me. She gives a small smile and tucks a loose strand of dark hair behind an ear.

      “No. We were just about to start,” Richard replies. “I assume you are Trey’s sister?”

      Ella nods and takes a seat beside me. I make quick introductions, noticing her eyes lingering on Samson. I wonder if this is the first time they’ve met.

      “Did you ask your friends about Aleesha?” I ask anxiously.

      She nods again, her nostrils flaring as the scent of spicy beef wafts toward us. No one has started eating, though I can see Rogue resisting the urge to be the first to tuck in.

      “I put out a secure message to everyone in our group,” Ella says. “She’s being held at one of the Labs.”

      Relief rushes through me. She’s alive. Then I frown. But being held at one of the government laboratories.

      Icy fingers trail down my spine as I think about what that might mean. The Labs develop all our medical technologies, but their work is shrouded in secrecy. Like the Farms, Outsiders speak of them with fear.

      “Which one? Where?”

      Ella cowers under Richard’s gaze. Between him and Samson, the room feels awash with testosterone. I shift uncomfortably in my chair.

      “Frankie wouldn’t tell me. Apparently, the location is top secret. But she did say she wouldn’t be there much longer.” She bites her lip and glances down at the table.

      I recognize that look. There’s something she’s not telling us.

      “What is it?” I ask sharply.

      “The Labs have a small number of criminals they use as test subjects for medical treatments.”

      “Aleesha is not a criminal!”

      Ella winces. “I know, Trey, but that’s what they’re treating her as. Anyway, that doesn’t matter. Her file is protected. Frankie couldn’t read the details, but there’s a note attached that says she’s not to be included in the testing programme.”

      “So they’re not testing on her? That’s good, isn’t it?”

      My sister swallows. Underneath the table, her fingers pick at the hem of her long top. “N-not exactly. I …” Her eyes finally meet mine. “They’re going to execute her on Friday. In public. It’s the President’s orders.”

      Execute her?

      It takes a minute for my brain to process the words. When they do, the icy fingers that had chilled my spine radiate through my body until I’m frozen in place, unable to move or utter a word.

      Silence thickens the air.

      “Damn that man!” Richard slams his fist down on the mahogany table and curses. “I should have known he’d do something like this.”

      “You think it’s a trap?” Bryn asks.

      “Of course it’s a trap.” His jaw clenches. “He’s using her to draw me out.”

      “And why would the President be interested in drawing you out?” Samson’s tone is casual, but his muscles tense. “I can see why he might want to get rid of the Chain, but this sounds very … personal.”

      The two men stare at each other like two cats facing off in an alley.

      “I knew the President when I lived in London many years ago. We didn’t part on good terms.”

      Samson raises an eyebrow. “Seems like you must have done something pretty bad for him to hold a grudge for so long.”

      “Whose side are you on, Samson?” Richard’s voice is dangerously low. “As far as I understand it, you were working with the President up until a few days ago. How do I know you’re not reporting all this back to him?”

      The tension in the room rises a notch.

      “Well, I guess you’ll just have to trust me,” Samson drawls. “Can you do that, Mr Masterton?”

      Bryn places a hand on his leader’s arm, but Richard shrugs it off. He’s like a coiled spring waiting to explode. “People must earn my trust. And I’ve yet to see anything from you or your organization that proves you are worth trusting.”

      Samson stands quickly, his chair flying back so hard it topples to the floor with a crash. He doesn’t bother to pick it up. “If that’s the case, it seems unlikely we can work together.” He heads for the door.

      “Wait!” My voice comes out as a squeak.

      Samson flashes me an inquiring glance over his shoulder.

      I take a deep breath. “Can we just agree we’re working toward a common goal? We need to prioritize rescuing Aleesha, and we must have everybody we can get for that.”

      Their silence doesn’t reassure me.

      “There is more at stake here than one person, Trey. But I’m sure Richard has a plan to rescue his daughter.” Samson’s voice is laced with sarcasm.

      The door bangs shut behind him.

      Rogue glances at the door, then Richard, obviously torn as to whether to stay or go. His eyes fall on the untouched food in the middle of the table, making up his mind. He settles back in his chair, eying me uncertainly.

      “Was that necessary?” Bryn asks quietly.

      The comment earns him a glare from his boss, but Bryn brushes it off.

      “Samson has a lot of connections out here and knows the city better than we do.”

      Richard blows out a breath and his shoulders relax slightly. “Perhaps, but I don’t trust him.” He looks at Ella. “Is there any other way of finding out the location of the Lab?”

      “I don’t know. I’m not sure Frankie will risk asking questions.” She chews her bottom lip. “If she got discovered, it’s not just her job she’d lose. It would be classed as a criminal offence.”

      And she would end up as one of the Lab’s test subjects.

      “If he plans on executing her in public, perhaps we can intercept them before they can carry it out,” Bryn suggests.

      “That’s what he’ll expect,” Richard replies. He traces a finger along the wood grain in the tabletop.

      I open my mouth, closing it again when Bryn gives me a sharp look.

      Richard pushes his chair back. “I need to think this through. I can’t allow his games to disrupt our plans. There is too much at stake.” He strides over to the door and walks out.

      I stare after him, gobsmacked. “His daughter is about to be executed and he’s worried about it disrupting his plans?”

      Bryn sighs. “I know it sounds like that, Trey, but that’s just how Richard is. It doesn’t mean he doesn’t care about Aleesha. I’ve known him a long time and have never seen him this conflicted. You have to understand. He’s been planning on how to free London for more than a decade. It’s like all the other cities and people we’ve helped have just been trial runs.”

      “So a city is more important to him than his own daughter?” I don’t understand. How can he even be debating this?

      “I don’t know. If it was anyone else, well … Richard’s always said saving millions of people is worth the loss of one life. But perhaps meeting Aleesha has changed him.” He casts me a sideways look. “Meeting you certainly changed me.”

      There’s an awkward silence. I feel Ella shift uneasily beside me.

      “Um, is anyone going to eat?” Rogue asks, looking longingly at the food on the table.

      “Go ahead.” My stomach feels the size of a marble.

      “Richard will come up with a plan, Trey. He always does.”

      Ella’s hand covers mine and squeezes gently. But neither Bryn’s words nor my sister’s touch reassure me.

      I must be able to do something.

      But I can’t think what.
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      I spend the final hours before my execution lying on my bed, staring up at the cube above me. There are a hundred things I’d rather be doing to make the most of my remaining time on this planet, but none of those options are open to me. It’s been two days since the President told me what was going to happen. Every time I hear the buzzer, I expect the guards to stop outside my door, but they always pass me by.

      I’ve been counting the minutes and hours as best I can, based on the regular timing of our meals. It can’t be long now.

      At least lying down means I don’t have to talk to Mitch or Jameson. Not that it’s stopped Mitch from trying. I wonder if I could ask the guards to plug the tube between our cubes so I don’t have to listen to him. The last thing I need right now is pity.

      Tears prick my eyes.

      Eighteen years … It doesn’t seem very long at all. Not long enough to really live or make a difference in this world.

      I never thought about what I wanted to do with my life. For the past twelve years, my sole focus has been surviving. But now that my time draws near, my mind explodes with possibilities. There are so many things I want to do. So many places I want to see.

      The little I know of the world outside Britannia comes from what Bryn and my father have told me. They described bustling cities, high mountains, jungles, deserts. My father even said there were people living on the moon, though I don’t see how that is even possible. The moon is just a glowing orb in the sky, the night-time reflection of the sun. It looks so impossibly far away.

      Yet my father said he would take me there someday.

      If I had accepted his offer that day, everything would be different today. Instead of waiting for my death, I’d be starting a new life in a new country. Him and me. A family.

      But if I had accepted his offer, Primo would still be terrorizing Area Four.

      My thoughts stray to the one person I have refused to think about. Trey. I wonder if he knows where I am, that I’m about to be executed. There are so many things I wish I’d had a chance to say. I want to tell him he’s the best person I’ve ever known. That he makes me want to become a better person.

      I want to tell him how much he means to me.

      An ache starts in my chest and blossoms outward, driving more tears to my eyes. I clench my fists and dig my nails into my skin to stop them from falling. I turn on my side to curl into a ball, but the bed is too thin and narrow to allow even that comfort.

      I will not cry.

      They may take away my life, but I can still choose how I die. I will not beg for mercy. I will not let them see my fear.

      I will not cry.

      I push away thoughts of Trey, my father, Rogue and Megan, Danny and Anders, Abby, Bryn and little Tommy. The idea that I will never see my friends again is just too painful. So I just focus on what is to come. Slowly, the pain in my chest fades and I stretch out on my back again.

      The President had said it was going to be done by firing squad. At least that means it will be quick. Perhaps I won’t have time to feel any pain. It would be a better death than my mother had.

      I wonder what the Insiders in the crowd will think of me. Will they form a baying mob like the Outsiders who crowded up against the steps of the monument, screaming for Andrew Goldsmith’s death? Or will they stand there calmly and watch as the bullets rip through my flesh?

      I wonder if they will see me as a young girl or just a criminal.

      The buzzer sounds. My heart speeds up. The guards are coming.

      I strain to hear their footsteps. Faint at first, then louder and louder until the metal staircase outside my cell rattles under their weight.

      It is time.

      I sit up and swing my legs over the side of the bed. My left arm itches under the bone healer. Not for the first time, I wish I could get rid of the damn thing and give my arm a good scratch.

      “Aleesha?”

      Mitch sounds genuinely concerned, but that doesn’t mean I want to talk to him. Still, he may be the last person, other than a guard or Metz officer, I’ll be allowed to speak to.

      “I’m fine,” I say and feel a flush of pride at the confidence in my voice. I sound as if I’ve just woken from a nap and am wondering what to do with the rest of the day.

      “You might get rescued, you know.”

      I snort. “What was that you said the other day about false hope?”

      Mitch gives an apologetic shrug. “It’s possible, right?”

      Possible, but unlikely.

      What is one life compared to the lives of many?

      It is a difficult question to answer when the life being sacrificed is your own.

      The only hope I have left is that my father will think my life is worth enough to risk the President’s trap. Although my head tells me it would be better if he stayed away, that I don’t want people to die trying to rescue me, that the world needs him far more than it needs me, my heart wants to live.

      The guards, a man and a woman, stop outside the door to my cube. The woman presses her hand to the access panel, and the door opens with a faint hiss.

      “Aleesha?”

      I turn to look at Mitch.

      “Good luck.”

      I can’t bring myself to smile as the woman grabs my arm and pulls me toward the door.

      They lead me out of the cavern, down the rough, concrete tunnel and into one of the small, clinical rooms where scientists run their tests on the prisoners. A woman dressed in a white tunic and trousers waits. The guards stay in the room as she cuts the bone healer from my arm, then hands me a pair of black trousers and a vest. I even get a pair of boots, but they’re not half as good as my old ones, which I suspect ended up incinerated with the rest of my clothes.

      Still, I guess there’s not much point in wasting good boots on someone who’s going to be dead in a few hours.

      At least it’s a relief to have the bone healer off. My fingernails leave red lines on my pale skin as I vigorously scratch the dead skin that’s accumulated over the past few days. The woman gives me a disapproving look and rubs some lotion onto my arm. It smells funny, but it stops the itching. I flex my fingers and twist my arm. Apart from a slight twinge at the elbow, it feels fine.

      That in itself is a miracle.

      My joy is short-lived as one of the guards pulls my hands behind my back and fastens a pair of metal cuffs around my wrists. Then I’m led out of the room, up in the giant elevator and along the same carpeted corridor as when I’d been taken to meet the President.

      I pause at the door to the room where I’d last seen him, expecting to be ushered inside again, but one of the guards grabs my arm and pulls me forward. We turn a corner and come to a halt in front of a different door. The guard knocks, then twists the handle and pushes me inside.

      He is waiting.

      He stands with his back to the door, dressed in the suit he wears when he knows he’s going to be in front of the cameras. It’s a rich blue, a shade or two lighter than the regulation government suits his officials wear.

      “Do you know what time it is, Aleesha?”

      When I don’t answer, he turns to look at me.

      “Two in the afternoon. Your execution is due to take place in one hour. I have to say, I’m disappointed I have heard nothing from Ricus. Perhaps he is planning to disrupt the event. It would be like him to cause a scene. Or perhaps he just doesn’t care.”

      He holds something in his right hand, twirling it between his fingers. “Maybe this will convince him.”

      He holds out his hand, palm open. The green glass, nestled between the three points of the triquetra, flashes in the light.

      My breath hitches.

      “Ricus never went anywhere without this. Did he give it to you?”

      “He gave it to my mother.”

      A scowl flits across the President’s face before his usual blank expression returns. “She was too good for him,” he mutters.

      I lick my dry lips, the saliva feeling like a thousand tiny needles pricking my skin. How can this man know more about my own father than me?

      “Do you know where he got it?”

      I shake my head slowly.

      “It was his mother’s. She was a religious woman and brought Ricus up to believe the teachings of the church. Though when God failed to save his parents, he left that path behind.”

      “His parents died?”

      “They were murdered.” The President closes the distance between us until he’s just two paces away. My fingers twitch behind my back, aching to reach out for the amulet. “That’s why Ricus was sent to London. His father’s sister, his last surviving relative, lived here.”

      So he lost his parents, too.

      I feel a pang of sympathy for my father. Why didn’t he tell me about them?

      “What happened to his aunt?”

      “She stayed in London after he left. Passed away peacefully a few years ago. Ricus didn’t attend the funeral.”

      The President steps forward and holds up the amulet. The short piece of cord I used to tie it around my ankle has been replaced by a long, leather thong. He loops it over my head. The cold metal rests on my skin just below my throat.

      “Any final requests?”

      “Let me go?”

      He chuckles. “You’re brave. I’ll give you that.” He studies me for a moment. “I’m sorry I have to do this, Aleesha. Really. I know you think of me as a cruel man, but I’m not. I know your father well, and I believe that if he has his way, many people in this city will suffer. My duty is to protect them. Do you understand that?”

      “You call starving people and dragging them off to be tortured protecting them?” I strain against the cuffs, but they don’t give, so I settle for forming a globule of spit in my mouth and firing it from my lips. It lands squarely on his cheek, and I smile as he lifts an arm to wipe it away. “You don’t know my father at all.”

      “I can see there’s no reasoning with you,” he says stiffly. “But I did bring you something to help you deal with your ordeal." He pulls something from his pocket and holds it up.

      Tronk.

      I clench my jaw. “I don’t take that stuff.”

      He raises one eyebrow. “Really? My spies tell me you’re an addict.”

      I try to swallow, but my mouth is dry. I can’t tear my eyes away from the packet of white powder. “I quit.”

      “Is that even possible?" He steps closer and dips a finger into the packet, then reaches forward.

      I rear back, but I’m not quick enough to escape him running his finger over my lips.

      My tongue flicks out instinctively. Once, twice.

      A bitter tang. My mouth waters, wanting more. I close my eyes and swallow.

      No more.

      When I open them, I see a satisfied gleam in his eyes.

      “It’s here if you want it.” He waggles the packet.

      I shake my head, but my tongue flicks out again of its own accord.

      What harm can it do?

      At least I’d go to my death happy. And maybe … Maybe I’ll get to see her again before I die.

      Mama …

      My limbs feel weak and heavy as he opens the packet. For once, I’m glad of the cuffs binding my hands. They stop me lunging forward to snatch the packet and pour the contents down my throat.

      The President pulls a small spoon from his pocket and dips it into the powder before holding it out to me. My mouth parts, and I find myself leaning forward. Every fibre in my body strains toward the white powder. I want it. I need it.

      Deep inside, a voice niggles. It reminds me of a girl named Lily and a promise I made. But what do promises matter now, in the final moments of my life?

      The President tips the spoonful of powder into my waiting mouth.

      The taste explodes on my tongue. Salty and sour. Before the tronk has even had time to work its way through my bloodstream, a wave of contentment washes over me, soothing me. Tension drains from my muscles like a coiled spring slowly unwinding. The corners of my lips lift as I close my eyes and slowly blow out a breath.

      Peace. Happiness.

      But still, that persistent voice won’t go away. Now it’s talking about a boy named Trey. No. Not a boy. A man. A man who made me feel … What?

      Loved?

      My brain sparks into action, trying to fight against the tronk-induced lethargy.

      Trey wouldn’t want you to give in. He would want you to fight to the end.

      And my father … How ashamed would he be if they were to drag me out to my execution drugged up to my eyeballs?

      My fingernails dig into my palms, and the pain momentarily cuts through the fog in my mind. But not for long. The smile on my lips broadens. Why should I fight it? It makes me happy. Tronk makes everyone happy.

      The room around me spins. As if from a distance, I hear the President calling for the guards to catch me as my legs give way and I fall down into darkness.
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      “You need to keep your emotions in check,” Barnes hisses.

      Her words are drowned out by the clatter of robotic arms above us. The production lines are about the only place in the factory we can have a conversation without the risk of a hidden microphone picking up our voices. I lean a little closer, seemingly to study the production figures on her data pad.

      “Yeah, well, that’s a little difficult when my girlfriend is due to be executed. Are you sure Samson’s not doing anything to save her?”

      “I told you. I don’t know. I haven’t seen him since last weekend.” She jabs the screen of the data pad with unnecessary force. “They’re keeping a closer eye on me since that bitch made a fuss over the androcibus nanite. Speaking of which, we need to do something about getting it out of the production lines. Every day you stall, more people are poisoned.”

      “We don’t know what the androcibus nanite is yet. It might be a perfectly innocent ingredient.”

      Barnes snorts and opens her mouth to retort, but I get in first.

      “I’ll look into it next week. Are they following you?”

      “Not sure. But they’ve definitely tapped my comm band. Normally, I’d meet Samson at one of the gyms he owns, I go there often enough, but with his injuries and trying to sort out this mess with Aleesha, he hasn’t been able to make it. He shouldn’t even be out of bed yet – not that that’s ever stopped him before.” Her face softens momentarily.

      A bell rings out, indicating the start of the lunch break. Barnes cuts the power to the data pad.

      “I have to go.” She flashes me a rare, sympathetic smile. “I know it’s hard, but try to act normally. Or, rather, act like an Insider. After all, you’re one of them.”

      I rear back as her ponytail whips around and watch her stalk up the aisle.

      One of them …

      Her words bite, but she’s right. She’s also right about the androcibus nanite. There’s something odd about the secrecy surrounding it. If it were just an innocent ingredient, why did quality control refuse to tell us what it was? If Barnes is right and it is a substitute for tronk, we need to figure out a way to get it out of the food supply.

      Is it worth risking your job over?

      Ah, that voice in my head again. The voice that reminds me of the promises I made to my mother and sister. The promise I made to my father, after his death, that I would finally step up and be the son he wanted me to be. The man who would provide for his family and keep them safe.

      My mother had little left after he was murdered. Forced to leave her home and sell her possessions, all she had left was her pride. And she sacrificed that when she begged Coleman to give me this job.

      I can’t risk getting caught. It’s not just about the money – I guess with Milicent’s legacy, I don’t need to worry about that now – but the shame it would cause my mother if I lost my job or got arrested.

      “Are you all right, sir?”

      The hesitant voice of a middle-aged technician snaps me out of my reverie. I school my features into a neutral expression. “Y-yes. Thank you.”

      He slips past me with a nervous glance. I turn and force myself to stroll back to the elevator. As I cross the open space in front of the production lines, I sense someone watching me and glance up. A sculpted face shadowed by a flop of blond hair stares down from my office window. My heart sinks.

      Louis Coleman.

      Possibly the last person I want to see right now.

      I slowly walk through the decontamination chamber, letting the rush of air suck at my clothing and skin, then smooth my hair down and step into the elevator. Outside my office door, I pause, take a deep breath and plaster a smile onto my face before stepping into the room.

      “Louis! What can I do for you?”

      He turns as I enter, a broad grin spreading across his face. With his straight nose, chiselled jaw and muscular build, he looks like a Greek god. Of course, he was designed that way. As the youngest son of the Coleman dynasty, he would have had the best genetics money could buy.

      “Darwin!” He claps me on the shoulder, his face clouding momentarily. “How are you doing? Emilie told me a friend of yours passed away this week. I’m so sorry.”

      “Thanks.” Then I remember something. “I’m sorry for your loss, too.”

      A flash of surprise crosses his face. “You know about Great-Uncle Elmo? I didn’t think they’d made that public.” He frowns. “Who told you?”

      I curse my stupidity. Think before you speak, idiot. “I don’t remember. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay. I don’t know why it’s being kept such a big secret anyway. They don’t have to say he—” Louis snaps his mouth shut and smiles, though it seems forced. “Anyway, you still on for drinks this evening?”

      I wonder again why Elmo Coleman had taken his own life. If he knew Milicent was coming for him, why didn’t he run? Perhaps he was just sick of hiding from her and tired of life. Or maybe he just didn’t want to give her the satisfaction of being the one to end his life. Either way, I guess suicide isn’t something the Coleman family would be proud of.

      I open my mouth, then hesitate. How can I agree to go out drinking when Aleesha could be dead by then?

      The thought sends a spasm through my gut.

      Louis’ face creases in concern. “Are you sure you’re all right, Darwin?”

      “Fine,” I say through gritted teeth. “It’s just been a tough week.”

      “Well, I always find a few beers help me forget life’s problems,” he replies cheerfully.

      His answer is typical Louis, though what problems he could possibly have to deal with, I don’t know. It must be hard having to decide which girl to date next, or which extortionately expensive suit to buy.

      I realize I’m clenching my jaw and force myself to relax. “Let me see how this afternoon goes,” I say, putting off the decision a bit longer.

      “Are you two going to the execution then?” Louis looks from Emilie to me.

      My heart skips a beat. “What?”

      “The execution. Did you not see the memo? Father’s giving anyone who wants to go the afternoon off.”

      “But what about the production lines? If we stop them, it’ll take weeks to get them back online.”

      “Who said anything about stopping the lines? The memo doesn’t apply to the factory workers. They won’t be allowed Inside anyway.” Louis shrugs, then looks from Emilie to me. “You two can go, though.”

      I had thought about making some excuse to get out of work early to go to the execution, but Bryn’s words still blaze in my mind.

      Richard will come up with a plan, Trey. He always does.

      Bryn may trust his boss, but I’m not sure I can. Not with Aleesha’s life. But what can I do? Even if I were to disrupt the execution, run to stand in front of her, all they would do is shoot me, too. I’m of no importance to the President. No, I must trust Richard. There is no other option.

      But there is one thing I can do for Aleesha. I can be there. A friend in the sea of hatred. Bryn wanted me to stay away, ordered me not to go. But if she ends up dying today, I will not let her die alone.

      “I’ll go.” I check my comm band and make a move toward the door. “You coming, Louis?”

      “You’re going to watch the execution?” Emilie purses her lips.

      “What’s wrong with that?”

      She turns back to her holo screen, her shoulders stiff. “Didn’t think it was your kind of thing. Disgusting, making a public spectacle of a woman’s death.”

      “She’s a criminal, Emilie,” Louis says, though the smile has fallen from his face.

      “That doesn’t make it right,” she snaps. “I thought better of you, Trey.”

      Heat rushes to my cheeks. I don’t want Emilie to think badly of me, but I can’t tell her the truth. It would be too dangerous for both of us.

      “Well, I don’t think I’ll get anything productive done this afternoon anyway.” I hesitate, seeing Emilie’s lips tighten. “If you want to leave early …”

      “No chance of that. You have a message from Phillips. Two of the food lines at the government factory went down yesterday, so they’ve asked us to increase production while they get them fixed. And he’s said we might have to work the weekend. If you’re not going to be around this afternoon, I guess it’ll be up to me and Barnes to sort out the logistics.”

      I flash Louis an apologetic smile and cross the room to perch on Emilie’s desk. “I’m sorry. Honestly, I don’t want to run out on you, but this execution …” I hesitate, wondering how much I can trust her, and lower my voice so Louis can’t hear. “It’s not what you think, okay? I just need to be there for someone.”

      Her eyebrows knit together. “You’re not going to do anything stupid, are you?”

      The unspoken “again” hangs in the air.

      I can’t say it. Can’t make her a promise I know I could very well end up breaking. “I’m just going to sit in the crowd and watch. If you need my help with anything, comm me. And I’ll come in tomorrow to make sure everything’s running smoothly. You take the weekend off, okay?”

      “Fine.” I’m treated to a small smile. “I promised to help my sister with her exam revision tomorrow, so I’d rather not have to cancel on her.”

      “We’ll manage without you.” I stand and rest a hand on her shoulder. “Thanks. I really appreciate this.”

      Out in the corridor, Louis makes a face. “What’s up with her?”

      “I don’t know. I guess I haven’t been a very good boss this week.” Guilt seeps through my veins as I remember the look of disgust on her face.

      She seriously believes I want to watch a woman get executed, like it’s some kind of spectacle?

      No wonder she’s disappointed in me.

      “I reckon she thinks I’m a bad influence on you.” Louis grins at me. “She never has much time for me. Shame. If she let her hair down, she could be a lot of fun.”

      It takes us half an hour to catch a pod from the factory roof, then walk the short distance from the pod point to Lincoln Square. The queue to file in through the cordoned-off entrance stretches back along the street. A pair of Metz officers guard the entrance and check the chips of everyone passing through. My pulse quickens as I draw closer, wondering if they’ll stop me, but when one presses the chip scanner to my arm, it beeps and I’m waved through.

      Tall screens funnel us through a narrow opening and into the main part of the square. The crowd disperses in front of me, and as I step out of the shadows, I stifle a gasp.

      The tall buildings lining the square are barely visible behind the rows of stadium seating that stretch up and back on three sides of the square. Two-thirds of the seats are already filled, and more people stream in behind me. It feels as if you could seat half the city in here.

      A low platform backed by a tall screen stands on the fourth side of the square. A solitary metal pole rises from the centre of it.

      That’s where they’ll do it.

      My gaze locks on the pole, my feet frozen to the ground. I’m dimly aware of someone tugging on my arm, but all I can think about is how impossible it would be to rescue anyone from that platform in front of all these people.

      I was a fool to believe Bryn. A fool to believe Aleesha’s father could do anything to save her.

      “Come on, Darwin. Don’t just stand there.”

      I turn to see Louis frowning at me. Numbly, I let him lead me up the stairs of one of the stands. He stops at two vacant seats at the end of a row, near the top.

      “Here okay?”

      I nod and slump into the seat next to him. My gaze is drawn to the platform again. I wonder where Aleesha is, how she’s feeling, if she still hopes for a reprieve or has already resigned herself to her fate.

      Sweat moistens my shirt under my arms. I shouldn’t have come. Why did I think being here could help?

      “Are you all right?”

      Louis’ voice breaks through my thoughts. I follow his gaze to where my hands grip the arms of my chair, my muscles tense, as if I’m about to push myself up.

      “Y-yes. I mean, I am feeling a little unwell. Perhaps I should go.”

      But as I begin to stand, I catch sight of the last few people trickling into the square and the bulky Metz officers closing the entrance tunnel. I sink back into my seat.

      We’re trapped. The execution is about to begin.
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      A blow to my cheek wakes me. My eyes blink open, but I’m too dazed to avoid the second slap, which whips my head back the other way.

      “Time to wake up, pretty girl.”

      The guard’s face comes into focus. A deep scowl furrows his thick eyebrows. They look like a caterpillar, wiggling its way across his sullen face. A giggle bubbles up inside me. I manage to clamp my mouth shut just in time to stop it from escaping.

      Thoughts trudge through the treacle of my mind. Ever so slowly, memories return.

      Rough hands pull me to my feet. I stumble but manage to stay upright.

      “That’ll do. Let’s get this over with.”

      I blink woozily as I’m pushed forward. It takes all my effort to put one foot in front of the other, but I’m so happy I don’t care.

      As they push open the door, a blinding light hits me. I close my eyes and breathe in the fresh air. Not the stinking air of Area Four, which smells of trash and too many people, but the fresh, clean air Insiders breathe. It rushes through me, pushing away the haze of the tronk, taking with it the sense of happiness that had tickled at my belly and made me forget what was about to happen.

      A hollow emptiness replaces it.

      Steps appear in front of me, and I’m led up onto a raised platform. With every step, the drug’s grip on me lessons. The stuff the President gave me must have been weaker than the tronk sold on the street. My body is used to stronger stuff. Just thinking of it makes me lick my lips, as if some trace of the powder may linger, but my saliva just stings the cracked skin, the twinge of pain making me more alert.

      One of the guards tugs at the cuffs binding my hands. I feel them release, and for a moment, I’m free. But my relief is short-lived as I’m pushed back into a metal pole, my wrists cuffed behind it.

      The guards’ footsteps tremble through the wooden planks of the platform as they walk down the steps, leaving me alone.

      Finally, I look up, squinting against the sun shining into my eyes, and gasp.

      The platform stands at one end of a huge square. In front of it is a large, open space surrounded on three sides by tiers of seating rising up to almost the height of the old, stone buildings behind. Every seat is full.

      There are hundreds, perhaps thousands of Insiders.

      Their bright clothing sparkles in the sunlight. I’ve never seen so many different colours in one place, nor such intricate detailing. A young woman in front wears a fitted jacket that must be worth more than everything I possess lumped together.

      All of their eyes are on me.

      I scan their faces, searching for pity. After all, I’m just a girl. Surely I don’t look like a dangerous criminal. But their expressions are carved from stone, and I find little sympathy. Some meet my gaze with cold, hard eyes. Others turn away, as if embarrassed they have to be here to witness this.

      The metallic taste of blood fills my mouth, and I realize I’m chewing my lip.

      My stomach clenches, my bladder beginning to loosen. Leaning my head back against the pole, I close my eyes and draw in a long breath. I will not piss myself. Not here in front of everyone.

      You are fearless. You are strong.

      The sun blazes down, heating the amulet around my neck, which sits in plain sight on my chest. I long to wrap my hand around it and feel it dig into my palm. Anything to distract me from what is to come.

      “Welcome, everyone.”

      My eyes snap open as the President’s voice booms out. He stands to one side of the platform, his voice amplified by some hidden microphone. His dark hair is slicked back, his light blue suit clean and fresh, his calm composure broken only by the slight twitch of his hands.

      Is he worried my father will try to rescue me? Or worried that he won’t?

      This is a carefully laid trap. I am the bait, and my father is the prize.

      But will he bite?

      “Before you stands a criminal.” The President waves a hand in my direction. “Most criminals are dealt with by our trusted law enforcement officers, but the crimes this woman has committed are far too serious for our usual system of justice.”

      He turns to me. “Aleesha Ramos, you have been found guilty of evading the law, stealing food, weapons and other supplies, illegally roaming the city, breaking and entering the government headquarters and the Metz compound, attacking members of our law enforcement and …” He pauses for emphasis. “Conspiring to capture our loyal Metz officers and forcing them into servitude.”

      A hushed silence follows his words. Then a murmur ripples through the crowd. The faces looking at me are both angry and fearful.

      Do they believe him? Believe that this girl, barely taller than a child, could commit such crimes?

      Judging from their expressions, they do. And why wouldn’t they? He is their trusted leader who keeps them safe from dangerous Outsiders. I am a threat to their world, their way of life.

      Heat burns inside me, fire filling the emptiness in my stomach. The last remnants of my drug-induced haze disappear. I understand now why he gave me the tronk. It wasn’t out of pity but out of fear.

      Fear of what I will say.

      “As a result of this long list of crimes, and to set an example for anyone else who may feel that breaking our laws and conspiring against the government is worth the risk, you have been sentenced to death for treason.”

      His words wash over me as the heavy footsteps sounding behind me pound terror into my heart.

      I whip my head around. A tall screen separates the platform from the building behind. I can’t see through it, but I can hear them approaching.

      My executioners emerge, three from either side of the screen.

      The crowd falls silent.

      The fire burning inside me dims. Against my will, my body begins to tremble.

      The Metz officers form a line ten paces in front of me. There are six of them. Six trained killers to murder one girl.

      The President isn’t leaving anything to chance.

      A tall woman dressed in the grey uniform of the palace guard moves out of the shadow of the building and touches the President’s arm. Her shoulders tense, she constantly scans the crowd and the rooftops lining the square.

      She murmurs something into the President’s ear. He nods in reply. The woman steals a glance at me before backing away. She looks oddly familiar, though I can’t figure out where I’ve seen her.

      “Without law and order, our society would fall. You have elected me to protect you and uphold our laws. On this sad occasion, you are all witnesses to the power of the law.”

      A woman cheers. It spreads like a wave, and the shouts grow louder until it is like a crowd of Outsiders at a leadership contest, everyone jostling for their voice to be heard.

      The President lets the cheering go on for a minute before holding up his hand for silence. As the din fades, the Metz officers in front of me lift their weapons.

      “Wait!”

      It takes me a second to realize that the dry, cracked voice was mine. When I do, I shout again, louder.

      “Wait!”

      The President turns toward me, a smile playing at the corners of his mouth. “You wish to say something, Miss Ramos?”

      I swallow, trying to force some moisture into my mouth. My heart pounds against my ribcage. “Yes.”

      Everyone stares at me. Cold, hard, Insider faces. They don’t care about me, a girl who shouldn’t even be here today. A girl who was never even registered as being born. All they see is a criminal. What can I say that will change their minds? To make them open their eyes and see that their wonderful, perfect lives come at a price?

      Then I see him out the corner of my eye, and some small part of the fear inside me melts away.

      The sunlight sparkles off his blond hair, making it shimmer like a halo around his head. It takes me back to the first time we met. When the sun had shone in through the window of the small, white house the Chain had used as a meeting point and made his pale skin glow. He had looked like an angel.

      I remember thinking that he was the light to my darkness. How right I was. All he tries to do is good. All I seem to do is hurt.

      His eyes meet mine. The fear etched into his face almost paralyzes me. My chest aches, and I want to cry out at the injustice of it all. That having finally found someone who’s worth living for, my life will be taken away.

      I blink back my tears and force my knees to lock, my shoulders to straighten against the metal rod at my back.

      I’m not sure if I can be brave for me, but I can be brave for him. He gives me the strength to speak. If it is my fate to die today, I’ll go out fighting, even if the only weapon I have is words.

      “You call me a criminal.” My voice is weak. Too weak to carry to those at the back of the crowd. I try again, this time with more force to my words. “You say I am a criminal, yet you know nothing about me. Imagine that I am your daughter or your son. Because that is my only real crime. Being born.”

      I pause for breath, my throat already hoarse from the dry air. The sun feels like a furnace and sweat trickles down the back of my neck.

      “My mother was an Insider, like you.” Murmurs of consternation ripple through the crowd. “Because of who my father was, she knew if she registered my birth to make me a legal citizen, we would be hunted down and I would be taken by the Metz.” I glare at the President. “On his orders. To save me, she fled Outside the Wall.”

      A frown creases the President’s forehead. He opens his mouth to speak, but I get there first.

      “All my mother wanted was to save her baby. Wouldn’t any of you do the same? Or would you willingly give up the child you had birthed knowing she would be taken away and murdered?” I glare around the square, feeling a glint of satisfaction as people who had looked at me with hatred before now refuse to meet my gaze. There are children in the crowd, their parents bringing them along to see justice done. It makes me sick.

      “Look at your child.” I speak directly to a woman in the front row, who has a toddler on her lap. She gives me a malevolent look and turns his face away, holding him protectively, as if my words have the ability to kill. “What would you do to save him? Would you give up your money? Your pretty things? Your life?”

      “Silence!” The President’s voice rings out above mine, but I don’t stop. They can shoot me mid-sentence if they want, but I will say what I need to.

      “I was six years old when my mother was murdered. I had no one. Yes, I stole food. To stay alive! I lived off crusts of hard bread that even the street hobies discarded. I wasn’t able to go to school. My only education was on the street. And for those of you who’ve never been to Area Four, who choose not to look at what it’s like on the other side of the Wall, I’ll tell you this. Survival is tough.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see the President motion to someone. A man in a grey uniform pulls a piece of cloth from his pocket and begins to walk toward me.

      “If I had been your child, I would have been in school, learning history, technology, science. Instead, I learned to run from men who wanted to rape me. I learned to fight those I couldn’t run from. I had no future, except surviving each day. And I am not the only one. You are afraid of us Outsiders. You think we’re all addicts and hobies. But it’s you who have made us that way. And you can change things.”

      The guard is just a few steps away. He pulls the cloth tight between his hands. A gag. I rush to get out the rest.

      “For once in your life, think of us as people. People who have little food, no money and no chance of a job. And think what you would do in our position. Could you survive? Or w—”

      The gag is pulled tight on my mouth. I twist my head, trying to break free, but the guard is fast, and the knot digs into the back of my head, pulling at the corners of my mouth.

      Something catches in my throat and I cough, doubling over as I fight for breath through the thick cloth. Black spots dance across my vision, and for a moment, I think I’m going to pass out.

      “This has gone on long enough.” The President’s words seem strangely distant.

      I stare at the patterned wood of the platform in front of me until my lungs stop spasming and I can draw in air through my nose.

      “Metz, prepare to fire.”

      I look up into the barrels of six guns. It’s hard to look away, but I manage it. The faces of the Insiders in the stands look down on me, cold and unyielding. I have failed to change their views, to make them rethink how their society should work. It is too late now.

      My eyes find Trey’s in the crowd. I try to tell him so much in that final gaze. That he is too good for me. That he’ll now be free to live a better life. That I’m sorry things had to end this way.

      “Take aim.”

      My shoulders straighten. I feel strangely at peace. There is no longer any fear or anger.

      “Ready.”

      I close my eyes and picture my mother. She stands in front of me with her hand outstretched, waiting for me to join her.

      “Fire.”
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      Around me, the murmur of the crowd dies down as everyone’s gaze turns to the platform. More Metz officers filter into the square, forming a line in front of the stands. Their guns are held steady, their masked faces turned up to us as if we are the threat, not the people they are protecting.

      The President emerges from the screen behind the platform, followed by the grey-clad palace guard. I spot my sister, Anabel, her uniform identical save for the two, bright flashes on each arm that mark her position as Head of the Palace Guard. Her hair is pulled back into its customary bun, and her gaze flicks around the crowd, one hand resting on the gun at her belt.

      The President climbs the three steps up onto the platform. He doesn’t need to ask for silence. You could hear a pin drop in the square.

      I wonder what Anabel thinks of all this. She hasn’t visited Mother, Ella or me this week. Would she intervene to stop this – for me?

      But in my heart, I know she won’t. She can’t. Her job is to protect the President and carry out his wishes. If she tries to intervene, she’ll lose her job, maybe even be imprisoned herself. Besides, I’m not sure she wants to stop this. She still blames Aleesha for Father’s death.

      The President begins to speak, his words flowing through my mind like a gentle rain. It’s only when more guards emerge, dragging a small, dark-haired figure, that I begin to pay attention.

      Aleesha.

      I lean forward in my chair. She looks so fragile next to the stocky guards. They roughly cuff her to the metal pole in the centre of the platform, and she stands there, blinking in the sunlight.

      I frantically scan the square, looking for any sign of rescue.

      This can’t happen. I can’t let her die.

      But I am powerless to stop it. Even if I made it past the guards at the foot of the stands and across the empty square to the platform, then somehow figure out how to undo her handcuffs, we’d be gunned down before we’d taken two steps toward freedom. I have to trust that the Chain has come up with a plan to free her.

      I rub my palms on my thighs. They’ve left beads of sweat on the plastic arms of the chair.

      “She’s a pretty little thing,” Louis murmurs.

      My hands clench, and I fight the urge to punch him.

      “You know her, don’t you?”

      His comment catches me off guard. I force my hands to relax, grateful that everyone else seems to be fixated on the scene below us. I’m not quite sure how to reply. I could deny it, but even Louis would see through that lie and I’d lose any trust I’d built with him. But admitting I know a criminal could get me arrested. However, to deny knowing her, deny my feelings, would feel like the ultimate betrayal.

      “Yes,” I say finally. “I know her.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      I tear my eyes from Aleesha to glance at him. His look of concern seems genuine.

      When I look back at the platform, Aleesha is staring straight at me. I try to smile, but the muscles in my face are frozen.

      Then she begins to speak.

      Her accent stands out amongst the cut-glass elocution of the people around me. This is no prepared speech. She stumbles over words, her voice cracking as she raises it, shouting her message. But there’s an underlying power, a raw emotion that no speechwriter could create. She speaks from the heart. And her words, her desperate plea for people to listen, cause my own heart to splinter, and at the same time swell until my chest threatens to rip apart.

      I’m so damn proud of her.

      And so ashamed that no one listens.

      The President doesn’t let her talk for long. Perhaps he’s afraid her words really will have an effect on the crowd. A guard gags her and steps back. My heart lurches, my breath faltering.

      Where are you, Richard Masterton? Where are you, Bryn?

      I scan the crowd, hoping against hope to see someone I recognize. But if the Chain has people planted here, they’re well disguised. The anticipation on some of the faces makes my gut twist. Three rows in front of me, a child begins to cry and is quickly hushed, her face pressed into her mother’s shoulder.

      A flicker of movement on the roof of the building opposite catches my eye. But when I turn to look, there’s no one there.

      “Metz, prepare to fire.”

      On the platform, Aleesha stares out defiantly. She meets my gaze and holds it for a second. I open my mouth. I want to scream for them to stop. Want to tell her I love her. That I’m sorry for not saving her, for not being the man she needed me to be.

      “Take aim.”

      The President’s order rings in my ears. I close my mouth, knowing it is too late, but hating myself for not doing this one thing for her. For not being quick enough and smart enough to speak.

      Moving as one, six Metz officers raise their guns.

      “Ready.”

      Whatever Aleesha’s father had planned – if he had anything planned – is too late.

      She is going to die.

      I close my eyes, then force them open again. I won’t turn away from this.

      “Fire.”

      Gunshots rip through the square.

      But they don’t come from the execution squad.

      “What the …” Louis breathes.

      I stare at the platform where Aleesha stands, her body rigid as grey-uniformed guards fall to the ground around her.

      My brain tries to process the scene in front of me. It’s all happening so fast. Shots rain down from hidden snipers on the rooftops surrounding the square. Those that miss their target send fragments of stone ricocheting into the air. The Metz firing squad has fallen apart. One of the officers lies motionless. Two more wrestle each other on the ground, the other three firing on the palace guards rushing toward them.

      Anabel hustles the President off the platform, but just before he disappears, he twists his head to survey the square. He doesn’t look shocked. Quite the opposite.

      A sick feeling fills my stomach. What has he got up his sleeve?

      Around me, people scream and shout as they begin to move, rushing from their chairs, only to clog the stairways as there’s nowhere for them to go.

      “Stay in your seats!” booms a Metz officer standing at the entrance to the closed-off tunnel.

      No one listens.

      I stand and look around. The remaining palace guards have taken refuge behind the platform, firing out at the remainder of the execution squad, who I presume must be under Richard’s control. Aleesha is horribly exposed between the two sides, trapped by the cuffs securing her to the metal pole.

      I have to get to her.

      The Metz officer shouts again for people to sit, but its gravelly voice is barely audible over the screams of the crowd. A man climbs over the barrier into the square and runs toward the tunnel entrance. Others begin to follow.

      I’m yanked down seconds before a bullet whistles through the air above me. There’s a grunt. Two rows back, a woman topples forward, sprawling across the empty chairs behind me. She doesn’t move.

      “Stay down. They’re on the rooftops,” Louis shouts into my ear.

      There are more shots, more screams.

      “No one move!”

      On the rooftop opposite, masked figures appear, firing wildly into the crowd. I recognize the combat uniforms of the Chain – the people Richard brought here from overseas.

      Why are they shooting at us?

      “Stop!” I jump to my feet and wave my arms in the air before realizing that might not be the best idea. They probably don’t know who I am. Besides, I’m not supposed to be here.

      Was this why Bryn told me to stay away? Surely killing innocent people wasn’t part of their plan.

      It dawns on me that perhaps the Chain’s leader doesn’t see Insiders as innocent bystanders.

      A figure on the roof sweeps his gun in my direction.

      I drop behind the chairs just in time.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Louis’ face is pale, his eyes wild. “The idiots are trying to shoot us.”

      Hunched awkwardly behind the dubious shelter of the chair backs in front of us, he fumbles with his comm band. “Dammit. I have no signal. It must be jammed.”

      If the shots were intended to frighten the crowd into subsiding, the Chain’s plan hasn’t worked. The trickle of people running to the tunnel entrance has turned into a stampede.

      “They’ll trample each other. There has to be another way out,” I mutter under my breath.

      On the platform, Aleesha struggles to get free, bullets peppering the wood around her.

      I glance behind us. A walkway runs behind the rows of seats at the top of the stand. At the far end, there seems to be an exit, a barrier at waist height.

      “Where are you going?” Louis tugs at my trousers as I crawl out into the stairway. “You can’t get out that way.”

      “Going to see if there’s a way down to that end of the square.” I nod toward the platform. “Anything’s better than sitting here waiting to be shot.”

      I jostle through the people fighting to get down the stairs and make it to the walkway, grateful that the shooting seems to have abated. Halfway along, I sense I’m being followed.

      “Wait up,” Louis pants. His face is flushed, hair ruffled.

      Our feet pound on the metal grating. I skid to a halt at the barrier and duck under it, then rush down the winding staircase, Louis a few paces behind. At the bottom, instead of turning right to run behind the stands toward the entrance to the square, I turn left, ignoring Louis’ shouts.

      As I reach the corner of the stand, a figure looms up out of nowhere. I slide to a halt.

      “What are you doing here? You need to go that way.” The guard jerks a pistol in the direction over my shoulder. Beads of perspiration run down his forehead as his eyes flick anxiously to the square behind him. “Damn Metz officers have turned rogue.”

      Over his shoulder, I catch sight of Aleesha on the platform. I blow out a breath in relief at the sight of Bryn crouched behind her, seemingly trying to cut her cuffs.

      I hold up my hands and take a step back. “Right. Sorry.”

      The guard reaches up and touches his earbud. “Reinforcements? About time.”

      At that moment, a dull pounding begins, the ground vibrating under my feet.

      Louis’ breath is hot on my neck. “At last.”

      Metz officers spill from either side of the screen behind the platform, moving out and around to form a semi-circle in front of it. They begin to fire out into the square and up at the figures on the roofs of the buildings. Bryn and Aleesha drop to the platform as the air above them explodes with the hiss of tasers and the crackle of gunfire.

      A noise from behind makes me turn. More officers march from the far end of the stands toward us.

      A sour taste fills my mouth. So this was the President’s plan.

      Aleesha lifts her head to look around. For a second, our eyes meet, and she mouths a single word.

      Run.
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      Splinters dig into my cheek as I lie awkwardly on the platform, face down, my hands still cuffed behind my back. I can feel Bryn working to free me as gunfire rages through the air above us.

      “Nearly there,” he grunts.

      A moment later, I hear a snap, and my hands fall free of the pole. I bring them around in front of me. The cuffs are heavy on my thin wrists, but at least I can move my arms.

      “Shuffle back,” Bryn says in a low voice. “If we can drop off the platform, we may have a chance of getting away before they realize we’re gone.”

      “What about them?” I gesture toward the Metz officers who had been about to execute me before they’d turned their guns on the guards.

      “They’ll have to get themselves out of here,” Bryn says grimly. He begins to push backward on his belly.

      The officers have bunched together into a tight group. Bullets slam into them, and I wonder how long their armour will hold up to this kind of assault.

      “Come on, Aleesha!”

      I begin to wiggle backward, then stop upon hearing a sharp intake of breath. I glance over my shoulder and freeze.

      Two Metz officers haul Bryn up and hold a gun to his head. Cold hands grab me and yank me up beside him.

      “Drop your weapons!” The guttural voice of the officer holding me rings in my ear.

      Bryn curses.

      My execution squad slowly place their guns on the ground and raise their hands in the air. I wish I could see through their masks to the faces underneath and know who chose to risk themselves to save me.

      We’re surrounded. The rescue attempt is over.

      I should have known it was too good to be true.

      But at least I know my father cared enough to try.

      Silence hangs in the air. Even the crowd standing at the closed entrance is quiet, staring at the scene in front of them. For once, they look at the Metz in relief, not fear.

      There’s a low chuckle and the sound of footsteps, then the President emerges from behind the screen and walks out onto the platform. He raises his arms, as if welcoming a long-lost friend.

      “Come out, Ricus! I know you’re here.”

      Silence follows. I glance at Bryn, who tilts his head a fraction. So he is here.

      My pulse quickens and the hollowness in my belly opens again. I’d made peace with the fact I was going to die, but given the small glimpse of a reprieve, the dread that had run through my veins returns with a vengeance.

      I try to catch Trey’s eye, but he’s focused on the rooftops around the square. A tall, blond Insider stands next to him, his expression more affronted than afraid.

      The President’s arms fall to his sides. “Ricus? Are you going to run away again? This is becoming something of a habit of yours.” He jerks his head at the officer holding me. “Bring her forward.”

      I plant my feet and throw my weight backward as the Metz officer grips my arms, but it’s a token resistance. It could probably pick me up with one arm. It yanks me forward until I’m standing next to the President. Our eyes meet, and I think I see a spark of pity behind his cold exterior before it’s quickly gone again.

      Perhaps I imagined it.

      “Hold the gun to her head,” he says quietly.

      The Metz officer obeys. Cold metal presses into my hair, just above my left ear. It trembles slightly, and I wonder what has the officer so scared. Then I realize it’s not the gun that’s trembling. It’s me.

      “This is your daughter, Ricus! Are you prepared to watch her die?”

      Still, there is no response.

      There’s the sound of raised voices from behind the screen, then the female, dark-haired guard I’d thought looked vaguely familiar rushes over to the President. Her cheeks are flushed and she’s out of breath.

      “Sorry to interrupt, sir,” she says in a low voice. “We need to get you out of here. We think they may have reinforcements.”

      Her gaze flits around the square. When her eyes find Trey, they widen momentarily.

      The President looks annoyed. He puts a hand to his chest to muffle his microphone, but I’m close enough to hear. “I told your team no interruptions, Anabel. We need to draw him out.”

      Anabel …

      Things suddenly click into place. This must be Trey’s older sister, the one who leads the palace guard. The President’s primary bodyguard.

      So where has she been that she’s out of breath?

      “It’s too dangerous, sir. I can’t protect you properly here. Let’s take the hostages away.” She scans the rooftops, her body tense, ready to defend her boss at the first sign of a threat.

      The President shrugs her off and steps forward. “You have five seconds, Ricus!”

      He begins to count down. The barrel of the gun presses into my skull. I try to swallow, but saliva catches in my throat. Beside me, Bryn shifts uneasily. He knows my father better than I do. Does he expect him to save us or call the President’s bluff?

      When the President gets to “two”, a voice rings out.

      “Stop!”

      I swing my head to the right, seeing a figure on the roof of a tall apartment building. Even from this distance, I recognize my father. He stands tall, his shoulders back. A bandage has been hurriedly tied around his collarbone, blood seeping through.

      The two men stare at each other.

      My father is the first to speak. “Let them go. Then I’ll come down.”

      The President gives a hoarse laugh. “Do you think I’m stupid? You come down here first. Once you’re in custody, I’ll let your daughter go.” He jerks his head at Bryn. “This man is a terrorist and will pay for his crimes.”

      My father doesn’t reply.

      “Come on, Ricus. You’re in no position to negotiate. Whose life do you value more – yours or hers?”

      I wonder what my father’s thinking. Part of me doesn’t want him to turn himself in, to give up and admit defeat. I don’t want to lose the only family I have. But a selfish part wants him to prove he cares about me. That I mean something to him.

      Still, he doesn’t speak.

      Then something odd happens.

      The cold metal pressing against my head disappears. The officer’s grip on my arm slackens, then falls away, as its other arm raises and points the gun straight at the President.

      At first, the President doesn’t notice, too busy staring up at my father. Cautiously, I take a step back, then another.

      No one stops me.

      I turn to see Bryn stepping away from his captors. He looks as confused as I feel.

      Then, as one, the Metz officers surrounding us, save the one in front of me, place their weapons on the ground and stand at attention, as if …

      As if they’ve been given an order.

      Only then does the President look around. His face blanches. “What the …”

      Anabel shakes herself and grabs his arm, dragging him away. This time, the President doesn’t resist. His face twists into a snarl as he shoots one final look up at the man standing impassively on the roof, staring down at us.

      Then he’s gone.

      Murmurs of concern ripple through the crowd. They don’t know how to react to this sudden shift in power. Is this a new threat or not?

      Bryn moves forward to grasp my arm. “Let’s get out of here.”

      “What’s happening?” I whisper.

      “I don’t know,” he says darkly. “This wasn’t part of the plan.”

      We hurry from the platform and make our way over to where Trey pushes through the Metz officers surrounding him. He throws his arms around me, and I cling to him as a wave of dizziness washes over me. He smells of pine needles and water – the calm after the storm.

      “You’re safe,” he mumbles into my hair. “You’re safe now.”

      A touch on my shoulder pulls me back to the present.

      “We need to go,” Bryn says.

      I draw back and look around. The blond man who’d been with Trey stands a few paces behind us. He looks at me curiously, as if I’m a creature he’s never seen before. Bryn eyes him warily.

      Trey twists his head to look over his shoulder. “Oh, this is Louis. I work with him.”

      “I think you’d best be going … Louis.” Bryn’s voice is hard. “Now.”

      The blond man narrows his eyes and opens his mouth to protest. Then seems to think better of it and shuts it again. He gives Trey an odd look, before turning and shoving his way through the officers to disappear behind the stands.

      “What the hell were you thinking bringing him here?” Bryn mutters.

      Trey makes an apologetic face. “He followed me.”

      “I told you not to come.” Bryn sounds angry, but his voice is laced with worry.

      Trey’s about to reply when the tall, black figures around us begin to move. Bryn pushes us both behind him and pulls a knife from his boot. Trey crushes me to him, his heartbeat pounding rapidly against my chest. The Metz officers march to the centre of the square and line up in neat rows, like soldiers awaiting their orders.

      Three members of my execution squad hurry over to us, carrying the unmoving form of a fourth between them. Two limp severely, their dull grey armour riddled with pockmarks. A thread of smoke rises from the back of one of the helmets. They lay the body of their companion in front of us, then one of them turns toward me. Instinctively, I take a step back.

      “Can you get this helmet off?”

      The voice is toneless and guttural, but the officer crashes to his knees and bends his helmeted head toward me.

      Silently, Bryn hands me his knife. I slip the tip into the tiny catch where the helmet meets the neck of the suit. There’s a click.

      The officer reaches up with its gloved hands, twists the helmet, then pulls it off its head.

      Anders’ freckled face is weary. The helmet has flattened his sandy-blond hair, making him look even more boyish than normal, and the broad smile that usually brightens his face is absent. His expression is that of an old man – one who has seen too much of life. He takes the knife from my hand and unlocks the helmets of the others, revealing Rogue and Leon, another of the ex-Metz officers who’d chosen to join my gang, before kneeling beside the figure on the ground.

      He carefully removes the helmet to reveal a woman’s face, pale and still, then bends over her, holding his ear just above her mouth. When he rises, his face is grim.

      “She’s gone.”

      I fall to my knees beside the woman, reaching out to her neck to feel for a pulse. Her skin still carries a trace of warmth. “Are you sure? I thought the armour was impenetrable.” I take in the battered armour covering her body. Part of the chest area has crumpled, and my stomach plummets when I see blood glistening through it.

      “Not quite,” Rogue says. “They focused all their firepower on her. The suits can only take so much.”

      Guilt dulls the eyes of all three men.

      I search my mind for the woman’s name. Radha. I’d barely spoken to her, yet she had given her life to save me.

      There’s the sound of running footsteps, then Danny skids to a halt next to Anders, breathing heavily. Sweat beads on the snake tattoo covering his shaved head. Two men dressed in the combat uniforms of my father’s team follow him more slowly.

      Danny pokes at the dents in Anders’ suit. “You all right, big man? I managed to get a couple of the ones firing at you, but then they noticed we were up there.” He holds up the gun slung over his shoulder. “These are great! First thing I’ve seen that goes through those suits. Good thing for you that lot didn’t have them; otherwise, you’d be even more holey.” He seems to catch sight of the woman on the ground for the first time, his face falling. “Oh.”

      I gawp at him. “What are you doing here?”

      “Came to rescue you, of course. I was up on the roof with a couple of your da’s lot until the plan went to shit. Who’s our knight in shinin’ armour?”

      The question’s directed at Anders, who shrugs and looks to Bryn.

      “I don’t know,” Bryn says tightly. “It’s not one of our team.”

      “Isn’t that one of Samson’s men?” Trey asks, looking over my shoulder.

      I turn to see a slim man with a half-shaved head and long, thin braid dart across the square toward a figure wearing a dark, hooded cape. “Yes. That’s Petal.”

      But how did Samson get hold of a device to deactivate the Metz?

      I look more closely at the figure Petal’s talking to. He’s completely covered by the cape, but I can tell he’s slightly built. I have a sudden feeling I know who is beneath it.

      “Giles …” I breathe, starting forward.

      Petal reaches out to grab the figure’s arm, but the person jerks back, the hood falling away. Sunlight glistens off Giles’s pale head. He shrinks in on himself and claws at the hood to pull it back up. My gaze falls to the black box around his neck.

      “It’s the ghost! What’s he doin’ here?” Danny asks loudly.

      “Shut up.” Anders’ voice is a growl, but it carries across the silent square.

      Giles’s hand freezes on his hood. He turns to stare at us, his gaze stopping on Anders.

      Danny looks at his friend in surprise. “What?”

      Anders’ jaw is clenched. Conflicting emotions play over his face – joy, relief, trepidation.

      I look back to Giles. His face is filled with one emotion – adoration.

      Suddenly, Giles’s cryptic comments make sense. His fierce protection of the Metz officers, his initial reluctance to hand over his precious device.

      You won’t hurt them, will you? You were supposed to protect them.

      Was he concerned about all the officers or just one?

      “You … You’re here.” There’s a tremor in Giles’s voice.

      Anders’ mouth works silently. I’ve never seen the thoughtful, confident man look so speechless.

      Giles stumbles toward us, the black box in his hands seemingly forgotten.

      Danny turns to Anders, searching his face. “You know him?”

      “Yes,” Anders chokes out, then clears his throat. “Yes. He was … is a friend.”

      A friend to Anders perhaps, but as Giles comes to a halt in front of him, his pale eyes shining, I realize Anders is much more than a friend to Giles. He is his whole world.

      For a long moment, the two men stare at each other, locked in a bubble of time and space where the rest of us don’t exist.

      Giles reaches out, then draws his hand back. Finally, Anders takes a step forward and pulls him into an awkward hug. In his arms, Giles seems to stretch and grow, his spine uncurling and straightening, as if after years of being bowed over, he can finally stand tall again.

      Anders pulls back. His arms fall to his sides as his face flushes. “I …” He clears his throat. “I’m so glad you’re alive.”

      “Do you remember?” Giles whispers.

      “I think so. At least most of it.” Anders ducks his head. “I’m so sorry, Giles. They sent me after you, didn’t they? To bring you back?”

      Giles bobs his head. “I knew it wasn’t really you. They must have found out that you helped me escape and reset your chip.”

      Danny coughs loudly, his expression clouded. “Don’t we have stuff to do?”

      Anders starts and looks around awkwardly, as if just remembering that we’re here.

      Rogue steps in. “Is that the device Aleesha used to deactivate us?”

      Giles nods. His pale eyes flash with alarm as he notices everyone staring at him, his bony fingers fumbling with his hood. I step forward and place a hand on his arm. Giles practically jumps backward and cowers, his eyes darting around.

      “Hey. It’s okay.” I try to sound soothing. “What are you doing here? Who brought you here?”

      “I did.”

      I jump at the deep voice booming in my ear and spin around, seeing Samson standing just behind me. Why does he always have to sneak up on me?

      “How did you know about Giles?”

      Samson flashes a smile. “You always ask me how I know things, Aleesha.”

      “And you never tell me.”

      “You don’t tell me your secrets. Why should I tell you mine?”

      I glare at him.

      Samson raises his hands in mock defence. “Is that the thanks I get for saving your life?”

      I notice he doesn’t have his cane with him. Either his leg is recovered or he doesn’t want to show any weakness. I suspect the latter. “I think Giles is the one we should be thanking.”

      “You think he’d have made it here without me?”

      I turn back to Giles. He seems calmer, but probably only because his hood is back up over his head and Anders’ hand rests on his shoulder. Being out here, surrounded by all these people, must be his worst nightmare.

      “You came out here to save me?”

      Giles looks up at me, his eyes luminescent under the shadow of the hood. He twists the box over and over in his hands. “He said you needed help.”

      My heart goes out to the recluse. Shunned by Insider and Outsider alike because of his odd looks and manner, no one sees the genius underneath. He is a true friend.

      I smile at him, tears unexpectedly springing to my eyes. “Thank you, Giles. You saved us all.”

      He ducks his head, embarrassed.

      “So, what happens now?” Danny jerks his head toward the Metz officers lined up in the square.

      “First, I want to have a word with Richard.” Samson’s voice sounds grim, and I wonder just what he wants to say to my father.

      “And then?”

      Before Samson can reply, Giles lifts his head and looks directly into Danny’s eyes. “Then we will take the Metz compound.”
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      We all stare at the hunched figure. The last time I’d seen Giles, he had shown us the entrance to the old underground station we’d used to access the tunnels that run under London. It feels like a lifetime ago that Aleesha and I broke into the government headquarters to access the information bank. The horrors of Sanders’ and Mikheil’s deaths have been buried by my memory to make space for more recent tragedies.

      “You want to break into the Metz compound?” Danny stares at Giles in disbelief.

      “But it’s a fortress,” Rogue says. “Impenetrable.”

      Aleesha’s face is creased into a frown. Anders opens his mouth to speak, then closes it again. Only Samson doesn’t look surprised.

      “We don’t need to break in. We can use them to enter.” Giles’s eyes dart to Anders. “The Metz will return to their base, and when the compound opens, we follow them in and shut them all down.”

      Anders nods slowly. “It could work. The compound must be almost empty of officers, though there will be plenty of people in there we can’t control. We would need to get to the control centre before they can initiate lockdown procedures.”

      “I have some people who can help,” Samson says. “Though I suspect not the numbers we’ll need. We must act immediately if we’re to have any chance of surprising them.”

      Bryn glances around the square. “Agreed. This is an opportunity we can’t pass up. When Richard gets here …”

      I follow his gaze, wondering where the leader of the Chain has got to.

      Aleesha steps away and bends over to talk to a man who’s hunched over the body of a woman in a Metz uniform. As she straightens, I spot a flash of movement on the roof opposite.

      A woman in a grey uniform peers furtively down into the square. Sunlight glints off metal. My legs spring into action before my mouth has time to form words of warning. I barrel into Aleesha, knocking her to the ground as a loud crack shatters the silence. Dust fills my mouth as the bullet ricochets off the ground to our right. My heart races as I lie there, panting, muscles on fire from the sudden surge of adrenaline.

      There’s a shout, followed by a rattle of gunfire.

      Aleesha groans and blinks up at me. “What …”

      I realize I’m lying on top of her and push myself up. “Are you okay?”

      Gingerly, she pushes herself up to a seated position and clutches her head. “I think so.” She looks around. “Who was that?”

      “One of the palace guards got onto the roof,” Bryn says, rushing over to us. He reaches out a hand to help Aleesha up. “We need to get out of here. We’re too exposed.”

      “Nice moves, Insider.” Danny swaggers over, his gun hanging from one hand. “Is that how you get women into bed? Never pictured you as the rough type.”

      Aleesha scowls at him. “Shut it, Danny.”

      “And we didn’t give you a gun just so you could waste all the ammo,” Bryn adds. “We don’t have a never-ending supply, you know.”

      Danny mutters something unintelligible and slings his gun over his shoulder.

      “Let’s get inside,” Samson says. His gaze moves around the square. “We’re sitting ducks out here.”

      We take shelter in one of the apartment blocks lining the square. Rogue is the last to arrive, accompanied by the other man disguised as a Metz officer, who carries the body of the woman, now free of her heavy armour.

      Samson and Bryn stand in the corner, conferring in low voices.

      “Are you sure you’re all right?” I ask Aleesha.

      She nods, then winces. “Yeah. Just banged my head.” She gives me a small smile that makes my heart flip. “Thank you. If you hadn’t spotted her, I—”

      “It’s fine. Honestly, the number of times you’ve saved me …” I shrug awkwardly.

      “Aw. You two lovebirds are so sweet,” Danny croons. “You saved me. No, you saved me.”

      “Cut it out, Danny,” Aleesha snaps. “What’s got into you?”

      “Nothin’,” he mutters darkly, his eyes flitting to Anders, who talks to Giles in a low voice.

      “Everyone okay?”

      Richard strides into the room, followed by a man dressed in the bright clothes of an Insider. “Bryn, what’s going on?”

      Bryn quickly fills him in. Richard’s eyes linger on Aleesha for a moment, as if reassuring himself that she’s okay, then fall on Giles, who cowers under his gaze.

      “So, you’re the man with the ability to control the Metz. Perhaps you could give me the device? Then you can go back home and leave us to clear up this mess.” Richard holds out his hand expectantly.

      “No.” Giles clutches the device to his chest and looks up at Anders, then over at Aleesha, who gives him an encouraging nod. He straightens, though he still can’t meet Richard’s gaze. “No. It’s mine.”

      A flash of annoyance crosses the taller man’s face, but when Samson walks over to stand next to Giles, Richard drops his hand. “Fine,” he says tightly. “We’d better get moving. I’m sure the President has something else up his sleeve.” He turns to the man who’d followed him in. “Do you know the quickest route to the Metz compound?”

      Bryn sidles over to me as the others talk. “You need to get home, Trey,” he says in a low voice.

      I’m about to protest, but he cuts me off. “No, I’m not just being overprotective. You’re chipped, remember? And the government knows you’re connected to us. They could track you.”

      I groan inwardly. I have a chip blocker – a plastic sheath Louis gave me that blocks the location signal given off by the chip embedded in my arm – but it’s in the pocket of my coat in the apartment.

      Bryn squeezes my shoulder. “The best way you can help us is to go home, Trey.”

      His words crush me. I may have just saved Aleesha’s life, but to the Chain, I’m still a liability. Someone who gets in the way. Someone they have to protect.

      Bryn catches the look on my face and grimaces. “I didn’t mean it like that, Trey. Just—”

      “It’s fine. You’re right. I should leave.” I reach out and touch Aleesha’s arm. “Be careful, okay?”

      “You, too.” She seems about to say something more, then stops herself.

      “Well, I’ll see you later. Um … Good luck.” The words sound as weak as I feel.

      Only Aleesha watches me as I walk across the lobby, but when I open the door and glance back one final time, even she has turned away. A rush of loneliness washes over me. I’m only a pretender in these people’s eyes. I don’t have the skills required for them to welcome me into their world. Yet the one I step out into, the world I was brought up in, doesn’t feel like home anymore.

      I wonder if anywhere ever will again.

      The streets immediately around the square are quiet as I make my way back to my family’s apartment. I’ve just reached the entrance when my comm band beeps.

      I check the message. It’s from Louis.

      We need to talk. 8 pm at Macie’s in Soho.

      Apprehension seizes my stomach. But it doesn’t sound like he’s turned me in as a traitor just yet. Perhaps there is time for me to change his mind.

      I send him a quick message to confirm, then push open the door of the apartment block and walk up the stairs.

      When I let myself into the apartment, I find my mother lying on the sofa, staring up at the ceiling. She twists her head as I walk in, and I’m struck by how haggard she looks.

      “Trey.” A smile cracks her paper-thin skin. “How was your day?”

      Her question confuses me, until I catch sight of the old grandfather clock in the corner and realize it’s just after five.

      “Fine, thanks.” I perch on the chair opposite her. “Can I get you anything? Coffee? Something to eat?”

      She shakes her head and, with some effort, pushes herself up into a sitting position. “I’m fine, thank you.”

      You’re far from fine.

      Her muscles are wasting away. She’s always been a slim woman, but now she looks as fragile as a bird after winter.

      “I should probably sell some of this stuff.” She waves a hand around the small room, which is packed with over-sized furniture. “I doubt you or Ella will want it when I’m gone, and I don’t think Anabel can fit anything into that tiny place they’ve given her.”

      Mother hates this apartment. Home for her was the large apartment near the centre of town. The one they had to give up when Father lost his ministerial job. I wonder how much being in this dreary room day after day has contributed to her rapid decline in health.

      “Milicent left me her house, you know. You could move in if you’d like. There’s plenty of room, and it’s much nicer than this place.”

      I curse myself for not suggesting this before. I’d mentioned Milicent’s death to my family but not the details of her will.

      Her eyes shine with hope as a spot of colour blooms on her cheeks. “Really? I don’t want to step on your toes. This apartment is …” She seems to search for a word. “Adequate.”

      My stomach tightens. I should have done this days ago. “Of course. You and Ella should both move in. There’s no point renting this place when there’s an entire house available.” Another thought hits me. “Milicent left me money, too. More than enough to pay for whatever treatment you need. When’s your next appointment with the doctor?”

      “Monday evening.”

      “I’ll come with you.”

      “You will?”

      The joy on her face causes another pang of guilt to rush through me. For all her faults, she is still my mother, and I haven’t been the son she deserves.

      “Of course.” I stand and gently pull her up and into a hug. I’m careful not to squeeze her too tightly.

      Mother lets out a contented sigh. “I don’t know why Milicent took such a liking to you, but it was so generous of her to leave you so much.”

      For a moment, I debate telling her everything. That while my duty lies here, my heart longs to be doing something more. Something that will help change our country for the better.

      But I can’t burden her with more worries. Let her believe what she wants to believe – that this was just the gesture of a kind old lady.

      Perhaps there’s another reason I don’t tell her. Perhaps I finally feel like the son she wanted me to be. No longer a burden, but a man who can provide for his family.
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      When I walk through the door of Macie’s, I see Louis chatting with the barman.

      “Hey,” I say.

      Louis turns and pushes a tumbler of whisky toward me. “Here.”

      I toy with the glass as he finishes his conversation. Louis is a heavy drinker, but even so, I’m not sure starting on whisky this early in the evening bodes well.

      Finally, Louis grabs his drink and hops off his stool. “Come on. Let’s go up to the roof.”

      He doesn’t wait for me to reply as he weaves through the people crowding the main room and up the narrow staircase. I follow him to the rooftop terrace. It’s a peaceful oasis amid the hubbub of the city, but rather than calm me, the tranquillity heightens my sense of trepidation. I join Louis at a low table next to a babbling water feature.

      He takes a swig of his whisky, then stares into his glass, as if the amber liquid holds the answers to all his questions.

      “You haven’t stopped working with the Outsiders, have you?” he eventually asks, not looking up.

      I could lie to him, make up some excuse for my behaviour in the square, but I know he wouldn’t believe me. If he wanted to, he could call his father, and I’d be arrested before I had time to leave the building. Perhaps he’s already done that and this was just a ploy to draw me here.

      My best chance is to be honest with him and hope there’s more to him than the womanizing socialite he comes across as.

      “No.”

      Louis twirls his glass idly. “Is that why you got the job in the factory? To spy on us?” His tone is more curious than accusatory.

      “No. I took the job because my family needed the money.” I hesitate, wondering how much to confide in him. “My father lost his job in the government because of me. He was murdered a few weeks ago. My mother’s sick and has medical bills.”

      “I remember seeing something about your father’s death on the news.” He glances up at me. “I’m sorry.”

      Emotion thickens the lump in my throat. I wonder if I’ll ever be able to think about my father without an overwhelming sense of guilt and loss. “Thanks.”

      “Is that why the President wanted to execute that girl? Because she was involved in your father’s death?”

      “Maybe. There are other reasons, though.” I shake my head. “It’s complicated.”

      I force myself to take a sip of the whisky. It burns my throat, making my eyes water.

      “And she’s your girlfriend? The girl who was being executed?”

      “Kind of.”

      Louis gives a low whistle. “That must be rough. Having the hots for the girl who killed your dad.”

      My fingers tighten on the glass. His words hit too close to home. “She didn’t kill him.”

      “Oh, right. Sorry.” He pauses. “She’s hot, for an Outsider. Kind of scrawny, but a pretty face.”

      A stab of jealousy hits me. An image of Aleesha appears in my mind, but instead of being in my arms, she’s in Louis’. He strokes her hair, whispers into her ear … As much as I know it’s irrational and Aleesha would never choose someone like Louis, it’s hard to shake the thought from my mind.

      Louis downs the rest of his whisky and stands. “Want another?”

      “No. I’m good.”

      I stare at his retreating back, wondering if I should use the opportunity to escape. But where would I go? They know where I live, where I work. Not to mention the fact they’re tracking my every move. The only escape would be to remove my chip again and try to disappear Outside the Wall, but that would mean leaving my family, my job, my chance of making a difference.

      When Louis returns, he places his glass on the table and sits down, leaning forward to rest his arms on his legs. “What did your father want you to do with your life? Before all this happened?”

      Taken aback by the question, I sit silently for a moment before I answer. “He wanted me to do well at school. I think he hoped I’d follow him into government work.” I pause, trying to remember the conversations we’d had about my future. “Though I’m not sure if he ever said that specifically.”

      “I’m guessing being a production manager at Coleman’s probably wasn’t your dream job.” He flashes me a wry smile. “What did you want to do?”

      “I’m not sure,” I say honestly. “I mostly tried to avoid thinking about it.”

      “Me, too.” Louis sighs heavily. “Except I never had a choice. My life’s been mapped out from the beginning. University, take over the family business … And Mother’s already trying to set me up with an appropriate woman to marry.”

      I glance at him, surprised by the bitterness in his words. “But you have everything you could want. What’s not to like?”

      He chuckles, no humour in the sound, and takes a sip from his glass. “I guess it must seem that way. Everything except the freedom to choose.”

      “Why don’t you just tell them you want to make your own decisions?” As the words leave my lips, I realize how hypocritical they are.

      Louis grimaces. “I guess I should. But you’re right. I’ve been given everything on a silver platter my whole life. I feel like I owe them.” He knocks back his whisky.

      “Anyway, you must be wondering if I’m going to tell my father about your exploits. Well, I’m not. At least not yet.”

      Relief rushes through me. My hand trembles as I lift the glass to my lips.

      “I’m not sure what I expected to see today, but the execution …” He shakes his head, running a hand through his hair. “It wasn’t anything like I thought it would be.”

      “Well, I don’t think it went as the President planned, either.”

      Louis is silent for a moment. “When I asked you what it was like Outside … I guess I thought it would be pretty exciting, being part of a secret organization. But being shot at isn’t much fun.” He sighs. “I won’t turn you in on one condition, Trey.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Don’t do anything that will harm the factory. Whatever your gang wants, leave us out of it. My family has worked too hard to build the business. I couldn’t face my father if it got destroyed because of something I failed to do.” Louis looks me in the eye. “Deal?”

      “Deal,” I reply. It’s not like I have a choice.

      He holds out his hand. We shake, but it feels like another knot tied in the web of lies and deceit that has me trapped. Because, despite my promise to Louis, I know there are secrets in that factory that I have to unravel.
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      You’d have thought breaking into the most fortified building in the city would be difficult, but as it turns out, getting in is the easy part. Either the compound hasn’t been notified of what happened in the square or the behaviour of the officers with us is convincing enough for them to open the hangar-like entrance to let them in.

      One of my father’s men operates a device that cloaks us from the cameras, and there’s no sign we’ve been noticed as we follow them down a wide, sloping tunnel that leads to a vast room underground. The Metz officers stand like soldiers between rows of round pillars, each with a low, circular platform at its base. Some of the platforms – those with armoured, exoskeleton suits awaiting occupants – glow blue, but most are empty and cast a red light across the space between them.

      In addition to Rogue, Anders, Leon and Radha, who had infiltrated the President’s firing squad, Danny and three other members of my gang had joined the Chain to help rescue me. Danny is the only Outsider. When I mention this to him, he says he wasn’t picked for the mission but insisted on coming anyway. I file this away for future reference, wondering what the rest of my gang made of my father selecting only the ex-Metz officers for the mission.

      Leon still carries Radha’s body, his dark face pinched with the strain of her weight. There was nowhere safe to leave her, and he said he wanted to cremate her here, in the place that had been her home for so many years. He sets her down gently, away from the silent Metz officers, and returns to join us.

      Despite her death, which I know will come back to haunt me, I feel as light as air. My father came to rescue me. The President’s plan had failed, and he is about to lose his biggest asset – the Metz compound. But it is more than that. I had accepted death, but I am still alive.

      The air tastes sweet. The white buildings we passed on our way to the compound seemed brighter than before, the greens and blues more vibrant. I relish the ache from the bruises on my jaw and the cramping of my toes in the too-tight boots, because they are reminders than I can still experience pain.

      It took being a second from death to remind me how much I wanted to live.

      My father strides over to us. If his wounded shoulder is bothering him, he doesn’t show it. He hasn’t spoken a word to me since my rescue. There’s been no hug, no touch. But I guess he has to stay focused on the operation.

      “We can’t get the doors open. Any ideas?” His words are directed at Rogue.

      Rogue glances at me before answering. “The doors in the compound only respond to the chip inserted in your hand when you become an officer. Our chips were removed so they couldn’t track us Outside, and Giles can only control the implants in the officers’ brains.”

      My father scowls. “What are you saying? We’re trapped in here?”

      Rogue looks uncomfortable. “We could use the officers to get us through, but you’d need to deactivate them first. I don’t think the chips will work through the suits.”

      “Fine. We only need to get to the control room. Once we have, we should be able to unlock all the doors remotely.”

      My father quickly confers with Bryn and Samson, ordering them to split their forces into two teams. Anders goes with one, Rogue with the other, both knowing the location of the control centre. Giles deactivates three of the officers and a captain to go with the groups, though I can see he’s not happy about it.

      The officers don’t put up much of a fight, but the captain is another matter. He knocks two people to the floor before Samson manages to twist an arm behind his back and presses the barrel of a gun to his head. The man looks around with wild eyes.

      “Let’s go,” Samson says tightly.

      I step forward to follow, but a hand on my shoulder pulls me back.

      “You’re staying here.”

      I twist out of my father’s grasp and turn to face him, opening my mouth to protest.

      “Someone needs to stay here with Giles. There’s going to be shooting out there. We can’t afford for him to get killed. He’s the only one who can use that device.”

      He beckons Danny over. “I want you two to stay here in case anyone tries to escape this way. If you need to, use them to fight back.” He jerks his head toward the silent officers scattered around the room.

      Danny scowls, but he’s too intimated by my father to say anything.

      Warm fingers tilt my chin upward, forcing me to meet his gaze. “Don’t do anything stupid. I’ve rescued you once today. I don’t want to have to do it again.”

      I gulp and nod.

      He turns and stalks off to take command.

      “Scary as hell, your da,” Danny mutters as the armed fighters file out of the room.

      I don’t reply as I brush my fingers against my chin, trying to pretend they’re his. Danny’s right. He’s not a giant, like Samson, and he doesn’t have the scars and muscle from years of fighting, like Bryn and Murdoch, but my father exudes power. He acts as if he can’t be beaten, and that is far more intimidating than physical strength. Sometimes he seems more inhuman than the Metz officers surrounding us.

      I just need to get to know him better, that’s all.

      With Anders’ departure, Giles retreats back into himself and moves to a corner of the room, leaning against the wall and sinking down to sit, cradling his black box. Danny’s dark eyes rest on the hunched figure.

      “Who’d have thought the freak would save the day.”

      I sense the undercurrent in his words and shoot him a warning look. “You know, just because Anders and Giles are friends doesn’t mean Anders can’t be your friend, too.”

      “Did I say he couldn’t?” There’s a pause before he mumbles, “None of my business if the freak goes all gooey-eyed around ’im.”

      “Don’t call him that.”

      Danny snorts. “Well, he is, ain’t he? Looks like a bleedin’ skeleton.”

      I glance over at Giles, hoping he can’t hear us. “He was born like that, Danny. It’s not his fault. His device saved us in the Battle of Rose Square, and if he hadn’t turned up today, both of us would be dead.”

      Danny huffs. “Well, I don’t see why I have to stay here playin’ babysitter to you both. Missing out on all the fun.”

      Anger flares inside me. I shoot my hand out and grasp his wrist, twisting it sharply so he’s forced to release his gun. I yank down on the weapon’s strap, pulling it tight around Danny’s neck. Caught off guard, his eyes bulge.

      “Who are you babysitting?” I ask through gritted teeth.

      His hands claw at the strap as he fights for breath.

      I release my grip, and he staggers forward. Gasping for breath, he shoots me a malevolent glare. I give him a cold look in return.

      “Are we good?”

      For a long moment, we stare at each other. Danny is the first to look away. “Yes, boss.”

      He wanders around the Metz officers, occasionally prodding one and muttering something under his breath. I walk over and crouch down by Giles.

      “Thanks again for coming to rescue me. It must have been tough for you, being around all those people.”

      He doesn’t answer. Under the fold of his cloak, I catch sight of his long fingers clutching the box, as if his life depends on it.

      “Anything I can do to help?” I ask quietly.

      The hood moves from side to side.

      “Once they’ve got control of the compound, we’ll be able to free the other officers. That’s what you wanted, wasn’t it? Or was it just Anders you wanted to free?”

      Giles starts at the name.

      Silence stretches between us.

      “They used to tease me, the other kids in the compound,” Giles whispers. “My parents sent me here when I was young, once they’d given up on any hope of finding a cure for my … condition. The compound accepted me because my IQ levels were off the charts. I think they thought I’d eventually put on weight and muscle. But despite the steroids, I was always a skinny runt.”

      He falls quiet for a moment, then continues.

      “It’s hard being different. But then Anders arrived.” His voice blossoms with warmth. “He didn’t seem to care that I looked different, that I didn’t want to play games or fight like the other kids. Everyone wanted to be friends with Anders. Yet he chose to be friends with me.”

      “He helped you escape?”

      Giles nods. “When he first became an officer, he was just like the others. The implant changed him. I felt as if I’d lost him. But slowly, the old Anders returned. He remembered things that happened when he was outside the compound. I … I wanted him to come with me, but he refused. Said he could do more good on the inside. But they must have found him out and reset his chip. When they sent him Outside to bring me back, he didn’t remember me at all.”

      He falls silent. After a few minutes, I stand and leave him to his thoughts.

      Time stretches. The longer we wait, the more I worry that something has gone wrong. Visions of my friends being shot, an army of Metz officers exploding out of the walls and chasing them down, run through my mind. My gaze flits constantly toward the door, waiting for someone to come through it.

      Danny seems as nervous as me. Bored of playing with the officers, who are unresponsive to his prods and jeers, he stands facing the door into the compound, his fingertips beating an irregular rhythm on his gun.

      When the door finally slides open, Danny’s so jittery, he lets off a burst of gunfire that sends sparks raining down around the entrance.

      “Stop, you idiot!”

      I see Bryn crouched by the door, his hands over his head. I rush over to help him as he limps forward.

      “Bloody trigger-happy Outsiders. Knew Richard shouldn’t have given him that gun,” he mutters.

      “Are you okay? What’s happened? You’ve been gone forever.”

      Bryn rolls his eyes. “Hardly. It couldn’t have been more than an hour. The control centre’s secure.” He rotates his neck and winces. “Those Metz officers are good fighters, though.”

      “Did anyone … Is anyone badly hurt?” I dread his answer, but I must know.

      “Few broken bones. Zane got knocked out for a bit. That’s about the worst of it. Anders asked me to fetch you and Giles. There’s some mad scientist he wants Giles to talk to.”

      “The Professor,” I murmur.

      I walk over to Giles and tell him what’s happened. He shrinks back when I mention the Professor, but when I tell him Anders asked for him, he scrambles to his feet and shuffles forward.

      Bryn leads us through a maze of corridors. Some are empty, but in others, we walk past bodies of Metz officers, dressed in the thin, black undersuits they wear around the compound.

      This was their home.

      I try not to look at them.

      We walk into a wide corridor that I recognize from my previous visit to the compound. Circular cutouts in the ceiling let in an odd, green light. At the far end, a huge set of doors separates this part of the compound from the recruits’ quarters.

      Bryn pushes open a door and we enter a second, smaller corridor. The air in here tastes almost antiseptic, like a medic unit. I sense Giles close behind me, his breathing shallow and fast. Rogue waits by another set of doors that leads to the Professor’s laboratory. His eyes meet mine as we approach, and I wonder if he’s remembering the last time we were here.

      Inside the laboratory, Anders stands beside my father. In front of them, next to a workbench, stands an elderly man with frazzled grey hair who wears a lab coat.

      His eyes narrow at me. “You!”

      Then Giles steps out from behind me and raises his head. When his hood falls back, he blinks owlishly in the bright light.

      The Professor stares at him. “They said you were dead,” he whispers. His eyes fall to the box in Giles’s hands and his face flushes. “You did this?” He steps forward, but my father’s arm whips out, grasping the man’s shoulder and yanking him back. The Professor lets out a yelp of pain.

      “Don’t hurt him.” Giles steps forward. “He can help us.”

      Behind me, Bryn snorts.

      Giles shrinks back. I place a comforting hand on his arm while flashing Bryn a warning look.

      “Please, Professor,” Giles whispers. “These people want to do the right thing.”

      The Professor’s eyes flit to the guards surrounding him, then his shoulders sag and he sinks down onto a high stool. “You didn’t even leave a note,” he says hoarsely, closing his eyes and pinching the bridge of his nose. “I thought you were happy here. I treated you … You were like my son, Giles. Then you disappeared. They told me you’d run off and they’d found your body in Area Four. When I asked to see it, they said it wasn’t in a suitable condition.” He looks up, his eyes bloodshot. “Why did you leave?”

      Giles looks down at the floor. “I’m sorry, Professor. I never wanted to go. This was my home. But when I tried to explain to you that the device we were creating wouldn’t be used to help the Metz keep the streets safe, as they told us, that they wanted to create an army to kill people, you refused to listen.”

      He takes a tentative step toward his mentor, and my father’s grip on the Professor tightens. The scientist winces and tries to shake off his hand. “You don’t have to be so brutal, you know. I’m a scientist, an old one at that, not a fighter.”

      “We have freed many of the officers,” Giles continues. “If you’d speak with them and listen to what they were made to do …”

      The Professor’s eyebrows shoot up. “You managed to free them? How?”

      “By deactivating the control chips.” Giles lifts the black box from around his neck, his voice rising in excitement. “I can show you.”

      Anders steps in front of Giles. “Wait. Let me show him.”

      “It’s okay, Anders. He won’t hurt me.”

      Someone coughs behind me. “Richard? There’s a door at the far end signposted to subjects’ quarters. Permission to check it out?” a woman asks.

      My father lets his hand drop from the Professor’s shoulder and turns to the man next to him. “Cuff him and keep an eye on him.”

      He strides over to the woman, giving her instructions in a low voice. She nods and moves off with three of the fighters.

      The Professor stands slowly, as if the movement pains him. He looks past Anders to the black box in Giles’s hands. “Can I see it?”

      Giles smiles softly at Anders, who looks torn. Slowly, he steps aside.

      “You can see it with the cuffs on.” My father’s voice is sharp. The man guarding the Professor lets go of the gun slung around his body and reaches for a pair of restraining bands from his belt.

      Giles places the box on the bench in front of the Professor. The man reaches for it greedily and turns it over in his hands. I glance over my shoulder at my father, who has turned away and is muttering something into his comm.

      “I—” Giles begins.

      Crack.

      I whirl around. Giles stands with his hand outstretched, his mouth hanging open in disbelief. The Professor brings the box down again on the edge of the bench, sending fragments of plastic and metal skittering across the floor.

      Giles lets out an odd, keening wail and lunges forward.

      I don’t quite catch what happens next. Everything’s a blur of movement and limbs. One moment, the guard reaches for the Professor, the next, he’s clutching his leg, blood spilling between his fingers, and the Professor has his arm around Giles’s neck, pulling him backward with surprising strength.

      The bright lights of the laboratory glint off the metal scalpel at Giles’s throat.

      Anders makes a move toward them, his hand outstretched, but he stops in his tracks as he sees the steely determination in the Professor’s eyes. Beside me, Bryn raises his gun, aiming it at the Professor.

      My mouth goes dry.

      My father pushes past me, his face dark with anger. “Let him go.”

      The Professor’s eyes are steady. “No.”

      Giles clutches at the man’s arm. Despite his slight build, I’d have thought he would have an advantage over the elderly man, but years of subservience have taken their toll and he cowers into his former master.

      “You brought them in here. Betrayed the family,” the Professor whispers into Giles’s ear.

      Giles trembles, his eyes almost popping out of their sockets. He looks to Anders, and perhaps Anders sees a warning in his friend’s eyes because he springs forward. But he’s too late.

      The Professor slices the scalpel across Giles’s throat and pushes him away.

      A slash of crimson appears on Giles’s white skin. He sways, one hand covering his throat, then his legs give way. Anders catches him and lowers him gently to the floor.

      My feet are frozen in place as I watch as my father and Bryn wrestle the blade from the Professor’s hand and secure his arms behind his back. The man doesn’t put up much of a fight as he glares malevolently at his former assistant.

      Blood pulses from Giles’s neck, soaking his cloak.

      Anders stares down at his friend, as if he can’t believe what he’s seeing. He presses one of his large hands to Giles’s throat, as if that can stop the blood from pouring out. Giles lets out a gurgle and his eyes roll back into his head.

      “Medic to the laboratory. Now!” my father says into his comm. He glances down at Giles. “Dammit. We need him.”

      I stumble forward, dropping to my knees beside the man who, hours earlier, had saved my life. I lift my gaze to Anders’, seeing the despair and anguish in my friend’s eyes.

      We both know the medic will be too late.

      Bryn dumps the contents of a medic box on the floor beside us. He rips open a dressing and shoves it into my hands. “Here. See if you can stem the bleeding.”

      Anders removes his hand to let me press the dressing to Giles’s wound. The white gauze turns red in seconds.

      “Add another.” Bryn’s voice is taut.

      The second dressing soaks through.

      “It’s not working.” My voice trembles.

      Don’t die, Giles. Please, don’t die.

      Anders cradles Giles’s head in his lap as his friend’s life leaks out onto the laboratory floor.

      The movement of Giles’s chest slows. His eyelids flutter, then open, his eyes finding Anders. He opens his mouth to say something, but his body spasms, a gurgle of blood and saliva trickling out between his lips.

      “It’s okay.” Anders strokes the man’s face, his voice choked. “It’s okay. I know.”

      Giles’s face relaxes and his eyes close again. He sags in Anders’ arms as his chest falls, then remains still.

      The pool of blood on the floor expands, soaking my legs.

      My father’s curses ring in my ears, but they seem so far away.

      I lift Giles’s hand from the floor and place it onto his stomach. Delicate hands with long, thin fingers perfectly designed for the intricate work he loved.

      He came Inside for me, saving my life. But I couldn’t save him.

      My father didn’t save him.

      None of us saved him.

      All he wanted was for the Professor to see what he saw. That what had been done to the Metz officers was wrong. He trusted his mentor, had forgiven him. And the price of that forgiveness was death.

      Numbly, I stand and look down at my hands. They’re stained with blood.

      Will it ever go away?

      My stomach roils, sending acid shooting up my throat. I stumble away, trying to control the rising nausea. A hand on my back guides me to a sink just in time. Someone turns on the tap, and the flow of water removes the acrid stench of sickness from the air. I stick my hands underneath it, the water turning red, then pink, then finally clear.

      Even so, I keep scrubbing until Bryn turns off the water and gently pulls me away. He holds me as my body shakes, making soothing noises that are quite unlike the rough, surly man I know.

      After several moments, he pulls back, holding me at arm’s length. “Okay?”

      I nod and suck in a deep breath.

      My father stalks over, muttering something into his comm. His gaze softens momentarily. “I’m sorry.”

      I don’t trust myself to answer.

      He raises a hand to his ear and frowns, turning back to me. “I think there’s something you need to see.”

      “Richard—”

      I step forward, cutting Bryn off. “It’s fine. I’m fine.”

      Whatever he wants me to see, it has to be better than facing Giles’s body.

      I follow my father across the lab and through a pair of double doors. There’s a short corridor and another pair of doors that open into a long, carpeted corridor with soft, yellow lighting. My boots sink into the carpet, and a jolt of recognition hits me.

      A series of doors lead off the corridor, and there’s a large, metal elevator at the end that I know leads down, deeper underground.
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      The bleeping of my comm band wakes me. Groggily, I reach for it. Three new messages. I bring up the time display.

      What could be so urgent at seven on a Saturday morning?

      The first message is from Phillips, my manager. The holo image darkens the shadows under his eyes and he seems even more grumpy than usual. “Need you in here now, Goldsmith. The line’s stopped and the boss is breathing down my neck.”

      The next two messages are also from Phillips, demanding to know where I am and why I’m ignoring him.

      I type a quick response, telling him I’m on my way, and drag myself out of bed. I can’t remember unpacking my clothes, but when I open the large antique wardrobe, my suits and shirts are neatly hung up. Thomas, I suspect.

      I run down the main staircase, the plush carpet deadening my steps. At the bottom, a noise from the kitchen catches my attention. Rather than hurrying to the front door, I tiptoe over and peer through the crack in the door.

      The kitchen is busy, despite the early hour. Lydia hums a tune as she pounds dough, flour rising around her. Derek, Thomas and Dana sit around a small table, empty bowls in front of them. A small screen hangs from one corner of the ceiling, the news on, headlines scrolling along the bottom.

      “The rebels are now surrounded,” the newsreader says. “All entrances and exits to the Metz compound are heavily guarded, and the President has issued a personal assurance that there is no further danger to the public. However, some commentators have speculated that the rebels could survive the siege for weeks, living off the food stockpiled in the compound.”

      My breath hitches. I glance down at my comm band again, though I know there’s little point. With the government monitoring all communications, Milicent was the only member of the Chain I was able to communicate with. Now I have no way of speaking to them, no way to find out if Aleesha is safe.

      Richard’s face appears on the screen in the kitchen, though they refer to him by his birth name – Ricus Meyer. The newsreader solemnly talks about the failed execution and the innocent bystanders murdered by the terrorists.

      They show a short video of a young girl playing in a park with her mother. Two of the victims of the stampede trying to exit the square.

      Ten people who turned up to watch the execution never made it home.

      Had that been part of Richard’s plan? I don’t want to believe it. He’s Aleesha’s father and the leader of the organization I have sworn to help, but doubt clings to me. Richard had said he would stop at nothing to free London. I can’t help but wonder how many lives he’s prepared to sacrifice to achieve his goal.

      I turn to leave, but Derek’s muffled voice stops me. “You don’t think we should report him? If the Metz find out they were here …”

      A chair scrapes across the floor. “He’s the master now. And the mistress was involved, too, you know.”

      I peer through the crack in the door, then jerk back as a figure passes right in front of it. My heart skips a beat, but it’s only Thomas stacking the dishes in the cleaner.

      “But if they find out we knew and didn’t report it, they’ll arrest us.” Dana’s voice is thin and high-pitched.

      Air hisses through my teeth. I hadn’t thought about the risk to the staff from having the Chain meet here. The house is in an upper-class neighbourhood, and despite the secret tunnel, there have been enough oddities recently that the neighbours are probably keeping a close eye on us.

      “I’ll speak to Master Trey about it,” Thomas says after a pause.

      I pad back up the corridor to the front door, my mind whirring. Even in my own home, it appears I’m not safe.
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      “What took you so long?” Phillips asks as I walk into his office. The air smells stale, and the faint hum of the air filtration system is absent.

      “Sorry, sir. I got here as quickly as I could. What’s the problem?”

      “That’s for you to find out.” Phillips tugs at his collar. Rolls of fat threaten to spill out from it. “The report should have gone to you, but the night foreman didn’t have your contact details. Which is why I ended up having to come in at five this morning to calm him down.”

      A lump forms in my throat. I hadn’t even thought about giving the foreman my comm number. I’d assumed that if there were any issues at night or over the weekend, he would deal with it.

      “Sorry, sir. If it’s an issue with the machines, though, I’m not sure what I can do to help.”

      Phillips looks exasperated. “I know you can’t fix them. Just find Barnes and get her here as quickly as possible. This is the worst possible time for something to go wrong. If it’s not back up and running in the next two hours, I’m going to have to report it to Coleman. I’m sure you don’t want him coming down to ask questions.”

      “Y-yes, sir.” I wait to see if there’s anything else, but Phillips just sighs and turns back to his holo screen. I take that as a dismissal.

      The factory is eerily empty as I make my way down to the factory floor. The production lines run twenty-four hours a day, staffed by low-paid Outsiders who come and go through a different wing of the building. This side of the factory houses the management and administrative functions.

      I find Taylor, the haggard night foreman, halfway down one of the lines where the artificial meat is shaped into burgers, sausages or whatever else it’s pretending to be. A couple of workers lie underneath the conveyor belt, tools scattered on the floor. The machinery is silent, though some of the other lines are still running and there’s the background hum of the dehydrators.

      “I’ve been trying Barnes every ten minutes but can’t get through,” he snaps as I approach. “We’ve had a look but can’t figure out what the problem is.”

      I spend five minutes trying to calm him down, then leave with a promise that Barnes will be here within the hour.

      Thirty minutes later, I’m regretting that promise.

      When Barnes doesn’t answer her comm, I dig her home address out of the employee records, then spend five minutes repeatedly pressing the buzzer for her apartment before an angry neighbour on the fourth floor shouts down at me that she’s not home. I even try going to the underground bar where we’d met before, but seeing as it’s eight-thirty in the morning, the door is locked and barred.

      Leaning against the graffitied wall in the stinking alley, I mull over my options. Going back to the factory without Barnes will only get me into more trouble. Ignoring the problem will probably get me sacked. Searching for her in a city this size could take weeks.

      In the end, I return to her apartment block and sit on the steps outside, asking every person who comes in and out if they know Rae Barnes. Most of them don’t. It’s a big block, and Barnes doesn’t strike me as the chatty, neighbourly type.

      Eventually, after my backside’s gone numb from sitting on the stone step for an hour, I spot her walking down the street.

      She raises an eyebrow when she sees me. “That doesn’t look comfortable.”

      “It’s not.” I wince as I get to my feet. “Where have you been?”

      Barnes pushes past me. Her hair is pulled back into a knot and she’s dressed in workout gear. “Last I heard, my weekends were my own. I only report to you at work.”

      I try to temper my irritation. “There’s a problem at the factory. I need you to come in. Please,” I add as an afterthought.

      Barnes presses her thumb to the security pad and yanks open the door to the apartment block. “I’m back in on Monday. I’ll deal with it then.”

      I catch the door just before it closes and follow her inside. Rather than taking the elevator, she heads toward the stairs.

      “The production line’s broken and Taylor can’t fix it. Phillips wants it back up and running as quickly as possible.” I glance at my wrist, my heart sinking. “He’ll have reported it to Coleman by now, and if we don’t get it fixed asap, we’ll all be in trouble.”

      “Will we?” Barnes doesn’t slow her pace.

      “I’ve checked your contract,” I pant, my lungs burning as I try to keep up. “There’s a call-out requirement … You have to come in … within two hours.”

      “Well, in that case, I’ll see you at the factory in precisely two hours.”

      I run up the last few steps to the landing and grab her arm. “Rae, please—”

      “It’s Barnes to you.” She tries to yank her arm away, but I keep hold, forcing her to turn to face me. Dark circles rim her swollen eyes.

      I frown. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine. Or I will be when you let go of me.”

      “Will you please just listen to me for five minutes?”

      We stare at each other for a long moment. Finally, she sighs. “You’d better come in.”

      Her apartment is small, plain and sparsely furnished. The only thing that stands out is an expensive coffee machine on the tiny kitchenette counter. Barnes pushes a button, and the smell of coffee soon fills the room.

      “What’s gone wrong then?” She dumps the bag she was carrying on a battered chair and turns to look at me.

      I explain what the foreman had told me. “We’re having to up production as the government lines are still down.”

      Barnes quickly downs her coffee and sets a second cup under the machine. “I’ll get changed. Help yourself to coffee.”

      She disappears into what must be the bedroom. I wait for the machine to finish, then take the coffee and grab Barnes’s gym bag to set it on the floor so I can sit. It’s heavy and makes a clinking sound when I set it down. Frowning, I glance at the closed bedroom door, hearing the faint hiss of a cleaning unit. Setting my cup on the small table, I lean forward and open the bag.

      A folded towel lies on top of a pair of overalls. I push them aside, frowning. Underneath, the bag is filled with tools. Spanners, wrenches, digital boxes. A half-cracked data pad and a small box with a symbol indicating it’s explosive.

      Everything a mechanic would need to fix a machine … or break it.

      “What are you doing?”

      I jump and straighten, heat rushing to my cheeks. “I …” My voice trails off. “You weren’t at the gym,” I say lamely.

      “Did I say I was?” Barnes pushes past me and closes the bag. Her hair’s damp – she couldn’t have gone through the full drying cycle – and a lingering smell of oil cuts through the scent of soap. “Shall we go?”

      I glance around the room and lower my voice. “Is it safe to talk in here?”

      Barnes shrugs. “As safe as anywhere.”

      “Have you heard from Samson since the execution yesterday?”

      Her shoulders stiffen. “No,” she admits. “I got a message from one of his runners that they’d managed to stop the execution and were going to take the Metz compound. Since then, nothing.” She turns to face the window, but not before I see the worry lines creasing her forehead.

      “According to the news reports, they’re trapped in the compound.”

      “That’s what the media would say.” A ghost of a smile crosses her face. “Samson and Petal are pretty good at finding their way out of places, though. If they wanted to leave, they’d be out by now.”

      “And the government production lines … Did you have anything to do with them breaking down?”

      Barnes lets out a snort. “Unless they’ve had a significant upgrade since I worked there, which I doubt, they’re probably crumbling from old age and poor repairs. The government doesn’t believe in investing in quality machinery.”

      She pulls on a pair of scuffed, black boots. “Shouldn’t we be going? I thought you said it was urgent.”

      I trail her to the door, feeling ill at ease. Outside, I order a taxi pod, figuring Phillips won’t mind the cost if it gets us there quicker.

      Once we land on the factory roof, we take the elevator down. Barnes peers through the glass walls, unable to hide her curiosity.

      “Pretty nice, this side of the building,” she comments as we exit into a carpeted hallway.

      I don’t reply, thinking about the rough, concrete walls and cramped dining area in the East Wing. There may not be a wall dividing the building, but there are definitely two sides to Coleman’s factory.

      Just like the city.

      I send Barnes straight down to the factory floor, then go to Phillips’s office. After being interrogated as to why it’s taken me so long to return, I get dismissed with an order to not leave the factory and a warning that Coleman’s on the prowl.

      Returning to the factory floor, I spot Barnes’s legs poking out from under the production line.

      “How’s it going?”

      “It’d go better if I didn’t get interrupted,” comes the muffled reply. A few minutes later, she sticks her head out from underneath. “Seriously. There’s no point in you standing there. I’m still trying to work out what the problem is. Those idiots haven’t helped by taking everything apart. You have your comm, right?”

      I nod.

      “I’ll let you know as soon as I’ve figured it out. The best thing you can do is start processing my overtime claim.” She flashes me a grin and disappears back under the machine.

      I wander up to my office and collapse into my chair, wondering just how much I can trust Barnes. She’s already tried to remove the androcibus nanite from the production line once, and I wouldn’t put it past her to sabotage it again.

      I drum my fingers on the desk. Quality control said the androcibus nanite was a preserving agent, but Barnes had a different theory. She remembered seeing the additive in the ingredient list for the government rations when she worked at the factory and thinks it’s some kind of poison that works with co-tronkpretine to dull the brains of Outsiders and make them more compliant. It seems a wild leap to me, but it did strike me as a bit too coincidental that androcibus nanite was introduced into the lower-grade meat production line around the same time Outsiders started rejecting the government rations.

      I’d searched the files I was able to access on the factory database but had so far failed to find any clue as to why it had been added to the production line in the first place.

      My fingers slow their rhythm. I’m alone in the factory, with a perfectly good reason for being here. What better opportunity will I have to poke around?

      Half an hour later, all I’ve discovered is that security at the factory is better than I thought. My employee chip gives me access to all the communal areas and most corridors, but the offices and restricted areas are all closed to me. Frustrated, I head up to see Phillips, wondering if I can persuade him to give me the contact details for the Lab that sent us the nanite.

      His office is empty, the chair pushed back from the desk, his holo screen still on. My eyes fall to a half-open drawer filled with packs of faglights. If he’s gone for a smoke, I’ll have at least ten minutes.

      Quickly, I bring up his filing system before the holo screen locks. It’s neatly organized, so it doesn’t take me long to find the ingredient lists for all the production lines he’s responsible for. I scan through the most recent updates. It’s not just my production line that had the androcibus nanite added. The files for lower-grade products across all lines had recently been updated for the new additive.

      My pulse quickens as I bring up his email and type the additive into the search bar. The search returns five results, all labelled confidential. In the fourth message, I find what I’m looking for. An email from Coleman that consists of one sentence.

      To be introduced across all lower-grade product lines as discussed.

      Below that is a forwarded email from Laboratory Five with an attachment. I scan the email, memorize the name at the bottom, then open the attachment. It’s an official government communication requiring androcibus nanite to be added to any food lines sold to Outsiders to ensure “continuity of supply at this difficult time”.

      What does that mean?

      A faint tap on the door catches my attention. The hairs on the back of my neck rise. Frantically, I close down the files I’ve opened, but I’m not quick enough.

      The door swishes open to reveal a tall, imposing figure with a streak of silver through his dark hair.

      My heart drops into my stomach.

      Brad Coleman steps into the room, his gaze falling to the holo screen in front of me. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”
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      I find my father breakfasting alone in what had been the Commander’s sitting room. Someone has brought him food on a silver tray, and he sits like a king, staring out of the window.

      “Morning.”

      He glances over at me and waves a hand toward a chair. “Sit down. Food?” He pushes a plate of pastries toward me. “We found some of the catering staff and a couple of scientists who didn’t make it out. They’re only too keen to assist us.”

      “It’s amazing how a gun to the head inspires loyalty,” I reply, grabbing one of the pastries.

      The buttery pastry barely has time to melt in my mouth as I stuff the treat in. I should savour it, I guess. It’s the first time I’ve ever had a pastry. I reach out for a second and chew it more slowly, ripping off small pieces at a time. This one has chocolate inside. Real chocolate, not chocco. It’s the most delicious thing I’ve ever tasted.

      I walk over to the window and look down at the street below. The government has set up barricades in the surrounding streets. So far, every exit we’ve found from the compound has been heavily guarded. We’re trapped, and by the looks of things, it appears they’re willing to wait. There’s a constant supply of water and a pile of food bigger than any I’ve seen outside the Area Four food depot, but with the number of mouths we have to feed, it won’t last more than a week.

      I pop the last of the pastry into my mouth and turn back to my father. “So, what’s your plan?”

      He sighs and sets down his cup of coffee. “Ration our food and sit tight. If we can’t find a way out, we don’t really have another option. I hadn’t planned to take the compound yet, but now we have it, it’s too valuable to surrender, and there are too few of us to take on the government’s army.”

      “What about the Metz officers we brought back? Surely they can be controlled from here?”

      “Just before we broke in, the staff in the control centre released some sort of virus into the computer network. I’ve got people working to see if there’s anything left, but at the moment, we have no way of controlling them.” He sighs. “Giles’s box is beyond repair, and the Professor had a poison capsule tucked inside his mouth.” My father snorts in disgust. “Dead before we could question him. So, for now, we just have to keep the officers locked up.”

      Guilt sours my mouth at the mention of Giles. The compound has its own crematorium, so we’d held a small service for him and Radha the night before. Bryn was the only member of the Chain who’d attended, but Samson and Petal were there. Anders had said a few words. He’d asked if I wanted to say something, but I wasn’t sure what you were supposed to say at funerals, so I’d declined.

      I guess I should feel satisfaction that the Professor is dead, but I don’t. Just anger that he won’t face the justice he deserves. But I know that only part of the anger I feel is directed at him. Most of it is for me.

      I should have been able to stop him.

      “Rogue’s asked to speak to the officers. He thinks he may be able to explain what’s happened and persuade them to join our side.”

      “And they might just say whatever he wants to hear if it’ll get them out of the cell.” My father shakes his head. “We can’t trust them.”

      Perhaps he’s right. Trust got Giles killed.

      “Jameson was working on a similar device to control the Metz. Can he help?”

      My father sighs heavily. “Jameson can’t even help himself at the moment. And that’s another issue. If we can’t find a way out of here soon, I’m going to have to risk sending a message to Murdoch. He needs to clear out of the headquarters and find a new building before the government moves in.”

      Turns out that Laboratory Two was directly connected to the Metz compound. It was a relief to be able to free Mitch, Jameson and the other prisoners, though freedom was a relative term. They have better accommodation and food, but until we can find a way out of the compound, they’re trapped here, too.

      When I’d released the lock on his door, Mitch had pushed past me and stretched his arms over his head, his grey tunic hanging loose on his thin frame. “Well, I guess your rescue party did turn up, after all. Remind me to stick near you in the future.”

      I figured that was the closest to a thank you I would get.

      Jameson hadn’t been able to walk, so Bryn had carried him to a small bedroom that had belonged to one of the Metz captains. He’d lost so much weight that Bryn had barely been out of breath when he gently laid him on the thin bed. Jameson babbled incoherent apologies, while Bryn tried in vain to soothe him. Part of me wondered if the man was so broken as to be beyond recovery.

      I slump down into the chair opposite my father and scratch the back of my hand. One of the remaining scientists had removed the monitoring chip they’d put in me when I’d arrived. They’d smeared some healing gel on the cut, but it itches worse than a double mosquito bite.

      When I look up, the corner of my father’s mouth is twitching as if he’s trying to hold in a smile.

      “You have a bit of pastry just here.” He points delicately to the corner of his mouth.

      “I was saving it for later,” I mutter, swiping the back of my hand across my mouth. I suck in a lungful of air and hold it for a moment before releasing it.

      “Was there a reason you came to see me, Aleesha? Other than to steal my breakfast?”

      “I wanted to say thank you. For coming to rescue me.” My hand strays to the amulet around my neck, hidden under my vest.

      “You thought I wouldn’t?” My father’s voice is surprisingly gentle.

      I shrug, embarrassed. “It was a trap.”

      “I know.” He pauses. “But I couldn’t take the risk that he would go through with it.”

      I pull the amulet over my head and hold it out to him. “This is yours.”

      He studies me for a moment, and I feel his blue eyes burning deep inside my soul. Then he reaches out and wraps my fingers around the charm. “Keep it. I gave it to your mother, and she chose to give it to you. It’s yours now.”

      The only thing I have left of her. I swallow down the emotion rising in my throat and hang the amulet around my neck again.

      “She would have been very proud of you, you know,” my father says quietly.

      My chest tightens. “I … I miss her.”

      It’s been twelve years, but I miss her more than ever. I cling to the few glimpses of her I remember, but every year, she seems to fade from my memory. I’m not sure I can even remember her voice.

      But I remember her death. It has haunted my dreams ever since I saw the footage in the Metz compound. Over and over again, I have watched her die, powerless to stop it. Sometimes her death merges with Andrew Goldsmith’s, their faces mirroring and dividing until they surround me on all sides and their blood soaks my feet, rising up my body until I think I might drown in it.

      My father squeezes my arm. “I miss her, too.”

      “What was she like?”

      His gaze turns distant and the corners of his mouth lift into a warm, unconscious smile that transforms his face. For a moment, I see not the man who has ruthlessly torn down governments and taken control of cities, but the man my mother saw all those years ago – a man in love.

      “She was the most wonderful person I have ever met. I was captivated by her beauty, but it was her heart that won me over. Maria had a smile for everyone and always saw the best in people.” He glances over at me. “When I arrived in London, I was in a bad place. I was angry. Angry at the people who’d murdered my parents, angry at myself for being the cause of their deaths, angry at the world in general. Maria pulled me out of that. She was the angel who tamed the devil inside of me. The light to my dark. Without her …” He shakes his head. “Anyway, I’m sorry I wasn’t there – for you both.”

      His words about his past intrigue me and remind me of what the President had said. “What happened to your parents?”

      He blows out a breath. “It’s a long story. The short of it is there was a mix-up at the hospital after my mother gave birth to me. South Africa was pretty chaotic at that time. I think the hospital was attacked by some rebels and they had to evacuate. In the confusion, I was mixed up with another baby, the child of one of the richest families in the region. It went unnoticed for years. I was not that dissimilar in looks to my father, but when I started school, they began to wonder if something was wrong.

      “South Africa was the same as London and most other countries. The more money you had, the more genetic enhancements you could bequeath on your unborn child. My parents were loving and kind, but they weren’t well-off. At first, they just thought they had been blessed with a naturally intelligent child, but as I got older and surpassed my classmates in everything, they suspected I’d been given additional enhancements.” He pauses. “For a while, I think they didn’t want to believe that I was not biologically theirs. But my real parents, the ones who had paid for a perfect son, were not forgiving.”

      “They wanted you back?”

      My father nods. “One letter was all the warning my parents had. We fled our home, leaving everything behind. I was fifteen at the time. But of course, they could hire the best people to track us down. My father bought us extra time to escape with his life. It was only when I was getting on the plane that I realized my mother wasn’t coming with me. They only had enough money for one ticket.

      “I flew to Paris, then London with just the clothes on my back and a hastily written note to an aunt I had never met. And that amulet.” His expression becomes pinched and he turns away. “It was my mother’s.”

      I don’t know what to say. Should I offer him comfort? Although he’s my father, he is still a stranger to me in so many ways.

      “The President said you were friends,” I say cautiously.

      He flashes me a sharp look. “I would treat anything he tells you with caution. He can be very manipulative. But yes, we were friends at school for a time. He was sensible and smart – the model pupil. I was a natural rebel. I think that was what intrigued him most about me. He attached himself to me and we became friends, of sorts. But when I started dating Maria, he became jealous.”

      His face darkens. He pushes his chair back and walks over to the window. “I wasn’t sure whether it was because he wanted Maria for himself or didn’t like me spending time with her over him, but he started to change. We had all these plans about what we’d do after university. I believed the government and system of society was corrupt, and I always thought he agreed. But his views changed. Maria had always treated him kindly, but he began to scare her. Tried to turn her against me. Anyway, we fell out completely just before I left London. He seems to have born a grudge ever since.”

      He turns back to me and smiles sadly, holding out his hands, palms upward. “Now you know all my secrets.”

      I suspect that’s not quite the truth. Ricus Meyer, Richard Masterton, whatever he calls himself, is a man with many secrets. But I’m grateful he has shared some of them with me. It makes me feel closer to him. He still intimidates me, but I think, in time, perhaps I could love him.

      The thought sends warmth flooding through my chest. A family of two is better than no family at all.

      There’s a knock on the door and Katya, my father’s second-in-command and lover, walks in. The spell is broken, the warmth in my chest disappearing. Perhaps we will be a family of three, but she is not the stepmother I would have chosen.

      “Can I speak to you for a moment, Richard?”

      My father raises an eyebrow and gives me a rueful smile. “Duty calls. I’m glad we had this chat, though.”

      I turn to leave, but stop, remembering the other reason I’d come to see him. “I forgot. When I saw the President before my execution, he told me why I was able to pass through the Wall unharmed.”

      I think it’s the first time I’ve seen my father surprised. “What did he say?”

      I frown, trying to remember his exact words. “He said I had a natural immunity … Whatever that is.”

      My father’s face falls. “It’s usually used in the context of an illness. If you are immune to a virus, for example, it means you won’t get sick from it like other people.”

      “So there’s a sickness in the Wall that kills people?”

      “I don’t know.” His eyes bore into me, and I shift uneasily. “Did he say anything else?”

      “He said the foreigner was easy to explain, as was Andrew’s son, Trey.” I chew my lip. “Does he mean that Insiders and foreigners can pass through the Wall?”

      My father’s brow furrows. “He said that? Interesting. I thought we had tested those options previously, but I’ll have to check with Murdoch.”

      “Trey said now that he’d been chipped again, he didn’t think he could get through the Wall anymore, but I’m sure Bryn said it had nothing to do with a person’s chip.” I feel more confused than ever.

      He sighs. “Perhaps one of the scientists downstairs knows more. Thanks for telling me.”

      That’s a dismissal if I’ve ever heard one. I eye the remaining pastry, then decide I’ve probably had enough for one morning and head to the door. It opens in front of me, and I take an inadvertent step back as Samson looms in the doorway.

      He nods to me and walks in, not waiting for an invitation. Petal follows, a smug grin on his face. My nose wrinkles as an unpleasant odour trails him.

      My father opens his mouth to protest, but Samson gets in first. “Petal’s found a way out.”

      Petal swipes the last pastry from the table and retreats to lean against the wall. He begins to chew noisily.

      “Where?” My father shoots Petal a dark look.

      “Through the old sewers,” he mumbles around a mouthful. “It’s a bit of a climb down and a cramped walk, but it’s doable. I came up about half a mile away, but you may be able to follow it all the way Outside.”

      “That would explain the smell,” my father says acidly.

      Petal grins and waggles his eyebrows. “Sometimes you gotta look in unusual places.”

      “Now that we have a route out, we need to decide on our next step.” Samson sits in the chair I vacated. “You said we both have the same goal – to create a more democratic system of government in Britannia. How exactly do you propose to go about doing that?”

      There’s a pause while my father studies Samson. I sense him assessing the big man, weighing up the people and connections he can offer against the risk of trusting him with the Chain’s secrets.

      “We capture the President and key government ministers loyal to him. They’re having a private dinner on Thursday night. We won’t get a better opportunity. Once they’re captured, we’ll use them to access the government building and take control of their secure systems. Then we broadcast evidence of what the government has done to their people, including footage of the prisoners here. We announce a new democracy and execute the President and his allies. We’ve carried out the same process in many other cities.”

      “Has it worked?”

      My father’s gaze remains steady. “Yes.”

      “Well, you may find things a bit different here,” Samson drawls. “For one thing, I know there are procedures in place to lock down the government headquarters if the President is compromised. And I don’t fancy your chances of breaking in. Not unless you can take down the barrier around it.”

      “We may not have to resort to that,” Katya says. “Not if we have the codes to get in.”

      Samson darts her a look. “You have someone on the inside?”

      “Perhaps.”

      He leans back in the chair. “Interesting. Who would that be?”

      Katya crosses her arms. “None of your business.”

      Samson smiles coldly. “If you want my help, it is my business. You said you only trust people once they have proven their worth. I saved your daughter’s life, Richard. I believe I have done that. But trust goes both ways. And I am not sure you are worth trusting.”

      My father catches my eye and tilts his head toward the door. I slip from the room and leave them to their games. My steps are lighter now that I know there is a way out of this place, a way for me to return to my gang. But anxiety still gnaws at my stomach.

      I had a responsibility to them. I’d promised to look after them and keep them safe, then hours later, I’d disappeared.

      I worry about what’s happened in my absence and what I’ll find when I return.

      I worry they won’t want me back.
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      I push myself to my feet and stare blankly at Coleman, trying to find my voice. I dare not look at the holo screen. My fingers slide toward the escape key on the luminescent keypad, itching to close down the final file.

      “A-are you looking for Phillips, sir?”

      “Of course I’m looking for Phillips.” Coleman’s voice is smooth and low. “But I wasn’t expecting to find you here. Don’t you have a production line to fix?”

      “Y-yes, sir. I have Barnes working on it right now. She—”

      My comm band bleeps. A message from Barnes. I tap the band, praying it’s good news.

      “She’s found the source of the problem and is working to fix it now. It should be back up and running in a couple of hours.” I can hear the relief in my voice.

      Coleman’s eyes bore into mine. “Good. Your line has been having more breakdowns than usual. I want a report on my desk by the end of the day telling me why that is and how you plan to fix it without shutting the line down. We cannot afford any more interruptions.”

      I nod. “Of course, sir. Phillips mentioned the extra orders we’ve had from the government. I—”

      I break off at the sound of rapid footsteps outside. Coleman turns, and in the split second his attention is diverted, I close the file and step away from the desk.

      “I’m sorry, sir,” Phillips pants from outside the room. “I’d just nipped to the bathroom.”

      “It’s no problem. Goldsmith here was just updating me on the progress with fixing the production line.”

      Coleman steps further into the room and Phillips appears in the doorway, his face flushed. “Good. Barnes got it running yet?”

      “She’s found the source of the problem and is working to fix it now,” I say, moving in what I hope is a casual manner toward the door. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll go and make sure she’s got everything she needs to get it sorted.”

      Phillips steps aside to let me out. As I pass Coleman, he reaches out to stop me. I drag my eyes up to his.

      “Be careful, Goldsmith. Remember what I said last time we spoke.”

      I swallow hard at the veiled threat, remembering the conversation all too clearly. Coleman had discovered I’d impersonated Louis to snoop around the East Wing of the building. He’d accepted my excuse on that occasion but had hinted that my job and even my life might be in danger if there were any future transgressions.

      “Y-yes, sir. Of course.”

      His grip on my arm relaxes as he turns to Phillips. I use the opportunity to slip through the door and walk from the office as quickly as I can without running.

      When I get back to my office, I’m surprised to see Emilie behind her desk. “I thought you were taking the weekend off?”

      She looks faintly embarrassed. “I was, but Leona arranged to meet some of her school friends to study today, so she didn’t need me around. And I … I wanted to apologize for my comments yesterday. It’s none of my business what you do, nor is it my place to comment on it.” She stares intently at the holo screen in front of her, but her fingers are still.

      “It’s me who should apologize,” I say, coming over to sit on her desk. “I shouldn’t have run out on you, especially with the problems we’ve been having.” I hesitate, wondering how much I can trust her. “When I was Outside the Wall, I met the girl who was due to be executed. I wanted to be there for her so she wasn’t totally alone.”

      “I saw on the news she managed to escape. Did you have anything to do with that?”

      I shake my head, even though she’s still looking at her holo screen. “Louis and I got shot at like everyone else. We managed to escape down the back of the stands. It was chaos.” I shudder at the memory, an image of the small girl and her mother flashing through my mind.

      Emilie turns to look at me, her expression softening. “It must have been terrible. I bet the last thing you wanted to do after that was come into work today.”

      Talking about the execution causes my thoughts to stray to Aleesha and Bryn. Are they still trapped in the compound? Are they even alive?

      I manage a weak smile. “It’s a good distraction.”

      Emilie’s hand covers mine. It’s warm, comforting. “You know, if you ever want to talk about anything …” Her voice is gentle, her eyes kind.

      I squeeze her fingers, then pull away. “Thanks.” As much as I long to confide in someone, to share my worries, I can’t bring Emilie into this. What I know could get her arrested.

      A fleeting look of disappointment crosses her face, but it’s quickly replaced by another smile. “On a different note, the application window for interns is coming up. I wondered if you might be able to put Leona forward for a place? She’s really smart, smarter than me, and it would be so helpful for her university application. The position’s unpaid, but if you do a good job, they give you a bonus at the end of the four weeks.”

      “Sure. Just tell me what I need to do.” I remember something else she had told me. “You’re helping fund her studies, aren’t you?”

      Emilie nods. “That’s why I’m still living at home. Well, that and the fact there are no apartments I could possibly afford.” She scrunches her face. “But it means almost all my salary can go to Leona’s university fund.”

      “She’s lucky to have such a generous sister.”

      Emilie flushes. “I just want her to have what I couldn’t. Our parents are supportive, but, well …” She waves a hand through the air. “Anyway, once she gets through university, I’m sure she’ll qualify for an amazing job. Perhaps one that comes with an apartment.”

      It had never really occurred to me that some Insiders struggled for money. Saving to pay for a university education is a far cry from not being able to pay for food, but still, it was something I had always taken for granted until recently.

      I make a mental note to arrange for Emilie to get a decent bonus at the end of the year. If not from the factory, from the money Milicent left me.
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      When I finally make it back to the house, I find the street outside crowded with taxi pods and hover floats. Mystified, I weave through them to the front door, which is propped open. Boxes litter the hallway.

      It seems my mother took the invitation to move in as soon as possible quite literally.

      I follow the sound of my mother’s voice to the drawing room. She’s sitting in Milicent’s high-backed chair, giving orders to Thomas, who looks both uncomfortable and bemused.

      “Hello, Mother.”

      She stops mid-sentence and turns to me. Her eyes are bright, and she looks almost like her old self. “Trey! I hope you don’t mind, but I’m asking Thomas here to rearrange this room in order to fit our furniture.” She casts a critical eye around the immaculate sitting room. “Of course, the whole place needs redecorating. It’s so old-fashioned. My friend used this fantastic designer for her house. I—”

      “Mum, stop!” I take a deep breath and walk over to her, feeling a pang of guilt at the wounded expression on her face. “Look, you need to rest. There will be plenty of time to sort out the house. Why don’t you go up and make sure your bedroom is just how you want it. Tackle one room at a time. I’ll get the furniture moved into the front room for now, then you can take your time working out what you want to do.”

      “Well, okay …”

      “It’s nearly dinnertime. Let’s go upstairs, and Dana can help you unpack.” I gently pull her from the chair and steer her in the direction of the door. “Thomas and I will bring in the rest of the stuff from the hovers, and I’m sure the cook has something nice planned for dinner. You could dress up if you like.”

      “It doesn’t seem worth it when we don’t have visitors …” Her face brightens again. “Once we’ve redecorated, we can throw the most fabulous party. There’s so much space here. Even Mary and Gisella will be impressed.”

      Despite her enthusiasm, we make painfully slow progress up the stairs. By the time we arrive at Milicent’s bedroom, which my mother seems to have claimed as her own, the colour has drained from her cheeks. Quick footsteps sound outside the room as I help her lie down on the bed. To my relief, it’s Dana. I leave my mother to instruct the housemaid on how to unpack her clothes and make my way back downstairs.

      Half an hour later, the pods and hovers have left, and I shut the door on the front room, which is packed to the brim with furniture from her apartment.

      “Just don’t let her in there,” I tell Thomas. “She can’t worry about what she doesn’t know.”

      His lips twitch. “Yes, sir. Dinner is planned for seven if that is convenient?”

      “Sure.” I hesitate. “Has my sister been here?”

      “She was here earlier this afternoon and said she would be bringing a friend to dinner.”

      “Friend?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      I massage my temples. “Right.”

      “Why don’t you go and get changed, sir,” Thomas says kindly. “It looks like you’ve had a hard day.”

      I grunt a reply and am halfway up the stairs before I realize he’s still calling me “sir”. And this time, I hadn’t even noticed.

      My comm band bleeps while I’m changing. The number comes up as unknown and the message is just three words – Everyone safe. B.

      Bryn.

      My breath comes out in a rush, a little of the tension in my shoulders and neck releasing with it. Aleesha is alive. Bryn is alive.
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      I walk into the dining room at seven to find my mother chatting with a tall, lanky young man I vaguely recognize. She wears a long evening dress and sips from a narrow-stemmed cocktail glass.

      “Trey!” she trills. “Have you met Ella’s boyfriend, Dexter?”

      Dexter steps forward and holds out his hand. I take it reluctantly, and he pumps my arm enthusiastically. “So good to meet you, Trey. Ella’s told me about everything you’ve been doing. We’re so excited to help you make a difference.”

      I frown and open my mouth, but Ella appears behind him. At her pleading look, I close it again. “Sure. Nice to meet you.”

      Ella hands me a glass containing a fluorescent pink liquid. I take a cautious sip and my eyes widen. “What’s in this?”

      “Oh, just a few things I found in Milicent’s cabinet.” My sister grins wickedly. “There’s a lot of stuff that needs using up.”

      I’m saved from replying when Thomas enters the room and announces that dinner is served.

      I don’t know if it’s the alcohol in the cocktail, the good food or the banter between my sister and Dexter, but I find myself enjoying dinner. For the first time in weeks, I feel like I can relax. Everyone I care about is safe, or at least as safe as they can be.

      After dinner, my mother excuses herself to rest. I move to help her up, but Thomas beats me to it. Mother beams up at him. “It’s so nice to have some help around the house,” she murmurs as he leads her from the room.

      The moment the door closes behind them, Dexter leans forward, bracing his elbows on the table. “Right. Let’s get down to business.”

      My heart sinks. I glance at Ella, but she refuses to meet my gaze.

      “I’ve studied the footage of what happened at the execution. We stopped broadcasting to the public as soon as the shooting started, but the cameras kept rolling. You were there, weren’t you?”

      I nod. It seems pointless to deny it. I remember Ella saying Dexter worked for one of the media outlets. “You probably have a better idea of what happened than me. It was chaos.”

      “The footage was pretty erratic. Some of the cameras got taken out in the crossfire. Anyway, I identified who I thought were the leaders of the Chain and the Brotherhood, and Ella confirmed it. They’re working together, aren’t they?”

      “Honestly, I don’t know.” I take a sip of my drink. “I’m not sure they’re on good terms. I wasn’t even sure Samson would help with Aleesha’s rescue.”

      “Have you managed to speak to them since they took the Metz compound?” Ella asks.

      “No. As far as I know, they’re trapped in there.” I think of Bryn’s message, wishing he’d told me where they were. But he probably didn’t want to risk giving anything away if the message was intercepted.

      “I know Ella’s spoken with you about our group. There are about thirty of us …”

      I give Ella a pleading look, but she refuses to meet my eye.

      “The Chain is bringing in fighters from overseas.” Dexter draws a line on the table with his finger. “The Brotherhood is trusted by Outsiders.” He draws a second line leading off from the first. “But there’s still one element they haven’t accounted for – Insiders. That’s where we can help.” He draws a third line at the bottom, linking up the first two lines. “We complete the triangle.”

      His eyes burn with an intensity I find uncomfortable.

      “We want to help, Trey,” Ella says.

      “I don’t know what Samson and the Chain have planned,” I say, stalling for time. It would be rude to get up and walk away, but I don’t want to have this conversation with them. Don’t want to get them involved. I squeeze my eyes shut, and for a second, I’m back in the square, bullets flying around me.

      “We’re in a unique position,” Dexter continues. “We have people working in the government, the media, the food companies, every big organization.”

      Including the Labs …

      “Which Lab does your friend, Frankie, work in?” I ask before I can stop myself.

      If they have someone working in Laboratory Five, perhaps even someone working on the team that produces the androcibus nanite …

      I try to quash the thought, not wanting Ella involved. But my traitorous mind won’t leave it alone. Besides, I’m running out of excuses to stop Barnes from doing something stupid. If it is just an innocent additive, Dexter’s friend will be able to find out. And if it’s something harmful …

      Well, I’ll deal with that if and when it comes to it.

      “Laboratory Five,” Dexter answers. “Why?”

      My pulse quickens. “There’s an additive that’s recently been added to the lower-grade food lines – androcibus nanite. It may be nothing, but I wondered if it might be some kind of tronk replacement now that a lot of the Outsiders aren’t eating the government rations. There’s very little information about it on our systems, but it came from Laboratory Five. Someone named Mai Tanaka is involved with it.”

      Dexter makes a note on his comm band. “Great. We’ll get a message to Frankie and see what she can find out.”

      “Tell her to be careful. If it is something they don’t want people knowing about, she could get into trouble, maybe even be in danger.” I bite my lip.

      “Of course.” Dexter looks serious. “We’ll take every precaution.”

      I make my excuses and push my chair back. At the door, I look back to where Dexter and Ella sit with their heads bent together, talking excitedly. I can see why she was attracted to him and how he has drawn people into his group. He’s charismatic, but it’s more than that. He believes every word he says and is so passionate you can’t help but be drawn in.

      But I fear for them. I fear for my sister.

      They don’t know what they’re getting themselves into.
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      The guards at the main door to Phoenix headquarters let us in with a sullen nod. The huge mural of the snake that marked the old warehouse as the property of the Snakes flows along the boundary wall and up over the entrance. I’ll have to get Jax to paint over it now the gang’s been renamed. A phoenix signifying renewal, rebirth and a new start for Outsiders and Insiders alike.

      Immediately upon stepping into the building, I sense that something is wrong. The place smells of stale urine and beer. Worse, it is quiet. Not even the sound of training breaks the heavy silence. My fingers curl into a fist, wishing I’d thought to steal a knife. Unarmed, I feel vulnerable.

      Ahead, the dark corridor ends at a door leading to the main hall. I’m afraid to open it. Afraid to see what’s inside.

      But I don’t have a choice.

      Skylights run the length of the high ceiling in the main hall, letting in shafts of light that don’t quite reach the edges of the room. The room looks much as it ever did – a padded floor in the centre for wrestling, punch bags hanging in an alcove off one corner, couches and chairs scattered around. At the far end is a platform, where I’d stood to make my speech just four days ago. On the wall behind it is Jax’s masterpiece – a towering phoenix with its flaming wings spread wide, painted in reds, oranges and golds.

      My eyes narrow. Someone has sprayed black paint across the bottom of the mural. One word in two-foot-high letters.

      Paigon.

      Rogue follows my gaze. “What does it mean?”

      “Backstabber. Someone who lies and betrays their friends.”

      I get a sinking feeling as I look around the room, now seeing the hunched figures in the shadows. Some stare at us, their eyes cold. Others are sleeping, perhaps unconscious. Many of them wear rough bandages.

      There is no welcome for their returning leader.

      “Who did you leave in charge?” I ask under my breath.

      “Megan and Jax,” Anders answers. He shrugs. “There wasn’t anyone else.”

      “What are you lot starin’ at? Don’t you have stuff to do? Lazin’ around here like a bunch of street hobies.” Danny’s voice echoes around the hall. He has tight grip on the gun the Chain had given him. His finger twitches on the trigger.

      “Danny,” I say quietly. “Give your gun to Anders.”

      “But the Chain gave it to—”

      “Do it,” I snarl.

      He casts me a disgusted look but unhooks the weapon from his shoulder and hands it over. I relax a fraction. Having a trigger-happy Danny in this kind of atmosphere will only make things worse.

      “Where are Megan and Jax?” I call out.

      Silence. Anger flares in my belly. I stalk over and grab one of the men by his jacket collar. He stares up at me with vacant eyes, and a twist of paper falls from his grip, releasing a trickle of white powder.

      I give him a shake. “Is this what you’ve come to? Moping around here in the dark getting high on street tronk?” I shove him against the wall and release my grip. “You know what that crap does to you.”

      Shame taints my words.

      The sight of the powder causes saliva to burst in my mouth. The taste of the tronk the President had given me still lingers, if only in my mind.

      A spark flickers in the man’s eyes. I search through my memory for his name. Ishaan. He’d been one of Vihaan’s cronies, possibly a relative. He has the same black hair and sallow skin. Coughing, his chest rattling, he unfolds himself and slowly climbs to his feet.

      “Yer back then.”

      I try not to recoil as his stench hits me. “Yes, I’m back. And by the look of it, just in time to stop this place from going to shit. What the hell’s been going on?”

      The man nearly overbalances, but thrusts a hand out to the wall to steady himself. He throws his head back and spits. “Paigon.”

      The sound of my palm connecting with his cheek rings loudly in the empty silence. I stare at him, then down at my hand, unable to believe what I’ve just done. I wipe the spit from my cheek with the back of my hand.

      He deserved it.

      I deserved it.

      Rogue steps forward, but I hold out a hand to stop him, my eyes not leaving Ishaan’s. “Megan?”

      “In the office.” Ishaan jerks his head toward the end of the hall.

      I feel their eyes on me as I turn and walk away, my heart pounding in my chest. I knew getting myself captured was a mistake, that the fragile truce between the ex-Metz officers and the gang members needed constant nurturing, but I hadn’t dreamed things could fall apart so quickly.

      “I’m sure it’s not as bad as it looks,” Anders murmurs into my ear as we approach the door to the small room I’d been using as an office. “It wasn’t like this when we left.”

      I kick the door and it slams open, bouncing off the wall. Jax looks up from the table. Megan doesn’t.

      Rogue, Danny and Anders file in behind me, and Anders quietly closes the door. Rogue walks over to Megan and places a hand on her shoulder, withdrawing it when she flinches. Hurt flashes across his face.

      I break the silence. “What’s been going on?”

      Jax eyes Megan uncertainly. When she doesn’t answer, he shifts uncomfortably in his seat. “Bigland Boys attacked yesterday. Dunno if they knew you was gone or what. It was a bit of a half-hearted effort, so we were able to fend ’em off.”

      I close my eyes and draw in a slow breath. I knew I’d have to deal with the Bigland Boys’ leader at some point. After they’d helped rescue us from Primo’s attack, he’d made it clear his help would have a price. I’d just hoped it wouldn’t come to a head this quickly.

      “Any casualties?”

      Jax shrugs. “Couple of people got nasty wounds, need to make sure they don’t get infected, but we got off fairly light.”

      “And the graffiti on your mural?”

      The older man looks down at the table and runs a hand over his steel-grey hair. “People are pretty pissed.”

      “Can you blame them?” Megan finally looks up and fixes me with a hard look. “You promised us everything, and then, an hour later, you run off after your boyfriend and disappear. Next thing we hear, you’ve got yourself captured by the Metz. Is it any wonder people don’t trust you?”

      “Megan—”

      She turns to Rogue. “Don’t Megan me. You weren’t the one who had to try to explain that we’re all supposed to be friends now, even if we ain’t got enough food to go around.” She looks back to me. “It’s only because of Jax that we’re still here at all. He’s had to fight off four wannabe leaders so far. For you. You know what people are sayin’? That things are worse now than they were with Primo. That the girl who promised us things would be different, that life would be better, has turned traitor and run off to become an Insider. Paigon … That’s what they’re calling you. You goin’ to deny it?”

      She slumps back in her chair and turns her head away, but not before I see the glint of tears in her dark eyes. “I was such a fool to believe,” she mutters, almost too low for me to catch.

      It’s those words more than her outburst that hit me like a punch to the chest.

      D’ya think things’ll ever be different, Aleesha?

      We can change things … Build a different type of gang.

      How many promises have I broken?

      I pull out the chair next to her and sit. “You’re right. People are pissed. And they have every reason. I failed you.” I take a deep breath. Anger still boils inside me, and part of me wants to storm out into the hall and settle this with fists and knives. I know I’m a better fighter than most of them. That’s how this would have been dealt with in the past. But I promised them things would change. I promised them something better.

      “I shouldn’t have run off after Trey. It was stupid of me. I walked right into the trap the President had set.”

      “The President?” Jax’s eyes flick to me. “What’s he want you for?”

      “It’s a long story. I’ll tell you once we’ve got this mess sorted out.” I try to catch Megan’s eye, but she’s not having it. “Look, I made a mistake, but it won’t happen again. And I’ll do whatever it takes to put it right.”

      For a moment, there’s silence. Then Megan draws herself up in her chair and meets my gaze. I see the weight she and Jax have been carrying these past few days. She may blame me for running off, but she also blames herself for failing to control the gang in my absence.

      “Well, you can start by findin’ us some food. People have started raiding the shops again. I told ’em not to, but what can you do when everyone’s hungry?”

      Anders sits down opposite me, placing Danny’s gun on the table. “Are we completely out? How about water? Medicine?”

      Jax eyes the gun warily. “Out of food. We’re all right for water, as long as we don’t waste it.”

      “How have things been between the old gang and the ex-Metz officers?” I ask. “I didn’t notice many of them in the hall.”

      Megan shrugs. “Not great, but if we can get everyone a decent meal, we might have a chance.”

      I lay a hand on her arm. She stiffens but doesn’t pull away. “You’ve done more than I could have asked of you. Both of you. We’ll make this right.”

      Food can make or break a gang. Normally, a gang survives on food donated by people in the surrounding area, in return for looking out for the Metz and protecting them from other gangs. But everything’s changed in the past few weeks, what with all the fighting and Primo terrorizing everyone, not to mention everyone refusing to eat the government rations. Even if the people of Area Four trust us, which they have no reason to, there’s not enough food to go around.

      “What are we goin’ to do about the Bigland Boys?” Danny asks. “We can’t let ’em get away with this.

      “Nothing. Our first priority is getting people fed and healed.”

      “But—”

      “I mean it, Danny. The Bigland Boys can wait.” The last thing my people need now is another fight.

      He gives me a dark look. “They’re not goin’ to go away, you know. Denzel ain’t smart, but he ain’t stupid, either. If you don’t put him in his place, he’ll think he can take what he wants.”

      I narrow my eyes, and he raises his hands in the air. “Just sayin’.”

      “Comment noted.” I turn back to the table. “Now, does anyone know what food’s available out there?”

      “Not much,” Megan says. “The government ration stores are full, but no one wants that stuff. Everything else has been cleared out.”

      An idea forms in my mind. It’s not ideal, but right now, we don’t have many options. I turn to Danny. “Have you got any of those chits left that you used to pay the monks for our food?”

      He purses his lips. “Should be a few. I hid ’em away before we left.” He shoves his chair back. “I’ll go take a look.”

      I turn back to Megan. “We need everyone who can draw rations to go get as much food as they’re allowed. If they’ve got stockpiles, they may even be persuaded to give us some extra.”

      “But isn’t it bad?” Jax asks.

      I shrug. “It’s the same food we’ve been eating for years. Even if the government has messed with it, starvation’s going to kill us faster than they ever could. And tell them not to get stuff like protein bars. We need the basics – flour, powdered milk, salt. Some of that fake meat crap if they’ve got it.” I don’t hold out much hope of that.

      Megan wrinkles her nose. “Flour? What do we do with that?”

      Before I can reply, the door bangs open and Danny walks back in. He drops a small, battered lockbox on the table. “This is all I’ve got. An’ most of it’s mine, not the gang’s.” He tips out a small pile of chits.

      “You’ll get it back, Danny. I promise.”

      He makes a huffing noise and slumps into a chair.

      I sort the chits into two piles and push one to Jax. “You know the man who deals with the anti-infection pills, right?”

      Jax nods.

      “Get as many as you can. Don’t let him rip you off.” I push the rest of the metal scraps to Danny. “Go and see if the monks have any vegetables they’ll sell you.”

      “Vegetables?” He frowns. “What are you suggestin’?”

      I place my hands on the table and take a deep breath. “I’m suggesting we learn to cook.”

      My idea doesn’t quite get the response I’d hoped for.

      “Cook?” Megan looks at me as if I’ve just suggested she take on an army of Metz officers single-handedly.

      “Like the monks did for us. We can make food go further that way and use what other people don’t want.”

      There’s another silence.

      “But we don’t know how to cook,” Jax says, his blank expression mirrored on the faces of my friends.

      “That’s why we’re going to recruit some help,” I say, more confidently than I feel.

      Once Jax, Danny and Anders have headed out and I’ve found Tommy and sent him on a mission of his own, I get Megan to help me round up what remains of my gang in the main hall.

      I have to shout for silence. Once everyone quietens down, I clear my throat. “I owe you all an apology. I promised you a new start, then disappeared to let you fend for yourselves. For that, I am truly sorry. Unfortunately, the Metz got hold of me. But I escaped and am back.”

      I run my eyes over the people in front of me, meeting their hateful and resentful gazes. “What I did was inexcusable. But what I came back to was also inexcusable. In a few days, you’ve let this place become a hovel. You’ve been too busy fighting each other to listen to Megan and Jax. Too busy bitching to figure out where your next meal’s coming from. I may be your leader, but that does not make me your mother. You’re survivors, so think like survivors. Use whatever brains you’ve been given and work together.”

      I pause, wondering if I’ve gone too far. An uneasy murmur ripples through the crowd in front of me. But amongst the sullen looks are some faces downturned in shame.

      “Starting now, we work together. Our first priority is to get everyone fed. Everyone who can draw government rations, speak to Megan.” I hold up my hand at the muttered protest. “I know what people say about them, but any food is better than starving. Everyone else, including me, is going to help clean this place up. We’re going to make it into a home, and once we’ve done that, we’re going to start training. If the Bigland Boys come back, we’d damn well better be strong enough to show them exactly who rules this part of Area Four.”

      I get a mild cheer for that, though it’s quickly quashed by the glares of those who aren’t convinced by my words. But I know how they feel. We’re Outsiders. We’re used to being let down by others. Actions mean more than words out here.

      “One last thing. If anyone has any tronk, hand it in to Rogue. That drug is not allowed in this building.”

      “Or what?” someone shouts.

      “Or you’ll be out of the gang,” I reply. “Now, let’s get going.”

      I jump down from the stage and start assigning tasks. By the time Tommy returns with Abby, someone’s found a mop and is dragging it across the floor. It may be just moving the dirt around, but it’s a start.

      Abby pulls me into a hug. “I’m so relieved you’re safe.” She pulls back and looks around. “Sorry. I keep forgetting you’re the boss now.”

      “What do I do with these?” Tommy sticks his tongue out in concentration as he juggles four plastic tubs containing plants.

      At that moment, Anders walks into the room, a sack over his shoulder. He’s followed by Danny, who carries a bunch of dead rats by their tails.

      “Can you teach us how to cook?” I ask Abby anxiously. “We’ve got vegetables, rats, flour and stuff from the government rations. Can you do something with that?” I pull her over to the giant pot Leon had found in an old storeroom. It looks about a hundred years old but seems to be watertight.

      “Of course.” The corner of her mouth twitches. “You have changed, Aleesha. The girl who wandered into my kitchen a month ago would have never considered cooking.”

      I flush and turn away, shouting to Ishaan and the girl he’s talking with to clean the pots.

      Seeing everybody hustling around, some joking, a warmth grows in my chest that begins to replace the cold fear I’d felt upon walking into the building. Giving people something to do is already distracting them from their complaints. With Abby’s help, perhaps I’ll be able to get everyone fed, as well.

      I look at Leon scrubbing the floor, then Jax painting over the graffiti on his masterpiece and smile. I’ve been given a second chance, and there’s no way I’m going to blow it this time.
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      I’m juggling two coffees and a plate of cake in the elevator when my comm band rings. By the time I get back to my office and deposit the drinks and food on Emilie’s desk, Ella has rung off. A few seconds later, a message comes through.

      F couldn’t find anything specific about AN, but she said MT’s in charge of a top-secret section of the lab that has files she can’t access. It has a code name. Project Griffin.

      My heart drops into my stomach. Top secret. If androcibus nanite was just an innocent additive, it wouldn’t be under the control of a top-secret department.

      “Chocolate, lemon or ginger?” Emilie asks.

      “Your choice,” I say distractedly, sending Ella a quick reply, telling her to save anything else until we’re back home, then deleting the messages. I hope the government is too busy fighting the Chain to worry about monitoring our comm bands.

      So much for Dexter taking every precaution.

      “Elaine called saying Louis wants to speak to you.”

      “Good,” I reply, turning back to Emilie and grabbing the plate. “Tell her I’m on my way over.”

      She surveys the remaining pieces of cake and sighs theatrically. “And I thought the extra cake was for me.”

      I grin at her as I pick up my coffee and head for the door. “See you in a bit.”

      The door to Louis’ office opens as I approach. I step into his waiting room, where Elaine sits behind a desk. She tosses her blonde curls over her shoulder and gives me a dazzling smile. “Go right in, Mr Goldsmith. He’s waiting for you.”

      I offer her the plate of cake, but she declines, as I knew she would. Louis said she’s on some detox diet. Three pills a day containing all the vitamins and calories you need without the inconvenience of consuming food.

      Louis sits at his desk, his brow furrowed as he looks at something on the holo screen in front of him.

      “I brought cake,” I say, setting the plate next to him.

      “Chocolate or ginger … What a choice.” He picks up the chocolate cake and takes a big bite, then waves at me to pull up a chair. “Good weekend?”

      “It was all right. Barnes managed to get the line fixed, so at least I had yesterday off.”

      “Ah, yes. Father said there were a few issues. Glad it’s sorted. Barnes knows her stuff, even if she is an ice queen.”

      Before he’d been promoted to Head of Distribution, Louis had my job. I remember Emilie telling me he’d hit on Barnes and been firmly rejected. Seems it was a rare enough occurrence for him to hold a grudge.

      “So, what am I doing with this food you asked me to stockpile?” Louis asks, licking his fingers. “I need to get it out today; otherwise, I’m going to have to answer some difficult questions.”

      “Can you send it anywhere?”

      “Pretty much.”

      “Great.” I give him the address of Aleesha’s headquarters.

      His face darkens as he consults a map on his holo screen. “Isn’t that a gang’s building?”

      “Maybe. But they’ll see it’s distributed throughout Area Four.”

      Louis leans back in his chair. “I can’t send it there!”

      “But you said you could send it anywhere?”

      He rolls his eyes. “Yeah, but I didn’t think you meant a gang headquarters in one of the roughest parts of the city. There’s no way my people will agree to go there, and if I force them, they’ll talk about it with others. Besides, the pod won’t be able to land on that roof.”

      I chew my lip. There must be a decent amount of food stockpiled – everything that had gone through the production line after Barnes has removed the androcibus nanite from the system. Quality control had ordered me to destroy it, but I’d persuaded Louis to hang onto it until I could figure out what to do with it. Giving it to Aleesha seemed like the best option.

      “Look. There’s an old, disused warehouse not far away.” Louis points to a rectangular building on the map. “It was the old distribution centre before we moved to the high-security one, so we can land the pod right inside. I’ll give you the code to get in for you to pass to your friend.”

      I blow out a breath in relief. “Thanks, Louis. That’d be great.”

      “No problem. Just don’t message them the code, okay? I don’t want to risk any of this coming back to me.” He types a quick email. “Done. It should be there by this evening. Anything else I can help you with?”

      I hesitate, wondering whether to ask him about Project Griffin. The likelihood of me getting access to Phillips’s computer anytime soon is minimal, and I bet Louis has clearance to access more of the factory’s files than me. I’d promised him I wouldn’t do anything to harm the factory, but this really wasn’t doing anything. It was just gathering information.

      “Can you see if you can find anything that mentions Project Griffin?”

      Louis raises an eyebrow. “Project Griffin? And what would that be?” There’s an edge to his words, and I wonder if I’ve made a mistake trusting him.

      Too late to back out now.

      “I don’t know,” I say honestly. “Remember I told you about that additive in the production line?”

      He nods.

      “Well, there’s no information on it that I can find in our system, which is odd, don’t you think?”

      “Not necessarily. You don’t need to know the details of the ingredients in order to run the production line.”

      “I guess, but it’s been niggling at me. I heard mention it was part of something called Project Griffin.” I look straight into Louis’ golden eyes. “I’m not suggesting we do anything about it. I just want to know why it’s been put into the food. Quality control was pretty secretive about it.”

      Louis snorts. “They’re secretive about everything.” He grins wickedly. “But I did manage to get access to their files.”

      He turns back to his screen and types in a command. “Hmm … There are a bunch of files that mention Project Griffin. Some are in quality control, some in my father’s private files.”

      “You have access to them?”

      “Yes … But I’m not supposed to look in them without Father’s permission. It’s just as a backup. In case he gets sick or something. Anyway, there’s one here in the QC section that mentions both Project Griffin and the androcibus nanite. I’ll forward it over to you.”

      Louis’ eyes are fixed on the screen, so he doesn’t see me nudge my half-full cup of coffee off the desk. I leap up, uttering a curse Aleesha would have been proud of. Louis’ gaze follows mine to where the dark liquid soaks into his cream rug.

      “Dammit, Goldsmith. That’s real sheep’s wool.” He pushes past me and sweeps the rug into his arms, calling for Elaine as he carries it to the outer office.

      I reckon I have about ten seconds. I scramble around the desk and highlight all the Project Griffin files in Coleman’s private file system, then attach them to the email, praying Louis won’t notice the file size.

      When he walks back in, I’m kneeling, frantically dabbing at the carpet with my handkerchief, grateful Thomas thought it necessary to furnish me with such an old-fashioned item.

      “Oh, leave it. I’ll get Elaine to get the cleaners on it. It’s not the first time it’s happened.”

      I get to my feet. “I am so sorry, Louis. If it needs any specialist treatment or replacing …”

      He waves his hand. “Honestly, it’s fine. Worst case, I beg Father to get me another one.” He glances up at the clock on the wall. “I’m sorry to cut things short, but I’ve got a meeting to get to.”

      “Of course. Could you just send that message before you go?” I step aside to let him pass.

      He barely glances at the message before hitting send. “There you go.”

      I resist the urge to run back to my office, desperately hoping Emilie’s buried in some other task and won’t open the message first. But she’s not in the office when I return. I bring up the email, download the attachments to a microchip and delete the incriminating message before she gets back.

      The chip burns a hole in my pocket for the rest of the day.
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        * * *

      

      When I finally leave the office, I pull the chip blocker Louis had given me over my forearm and walk down to Area Four. The guards outside Phoenix headquarters look at me suspiciously, but when I ask if Aleesha’s inside, one of them slinks away. He returns a few minutes later and gestures for me to follow him.

      The building is cleaner than I remember, and the smell coming from a giant pot at one end of the main hall makes my mouth water. I find Aleesha in a small room off to one side, sitting around a table with Rogue and a girl with long, dark hair. Blueish circles ring Aleesha’s eyes and her forehead’s creased in a frown.

      “Hi, Trey,” she says dully.

      Rogue gets to his feet and offers me a smile. “We’ll leave you two alone.”

      The girl scowls at me and only moves to follow him when Aleesha jerks her head toward the door. “Stay away from her,” she mutters as she brushes past me.

      I glance at her retreating back, then close the door and sit down next to Aleesha. She’s slumped in her chair, her elbows resting on the table, head in her hands.

      “Are you all right?” I place a hand on her shoulder. She doesn’t push it away, but neither does she lean into me. “I got a message from Bryn that said you were safe, but nothing since. How did you get out of the compound?”

      Aleesha sits up. My hand falls from her shoulder, but she doesn’t seem to notice. “Petal found a route out through the sewers. I got back Saturday.”

      “And you didn’t think to get in touch with me?” It’s not my intention to make her feel guilty, but I can’t hide the hurt in my voice.

      “How, Trey? You think I’ve had time to wander over to your house and wait for you to show up?” Her mouth tightens. “I have more important things to worry about, like how to feed dozens of people out of thin air.” She waves a hand in the direction of the hall.

      I swallow back a retort. She’s clearly stressed, and I didn’t come here to argue. But this wasn’t the reunion I had hoped for. “It smells pretty good out there. How did you find a hotplate big enough for that pot?”

      “One of the ex-Metz officers managed to figure out how to fix a few of them together.” She shrugs. “I’ve no idea what he did, but as long as it works, I don’t care. Abby taught a couple of us to cook so we could stretch things further. But what’s out there now is the last of what we managed to scrounge up, and it’s barely enough to give everyone a cup full.”

      She sighs. “We’re out of chits – and favours.”

      “Well, it’s a good thing I dropped by then.” I tell her about the food Louis has arranged to drop at the warehouse and the code to access it.

      Her eyes widen. “Are you serious?”

      I nod, surprised to see tears glistening in her eyes.

      Aleesha lets her head fall into her hands and whispers something too quiet for me to catch. After a moment, she sucks in a deep breath and sits back, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand.

      She offers me a soft smile. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      I stand and hold out a hand to her. After a slight hesitation, she takes it and lets me pull her up and into my arms. I bury my face into her hair, breathing in her scent, then gently tilt her head up. A flicker of indecision races across her brown eyes, then she lets out a small sigh and lifts her lips to mine.

      Heat pools in my stomach as her breath caresses my skin. She kisses me hungrily, reaching one hand up to grip my hair. A groan escapes my lips as the heat in my body moves lower. I cup her face, pulling back to stare at her for a moment before bending to kiss her again, my lips not wanting to leave hers for even a second.

      This. This is what love feels like.

      There’s a loud banging on the door. Aleesha practically leaps from my arms, her face flushed. “C-come in.”

      Danny swaggers in and closes the door behind him. “Sorry to interrupt,” he says with a leer, “but people was wonderin’ if there’s anythin’ else for dinner. I know there ain’t, but I can’t tell ’em that.”

      “It’s okay, Danny. I think Trey’s brought us something pretty special for dinner.” Her face glows. “Get Anders, Leon and Jax. We’re going foraging.”

      She strides past me out of the room, avoiding my outstretched hand. Danny smirks, then turns to follow his leader. I touch my fingers to my lips, still warm from hers, and sigh.

      I think I’ve just been dismissed.
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        * * *

      

      I’ve never been to a private hospital, but it’s not what I imagined. From the outside, it looks like a smart, new office block, but inside feels more like a spa than a medical facility. There’s no medicinal smell, no robotic staff, no white lab coats.

      I have to support my mother as she gets out of the taxi pod and end up half carrying her to the waiting area. As always, she’s immaculately dressed, but the clothes hang loose and her hip bones crunch ominously under my hand.

      We’re not kept waiting long. About five minutes after we arrive, a polite woman tells us the doctor is ready to see us. She offers a hover float, which Mother declines. I roll my eyes. Apparently, it’s fine to lean on me for support, but sitting down would be a step too far.

      The doctor, a man in his fifties, stands to welcome us into his office, gesturing to a comfortable looking sofa. “Welcome, Mrs Goldsmith. Is this your son?”

      My mother gives him a tired smile as she sinks down. “Yes. This is Darwin.”

      I don’t bother to correct her.

      The doctor flashes me a smile. “Thank you for coming along, Mr Goldsmith.” His expression turns serious. “How have you been feeling, Mrs Goldsmith?”

      My mother twists her hands in her lap. “Oh, about the same.”

      “The pain is still worse at night?”

      “Yes, though it’s almost constant now. I’m not sure the painkillers are working anymore.”

      Worry flashes in the doctor’s eyes, but he quickly composes himself. “I’m afraid we can’t give you anything stronger.”

      My mother’s shoulders sag.

      “Why not?” I ask. “You can see how much she’s suffering.”

      The man gives me a sympathetic look. “We don’t have anything stronger, Mr Goldsmith.” He picks up a folder from the table in front of him and opens it. “I got your latest test results back from the laboratory this morning.” He closes the folder and places it back on the table, then leans forward and clasps his hands together.

      I swallow hard. I know that gesture. The sympathetic, yet pitying look in his eyes. It’s how the man at the crematorium had looked when I’d accompanied Milicent to her death. My mother reaches out, and I take her hand.

      “I’m afraid your condition is progressing faster than we thought.”

      “So there’s still no progress on a cure?” My mother’s voice is barely a whisper.

      “I’m afraid not, Mrs Goldsmith. The scans we did show that the disease has spread throughout your body. I’m afraid that’s why the painkillers don’t seem to be working anymore. There are too many inflammations for them to dull.”

      The room suddenly feels stifling. I clear my throat. “What are you saying?”

      The doctor presses the tips of his fingers together. “I’m afraid we’ve done all we can, Mrs Goldsmith. I’m very sorry.”

      A small gasp escapes my mother’s lips. She sways, and I grab her shoulder, afraid she’s going to faint. My palms turn clammy.

      “There must be some more tests you can run. Try something else.” The anger in my voice doesn’t sound like me. “I have money. Whatever it costs, I’ll pay.” I glare at the man, daring him to defy me.

      The doctor holds up his hands. “Mr Goldsmith, I assure you, money is not the issue here. Your mother’s condition is highly unusual. We have tried everything we can think of, had our best people working on her case, but you can see for yourself how quickly she has deteriorated.” He pauses. “Whatever this is, it’s eating her alive from inside. The longer she hangs on, the greater her pain and suffering.”

      His words ring in my ears, but I refuse to believe them.

      I can’t believe them.

      I withdraw my arm from around my mother’s shoulders and lean forward. “You’re a doctor. Do your job!”

      “My job is to relieve pain and suffering,” he says quietly. “We have made incredible technological advances over the past hundred years, but occasionally, even we are beaten. I truly am sorry.”

      “It’s okay, Trey.” My mother looks up at me, tears shimmering in her eyes. “I’ve known for a while this was coming. I just hoped I would have more time.”

      Her previous words ring in my ears.

      I should probably sell some of this stuff. I doubt you or Ella will want it when I’m gone.

      She has known all this time and didn’t say anything.

      Her face relaxes into a smile. “Perhaps your father will be waiting for me on the other side.”

      My jaw clenches. Does she now suddenly believe there’s an afterlife? Some happy place you go to when you die?

      But as I take in her shrunken frame, a shadow of the woman she was, the anger drains from my body. The mother I’d known would have fought to live. She would have calmly but firmly insisted that the doctors run more tests. That there couldn’t possibly be anything they couldn’t find a cure for. The fact this disease has taken the fight from her is almost more heart-breaking than seeing her body fail.

      “Thank you, Doctor,” I say stiffly, gently pulling my mother to her feet. “We’ll be going now.”

      This time, she doesn’t refuse the hover.

      The taxi pod drops us back at the house. Thomas must have been watching for us as he immediately comes out to meet us. He lifts my mother into his arms and carries her up to her room. Her eyelids are already drooping with fatigue as he lays her down on the bed. Moments later, she’s asleep.

      I shake my head at Thomas’s questioning glance, go to my own room and slump down on the bed, dropping my head into my hands. Numbness spreads through my veins, leaving me feeling empty and detached.

      We live in one of the most luxurious houses in the country. I have all the money I could ever need.

      Yet it is all for nothing.

      My mother is dying, and there is nothing I can do to save her.

      I hang my head, waiting for the tears to fall. But my eyes are dry. All I wanted was to be the son she deserved. The man my father wanted me to be.

      But I’ve failed them both.
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      “Okay. Yer done.”

      My body sags in relief as Jake straightens to admire his handiwork. I never realized getting a tattoo took so long.

      The smell of disinfectant fills the air. My bottom lip throbs where I’ve bitten down on it, and my back feels as if someone has carved ribbons of fire into my flesh.

      Perhaps going for a full back tattoo wasn’t the best idea. But anything less would have felt half-hearted, like I wasn’t fully committed to the gang. Although the food Trey had given us eased the complaints, the sidelong glances when I walk through the main hall, the muttered conversations that stop as I approach, remind me that I still need to prove myself to these people.

      The tattoo is a reminder – a rather painful reminder – that I have a responsibility to others now. That if I screw up, they will get hurt.

      Carefully, I sit up, pressing my jacket to my chest to cover my nudity. “Can I see?”

      “Sure.”

      Jake manoeuvres me between two mirrors he’s set up. I twist around to get a full view of my back and gasp.

      A burning phoenix stares out at me. Its fiery wings spread across my shoulder blades framing a thin neck that winds up to the head, which nestles just under the nape of my neck. The bird’s body curves around my lower back, ending in a fan of tail feathers. Its beauty snatches the breath from my lips.

      We are the phoenix that rises from the ashes to burn more brightly than before. Because there is always hope.

      Jake sprays something on my back and hands me the rest of the bottle. “Spray it twice a day. Don’t scratch at it. In a couple of days, it’ll start to peel. That’s normal.”

      I thank him, pull on my vest and leave the small room. Rogue strides up to me.

      “You okay?” he asks, eying me as if I’m about to faint.

      “Fine.” I realize I’m pushing my shoulders back and force myself to relax. “Fine. You going to get one done?”

      Rogue shrugs. “Maybe at some point. He’s got plenty of people waiting.”

      I glance at the queue outside his door and realize he’s right. Danny had brought Jake to headquarters two days ago, without asking my permission. He’d stared at me defiantly, as if daring me to challenge him, but I’d let it go. Tattoos have always been part of a gang’s identity, and I wasn’t about to turn down anything that would help the two sides of my gang bond. Those who had been part of the Snakes were keen to embrace their new image, and while the ex-Metz officers were a little more cautious about inking their skin, many of them had been persuaded to take part in the ritual.

      I follow Rogue into the room I’ve marked as my office. Megan, Danny and Anders wait inside, slouched around the table.

      “Let’s have a look,” Danny says as I sit. He peers around my shoulder. “You know, it would look better if you took your vest off.”

      I roll my eyes. “That’s not going to happen.”

      He shrugs, running a hand over the snake tattoo on his head. “A guy can always hope. What happened to yer boyfriend anyway?”

      The smile falls from my face at the mention of Trey. “He’s busy,” I say shortly. “And he’s not my boyfriend.”

      Rogue and Megan exchange a surprised look. A knot forms in my stomach, anticipating the confrontation that is to come. Not with them, but with Trey. But I’ve thought long and hard over the past few days, and it is the only way. There’s nothing I want more in the world than to be able to have both Trey and my Phoenixes, but it’s impossible.

      I must choose. And my duty must be stronger than my heart.

      My throat thickens. “Anders, how’s our food supply looking?”

      He raises an eyebrow, knowing that I know the answer to my own question. “Good. It’s not particularly high-quality meat, but it’s a hot bargaining tool. We’ve traded a third of it for flour, sweetener and other basics, as well as a reasonable number of chits. With what we have in the building, we should be good for the next week.”

      I give him a nod of thanks, then Danny, who looks smug. I’d put him in charge of the bartering – the ex-Metz officers don’t have the first clue about what food is worth out here – and to his credit, he did a good job.

      People haven’t forgotten about the Bigland Boys’ attack or my promise of reprisal, but regular meals have helped improve the mood. When we’d arrived on Saturday, headquarters had felt like one of Danny’s firebombs – primed and ready to explode. Now it’s more like smouldering embers.

      But given the right fuel, even embers can be quick to burst into flame.

      “Food prices are still sky-high, an’ the government stores haven’t been getting supplies. Some problem at the factory, apparently.” Megan shoots Rogue an anxious look. “With what we’ve got, every gang in the city’ll be eyein’ us up.

      “Everyone’s aware of that,” I cut in before Rogue can answer. “We have extra guards on around the clock, and they know the consequences of slacking.”

      Her words add a further weight to my shoulders. Even miracles come at a price. Or, as the street hobies would say, “Don’t look a free rat in the face. Always check up its arse.” Poisoning was not uncommon in Area Four.

      Was this what being a leader was like? Just one problem after another?

      I feel like I’m being sucked into one of the whirlpools that lurk between the old buildings in the river. I wish I could ask my father for advice, but as far as I know, he’s still in the Metz compound, and I don’t fancy another trip through the sewers.

      If only there was someone else I could go to …

      I sit up straighter. Perhaps there is.
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        * * *

      

      It’s almost as if Samson is expecting me. The Brotherhood doesn’t seem to have a headquarters. Just a lot of properties scattered across the city. There’s only one I know of, and when I knock on the door, a mousy woman lets me in without a word. I follow her up the stairs and through a large room to a doorway at the far end.

      I spot Amber, the unofficial healer for Area Three, treating a man lying on one of the many beds packed into half the room. She dips her head and smiles at me, her red curls glowing in the glimmer of sunlight coming in through the window. Three of the other beds are occupied, but most of the people in the room are at the other end, sorting through piles of weapons or sitting with their heads bent over the large table. They’re an odd mix. Most are Outsiders, I think, but their clothing is a cut above most people’s in this part of the city. It makes me wonder, and not for the first time, just how far Samson’s influence spreads.

      In the small room that leads off the main space, I find the man himself, stretching. He nods at me to shut the door and motions to a pair of battered old chairs.

      “How’s the leg?” I ask, sitting.

      “Almost as good as new.” He grins wolfishly, flashing white teeth. “Managed to persuade that medic woman your father has to give me one of her magic pills. Say what you want about the outside world, but their medical technology is a step ahead of ours.”

      The smile falls from his face and he sighs. “Anyway, what can I help you with?”

      “Whose side are you really on? If it comes down to it. The government or the Chain?”

      Samson doesn’t seem taken aback by the question. “I am on the side of the people.”

      I can’t hide my exasperation. “What does that even mean? How are we supposed to trust you if we don’t know what side you’re on?”

      “I could ask the same of you, Aleesha. Whose side are you on?” He rests his elbows on the arms of his chair. “If you had to choose between following your father or leading your gang, which would you choose?”

      I don’t give in to his baiting. “We’re both on the same side.”

      “And if your father asked your gang to fight?”

      I swallow, feeling his eyes bore into me. “Outsiders are no match for the government’s or the Chain’s fighters. My father has called in more people from overseas. He doesn’t need our help.”

      “Then what makes you think he needs mine?”

      “You said yourself that he did.” I glance down at my hands and lick my lips. “Do you trust him?”

      “Richard?” He snorts. “About as much as I trust the President.”

      My heart sinks.

      Samson’s voice softens. “But there are very few people I trust implicitly, Aleesha. I meant what I told your father. My trust has to be earned.”

      I peek up at him through my lashes. “Do you trust me?”

      Samson throws back his head and laughs, a deep, belly laugh that echoes around the room. He chuckles for a full minute before composing himself. I frown, not seeing the humour in my question.

      “Now, there’s a question,” he finally says, wiping his eyes. “You came here for my advice, yes?”

      I give a small shrug of acknowledgment.

      His face turns serious as he leans forward in his chair. “The only people you can trust are those who truly care about you. The people who would die to protect you. They don’t expect perfection, but they understand your truth and trust your instinct. They will follow you through hell simply because they believe in you. Those are the people you want on your side.”

      My heart drops a little more. I’m not sure I have anyone who would do that for me. But Samson is right. I need to earn that level of trust. I suck in a breath and straighten my shoulders. I’m not sure I completely trust either my father or Samson, but sometimes you have to trust in something bigger than yourself. In people who have the power to do what you cannot.

      “I promised the Phoenixes I’d keep them safe. You and Richard can fight it out between yourselves. As long as you get rid of the government, I don’t care how you do it.”

      “Don’t speak too hastily, Aleesha.” Samson cocks his head to one side. “A city is like an organism. Every part of it is connected to something else. Often several things. You may not care, but when something breaks …” He snaps his fingers. “The repercussions are felt much wider than in that one place. You cannot guarantee the safety of every single person who looks to you for protection. And security comes at a price. Have you asked them if that is a price they’re willing to pay?”

      I ball my fists in frustration. The man talks in riddles about things I don’t understand. What’s a bloody organism anyway? And how dare he tell me I’m wrong? It’s like he’s deliberately trying to wind me up. I catch a glint of amusement in his eyes and realize he is doing exactly that.

      The thought doesn’t temper my anger.

      I take a deep breath. “So, what’s the plan for Thursday night?”

      Samson raises a brow. “I thought you didn’t want to be involved.”

      He has me there. “You said that if one thing snaps, others feel the effect.” I shrug. “I reckon the President getting captured is a pretty big thing. Best way to stay safe out here is to know what’s going on. Preferably before it happens.”

      “True.” Samson pauses. “The Chain is planning to capture the President and some key players. As Richard mentioned, they’re going to be at a small, private dinner. The President doesn’t want to draw attention, so he’ll only have a couple of guards for protection. Easy enough to take out. At the same time, I will lead the rest of the Chain’s fighters and some of my own people to break into the government headquarters. If all goes according to plan, by Friday morning, London will be ours.”

      I chew my lip as I mull it over. My father must trust Samson more than I thought if he’s willing to give him control of that part of the operation. With the government headquarters, they’ll have control of the city – and the country.

      “I have waited many years for this day.” Samson stands and walks over to the small window overlooking the street below. “Many years for this city to become whole again.”

      I don’t know if it’s his words or tone of voice that calms my anger. He sounds so … sad.

      “Why do you do this? You’re an Insider, aren’t you?”

      He turns to me. “I was an Insider.”

      “Then why spend your life out here? Is it the power you have over the gangs? The fact you’re stronger and smarter than them? Or did you get thrown out?”

      Samson stills. For a moment, I think he’s going to ignore my question or yell at me to leave, but after a minute, he turns back to the window and begins to speak in a low voice. “I was born Inside, though we didn’t live there long. My parents bought me enhanced intelligence and strength. Mostly strength.” He looks down at his giant hands. “They believed the division in our society was wrong and that while their generation still remembered what happened during the Dark Times and the reason the Wall was put up in the first place, my generation would be different. They believed I would be the one to heal the divide.

      “But my father wasn’t a patient man. He was soon accused of spreading lies and deceit and was taken to the Farms. We never heard from him again. My mother fled Outside with me, fearing for her own life and mine. But no one would employ her because of her connection with my father. My grandparents on both sides disowned her, but she persuaded hers to take me in. After all, I was only a child. They felt they’d be able to get rid of the silly notions my parents had put into my head.”

      He falls silent for a moment. I hold my breath, not wanting to interrupt. I wonder just how many people he has trusted with the truth about his past.

      “When I was twelve, my grandparents told me my mother had died. With no job or purpose, as well as little money, she’d fallen all the way down until she was just another tronk addict on the street.” He clenches his hand into a fist. “There was no funeral.

      “My grandparents paid for my schooling until I was eighteen. I would have run away sooner, but I knew I needed to learn as much as I could if I wanted to fulfil my parents’ dream.” His lips turn up in an ironic smile as he turns his head to look at me. “If I’d known how hard it was going to be, how much it would cost me, I don’t think I would have ever set foot outside their door. But sometimes, lack of knowledge is a blessing in disguise.”

      “I’m sorry,” I say quietly. “About your parents. I … I know what it’s like.”

      “Yes, I think you do,” he says mildly, striding back to the chair and sitting. “Does that answer your question about which side I’m on?”

      “I think so. But why did you trust the President? He doesn’t care about Outsiders.”

      “Because I didn’t want it to come to this. I hoped I could make him see sense. I do think he wants to help, perhaps even believes he is helping, but he is too proud to open his eyes to the reality of what his actions have caused.” Samson’s eyes bore into mine. “And your father forced his hand, drawing his attention away from what really matters.”

      I frown, sensing his words carry a deeper meaning.

      He would always come back to London. He would always come back for me.

      “This isn’t just about who rules London, is it? What else is going on between them?”

      “Perhaps you should ask your father that question.”

      “Fine. Talk in riddles.”

      I stand and make my way to the door, pausing with my hand on the handle. “You know, there’s another reason my father may not trust you.”

      “Just one?” Samson’s lips twitch.

      I roll my eyes. “Good point. But back before Richard arrived in London, when you were trying to unite the gangs … I think I understand why you killed a lot of the gang leaders, but why did you kill Lamar? You must have known the Chain wouldn’t bow to you after that.”

      Samson’s forehead creases. “Lamar?”

      “Don’t pretend innocence. You murdered him, or one of your people did. Big black guy, lots of tattoos. Ring any bells? Or have you killed so many people you don’t remember their faces anymore?”

      Samson’s expression darkens, his eyes flashing a warning.

      “He ran the Chain’s operation in London before Milicent and Katya took over,” I add quickly, wondering if I’ve gone too far.

      “Ah, him.” Samson crosses his meaty arms. “I heard he disappeared.”

      “He was murdered.” I narrow my eyes. “Bryn told me you did it.”

      “He may have told you that, but I can assure you, I had nothing to do with his death.”

      “Are you saying he’s lying?”

      A flash of puzzlement crosses Samson’s eyes. “No, I don’t think he’s lying,” he says thoughtfully. “But that doesn’t mean he’s telling the truth.”

      As I leave the room, I glance back one final time to see him staring out of the window, a pensive look on his face.

      Our conversation replays through my mind as I walk back to Phoenix headquarters. I’m so lost in thought I don’t see Bryn until I’m practically on top of him. He pushes away from the wall he’s leaning against.

      “Chit for your thoughts?”

      I smile at him. “They’re not worth that much.”

      His expression turns serious. “Your father would like to speak to you.” He hesitates. “It’s about Thursday night. We need some extra assistance.”

      The smile falls from my face. Was this what Samson was referring to? Did he know the Chain would ask for my help?

      The pull to help my father is strong. I owe him my life. But I owe my gang, too, and I will not break my promise.

      “I’m not putting my people in danger again, Bryn. We can’t help you.”

      “We don’t need their help, Aleesha. Just yours.”
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      “You’re telling me you’ve known our mother is dying for weeks and didn’t tell me?”

      Ella quails under Anabel’s gaze. Our older sister certainly knows how to intimidate. “I knew you were busy with work and Trey was busy with …” She glances at me. “Stuff. Mother didn’t want me to worry you. Besides, they still had tests to run.”

      Anabel clenches her hands. “Yes, but if I’d have known—”

      “What would you have done?” Ella glares up at her. “This isn’t something you can fight your way out of or run away from.”

      “Run away from?” Anabel looks affronted.

      It’s rare that I agree with anything Anabel says, but part of me wants to join her in berating Ella. How dare she keep us in the dark about something this important?

      But the guilt fuelling the anger inside me makes me hold my tongue.

      I should have paid more attention. Should have asked the questions I was too afraid to ask. Like Anabel, I was too busy, too preoccupied with other concerns to see that my mother wasn’t just ill. She was dying.

      I heap the guilt of this on top of my other failures.

      “It’s easier to run away than face things, isn’t it?” Ella snaps.

      “I do not run away.” Anabel’s dark eyes flash as she takes a step closer to Ella.

      “Stop it. Both of you!” I step between them. “Arguing with each other isn’t going to change anything.”

      There’s a tentative knock on the door.

      “Yes?”

      It opens and Thomas pokes his head in. “Are you ready for me to bring Mrs Goldsmith down?”

      “Yes. Thank you, Thomas.”

      As the door closes, I look from one sister to the other. “Let’s just keep things civil, shall we? For Mother.”

      Anabel steps back and runs a hand over her hair. Her shoulders sag as her anger evaporates. “Of course. I’m sorry. I just … I didn’t realize it was so serious. I thought she was just playing up her illness for attention.”

      “It’s okay. We’ve all had other things on our minds lately.” I pull out a chair and sit down at the dining table. “But I think we can all agree that whatever Mother wants from now on, she gets.”

      Both my sisters agree.

      We eat dinner in silence, but no one’s particularly hungry, despite the good food. Still, we draw the meal out, none of us wanting to start the conversation that needs to follow.

      “I’ve had some time to think,” my mother says eventually, folding her napkin delicately and placing it on the table. “I don’t see there’s any point in dragging this out. I’m not really up to a big farewell party.” Her smile falters slightly. “All I want is for my family to be around me when I die. Ella, would you be able to make the arrangements with the crematorium?”

      My sister swallows. “Of course.”

      “See how soon they can fit me in.” She talks about it as if it were a routine medical appointment, not the end of her life. “Perhaps Thursday evening so you don’t have to miss work?”

      There’s a sharp intake of breath beside me. “So soon?” Anabel whispers.

      Mother gives a barely perceptible shrug. “There’s not much to hang around for, is there?”

      “Thursday is fine with me,” Ella says quickly.

      “And me,” I echo. I glance at Anabel out of the corner of my eye. She looks torn.

      “I have to accompany the President to a dinner on Thursday evening.”

      “I’m sure you can delegate that to someone else,” Ella says tightly. She straightens the cutlery on her plate. “Just this once.”

      “Perhaps Friday would be better anyway, Mother?” Anabel says. “There’s an extra hour before curfew, so we’ll have more time.”

      Ella opens her mouth to reply, but I kick her gently under the table. “Would Friday be okay, Mum?”

      She smiles fondly at us. “Of course. I didn’t think about the curfew. That’s very sensible, Anabel. We don’t want to have to rush things. Ella, would you mind helping me go through my address book tomorrow? There are some friends I need to say goodbye to. Now, where is Thomas?”

      After Thomas has helped her from the room, I turn to Anabel. “What was all that about?”

      Her expression is blank, but there’s an odd look in her eyes that I can’t quite read. “I’m sorry. I’d normally be able to delegate, particularly as it’s after hours, but the President insisted I attend with him. It’s more than my job’s worth to refuse. But you know Mother. She has so many friends who’ll want to visit there’s no way she’ll get through them all before Thursday night.”

      “That’s true,” I admit. I can’t believe we’re discussing our mother’s death so … clinically.

      Anabel’s comm band flashes. “Damn. I have to go.” She glances at Ella. “Please let me know if there’s anything I can do to help.”

      “Just make sure you’re there,” she replies acidly.

      I frown at her as Anabel leaves the room. It isn’t like Ella to be so hostile. “What’s got into you?”

      She glances at the open door, then walks over and closes it. Returning to the table, she lowers her voice. “I expected something more from Frankie, but I haven’t heard anything. She hasn’t replied to any of my messages. I’m worried she may have been caught.”

      “I told you to tell her to be careful.” I clench my jaw.

      “I know.” Ella twists her hands together. “Have you managed to find anything about Project Griffin?”

      Ella hadn’t been home when I’d got back from the hospital yesterday, and I was so emotionally exhausted I couldn’t face looking through the files I’d transferred onto the chip. And that’s another problem I hadn’t thought of. I don’t have a holo pad that’ll accept the chip. Ella does, but I don’t want her getting any more involved.

      I could buy one, but the shops will be shut by now, and I don’t want to wait until tomorrow.

      I glance at the tall grandfather clock in the corner, then stand. There’s still time before curfew. “Maybe. I’m not sure yet.”

      “What about Frankie?” Ella follows me to the door.

      “I told you this was dangerous, Ella.” I yank open the door. “I told you not to get involved.”

      Thomas walks out from one of the back rooms as I pull on my boots in the hallway.

      “I’m going out for a bit,” I tell him, opening the front door. “I’ll be back before curfew.”

      “Very good, sir.”

      “Trey, Thomas,” I say between gritted teeth. “It’s Trey.”

      Thomas gives a stiff nod, but he doesn’t look happy.

      Ella hops toward the door, trying to fasten her shoe. “Trey, wait!”

      I let the door slam behind me and jog down the front steps. This is my fault. I shouldn’t have asked them to help. But what kind of idiot uses their comm to message secret information? If she’s been caught, she’ll lead them straight to …

      My feet slow to a halt as an icy chill flashes through me. I wheel around, almost crashing into Ella, who’s run out after me. I grab her arm. “Give me your comm band.”

      She looks confused. “What?”

      I try to loosen the band from around her wrist, but she pulls her arm away. “Just give me your comm band.”

      Puzzled, she unfastens it from her wrist and hands it over. I drop it onto the stone flag and stomp my foot down. It takes three sharp cracks of my heel before the casing gives. Ella stares down at the scattered scraps of plastic and metal.

      “What the hell, Trey?”

      “Pack a bag. You need to leave, now.” I grab her arm and tug her back toward the house. “You can go to the house in Wales. That should be safe.”

      “Let me go!” Ella’s voice is shrill as she digs her heels into the ground. I glance around anxiously. The curtains move behind an upper window in the house next door.

      That’s the last thing we need. Nosy neighbours.

      “Keep your voice down,” I mutter.

      “Tell me what’s going on then,” she hisses. Her face is flushed, and there’s a hardness in her eyes, an anger that my sister rarely displays.

      “If Frankie has been caught, they’ll know she messaged you. They’ll come for you next. I should have told you not to use regular comm bands. You shouldn’t even have sent me that message.”

      Comprehension dawns. “Trey, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize …” Her eyes widen. “Dexter.” She lunges past me, but I grab her wrist.

      “Tell me where he lives, and I’ll go and see him. You’re getting into a pod right now.”

      “Why did you smash my device? I could have just messaged him!”

      “That’s exactly why I smashed your device.” My jaw clenches. “The less contact you have with him, the better.”

      The front door opens, and Thomas appears in the doorway. “Is everything all right?”

      “Can you call a pod for Ella, please? A long-distance one.”

      “No!” Ella glares at me, then Thomas. “I’m not leaving.”

      Thomas looks uncertainly between us, then clears his throat as he glances around. “Perhaps you should come inside? The neighbours … cameras …”

      Gods, I’d forgotten about the cameras in the street.

      Ella allows me to guide her inside the house, but once the door closes, she yanks her arm away and turns to me, hands on her hips. “I’m not leaving.”

      “You have to. Please?” I try to change my approach. “Think about Mother. You don’t want her worrying about you, do you?”

      “Don’t make this about her.” Ella jabs me in the chest. “Anyway, I can’t leave with her dying.”

      “Take her with you then.”

      My mind is running a million miles a minute. I need to get Ella away from London, find out what’s on the chip in my pocket and figure out what to do about it.

      “What? And have her die a slow, agonizing death away from home?” Ella’s voice drips with scorn. “Besides, you know she’d hate to die in Wales. She’s never liked that place. It reminds her of—” She bites her lip.

      I raise an eyebrow. “Of me? Was that what you were going to say?”

      Sourness burns my throat. Because I was an illegal child, my mother wasn’t able to give birth to me in London. She’d been confined to our family’s remote Welsh farmhouse for months to hide her pregnancy and my birth, with only a mechanical nanny bot for company.

      “That’s not what I meant, Trey. Anyway, if I’m in danger, you’re in danger, too. It was your request she look for the information on that andro … Whatever it is.” Her jaw is set, determined, and for a second, she looks so much like our mother used to that I almost smile.

      I glance up and see Thomas down the hallway, listening. He looks away when I catch his eye.

      “Will you be wanting that pod, s— Trey?”

      Ella gives me a look. “I’ll only come straight back again. You’re my brother, Trey. But that doesn’t give you the right to control me.”

      “I just want you to be safe.”

      Doesn’t she see? I failed Father and Mother. She’s the only family I have left to protect.

      She steps forward and reaches up to tug the collar of my shirt. “We’ll be more careful, Trey. I promise. You’re right. We didn’t think things through properly. But we will from now on.”

      I wish I could believe her. But I can’t help thinking all of us are treading on very thin ice.

      Thomas clears his throat. “The pod?”

      “We won’t be needing it. Thank you.”

      I make Ella give me Dexter’s address. As luck would have it, it’s not far off the route I’d take to get to the pod point. I pull the chip blocker up over my forearm and leave the house, sticking to the shadows as I pad silently down the street.
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      To my relief, I find Bryn at Abby’s house. Alone.

      “Abby got an emergency callout,” he says as he lets me in. “It’s good to see you.”

      “How are you?”

      Bryn runs a hand through his sandy hair. There seems to be more grey in it these days. “I’ve been better,” he mutters, then grins. “But I’ve also been worse. You hungry?” He grabs two mugs and dumps a spoonful of herbs into each.

      “No. I’m fine. Thanks.” I feel a pang of guilt that I didn’t think to bring any of the leftovers from dinner with me.

      “How’s your mother?”

      The kettle hisses on the hotplate.

      “She … She’s dying, Bryn.”

      There’s a yelp, followed by a curse. “Damn leaky thing,” Bryn mutters under his breath as he slams a mug down in front of me, the hot water slopping onto the tabletop. He rummages through Abby’s cupboards, eventually finding a burn plaster. An angry red mark already rises on his hand.

      “The treatments didn’t work. The doctors …” I swallow. “They said there’s nothing more they can do. It’s on Friday evening.”

      “What is?” Bryn’s voice is rough as he applies the plaster.

      “She’s going to the crematorium. No point hanging on any longer when she’s in such pain.” I stare down at the herbs swirling in my cup.

      Bryn’s chair scrapes against the floor. “I’m sorry, Trey. Is there anything I can do? Does she … Would she want me to visit?”

      “I’m not sure. Maybe?” I glance up to see him nod.

      “I’ll make time tomorrow morning.”

      I grip the mug a little tighter, the heat permeating my skin. “I thought with Milicent’s money, everything would be okay.” I swallow, my voice cracking. “I thought I could save her.”

      “I know it’s tough to accept, but you can’t protect everyone from everything, no matter how hard you try. I learned that lesson a long time ago.” A trace of bitterness enters Bryn’s voice.

      I glance up at him, remembering what Abby had told me, back when I hadn’t known Bryn was my biological father, about Bryn’s other son who had died years earlier. “Daniel?”

      “Yes. And his mother. I thought I could protect them both, but I wasn’t there the day the bombs fell. You did everything you could for your mother, Trey. You have nothing to feel guilty about.”

      “I guess,” I say, unconvinced. “There was another reason I wanted to see you. Do you have a holo pad I could use?”

      “Of course.” Bryn leaves the room, returning a few minutes later with a holo pad. “What do you need?”

      I hold up the chip. “I managed to download some files on Project Griffin, which I think has something to do with the androcibus nanite the government has added to the lower-grade food lines.”

      Bryn unlocks the holo pad and sits next to me. “That’s the stuff you think might be a tronk substitute?”

      “That’s what Barnes thinks. I’m not sure.” I slip the chip into the pad and bring up the files.

      We’re halfway through reading them when Abby returns.

      “Trey, what are you doing here? It’s nearly curfew.”

      I glance out the window at the darkening sky and curse under my breath. “Can I stay here? I’ll have to get up early to get back Inside and take a pod to work.”

      “Of course.” Her face brightens, and she walks over to give me a hug. “Have you seen Aleesha? She’s got the Phoenixes cooking. Honestly, that girl is a miracle worker. I don’t think most of them knew a knife could be used for chopping.”

      “Yeah, I saw her.”

      Abby looks surprised at my unenthusiastic tone. I force a smile onto my face. Aleesha’s quick dismissal of me had hurt. But she was probably just stressed. I’ll go and see her this weekend. Hopefully we’ll be able to have some proper time together.

      Abby hangs up her green bag of medical supplies. “What are you looking at?”

      “Just something I found in the factory.”

      “Trey. Look at this.”

      I turn back to the holo screen. So far, we’ve found a summary of what the androcibus nanite is, written in scientific terms neither of us understands, and a bunch of vague references to it in papers from board meetings. The document currently on the screen looks more promising. At the top is the header of the President’s private office, and as I scan to the bottom, I see his signature.

      “It’s a private memo from the President to Coleman and Hendricks,” Bryn says.

      “The two food factories,” I murmur.

      Instead of being written in scientific terms, the memo is in political lingo, which means there’s a lot of reading between the lines. Even so, what’s there makes me stare at the screen in horror.

      “Surely this can’t be right.”

      Abby comes around and leans over our shoulders.

      We all read it again.

      The words blur in front of me as I remember back to my biology lessons at school. I should have figured part of it out from the name alone. We’d briefly studied nanotechnology and its application in medical science. Now that it’s there in front of me, I don’t understand why I didn’t make the connection before.

      Nanite. Nanobots. Microscopic bots carrying tiny amounts of cyanide able to cross the blood-brain barrier. Triggered by a specific radio frequency transmitted between the towers that make up the Wall. The ultimate weapon. Lethal, invisible and impossible to discover.

      I think of the millions of Outsiders eating their pathetically small evening meals, never knowing that with every bite, more of the deadly nanobots enter their system.

      I sink back into my chair. “How can they get away with this?”

      “Because nobody knows about it,” Bryn says flatly. “I bet the President has this tied up as tight as a rat’s arse.”

      “Bryn!” Abby admonishes.

      He shrugs, unrepentant.

      “I thought the whole tronk issue was bad, but this is worse.” Her voice shakes.

      My brain tries to make sense of what I’ve read. “That explains why I could go through the Wall. As long as you don’t eat Outsider food, any of us could go through.”

      “Apart from the inner barrier. That would be enough to put anyone off,” Abby reminds me. “Plus, if they can detect when you go near it, the Metz would be on you like a shot.”

      I shiver at the memory of the pain that had shot up my arm when I’d approached the Wall. The memo describes the second set of towers as “a small precaution for any Insiders who get curious”. The tiny amount of nerve agent in the chip embedded in every person’s forearm isn’t enough to kill, but it would make you think twice before trying to go through the Wall again.

      “It doesn’t explain why Aleesha can go through the Wall.” I frown. “If the poison is in Outsider food, it must be in her system, too. We’re missing something.”

      Bryn shakes his head. “She has a natural immunity. The President tested her when she was held in the lab. Seems he was curious as to how she could get through the Wall, too.”

      “Perhaps her body naturally expels the nanobots? The human body is so complex. There are always exceptions to any rule. That’s why one virus can never kill everyone. There are always a few people who will be naturally immune to it.”

      Abby’s words don’t reassure me.

      We go through the rest of the documents, but only one other thing catches my eye. I point it out to Bryn.

      “Look here. It says that if androcibus nanite is completely removed from the food, it will take between six and twelve months to be eradicated from citizens’ bodies. That’s why they had to put it in the lower-grade food lines at the factory when people stopped eating the government rations. If we can take it out of the production lines permanently, all we have to do is wait and the Wall will eventually become useless.”

      Bryn’s expression darkens. “You may be right. It’s good to know the situation is reversible. Once we have control of the government, we’ll be able to act on this information.”

      I feel a flash of irritation. “And when will that be?”

      “With any luck, by Friday morning.”

      Bryn refuses to elaborate on his cryptic remark.

      That night, I replay his words as I lie on the thin mattress in Abby’s spare bedroom. A pale moon shines in the cloudless sky, casting a wan light over the wooden floorboards. As I work it through in my head, it all makes sense. Remove the additive from the food supply, and within a year, Outsiders will have the power to demand change. Once the Wall is no longer an effective barrier, the government will be forced to listen. The change we all desire could be achieved just by a bit of subterfuge and patience.

      I roll over and stare at the wall. Bryn sounded confident about their chances of taking over the city. Perhaps it is best to stay silent for now. But I won’t be my father. I won’t shy away from uncomfortable truths to fall in line with the system. If the Chain’s plan doesn’t work, I’ll find some way of removing the additive from the food supply.

      Whatever it takes.
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      The street below me is dark and deserted – as it should be. Even the moon is tucked away behind the clouds. It’s a dark night for dark deeds.

      I shift position slightly, my backside numb from two hours of sitting on roof tiles, and rest back against the chimney. Pitched roofs are not the most comfortable spot for waiting. At least it isn’t raining. When they’re wet, they go from merely dangerous to lethal.

      The earbud in my right ear hisses, then an unfamiliar voice speaks. “In position. Two-minute countdown.”

      “Roger that,” Bryn replies. “Aleesha, is the street still clear?”

      “Street is clear,” I whisper into the tiny mic clipped to my top.

      Good. Something’s finally happening.

      I risk a glance at the house opposite. Despite my curiosity, I’d avoided looking at it so as not to ruin my night vision. Lights blaze out from three levels, illuminating smartly dressed figures inside. The only one I recognize from this distance is the President. I would know him from a mile away.

      The figures occupy several rooms, drinking from fragile looking glasses and eating finger-sized food, but as I watch, they make their way to a huge dining room that stretches across three windows on the middle floor. Black-clad servers carrying steaming dishes pass by the windows.

      “One minute,” the voice in my ear says.

      I move to a crouch, wincing at the prickle of pain that runs down my back. If my tattoo’s not hurting, it itches like crazy. I draw a knife from my boot. My role in the mission is purely surveillance, and I was given strict instructions to stay on the rooftop and out of sight, but it pays to be prepared. Despite my reluctance to get involved, now I’m here, adrenaline surges through my veins and my skin tingles with anticipation.

      Rogue and Anders are the only members of my gang who know I’m here tonight. To say they weren’t happy about me joining the mission is an understatement. But the debt I owe my father gnaws at the back of my mind, and this seemed an easy, safe way to repay him. After this, we’ll be even.

      If I’m completely honest, there’s also a part of me that feels proud that he needed me, someone who could scoot around the rooftops and stay unseen. This is my chance to prove myself.

      Inside the house, I see the President sit, his back to the window. A dark-haired woman in a grey uniform steps forward to whisper something into his ear. He shoos her away with his hand, and she returns to her position beside the window.

      One of his guards.

      “Thirty seconds,” the voice informs me.

      Bryn told me practically nothing about the Chain’s plan. Apparently, I didn’t need to know. The first priority is to capture the President, then as many of his colleagues as possible. I think of Samson and his team, who must already be in position, ready to infiltrate the government headquarters. If all goes according to plan, by the morning, the Chain and Brotherhood will have control of the city – and the President.

      If all goes according to plan.

      “Ten seconds.”

      I glance up and down the street again. Still no sign of life. The windows of most houses are dark, their occupants retired for the night. It’s after curfew, and there’s work in the morning.

      Movement on the wall opposite catches my attention. Black-clad figures descend on ropes, then hover next to the three large windows, like spiders waiting to pounce on an unsuspecting fly.

      I had been warned about the explosions, but they still catch me by surprise. I slap my hands to my ears, too late to stop the ringing. The figures swing through the smashed windows and disappear in the cloud of smoke. A door opens down the street and a man peers out. I tense and grip my knife a little tighter, but he pulls back and slams the door. No doubt he’ll alert the Metz, but by the time anyone gets here, we’ll be gone.

      As the smoke begins to clear, I make out fighting inside. Gunshots shatter the silence, and people slump to the floor, though I can’t tell if they’re the Chain’s fighters or the guests. My earbud crackles, then cuts out.

      Shit.

      I tap my ear. Nothing. “My comm’s out,” I whisper into the mic, in case I can still be heard. “Street is still clear.”

      But as I look down from my rooftop perch, the door to the house flies open and two figures stumble down the steps. One is the dark-haired guard I’d noticed earlier. She looks up, scanning the street for danger, and as the light streaming from the upstairs window falls on her face, I stifle a gasp.

      It’s Anabel. Head of the Palace Guard – and Trey’s sister.

      She has her arm around the waist of a man who’s bent double and clutching his thigh. His head is bowed, but there’s no doubt who he is.

      “The President’s getting away,” I hiss into my mic. “I repeat, the President is escaping.”

      There’s no reply. Not even a hiss of static in my ear to confirm they’ve heard my message.

      “Dammit.” I glance around. The sound of fighting spills from the house, but no one follows the President and his guard. They mustn’t have noticed him escaping in the confusion.

      Anabel half carries, half drags the President down the street. I wonder how badly he’s wounded.

      He can’t get away. Not now. Not when we’re so close.

      I balance the knife on the palm of my hand. I have a clear shot, and there’s not a breath of wind, but it’s a fair distance. If I miss, they’ll know someone is after them. If my aim is off, I could kill Anabel.

      If only she weren’t Trey’s sister …

      She may be Trey’s sister, but right now, she is the enemy.

      I let the knife fly.

      There’s a cry, and the figures lurch, falling to the ground. I scramble along the ridgeline of the roof, relying on my natural balance to stop me from plummeting to the street below. It had taken me half an hour to get into position, but I don’t have that kind of time to spare now. I skirt around an old chimney and down to the edge of the roof, finding the top of a sturdy drainpipe. It holds as I shimmy down and drop the final few feet to the ground.

      Anabel is already on her feet, hauling the President up. My knife lies on the ground beside her. I saw it embed in her left arm. She must have pulled it out.

      When our eyes meet, she utters a low curse, releasing her hold on the President, who falls back to the ground. “What in ten hells are you doing here?”

      She scowls and yanks a gun from her belt as I start running toward her, a second knife in my hand.

      The first bullet flies over my shoulder, the second passing through the air where my leg had been a split-second before. I barrel into her, bringing us both crashing to the ground.

      Anabel grunts as I land on top of her, but before I can take advantage of the situation, she bucks her body and knocks me off. A moment later, she’s on top of me and pinning my arms to the ground.

      Her grip is strong, but her left arm is weakened from where my knife had buried into it. Blood darkens her grey jacket. She tries to compensate by pushing her weight down through that arm, but I can see how much it pains her to do so.

      Her gaze flicks to the side, perhaps looking for her gun. I bring my knee up into her back. A weak blow, but enough to make her shift. I twist my right arm out of her grip and punch her in the bicep, where the blood is darkest. She instinctively recoils, cursing, and I slash my blade across her arm before twisting my hips and wriggling out from under her.

      I scramble to retrieve my throwing knife and roll to my feet. I’ve still got both knives and, except for a few bruises, I’m not hurt. I should have the advantage. But Anabel is stronger and a better fighter, even while wounded. She eyes me warily.

      “Aleesha, you don’t understand …” she begins, but a shot from behind makes us both turn toward the house. There’s a second shot and a puff of dust as the bullet ricochets off the ground in front of me.

      Anabel curses under her breath. “Stop shooting!” she yells.

      The shots come from an upstairs room where a figure leans out of the window, a long-barrelled weapon in his hands. I’m not an expert on guns, but it doesn’t look like one of the Chain’s weapons. A servant who managed to escape the bloodbath in the dining room perhaps?

      I pull back into the shadows, wondering if he can tell the difference between me and Anabel from so far away. Does he even know who she is?

      Anabel grabs her gun from the ground and fires a single shot up at the window. The figure pulls back. A flicker of movement further up the building catches my eye. A round face with wide eyes and shock of blond hair presses briefly against a window. A child’s face.

      Where is the Chain?

      I mutter into my comm again, but it’s well and truly dead. Surely they’ve noticed the President’s missing by now.

      I glance down the street and my heart skips a beat.

      He’s gone.

      I start forward, straining to see in the dark, my vision blinded by the lights of the house.

      Then I spot him – a shadow dragging himself along the street. He’s made it a fair distance while Anabel and I have been fighting. All it would take would be for somebody to open their door and help him inside, or for the Metz to turn up, and everything would have been in vain.

      Anabel has also seen him. For an instant, we lock eyes, each knowing what the other is thinking. Then we sprint down the street.

      I’m faster.

      I grab the stiff collar of the President’s dinner jacket and whirl around, yanking him up. By the time Anabel skids to a halt, my knife is at his throat.

      “Anabel …” The President can barely wheeze.

      She points her gun at me. “Let him go.”

      My mouth is dry, my arm straining to keep his head and shoulders up.

      Damn, the man is heavy.

      He must have lost a lot of blood from his leg wound as his struggles are weak, but even so, I’m not in a great position. Anabel has a clear shot of my upper body, and I’m not strong enough to completely pull the President to his feet.

      Quickly, I drop down and press my back to a low wall fronting one of the houses, using him as a shield. My blade nicks the President’s skin. He whimpers as blood trickles down to stain his white shirt. Now we’re even.

      A flash of irritation crosses Anabel’s face. “Please, don’t make me shoot you. I doubt my brother would be pleased.”

      “You can thank him for the fact you’re still alive,” I retort. “Otherwise, that knife would have ended up in your back.”

      Her eyes narrow. “Think about it, Aleesha. If there’s anything left in your brain that tronk hasn’t rotted. We need him alive.”

      The President coughs, causing the knife to nick his skin again. He rolls his eyes up to look at me. “She’s right.” His lips curl into a cruel smile. “Kill me if you want, but it’ll make it harder for you to win.”

      “You lie,” I say, wishing I knew if he actually was. “You just want to save your own skin.”

      “Maybe, but are you willing to risk it?” he rasps. “Kill her, Anabel.”

      The gun is steady in Anabel’s hand, but her eyes dart to a commotion further up the street. People spill from the house and run toward us. I feel my body sag in relief. Backup at last.

      I almost expect Anabel to turn and run, but she doesn’t abandon her boss. I hope he appreciates her loyalty, but I doubt it.

      The President also sees the approaching threat. His body tenses against mine. “Kill me.”

      For a second, I think he’s talking to me, then I realize that the words are directed at Anabel. She doesn’t react.

      “Goddammit, woman. Shoot me! Don’t let them take me.”

      He’s scared, I realize. Scared of what the Chain will do to him. When it comes down to it, he’s not as brave as he likes to act. Saliva trickles from the corner of his mouth, and his face has taken on a greyish tinge. Blood from his leg wound soaks the ground beneath him.

      “It’s your duty,” he says through gritted teeth.

      To my surprise, Anabel shoves the gun back into her belt and crosses her arms. “Sorry, sir. I’m off duty.”

      I stare at her, confused. Bryn runs up, followed by another member of the Chain, then my father. Blood runs down from his hairline and he favours one leg. The expression on his face is grim.

      “Everything okay?” Bryn pants, bending over.

      “It would be a lot better if your lookout here hadn’t interfered,” Anabel says acidly. She glances around. “We need to move. He’s lost a lot of blood. I hope you have a good medic.”

      Bryn nods. “Let him go, Aleesha.”

      I look from him to Anabel and back again. “But she—”

      “She works for us,” my father cuts in. He pushes past Bryn with a scowl and walks over to me. “You were told to stay on the rooftop. What the hell were you doing?” He grabs my forearm and pulls it away from the President’s neck, then yanks the man away from me.

      “Good to see you again, Tobias.”

      “Ricus,” the President growls.

      I don’t catch the rest of his words. I’m too busy trying to make sense of my father’s words

      Anabel is working for the Chain?

      Bryn comes over and crouches down in front of me. “Are you hurt?” he asks gently.

      “What …” I manage.

      “She’s our mole. It was stroke of luck when the job at the palace guard came up. Richard called in some favours and managed to get her over here. Now, are you hurt?”

      I shake my head. “Does Trey know?”

      Bryn’s face is grim. “No. I couldn’t risk telling either of you. If anyone had caught wind of what she was really doing here tonight, our plan would have been ruined. Besides, you weren’t supposed to be involved.”

      I glance over his shoulder at Anabel, who’s pressing a dressing to the wound on her arm. My father told me to trust him. I should have done what I was told for once. He’s been planting the seeds for this plan all along.

      Then I got in the way and almost ruined everything.

      “You should have told me.” I push Bryn away and get to my feet. “What did you expect me to do when I saw them escaping the house?” I tear the mic from my jacket and toss it to the ground. “And the comm you gave me broke.”

      A pod lands in the street, sending a rush of air toward us.

      Anabel scowls at me. “If you had listened to me rather than attacking—”

      “Shut up, you two,” my father snarls, dragging the President to the pod. “Get in. We can discuss this later.”

      I follow Bryn down the street and into the pod, where I curl up in a corner. Two more black-clad figures push inside, then the doors close and the pod lifts off. Muscles ache and bruises begin to make themselves known as the adrenaline seeps from my body, leaving me feeling empty.

      I turn my head to the wall. All I was trying to do was help, yet I nearly screwed up the entire mission. Out of the corner of my eye, I catch Anabel looking at me. I wonder who she really is, this sister of Trey’s who hides so many secrets.

      I feel like I don’t know who anyone is anymore. Least of all myself.
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      On Friday, Barnes calls in sick.

      “Has she ever called in sick before?” I ask Emilie as she places a pastry on my desk.

      “Not that I can remember,” she replies, carefully lifting a cup of steaming coffee from the tray in her hand and placing it next to me. “What did she say was wrong?”

      I break off a piece of the pastry. “She didn’t. She called the night foreman and said she’d be back in on Monday.”

      “It’s probably just a bug she picked up.” Emilie sits down at her desk and taps her holo screen to wake it up. “Let’s hope we don’t have any issues with the line today.”

      “It seems to be working fine at the moment.” I chew on my pastry, mind whirring. Of course, I can’t tell Emilie what’s really bothering me. I’d bet half Milicent’s fortune that Barnes isn’t sick. She’s staying away for a reason. I just wish I knew what that reason was.

      If she’s sabotaged the production line again, Louis will have my hide.

      I doubt Barnes would care about that, though, or the fact Louis could be an ally. She’s so dogmatic, she doesn’t think about the bigger picture. I still haven’t decided whether to tell her the truth about the androcibus nanite. The question has hung over me for the past few days, and every time I look down at the factory floor, I feel a renewed sense of guilt that I haven’t done anything with the information. But until I can figure out a plan that has good odds of succeeding, it’s best to do nothing. Acting rashly will only get me caught, and if they find out what I know …

      I shudder and take a sip of my coffee, wincing as the hot liquid burns the roof of my mouth.

      A piercing alarm jolts me out of my thoughts. Coffee spills onto my hand. I curse, setting the cup on my desk. My first thought is that it’s a fire alarm, but as soon as the thought hits me, the alarm stops and a robotic voice fills the room.

      “Please return immediately to your desk for an emergency briefing. The briefing will commence in two minutes. Failure to attend will result in disciplinary procedures.”

      The message is repeated, then the voice cuts out. I glance over at Emilie.

      Her eyes are wide. “What’s happened?”

      “I don’t know.” I glance out the window onto the factory floor. No one’s stopped work or is even looking in this direction, making me think the alarm was restricted to this part of the building.

      My holo screen beeps, announcing the emergency briefing. I press my thumb where indicated to register my attendance. As I wait for the briefing to start, Bryn’s words come back to me.

      Once we have control of the government, we’ll be able to act on this information.

      By Friday morning, he’d said.

      What have they done?

      After two minutes, the black screen fades, replaced by a projection of Coleman in his office.

      “Thank you for your attention. Let me start by reassuring you that there are no immediate issues or concerns with the factory. However, our city – and country – is experiencing a wider disturbance, and we need to take immediate action to address this threat.”

      He lifts his hand, and the wall behind him fades into a giant holo screen. “This broadcast will be going out across all networks shortly.”

      The screen flickers, then Richard appears. I stifle a gasp. He’s dressed in a light-coloured shirt, sleeves rolled up, and jeans, and sits at a table in a small room. The walls behind him are whitewashed and bare.

      “Good morning, citizens of Britannia. You are probably wondering who I am and what I’m doing invading your news screens on this fine day. Well, I want to tell you a story …”

      I don’t know how long he talks. It feels like hours but is probably only minutes. Whatever else he is, Richard has the gift of an orator. I find myself swept up by his words, carried on a roller coaster of emotions as he tells us about the world outside Britannia, a world our government has cut us off from for decades, leaving us a poor, inconsequential shadow of the world power our country once was. His face darkens as he talks about the division of London and other cities, the poisoning of innocent citizens to maintain law and order, the injustice of our society’s segregation. Finally, he talks about change and how he will help us build better lives with the technology and benefits of a modern society.

      The way he talks makes me feel as if we’re some backward country stuck in the Dark Times. His face is replaced on the screen by futuristic cities populated by smiling adults and laughing children. We’re told the images are of Paris, Tel Aviv and Bangkok.

      “This is what your government has kept from you. And this is the man responsible.”

      The camera switches to an image of the President, his face ashen. He’s sitting in another whitewashed room, clear cuffs binding his wrists to the chair arms. His lips move, but his words must have been cut from the footage as all we hear is Richard.

      “Change is here. I have freed other cities from tyrannical dictators, and I will free London. I will help you build a country you are proud of. A country that will once again take its place on the world stage. A country where everyone can live the life they deserve.”

      The camera cuts back to Richard. His eyes seem to pierce my inner thoughts. “Some of you may distrust me, even fear me. I want to reassure you that my first priority is to keep you safe. There will be a short transition period while we fully establish control and set up a new government. For your own safety, I recommend you stay indoors this weekend and watch for updates on the news channels.”

      He smiles, but it doesn’t reach his eyes. “This is the dawn of a new era for Britannia. An era of equality, prosperity and freedom.”

      The holo screen goes dark, then Coleman reappears.

      “Sounds good, doesn’t it?” he barks. “But this man, with his pretty words and promises, is the leader of the terrorist operation that gunned down innocent women and children just one week ago. The terrorists who took over the Metz compound, taking control of our law enforcement officers to use them against the people of this city.”

      He pauses for effect. “Our democratically elected leader has been captured,” he continues quietly, his face grim. “I hope you’ll join me in praying for his safety and that of all our leaders as they resist this attack on our city. The people of London depend on us for food. We cannot, must not, let the terrorists take over this factory. It is our duty to keep food supplies running.”

      I glance over at Emilie. Her face is tight, jaw set. Coleman’s style is very different from Richard’s – harder, more direct. But people here know him and trust him in a way that they will not trust a stranger.

      “From this moment, the factory is in lockdown. We must keep the production lines running, our workers safe. We cannot risk being infiltrated by the terrorists. The rooftop transport decks are no longer operational. I understand you will be concerned about your families, but we cannot let anyone return home until we know more about how the situation will develop. You can contact them, but please be aware that all communication into and out of this building will be closely monitored. I thank you for your patience. And your loyalty.”

      The image cuts out.

      I swallow and tug at my collar, the room suddenly stifling.

      “What does he mean?” Emilie says in a soft voice, still staring at the screen. “Are we at war?”

      “I don’t know.”

      I wish I knew what the Chain was planning. I wish I trusted Richard to do the right thing – for everyone. But the faces of the panicked crowd trying to escape the bullets at Aleesha’s execution still haunt me.

      My comm band bleeps. It’s Phillips, wanting me to report to his office immediately. I rush up and squeeze into the room with the other production managers, most of whom I’ve never met, to get a similar spiel from Phillips. He tells us to report back at three in the afternoon to find out what plans are for shift changeover. I hang around after the others have left.

      “Yes, Goldsmith?”

      “I … My mother is dying. We had planned on going to the crematorium tonight. I know Coleman said we weren’t allowed to leave, but I thought perhaps …”

      Phillips’s face softens into a rare expression of sympathy. “I’m not sure the crematoriums will be running, son, but I’ll put in a special request for you. You might be able to get out for a few hours.”

      I nod. “Thank you. Also, Barnes called in sick today.”

      Phillips’s eyebrows shoot up. “She did?”

      “Yes. She said it’s a minor issue and she will be back in on Monday.”

      He frowns. “Seems a bit coincidental. Comm her to get more details. I want her back in this building as soon as possible.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      As I leave his office, I can’t help but share his suspicions. It seems a little too convenient that Barnes is off. Did she know what was going to happen? And are Samson and his gang involved in the takeover?
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      The tiled lobby of the crematorium feels cool after the evening heat of the city. A wave of déjà vu washes over me as I glance up at the glittering chandelier suspended from the ceiling. Had it only been ten days since I was here with Milicent?

      Coleman had given me permission to leave the factory for the night, along with a message of sympathy and a note for my mother. She read it and smiled, though hadn’t shown me the content. I suspected part of the reason I’d been permitted to leave was that Barnes hadn’t responded to any of my comm messages. Phillips had grown more agitated as the day progressed and ordered me to find her and bring her in tomorrow – whatever it took.

      As we’d flown toward the crematorium, the streets below us had been empty, far from the chaos Coleman had predicted. Whatever happens next is in the government’s hands. I wonder if they’ll surrender or try to fight the Chain. But I can’t worry about that tonight.

      Tonight is about my family. What’s left of it.

      I pluck at the hem of my suit jacket. It’s the bright blue one I hate, but Mother asked me to wear it, saying it reflects the colour of my eyes. She’s dressed in a silver evening gown that somehow manages to disguise her frailty. Her hair is elaborately coiled on top of her head, peppered with diamond pins, and makeup adds a flush of life to her cheeks. She looks like she’s going to a formal party, not her death.

      Ella wears a stylish summer dress, and even Anabel has made an effort. I almost didn’t recognize her when she turned up at the house wearing a figure-hugging green dress and heels. Her hair hangs loose around her shoulders, softening the strong jawline she inherited from our father, and I realize that my older sister is just as beautiful as Ella, in a different way. When the buzzer sounded just a few minutes after I’d got home from the factory, a small part of me wondered if it was a messenger carrying news of her death. Perhaps she didn’t go to the President’s dinner after all, but I note that she hasn’t removed her jacket, despite the hot weather, and the thick makeup on her cheek can’t quite disguise the dark bruise underneath. Curiosity burns inside me, but as she hadn’t left mother’s side since she arrived, I haven’t been able to question her.

      A man in a tailcoat suit leads us to a room looking out over the gardens. In the centre is a dining table set for four.

      “Would you like an aperitif, madam?” the man asks, addressing my mother.

      She smiles. “No, thank you. We’ll go straight into the meal.”

      I hadn’t expected food, and my stomach clenches at the thought, though I don’t remember eating lunch.

      Anabel walks over to the window and looks out. “The gardens here are beautiful,” she says softly. “Don’t you think, Mother?”

      “You know, your father and I used to come here when we were dating,” Mother says, joining her. “There was a little glade between the trees where you couldn’t see any of the buildings. It felt like you were in a private world of your own.” She lays a hand on Anabel’s arm and smiles up at her. “I’m so glad you were able to come back to us, Anabel. I couldn’t bear to die without seeing you again.”

      Anabel smiles, but it seems strained. “I’m sorry I had to be away for so long.”

      The door opens. A waiter walks in, carrying a bottle of wine. As we sit, he pours it into crystal glasses. My mother takes a sip and closes her eyes, smiling dreamily. “Mmm, this is good. Your father always loved a good red.”

      The food is excellent, and Mother keeps up a bright patter of conversation during dinner, as if this were just a family night out. When she tires, Ella steps in and talks about stories from her and Anabel’s childhood, before I was born, making us laugh. But what comes after dinner looms over us, like death’s shadow is already there in the room.

      After the waiter has cleared the dessert plates, Mother takes a sip of her wine and glances out the window at the setting sun. “It’s a lovely evening, isn’t it?” she says to no one in particular.

      She turns back to us. “You know, when I was young, I never wanted to grow old. But now I think I can appreciate the peace and wisdom that age brings. I know I haven’t always been the best mother to you all, or the best wife to your father. He loved me so much more than I deserved.” Tears glisten in her eyes. “And even though he didn’t get a chance to say goodbye to you, he was so proud of you all and what you’ve achieved. We both are.”

      A lump develops in my throat as memories of my father’s final moments flash through my mind. What did he feel as Katya placed the gun to his head? Fear? Dread? It wasn’t the peaceful death he had earned.

      My mother turns to Anabel. “It was my selfishness that led to you having to go away, yet I cannot regret my actions, because they brought me Trey.” She gives me a fond look and reaches out to squeeze both our hands. “When I am gone, I hope you can forget the past and just remember that you are brother and sister. Family.”

      “And, Ella …” She smiles at her across the table. “My sweet Ella. You carried the burden of the truth all these years and never let us down.”

      She hesitates, looking at all of us. “I don’t have the inheritance I would have liked to have given you. But there is the house in Wales if any of you want it. And I kept a small amount of money aside for each of you, so that is something.”

      There’s a quiet knock on the door.

      My mother stiffens and releases our hands. “It is time. I thought I had prepared for this, but now …” Her voice falters and a stricken expression crosses her face as the man in the tailcoat suit enters. “Now I am not so sure.”

      Anabel pushes back her chair. She takes Mother’s arm gently, as if lifting a child from the ground, and when she speaks, her voice is raw with pain. “We’re here. We will be with you to the end.”

      Her words stir me to action. I take my mother’s other arm and we help her across the room. “Would you like the hover?”

      Mother shakes her head. “No. I will walk.”’

      The chamber is in the adjoining room. The windows are covered with heavy curtains, and soft lamps warm the pale walls. As her gaze falls on the narrow bed in the corner, I feel my mother’s legs fail, so I wrap an arm around her waist to stop her from falling. Together, Anabel and I carry her over and help her sit on the edge of the bed.

      “Stay strong,” Anabel whispers into her ear.

      My mother wraps her arms around Anabel’s neck. Her words are a whisper, not meant for me, but I catch them all the same. “Look after them.”

      “I promise,” Anabel says, kissing the top of her head. “I love you.”

      She pulls back as Ella approaches, carrying a single white rose plucked from the display in the room next door. Her lower lip trembles as she holds it out. “Your favourite.”

      Mother nods. “I noticed. I didn’t realize they grew here.”

      Ella tries to smile. “I managed to get them from Wales.”

      “You’re always so thoughtful,” Mother murmurs. She reaches up to brush away the tear that runs down Ella’s cheek. “No tears now, my love.” But her own eyes shimmer.

      I dig my fingernails into my thigh, blinking hard. I’m the man of the family. I can’t cry.

      Gently, Ella helps my mother lie back. Then she steps away, and my mother reaches out to me. “Darwin Trey. My baby. How have you grown up so fast?”

      I take her hand and kneel by the bed. Her skin feels cool and clammy. I want to tell her I’m sorry for failing her, sorry the money came too late and wasn’t enough, sorry I couldn’t work the miracle she needed. I press my lips to the back of her hand and take a deep, shuddering breath, forcing a smile onto my face.

      “We’ll be fine. We have everything we need.” My voice catches. “I love you, Mum.”

      She beams up at me. “I know. You have such a big heart.” Her eyes search mine, and for the first time, I feel like my mother sees me for who I truly am. Sees how I’ve battled against myself to be the son she wanted me to be. Sees the shame I’ve hidden inside when I failed again and again.

      She gently pulls her hand from mine and places her palm flat against my chest. “You know in here what is right,” she whispers, almost too quietly for me to hear. “Trust yourself, Trey, and you will do the right thing.”

      I know if I try to say anything, I will cry, so I bend over and kiss her on the forehead, then stand and nod to the man waiting silently by the door.

      As the domed lid closes over the bed, my mother smiles at us once more, then closes her eyes. Moments later, she is gone.
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      A knock on the door to the small room I’ve been using as a bedroom interrupts my train of thought. “Come in!”

      The door opens, and Tommy sticks his head in. As usual, his scruffy hair falls into his eyes and there’s a smudge of dirt on his nose. Even if someone let the kid into a posh Insider school, I reckon he’d still have dirt permanently smeared on his face.

      “That Insider boy’s waitin’ outside. Want us to let ’im in?”

      Something flutters in my belly. “Trey? Yes.” When he starts to duck out again, I stop him. “Actually, tell him to wait there. I’ll come out to him.”

      I push myself up off the bed and follow him from the room. In the corridor, I pause for a moment and lean against the wall, closing my eyes to try and plan what I’m going to say. But no words come to mind. Only memories.

      Memories of his lips brushing mine. The heat of his body pressed against me. The way he’d held me in the square so tightly I could barely breathe.

      I force my eyes open. I’m stalling. I know what I need to do. I’ve gone over this again and again. It’s the only way. But that doesn’t mean I want to do it.

      The morning air carries barely a hint of freshness. We’re still some way off the heat of full summer, but already, I’m reminded of how unbearable it can be. The itching on my back is a welcome distraction. Yesterday, it seemed as if all the skin on my back was starting to peel. Danny laughed when I asked him about it, said it was normal. I find it oddly comforting, like I’m shedding my old skin to make way for the new.

      Trey waits down the street. I observe him for a moment. His shoulders are slightly hunched and he looks older than his seventeen years.

      He doesn’t hear me approach. “Hey.”

      His head whips around and his face breaks into a smile. Inside me, something that was whole begins to slowly break apart.

      “Hey yourself,” he says, gesturing at the building behind me. “You don’t want me to come in?”

      “Things are a little … tense.” I choose my words carefully.

      His face falls. “Oh. I came to see if you were okay. You know the Chain has captured the President?”

      I nod. “I was there.” I hesitate. “I’m not sure if you know, but Anabel’s working for the Chain.”

      From the look on his face, he didn’t know.

      “I only found out on Thursday. She’s the mole.”

      Trey’s face hardens. “Well, that explains why she’s still alive.”

      “I may have buried a knife in her arm,” I admit. “Before I knew we were on the same side.”

      He stares at me for a moment, then laughs. “You fought her? Who won?”

      My lips twitch. “I’m not sure.” Then I remember why I’m here and the smile falls from my face. “Trey, I—”

      He steps forward and reaches for my hands. I want to pull away, should pull away, but I can’t.

      “Aleesha,” he murmurs as his arms wrap around me, tugging me in and—

      Pain shoots down my back. “Ow!”

      Trey jumps back, his eyes scanning me anxiously. “What’s wrong? Are you hurt?”

      I suck in air. “Sorry.” I turn to show him the tips of the phoenix wings peeking out from beneath the straps of my vest, then lift my top to show him the bird’s tail across my lower back. “It’s still pretty sore.”

      He lets out a low whistle. “Wow … That must have hurt.”

      “It did.”

      I decide to get the conversation onto a safer track. “Thanks for the food. You pretty much saved us. If you have any more where that came from, just send it our way.”

      Trey’s expression turns serious. He glances around before lowering his voice. “I managed to find out what the androcibus nanite is that’s being put into Outsiders’ food. Bryn and Abby already know, but I wanted to tell you, as well, in case anything happens to me.”

      A chill trickles down my spine. “What do you mean? I thought you were safe Inside.”

      He smiles, but it seems forced. “I’ll be fine. Anyway, remember I told you that the factory started adding androcibus nanite to the food supply after the tronk fiasco?”

      I frown, sifting through my memories. “I think I remember you mentioning it.”

      “Barnes said it was also in the government rations when she worked at that factory, though she didn’t think it was important then. The food is all chemicals anyway, so it’s impossible to know what everything is unless you’re a biochemist. But when it was introduced into the lower-grade products on our food line, she began to wonder if it was more than just another additive or preservative.” He pauses.

      “So, what is it?”

      “A nanobot.”

      I stare at him blankly. “A what?”

      “A nanobot. Or, rather, thousands of them. Millions. That’s where the ‘nanite’ bit of the name comes from.” He rubs his forehead. “I should have made the connection. We did a module on nanobots in class last year.”

      I dampen down a spark of irritation. It’s not his fault he got to go to school when I didn’t. “What the hell is a nanobot?”

      “They’re tiny robots so small you can only see them under a microscope.” The confusion must show on my face because he adds, “They probably don’t look like what you’re thinking. Not like humanoid robots. Anyway, that’s not important. What’s important is that once you eat the food, they get into your bloodstream.”

      I look down at the blue veins on my wrists, trying to make sense of his words. The idea of thousands of tiny robots marching through my body sounds crazy.

      Trey’s fingers brush mine, and a spark of electricity shoots up my arm. “I know it sounds strange, but nanobots are used for lots of things, including medical treatments. They’re not all bad.”

      “But these nanobots are,” I say flatly. I look up into his blue eyes, searching for the truth. “What do they do?”

      He hesitates for a second. “They stop Outsiders going through the Wall.”

      I look around. The two guys guarding the entrance to my headquarters are keeping a close eye on us. I pull Trey down a narrow side alley.

      “What do you mean? Just tell me simply.”

      “I don’t know the exact science behind it. It wasn’t included in the briefing paper, and we haven’t been able to ask a scientist—”

      “Trey!” I glare at him.

      His gaze darts to the side. “Sorry. The nanobots contain a tiny amount of poison. While it’s contained in the nanobot, it won’t harm you. But the more food you eat, the more they build up in your system. The Wall emits a signal to the nanobots, triggering them to release the poison. When someone with a lot of the nanobots in their system comes into contact with the Wall, all the poison is released at once …” He trails off.

      “And they die,” I breathe.

      I take a step back and lean against the alley wall, my legs feeling weak. A poison … in all the food we eat. In the food I’ve been telling the gang to eat.

      Trey nods. “It’s only in the food Outsiders eat, and the poorer people at that. Those who are dependent on the government rations. I don’t know why they don’t give it to everyone. Perhaps they were worried about side effects or something. But theoretically, people who haven’t eaten the food should be able to pass through the Wall unharmed.” His brow furrows. “Bryn said the President told you that you had a natural immunity. I think your body must attack or reject the nanobots so they don’t build up in your bloodstream.”

      I snort. “So I’m just a lucky freak.”

      A faint smile brightens Trey’s face, making him look like a young boy again. “I guess there are worse things to be.”

      I try to process this information. I don’t understand half of what he’s said, what these nanobot things are, but it’s clear what they do. A poison, lurking in our blood, waiting for a signal to be released. We are walking bombs, primed to die. All to control us. To make sure we don’t step on their territory, don’t protest about our pathetic lives, don’t realize other people in this city have more than us.

      My fingernails dig into my palms.

      You can’t get involved. You promised the gang to put their safety first. Thursday night was enough.

      But if I don’t get involved, then I’m harming my people anyway. What kind of leader would I be if I stood aside and let them get poisoned, all the time knowing I’m immune?

      Trey steps closer and runs his hands up my arms. I breathe him in, cool spring air and needled trees, and my heart pulls me forward. But my head holds me back, and today, my head is stronger.

      “The food you gave me—”

      “Was safe.”

      I jerk my head up.

      “I was supposed to destroy it after Barnes removed the androcibus nanite from the production line. It’s clean, but I wouldn’t rely on anything else. I need to figure out a way of removing it from the production lines without anyone finding out. If we can do that, the files say the nanite will naturally get expelled from people’s bodies in six to twelve months.”

      “So if we stopped eating that food today, within a year, we’d be able to walk through the Wall?”

      “Yes. The second set of barriers transmits a signal to your chip. When it connects, it releases a tiny amount of nerve agent. It’s not enough to kill you, but it hurts like hell.” He sighs. “I told Bryn. I thought perhaps the Chain could just wait a bit longer rather than attacking …”

      I shake my head. “We can’t wait a year, Trey. There’s no other food, and people out here are already half-starved.”

      “But if I could find a way of getting it out of the system—”

      “And how are you going to do that without getting caught?” I pull back. “Let the Chain do their stuff. They have the President and the government headquarters. Once they get the rest of the city under control, they’ll be able to get rid of this drug and take down the Wall.”

      “I guess.” He doesn’t sound convinced.

      There’s an awkward pause, then Trey steps closer. “Aleesha …” His voice is husky.

      My heartbeat quickens and I swallow, knowing that this is it. It’s now or never.

      And it has to be now.

      “You have to go,” I whisper, staring at the ground so I don’t have to see the hurt in his eyes. “I need to get back inside.”

      He grasps my hips, careful not to touch my back, and pulls me toward him. I place my hands over his and close my eyes, committing this moment to memory. Then I gently remove his hands from my waist and step away.

      “Aleesha, what is this? What’s wrong?”

      My throat thickens as I try to find the right words, but I know whatever I say won’t be what he wants to hear. “You have to go, Trey. We need to end this.”

      He stills. “But we’ve barely started.”

      The pain in his voice is a blow that sends cracks rippling out from my core.

      “I know. I’m sorry.”

      It’s not enough. I owe him more, but the thickness in my throat chokes my words, and I dare not risk looking up in case he sees the tears pooling in my eyes.

      “Rogue.” His voice is monotone, emotionless. “That’s it, isn’t it? He’s strong, handsome and everything … everything I’m not.”

      He turns away. Despite my previous resolve, I reach out and grab his arm. “No, Trey. This has nothing to do with Rogue.”

      He glances back. This time, I meet his gaze. Tears shimmer in his eyes as he swallows, and I know that if he cries now, I will cry, too. I drop my hand from his arm.

      “It’s not anyone else.” I glance back at the headquarters. “I have a duty to them now. I’m their leader.”

      “But you don’t have to choose between us. I would never ask you to do that.”

      I try to force a smile onto my face, failing miserably. “Don’t you see, Trey? I always run to you. I will always come to save you. That’s the problem. It was okay when it was just me. But now I have to think of them, too. I have to live for them.”

      And I need you to be safe. You can’t be if I’m in your life.

      My chest tightens as I destroy our relationship, our happiness, before it’s even begun.

      “Haven’t you always talked to me about duty? About doing what’s right? I nearly died last week, and if I had, they would have fallen apart again. Everything I fought Primo for would have been lost.” I reach up. I can’t help myself. I just need to touch him one last time. His cheek is warm under my palm. “It doesn’t matter what I want, Trey. What matters is that they need me.”

      I stand on my tiptoes and press my lips gently against his for one final, sweet kiss. Then I pull back, staring at his face, memorizing the faint creases on his forehead, the colour of his eyes, the way his lips twitch at the corners. I drink him in as if he were a life-giving drug, creating a photograph in my mind that I will never forget.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper.

      Then I drop my hand, turn and walk away.

      He calls after me, his footsteps trailing me up the street, but when I don’t turn, they stop.

      Finally, as I step back inside the building, I let my tears fall.

      Inside me, the cracks widen. I know this is the right thing to do – for both of us. So why does it feel like my heart has been torn from my chest?
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      I watch as Aleesha walks back up the street, waiting for her to come back and tell me I’d misunderstood what she’d said. That it isn’t over. But she doesn’t even look back.

      Am I supposed to run after her? Beg her to change her mind? Is this some game girls play to make you chase after them?

      I shake my head, running trembling fingers through my hair. Aleesha’s not like that. If she says something, she means it. And that look she gave me just before she’d walked away … It feels as if she pulled out my heart, broke off a corner of it and shoved it back in to keep beating.

      Maybe one day, I’ll be able to understand why. But for now, all I can think about is how much her rejection hurts.

      I shoot a malevolent glare at the box-like building with its painted, blue snake coiling over the entrance. “I hope you appreciate her.”

      When the chip blocker on my right forearm itches, I have a sudden urge to rip it off and throw my arms into the air, shouting to the government to come get me.

      But I don’t.

      Instead, I stalk through the streets, knowing that I need to go home to talk to my sisters, need to get back to the factory. These are the things I should do, but right now, I don’t care about any of it. My hands ball into fists, and when a drugged-up hobie totters into me, I shove him away. The man stumbles into a pile of trash. His curses follow me as I stride down a narrow alley and onto a wide street lined with warehouses.

      And then it is in front of me.

      The Wall.

      Curiosity filters through my anger, numbing the pain. I grasp it like a drowning sailor clinging to a raft. A distraction. Exactly what I need.

      I run over the details of the files in my mind. If I’m right, the Wall itself shouldn’t harm me. It was the invisible barrier on the other side that triggered the shock of pain I’d felt the one time I’d tried to approach it from the other side. I hadn’t dared try since, even with the chip blocker, instead relying on pods and the fake chip Louis had given me.

      The surge of recklessness I’d felt before returns, and before I can stop myself, I plunge my right arm into the swirling mass of colour.

      Nothing happens.

      Relaxing, I draw my hand back and inspect it. Nothing. I reach out again. It’s an odd sight, watching your arm get swallowed up in front of your eyes, but there’s no pain. Just a slight tingling sensation.

      I step forward and stand half in, half out of the barrier. Green swirls dance at the edge of my vision. In front of me, tall office blocks rise up, separated from the Wall by half a street. About ten metres to my left, there’s a metal tower, an identical tower further down the street to my right. The second barrier that triggers a small amount of acid to leak from your chip when it comes into range, warning off any Insiders who get too close. No wonder everyone assumes it will kill you. A chill runs down my spine as I remember the pain.

      Stepping back, I wrinkle my nose. The smell is one thing I don’t miss about living Outside.

      “Are you a ghost?”

      I turn to see a young girl watching me. She’s a grubby little thing, but her expression is alert.

      “Da says people can only go through the Wall when they’re dead,” she clarifies.

      “I’m not a ghost.” I move toward her. She flinches but doesn’t run. I hold out my hand. “See. I’m real.”

      Cautiously, she reaches out and prods the back of my hand. “You don’t feel like a ghost. Yer too warm.” She looks back at the Wall. “How come you can go through it if yer not a ghost?”

      “Because I have special powers,” I lie. “But you mustn’t go near it. It will kill you.”

      “How d’ya know?”

      “Because I do.”

      She looks disgruntled. “That’s what me da says.” She glances curiously at the Wall.

      I stifle a grin. “Well, your da is right.” I search for something to distract her, not wanting to leave in case curiosity gets the better of her. “What’s your name?”

      The girl eyes me for a moment before replying. “Helen. Helen Gollin. What’s yours?”

      “Trey. Can I ask you a favour, Helen?”

      She cocks her head. “What’s a favour?”

      “It’s a thing you do to help someone. I don’t know these streets very well. Could you show me the best way to Area Five?”

      “Mebbe.”

      Inwardly, I breathe a sigh of relief. Once we’re away from the Wall, hopefully she’ll forget what she’s seen. “Great. Let’s go then.”

      “It’ll cost you.”

      I frown. “What?”

      The girl sticks out her chin defiantly. “Said it’ll cost you.” She holds out her hand. “Half a chit.”

      “I don’t have any chits.”

      She shrugs and turns away.

      “Oh, come on … Fine. Just give me directions.”

      The girl wrings her hands. “Not until you giv’ me summit. Tommy says I shouldn’t do stuff for nothin’.”

      “Tommy? You mean Aleesha’s little friend? One of the Sn— Phoenixes?”

      Helen looks up in surprise, then affects a casual tone. “Mebbe.”

      I cross my arms and look down at her. “Well, Tommy owes me a favour. I saved his life when Aleesha was fighting Primo. So if you help me out, I reckon that means Tommy owes you a favour in return.”

      This is too much for Helen to comprehend. “Huh?” She narrows her eyes suspiciously. “Are you tryin’ to trick me?”

      “No.” I think for a moment. “Let’s say I saved Tommy’s life and he was going to give me a chit, but he didn’t have one. That means he owes me one, right?”

      Helen frowns, then nods.

      “If you help me, that means I owe you a chit. If Tommy had given me his, I’d have one to give to you, but as he hasn’t given me the chit, I can’t give it to you. But we can pretend that he has, right? So if you show me the way to Area Five, you can ask Tommy for the chit he’d have given to me.”

      There’s a long pause.

      “So … Tommy will give me a chit?”

      “Well, you can ask him. Or you could ask him for a favour, which is what this is really about.”

      “Reckon a chit is worth more than a favour.” The girl spits on her hand and holds it out. “Deal.”

      I shake it solemnly, then gesture down the alley. “Lead the way.”

      In a few minutes, we’re back on a street I recognize, but I let Helen lead me up to the boundary with Area Five.

      “Here you go,” she says proudly, pointing across the street. “Area Five.”

      “Thank you, Helen. I reckon it’s time for you to head home. Your da will be wondering where you are.”

      “He’ll still be at the food factory.” She flashes me a shy smile. “I’m goin’ to find Tommy now an’ get me chit.”

      “Nice to meet you!” I call after her as she disappears around a corner.

      The encounter leaves me feeling a little lighter, but as I walk up through Area Five to find a pod point, my footsteps get slower and the weight in my chest heavier.

      I always run to you. I will always come to save you. That’s the problem.

      Is that all I am to her? A burden? Yet when her life had been in danger from the sniper on the roof, I had been the one to save her.

      When I get back to the house, Anabel and Ella are just finishing breakfast.

      “Where have you been?” Ella asks as I slump into a chair and reach for the coffee pot. Dark circles ring her red-rimmed eyes.

      “None of your business.” I pour a cup of coffee and take a gulp. It’s tepid at best.

      “Someone got out of bed on the wrong side,” Anabel says acidly. She eyes the plate of bacon. “You hungry?”

      I shake my head. The coffee churns in my empty stomach, but I can’t face food right now.

      “Shame. You’ve got a great cook here.” Anabel shovels the remaining two rashers of bacon onto her plate. If she’s been crying, you wouldn’t know. But she is more like Aleesha than Ella. She keeps her grief locked inside, disguised by her barbed comments. My eyes are drawn to a thin, plastic bandage wrapped around her upper arm.

      “So, when were you going to tell us you were working for the Chain?”

      The piece of bacon pauses halfway to Anabel’s mouth. But only for a second. She shrugs as she chews. “When you needed to know. Guess you’ve been to see Aleesha then. Can you remind her to not play with pointy things when I’m around?”

      My chest tightens, and I take another gulp of coffee. Normally, I’d add cream and sugar, but I welcome the bitterness today.

      “You’re working for the Chain?” Ella stares at our older sister in disbelief.

      Anabel grabs another piece of bacon. “Yup. It seems to be quite a family affair for us Goldsmiths, getting involved in rebel causes. Father would be surprised. I’ve been working for Richard for the past eight years, mostly undercover. Part of his strategy is to infiltrate governments or dictatorships at the highest level. A personal security guard has the closest access to a premier of anyone.”

      “I don’t believe it.” Ella’s voice sounds strangled. “I thought you came back to be with us. How can you work for him? He killed our father!”

      Anabel’s face darkens. “Katya killed our father. That bitch is even more ruthless than Richard. And yes, I’ve thought about quitting. But without me, they wouldn’t have been able to get access to the government headquarters and it would have been a hell of a lot harder to take the President alive. Besides, Father wanted change, too. He just went about it a different way.” She reaches for a piece of toast. “Unsuccessfully.”

      “But ethically,” Ella snaps. “He didn’t kill people.”

      “Neither do I, if I can help it.”

      I interrupt before Ella can speak again. “What are you doing now the President’s been captured.”

      Anabel shrugs. “Whatever Richard needs me to do.”

      “Well, if you haven’t anything better to do today, you can help me go through Mother’s things.” Ella stretches to pick up her mug of coffee. The liquid spills, and she pulls back, wiping her hand on her napkin. A tear leaks from beneath her closed eyelids as she draws in a shuddering breath.

      Anabel looks at her, then down at her plate. “I can do it if you don’t feel up to it,” she says, picking at the half-eaten toast.

      “It’s fine,” Ella says stiffly. “You won’t know what she’d have wanted to do with anything anyway.”

      Anabel’s gaze is still fixated on her plate. “Let’s do it together.” She looks up at Ella. “Please?”

      Ella reaches for her coffee again. She takes a large gulp, then wipes her eyes. “Fine.”

      I narrow my eyes at her arm. “You have a new comm band.”

      “Well, someone smashed my old one.” Ella holds out her wrist. “It’s a modified version. All messages are encrypted. Even the government won’t be able to read them.”

      Anabel frowns. “That doesn’t sound legal.”

      “It’s not.” Ella sounds defensive.

      “You don’t need to justify it to me, sister.” Anabel grins wickedly. “Just wait until you see some of my toys.”

      My comm band vibrates. It’s Phillips, wondering where I am. “I have to get back to the factory.”

      “If you find out anything about Project Griffin, you’ll let me know, won’t you?”

      I hesitate, wondering whether to confide in Ella. The more she knows, the more danger she’ll be in, but I still haven’t figured out a way to get the androcibus nanite out of the production line without anyone noticing. Having some more input on the problem can’t hurt.

      Anabel narrows her eyes. “He already knows something. What’s Project Griffin?”

      I stand and pull the chip out of my pocket, tossing it to her. “I presume you have a secure holo pad?”

      She nods.

      “Everything’s on there. Bryn already knows about it, but he doesn’t think Richard will be interested. If you can think of a way I can get the drug out of the system, I’d love to hear it.” I head for the door. “I’m not sure when I’ll be back. The factory is in lockdown, and no one’s allowed to leave unless it’s an emergency.”

      As I start pulling on my boots by the front door, I hear footsteps approaching. Thomas stops in front of me.

      “Before you go, sir, we need to talk.”

      I straighten in surprise. “Talk?”

      His face is impassive. “Perhaps we could step into the front room?”

      We squeeze into the sitting room, which is still piled high with my mother’s furniture. “What is it?” I ask impatiently. “Do you need money for something?”

      “No. We have sufficient funds to keep the house running.” He clears his throat. “The staff are worried. We knew the mistress was involved in something that wasn’t quite lawful, but she was discreet about it. It was bad enough that she departed so suddenly, but with all the comings and goings recently, as well as the arguments, well … The neighbours are starting to talk.”

      “Milicent left the house to me. I didn’t ask for it.”

      “I know, sir, but that in itself has caused gossip. This boy, barely a man, if you’ll beg my pardon, suddenly inherits once of the most valuable homes in the city. Then strange people turn up in the dead of night. People who don’t belong in this neighbourhood …”

      Irritation flashes through me. “Is that what they’re worried about? That I’m lowering standards? That’s the problem with this city, Thomas. Insiders hide away from the reality of the world. They close their eyes to the injustice out there because they don’t want to risk anything that could spoil their perfect little lives. Perhaps it’s time they got a wakeup call.”

      I step toward the door, but Thomas blocks my path, looming over me. “This is our home, too, Master Trey.” His voice is low, almost a growl. “And right now, you’re putting us all in danger. Every day we don’t report what’s happening here is a day we risk getting dragged off by the Metz ourselves. It’s a miracle they haven’t been back since they dragged that girl off the night Milicent passed.”

      “You mean the girl you let them take to be executed?”

      “I only did what my mistress ordered.”

      “But you won’t do what I order?”

      Anger burns inside me. Part of me realizes I’m being irrational. I didn’t want to be master of this house. But I find myself falling more and more into that role, bossing Thomas and Dana around as if … as if they were servants.

      Thomas stiffens. “Perhaps you should consider if you still require our services.” His voice carries a warning.

      “Or what? You’ll report me? To whom?” I smirk. “Didn’t you hear? The President’s been arrested.”

      I push past him and yank open the door, not caring that my boots leave a trail of dust on the floor. At the garden gate, I turn and look back at the tall townhouse. Thomas stands in the open doorway, looking after me. His face is sad as he turns back inside, closing the door behind him.

      I lean against a stone pillar and close my eyes. He is right. This house might be mine in name, but it’s their home.

      And my actions have put them at risk.

      A shiver runs down my back. How did I come to be this person?
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      “Have you seen Anders?”

      I glance up at Danny. “Not since last night. Why?”

      Danny frowns. “He’s missing.” His face drops.

      I can see he wants to say something more but is struggling to get it out. I sigh and rub my temples. Since I walked away from Trey this morning, things have gone from bad to worse. The Bigland Boys attacked at lunchtime, and though the guards I’d placed around our precious food supply managed to fend them off, four were wounded. I can’t put off speaking to Denzel much longer.

      “Missing?”

      Danny pulls up a chair and leans in. I force myself not to wrinkle my nose, making a mental note to talk about hygiene next time I call a meeting.

      “We had a bit of a row. He’s been moping over that friend of his.”

      “Giles?” My heart strains. “He died in his arms, Danny. What do you expect?”

      His gaze shifts to the corner of the room. I wait for him to speak, patience seeping from my body as I stifle a yawn.

      “Do you think …” He pauses. “When Giles and Anders were in the Metz, were they, y’know … together?”

      I cross my arms. “Would it matter if they were? Don’t tell me you have a problem with two guys being together.”

      “No, it’s not that.” Danny looks at me helplessly.

      “So what is it?” I take in his shifting gaze, the way his hands move restlessly over the table. “Do you like Anders that way?” I ask gently.

      Danny shakes his head vehemently. “No! I mean, I ain’t got nothin’ against that kind of thing, but he’s just me mate, y’know?”

      “So does it matter what his relationship was with Giles?”

      His shoulders slump. “I guess not.”

      “Why don’t you ask Anders about it? He might like to talk about him.”

      “Yeah. Mebbe.” He sounds uncertain. “I was just … I just thought that mebbe seeing Giles die made him think about his friends in the Metz. And the city Inside, well … It’s posh, innit? I figured he might want to go back and not hang around with us anymore.” He pauses. “I mean, who would?”

      My chest tightens. Danny is a strange character. I used to think he was just another swaggering toughie – happier fighting then keeping the peace. But he uses his bravado to hide his insecurities. To hide how much he cares, though he’d die sooner than admit it. Danny was never one of the more popular gang members, never had many friends. But Anders paid attention to him, listened to him, made him feel important.

      “You know, just because Anders is friends with other people doesn’t mean he’s not your friend.”

      Danny mumbles something under his breath.

      “What did you say?”

      He raises his voice slightly. “He’snotmyfriendanymore.”

      “Did he say that?”

      A red flush works its way up Danny’s neck. “Na. But I said some bad stuff.”

      “Well, maybe you should apologize to him.” I glance at the door, almost expecting Anders to stroll in. “Did he say where he was going? Maybe he just needed some time alone.”

      “Yeah, but it’s not safe for ’im to walk around here at night. You know a lot of people still see them as the Metz – the bad guys.” Danny twists his hands. “He should be back by now.”

      There’s a knock on the door. “Come in!”

      Megan sticks her head in, asking if she and Rogue can go to barter with the monks for more vegetables.

      “Have you seen Anders?” I ask her as she turns to leave.

      “Not since last night.” Her brow creases. “He headed out late. Asked me for directions to the concrete jungle.”

      I meet Danny’s gaze. “He wanted to see where Giles lived. I’d promised to take him, but I’ve been so busy …”

      Face grim, Danny stands and strides to the door. “He shouldn’t have gone alone.”

      “He may be fine. Probably just holed up in Giles’s place overnight.” My words lack conviction. “Wait!”

      He pauses and turns. “If you’re going to tell me not to go …” The threat in his voice is unmistakable.

      I push back my chair and stand. “I’m coming with you.”
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      The streets of Area Four are busy as we weave our way through the crowd to the concrete jungle. Street hobies have already moved into the burnt-out buildings that were casualties of the Battle of Rose Square. I still don’t know if the fires were set by the Metz or the people fighting them. As far as I know, no one has come to inspect the blackened buildings, and no effort has been made to cordon them off for safety. But over the past few weeks, the weakened parts of the structures have come down under the probing of the hobies, for whom a broken building is accommodation worth fighting for.

      I turn and spit onto the ground, causing a man with a lined face and dirt-encrusted hair to step back and curse at me. Danny glances at me, surprised.

      “You all right, boss?”

      I nod, tightening my lips. Soon, these people will get the life they deserve.

      Danny stops in front of the buildings that mark the edge of the wasteland separating the pile of rubble called the concrete jungle from the built-up part of Area Four. To our right, the Wall shimmers, shades of blue and green merging into the clear sky above. His hand twitches at his side as he eyes the barren area in front of us.

      “An’ you told me to leave my gun behind.”

      I don’t admit I’m starting to regret my decision. I’d thought walking through Area Four with a gun would be asking for trouble but clambering around the jungle in broad daylight with only a couple of knives for protection is asking for trouble of a different kind. I should have at least brought more people, but I didn’t want to raise an alarm or pull people away from guarding the food supply.

      I take a deep breath and start across the cracked concrete. There’s no point trying to be sneaky. Anyone watching will see us coming from a mile away.

      I lead us on a weaving path around the towering concrete blocks. Rusted metal bars that have withstood the efforts of generations of Outsiders to remove them from their concrete casing plant crisscrossed shadows on the shifting rubble. I walk carefully, knowing all too well the dangers of loose stones and hidden holes. Danny follows my footsteps carefully, the smell of his fear filling my nostrils.

      I glance around as we approach the entrance to the tunnel that leads to Giles’s home, but there’s no sign anyone’s noticed us. No sign of Anders, either. Maybe I was wrong. Or perhaps he was ambushed on his way here – if he could even remember the route through the pile of rubble. He’s only been here once before. That time, he’d waited outside while I went in to speak to Giles alone. I wonder what would have happened if he’d come in with me and their reunion had happened earlier.

      “Stay here,” I tell Danny, then duck into the dark, low tunnel.

      “Not on yer life,” he mutters behind me.

      I sigh, but truth be told, I’m glad he’s at my back. I don’t know if any of the hobies who call the jungle home have taken over Giles’s place.

      Silently, I lower myself down the drop in the tunnel floor, knife in hand. A chink of light at the corner of the curtain that covers the entrance to the cavern beyond illuminates my final steps. I slowly stretch out a hand and freeze at a scuffling sound from within. Danny’s breath warms my neck. I stand on my toes and place my eye to the chink of light.

      Lights burn brightly in the colourful cave that Giles called home. Through the gap in the curtain, I can see the table, the kitchen unit behind and a section of floor. Whoever is moving around is out of my line of sight. I chew my lip and wait. A moment later, Anders appears, slipping into and out of my vision as he paces the room. I let out a breath and pull the curtain aside.

      Anders whirls around, settling into a fighting stance. He relaxes when he sees us. I’m not sure whether to hug him in relief or berate him for heading off on his own.

      Danny beats me to it. “You idiot! You could ’ave been killed coming here.” He steps out from behind me and scowls. “I’d ’ave come with you if you’d asked.”

      Anders casts him an inquiring glance. “Would you?” His face is pale, eyes red and puffy.

      “Danny’s right,” I say, replacing my knife in my belt. “The jungle’s one of the most dangerous parts of the city. And to not even tell someone where you were going …” I let my words hang in the air.

      Anders looks abashed. “Sorry. I just needed some time alone.”

      We fall silent. Danny stares around the room at the brightly coloured cloths hanging over the ceiling, the neatly stacked shelves filled with paper books, the table, still piled high with the tools and components Giles had used to build his creations. His face, usually so easy to read, is closed and guarded.

      “He made it a proper home, didn’t he?” I say.

      Anders bows his head. He holds a jar in his hand, turning it around and around.

      “What’s that?”

      He starts and looks down, a small smile lifting the corner of his lips. “Honey. You don’t seem to have much of it out here.”

      “It’s expensive,” I reply with a shrug. “I don’t even know where he got it. Must have been up in Six where the rich Outsiders live.”

      “I wonder why he bought it,” Anders muses. “I didn’t think he liked it. When we were trainees, we were given some for a treat on Sundays. Just enough to spread on a piece of toast. I loved it, but Giles always gave his portion to me. Said he didn’t want it.”

      My throat tightens. “He gave me a bit once when I came to him for help. He said …” I swallow. “He said it reminded him of someone …”

      A shadow passes over Anders’ eyes. “He begged me to stay out here with him.” His face spasms, and I turn away, embarrassed by his grief. People had nicknamed Giles “The Ghost” – partly for his pale skin and hair, but also for the way he hid from the world, seeming to care about no one. Yet he had spent all those chits on a tiny pot of honey.

      “Giles said his parents sent him to the Metz compound when he was young because they couldn’t find a cure for his condition,” I say quietly.

      “He was barely five when he arrived. His parents abandoned him. Not because they couldn’t look after him – unlike the people out here, they had plenty of money – but because they didn’t want him.” Anders’ fingers tighten on the jar of honey. “They were ashamed of him. He was locked away with only a nanny bot for company. The one time he tried to get out, to follow a bird he saw in the garden, he was beaten. After that, they shuttered up the windows so he couldn’t look out. Is it any wonder he hated being outdoors?”

      Nausea turns my stomach. The conditions kids grew up in out here were bad. Many parents were forced to give up their children if they couldn’t feed them or, if they were illegal, they were taken by the Population Control Officers. But for a rich Insider family to treat their child that way?

      They do not deserve their privilege.

      “Poor kid,” Danny mutters. He runs a finger across a cushion covered in a soft, fluffy material, as if he’s never felt anything like it before. He probably hasn’t.

      “Once they stopped trying to force him to become an officer, Giles blossomed in the Metz compound. He was a genius with anything mechanical, and he had such a thirst for knowledge. The Professor was like a father to him. Sometimes I’d come to see Giles in the morning, and he’d have been up all night, trying to solve a problem.” A smile touches Anders’ lips. “He was happy. Until he realized what Metz officers were made to do when they were outside the compound.”

      “And then he left.”

      “Yes.” Anders turns to me. “Does your father still have the Professor prisoner?”

      I sigh. “No. He swallowed a suicide pill before they could question him.”

      “Coward. He deserved a worse death than that.” Danny spits and pulls out a knife, inspecting the blade. “Anyone else we can skin instead?”

      “Giles would have wanted us to forgive him,” Anders says thoughtfully.

      Danny stares at him, uncomprehending. “What? The man killed him.”

      Anders sighs and rubs his forehead. “I know. But one death should not beget another. And Giles hated violence more than anything. He always tried to see the good in people. That’s one thing he taught me.”

      Or perhaps one thing you taught him, I think, remembering my conversation with Giles in the Metz compound shortly before his death.

      Anders’ words remind me of something Giles had said to me when I’d been focused on killing Andrew Goldsmith. I’d wanted justice for my mother’s death, but he made me realize that I actually wanted revenge. It took Andrew Goldsmith’s death for me to learn that killing someone for revenge doesn’t bring back the person you love. It just taints your memory of them even more.

      “The only way we could have saved Giles was by forcing him to not do what he believed to be right.” Anders shakes his head. “That’s no way for someone to live.”

      “What are you goin’ to do with all this?” Danny waves his hand around the room. “Won’t be long before people figure out The Ghost ain’t comin’ back.”

      Anders looks at me, but I shrug. “What do you think he’d want done with it?”

      He looks wretched. “I don’t know. I only knew him in the Metz compound when we had nothing.” He looks around the room. “This is a different Giles than the man I knew. But I think he’d want his things to go to someone who’d look after them. There are so many pieces of history here.” He waves at the books.

      “We could block the entrance for now,” I suggest. “Give us some time to figure it out.”

      Anders gives a slow nod. “Yes.”

      We crawl back up the tunnel, Anders grunting as he tries to manoeuvre his huge body in the cramped space. I blink as we emerge into the light. Danny disappears behind some blocks to take a piss, while Anders uses his weight to push a giant block in front of the tunnel entrance. Veins bulge on his arms with the effort. After adding a second block to the first, I’m pretty sure none of the miscreants living in this part of Four will be able to disturb Giles’s home.

      Anders stands there, panting, dusting off his hands, when the scuttle of pebbles makes me turn. I catch a glimpse of movement just as a knife embeds itself in Anders’ shoulder.

      He drops to the ground, letting out a grunt. I yank a knife from my pocket and move toward him, but before I’ve taken two paces, a weight lands on my back.

      My knife flies from my grip as I stumble forward under the weight of my attacker. An overpowering stench chokes the breath from my throat. I try to twist him off, but his arm wraps around my neck and my legs collapse under me, bringing us both to the ground.

      I try to roll as I land, kicking out even as pain shoots up my back. The man jumps nimbly to his feet, barring what’s left of his rotting teeth in a feral grin. Dark, greasy hair hangs around a pasty face.

      The Boots Brothers.

      My heart sinks as I scramble to my feet, looking around for my knife. It must have fallen between two of the concrete blocks.

      “Back ’ere again, are ye?” The man is unarmed – at least as far as I can see. “Ghost’s gone, ain’t he?” He glances back at Anders, who’s reaching for the knife on his belt, and aims a kick at his chest.

      Anders isn’t quite quick enough to escape the blow and he sways, biting his lip against the pain.

      “Where’s your brother?” I scan the surrounding rubble, searching for the man’s twin.

      He ignores me and shifts position so he can keep an eye on both me and Anders. “Why don’t you pull back those blocks now an’ let us in. Then you can run off home.”

      “Your strategy’s poor,” I reply, not letting him see the fear bubbling inside me. Anders looks very pale. “You’ve just injured the only person with the strength to move them.”

      The man hisses in anger. “Shut it, girl.”

      “I’ve already faced you two once, and I’m pretty sure you lost that time.” I look him in the eye and keep my voice level. “Besides, you owe me a favour. I could have had you killed by that Metz officer, but I let you go. Let us go now, and we’ll call it even.”

      A globule of saliva lands at my feet. A faint breeze hits me, making me gag. Compared to the Boots Brothers, Danny smells like an Insider’s flower garden. “Favour?” He leers. “Favours carry no weight ’ere.”

      “Reckon your brother might disagree.”

      Danny hauls the second brother out from behind a block, a knife held to the man’s throat. Relief floods through me.

      “Here’s how this is goin’ to work. You’re goin’ to let Aleesha tie your hands, then we’ll take your brother with us.” A gurgle escapes the man’s lips as Danny’s blade nicks his skin. “If you cooperate, we’ll let him go at the edge of the jungle. If not …” The implied threat hangs in the air.

      For a moment, I think he is going to agree. A slight twitch of his eyebrow is the only warning I get. I start toward him. “Da—”

      There’s a grunt as Danny’s captive thumps him in the groin and twists away. A thin, red slash across his neck trickles blood. The knife was within millimetres of his jugular.

      They really are mad.

      I start forward, but I’m not sure which twin poses the biggest threat. My hesitation is costly. The first twin has already reached Anders and yanks his knife out of my friend’s shoulder. Anders screams in pain and pitches forward, but the man grabs him by the hair and pulls his head back.

      “Reckon not,” he hisses.

      Shit.

      I’m not sure if Danny would have killed the man, but I’m damn sure the Boots Brothers won’t hesitate to kill us to get what they want. I was truthful when I said Anders is the only one strong enough to push aside the rocks blocking the tunnel entrance, but Danny and I are expendable.

      The brother holding Anders glances at his twin, trying to figure out what their next move should be. His twin watches me. Which means neither see Danny send his knife flying through the air to embed in the right eye of the man holding a knife to Anders’ throat. The man falls back, his blade clattering to the ground. His brother lets out a keening wail and runs toward him. I stick out my foot to trip him, sending him flailing into a block. He hits his head and crumples to the ground, lying still.

      Danny and I rush to Anders and help him up. “Better get out of here before he wakes up.” I glance at Anders anxiously. “Reckon you can make it back to the main street before we patch you up?”

      He nods, his lips tight.

      Danny retrieves his knife and the Boots Brothers’ weapon. I quickly search and find my knife slotted in a narrow gap between two concrete blocks, the blade slightly nicked.

      Before we leave, I bend and press my fingers to the neck of the man I’d tripped. His pulse is strong. I debate slitting his throat, but I can’t bring myself to do it.

      “Let’s get out of here,” Danny mutters.

      Back in the relative safety of the streets of Area Four, I sit Anders down. Danny pulls a rag from his pocket and tries to stem the blood pouring from his friend’s shoulder. The rag is filthy, but likely no worse than what was on the blade.

      “Let’s get you back to headquarters, then I’ll see if Mika and her pod are around.” I try to sound reassuring.

      Anders swallows and closes his eyes. For a moment, I think he’s going to puke, but he manages to contain it. When he opens his eyes again, he stares at Danny. “Thank you,” he rasps.

      Danny brushes off his thanks but gives me a dark look. “Here’s the thing about forgiveness,” he says. “Some people it’s best not to forgive. Else they’ll just come back to bite you in the arse.”

      I can’t disagree with him as the three of us make our way through the streets and back to Phoenix headquarters.
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      A shadow crosses the sky as I hurry to the pod point. I glance up and my footsteps slow.

      “What’s that?” a girl ahead of me asks her mother as they stop and stare at the huge ovoid skimming the tops of the towers.

      “I don’t know, love.” The woman’s voice is tense as she grabs the girl’s hand, pulling her forward. “Come on. We need to get home.”

      “You’re hurting me,” the girl complains as she struggles to keep up with her mother’s clipped footsteps.

      My mouth goes dry as the shadow continues to move slowly overhead. It’s by far the largest pod I’ve ever seen – if it can even be called a pod. It must be two hundred metres long, at least. The deep bluish-black paint on its hull shimmers in the sunlight but must make the pod almost invisible at night. Finally, it passes over me, heading north. I can’t imagine how you could even build something that size, let alone where it would land. It is like nothing I have ever seen before.

      A bright flash ricochets off the dark vessel, followed by a staccato burst. There’s another flash, then the pod is suddenly surrounded by smaller flying machines that buzz around it like flies. The noise of the fight cuts through the peaceful quiet of the weekend morning, but whatever weapons they’re using seem to bounce off the strange pod without damaging it. It doesn’t retaliate, just continues to move slowly, inexorably, across the sky.

      Changing my mind about taking a pod out to Area Six, I switch direction to the East Gate. By the time I finally make it into the factory, via one of the entrances the factory workers use, and report to Phillips, my boss is livid.

      “Where have you been? I messaged you hours ago.”

      I explain about the giant pod and not wanting to risk flying in. Phillips grunts.

      “Well, Barnes has still not turned up, and Emilie’s reported that there’s an issue with the line again. I thought I told you to speak to her?”

      “Yes, sir.” I realize that with everything else going on yesterday, I’d forgotten to contact Barnes. “I’ll follow up with her right away.”

      “She must come in. The workers are getting tetchy about being kept in, and for some reason, they seem to respect her. I don’t care if she’s on her deathbed. Get her in here by the end of the day or you’ll both be out of a job.”

      I swallow. “But, sir—”

      Phillips scowls, his face bright red. “Just get it done.”

      He turns back to his holo screen as I back out of the room.

      When I walk into my office, Louis is lounging in my chair with his feet on my desk, talking to Emilie. He waves. “Good. You’re back. I’m about to die of boredom.” He flashes Emilie a smile. “No offence.”

      She rolls her eyes and stretches. “Another coffee?”

      Louis holds out his cup. “Please. And cake. Chocolate if they have it.”

      “What did your last slave die of?” Emilie drops her voice to a whisper. “I’ve had to talk to him for the past two hours. Your turn.”

      Behind her, Louis snorts. “You love it!”

      Emilie smirks and steps out of the room.

      I try to call Barnes on the comm, but she doesn’t answer, so I send her a quick message before turning to Louis.

      He removes his feet from my desk and leans forward, his face serious. “I read the Project Griffin files.” He gives me a knowing look. “All of them.”

      So he knows about the additional files I added onto the email. I meet his gaze levelly. “And?”

      He blows out a breath. “I don’t know what to think,” he admits. “They’re pretty damning, but at the same time, it’s not as if we’re actually poisoning people. If Outsiders stay away from the Wall, the nanobots won’t hurt them.”

      “We don’t know that for certain. It could just be that the side-effects take decades to show.” I pace over to the window overlooking the factory floor. “If it were harmless, why wouldn’t they add it to all the food?”

      “Good point.” Louis pauses. “So, what do you want to do about it?”

      I stare down at the workers checking the production line and monitoring the vats, none of them aware that the food they’re producing, the food they eat, has the potential to kill them. “Find a way of removing it from the production lines.”

      Louis starts to rise from the chair. “I told you. I’m not doing anything that’ll put the factory in jeopardy.”

      I wave him back down. “I know. But this isn’t about stopping food production. It’s just removing one ingredient.”

      “And how do you think you’ll do that without quality control noticing?”

      “That’s what I need to figure out.”

      The door pings as it opens and Emilie walks back in, balancing coffee and cake. “They’re out of chocolate, I’m afraid. I brought you lemon instead.”

      “It’ll do,” Louis replies, picking up a piece. “Looks like they’ve started rationing us already.” He sighs theatrically. “Let’s hope the reinforcements the government is bringing in can get the situation under control as soon as possible.”

      My pulse spikes. “Reinforcements?”

      “I heard on the news that they’re using freight trains to bring in security officers from across the country,” Emilie says, handing me a coffee. “And they have aerial fighters. I never even knew they existed. Hopefully everything will get back to normal soon and we can go home.”

      I take a sip of my coffee, my mind whirring. This isn’t good news for the Chain. But if the government forces are coming in by train, then what was the gigantic pod doing over London?

      I wonder if Richard has brought in some reinforcements of his own.
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      When Barnes hasn’t responded to any of my calls or messages by four in the afternoon, I don’t know whether to be angry or worried. Either she’s ignoring me or something’s happened. Either way, my job’s on the line, so I get permission to leave the factory to walk to her apartment in Area Seven.

      There are few people on the streets. The heat of the day is setting in, and the air feels heavy, as if the whole city is holding its breath, waiting for something to happen.

      By the time I reach Barnes’s apartment, I’m sweating and wishing I’d taken a taxi pod. I lean against the cool wall of the building and press the buzzer next to her name. When the speaker crackles to life, I jump.

      “Who is it?” Barnes slurs.

      “It’s Trey. Can—”

      “Go away.”

      The speaker cuts out.

      I press it again. For a moment, I think she’s going to ignore me, but then her voice comes through again, stronger this time. “I said, go away.”

      “If you don’t let me in, I’ve been ordered to call the factory security team to drag you out. I think you’d rather speak to me than them.”

      There’s a pause, followed by a click as the main door to the apartment block unlocks.

      I push it open and step into the lobby. Cool air chills the sweat on my neck. I take the elevator up and knock on Barnes’s door. A moment later, it opens.

      She looks a mess. Her hair is greasy and tied in a knot at the nape of her neck. Dark bags hang under swollen eyes that droop with tiredness. From the look and smell of her clothes, she hasn’t changed in days. But she doesn’t look sick. Just exhausted.

      “You’d better come in.” She turns and walks into the apartment, leaving me to catch the door as it starts to swing shut. I follow her in.

      “How are you feeling?” I ask as she slumps down onto the sofa, leans her head back and closes her eyes.

      “How do I look?”

      “Like hell.”

      “That pretty much sums it up.” She cracks open an eye. “I’m not coming in. I don’t have to work weekends. It’s not in my contract.”

      I sigh and sit down next to her. “I wouldn’t be too sure about that. I suspect this counts as ‘emergency measures’. Phillips has ordered me to bring you in one way or another. If you don’t come, we’ll both lose our jobs. Coleman says it’s our duty to keep the food lines running and get food out to people. He’s paranoid about the Chain taking over the factory. Security is insane. The only reason I’ve been allowed out is to find you.”

      Barnes stares out the window. “I don’t care. The job doesn’t matter anymore … Not without him.”

      I frown at her. “Who? Samson?”

      Barnes nods and tears well in her eyes. She scrubs them away. “What do you know about what happened the night the Chain took over?”

      “Only what I’ve seen on the news.”

      She barks out a laugh. “Richard’s lies then.”

      “What do you mean?” I’m confused. “Are you saying he doesn’t have the President? Or the government?”

      Her fingers tug at the hem of her vest. “No, he has them. Whether he can hold them is another matter.”

      She falls silent. I wait impatiently for her to speak again.

      “Samson made a deal with him. Richard didn’t have enough people to capture the President and infiltrate the government headquarters at the same time. The plan was for Richard to lead the operation to get the President, while Samson led the attack on the headquarters with his people and some of Richard’s.”

      “You were involved?” I can’t say I’m shocked.

      She casts me a sideways glance. “Perhaps. Everyone who had a chip blocker or wasn’t chipped was needed. Even then, there weren’t enough of us. We banked on the fact that the palace guard would be depleted. Richard said he had a way to call them back, out of the building, but only after the President was captured.” Barnes shrugs. “But he lied. They weren’t depleted at all. We encountered a lot more resistance than we expected and ended up having to separate. Petal led our team to secure the perimeter, while Samson took a group of Richard’s people to try to break through to the security control room.”

      She falls silent.

      “It didn’t work?”

      “We managed to take the building in the early hours of Friday morning. Half of the team Samson had taken with him returned …”

      “But he didn’t?” I ask gently. The pain is etched into every line on her face. Samson was not just her boss. He was her lover.

      And perhaps the only person, save the President, who would stand up to Richard.

      “They said he’d gone down fighting the palace guard. That he’d died bravely.” She turns to me. Her eyes burn with such ferocity that I can’t meet her gaze. “But I searched the entire building and he wasn’t there. If he were dead, there would be a body.”

      “You think he escaped?”

      Her fists tighten. “I know he escaped. He’s alive somewhere. I just have to find him.”

      I bite my lip, not knowing what to say. Her grief makes me uncomfortable. This is not the Barnes I know – the stoic, sarcastic woman who always has a smart retort. I don’t know how to respond to this Barnes. Does she see me as a friend, an ally or just an inconvenience?

      “Have you spent all night searching?” I ask.

      “And all day yesterday. Normally I wouldn’t risk staying Inside so long. The cameras are set up to detect people who shouldn’t be there. Outsiders. But I figured with the city in chaos, that wouldn’t be an issue. Petal’s been looking, too, but neither of us have found anything. I just don’t know where else to look.”

      My mind races. “Did you search the tunnels?”

      “We searched the route we use to get Inside through the old train lines …”

      She blinks and sits up, suddenly alert. “You’re right. There’s a way directly into the headquarters from the tunnels. Samson used it when he went to visit the President. We couldn’t use that to break into the headquarters. He said he couldn’t guarantee we could get through the security barriers, but he could.”

      She jumps up, her face flushed. “We have to go. He could be down there, injured.”

      I grab her arm. “Sit.” When she doesn’t respond, I yank her down next to me. “You’re exhausted and not thinking straight. This is what we’re going to do. You’re going to go back to the factory—”

      “B—”

      “Listen. You’re going to go back and pretend you’re ill. You definitely look sick. Fix whatever’s wrong with the line, then get some rest. We can’t afford to lose our jobs.”

      Barnes opens her mouth to protest again, but I hold up my hand.

      “Just listen to me.”

      I tell her what I found in the files about the androcibus nanite. Her eyes widen.

      “You see? If we get fired, we’ve got no chance of figuring out a way to remove it from the food supply.”

      Barnes stares out the window, her brow furrowed. “You’re saying we all have these … nanobots in our bloodstream? Carrying poison?”

      “If you eat the government rations or lower-grade food, then yes. But they’re only dangerous if you try to get through the Wall.”

      Barnes shakes her head. Her face drains of colour. “Not just if you try to get through the Wall.”

      I frown. “What do you mean? The nanobots need to be activated in order to—”

      “Exactly!” She stands. This time, I don’t stop her. “But if it’s just a radio frequency that activates them, that doesn’t have to come from the Wall.” She turns to look at me, her green eyes wide with horror. “All the government would need to do is project a signal from a transmitter across the city and every Outsider with these nanobots in their system would die. It’s a weapon of mass destruction, Trey. A weapon that only targets the people the government doesn’t care about.”

      A chill ripples through me as her words hit home. Why didn’t I think of this? How did I let Louis convince me that the androcibus nanite was harmless?

      “I’m going back to the factory.” Barnes shoves past me and heads into her bedroom. “I’m getting rid of that poison once and for all.”

      “Barnes, no.” I run after her and stand in the doorway to her bedroom until she looks pointedly at me and holds up a clean jumpsuit, eyebrow raised. I turn my back to give her privacy, but don’t move away from the door. “We need to work out a way of removing it from the system without quality control noticing. You getting caught isn’t going to help anyone.”

      “Oh? And how many more people are you willing to poison before you figure out your plan?” There’s the hiss of a cleaner unit.

      I wait until I hear her dressing. “Think about what Samson would want. You’ve spent years to get yourself to this position. Don’t blow your cover now.”

      From the silence behind me, she knows what I’m saying makes sense. She just doesn’t want to admit it.

      “Look. I’ll make you a deal. You go back to the factory, keep the line running and your head down. I’ll go find Samson. I’ve been through the tunnels into the government headquarters before. I’ve got a better chance of finding him than you.”

      I risk a peek over my shoulder. Aside from the lingering bags under her eyes, Barnes looks like a different woman. But the worry and fear is still on her face. “You’ll find him?” Her voice cracks. “You promise?”

      I meet her gaze, knowing that this city and its people need Samson as much as she does. “If he’s in those tunnels, I’ll find him. And I promise, we’ll come up with a plan to get rid of the androcibus nanite. We just need a bit more time.”

      “Fine. No involving the Chain, though.”

      I nod and step back to let her out of the room.

      So many promises to keep.

      So many promises I might have to break.

      Once outside, I send a message to Phillips, telling him Barnes is on her way. I add that I have a few things to sort out concerning my mother’s death but will be back in tomorrow. He’ll be mad, but he needs Barnes more than he needs me right now. If she meets her end of the bargain, I hope it’ll buy me some time.

      I walk south, my feet dragging as I steel myself for the confrontation to come. The last thing I want is to go crawling back to Aleesha, not when even the thought of seeing her makes my heart burn, but right now, I can’t think of anyone else who can help. Even if I could find my way through the tunnels to the government headquarters, finding Samson on my own, not to mention getting him out if he is injured, feels like an impossible task.

      I’ve just crossed the border into Area Five when my comm band buzzes. I glance at it, expecting to see Phillip’s caller ID, but it’s an unknown number. I answer it cautiously, voice only.

      “Hello?”

      “Trey? It’s Dexter. Have you seen Ella?”

      “Not since I left the house. She was there at breakfast. Why?”

      There’s a pause. “She messaged me three hours ago saying she had some important information. Even if she walked, she should have been here by now. I’ve tried her comm five times, but she’s not answering.” There’s an edge of panic to his voice.

      My mind freezes. “What are you thinking?”

      “I think …” I hear him swallow. “What if they’ve got her, Trey?”
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      “Let me see him.”

      My father glares at me. “Why? What can you possibly have to say to him?”

      I jut my chin out defiantly. “I just want to ask him something.”

      “What?”

      “None of your business.”

      My father lets out a small growl.

      “Oh, come on, Richard. What harm can it do?” Katya asks from across the room. She’s perched on the edge of a table, her legs swinging. Her blonde hair tied back, she’s dressed in practical combat gear, which she somehow makes look like the latest fashion trend. “She needs closure. You may have moved on from Maria’s death, but she obviously hasn’t.”

      I grind my teeth. She can bloody well shut up about closure. I still haven’t forgiven her for Andrew Goldsmith’s death. Even if it had been my fault he’d ended up in her hands. If she thinks the only way I can come to terms with my mother’s death is by killing more people – by facing my demons, as she’d told me when we’d sat on the steps of the monument stained by Trey’s father’s blood – she’s wrong. Just because she hunted down every man and woman connected with the death of her parents and sister doesn’t mean I want to do the same.

      Katya once told me she didn’t like killing people, that she never killed needlessly. But I can’t help wondering just how many people she’s killed and how many are yet to come.

      My father’s face darkens. “Leave Maria out of this,” he says tightly.

      It’s been nearly two days since the President was captured. The news has spread, but people still aren’t sure who Richard Masterton is. If you listen to the rumours spreading through Area Four, he’s a war hero who’s been sent to free Britannia, a thief who’s telling us a pack of lies or a trumped-up Insider making a desperate grab for power.

      I’m not sure if any of the rumours describe the man standing in front of me.

      I cross my arms. “Nine days ago, I was the one who was prisoner and he was about to give the order for my execution. Surely I’m allowed a chance to gloat? Besides, I did help capture him.”

      This comment earns me a snort from my father.

      “You can’t blame me for attacking Anabel when you didn’t tell me she was part of the plan.”

      My father looks at Katya, who shrugs. “She has a point.”

      He sighs. “Fine. You can have five minutes with him. But you’re to stay behind the table, understand? There will be someone watching you – for your own safety.”

      And so you can listen in on our conversation.

      “Behind the table. Got it.”

      I follow one of the guards down into a basement beneath the old house the Chain is using as their new headquarters. It smells musty and damp.

      “Wait here,” he tells me.

      I do as he says, looking over the neatly labelled boxes stacked on one side of the room. Some seem to be food, others weapons. Enough for a small army.

      How did they smuggle all this stuff in?

      “You can come through now.”

      I straighten my shoulders and follow the man into the next room. At the far end is a low doorway. The door’s ajar, and two guards wait beside it.

      “We’ve secured him,” one says, “but stay on this side of the table.”

      Nerves claw at my stomach, though I can’t explain why. It’s not as if he can do anything to me now. Twice, I’ve been at his mercy, and both times, I escaped. Now our situations are reversed.

      He sits in a heavy, high-backed chair on the far side of the room. About a metre in front of him is a wide table with a smaller chair on the near side. I sink onto it, my legs suddenly weak.

      We sit in silence for a moment. Now that I’m here, I’m not sure how to start the conversation.

      The President eyes me curiously. His brown skin carries a greyish tinge, and there’s a bandage wrapped across his forehead and one eye. The shirt he’s wearing should be white, but it’s stained with blood and dirt, a long tear running across one shoulder. Transparent cuffs bind his wrists to the arms of the chair, and with a sickening jolt, I notice that his right forefinger is missing.

      “Well, this is a turn of events.” The President’s voice carries a trace of amusement, and I wonder how he can find anything funny about his situation.

      “Have they tortured you?” I ask.

      He gives a small shrug. “They took my eye and my finger.” He tries to lift his right arm, seemingly forgetting it’s secured to the arm of the chair. “But at least they gave me painkillers.”

      My stomach churns and I swallow down bile. “Why?”

      “Well, I assume your father has plans to take over the government headquarters, if he hasn’t already. Perhaps they thought bits of me might come in useful to access some of the more secure files.”

      His gaze hardens. “What are you doing here, Aleesha? Have you come to gloat?”

      I swallow again and shake my head. The man is in pieces – literally – and tied up. A large, heavy table separates us. How can he still feel like a threat to me? “I wanted to ask you something. Two things, actually.”

      The President remains silent.

      “I know about the Wall. How you put the nanobots in the food to stop us being able to go through it. But why? If you wanted to control us that much, why not just lock us up in some big compound and be done with it? Why make us think we’re free?”

      The President observes me for a minute. “You just answered the question yourself. What would happen if we created huge compounds Outside and locked all of you up?”

      “People would try to escape.”

      He nods. “Exactly. Put a wire fence up and freedom suddenly jumps up people’s priority list. Besides, I don’t want to lock people up. That’s never been what I’ve wanted.”

      “Then why have the Wall in the first place?” I lean forward, resting my arms on the table. “Why not just pull it down?”

      A fleeting sadness crosses his face.

      “Because it is not just my decision. People voted to keep the Wall in place.”

      “Insiders voted,” I say, my voice sharp.

      The President gives a small shrug. “Does it matter? My job is to keep people safe. The Wall may have been originally put up as an emergency measure, but it still fulfils that function today. You don’t understand what people went through in the Dark Times. There wasn’t enough food for everyone, and innocent people got killed in riots every day. There was no law, no order. The government had to put something in place, and quickly, to stop people from killing each other. There was no time to build a concrete wall, so they came up with a technological barrier. A fake wall to provide a safe haven in the centre of the city. It was intended to be temporary, to be taken down once the situation stabilized.”

      “So why wasn’t it?”

      He sighs. “Because these things are never temporary. It wasn’t long before people realized the holo projection was nothing more than a smokescreen. The nanobots were an experiment. I’m not sure anyone thought they’d work. But once Outsiders started dying, well … That quickly stopped them trying to get through the Wall. By then, food factories were up and running and supplies had started coming through. It was the first time in ten years that anyone – Insiders or Outsiders – had any kind of stability. After that, the Wall made Insiders feel safe. No one wanted to return to what life was like during the Dark Times.”

      “You said innocent people were killed then. But innocent people are killed today under your orders.” A memory of Lily’s pleading eyes springs into my mind, and I have to clench my hands on the seat of my chair to stop myself leaping across the table and slamming my fist into the President’s nose.

      “No one is truly innocent, Aleesha,” he says softly.

      I grind my teeth, unable to think of a response.

      We sit in silence. A faint dripping comes from the corner of the room. Outside the door, one of the guards shuffles and mutters something to her companion.

      “Anyway, there is more to this than you can fathom. Our country has changed a lot since the Great Flood. Before that time, we had a diverse economy with imports and exports from all over the world. After the government closed our borders and the flood and fighting happened, few businesses were left. Those who survived the upheaval were not so keen for things to change. Trust me, Aleesha. Having the Wall up is for the best.”

      I feel like he’s talking in riddles. Or perhaps politics. That’s what they do, isn’t it? Talk around things without ever getting to the point.

      “I don’t understand.”

      The President gives a low chuckle. “Do you really think I am the one in control of this city? This country?”

      I stare at him blankly. “You’re the President.”

      He shakes his head. “God, you are so much like your mother. Everything is black or white, right or wrong …” His voice trails off. “Or perhaps it’s just too complex for you to understand. I guess you haven’t had much in the way of an education.”

      Irritation flares in my belly. “No, because you made me an illegal citizen.”

      “Time!” a voice calls from the door.

      I turn to see the guard who’d brought me down waiting by the door.

      “Just a few more minutes.”

      He looks uncertain, shuffling his feet.

      “Please? You’re just outside.”

      “Okay … Two more minutes.”

      I turn back to the President. A spasm of pain contorts his face and he twists in the chair, tugging at his bindings. His torn shirt flaps open, and I catch a glimpse of puckered skin on his shoulder. An old scar. It strikes me as odd that he never had it healed. I thought Insiders were obsessed with perfection.

      “Tell me about my mother. And my father. What was he like when he was young?”

      He pants, his head hanging, as the pain subsides. “Ricus? He came to London when we were fifteen. I remember him turning up at school partway through the year, wearing a second-hand uniform two sizes too small. Didn’t even have a data pad. He was surly, defiant – he even resisted authority then – but he could turn on the charm when he needed to, so he mostly got away with it.” He lifts his head to look at me. “He had this … charisma about him. You’ve seen it. And he was bright enough in the classroom and strong enough on the rugby field that he could get away with numerous transgressions.”

      “But you were friends?”

      “Yes. We got into some scrapes.” His lips twitch. “I was always the one who got caught. Unfortunately, I didn’t have his speed or knack for knowing when something was about to go wrong. But Ricus would turn on the charm and bail me out. We planned out our future together. He would be President, I’d be his Vice-President. Together, we’d fix the world.”

      “What happened?”

      He looks down at his hands. “He changed. We were at university in London. He used to spend a lot of time Outside the Wall, just walking the streets. He got angry – at society and the political situation. He wanted to take action. Violent action. We had a confrontation. I told him his plan was wrong. That we had to try to change things from inside the government.” He sighs heavily. “I stormed away. Two days later, Ricus tried to blow up the government headquarters. He was caught, but somehow managed to escape. Many of his allies did not. That was the last I saw of him for years.”

      I stare down at the table. The President leans forward in his chair. “Aleesha, I know you don’t trust me, and I have done nothing to deserve that trust, but believe me, I loved your mother. I loved her more than it is possible to love someone.” His voice cracks. When I drag my gaze up, I see raw emotion on his face for the first time. “He never loved her as she deserved. I would have given her anything she wanted, anything she asked for. We even dated a few times. But when Ricus showed up and turned on the charm, it was as if I didn’t exist. I was just a shadow – the moon forced from her sky by the dazzling sun.”

      I look down, digging my fingernails into the tabletop. “Shut up,” I whisper.

      “Ricus was once my best friend. I know him. He is not the man you think he is. He’s not the man Maria—” His voice breaks again. “He is not the man Maria fell in love with.”

      “I said, shut up!”

      I hear movement behind me and whirl around. The guard stands in the doorway, eyebrow raised. “Is everything all right?”

      I suck in air. “Yes. I’m done.” I stand quickly, the chair clattering to the floor behind me.

      “They were blanks, you know,” the President says in a soft voice.

      My chest tightens. “What do you mean?”

      His face sags. “I could never have killed Maria’s daughter. But I had to make you think I would. It was the only way to make him believe. That’s why I gave you the tronk. It was supposed to knock you out, but I guess you must have built up a resistance to it. It was why I let you speak, spouting your nonsense to the crowd – to give Ricus time to act.”

      “But he didn’t, and you still ordered them to shoot me.”

      “One of the firing squad had sedation darts. The rest were firing blanks. You’d have keeled over as if dead, then the Metz would have rushed in to take you away before people could note the lack of blood.”

      I shake my head. “You’re making this up. Did you tell anyone else about this plan to not kill me?”

      “Only the leader of the firing squad. He was killed by the Chain when they were attacked.”

      “Convenient. Did you tell him he was to be your sacrificial goat?”

      He doesn’t respond to my goading. “The Metz officers know there is risk and they accept that. Sacrifices have to be made.”

      “So you’re happy to sacrifice the lives of dozens of people, expecting me to be okay with that because it was all to save me?” I rest my fists on the table and lean forward. “Your lies tie you in knots. You want me to feel sorry for you, to persuade my father to spare you. Well, I won’t. I’m not the stupid Outsider you think I am.”

      “Don’t be naïve, Aleesha.” He holds my gaze. “Power can raise people up, but it can also corrupt. Remember that. There has always been something dark, something dangerous inside Ricus. I thought I could change him. I was wrong.”

      I turn away, sickened by his words. “Yes, power can corrupt, as you have proven. I don’t need to listen to your lies any longer.”

      “Are they lies, Aleesha?” he asks quietly. “Or do you just not want to believe the truth?”

      With one last look, I walk from the room, his words lingering in my ears. The guard falls into step beside me.

      “You okay?”

      I nod, not trusting myself to speak.
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        * * *

      

      I find my father talking with Bryn. Katya, to my relief, has gone.

      “Are you okay? What did he do to you?” Frowning, my father pushes back his chair and walks over to me.

      I swallow and stare down at the floor, tears pricking my eyes. Coming up here again was a mistake. I should have just walked out the front door.

      He places his hands on my shoulders. His warmth spreads across my skin, numbing some of the chill filling my body. Something in my chest pulls me forward. A want, no, a need to close the distance between us.

      I lick my lips and force my feet to stay where they are. I can’t frighten him away. Not now he’s finally accepted who I am.

      But my father surprises me. Stepping forward, he pulls me into an awkward hug. I melt into him, his warmth rushing through my body. It makes me feel safe, secure. The moment is fleeting, though. I’ve barely had time to register what’s happening before he pulls away again. But the warmth lingers, and I feel a little less cold.

      A little less alone.

      “What did he say to you?”

      I manage to find my voice. “A pack of lies, mostly.” I peek up at him, a smile drifting to my lips. “I asked him what you were like as a teenager. He said you were surly and defiant.”

      Bryn barks a laugh. “Well, some things don’t change.”

      Even my father manages a brief smile before his face turns serious once again. “I have to admit, I was worried he would try to turn you against me. He’s always been a convincing liar. I’m sorry. I should have trusted that you’d be able to see through him.” He brushes a hand across my arm. “And I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about Anabel. You did a good job the other night. I … I’m proud of you.”

      Heat rises to my cheeks. I look down at the floor to hide my grin.

      He’s proud of me. My father is proud of me.

      “Did he tell you the reason I left London?”

      I hesitate, not wanting to spoil this moment by saying the wrong thing. “He said you tried to blow up the government headquarters.”

      “I’m guessing he didn’t tell you he betrayed us to the government. In return for a ministry position straight out of university, I suspect.” His eyes darken. “I had many good friends killed that day. People who were also once friends of his. He betrayed us all.”

      “That’s why you had to leave London? Leave my mother?”

      Something flickers briefly in his eyes. “Yes. I left London that night.”

      I swallow, the words I want to say catching in my throat. “I … I’m glad you came back. Glad I got to meet you.”

      He smiles down at me. “Me, too.”

      Bryn shuffles his feet, as if to remind us he’s there.

      “So, what’s your plan now?” I ask.

      My father walks back over to the table. “We had some reinforcements come in yesterday. Aerial fighters and some ground troops. They’re camped in an old airfield just outside London. We have the Metz compound, the government headquarters and the President. I’m trying to open talks with the remaining government ministers to discuss the terms of their surrender, but so far, they have been uncooperative. If they don’t respond by this evening, we plan to root them out.”

      “And kill them?”

      “If we have to.” He rubs a hand over his face, suddenly looking tired. “I’ll be glad when this is all over.”

      “Won’t we all,” Bryn says fervently.

      “Well, I’d better be getting back. Thanks for letting me speak to him.”

      “I hope it helped.”

      I nod and leave the room, heading toward the front door. Hearing footsteps behind me, I turn, seeing Bryn rushing down the hallway.

      “Aleesha, have you and Trey had a row?”

      I narrow my eyes. “Why?”

      Bryn holds up his hands defensively. “Just something I heard on the street.”

      Great. Now all my personal issues are aired to everyone.

      I take a deep breath. “We split up. I told him it couldn’t work between us.”

      “Why do you think that?” His voice is surprisingly gentle.

      I turn to pull open the door, but he leans against it, arms crossed. I sigh. “Come on, Bryn. You know as well as anyone it can’t work. Wasn’t it you who told me not to lead him on? You should be glad I listened to your advice.”

      “That’s not what I meant. You care for him. I know you do.”

      I look pointedly at him until he moves out of my way. “I have responsibilities now. What would you have me do? Abandon my people again to play house with a boy I will never, ever be good enough for? He deserves better, Bryn.”

      I reach for the bolt above the door handle, but Bryn is quicker. He covers it with his hand, leaning over me. My jaw clenches.

      “I know why you think that, but you’re wrong, on both counts. He needs you, Aleesha, and I think you need him. I may have once given up love for what I believed was right, but I’m lucky. I got another chance. You may not be so lucky.”

      “And you’re living proof you can’t have both.”

      After gazing at me a few moments, he pulls back the bolt and lets his hand drop from the door. I yank it open and stride through, letting it slam shut behind me. Taking off at a run, I feel my lungs burn and the hot air tickle my face. I run down to the river, then back up to the Phoenix headquarters. By the time I walk through the door, I am composed again. The hard, fearless leader they need me to be.
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      I sink to the ground beside a low wall, my legs suddenly unable to hold my weight.

      “Trey, are you there?”

      Dexter’s words bounce around inside my head, as if my brain’s unwilling to hold onto them and compute what they mean.

      The government can’t have taken Ella. There has to be another explanation for this.

      But what if they have?

      “I’m here,” I croak out. “What did she tell you?”

      “Just that she had some new information we had to act on and she’d be over soon. But that was three hours ago.”

      The initial shock I’d felt dissipates, the fog in my brain clearing, leaving behind cold, hard reality. Ella is missing.

      “Have you spoken to Anabel?”

      “Your other sister? I don’t have her number.”

      “Let me see if she knows anything. I’ll get back to you.”

      I end the call and tell my comm device to call Anabel.

      The heat of the late afternoon sun burns my skin. I force myself to stand, aware that I’m getting some odd looks from passersby. Drawing attention to myself is the last thing I need right now.

      “Trey?” Anabel sounds surprised. I guess it is the first time I’ve ever called her.

      I get straight to the point. “Is Ella with you?”

      “No. She left the house a few hours ago, leaving me to deal with all this junk.” There’s a scuffling noise in the background. “Can you believe Mother had three identical black diamante handbags? And she kept them all.”

      “Did she say where she was going?”

      There’s a pause. “I assumed she was going to her boyfriend’s. She left in a hurry. Is everything all right?”

      “I don’t know.” I take a deep breath. “She was going to Dexter’s, but she never made it.”

      “What do you mean?” Anabel’s voice is sharp.

      I recount what Dexter told me. “Did she say anything else? Maybe that she needed to stop somewhere on the way?”

      “We looked through the information. She seemed flustered about something. Had that bright, over-eager look she gets when she’s hatching some plan. Then she grabbed the chip, said she had to show it to someone and ran out.”

      “And you didn’t follow her?”

      “I’m not her mother, Trey.” She sounds exasperated. And worried. “Where do you think she went?”

      “I don’t know. But if they find that chip on her …” I can’t continue. Voicing the words aloud will somehow make them seem more real. I massage my temples, wondering what to do. My heart tugs me Inside, insisting I have to search for Ella and make sure she’s safe. But my head tells me it’s more important that I find Samson. That time is running out.

      Why does everything have to be so complicated?

      “Look. There’s not much you can do,” Anabel says, as if she can read my mind. “Tell Dexter to call me. He’ll be the one most likely to know who else she might have gone to see. If we still can’t find her, I should be able to get into the city camera system at government headquarters and search for her that way.”

      Relief floods through me. “Thanks, Anabel.” Then a thought occurs. “By the way, do you know what happened to the Brotherhood’s leader, Samson, when the government headquarters was taken?”

      “Why do you ask?”

      I hesitate. “Someone was asking after him.”

      There’s a pause. “I’m afraid he’s dead.”

      My heart skips a beat. “But I don’t think they found a body. Could he possibly have been injured but escaped?”

      “Not from what Liza said. She was part of his team when they took the control room. They were ambushed by a group of palace guards and had to fight for their lives. Samson tried to draw them off, but he got shot in the chest.”

      “And they left him?”

      Anabel sighs. “They were in a firefight, Trey. They had to prioritize the mission. That was Samson’s order. I’m sorry.”

      I blow out a breath. “Okay. Thanks. You’ll let me know if you hear from Ella?”

      “Of course.”

      I cut the connection, send a message to Dexter with Anabel’s comm code and stare down the street, a sense of foreboding washing over me. I wish I could split myself in two so part of me could run off to find and Ella and the other part Samson. But I can’t. I just have to do what I can and trust others to do their part.
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      “You know, a building plan would be really useful,” Aleesha says for the fifth time.

      “Barnes made me promise not to tell the Chain,” I reply – again.

      “Yeah, but asking Bryn for the plan isn’t exactly telling them you’re looking for Samson.” Aleesha shines her flashlight down a rough, narrow tunnel with steps leading up. “Have we searched this already?”

      I slump against the wall, about ready to admit defeat. “Maybe … I don’t know.”

      To say things are awkward between us is an understatement. Having to walk up to Phoenix headquarters and beg an audience with her was bad enough, not to mention the stares and snickers of her gang as I walked in, but the fact she hasn’t even mentioned our conversation the other day, hasn’t even acknowledged we’ve gone from being in a relationship to nothing, hurts. It feels like we’re back to getting to know each other. She is cold, aloof and one hundred percent focused on the mission.

      We’ve been down here for hours and haven’t found any trace of Samson. It feels like we’ve searched an area the size of London itself, but it’s easy to get lost in the warren of passageways and rooms under the government headquarters. Without Aleesha’s sense of direction, I’m not sure I’d ever find my way out.

      I peer up the passageway. “Let’s see where the stairs take us. If we don’t find anything, we’ll call it a day. Perhaps the Chain disposed of his body without telling Barnes or Petal.”

      We walk up the stairs and down another corridor, which divides into two.

      “We’ve definitely been down that one,” I say, shining my flashlight right. “I recognize that chip in the wall. Come on. Let’s get out of here.”

      I start back down the corridor, suddenly impatient. I haven’t heard anything from Anabel – being underground probably blocks the signal to my comm band – and my worry for Ella has overtaken my concern about Samson.

      “Trey, wait.”

      The catch in Aleesha’s voice stops me. She’s kneeling at the divide in the passageway. I walk back to her and peer at the floor. “What is it?”

      It’s only when she points to the centre of the circle of light that I see it. “Blood.”

      I swing my light down the left passageway.

      “There’s another spot.” She points to a faint, dark smear on the wall, her voice rising with excitement. “How did we miss this?”

      Because it’s barely visible.

      “We can’t have searched here. Look. There are footprints in the dust. It’s hard to see them, but if you shine your light just so …” She demonstrates, running her finger across the floor so dust sparkles in the light. “I’m pretty sure these are recent.”

      We follow the passageway down into another basement room. It’s empty, with a single corridor leading off from the far corner. I’m certain we haven’t been in here before. In one corner, there’s a dark stain on the floor, but there’s no other sign that anyone has been here.

      I pan my light around the room, searching for clues, as Aleesha heads off down one of the corridors.

      After a few minutes, I hear her voice echo back to me.

      “Trey, give me a hand.”

      Aleesha’s light bobs further down the tunnel as I rush to her. There’s the sound of metal scraping against brick.

      “There’s dried blood on this,” she pants as she tries to haul the grate away from the wall.

      “You think Samson could get through that?” I eye the opening dubiously. It’s large enough for Aleesha or me to crawl through, but Samson?

      “If he were desperate. Are you going to help or what?”

      I curl my fingers over the edge of the grate, and together, we pull it off the wall. It lands on the floor with a clatter. I shine my flashlight into the opening, my nose wrinkling as an unsavoury smell wafts out.

      The low tunnel isn’t quite big enough to crawl properly, so I lie on my belly and slither. From the smear marks I can see, it looks like someone else has been along here recently. Someone who was bleeding … a lot.

      Not for the first time, I wonder if we’re looking for an injured man or a body.

      We emerge into another tunnel, this one tall enough to stand up in, though nothing like the size of the underground train tunnels. Patterned brickwork curves overhead, and there’s a damp, fetid smell.

      “Do you think there are rats down here?” Aleesha’s voice wobbles and her face looks paler than usual, though that could just be the glow of the flashlight. She glances around nervously.

      I find another patch of blood on the floor. “This way.”

      I cast my light ahead and freeze, seeing a dark mound a short distance down the tunnel. I begin to walk toward it, then break into a run as the mound resolves itself into legs, feet, a torso.

      “Samson?”

      There’s no answer. He lies still, face down, arm outstretched, as if he stopped mid-crawl, too exhausted to continue. I reach out, but the thought of touching a dead body makes me hesitate. Aleesha has no such compunctions.

      “Samson?” She drops to her knees and grabs his shoulder, trying to heave him over, but the giant man is a dead weight. “Give me a hand, Trey.”

      “Are you sure we should move him? His back might be injured or something.”

      She gives me an exasperated look. “Or he might be dead. Let’s find that out first, shall we?”

      Together, we roll the big man onto his back. His arm slaps the ground like a piece of meat on a butcher’s slab. His eyes are closed, his skin covered in dust.

      I swallow and gingerly press my fingers into his neck, feeling for a pulse.

      “Is he dead?”

      I push my fingers in harder. “I think—”

      Was that a flicker of something underneath my fingers? A spasm? Or did I imagine it? The man’s neck is so damn thick it’s hard to know where to feel. I lean closer. A hand whistles past my face. There’s a slap as Aleesha’s palm connects with Samson’s cheek.

      I pull back, glaring at her. “What was that for?”

      She shrugs. “Seeing if he responds to pain. Sometimes people do if they’ve been out a while.”

      “I’m not sure—”

      A faint moan interrupts me. Samson’s eyelids flutter briefly, his head lolling to the side.

      “See!” she says triumphantly. She bends over him. “Samson, time to wake up! Rescue party’s arrived.”

      I shine my flashlight into his eyes, but when his face scrunches up, she pushes it away. “Don’t blind the man.”

      Samson’s lips part, the tip of his tongue flicking out. “Water,” he rasps.

      Aleesha swings the backpack off her shoulder and pulls out a water bottle. I’m grateful for her forethought. I hadn’t stopped to take anything with me when I’d left. A mistake my stomach has been reminding me of for the past two hours. She slowly dribbles a little water onto his cracked, swollen lips.

      “More …”

      She increases the flow until he coughs and splutters. “You’re supposed to swallow it, not choke on it, you idiot.” She chews on her lip as Samson’s eyelids flutter again, then finally open.

      “Where are you injured?” I shine my light down his body. His black clothing is so covered in dust and dirt it’s impossible to tell where he’s wounded.

      “Everywhere?” He gives what I think is an attempt at a laugh, which comes out more like a rasping cough, and closes his eyes again. When he opens them, they lock on Aleesha. “Don’t … trust … him.” His chest heaves, and his face spasms in pain.

      Our eyes meet, and I frown. Does he mean me?

      “Trey, we need to get help. If we can bring Mika down here, she’ll have some drugs she can treat him with.”

      A hand grips my arm with surprising strength. “Not … them.”

      I glance at Aleesha. “I don’t think he wants the Chain involved.”

      “But he’s half-dead! I’m not even sure Abby can do anything for him—”

      “Amber,” Samson interrupts. “Get Amber, Petal … Rae …” His head lolls to the side as he passes out again.

      Aleesha peers down the tunnel before shucking off her light jacket, folding it and gently placing it under his head. She shoves the backpack at me. “There are some first aid supplies in there. See what you can do for him. I’m going to get help.”

      I look down at the hulk of a man in front of me. Nausea twists my gut, and I have to close my eyes. The fetid air in the tunnel doesn’t help. “Are you sure you don’t want me to go for help? You’re much better with this stuff than me.”

      “I doubt you’d be able to find Petal. Besides, how long do you think you’ll spend lost in these tunnels before you find the way out?”

      She has a point. But the sharpness in her words hurts.

      Will I ever be good enough to keep up with her?

      Aleesha reaches out to squeeze my arm, her face softening. “You’ll be fine, Trey. Just do what you can.” She glances over her shoulder. “This tunnel’s going in the right direction, and I reckon it should link into the larger ones at some point.” She stands and starts walking.

      “Be careful!” I call after her. But the only answer I get is the bobbing of her light in the blackness.

      I shiver as a chill runs down my back. I hate being underground. It’s cold, damp and unnerving.

      I bet Aleesha was right about the rats.

      As if on cue, a scratching sound comes from further down the tunnel. I jerk my light around and catch a flicker of movement. The beam of light trembles slightly.

      I dim the light to its lowest setting to conserve power, then rummage around in Aleesha’s backpack. Am I supposed to keep him awake or is it better to let him rest?

      Aleesha’s first aid supplies are minimal. A couple of folded bandages, sealed dressings and a half-empty pack of anti-infection pills. There’s also a knife, a small blanket and a couple of protein bars. Figuring I may be here a while, I rip one open and bite into it.

      Taking a deep breath, I get to work, using the knife to cut Samson’s clothing. It feels wrong to be stripping a man, but there’s no other way I can figure out where he’s injured. My hands tremble as I do my best to clean his wounds.

      There are many.

      Some are shallow scratches, others are deep and weeping blood. When I touch his right side, he lets out a painful moan. But the wounds that most worry me are two small bullet wounds – one on his shoulder, the other on the side of his chest.

      I can’t move him by myself, so I don’t know if the bullets are still lodged in him, but the flesh around the wounds is hot and swollen, puss mingling with the blood leaking out.

      At one point, I stumble down the tunnel to vomit.

      Hurry up, Aleesha.

      I use up all the dressings and bandages and most of the bottle of water cleaning his wounds, then cover him with the blanket. Figuring he must be dehydrated, I try to get him to drink some of the remaining water, but he struggles to stay conscious long enough to swallow. He seems almost feverish, muttering words I can’t make out. A couple of times, I pick out Barnes’s name.

      “Rae’s fine, Samson,” I say, gently squeezing his arm.

      This seems to get through to him. His eyelids flutter open and his eyes find mine. “She’s alive?”

      “Yes. She’s exhausted from looking for you, but she’s okay. She’s the only one who believed you were still alive. Everyone else thinks you’re dead.”

      The corner of Samson’s mouth twitches. “Hard … to kill.”

      I smile. “Well, hang in there a bit longer. Help is on the way.”

      But as he slips back into unconsciousness, I can’t help but wonder whether it will get here in time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            27

          

          

      

    

    







            Aleesha

          

        

      

    

    
      It must take me about two hours to find a way through the tunnels and out into Area Four. By the time I eventually emerge, my nerves are on edge from the dark, enclosed space and the skittering sound of rats. I swear, there must be enough of them down there to feed the whole city.

      I hurry through the darkening streets to the apartment in Area Three that Samson uses as his base. The windows are dark, the door locked. I bang on it. When there’s no answer, I return to the main street and throw stones at the windows. A couple of the street hobies peer up at me suspiciously.

      “Whaddya want?” a voice calls from the alleyway. A surly looking man, probably in his twenties, leans against the wall with his arms crossed.

      I hurry over to him. “Is Petal up there?”

      A brief flicker in his eyes tells me he is. I move to push past him, but he sticks out his arm. “An’ what d’ya want with Petal?”

      “I need to speak to him.” I lower my voice. “It’s about Samson.”

      The man hesitates, then pulls back his arm. “You try anythin’ funny and they’ll be scraping yer skin off the pavement.”

      I ignore the threat and run up the staircase to the large room on the first floor. The windows are blacked out, the lighting dim. Some people are sprawled out, asleep, but a few sit around the large table, muttering in low voices.

      My gaze falls on a man sitting on the far side of the room, his back to me, head in his hands. When the man behind me calls his name, Petal sits up slowly and turns, gaze locking on me. He looks exhausted. More than exhausted. He looks as if he’s given up hope.

      “What do you want?” he asks flatly, turning back to stare at the wall.

      I weave my way through the people and beds toward him. No one bothers to move out my way.

      They’ve already given up.

      “We found him,” I say in as low a voice as I can manage.

      Petal’s head jerks around, his thin braid whipping through the air. “What?”

      “We found Samson. He’s badly injured, though. I don’t know how he’s lasted this long, but he’s alive.”

      I’m not sure what reaction I expected. Surprise, delight perhaps. What I don’t expect is for him to fly out of the chair and grasp me around the throat, throwing me back against the wall.

      Petal’s face is set in a snarl. “If this is some game yer playin’ to get us on yer side …” He grips my jacket and yanks me toward him. His breath stinks. “If yer father sent you to play a trick on us, I—”

      I bring my knee up between his legs – hard.

      He grunts and doubles over. I shove him backward. “This has nothing to do with him. Samson is lying wounded in a tunnel miles from here, and if you’re not going to help him, I’ll bloody well find someone who will.”

      Petal scowls up at me and straightens awkwardly, one hand clamped protectively over his groin. A murmur spreads around the room, and he glances at the faces turned toward us.

      “Get back to what you were doin’!” he snarls, then grabs me and pulls me into the smaller room, slamming the door behind us.

      “He’s definitely alive?” Now that we’re alone, the anger falls from his face. His hand twitches nervously. “We searched everywhere.”

      “He escaped into the tunnels below the building and into some kind of old sewer. It’s a miracle we found him.”

      Petal searches my face, his eyes pleading. “How bad is he?”

      “Bad.” I swallow. “Honestly, I’m not sure he’s going to make it. He’s lost a lot of blood. If we can get him to a medic centre—”

      Petal shakes his head unhappily. “He can’t go to a medic centre.” He turns and yanks open the door, barks out an order, then slams it again. “I’ve sent someone for Amber, the healer.”

      I bite my lip. Amber may be able to patch people up, but Samson’s wounds aren’t minor. If he’s bleeding inside, I’m not sure there’s anything she can do for him.

      “I’ll get a team together to carry him out.”

      “It needs to be small. And no one who’s chipped. Even in the tunnels, it’s not worth the risk they’ll be tracked.” I grab his arm as he turns to leave. “I’ll get a couple of my guys – the ex-Metz officers. They’ve all had their chips removed, and they’re the only ones strong enough to have a chance of carrying him out.”

      Petal looks reluctant.

      “You know how big he is.”

      He grimaces. “Fine.”

      As I start to leave, a lithe woman rushes up. She gives me a curious glance before turning to Petal. “Amber says she can’t come. She’s delivering a baby an’ won’t be able to leave for a couple of hours.”

      I exchange a look with Petal. “I’ll get Abby.”

      “Right.” His face looks pinched. “Meet at the concrete jungle.”

      It takes me another hour to get back to Phoenix headquarters, send an excited Tommy to fetch Abby and persuade my leadership team that we should help. Or what’s left of my leadership team. Anders and Danny are conspicuous by their absence.

      “I don’t see why we should put ourselves at risk,” Megan pouts. “He was the one who killed Dane. An’ he didn’t help Jay, did he?”

      I bite back my irritation. “No, but if it wasn’t for him, we’d have never won the Battle of Rose Square. And without him, his gang will be at a loose end. How long do you think it’ll be before they get out of control?”

      Even Megan can see the sense in that. “Take Danny with you. He needs somethin’ to do.”

      “Is he still with Anders?”

      She nods, worry darkening her eyes. “It doesn’t help Anders havin’ him frettin’ over him.”

      When I’d asked my father for Mika’s help with Anders, he’d told me the medic pod was still needed to heal the prisoners they’d released from the Metz compound. They’d been evacuated to a building the Chain controlled in Area Eight, and Mika had been there ever since. Anders, he said, would have to wait his turn.

      Abby had been more help, bringing clean bandages and antibiotics. At first, Anders had seemed okay, but when I returned from the Chain’s headquarters and checked on him, I’d found him tossing and turning in bed, mumbling incoherently.

      “He’s burning up,” Abby had said, touching his forehead. “The antibiotics might take a bit to kick in. Sometimes the fever just needs to run its course.”

      Her words had lacked conviction.

      “Fine,” I tell Megan. “But you know he won’t leave Anders alone.”

      Megan exchanges a quick look with Rogue. “I’ll stay with him until you get back.”

      “Great. Jax, you’re in charge while we’re gone. Rogue, get the makeshift stretcher that’s in the storeroom. I need you, Leon and two others you trust.”

      Ten minutes later, we’re ready to go. Danny is the last to arrive, the gun the Chain had given him slung over one shoulder. He’s a bundle of barely contained energy, his hand twitching on the grip of the weapon.

      “Didn’t we take that from him?” I whisper to Rogue.

      Rogue grins. “Yes. It took him a whole twenty-four hours to figure out where it was hidden.”

      I roll my eyes and sigh.

      As soon as Abby arrives, breathless, we set off for the concrete jungle. Petal and two others are already waiting for us. They’re stocky for Outsiders, but next to the ex-Metz officers, they look puny.

      Petal inclines his head to Abby, then glances at Danny’s gun. “You’d better have a safety on that.”

      Danny twirls it with a wicked grin. “Don’t worry. I know how to use it.”

      “Ignore him,” I mutter to Petal as we pick our way across the rubble to the tunnel entrance.

      Part of me is afraid I won’t remember the way back, but once we’re below ground, it comes back to me. Finally, I see the dim light of Trey’s flashlight and hurry forward.

      He gets to his feet, his face full of relief. “You took your time.”

      “Sorry. How is he?”

      “Still breathing.” Trey glances at Abby, who’s already placed her bag on the ground and is kneeling at Samson’s head. “I cleaned his wounds as best I could, but I think some of them may be infected.” His face pales. “He’s got at least two bullets in him.”

      Abby sucks in a breath. “Has he had any water?”

      “A little.”

      She pulls out a plastic case and shoves it at me. “Bryn gave me one of the medical kits the Chain takes on operations. I haven’t even had a chance to look in it yet, but it may have something useful.”

      She pulls on a pair of transparent gloves and begins to feel around Samson’s skull. She pinches his earlobe, and his eyelids flicker.

      I open the medical kit. There are a couple of syringes in plastic tubes, gloves, a couple of large dressings and an oddly shaped package labelled with a word I can’t read.

      “What’s this?” Petal grabs one of the syringes, his eyes flicking nervously to Samson.

      “I think it’s some kind of stimulant,” I reply, examining the other one. The syringe is filled with a blue liquid, and there are various symbols on the packaging that I can’t make head nor tail of. “It says only a medic should use it.”

      Abby pulls back the blanket covering Samson’s torso and curses.

      That doesn’t sound good.

      I peer over her shoulder. Samson’s chest is a mess. Dark red slashes cut across pale scars, deeper wounds topped by the dressings and bandages Trey has clumsily applied.

      Petal moves closer, but the rest of the team hangs back. “Is he goin’ to make it?”

      Abby’s lips are tight as she carefully peers under each of the dressings. “When did he receive these wounds?”

      “Thursday night.”

      “Two days.” She rests her hand on Samson’s forehead. “He’s burning up. These bullet wounds are infected, and it looks like he might have some serious internal bleeding, as well. He might hang on for a few more days …” She chews her lip and glances at me. “If we could get him to that medic pod of Richard’s, they’ve got the best chance of saving him.”

      “No!”

      Abby glances at Petal in surprise.

      He looks torn. His gaze snaps to Samson, as if looking for guidance. “It’s not what he’d want.”

      “Does he want to die?” I know Samson might not agree with everything my father does, but he can’t do anything about it if he’s dead. “Because that might be the alternative.”

      “Barnes didn’t want the Chain involved, either.” Trey glances over at me. “Let’s just get him out of here first, shall we? If he wakes up, we can ask him what he wants.”

      Abby straightens. “There’s nothing else I can do for him here anyway. Once we get him out, I can clean and look at his wounds properly. Who’s got the stretcher?”

      Rogue and Leon exchange a look, then Rogue glances at the men behind them.

      I groan. “We did remember the stretcher, didn’t we?”

      Rogue looks shamefaced. “Sorry. I thought Leon had it.”

      “I thought Rogue had it.” Leon heaves a sigh. “We could try and lift him by his shoulders.”

      I think of the miles of tunnels we have to navigate. Without a stretcher, it would take even longer to get Samson out, and carrying him like a sack of potatoes won’t do his wounds any good. “Danny, do you remember the way out?”

      “Course.”

      “You’re the fastest of us. Take one of the others with you.”

      “It’s all right. I can manage it myself.”

      I give him an exasperated look. “Two people will be quicker with the stretcher. Go!”

      Danny swings the gun over his shoulder and grabs the arm of one of Petal’s men. Their footsteps pound as they disappear into the dark.

      “Shall we try to carry him?” Rogue looks to Abby for confirmation.

      Her brows knit as she sits back on her heels. “I’d rather wait for the stretcher. Has he been conscious at all, Trey?”

      “A slap woke him up last time,” I volunteer. Abby gives me a look. I shrug. “What? It worked.”

      “We could try this.” Petal holds up the syringe.

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Abby begins, but she’s too slow to stop him.

      Petal plunges the needle into Samson’s chest before any of us can react. “Big man can take it.” He jerks it out and looks expectantly at his leader’s face. “Come on, boss. Time to wake up.”

      For a moment, nothing happens. Then Samson’s eyes fly open and he sucks in a huge breath. His eyeballs roll to the back of his head as he shifts and pushes himself up onto his elbows with a groan.

      Petal gives Abby a triumphant look. “See?”

      “What in ten hells … was that?” Samson rasps. His eyes are feral, and when Abby tries to get him to lie back down, he shoves her, sending her sprawling to the ground with a grunt.

      “Just a bit of medicine, boss.” Even Petal looks slightly unnerved by Samson’s wild appearance. “Let’s get you on yer feet and out of here.”

      He bends over and loops his arms under Samson’s shoulders. Rogue steps forward and grasps Samson’s hands.

      “Wait a minute—” Abby begins.

      Rogue and Petal heave. Samson’s arms bulge with the effort of pulling himself up, but nothing happens.

      “You need to help us out and move your legs, big man,” Petal says impatiently. “Come on. We ain’t got all day.”

      He doesn’t see the look of fear that passes across Samson’s face, but Rogue does. He lets Samson’s hands fall and looks mutely at Abby.

      “What are you doing?” Petal gives him an angry look. “Give me a hand.”

      “Petal, put him down,” Abby says gently. When he doesn’t respond, she places a hand on his arm. “You need to put him down.”

      The expression on Petal’s face turns from anger to puzzlement as he does as she asks. “What is it? What’s wrong?” He glances down at Samson, whose eyes are closed. “Boss?”

      “My legs,” he croaks. His eyes flicker open and lock on Abby. It is the first time I have seen fear on Samson’s face, and the sight sends an icy chill lancing down my spine. “I can’t feel my legs.”
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      By the time we emerge from the tunnel, it’s the dead of night. Samson has lapsed back into unconsciousness, and we’re silent as we slowly make our way down the loose blocks of the concrete jungle.

      Petal leads us in a different direction than I’d expected. “Goin’ to take him to a different safe house,” he says by way of explanation. “Don’t want the rest of ’em seein’ him like this.”

      We’ve just started up one of the main roads in Three when a flash of lightning brightens the sky. There’s another, followed by a bang. I look up and frown. It can’t be a thunderstorm. There’s not a cloud in the sky. A moment later, the sky bursts into life, yellow and white lights zipping around accompanied by bursts of staccato sound, like the fireworks display Insiders have at the turn of the year.

      “What’s that?” Petal asks.

      “Guns,” Abby says grimly.

      There’s a deep grumble from some distance away, like a sound a building makes when it comes down. I glance over at Trey. His eyes are wide.

      Rogue looks back at me. “Is that the Chain?”

      “My father said he had brought in reinforcements.” I swallow.

      “Insiders gettin’ a taste of their own medicine for once,” Danny mutters.

      He’s right. The flashes in the sky are on the other side of the Wall. Despite that, the disturbance has woken people. Lights come on in the building next to us, and a door opens further down the street.

      “Come on,” Abby says briskly.

      We take a right off the street. A few minutes later, Petal pushes open the door of a ground-floor apartment. I can almost feel the relief radiating off the men carrying Samson. They’re exhausted, and trying to haul him up a couple of flights of stairs may have proven too much.

      A man staggers out of a room, rubbing his eyes, as Abby directs the men to place Samson on a large table. Samson’s feet hang off the end. “What’s goin’ on?”

      Petal jerks his thumb toward the front door. “Scarper. And keep your mouth shut,” he adds as the man’s eyes fall on Samson and widen.

      Abby is already pulling out pans from a cupboard and filling them with water. She flips the switch on the hotplate and breathes a sigh of relief when a light comes on.

      “I need more water and some supplies. Aleesha, can you fetch them from my house?”

      I wait until she’s given me a list, then tell Rogue I’ll meet them back at headquarters and head out. I’m partway up the street when footsteps run up behind me.

      “Wait up!”

      Trey.

      My heart leaps, then sinks.

      “Can I walk with you for a bit? I need to get back to the factory,” he says, keeping pace. “Barnes will be keen to know Samson’s alive.”

      I nod but don’t reply.

      “Thanks for coming to help. He’d have died if we hadn’t found him.”

      “Maybe it would have been better if he had.”

      Trey frowns. “What do you mean?”

      I stop and turn to him. “You saw him. How long do you think he’ll be able to keep control of the Brotherhood when his legs don’t work? That’s assuming he survives the next few days. Believe me, a quick, clean death is preferable to slowly dying inside.”

      Uncertainty flickers across Trey’s face. His throat bobs as he swallows. It takes every ounce of self-control I have not to reach out for him. The pull in my chest is so strong it’s painful. But I dig my fingernails into my thighs and start walking again.

      Breaking up was the right thing to do. The only thing to do.

      “Can the Chain defeat the government forces by themselves?” Trey hurries after me. “They’re bringing in reinforcements from across the country, you know.”

      “The government?”

      “Yes. Emilie said they’re bringing them in on the freight trains.”

      “Emilie?”

      “My assistant.”

      Oh, right.

      Anger flares in my belly. So much for feeling bad for him. “I’m sure my father has it under control,” I say tightly.

      We continue to walk, in silence, up the street.

      “Are you sure they’re doing the right thing?” he asks eventually. “I mean, I know the government is bad, but what if they’re worse?”

      “I don’t think that’s possible.”

      When he doesn’t reply, I stop and turn to him. “What are you saying? You want to support the government now?”

      Trey looks down at the ground. “No. At least not exactly.”

      “Not exactly?” I don’t know why I’m so irritated. Perhaps it’s Trey’s words. Or perhaps it’s because I have to fight from reaching out to touch him. Being this close weakens my resolve.

      Perhaps just one more time …

      My hand stretches out for him. I snap it back to my side. Trey doesn’t seem to notice.

      “I just don’t want more people to die.” His gaze flickers west. The aerial fighting has stopped, the night quiet again.

      “You don’t want Insiders to die, you mean.”

      “I don’t want anyone to die, Aleesha.” He looks miserable. “Maybe if they just talk about things with the President, there can be some compromise …”

      “Yeah, well, I talked to the President, and I’m pretty sure compromise is a word he doesn’t understand.” I wince inwardly as hurt flashes across Trey’s face.

      I take a step back as he reaches for me. “Look, I’ve got to run. Take care of yourself, okay? Stay away from the fighting.”

      I feel his gaze on my back as I hurry up the street. The further I walk from him, the easier it is to forget what it feels like to have him near.

      But part of me wishes he was just that boy on the run again – lonely, lost and looking for someone to love – and I was just that girl – no home, nobody else to worry about.
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      I’m woken by the sound of raised voices outside my door. Light streams in through the open curtains, but it still takes me a moment to remember where I am. By the time I’m fully conscious, the voices fade down the corridor.

      I sit bolt upright. Was that Ella?

      I scramble out of bed, almost falling when the sheets get tangled around my legs, and rush to the door, yanking it open. The corridor is empty, but there are sounds of people moving around and the clinking of plates and cutlery from downstairs.

      I run down the stairs and into the dining room to find Ella, Dexter and Anabel sitting at the table. Part of the weight in my chest lifts at the sight of my sister.

      “When did you get back? Where have you been?”

      “An excellent question,” Anabel snaps. I match the scowl on her face and the tight set of Ella’s lips to the voices I’d heard outside my room.

      “Last night,” Ella says, chewing her bacon with unnecessary force. “And I said I’d explain when Trey got up, Anabel.”

      Her face softens and she offers me a smile. “Where have you been? You look as if you’ve been dragged up out of a mine.”

      I glance down at my dusty clothes, stained with blood, dirt and goodness knows what else, and feel a pang of guilt as I think of the crisp, white sheets I’d collapsed onto last night. I open my mouth, glance at Anabel, then close it again.

      My older sister raises an eyebrow. “Don’t want to tell me, huh? What’s so secret?”

      “It’s nothing. I mean, it’s complicated.” My tongue feels tied in knots. A sour taste coats my mouth. “Let me go change. Then we can talk.”

      Ten minutes later, with clean clothes and brushed teeth, I feel a bit more human. There were three messages from Phillips and one from Emilie on my comm band asking me where I was. But I figure half an hour won’t get me in any more trouble than I’m already in, and if they are rationing food in the factory, I might as well have a good meal now.

      The coffee pot has been refilled in my absence, and I pour a mug, adding milk and sugar, then sit down. “Right then. Where have you been Ella? You had us all worried.”

      “Sorry.” She looks guiltily at Dexter, then me. “I just wanted to follow-up on a hunch. I wasn’t sure it would amount to anything, which was why I didn’t tell you.”

      “Does this have to do with what was on the files? You do still have the microchip, right?”

      Ella holds it up, then sends it skidding across the table toward me. I stop it before it flies off the edge and shove it into a pocket. “I went to speak to a friend of ours – Barney. He’s an engineer at Hendricks’ food factory. I figured if this was being added into the lower-grade production lines at Coleman’s, the same would be true for Hendricks. Barney worked for Coleman before Hendricks poached him, and he says the factory lines are pretty much identical.”

      My heart leaps. “Does he know a way we can remove it from the system?”

      Ella breaks into a smile. “Yes. It took us all afternoon to figure out the details, but he’s come up with a plan that he thinks should work. And if it works for one factory, it should work for the other. Fooling quality control is the easy part. The final part of production before packaging is the quality check, right?”

      I nod in confirmation, beginning to understand where this is going.

      “Barney loaded a programme onto your chip. If you insert it into the control panel for that section of the line, it should override the code that tells the machine to check for the androcibus nanite. Even if the food going through doesn’t have any trace of the drug in it, it tells quality control it does. You’ll have to plug it into each of the production lines, but Barney said there are software updates all the time and the foremen don’t tend to bat an eyelid.”

      I try to contain the excitement building inside me. “So the code will make quality control believe the products contain the drug. But how does he suggest removing the drug from the production line altogether?”

      Ella makes a face. “That’s the hard part. He said you could override the code to prevent the drug from being added, but it’ll look suspicious if you’re not loading new vials into the machine. The solution we came up with was to intercept the deliveries of androcibus nanite and replace them with identical vials containing a placebo. Barney is friends with the procurement manager at Hendricks’ factory, so he thinks he might be able to do something there, but we don’t have anyone at Coleman’s …” She looks at me expectantly.

      “Apart from me.” My mind races. I don’t know the procurement manager at Coleman’s, but I have a feeling Louis will.

      “Barney smuggled out one of the vials,” Ella continues. “It’ll take a couple of weeks, but we’re pretty sure we can replicate them so they’ll look identical to the vials you get from the labs.”

      “You know that once Richard’s in charge this won’t be an issue, right?” Anabel yawns. “He can just order it to be removed from the system.”

      “Perhaps. But what if he doesn’t win?”

      Anabel narrows her eyes at me. “Why so little faith? So far, everything has gone according to plan.”

      I swallow down my irritation. “Nothing wrong with having a backup plan.”

      She opens her mouth to reply, but a buzz from her comm band stops her. She glances down, frowns, then stands. “Got to run.” She glances across the table at Ella. “Please stay out of trouble. Sounds like I’m going to be busy for the next few days.”

      Ella rolls her eyes at the closing door.

      “She was worried about you.” I grab a piece of toast and carve a generous lump of butter off the block. “We all were. Why didn’t you reply to our messages?”

      “I got pretty caught up in what I was discussing with Barney. Then I had a bit of a run-in with the Metz on my way over to Dexter’s.” She glances guiltily at her boyfriend.

      His face is dark. Clearly, Anabel’s not the only one Ella’s been arguing with.

      “What kind of run-in?”

      She stares down at the table. “They stopped me. Wanted to know what I knew about Project Griffin.”

      I freeze.

      “It’s fine,” Ella adds quickly. “I told them I didn’t know anything and that my comm band had been taken from me.” She glances up and adds, almost defensively, “It’s not a lie. And they seemed to believe it.”

      “But they’ll be watching you,” Dexter says in a low voice. “You need to take a step back.” He gives me a pleading look.

      “I agree.” I put the knife down. “If Anabel’s right, the Chain will have control of the city in the next few days. If something goes wrong, we’ll take a closer look at Barney’s plan. It’s not as if we can change anything overnight. Will you go out to the house in Wales? Please? Just for a few days.”

      Ella rolls her eyes. “And that won’t look suspicious? Besides, I can’t just take off from work with no notice. I’ll be fine, Trey. You’re the one I’m worried about. What if Coleman figures out you’ve been poking around in his files?”

      “He won’t. But I’ll lay low for a few days, too. Wait and see what happens.” Even as the words leave my lips, I feel a pang of guilt.

      I should be out there with Bryn, fighting for the future of our city, not hiding away in luxury.

      I put down my half-eaten toast. “I’d better be going.”

      I leave Ella and Dexter talking quietly in the dining room. As I pass the large, gilt-framed mirror in the hallway, I pause. The boy looking back at me appears to have aged five years. Purple shadows hang under eyes that don’t quite mask what I feel inside. The constant fear that never quite goes away. Fear that someone else I love will die. Fear of getting caught by Coleman again. Fear I’m not doing the right thing. Fear that my action, or inaction, will harm others. I wish I could gaze into the future and see how all of this will end.

      Most of all, I wish someone would tell me what I should do.

      I suck in a deep breath, then let it whistle through my teeth. “You’ve got to make your own decisions now,” I tell the boy in the mirror. My hand strays to my chest.

      You know what is right … in here. Trust yourself, Trey, and you will do the right thing.

      I close my eyes and let my mother’s words calm me.

      Trust. That’s all this comes down to. And there is one group of people whose trust I’ve betrayed. But I can do something about that right now.

      I turn away from the mirror and stride down the hallway to the kitchen. The sound of chatter and clattering plates comes from within. Taking a deep breath, I push open the door.

      The atmosphere immediately chills. The bustling noise descends into silence as they catch sight of me. Derek moves from the cleaner unit, where he’s been stacking dishes, to stand next to his wife, and Dana slowly rises from the small table at the far side of the room.

      Thomas walks over to me, blocking the others from sight. “Can I help you, Master Trey?”

      “I-I’d like to apologize.” I step forward. After a second, Thomas steps aside. “Please, sit down. I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

      Derek and Lydia exchange a look. Dana glances at Thomas.

      They don’t trust me. And who can blame them?

      “I appreciate the past few weeks have been a bit of an upheaval for you. I wanted to explain what’s been happening and offer you a choice. Can …” I gesture to the table. “Do you mind if I sit down?”

      Dana sits and nudges a chair in my direction. Derek and Lydia take the chairs opposite. Despite their obvious reluctance, I sit, leaving Thomas standing. But my attempt to make them more comfortable seems to have the opposite effect. I can almost sense them having to force themselves not to lean away from me. I take a deep breath.

      “I’m not sure if you’re aware, but Milicent was involved with an organisation called the Chain. They’re the people who captured the President. They want to take down the government and replace it with one that treats all citizens, Insiders and Outsiders, equally.”

      Lydia’s arm twitches nervously. My words don’t seem to be putting them at ease, but I continue regardless.

      “I know you weren’t expecting her to leave the house and everything to me. Believe me, no one was more shocked than I was. And I know I haven’t been very … present over the past weeks.” I smile weakly. “To be honest, most of the time, I don’t know what I’m supposed to be doing. Three months ago, I was just a normal kid. Now I have this job I don’t really know how to do, a house I don’t know how to run and some uncomfortable truths I’m not sure how to deal with. I watched my father get executed, watched my girl—” I swallow, “my best friend nearly get executed, then lost my mother. I …” My voice cracks as emotion rises in my throat.

      Both my parents – gone.

      Strangely, that deep pain is more of a dull ache, masked by the sharper pain of Aleesha’s disinterest. I’d hoped searching for Samson would bring us closer together, perhaps make her rethink things a bit, but she seems further away from me than ever.

      I stare down at the table for a moment, unable to speak. Something brushes my hand and I glance up into Dana’s eyes. She pushes a handkerchief in my direction, then looks away.

      “Thank you. I just wanted to apologize to you all. I know Milicent’s death must have been a huge shock to you, and my actions haven’t helped reassure you. In fact, they may even have put you all in danger.” I glance up at Thomas. His face is unreadable. “That wasn’t my intention, and I don’t want to put you at any more risk than you already are. I believe things in this city need to change. The government – not just this government, but previous ones – have done things I believe to be unforgivable. I couldn’t live with myself if I stayed silent and did nothing to help, but I don’t want anyone else to suffer for my actions. I don’t want you to suffer for my actions.”

      I have their attention now. “I know this is your home. I’m not asking you to leave, but I am giving you a choice. If you stay here, I will do my best to protect you, but I can’t guarantee you won’t be in danger. Or you are free to leave, and I’ll give you whatever money you need to set yourselves up in the life you choose.” I look around at them. “It’s your choice. You have no obligation to me. You owe me nothing. I just want you to feel safe and happy.”

      There’s a pause as they all stare at me, then glance at each other. I push back my chair and stand.

      “Think about it.”

      “Trey?”

      Thomas’s voice stops me at the door. I turn back to look at him.

      “Thank you.”

      I duck my head and walk out, wondering if I’ve actually helped anything at all.
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        * * *

      

      Emilie calls me as I approach the factory. She sounds irritated. “Where are you? Phillips has been spitting feathers since yesterday evening. He’s convinced you’ve run off.”

      I grimace. Phillips isn’t the most patient of men, and I didn’t mean for Emilie to bear the brunt of his anger at my absence.

      “I’m two minutes away. All the pods are grounded, so I’ve had to walk.”

      “Great. The west entrance is closed off, though. You’ll have to go around to the east.” She reels off a set of directions. “I’ll let the guards know you’re coming.”

      “Thanks. Is Louis around?”

      “I think so. He sent you a message an hour ago. Haven’t you read it?”

      “Not yet. I’ll see you in a few minutes.” I end the call and bring up Louis’ message. It’s just four words.

      We need to talk.

      I frown, wondering if this is good news or bad. Either he’s been doing his own thinking on how we can remove the androcibus nanite from the system or he’s getting cold feet.

      When I find the entrance – an unassuming hangar door – I’m kept waiting in a high-ceilinged lobby while my identity is verified multiple times. Finally, I’m allowed to proceed to the elevator, which takes me down to a long, rough passageway with flickering white lights. The east entrance is identical to the west, the route I’ve been using to get into and out of the factory since the lockdown, and the route the Outsiders take into the East Wing every day. It’s a far cry from the rooftop gardens and glass elevators Insiders use.

      I bring up the building plan loaded onto my comm, manipulating the holo image in the air as I walk. The most direct way to my office takes me past the huge canteen I’d visited once before, but a slight diversion would take me in a more roundabout route that would bring me out close to Louis’ office.

      Most of the doors on this side of the factory are unlocked, and my Coleman Corporation chip lets me through the few with access panels. I know somewhere deep in the building, a machine tracks my movements, spitting out alerts, but I doubt I’ll trigger any alarms. There’s a tense, frantic atmosphere in the factory, and the strain of having to keep all production lines running and keeping the factory workers inside means the small security team has bigger things to worry about than the route I take to my office.

      When I reach the door to Louis’ office, I pause, my finger hovering over the buzzer. Perhaps I should report to Phillips first. But some sixth sense tells me that what Louis has to say is important.

      I press the buzzer. A moment passes, then the door swishes open and I step inside.

      The outer office where Elaine sits is empty, but the door to Louis’ office is ajar. Odd. Doors are either open or closed. Perhaps the mechanism has jammed.

      I take a step closer. “Louis?”

      “Come in!” His voice sounds slightly strangled.

      As I push the door aside and step into the room, there’s a flash of movement. My eyes fall on the desk and empty chair. I frown. Turning, I come face to face with Coleman.

      “Goldsmith. Good to have you back in the factory.” His face is expressionless, but his dark eyes are hard, and he doesn’t sound very pleased to see me.

      I swallow. “I—”

      I sense movement behind me a second before my arms are yanked back, cold metal closing around my wrists.

      Nausea swirls in my gut. So this is it. They found me out.

      “You think you can mess with my factory? That I wouldn’t notice? I gave you a second chance, for your mother’s sake, and this is how you repay it? This is how you honour her memory?”

      I look down at the floor, unable to meet his eyes. Shame curdles my stomach. Bile rises in my throat and my knees suddenly feel weak.

      Coleman gives a flick of his hand, dismissing me. “Lock him up. I’ve got enough to deal with at the moment without foolish boys playing games.”

      As I’m led away, I catch a glimpse of Louis lurking in the far corner of the room. I want to spit into his face, but the guard yanks my arms, causing me to stumble from the room. I curse myself for being so foolish as to trust him. He’d even warned me, hadn’t he? But I had pushed him too far. Believed he would stand up to his father and risk everything just because I would risk everything.

      Not all Insiders are like you.

      Aleesha was right. Bryn was right. Trust is dangerous.

      Trust can get you killed.
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      Anders’ face is ghostly white, highlighting the dark circles ringing his eyes, and his brow glistens with sweat. He lies still, not tossing and turning as he has for the past twenty-four hours. I’m not sure if that’s a good or bad sign. Beside me, Danny fidgets anxiously as Abby places a hand on Anders’ forehead. The frown on her face relaxes slightly.

      “I think the fever has broken,” she says with a smile.

      “So he’s gonna be okay?”

      Abby pulls back the blanket covering Anders’ shoulder. “Help me roll him over.”

      I step forward, but Danny pushes me roughly to one side. I bite back the admonishment that springs to my lips. Danny’s hands shake as he helps Abby roll him to his side. He’s barely slept or eaten since we brought Anders back from the concrete jungle. Apart from helping us bring Samson out of the tunnels, he’s kept an almost constant vigil at his friend’s bedside.

      “Hmm,” is Abby’s only comment when she pulls back the dressing covering the knife wound. She purses her lips.

      “What does that mean?” Danny’s voice carries more than a trace of panic. I shoot him a warning look, but he ignores me. “He’s goin’ to be okay, right?”

      The desperation in his voice tugs at something deep inside me, and I have to bite my lip to keep tears from springing to my eyes.

      We can’t lose him. Not now.

      Abby lowers Anders carefully onto his back, then turns to us. “The good news is, the antibiotics have helped. He’s sleeping now, which is good. When he wakes, he should feel better. Try to get him to drink some soup made with the best ingredients you’ve got. Meat. Vegetables, if you’ve any left.”

      “Soup. Right.” Danny twists his hands in front of him.

      “Can you go and get me some hot water please, Danny?”

      He rushes from the room.

      “What’s the bad news?” I ask as the door swings shut behind him.

      “I think there may still be some infection inside the wound. The antibiotics I have can only do so much. Hopefully his body can fight it off …”

      I swallow. “What about that stuff you use to draw out infection?”

      “I’ll make up another poultice for you, but I’m not sure it can reach deep enough into the wound.” Abby glances at me. “Mika may have something stronger. Herbal remedies can only do so much.”

      I look down at the pale face of my kind, generous friend, and my throat constricts. Why Anders? He is the best of all of us.

      “If we can’t get anything else, what are his odds?”

      “Hard to say.” Abby doesn’t meet my eye. “He’s strong. That goes in his favour.”

      Her words are an echo of what she’d said earlier this morning when we’d finally left the small apartment where Samson is resting. Petal had banished me from the room while they stripped him, then cleaned and dressed his wounds, but I’d waited outside for Abby. The sky had begun to lighten by the time we’d finally made it back to headquarters.

      The door slams open and Danny rushes in, a bowl of water sloshing in his hands. Panting, he holds it out to Abby. “Here you go.”

      She manages a warm smile. “Thank you.”

      I push past Danny and leave the room. Even if I have to knock Mika out and carry her here myself, she will come. My father can’t deny me this.

      I will not let my friend die.
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        * * *

      

      The Chain’s headquarters is surprisingly busy. There’s a tension in the air as I press myself against the wall of the narrow hall to let two men hurry past carrying a large box between them. More people follow. No one questions my presence as I weave through them, searching for a familiar face.

      In the kitchen, I find the female guard from the other day arguing with a tall man. When I ask if Mika’s around, she gestures toward the basement with barely a glance in my direction.

      Mika is busy sorting through crates and doesn’t hear me approach until I’m standing in front of her.

      She glances up. “Hi, Aleesha.” Mika stands and stretches her back. “How are you?”

      “What’s going on?” I wave my hand vaguely to indicate the activity going on above us.

      Her face pinches. “Didn’t you hear? The President escaped.”

      My heart lurches. “What? When?” My gaze strays to the far end of the room and the door that stands open and unguarded.

      “Last night. The government brought in an army. We lost the government headquarters, and Richard barely managed to hold the Metz compound. But all of that was just a distraction to draw us away from here.” She stifles a yawn and brushes back a strand of dark hair.

      “Is my— Richard okay? Bryn?”

      She nods. “They’re up in the conference room deciding what to do next. Did you come here for a reason or just to help out?”

      I look around at the packages of medical supplies, then at Mika’s tired, drawn face, and my heart sinks. But I ask anyway. “I was hoping you might be able to help me. One of my men got attacked yesterday and the wound’s infected. If we could just use the medic pod for five minutes …”

      “Sorry, Aleesha, but I’ve already sent the pod to the Metz compound. Richard ordered me to prioritize the combatants, and he’s right. I need to get them back on their feet or we won’t have a chance.” She gives me a sympathetic look. “I want to save everyone, but I only have the one pod and am nearly out of supplies for that.”

      “What about the reinforcements my father ordered? Did they not bring more medic pods?”

      “Only what was in the main ship, and that isn’t exactly mobile.” Mika lifts a crate and dumps it onto the floor, then opens the box underneath and pulls out a plastic package about a foot square. She hands it to me and begins to rummage through another crate. “That’s the best I can give you. It hasn’t been field-tested yet, but it’s designed to draw out infections and promote rapid healing. Similar to what a pod can do but in field conditions.” She straightens and hands me a pair of syringes. “General antibiotics. Between those and the pad, he should be okay, as long as none of the internal organs are affected.”

      I swing the small backpack I’d brought with me off my shoulder and take the syringes from her. “Any chance I could have a few more of the pads and syringes? Just in case.”

      Mika tightens her lips, then reaches back into the crates, handing me a pack of syringes and three more wound pads. “Please, don’t tell Richard. I’m not supposed to give out supplies.”

      I fill my backpack and tie it tight. “Thanks, Mika. I won’t.”

      I leave the room and make my way through the hall and up the stairs of the townhouse. Raised voices draw me toward what must be the conference room. Two men stand outside the door. One of them moves to block my path.

      “Sorry, miss. You can’t go in.”

      “Fine.” I lean back against the wall to wait, crossing my arms. The guards exchange a look, but neither attempts to move me on.

      I strain my ears to pick up what’s going on inside. It seems to be a heated argument, but they’re talking over each other, so I can barely make out one word in ten. My father’s calm voice rises over the hubbub.

      “We’re not making any progress here. We need more information. Let’s see what we can find out in the next twenty-four hours, then we’ll meet back here tomorrow.”

      The guards step aside as the door opens and people filter out. Bryn catches sight of me and frowns, walking over. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him look so exhausted.

      “Is everything okay, Aleesha?”

      I nod. “Just wanted to speak to Richard. Mika told me what happened. How did he escape?”

      Bryn sighs. “They attacked the government headquarters and the compound simultaneously. We left Tomas and five guards here but pulled everyone else away to help with the fighting. They blew a hole right into the back of the basement, where the ground’s lower.”

      “Were … Were the guards killed?”

      Bryn rubs his jaw. His stubble is getting longer. “Yes. All of them. They were good men and women. I’d worked with Tomas for many years.” His expression tightens and he pats my shoulder. “Go on in now. He should be free.” He walks off down the corridor.

      The door to the meeting room is slightly ajar, and I pause outside at the sound of a heated conversation from within.

      “This vendetta has got to stop, Richard.” Katya’s voice is sharp, very different from her usual purr. “You may fool the others into thinking you’re just concerned about London, but not me. We can’t risk everything for one man. We have to concentrate on the bigger picture.”

      “He is part of the bigger picture,” my father says in a low growl. “If we can make him surrender, then we can limit the fighting. We’re never going to be able to overpower them through sheer force. You know that.”

      My blood runs cold at his words.

      “We can’t sacrifice all our people just to root him out again. Let me infiltrate their command. I can—”

      “Sleep with them all?”

      The sound of a slap causes me to jerk back, my heart pounding. Did she just hit him?

      “Careful, Katya.”

      “That was uncalled for after what I’ve done to get us this far.” There’s a pause. When she continues, her voice is more like the calm, persuasive tone I’m used to hearing. “All I’m saying is that you need to put your emotions to one side. Let someone else take command.”

      “Not going to happen. Besides, we don’t have time for you to infiltrate them. Now that we know about the nanobots, we can use that against them.”

      “You can’t threaten something and not go through with it.”

      “Who says I won’t go through with it?”

      There’s a pause. When Katya speaks, her voice carries a slight tremor. “You can’t be serious, Richard. “It could kill—”

      Footsteps sound behind me. I glance over my shoulder to see two men approaching up the staircase.

      Best not get caught snooping.

      I knock on the door and push it open. The room is small and filled by the chairs clustered around a wide table. At the far end, my father stands with Katya. For once, she doesn’t look the picture of perfection. Her blonde hair is dulled and matted, hastily drawn into a knot at the nape of her neck. Her black combat suit is torn, the skin underneath bloody. She grips my father’s arm, her fingers digging into his skin. He scowls down at her.

      They break away as I walk in. Katya shoots my father a dark look. “Think about it, Richard, for all our sakes.” She pushes past me and out of the room.

      I squeeze around the chairs to approach my father. “Lovers’ tiff?”

      “Not exactly.” He sighs. “What are you doing here?”

      I open my mouth to reply, then remember what Mika had said. “I wanted to talk with you more about my mother,” I say quickly. “But I realize this is not a good time.”

      He waves me to a seat. “I have ten minutes.” He yawns. “Then I need to get whatever sleep I can.”

      I run my gaze over him. He looks uninjured. The tight knot in my stomach relaxes a little. “How bad is it?”

      “It could be better. Last night was rough, but they’ve backed off now they’ve got what they wanted.” He grimaces.

      “The President.”

      “And the government headquarters. I anticipated them pulling in reinforcements, but I underestimated how many reserves they would be able to call on. They must have left the other cities almost unguarded.” His eyes stray to a set of maps and documents laid out on the table and he frowns.

      “Do you have more people who can help?”

      “Perhaps. I’ll make some calls this afternoon. There are a few favours I can call in.” The frown relaxes as he reaches forward to rest a hand on my arm. “Don’t worry. We will free London. Whatever it takes, I won’t let him win.”

      I try to smile but can’t quite make it work. My stomach churns with indecision. Should I offer to help? But if the Chain’s fighters, with their armour, guns and genetic enhancements, can’t beat the government army, what chance do my people have? We’d be slaughtered.

      But if the Chain loses, how long will we survive? Whatever claims he made about not wanting to kill me, I don’t think the President would be happy letting me walk free.

      “Now, what did you want to know about Maria?”

      I shake myself, tuning back into my father’s words. I had used my mother as an excuse to disguise my real reason for coming here – to get help for Anders. But now I’m here with him, just the two of us, perhaps he’ll finally answer some of my questions.

      I take a deep breath. “Were you there the day she died?”

      His smile falters. He searches my face for a moment before answering. “I was in London, yes.”

      My breath catches. I swallow, my mouth as dry as the baked earth on the street outside. “What happened?” I whisper.

      Something flickers in his eyes. “You know what happened. You saw the Metz report.”

      “That only showed me part of the story. Why didn’t you …” I take a deep breath, trying to keep my voice calm. “Was she meeting you that day?”

      My father looks down, then reaches out to take my hand. His touch is warm, though it doesn’t relieve the tension in my body. “She thought she was,” he says quietly. “The President faked a message from me to draw her out. I’d spent three days in London searching for her. The government found out I was in the city and set a trap, using Maria as bait.”

      “Why didn’t you take her with you when you first left London?”

      “I tried.” He glances up at me. “She refused to come. I spent too many years feeling hurt and bitter over that. Perhaps if I’d swallowed my pride and gone back sooner, well …”

      He gives a short laugh. “All this time, I can’t believe I didn’t know you existed. But I knew your mother. I know how much she would have loved you. How she would have wanted a better life for you. Even if that meant sacrificing her own.”

      A flush of heat courses through my body. My chest tightens. “You mean … She went to Rose Square because of me?” My voice comes out small and weak.

      My father doesn’t meet my eye. “Maria and I didn’t part on the best of terms. But she knew that all children were genetically tested for their parentage and that any child of mine … Well, you wouldn’t have had the life she wanted for you – if you’d have had any life at all. There was no other reason for her to give up her life Inside. From what you’ve told me, they were closing in on her. She must have thought I offered your best chance of survival. And if I’d known, if I’d found her sooner, I would have found a way to get you both out of London.” He hangs his head. “But I was too late.”

      I remember the final words she’d said to me on the morning she left. It’s all going to be okay. Everything will be okay.

      I’ve sought to blame other people for her death – Andrew Goldsmith, the Metz, the President, even my father. But if it hadn’t been for me, my mother would have never been in that situation in the first place. The weight of this knowledge presses down on my shoulders and squeezes my ribcage against my lungs.

      It was all for me.

      “I …” The words catch in my throat, my windpipe constricting as emotion threatens to burst from my chest. “I understand.” I pull my hand from his grasp and push back my chair.

      “Aleesha, wait!”

      But I don’t stop, and he doesn’t follow as I rush from the room and down the stairs, pushing past people to escape the building.

      It was my fault. My fault.

      Head down, I plough through the streets, tears blurring my vision. Angrily, I scrub my eyes. Damn waterworks.

      I duck into a small side alley and lean against the wall, sucking in deep breaths. The summer heat intensifies the smell of decay and rotting trash, which catches at the back of my throat. I need to get myself under control. I can’t go back to Phoenix headquarters like this.

      Breathe in for four, out for four.

      I focus on my breathing, pushing down those two words lingering in my head, storing them in that deep part of my mind that I’d so recently purged. There are still some secrets in there that I’ve not been able to face yet, so I add this one to them and close the door until a time when I feel strong enough to face them again.

      For now, though, I need to get back to Anders.

      I walk slowly through the streets, giving myself time to calm down. As I get closer, I sense people watching. I glance around, but the street hobies quickly look away, refusing to meet my gaze. I frown, wondering if they know something I don’t. Or perhaps word has spread that Richard Masterton is my father. Would they take his side if the fighting reached Area Four? Would they stand with me, or do they still fear the government too much?

      I wonder what the role of the gangs will be in this new city my father’s trying to create. If there will even be a place for us at all.

      These questions fill my mind as I turn the corner and see the arch of the main entrance to our headquarters. The blue snake still extends along the wall. Jax hasn’t had time to replace it with the gold phoenix I requested. I get halfway up the street before I see who is on guard at the gate.

      I slip behind the shelter of a nearby trash can, my heart pounding.

      How can this be?

      I peer out from behind the bin just in time to see a man come out of the building and walk over to the two guards lounging against the arched gateway. He is not one of my gang, but a man I’ve faced only once before. I’m not close enough to see his pudgy, acne-scarred cheeks and flat nose, but his size betrays him, as well as the way he moves. He swaggers, like a bully.

      He says something to the guards, who wear yellow bandannas around their heads. Their gazes turn in my direction. I pull back, feeling their eyes bore through the bin. My body feels as if it’s turned to ice, my brain frozen, unable to comprehend what has happened.

      But there is only one explanation.

      The Bigland Boys have taken over Phoenix headquarters.
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      The numbers on the elevator screen whiz past. We stop at -3, and I wonder how far underground the factory extends. I test my cuffs, but there’s no give to the metal. Even if I could get loose, there are two guards, both armed, and the chances of me being able to take down even one of them are slim to none. Luck doesn’t seem to be on my side lately.

      The guards escort me down a short corridor, which divides at the end. I glance to my left, but a shove from behind indicates that we’re to go right. I crane my neck to look back, but one of the guards pokes me in the back.

      “Keep your eyes forward. Wouldn’t want to slip now, would you?”

      His tone implies that the slip might not be entirely accidental. Asking him why two armed men guard an inconspicuous metal door in the deep basement of the factory is only likely to get me into more trouble, so I stay silent, even as I mull over the possibilities in my mind. What does Coleman have down here that requires guards?

      The corridor opens up into a long, narrow room that smells slightly damp. Identical, transparent cubes sit against the long side of the room, each about two and a half metres by two and a half metres, linked by what seems to be a ventilation tube. There are six in total, all empty apart from one.

      Barnes stares out at me from inside the fifth cube, her expression blank. A purple bruise mottles the left side of her face, a cut still oozing blood. My breath hitches.

      One of the guards places his palm on the access panel to the final cube. The other uncuffs my hands and pushes me forward. I whirl around as the door swishes shut behind me. The guards’ footsteps echo around the chamber as I run my fingers around the edge of the door, searching for an opening, a crack, anything.

      “Don’t waste your energy.”

      Shoulders hunched, Barnes sits on a long, white bed that bears a disturbing resemblance to the coffins my mother and Milicent had lain in at the crematorium. Her face and voice are sullen.

      “How long have you been here?”

      “A day perhaps. They got me to fix the production line, then dragged me down here. Seems they think I’m involved in your fun and games.” She gives me a pointed look, but there’s no malice in her words.

      “I—”

      “Careful,” she warns, pointing up to the ceiling. “They may be watching, listening. What took you so long to come in?”

      I sense the question she wants to ask but can’t. Not if Coleman’s people are listening.

      The layout of my cube is identical to hers. There’s no chair, so I perch on the bed, thinking about how best to reply. “For one thing, the pods are down, but I was late leaving home. There was a blackbird in the garden that looked like it had been attacked by a pack of crows. Poor thing was broken. At first, I thought it was dead. But I managed to revive it. I took it in and gave it to the servants to care for. Hopefully it’ll get a second chance at life.”

      Barnes is silent. When I risk a peek over my shoulder, I see her eyes are closed, her lips pressed together. A single tear trickles down her swollen cheek.

      I look around the cube, then out at the bare, concrete room. “I don’t think they are listening,” I say. “There’s a camera over the entrance, but it looks about twenty years old. What do you think they use these cells for anyway?”

      “Rows break out in the canteen sometimes.” Barnes shrugs. “Guess they put the perpetrators in here until the Metz can come and collect them. Or until they’re suitably terrified and can be thrown back out onto the street. I doubt they get that much use. They could easily fill any job here. Anyone makes a fuss, they’re fired.”

      “Exactly. So why waste time putting high-tech monitoring equipment in here? It’s not as if we can escape.”

      “True.”

      I scratch my wrist absentmindedly. They had taken my comm band and were probably searching it for incriminating messages. “What did they do to you?”

      Barnes is silent a moment. “They questioned me. When they didn’t like the answers I gave, they beat me up a bit.”

      “What were they questioning you about?”

      A smile ghosts across her face. “You.”

      I open my mouth to reply, then close it again at the sound of footsteps. I push myself up off the bed, but the person following the guards is not someone I expected to see.

      “Emilie?”

      My assistant clutches a data pad. It trembles in her hands as she approaches.

      “Want us to cuff him, miss?” one of the guards asks.

      “No, thank you. I’m sure I’ll be fine.”

      “Well, we searched him. He’s clean. And we’ll be right here if he tries anything,” the other guard says encouragingly.

      They had searched me. Thoroughly. And were disappointed to find I didn’t even have a toothpick on me.

      I stand back as the door swishes open and Emilie steps inside. The guards wave their guns threateningly to make sure I don’t try anything. The door closes behind her.

      “Are you okay?” Her voice is almost a whisper. She casts a nervous glance at the next cell. Barnes refuses to meet her gaze.

      “Fine. Well, apart from being stuck in here, of course.” I pause, waiting for her to explain what she’s doing here, but she just stares down at the data pad. My data pad. “How’s the production line going?”

      “It’s working now.” Emilie hesitates, then adds, “I need you to give me access to your files. So that someone can pick up your work while you’re … absent.”

      “Coleman replaced me already then?” I joke.

      Emilie doesn’t seem to find it funny. Her cheeks darken slightly, and she looks at the floor.

      I sigh and take the data pad from her. “What do I need to do?”

      She opens up the screen and shows me where to press my thumb and enter my passcode. As my computer screen appears on the data pad, a thought strikes me. If Coleman reports me to the Metz, the first thing they’ll do is go to the house. They’ll almost certainly arrest Ella, perhaps even the servants. I remember Bryn’s description of the prisoners they’d freed from the underground lab at the Metz compound, and my stomach clenches.

      It may already be too late. But I have to try.

      I glance over Emilie’s shoulder at the guards. They’re talking in low voices, barely glancing our way. I keep my voice at a whisper and my face downturned in case the cameras can pick up the movement of my lips.

      “Could you do me a favour? I need to get a private message to my sister.”

      Emilie’s eyebrows raise a fraction, but she gives a slight nod.

      Can I trust her?

      I don’t have a choice. I must get a message out. And there’s no one in the building I trust more than Emilie, Barnes included.

      I bring up the notes app and type a short message into it, then tilt the data pad so Emilie can read it.

      Ella, leave London immediately. Barnes and I have been taken prisoner. DO NOT try to rescue us. Tell Thomas that he and the others may want to leave the house. If you can get a message to Bryn, do so, but not if it prevents you leaving. I love you. Trey.

      I add Ella’s comm code, then turn the data pad back to Emilie. Her brow furrows as she scans the lines.

      “Memorized it?”

      “Except the number. I’ll need that.”

      I delete the message, leaving Ella’s comm number, then return the data pad to my assistant. Former assistant now, I guess. “Thanks. And I’m sorry. I hope you’re not in any trouble because of me.”

      Emilie shrugs. “I still have a job. That’s the main thing.”

      I back away as Emilie walks toward the door, just so the guards don’t think I’m going to try anything. As she steps out, she turns.

      “I’m sorry—”

      Her words are cut off when the door closes.

      “It’s okay,” I reply, though I’m not sure if she hears me. She gives me a sad smile and turns to leave.

      “What was all that about?” Barnes asks once we’re alone again.

      “I guess they need to keep the factory running while we’re locked up here.” I thump my fist against the wall, frustration welling inside me. “Damn Louis. You were right. I should never have trusted him.”

      “So he betrayed you.” Barnes doesn’t sound surprised.

      “Yes. Couldn’t risk his daddy’s ire, I guess. I thought that if I could persuade him of all people to do what’s right, then we might have a chance.” I kick the coffin-like bed. “Guess I was wrong.”

      She snorts a laugh. “Insiders don’t care about anybody else. They just think about themselves. Especially Insiders like him. When they can take everything they want, why would they want anything to change?”

      I don’t answer, not wanting to admit that she’s right.

      Hours pass. It’s impossible to keep track of time down here where there’s no daylight or clock. At some point, there’s a rattle and a cardboard box shoots down a tube that connects the cell to the concrete wall. Inside is a lukewarm burger. Barnes devours hers with obvious relish, but to me, the fake meat tastes like the cardboard it came in.

      Perhaps an hour later, the lights go out. The darkness is absolute. Having nothing else to do, I lie down on the bed, trying not to think about how much it resembles a coffin. My muscles tense, my mind almost expecting a domed lid to rise and encase me, followed by the hissing sound of gas. I force myself to breathe steadily. Soft snores filter through the tube connecting my cell with Barnes’s.

      Still, I cannot sleep.

      At some point, I must doze off, because I awake with a start, almost blinded by a bright light. Blinking, I raise my hand to ward off the intrusion. The door swishes open. Terror freezes my limbs. The only thought that percolates the fog of sleep is that being dragged from my cell in the middle of the night cannot have a good outcome.

      When a hand grabs my arm, I pull away, lashing out, my foot connecting with hard muscle and bone. There’s a grunt and a muttered curse.

      “Stop that,” the person hisses. “I’m trying to help you.”

      My muscles go limp. “Louis?”

      “Come on. I don’t know how long we’ve got. Here. Put this over your arm.”

      I nearly drop the slippery sheath before I realize what it is. A chip blocker.

      I pull the rubber tube over my forearm and let Louis drag me from the bed, my mind still struggling to comprehend what’s happening. “What’s going on? Why are you—”

      “Shut up. Just … Let’s get out of here first, then I’ll explain.”

      I plant my feet and yank my arm from his grasp. “Not until you tell me where you’re taking me.”

      Louis’ face is ghostly in the white light, his jaw clenched. “I am trying to help you escape.”

      “Escape? You’re the one who got me locked up.”

      Anger flickers in his eyes. “We need to go or they’ll pick us up on the cameras. Follow me or stay locked up. Your choice.”

      He strides out of the cell. I stumble after him, my thoughts a web of confusion. Halfway down the cavern, a voice stops me in my tracks.

      “Hey! What about me?”

      Barnes. Of course.

      “Louis, come back,” I hiss. His light bobs ahead, then turns to shine directly on Barnes’s cell. She’s standing with her hands pressed to the door. “Come on. Let her out.”

      Louis doesn’t move. “When she was caught sabotaging the production line? Not likely.”

      I stare at Barnes, who doesn’t meet my eyes. “I thought you were locked up because of me.”

      She mutters something under her breath.

      “Trey, come on,” Louis growls.

      But I stand firm. “I’m not going without her.”

      He curses and strides up to her cell. “Fine. But you do exactly what I say.” He presses his hand to the access panel and opens the door to Barnes’s cell. She tries to push past him, but he holds his arm out. “You’re going to have to cut out your chip. It’ll sound an alert in the guardroom as soon as you step out of the cell.” He pulls out a pocketknife.

      “No need.” She reaches down the front of her overalls and pulls out a tiny box, placing it onto the bed. “There are some places even your father’s guards won’t look.”

      “A biobox?”

      She nods.

      “You crafty minx.” Louis sounds impressed.

      Barnes gives him a disparaging look. “Can we go now?”

      Louis steps aside to let her out of the cell. “We need to be quiet,” he tells us in a low voice as we approach the corridor leading out of the room. “I managed to slip something into the guards’ coffee, but it may not completely knock them out. Follow me and do exactly as I tell you.”

      He switches off his flashlight, plunging us into darkness. We creep up the corridor, my hand on Louis’ shoulder, Barnes’s hand on mine. A faint light shines around a corner ahead.

      Louis peers around, then whispers into my ear. “We go one at a time. Stick to the shadows as their eyes will be blinded by the light. Left up ahead. I’ll wait for you around the corner.”

      He disappears before I can reply. I repeat the message to Barnes, then take a step forward and peek around the corner.

      Louis is a shadow against the faint light as he moves silently up the corridor, sticking close to the wall. Further up, dim emergency lights illuminate the door I’d noticed when I was led to my cell, the two figures slumped outside it. One of them turns his head and mutters something. Louis freezes. The other guard lets out a grunt, his head lolling back against the wall. After a moment, Louis resumes his pacing, and a moment later, he disappears.

      I take a deep breath and step out into the corridor, my eyes never leaving the guards. But they give no sign they’ve noticed me. I let out a breath as I turn into the larger access corridor and find Louis waiting. A minute later, Barnes joins us.

      “Don’t they have cameras here?” I whisper.

      “Yes, but I set them on a loop.”

      We follow him in silence as he leads us past the elevator to a rough staircase that smells damp. “No one ever comes this way,” is his only comment as we ascend two levels, then walk down another dark corridor.

      Finally, Louis opens a nondescript door and ushers us inside. He closes it and switches on his flashlight, resting it on top of a pile of boxes. He sinks onto another box with a sigh.

      “Thank goodness that’s over. I never knew creeping around could be so stressful.”

      The room feels vast, rows of boxes leading into the darkness. The ones nearest me are stamped with a code that I think relates to one of the distribution centres. I open my mouth to ask Louis what the hell’s going on, but Barnes beats me to it.

      “So you betray us, then free us. What’s the deal?”

      Louis scowls. “I didn’t betray you.”

      Barnes’s gaze flickers to me.

      His scowl deepens. “You think I told my father about our conversations?”

      I shrug noncommittally.

      He snorts. “Do you know what my father would do if he found out I’d freed you? Do you know what I’ve risked?”

      “No one else had access to our messages or knew we’d been talking. No one else knew what we did,” I say flatly.

      Louis runs his hand through his hair. “I can’t believe you thought I would do that.” He almost sounds … hurt.

      I push down the twinge of guilt. There isn’t anyone else it can be.

      “If you didn’t mention it to Daddy, then who did?” Barnes snaps, her words echoing the question in my head.

      Louis sucks in a long breath, then looks at me. “I believe Emilie requested a confidential meeting with my father yesterday afternoon.”

      Emilie …

      His words hang in the silence.

      Efficient Emilie, who is the first to pick up my messages and check my email. She must have seen the one I had Louis send me with the Project Griffin attachments. All this time, she’s known about it.

      Barnes curses under her breath and glances over at me. “Didn’t think she had it in her. I thought she was sweet on you.”

      “I think she was worried about losing her job,” Louis says quietly.

      My head begins to throb, my chest tight, lungs burning. Realizing I’m holding my breath, I let it out in a rush, sucking in fresh air. “She was saving up to help her sister go to university. It was so important to her.”

      “Clearly more important than our lives,” Barnes says bitterly.

      But I can’t feel bitterness. Just guilt. I was the one who put her in that position, forced her to make that choice. Of course, she chose her sister over me.

      But her betrayal still hurts.

      “I thought you knew,” Louis says. “Dad sent her down to see you this afternoon, didn’t he?”

      I collapse onto one of the boxes, my legs suddenly weak.

      Her words had been cut off by the door closing. Had she been apologizing for what she’d done … or what she was about to do?

      I bend over, my fingers raking my hair. “No,” I whisper. “No.”

      No, no, no.

      If I say it enough, think it enough, perhaps it won’t be true.

      “Trey, what’s wrong?” Barnes sounds alarmed.

      I can’t speak. The throbbing in my head gets louder, drowning out whatever she says next. My brain focuses on the words I can’t bring myself to voice.

      The Metz had questioned Ella, letting her go. They had no evidence she was involved with anything. But the message I’d asked Emilie to pass to Ella … That clearly implicated her. And not just her, but Thomas and the servants. Even if they swore they didn’t know anything, why else would I have told them to leave?

      Coleman had probably already acted on the message. Had the Metz caught them in their beds? Were they torturing them at another one of their underground labs? And if they did interrogate Ella, how long would it take them to make the connections to Bryn, to Aleesha, to Samson?

      I shudder, trying to push the painful thoughts from my mind.

      I’d wanted to protect my sister and the servants. Instead, I’d condemned them all.
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      I climb up onto the rooftops and circle Phoenix headquarters. Unfamiliar guards stand outside every entrance. There is no sign of my people.

      Is Denzel holding them hostage? Or did they fight and lose, their bodies growing stiff and cold as the Bigland Boys feast on our food, drain our water tanks?

      Bile rises in my throat. This is my fault. Danny had warned me that Denzel would act. And I had ignored him because I didn’t want to deal with the problem.

      I pace the rooftop, then slowly lower myself down a drainpipe, hand over hand, to the street below, a plan forming in my mind.

      They may be on my patch, but if I challenge Denzel and beat him, they’ll have no choice but to leave. Gang rules.

      Denzel is twice my size, probably three times my weight and a good fighter. But not as good as me. I know I can win this fight.

      I have to win this fight.

      I stride up to the main gate, stopping ten paces from the guards. “I want to speak to your boss,” I call out.

      They look me up and down. One of them leers and lets out a high-pitched whistle. They know who I am.

      A moment later, a young kid runs up. The guard says something to him, and he runs back inside the building. Sweat beads on the back of my neck, but I don’t move. Ten minutes he keeps me waiting, but finally, the huge figure of Denzel swaggers through the gate.

      “Aleesha. What d’ya want?” He sounds cocky, overconfident.

      “You have something of mine. I want it back.”

      Denzel leers at me. “Finders keepers.”

      I raise my voice so everyone in the street can hear. “I challenge you to a leadership fight.”

      He doesn’t react, almost as if he was expecting it. “Fine. Make the arrangements. I’ll see you in the square next week.”

      “Not next week or in the square. Here. Now.” I jab my finger toward the ground.

      Surprise flickers in his eyes. “That’s not how things are done.”

      “Sneaking in to take over someone else’s territory is not how things are done, either.” My voice is dangerously low. “Send one of your runners for the ref. If you’ve got any of my people in there, they can sit on the jury.”

      It’s a gamble on my part, but I need to find out if my friends are in there. Unfortunately, Denzel doesn’t take the bait.

      “Fine. But we can’t fight in the street. Come in.”

      I shake my head. “And let your morons jump me? No thanks.”

      Denzel rolls his eyes, then shouts a name. The kid comes running. “Go find the ref.” He pulls some chits from his pocket and presses them into the boy’s hand. “Tell ’er to come now.”

      I saunter over to the windowless building that lines the alley and lean back against it, twirling my knife in my hand. The gesture makes me seem confident, as if I take part in leadership challenges every day, but the real reason I’d moved was to get into the shade. It’s hot today. High risk of fires, especially as there haven’t been any Cleanings lately to clear the build-up of trash in the streets.

      Now I have more time to think through the situation, I curse myself for being so hasty. I could have gone to speak to Samson, or Petal if Samson’s still unconscious. I’m pretty sure the Bigland Boys answer to the Brotherhood. But I’m not certain Petal would offer any help without the authority of his boss.

      A feeling of dread settles in my stomach as the full implication of Samson’s injuries sinks in. Even if he survives, if he can’t walk, he won’t be in a position to command the respect of the gangs anymore. They only respect one thing – strength.

      And what does that mean for Area Four? For all Outsiders?

      After perhaps twenty minutes, Denzel’s boy returns, followed by the woman who presides over leadership challenges. She stalks up the street, four men and women flanking her, her face set in a permanent frown. I’m not sure how she got her role or who she took over from, but she’s perhaps the only person in the city who every single gang respects.

      As long as she’s here, Denzel will play fair.

      I straighten as she approaches. The ref pauses when she reaches me and purses her lips. “What’s all this about then?”

      Denzel closes the distance between us. He doesn’t want to be left out of this conversation.

      “Bigland Boys have taken over Phoenix headquarters,” I say. “I’ve challenged Denzel to a leadership fight to get it back.”

      The woman’s gaze rakes over me. “You’ve recovered quickly. It must be only two weeks since you were lying on the ground, beaten to a pulp.”

      I shrug off the challenge in her voice.

      “I told ’er this wasn’t how things were done, but she insisted,” Denzel mutters. “And she’ll be the one payin’ your fee when she loses.”

      “This is most … irregular.”

      “So is him taking over my patch. I’ve done more in the past week to help the people around here get food than anyone’s done for months.” I jerk my thumb at Denzel. “If I wait a few days, they’ll have eaten the lot.”

      She casts me a sharp glance. “Maybe you should have defended it better.”

      There is no sisterliness in her attitude. In her eyes, I am the annoyance to be dealt with, not Denzel. But as long as she does her job, I don’t care.

      Denzel looks smug. “Told you,” he says to me. “We’ll have to do it the proper way, in a week’s time.”

      “No need for that. You’ve both stated you’re happy to go ahead now, so let’s not waste any more time,” the ref says briskly. “Shall we go inside?”

      For a moment, I think Denzel’s going to refuse. But he can’t back down now. He’d lose too much respect. “Yeah. Whatever.”

      A thread of unease tightens in my chest as I follow Denzel under the arched gateway. I’m gambling that the ref and her bodyguards will make sure the fight is fair. As for winning … That’s up to me.

      When we enter the main hall, I scan the people sprawled around it, my heart sinking as I see only unfamiliar faces. The golden phoenix Jax had painted on the far wall has already been defaced. It makes my blood boil. Not that they’ve marked this place as their own, but that they ruined something so beautiful. Yet, despite the black and yellow paint scrawled over it, the phoenix shines through, still proud. It knows its own worth, even when defeated.

      I lower my eyes, too ashamed to look at it.

      The Bigland Boys are a motley crew. They couldn’t have been here more than an hour or two, but the place already stinks. Blood leaks from fresh wounds, and many sport dirty bandages, evidence of older wounds. I wonder how many of them were part of the mob who’d come to our rescue when we’d been attacked by Primo and his officers.

      Now they’ve taken what they felt was owed.

      I knew Denzel was unscrupulous, but the arrogance of the move still surprises me. Phoenix headquarters is a fortress. The only time it’s been broken into was when the Metz raided it before the Battle of Rose Square. How had the Bigland Boys, a pack of barely trained fighters with homemade weapons, taken it?

      My gaze alights on one of the older members of the gang, a gaunt man with scraggly, grey hair, slouched in the corner. He strokes something in his lap as if it’s a pet, and well it might be. It’s probably the most valuable thing he’s ever touched. The matte grey metal barrel absorbs the light that blazes through the skylights above.

      My blood runs cold.

      I look around again, more closely this time. The knife Denzel’s wingman holds looks new, the blade smooth and sharp, the handle familiar.

      One of the alcoves on the far side of the room is partially curtained over. A short man jumps to his feet to pull the curtain across as I approach, but I catch a glimpse of what’s inside. Crates of weapons.

      I stalk back over to Denzel. “Where did you get those?”

      “Filched ’em.” He gestures to the fighting ring – a roped-off area with a padded floor that we use for sparring. “Ready?”

      “In a minute.”

      No one stops me as I veer away from the curtained alcove and stride to the door leading to the room where I’d left Anders and Danny. The smell stops me two paces away, the acrid, iron tang making my nostrils flare. Unwillingly, I turn my gaze to the floor. A dull, reddish stain spreads across the stone, extending out from under the door.

      I lurch backward and close my eyes, but the smell fills my nostrils, my body, my mind.

      What have they done?

      My hand trembles as I reach for the handle and open the door.

      Empty.

      There’s the bed where I’d last seen Anders. The top sheet is missing, the lower one rumpled and torn. The chair Danny had been slumped in lies toppled on the floor.

      I close the door and march back over to the ring. “Where are they?”

      Denzel shrugs.

      I step closer and press the tip of my knife to his flabby belly. To his credit, he doesn’t even flinch. “Where. Are. They?”

      “Hey. No weapons.” The ref steps between us and pushes me back, scowling. “You want a challenge? We do it the proper way.” She holds out her hand. Reluctantly, I place my knife into it. “And the others.”

      I retrieve the other blades I have hidden and hand them over.

      “Search them,” the ref orders.

      Two of her guards step forward and pat us down. Their search is thorough, and Denzel glowers when they find a thin scalpel concealed in the fastening of his boot.

      I glance around the small ring. I’ve fought here before, though only once. This was where I’d fought Vihaan and won. But Vihaan was short and slight, whereas Denzel is big and heavy-set. I need to run him ragged and tire him out, using my speed to avoid his strength. That would work in the large arena usually used for leadership challenges, but this one is a fraction of the size. I chew my lip, wondering if I’ve made a fatal mistake.

      Too late to back out now.

      The ref’s guards take their places, one at each corner. The Bigland Boys move closer, leaving a respectable half-metre between them and the rope.

      “You both know the rules,” the ref says. She drops her voice so only Denzel and I can hear. “Please don’t kill each other. Your pride is not worth your lives.”

      Leadership fights go on until one party yields or is knocked out cold. But the last few have ended in death. Jay killed Rich. Primo killed Jay. I killed Primo. A shiver runs through me. Denzel smiles. Does he think me weak? But he must have seen me fight Primo, or at least heard that I bested him. I do not think he will underestimate me.

      The first round involves no weapons. The ref bangs a metal spoon against a pan to signify the start of the fight, then backs out of the arena.

      Denzel is the first to move, charging at me like a bulldog. I dodge him easily, dancing out of reach of his outstretched arm. Adrenaline pulses through my veins, sending my heart racing. He comes at me again, and once again, I duck out of the way.

      For perhaps two minutes, we stand there staring at each other, waiting for the other to move. The Bigland Boys become impatient. There are shouts, jeers – aimed mainly at me, of course. My thoughts stray to Anders and Danny, Rogue, Megan and Tommy. The headquarters is big enough to hide a hundred people. How many were here when the Bigland Boys struck?

      There’s a blur of movement before a heavy blow catches me on my left cheek, sending me reeling. I stagger backward, but not fast enough. A second blow catches me on the chin, snapping my head back.

      I see stars.

      Blindly, I duck and plunge forward, sensing Denzel’s arm slicing the air above me.

      At the far side of the ring, I stop, swaying on my feet.

      You idiot. Focus.

      I try to gather myself, but he’s already coming at me again, pressing his advantage.

      I dive to the side, twisting around him, but I know I’m running out of time. The ring is too small. There is limited space to move, nowhere for me to grab a breather. I can’t win this round by being defensive. I must attack.

      Again, Denzel charges. I dodge to one side. Expecting it, he moves to block my path. Flicking my leg up and kicking out, I catch him in the stomach.

      He doubles over, giving me the opportunity I need. I jump in the air and spin, kicking out again. My foot slams into his head. Bone crunches.

      Denzel grunts and sways. I move quickly, knowing that if I give him even a second to recover, he’ll turn the tables. I ram my shoulder into him. He lurches back, then falls to the floor.

      His hand grasps my vest as he falls, pulling me down on top of him. I yank free, hearing the fabric rip, and bring my knee up between his legs, then aim a punch at his jaw. Still reeling from the knock to his head, his reactions are dulled.

      Again and again, I lash out until I manage to get behind him and wrap my legs around his neck, squeezing.

      “Yield,” I pant.

      Denzel doesn’t answer. I squeeze a little tighter, causing his eyes to bulge. His hands claw at my legs, but my boots come halfway up my calves, and he can’t reach higher than that.

      “Yield,” I say again, glancing across at the ref.

      She steps forward, looking relieved.

      But Denzel still doesn’t yield.

      His eyes roll as he looks to the side and gives an imperceptible nod.

      Before I can react, chaos erupts.

      People spill into the ring. The ref’s guards fight, but go down under a pile of Denzel’s people. I see the ref collapse to her knees and fall forward, eyes wide with shock, throat slit from ear to ear.

      Rough hands grab me and drag me to my feet, Denzel wriggling free of my hold. He looks triumphant as he raises his fist, panting. I anticipate the blow and move with it, but it still makes my ears ring. A tooth loosens at the back of my jaw.

      “You thought you were bein’ so clever,” he sneers. “You thought you could beat me.”

      I did beat you, I want to say, but figure now is not the right time. Someone yanks my arms back behind me, and I draw in a sharp breath as something twinges in my shoulder.

      Denzel leans in so close I can smell his rancid breath. “Always thought yerself clever, didn’t you, Aleesha? With your Insider friends. Well, they didn’t come to help the rest of your gang, did they? An’ Daddy won’t help you now.”

      “Are they alive?” I fight to free my arms, though I know it’s useless. I get a jab in the back for my efforts.

      “It’s always fun to keep a few to play with.” Denzel leers at me. “I think you might be fun to play with, Aleesha.”

      I feel a sudden urge to vomit.

      Denzel turns to the man holding me. “Lock her up. Then clean up this mess.” He waves his hand vaguely at the fresh blood creeping across the floor. “I need a beer.”

      The man holding me shoves me forward. I twist my head to glance back at the bodies on the floor, my eyes finding the vacant stare of the woman who had been so respected, so feared. Even I had not considered that the Bigland Boys would so gruesomely flaunt their power. To kill the ref is to send a message to all the other gangs that they are above gang law. And that will make them every gang’s target.

      But they are armed like no other gang I know of. Even the Brotherhood doesn’t have weapons like this. And that is where their confidence lies – in the cold, hard barrel of a gun.

      Only two men accompany me from the hall. I feign an injury to my right leg and moan as they push me to walk faster. They seem to buy it. Denzel chooses his gang members for their muscle, not their intelligence.

      As the sounds of the hall fade, my captors seem to relax. I draw in slow, steady breaths. They think they have me trapped, but there is another way out. I hadn’t even known it existed until Bryn and Murdoch had broken into the building to rescue me from Primo. From inside, the door looks like a boarded-up wall.

      I wait until I’m jerked to a halt. When the man holding my hands slackens his grip to push open a door, I kick out at the man with the gun. He holds it casually, not looped around his neck.

      Before the gun hits the floor, I twist and wrench my hands out of the first man’s grasp, then kick out, catching him on the kneecap. He yells in pain, falling back. The other man moves to grab me. He’s blocking my way, his bulk filling most of the corridor. I kick out at him again, but he anticipates it and grabs my foot, twisting it painfully. Instead of pulling away, I lean forward and grab his arm. I’ve always been flexible but have never been more grateful for it than now.

      I bite down on his hand – hard. He curses, but his grip relaxes just enough for me to slither from his grasp. I sprint down the corridor, their footsteps pounding on the floor behind me. They start closing in, but I finally see the door at the end of the corridor.

      I burst through it, daylight blinding me.

      And I run.
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      Only when I reach the river do I slow to a stop. Then the guilt hits me.

      I ran.

      I saw my chance to escape and took it. But what about the people Denzel captured? I left them behind to deal with his fury.

      You wouldn’t have been able to help them if you had stayed, the small voice in my head reminds me.

      I push it away. Guilt tears at my insides, burning away the ache in my jaw and the pain in my shoulder.

      I abandoned them.

      How many are even still alive?

      My torn vest flaps around me, exposing half my back. The sun hovers above the towers Inside the Wall, the air stiflingly warm. Bugs swarm around me. I swat them away half-heartedly.

      I walk along the water’s edge. The slab of rock is still there, the water lapping around it now the tide is in. I blink, and for a moment, I see her body lying there, the pieces of firewood stacked up around it. The hum of the crowd singing fills my ears. When I close my eyes, I can smell the fire again, smell Lily’s body burning.

      “I failed them, Lily,” I murmur. “Just like I failed you.”

      I keep moving, the weight dragging me down with every step. By the time I reach Denham Street, I feel as bowed over as the old woman who crouches in the doorway near my building, her muscles so distorted that she can barely lift her eyes from the ground to say thank you when I give her a half-empty bottle of Chaz.

      It takes me a minute to realize that someone is shouting my name.

      I drag my gaze up and catch sight of Mitch leaning in a doorway. I haven’t seen him since he was released from the Metz compound. He’s already regained some of the weight he’d lost, though the scars are still there, and his hair is thinner and greyer than it was before. He stands in the doorway of the half-constructed building he uses as a headquarters and drug den for the many people who come to him for tronk.

      I feel my body turning, my feet carrying me toward him.

      Leave him. You promised Lily you wouldn’t go back. You promised Trey.

      But they are both gone. Lily’s dead. Trey is alive, but he is better off without me. All I seem to do is hurt him.

      Mitch grins as I approach. “What’s up with you?”

      I wonder whether to tell him about the Bigland Boys, then decide against it. Just because he talked to me when we were prisoners doesn’t mean we’re friends.

      “Come inside. I’ve got something for you.”

      I follow him numbly, past the guards at the door and the people slumped, semi-conscious, in various poses, into his office.

      “Not turning over a new leaf then?” I manage to say as he opens a cupboard and rummages inside.

      “Thinkin’ of it. But you need money to do that, so I figured I might as well carry on while I move on to other lines of work.” He pulls back and holds out his hand. “What do you think?”

      A knife sits on his upturned palm. It’s a fine blade.

      “Take it,” Mitch says, nodding at it. “It’s yours.”

      Slowly, I reach out and pick it up. It’s perfectly balanced for throwing and the blade is dulled, so it doesn’t glint in the light. I brush my thumb across the edge, wincing when it easily slices my skin. I’ve never had a blade this sharp.

      “Good, isn’t it?” Mitch waits for my appreciation.

      “It’s beautiful. Where did you get it?”

      He shrugs. “Seems there’s some new stuff floating around.” He hesitates, then gruffly adds, “Just wanted to say thanks, y’know, for getting me out of there.”

      I slide the knife into my boot. It feels good to be armed again. “Thanks.”

      I turn to leave, then stop. The pull of tronk is so strong in this room. My gaze strays to the cupboard in the corner. It calls to me.

      Mitch catches the direction of my glance and frowns. “You should be going, Aleesha.”

      “I want some. You owe me.”

      I sound like a whiny child. I feel strangely detached from the voice and the words leaving my lips. My mind still seems to be focused on listing my failures, reminding me of everyone I’ve let down. It tells me I have no one left.

      If it wasn’t for me, my mother would have never gone to Rose Square that day.

      My father had sounded so sad when he’d said it, like it was something he wanted to protect me from but knew he couldn’t.

      I suddenly know there’s only one person I need to see right now. I need her to pull me onto her lap, press her cool face to mine and tell me she forgives me for everything. For the person I became and the mess I have made of my life.

      “Give me some tronk. The good stuff, no messing. Enough for a long sleep.”

      Mitch’s jaw tightens. “You don’t want this, Aleesha. You quit, remember?”

      What has my life come to when Mitch is trying to stop me from taking tronk? I pull the knife he just gave me from my boot.

      He narrows his eyes. “Don’t threaten me, Aleesha.”

      “Then just give me the tronk. Please?” My voice catches on the last word. I hate how I sound. Like a damn addict. “I saved your life. You owe me.”

      This seems to do the trick. Mitch hates being in debt. His face sags and he slowly walks over to the cupboard in the corner of the room. I watch carefully as he pulls out a large packet and decants some of the white powder into a smaller one.

      “More,” I say when he pauses, barely giving me enough to knock me out for a couple of hours. Reluctantly, he continues.

      “A life for a life,” he murmurs under his breath. Then he turns and holds it out. There’s a sadness in his eyes that I haven’t seen before. My fingers close over the packet, but he doesn’t release it. “You don’t have to do this, you know.”

      I stare into his eyes until, finally, he releases his grip.

      “My debt is paid.”

      He doesn’t phrase it as a question, but I nod anyway and turn to leave the room.
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      Louis’ plan to get us out of the factory does not meet with Barnes’s approval.

      “You want us to hide in these crates, hope the distribution machines don’t pick up on the fact that we’re not pre-packed burgers, then somehow cut our way out when we reach the food depot, presuming we haven’t suffocated along the way?” She crosses her arms. “No thanks.”

      Louis glares at her. “Do you always have to be so negative? I’m beginning to wish I’d left you in your cell.”

      “At least back in the cell, I wasn’t in imminent danger of death.”

      “Once they find out you’ve escaped, I’m pretty sure they’re not going to bother locking you up again,” Louis retorts. “This is the final shipment that’s going out. Father’s orders. It’s become too dangerous to send out the pods with all the shooting. If you don’t get out now, you’re stuck in here. It’ll only be a matter of time before you’re caught again.”

      “You’re right,” I say before Barnes can protest again. “We need to get out of here, and this seems like the best way.” I glance helplessly at the crates surrounding us. “Do any of them have ventilation holes?”

      “These do.” Louis hurries over to a lower stack of crates. “Get in. I’ll stack some of the other crates on top of you.”

      Barnes eyes the empty box in front of her, then reluctantly climbs inside, glaring at Louis. “If you betray us, I will personally come back and slice off your most precious body part.” Her eyes drop meaningfully to Louis’ trousers. “If I can find it.”

      I stifle a smile as she lies down, her legs bent, feet pressed against the end of the crate. Despite her bravado, her jaw is clenched, and she looks as nervous as I feel.

      “Trey?” Louis gestures toward the second box.

      I swallow and step into it. “Will you be all right? What if they find out you helped us?”

      Louis’ brows furrow. “I’ll be fine.”

      “You could come with us?”

      He shakes his head. “I covered my tracks. Besides, you might need someone on the inside.” The corners of his lips tilt up. “Now, are you getting in or what?”

      I drop to my knees. Unlike Barnes, there’s no room to stretch out my legs. I huddle in a foetal position, feeling my heart begin to race as Louis gives us each a black baton that he says will cut clean through the crates. We have no time to test it before he closes, then seals the lids. Pinpricks of light leak into the crate through the ventilation strips that encircle the box.

      Despite my many misgivings, Louis’ plan actually works. After a few cramped hours, my crate is loaded onto a pod. But rather than being left at the distribution centre, I feel myself being moved onto a land vehicle for a short, bumpy ride, which comes within a hair’s breadth of making me vomit all over the inside of the crate. I’m carried into what sounds like a store and unceremoniously dumped onto the floor.

      I barely have time to catch my breath before something slices through the seal on the top of my crate and the lid opens. My limbs are stiff, my muscles slow to react, but the man isn’t expecting to find a person inside the box, so his reactions are even slower. I swing weakly, catching him on the side of his head, and follow the punch up with a second, stronger one that sends him reeling back. My legs collapse under me as I try to push myself out of the crate, and I curse in a way that would make Bryn proud.

      The man looks at me from the other side of the room, one hand clutching his jaw. “What the hell?”

      I hold up my hands to show I’m not armed. “I’m not going to hurt you.” I look around the small storeroom, and my heart sinks. There are only six crates, including mine. Four are already open.

      “Who are you, and where are my burgers?” The man regains his composure and holds out a short-bladed knife. I eye it warily, my hands still in the air.

      “I’ll be out of here in just a minute,” I say, trying to keep my voice calm. “Can you please open those other crates?”

      The man looks suspicious but complies. Packed neatly into the crates are rows upon rows of coloured boxes. He peers inside. “At least some of my stuff’s arrived.”

      “Dammit.” I glance around. “Where are we? Which area are we in?”

      The man looks at me as if I’ve gone mad. “Four.”

      “Were these the only crates you were given?”

      “Yes. Wh—”

      I run out of the storeroom, through a small shop, then out into the street. The noise and smell of Area Four overwhelm my senses, and for a moment, I just stand there, staring mutely at the street hobies and people shuffling around me, as I try to think what to do next.

      Barnes could be back at the food depot or any of a hundred shops. It could take me hours, days, to find her, and that’s time I don’t have. Not when other lives might be at stake.

      I hurry north, through Area Five and into the southern part of Area Six, only stopping when I reach an inconspicuous millinery shop in a back street not far from the Wall. The sign on the door says closed, but I keep banging on it until a tall, elderly woman with steel-grey hair pulls it open. She jerks her head and steps aside to let me in, then closes and bars the door behind me.

      “Try some discretion, boy. It’s supposed to be a secret passage.”

      “Sorry,” I call over my shoulder as I slip down a dusty aisle to the back of the room. “I should be back soon.”

      The woman lets out a snort, watching as I pull back the rug that conceals the trapdoor leading down to the cellar and the passageway that links the shop to Milicent’s house. I race through it, panting, and push open the door to the cellar, finally emerging into the hall of my home.

      Immediately, I know something is wrong.

      The house feels empty, the ticking of the huge grandfather clock and my footsteps on the marble floor the only things to break the silence. But it’s not the emptiness that worries me.

      It’s the destruction.

      Glass crunches under my feet as I slowly walk down the hall toward the kitchen. The door is ajar, the room ransacked.

      Palms clammy, I move on to the dining room and the large sitting room at the back, which overlooks the garden. Paintings have been torn from the walls and slashed, drawers hang open, their contents scattered across the floor. Milicent’s favourite chair – the same one my mother had loved – is upended in one corner.

      I lean against the wall in the hallway and sink to the floor.

      I’m too late.

      From somewhere upstairs, I hear the faint click of a door.

      I freeze, my breath stilling.

      Light footsteps sound. “Hello?”

      Thomas. His voice is strained.

      Slowly, I ease myself up off the floor and pad across to the staircase, wincing as I crush a tiny piece of glass underfoot.

      The footsteps begin to descend the stairs. “Hello? Who’s there?”

      I wonder whose side Thomas is on. Pressing my back to the staircase, I look around for a weapon. There’s nothing at hand, but I do have the element of surprise. Plus, I’m younger and faster. If need be, I can make it back into the cellar and through the tunnel before he can catch me.

      His head comes into view first, his gaze darting around nervously. I step out from my hiding place.

      “Thomas. What’s going on?”

      Thomas whips around, his face slackening in relief as he catches sight of me. “Trey. Thank goodness. Are you all right? Did they hurt you?”

      He knows then. My jaw tightens. “Where’s Ella?”

      “She left as soon as we got your message,” Thomas replies, descending the final few stairs to the floor. “She said it wasn’t safe to tell me where, but in case you turned up, she gave me this to give to you. It’s encrypted. The password is ACAOR.” He holds out a thin comm band.

      I step forward to take it. I don’t think he’s lying. Only Ella would have thought of that password. My lips twitch as I remember the nanny bot that looked after us when we were children in Wales. The acronym was emblazoned across its domed head, defining the model: Automated Childcare And Observation Robot. Of course, at the time, I didn’t know that’s what it stood for. I had thought it was our nanny’s name.

      “What message?” I ask, recalling Thomas’s words.

      His brow creases. “Didn’t you send it? Ella said it was signed by you, though it didn’t come from your band number. You told us you’d been taken prisoner and we should leave. It came just in time, too. An hour after Ella left, the Metz arrived.”

      So Emilie had passed on the message. But was that before or after she reported back to Coleman? “Did Ella reply to the message?”

      Thomas shakes his head. “No. The message said not to.” He gives me a strange look. “What’s going on?”

      I take a deep breath and look around.

      “You can trust me, Trey,” he says quietly.

      I let out the breath slowly, suspecting that the manservant is more loyal than I’ve given him credit for. I explain my incarceration in the cell and how I escaped, though I leave Louis and Barnes out of my story. “Did everyone manage to get out before the Metz arrived?”

      “Dana went to stay with her mother. Derek, Lydia and I hid in the tunnel while the Metz were here, ransacking the place.” He runs a hand through his hair, his face sagging as he looks up at an oil painting ripped from corner to corner. “I’m sorry we couldn’t stop them.”

      A lump forms in my throat. “You have nothing to be sorry about,” I say fiercely. “This is my fault.”

      I leave Thomas to start clearing up the mess and head to my bedroom. After closing the curtains against prying eyes, I strap the comm band Ella had left me around my wrist, change out of my suit and pack a small backpack. Then I enter the password to access the comm. There is only one number saved in the contacts. I call it.

      Ella answers, her holo springing into life above the device. “Trey?” Her face relaxes as I activate the holo at my end. “Thank God. I’ve been so worried. Are you at the house? What happened?”

      I explain again about my imprisonment and escape. “Are you somewhere safe?”

      “Yes. I—”

      “Don’t tell me. Just in case they capture me again.”

      Ella looks surprised, then worried. “What are you going to do?”

      I hadn’t thought any further than making sure the people I cared about were safe, but as I ponder the question, an answer crystallizes in my mind. “Coleman said they’re stopping shipments of food from the factory. I assume Hendricks will be doing the same, which means that unless the fighting ends soon, people are going to begin to starve.”

      “The shelves are almost bare in the shops we’ve been to, and it must be worse Outside.”

      “You shouldn’t be going out.” I try not to let annoyance colour my voice, failing miserably. “Even if you have a chip blocker, they can still track you using the cameras.”

      Ella rolls her eyes. “They’ve got better things to do than chase me. The government may not have lost the fight yet, but they haven’t won it, either. I think all the Metz efforts are focused on that.”

      “Perhaps. Just be careful, okay?”

      She smiles. “I will. And don’t forget that we’re here to help.” She holds up a hand as I open my mouth to protest. “No, Trey. We have skills your Outsider friends don’t. You may need us to win this war. This has to end soon.”

      I sigh, knowing she’s right, but promise myself I’ll explore every other alternative first. “Fine, but right now, the best thing you can do is keep yourself out of harm’s way so I don’t have to worry about you.”

      “And what about you, Trey?” She cocks her head to one side, her gaze troubled. “Will you stay out of harm’s way? You and Anabel are all the family I have left. I love you, little brother. Don’t forget that.”

      She cuts the connection before I can reply
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        * * *

      

      Abby and Bryn look up from their seats at the table in her kitchen when I push open the back door.

      “Trey!” Abby comes over to give me a hug. I squeeze her gently, feeling the bones of her shoulder blades. She should be putting on weight now that Bryn’s buying her better food, but if anything, she feels thinner.

      I sit down at the table, and Bryn squeezes my shoulder. “How are things going?”

      “Not great.”

      I fill them in as Abby pours hot water into a mug and places the tea in front of me.

      “So Coleman knows you’ve been working with us,” Bryn says when I finish. “Well, that can’t be helped, and as long as you stay out of his way, I don’t think there’s anything he can do about it.” He frowns. “Tell me more about this door you saw down in the basement.”

      “Not much to tell. There was no sign or label on it. It was solidly built, and the fact it was guarded indicates it’s probably important. Part of the factory power plant perhaps?”

      “Perhaps,” Bryn says, though he doesn’t sound sure. He eyes my backpack. “You planning to stay here for a while?”

      “Maybe, though I don’t want to put you at any more risk.”

      “Nonsense,” Abby says. “You know you’re always welcome here.”

      I smile my thanks, then turn back to Bryn. “Tell me honestly. How is the fight going?”

      Bryn looks down at the table. “Not great. The government has called troops in from around the country, so we’re outnumbered. The President’s escaped, and we had to give up the government headquarters. The only good news is that it didn’t contain what we were looking for anyway. We managed to get all the information we needed from the systems before pulling out.”

      I blow on my tea to cool it. The smell of mint fills my nostrils. “What were you looking for?”

      Bryn hesitates. Then he sighs. “You might as well know. We thought the mechanism to take down the Wall would most likely be in the government headquarters. Turns out, it’s a bit more complicated than we thought.”

      “What you mean?”

      “Richard’s team is still working on breaking the encryption on some of the files, but from what we’ve got so far, and what he managed to get out of the President before his escape, the system has two parts that need to be activated simultaneously in order to bring a section of the Wall down. One part is in the Metz headquarters, but the other is Outside.”

      “So what happens now?”

      “We’ve got a meeting tomorrow morning to decide that. Richard’s calling in some favours, trying to get us more support from overseas, but I’m not sure we can match the government’s numbers.” A crease furrows his brow. “In other missions, I’ve been more involved and he’s bounced ideas off me, but he’s kept to himself during this operation. But I’m sure he has a plan. It’s not the first time we’ve faced poor odds and triumphed.”

      “I want to help.”

      Bryn stiffens, his knuckles whitening as he grips his mug of tea. “It’s too dangerous. Stay here with Abby until all of this is over.”

      “You mean let other people fight for me?”

      I stare at him until he looks up, but there is such fear and pain in his eyes that I am the one who looks away.

      “Yes. That is exactly what you should do.”

      Slowly, I shake my head. Previously, I would have done what he asked. Part of me still wants to. It’s an easy way out. I can say that I wanted to protect Abby or blame Bryn for not wanting the distraction of having me around. The memories of the Battle of Rose Square still haunt me. I still see their faces, still see the bullets rip through their bodies, still taste the smoke and blood, still see the pale face of the boy who had sacrificed himself to save me.

      I still see my father’s death.

      But while it may be the easy way out, while I may be able to persuade others that my actions were out of consideration for Bryn, deep inside, I can’t conceal the real reason I would be hiding. That I’m scared of what might happen. Scared of death and the pain that precedes it. Scared that I’ll have to watch my friends die and not be able to protect them. Scared that I’ll let people down.

      I hide my hands underneath the table so they don’t see how much they tremble.

      “No.”

      Bryn’s jaw tenses. “Trey—”

      “Don’t make me feel guilty, Bryn. Don’t say I need to stay safe for you or Abby or Ella or my parents. It’s my decision. And I want to help. I may be a weedy non-fighter, but there must be something useful I can do.”

      Bryn deflates. “I didn’t say you were a weedy non-fighter. You don’t have to prove anything to me.” His gaze darts to me. “Or Aleesha.”

      “This isn’t about Aleesha.” It’s not a complete lie. It’s not all about Aleesha, but how could I ever look her in the eye again if I chose to hide rather than fight?

      When I read about past wars in my history class, I’d always thought soldiers were stupid for going to fight, that patriotism wasn’t worth losing your life over. But I understand now. Most people fight not for their country, but for the people they love. To protect them or prove themselves worthy of their love.

      Bryn glances up at Abby, who’s been silently staring out of the window throughout our conversation. “Aren’t you going to say anything?”

      She turns slowly, her eyes glinting in the dying light. “How many times have I tried to persuade you not to go, Bryn? If it were up to me, neither of you would be fighting. But it’s not up to me, and Trey is old enough to make his own decisions.”

      Her words strike a chord deep inside me. I know Abby loves me like a son. Yet she trusts me to my make own decisions.

      Abby stands and pulls down her medical bag from its hook on the wall, shrugging when Bryn gives her a pointed look. “I’m just being prepared.”

      I remember the last time Abby had gone to help the wounded at the Battle of Rose Square. She’d almost died. My stomach lurches. “Abby—”

      “Are you going to tell me to stay out of it, too, Trey?” She shoves a packet of dressings into the bag with unnecessary force. The unspoken words hang between us. I swallow down the lump in my throat.

      What gives me the right to help and not her?

      Bryn lets out a heavy sigh. “I don’t know why you two have to be so bloody stubborn.”

      I look at Abby. The twitch at the corner of her lips sets me off, then we both start laughing hysterically.

      Bryn looks at us as if we’ve gone mad.

      “You call us stubborn?” Abby finally manages to say, wiping her eyes.

      He looks unimpressed. “Well, you are.” He pushes his chair back and stomps from the room, muttering something under his breath.

      Abby sits and leans her elbows on the table. “Oh, that man …” She smiles softly, a faraway look in her eyes.

      I push my chair back and stand, draining the last of the tea. Abby moves to stand, but I wave her to stay seated. “Can you not even stay for dinner?”

      I pull my backpack on. “Thanks, but I want to get down to Area Four before it gets dark.”

      I now understand why Aleesha pushed me away. It’s not that she doesn’t care for me, but maybe that she cares too much. She’s also trying to protect the people she cares about, just like I wanted to protect my mother and Ella.

      Perhaps we have both been making the same mistakes all along.
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      I pull myself up onto the rooftop as the sun dips behind the white towers Inside, turning the sky a brilliant red. It bounces off the Wall, intensifying the swirls of colour that range from a dusky pink to a deep crimson. The divide between Inside and Outside runs with blood. Remembering my dream, I wonder if it is an omen for what is to come.

      Exhaustion washes over me as I slump down in front of a gap in the parapet where the old concrete has crumbled away. I sit and watch the sky as the red fades to pink, then grey. The packet of tronk rests in my hand, but I don’t take it. Not yet.

      At what point, I wonder, did it all start going wrong? Was it when I started thinking about others and not just my own survival? When I met Trey and learned that perhaps a guy could like me for me, and not just my body? Or when Abby invited me into her home, again and again, even after I had done awful, terrible things?

      I never knew caring for other people could hurt so much.

      For years, I have sat here looking out over the rooftops of Area Four, hoping that, one day, I would find my father and he would be the Insider who could save me from my life of poverty. When he did turn up, when he was the rich man I’d dreamed of and offered to take me away from this city, this life, I chose to stay.

      The universe gave me exactly what I’d asked for, and I turned my back on it.

      Fate has a cruel sense of humour.

      The dark memories inside me push against the bars of their cage, their taunts filling my head. All the bad things that have been said about me – and there are many – swirl around, and however much I tell myself that I was only a child, that they were the bad people and the things they did to me were wrong, I still can’t let the memories go.

      “What do I do now, Mama?” I whisper, closing my eyes and trying to picture her face. It gets harder every year, time leaching the colours and smells from my memory. For the first year after she’d left, I could pretend she was still there. I would ask a question, then close my eyes and hear her answer. Then, slowly, I lost the ability to see her and had to learn to make my own decisions.

      I was twelve the first time I took tronk. I’d seen enough addicts by then to know it was bad, but I’d been sick and was so weak from hunger I could barely climb down from my rooftop to scrounge for food. A hobie took pity on me and shared a rat he’d caught and roasted over a fire. He didn’t even ask for anything in return. But I was still so hungry. Then a woman shuffled closer and showed us the packet of powder she carried up her sleeve. The man had shook his head, but the woman told me that just a little could take away the hunger. I had hesitated, but she’d been insistent, and the man had melted away into the shadows, leaving me alone with her.

      “I don’t want to go to sleep,” I’d told her.

      The woman had smiled kindly. “I know.” She held my hand gently and tipped a small amount of the powder into it.

      I paused with it halfway to my mouth. “What d’ya want for it?”

      “Nothing.” She saw the wary look on my face and sighed. “Honest. But if you want to give me something … How about a smile? I had a daughter once.” Her face softened, her eyes heavy with grief.

      I forced a grin onto my face and thanked her. I even let her hold my hand as I tipped the powder into my mouth. The woman had been right. The growling in my belly faded almost as soon as the tronk touched my tongue. But she’d also lied, or perhaps not realized the effect even a small amount would have on a child’s body. The tronk had quickly dragged me down.

      But in that drug-induced stupor, I had seen her, as clearly as the day she’d left. I’d felt her arms around me and pressed my face into her hair, smelling the cheap soap that never quite made you feel clean. I felt safe, happy.

      When I awoke, the woman was snoring next to me and the alleyway was dark and cold.

      I didn’t see her the second time I took tronk, nor the third. But I did the fourth. I was careful not to take it too often – I couldn’t afford it and didn’t want to become addicted – but if I hadn’t seen her for a while, the desire for it became overwhelming.

      Now, more than ever, I need to see her. Even if I know in my heart that she is just a figment of my imagination, I still need to feel her touch and have her whisper into my ear that she loves me.

      My hands shake as I open the packet of tronk, but as the first grain of powder hits my palm, a scuffling noise from the far side of the roof stops me.

      I slowly right the packet and silently get to my feet. The scuffling gets louder, and I pull the knife Mitch had given me from my boot. In all the years I’ve lived up here, no one has found the way up. No one should be able to get up. I curse inwardly, realizing that in my hurry to get up here I must have failed to lock the trapdoors behind me.

      Now I will have to fight, maybe even kill. And there has already been too much violence today.

      As if on cue, the swelling on my jaw begins to throb.

      I pad over to the small building at the centre of the roof and duck underneath the rough shelter that extends out on one side. There’s a muttered curse, then a head appears, topped with hair so blond it seems to reflect the light of the moon.

      “Trey?” I step out from behind the wall as he hauls himself onto the roof, panting with exertion. “What … How did you get up here?”

      He glances up at me and grins. “I remembered the way. Are you proud of me?” When I don’t reply, the smile slides from his face. “Are you okay?”

      I turn my back and walk to the far side of the roof, my throat too thick and choked to speak. Anger flares in my belly that he dares come here of all places and interrupt me. I work my jaw as his footsteps draw closer.

      “Do you want me to leave?” His voice is a whisper on the breeze.

      I shake my head, then nod, then shake it again. Even that decision is too much right now.

      “I went to your headquarters, but the guards wore yellow bandannas. Someone told me the Bigland Boys had taken over.” Trey pauses. “Rogue, everyone … Are they okay?”

      The lump in my throat swells when I open my mouth to speak. I close it again soundlessly.

      “Aleesha?” His fingertips touch my shoulder. I flinch instinctively and step away, not wanting to admit what happened. I swallow down the lump and try to compose myself.

      Trey grabs my arm, jerking me around. Pain flashes up my shoulder and a cry escapes my lips before I can clamp it down.

      “I’m sorry. I …” Trey’s voice trails off as he sees my face. “What happened to you?”

      “Challenged Denzel to a fight.” I try to keep my voice light, but emotion chases the words up my throat. “Beat him, too, but the bastard cheated and—” I choke on the words and turn away again, not wanting to see the pity in his eyes.

      Trey curses. “What are you going to do?”

      I close my eyes. That is the question.

      He steps closer, and his scent fills my nostrils. He’s so close I could lean back into him and let him wrap his arms around me. Every part of me yearns for that contact, and I have to ball my hands into fists to stop myself from reaching for him.

      You sent him away for a reason.

      To keep him safe. And protect my Phoenixes.

      My nostrils flare. For a moment, I can smell the dirt, the blood that stained the fighting ring and the floor of the room where Anders had lain. My heart throbs in my chest.

      “Talk to me, Aleesha. What happened?”

      He doesn’t touch me, perhaps waiting for me to make the first move. It makes sense. After all, I’ve pushed him away so many times. Yet he still comes back.

      I wonder why. Why he came up here at night to a barren rooftop in one of the roughest parts of the city rather than relaxing in his new home. I guess I could ask him, but I don’t. I just turn and stalk over to the sheltered area.

      Send him away. Keep him safe.

      Behind me, Trey lets out a soft sigh.

      I stop in front of the building and sit down. “Thanks for checking on me. As you can see, I’m still alive. I’m sure you can find your own way back down.”

      Trey sits down beside me. “What if I don’t want to leave?”

      I nearly grind my teeth. “Why stay?”

      “The stars look nice from up here. You don’t get to see them much Inside.” He lies back and folds his arms behind his head.

      My body is stiff with tension. The tronk burns a hole in my pocket, and heat pulses through my body, carrying with it anger, fear, despair. With every passing minute, it becomes harder to hold back the dark thoughts that swirl inside me. Only the tronk whispers of release.

      Please leave, Trey.

      I’m not sure why I can’t say the words out loud.

      “You can’t protect everyone, you know. I made that mistake. I thought I could do my father’s job and protect my family.” His voice is quiet, thoughtful, as he stares up at the sky. “But if you try to look after people too much, you risk taking away their free will, their ability to make their own decisions and lead their own lives. A baby bird coddled in the nest will never learn how to fly.”

      He pauses. “I thought that if I earned enough money, I’d be able to make Mother well again. I thought if I could just keep Ella away from Samson and the Chain, she would be safe. But money can’t cure everything, and my sister …” He chuckles softly. “Well, we all know my sister has a mind of her own.”

      Trey tilts his head to look at me. “You know what I’ve learned? To truly love someone, you must be prepared to let them go. To allow them to fly on their own and let them decide if they will return.”

      Somehow, I don’t think it’s just Ella he’s speaking about.

      A tear escapes from the corner of my eye and runs down my cheek. I dare not lift a finger to wipe it away for fear that the trickle will turn into a flood.

      I owe Trey an apology. Actually, I owe him a lot more than that. But for now, an apology will have to do.

      I draw in a lungful of air and slowly release it. After two more, I feel calm enough to speak. “What I said when we spoke outside Phoenix headquarters … I’m sorry.”

      “About which part?”

      “All of it. I shouldn’t have blamed you for the Metz capturing me. And it’s not your fault I let my gang down. I seem to be doing that perfectly well on my own.” I can’t hide the bitterness in my voice.

      He sits up. His hand brushes the back of mine, sending a small tingle up my arm. “What happened, Aleesha?”

      Slowly, haltingly, I tell him. It’s easier this way – sitting in the dark, staring into the night, pretending he can’t see the expression on my face. I can almost imagine that I’m alone, telling my story to the wind and the stars.

      When I finish, we sit in silence for a moment. “So you didn’t see any of them in the headquarters?”

      “No.”

      “If Denzel did have them prisoner, he’d have used them against you. The fact he didn’t suggests they escaped.”

      I shake my head. “The blood on the floor—”

      “Doesn’t mean they’re dead. Besides, you don’t know whose blood it was. It could have been from one of the Bigland Boys.”

      His words make sense. But if they’re not at the headquarters, where are they?

      I file the thought away for a time when my mind isn’t churning and battling with itself. The darkness sucks at me, the memories banging against the door of their cage so hard that I fear they might break through any minute. My stomach knots at the idea of facing them, of being pulled down into that pit of despair.

      Trey’s scent brings me back. Fresh pine fills my nostrils as he leans in. “Aleesha?”

      He grasps my hand. I want to pull away, in case he could become infected by my darkness. My shoulders sag, my body caving as the weight pulls me down.

      I let my fingers stray to my pocket and the packet of tronk.

      It’s the only way I can stop the darkness from taking over.

      “Please, you have to go,” I choke out. “Now.”

      “Tell me.” Trey’s voice is firm. Where has the frightened boy gone? Who is this confident, caring man who’s replaced him? “Whatever it is, you’ll feel better after speaking it out loud.”

      I shake my head. How can I tell him, of all people? He already knows some of it – a tiny portion of my past that I carved off and gave to him weeks ago when we stood on this very rooftop. But that was just a glimpse of the darkness I carry inside. If he knows the whole truth, he will run far away and never come back.

      To truly love someone, you must be prepared to let them go.

      But he couldn’t have meant this. Could he? My head pounds from the effort of holding back. I try to focus on my breathing, counting in and out. Even tears won’t come.

      “You don’t know what I’ve done,” I finally manage. “Please, just leave me.”

      He doesn’t leave. Instead, he wraps an arm gently around my shoulders, somehow remembering not to press on the tattoo on my back, and pulls me close. His voice is quiet in my ear. “I can’t promise to get rid of the darkness, but I won’t leave you to face it alone.”

      I don’t know if it’s his words, the warmth of his body or the smell of him, but part of me finally gives way. The cage door bursts open, and this time, I cannot close it.

      “Tell me.”

      And because I have no choice, because it is either that or let myself be sucked down into that black void I am so afraid of, I tell him everything. I tell him what happened the day my mother left, then the days, months and years after that. I tell him about everyone I have hurt, everyone I have wronged, knowing he will hate me for it. In a way, it is a relief, because there will be no more pretence between us. He will know who I really am, and he will know I am not worthy of his friendship, his lo—

      I can’t even think the word.

      When I finish, I pull away, giving him permission to leave. But he tightens his grip and pulls me close again. He does not comment on what I’ve just said, instead beginning to talk about another girl, a woman who is the bravest person he’s ever known, who loves so fiercely and cares far more than she admits. A woman who’s strong, beautiful and full of light and hope.

      It is only when he reaches the end that I realize he’s talking about me.

      I struggle against his grip, but he just holds me tighter. “You’ve got it wrong! Weren’t you listening to what I said?” Tears prick at my eyes as I lower my voice to a whisper. “Weren’t you listening?”

      Trey’s eyes glint in the moonlight as he turns to look at me. “I heard every word. But what you told me was just one part of you. Have you forgotten all the good things you’ve done just to cling to the bad?”

      “What do they matter? It’s not them I need forgiveness for. It’s the people I’ve lied to, the people I’ve hurt, the people I’ve …” I swallow, barely able to utter the word. “Killed.”

      Trey places his hand on my chest. It rests on the amulet hanging around my neck, pressing the metal into my skin. "You talk about needing forgiveness from others, but it seems to me the person you need forgiveness from is yourself," he says quietly. “You are a good person, Aleesha. I see that. Your friends see that. Now you need to see that.”

      You are a good person.

      Warmth blossoms in my chest. Not the fire of anger and repressed emotion, but a gentle, soothing warmth, like the early morning sun before the heat of the day sets in.

      I let myself sag against Trey, feeling his heart beating in his chest, steadfast and sure. I let out a long breath, imagining that the air leaving my body carries the darkest memories with it. With every breath, I feel a little lighter inside. The memories are still there, but some of the weight I’ve been carrying is gone.

      “You don’t have to do everything alone, you know.”

      I smile, even though he can’t see my face. “Do you always say the right thing?”

      “No. When you broke up with me, I should have told you that you were being stupid and self-centred.”

      I lift my head and punch him lightly. “That’s no way to talk to—”

      His hand cups my neck, gently pulling me forward until our faces are inches apart. His breath is warm on my lips.

      Then I do what I’ve been wanting to do ever since the day in the street when I told him we could never be together. When I kidded myself that I could be happy without him.

      I kiss him.

      Blood pulses in my ears as he pulls me down so I’m lying on top of him, our bodies pressed together. My lips tingle, my nerves sensitive to every touch. His hands roam down my sides, and I arch my back, wanting every part of me to touch him.

      He pulls back to kiss my cheek, then my jaw, trailing his mouth down to nip the soft skin of my neck. A moan escapes my lips. Then his mouth comes back to mine, his hands moving lower. All I can taste, all I can feel, is him. I am drowning in him, yet I don’t want to come up for air.

      But I can’t lose myself completely – not yet.

      I pull away, the night air cool on my lips. His gaze is questioning, and I see the shadow of doubt in his eyes. I kiss him again, but this time, I don’t allow myself to linger.

      “I have to do something,” I whisper.

      I push myself up and sit back on my heels, fingering the amulet around my neck – the gift from a woman who loved me enough to give up her life for me. She didn’t deserve to die, but that doesn’t mean I don’t deserve to live. I don’t need to see her to know she would forgive me – has already forgiven me – for everything I’ve done.

      She loved me more than her own life, and that is a gift I cannot waste.

      Standing, I stride across the roof to the far parapet. I pull the packet of tronk from my pocket and open it. Light footsteps approach from behind.

      “More tronk?” Trey asks sadly.

      I shake my head, then tip the packet and let the wind carry the powder away. When it’s almost empty, a thought strikes me, and I jerk the packet upright. I lick my pinkie and dip it into the packet, then touch the powder to my tongue. I close my eyes, waiting for the drug to hit.

      But it doesn’t.

      “That bastard.” A giggle bubbles up, erupting from my lips, then I’m laughing so hard tears run down my cheeks. “That bastard,” I say again. Trey just looks confused. I hold up the packet. “There’s no tronk in here. It’s just a mixer.” I wipe my eyes. “A debt paid indeed.”

      I tip the packet again and a gust of wind catches the remnants of the powder, carrying it out over the city. It reminds me of when I’d scattered Lily’s ashes, and for a moment, I am silent.

      Trey was right. I had been so afraid of losing my friends that I didn’t give them the trust they deserved. I had wanted to protect them, not accepting that one person cannot always be by the side of a hundred others.

      You cannot guarantee the safety of every single person who looks to you for protection. And safety comes at a price.

      As much as I hate to admit it, Samson was right.

      To care means accepting the fear of loss or betrayal.

      To love someone is to give them the freedom to choose.

      To lead is to give others power.

      If my Phoenixes are still alive and still want me as their leader, I will give them a choice. To make what life they can out of the dregs the city has to offer, or to fight with my father and the Chain for more. For a better life. For freedom. Whatever they decide, I will respect that decision.

      But I also have to respect my heart.

      If they choose not to fight with him, I will go alone.

      “The food factories are suspending supplies out into the city,” Trey says. “Coleman said it was because of the risk of the pods being shot down, but I wonder if it’s to force the Chain’s hand. If the government blames them for the fact that food supplies have been cut, Outsiders won’t sympathize with them for long.”

      “We need to end this.” I stare at the Wall. “The longer this fighting goes on, the more people will die.”

      “I know.”

      “Do you trust him? My father?”

      Trey shrugs. “Whatever he’s offering can’t be worse than the way things are now.” He glances over at me. “You’re not going to keep me out of this one. I’m a wanted fugitive – again.” His lips quirk into a smile.

      I grin over at him. “Well, I figure the best way to make sure I don’t have to run off and save your arse is to keep you close.”

      He takes my hand and squeezes it. “I’d like that.”

      Inside my chest, the cage that has held for so long crumbles. The bad memories float around my mind like dust on a summer breeze, always present, yet not as invasive as they were. I am not the same girl I was twelve years ago, but for the first time since my mother walked out that door, I feel that maybe, one day, I will be whole again.

      When you open your heart to someone, you risk fear, loss, betrayal.

      But I’ll choose love over fear any day.
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      The night I spend on the rooftop has to be one of the most uncomfortable night’s sleep I’ve ever had. Not that I slept much. By the time the sky begins to lighten, I give up and push myself upright, wrapping the thin blanket Aleesha had given me around my shoulders.

      She hadn’t wanted to stay here, but she’d been so exhausted she could barely walk in a straight line. In the end, she gave in and agreed to rest for a few hours before resuming the search for the remnants of her gang. I’d helped clean her wounds, made her drink and eat something, then curled up around her, cocooning her in my arms.

      I offer up a silent prayer that I’m right and Rogue and the others escaped the headquarters. That I haven’t raised her hopes only to have them smashed once again.

      I’m not sure how long I sit, just watching her chest rise and fall. Watching her sleep feels more intimate than all our embraces, all our kisses. In sleep, the hardness and watchfulness that I’ve come to associate with her are stripped away, leaving the vulnerable girl behind. The urge to reach out and brush her hair back from her face almost overwhelms me, but I resist. She needs to rest.

      If you exist, God, please keep her safe.

      Last night, when she’d told me what had happened, I had to fight to retain my composure and not show the horror and disgust I’d felt, just in case she thought it was for what she’d done rather than what had been done to her. I’d wanted to slam my fist into the concrete, but instead, I just held her as she talked. Of all the gifts she could have given me, this one, telling me the truth about her past, is the greatest.

      The first rays of the morning sun bathe the surrounding rooftops in a warm light. Aleesha stretches and yawns, then sits up, brushing her hair back.

      “Sleep well?” I ask.

      “When you weren’t keeping me awake with your snoring.” She gives me a mock scowl.

      “My snoring?”

      “I know for a fact I don’t snore.” She smiles impishly, then sobers. “How long have I been asleep?”

      “A few hours.”

      She looks around at the warm glow of the sun, then gives me a wry look. “More like six.”

      “You needed it.”

      “Perhaps.” She stretches, wincing, then stands. “I feel like I’ve been used as a punch bag.”

      “You were,” I point out. I reach for my backpack and pull out a couple of carefully wrapped cakes Thomas had given me, holding one out to Aleesha. “Breakfast.”

      Her eyes light up as she unwraps the treat and takes a huge bite. “You can come more often if you bring these,” she mumbles around a mouthful.

      I know she’s joking, but her comment causes my stomach to twist with guilt. Why had Milicent picked me to be her heir? I didn’t need all her money, her wealth. Perhaps she hadn’t meant it for me at all, but wanted me to be custodian of it. I ponder this for a moment while we eat.

      “So, what now?” I ask, brushing crumbs off my legs and standing. My body is stiff and unresponsive.

      “I need to find out what’s happened to the gang.” She draws in a deep breath. “If they’ve survived, I’ll ask them if they will fight with the Chain.”

      I’m surprised. “You don’t want to take back your headquarters first?”

      Aleesha shakes her head. “The Bigland Boys have too much of an advantage. They somehow got their hands on some high-tech weapons. Denzel says they stole them, but only the government and the Chain have weapons like that.” She stops suddenly, a frown flashing across her face, before she continues. “Anyway, the headquarters is a fortress. We don’t stand a chance against them at the moment. But if we help the Chain, they’ll owe us. They can help us take our home back.”

      “How can I help?”

      She looks thoughtful, seeming to take my offer seriously rather than dismissing me. “The Chain needs all the help they can get.” She takes a couple of steps over to her backpack and unfastens it. “Mika gave me some strong antibiotics and some kind of special dressing. I got some spares.” She hands me a set of syringes in a plastic box and two square, plastic packages. “Take these to Samson and see if the Brotherhood will help us. We saved his life. They owe us.”

      We shoulder our backpacks and toss the blankets into a corner under the roof. Before we leave, Aleesha slips her arms around my waist, pulling me to her and resting her head against my chest. “Thanks for not giving up on me, Trey.”

      I wrap my arms around her, wondering if this means we’re officially back together. But this isn’t the time to ask. There are more important things we have to do right now. After all this is over, there will be time for talking.

      We’re friends again at least, and that’s enough for now.

      But as I close my eyes and breathe in her sweet, vanilla scent, I wish that this moment, when there is just her and me, could last forever.
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        * * *

      

      The streets of Area Four are quiet. Aleesha gives me directions to get to the apartment where we’d left Samson and is about to veer off down a side alley when she stops and begins to sprint down the street. I run after her, my heart lurching.

      What now?

      Then I catch sight of a small figure perched on top of a large dumpster, peering in. He jumps and turns as Aleesha approaches, then his face breaks into a toothy grin.

      Aleesha grabs him around the waist and pulls him down, squeezing him to her. “Tommy? You’re alive. You’re—” Her voice cracks, and she plants a kiss on his forehead.

      “Hey, gerrof.” Tommy squirms. Reluctantly, she lets him go. He wipes the back of his hand over his forehead, smearing it with dirt. “Eww.”

      “What are you doing here? Where are the others?”

      “Lookin’ for you, ain’t I? Most of the others gave up when we heard you’d gone in to fight Denzel and not come out. They thought you was dead.” He thumbs his chest. “But I know you always win. Anders an’ Rogue thought so, too.”

      “Did everyone get out?”

      Tommy scrunches up his face. “Most people. They attacked one of the shops to draw us out, then hit the headquarters. When Megan saw they had guns and stuff, she told everyone to get out the back way. Everyone scarpered, but I fink most ended up with the monks or in the jungle.”

      “They left headquarters …” Aleesha’s voice trails off.

      Tommy shrugs. “It’s just a building. Not worth dyin’ for.” He catches sight of me. “Hey, Trey.”

      “Hi, Tommy.” I smile at the boy, then remember something. It’s unimportant now, but Aleesha still looks like she needs a few seconds to process everything. “Did a girl named Helen ask you for a chit?”

      “Yeah, she did.” His face twists into an expression that’s half disgruntled, half grudging respect. “I bargained her down to half a chit.”

      I stifle my amusement. At least she got something out of it, and I suspect Tommy’s lesson on bargaining was worth more than the half a chit she ended up with.

      I place a hand on Aleesha’s shoulder. “You okay?”

      She nods, then takes a deep breath. “Come on, Tommy. Let’s go.” Glancing at me, she adds, “I’ll see you for the meeting?”

      “See you later.”

      I watch them walk down the street, then head off in the opposite direction, toward Area Three. I’m already sweating under the light jacket I wear, but I keep the hood up to hide my hair. Dressed in jeans and a black jacket, I might just about pass for an Outsider from Five or Six with business in Four. If I keep moving and make it look as if I know where I’m going, hopefully no one will stop me. I mentally recite the directions Aleesha had given me until I reach a street that looks familiar. Glancing around, I approach the door of the apartment we carried Samson into a couple of nights ago and knock twice.

      I hear footsteps behind the door, but there’s a pause before it finally opens a crack. A glinting, brown eye peeks out at me. “What d’ya want?”

      “I have medical supplies for Samson.”

      The eye surveys me. “Who are you?”

      “My name’s Trey. He knows me.”

      The eye pulls back and the door slams shut. I’m about to knock again when it opens, a short man beckoning me in. The windows are boarded up, so when the man closes the door behind me, we’re plunged into darkness. I blink as my eyes adjust to the dim light.

      “This way.” The man pushes past me and opens another door.

      I follow him, drawn by the soft, warm glow of a lamp from within. A bed fills most of the room. Samson lies there, apparently asleep, but even in the dim light, I can see his skin is ashen. His huge frame makes the double bed seem like a single. Barnes sits beside him, clasping his hand in both of hers.

      “You managed to escape then?” She doesn’t look up.

      I nod. “They delivered my crate to a shop in Area Four. Gave the shopkeeper the fright of his life when I didn’t turn out to be twenty packs of burgers.”

      Her lips twitch, but she can’t even manage a small smile. Her gaze lingers on Samson’s face. “Similar story, except I got taken to Five.”

      “How is he?”

      “I don’t know. He hasn’t woken up since I’ve been here, though the others said he was conscious a few times during the night.” She glances up, tears glistening in her eyes. “Thank you for finding him. For believing me.”

      I pull the syringes from my backpack and hand them to her. “These are from the Chain’s medic. They’re stronger than whatever Abby gave him.”

      Barnes stiffens at the mention of the Chain and glares down at the syringes, as if they contain poison.

      “Mika didn’t know who they were for,” I add hurriedly. “The meds they have are far superior to anything you’ll get out here.” I hesitate. “If he won’t go to a medic, it’s the next best thing. Surely it’s better than letting him—”

      “Don’t!” Barnes brushes at her eyes angrily as her voice breaks. She coughs in an attempt to disguise her emotion. “Don’t say it. He’ll be fine. He has to be.”

      But both of us can see that he is far from fine.

      I pull out the plastic packages and rip one open. There are instructions on the inside. “This should help draw out the infection from inside his body and heal the wound. I only have two.”

      Together, we unwrap the bandages covering the two bullet wounds on Samson’s body. I try not to look at the red, angry skin surrounding each wound as I stick the pads over them. Samson barely stirs as we tend to him. When we’re done, Barnes pulls the sheet back up to his shoulders.

      “Richard, the Chain’s leader, has a meeting scheduled this morning. The government has called in reinforcements. The Chain has lost the government headquarters and the President’s escaped.”

      Barnes’s shoulders stiffen. She turns and washes her hands in a bowl of water, drying them on a towel.

      “They need your help.”

      “You think we’re going to help him? He’s the one who did this!” She throws the towel down on the table.

      “You don’t know that. The sooner this ends, the better the chances we can get Samson to a medic – a proper surgeon who can make sure those bullets are removed and heal his internal wounds. Do you really want to let him die?”

      Barnes whirls around, her green eyes flashing. “Get. Out.”

      I glance toward the door, wondering if Petal is around and if he’ll be more open to reason. But as I turn to leave, a small moan comes from the bed.

      Barnes leans over Samson, her anger forgotten as she presses a hand to his cheek. “Samson?”

      A lump rises in my throat at the tenderness in her voice.

      Samson’s eyelids flicker, then open, his gaze looking past her to me. “Trey …” His voice is barely audible, but I find myself walking the few steps to the bed as if it were an order.

      Barnes fumbles with a jug of water. “Here. Drink this.” She places her arm under Samson’s head and manages to heave his shoulders high enough for him to take a sip.

      When she lowers him back to the bed, his eyes met mine. “Tell me … what Richard … is planning. We may … help.” His eyes close and he sinks back against the pillow, exhausted.

      An anguished expression crosses Barnes’s face. “You can’t mean that,” she whispers, staring down at him. I’ve never seen her look so torn.

      “Look, I’ll go to the meeting. I won’t make any promises on your behalf, but I will come back and tell you what the plan is. Then you can decide whether you want to be involved.”

      “Fine.” Barnes sounds reluctant, and I can understand why. She picks up one of the syringes. “Any instructions?”

      “The packet says to give him one dose every other day.”

      Barnes places her hand back on Samson’s cheek. “He’s burning up,” she murmurs.

      I back slowly toward the door. “I’ll come back later.”

      “Wait.” Samson’s voice halts me. His eyelids flutter, then open again. The fingers on his left hand slowly curl into a fist. “Don’t tell Richard I’m alive. If you can’t lie … tell him I’m … incapacitated.” A grimace ripples across his face as a shudder racks his body. “That’s pretty much … the truth.”

      “Why don’t you want him to know you’re alive?” I ask.

      Samson turns his head to stare at me. His dark eyes bore through mine, and I take an involuntary step back, even though he can’t move from the bed.

      He raises an eyebrow in amusement. “So he doesn’t … send someone … to finish the job.”
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        * * *

      

      I wait at the corner of the street leading to the Chain’s new headquarters. It isn’t long before I see Aleesha striding up the street, Rogue’s tall figure beside her. She favours me with a smile as they come closer, which I return, then give Rogue an awkward nod. He looks exhausted.

      “Is everyone okay?”

      Aleesha’s face tightens. “We’ve accounted for most people. Some have taken refuge at the church, others at Giles’s old home.”

      After knocking on the door of the tall townhouse the Chain has taken as their headquarters, we’re kept waiting for over a minute. Finally, Katya opens the door.

      “Bryn said you might be coming,” she says to me, then glances at Aleesha. “Though I wasn’t expecting you.”

      Aleesha pushes past her, Rogue following with an apologetic frown.

      “Upstairs, second room on your left,” Katya calls after us.

      The room isn’t as large as the conference room at the Chain’s former headquarters in Area Six, and it’s already full. Richard sits at the head of the table, Bryn and Mika to his left. To his right is an empty chair, then Anabel and a man I don’t recognize. My sister gives me a brief smile before turning back to her boss.

      Katya shuts the door and takes the seat next to Richard. There’s one chair left. I gesture for Aleesha to take it, but she ignores me and shoves a pile of films off a small table in the corner before hopping up onto it. Rogue stands like a statue beside her.

      I shrug and sit down in the chair.

      Dark circles rim Richard’s eyes and his shirt is rumpled and stained, as if he hasn’t changed it in days. I look around the room, wondering where Murdoch is. He’s the only senior member of the Chain who isn’t present. The man to my left stifles a yawn and slips a pill into his mouth. A stimulant perhaps? How long have they been fighting now? Days? Weeks? Time is taking its toll, draining them of energy, of the will to keep fighting.

      “Thank you for coming,” Richard begins. “This engagement has gone on longer than any of us hoped it would. You know I don’t like to admit failure …” His eye twitches, momentarily distorting the scar next to it. “But I admit, I underestimated the strength of the government’s response and their coordination in the President’s absence. We are not defeated yet, nor do I intend to be. But the longer this goes on, the more our troops will tire. The government knows that. Their strategy is to wear us down.”

      He pauses and looks around the room. “They have more fighters, but their people aren’t used to working together. They are less coordinated than us – at the moment. Which is why we must act now. One final push and we will take this city.”

      He places a black box on the table, and the holos of four figures appear in the air. “Our aim is to take out the President, plus his three remaining advisers.”

      “You mean kill them?” I blurt out. “Even the President?”

      Richard lifts his gaze. “Yes. If we can capture the President alive, we will do so. We may be able to persuade him to surrender. As for the others, we can’t afford the resources to look after prisoners. Once they’re out of the picture, the government’s coordination and defence will crumble.”

      As much as I’d rather no one got killed, I’m not convinced by his hope that the President will surrender. He didn’t when the Chain had him prisoner, and the government must know they have the upper hand now.

      “Where are they at this moment?” Bryn asks.

      “Three are at various strongholds across the city. We believe one is leading their troops on the ground.”

      Bryn rubs his chin. “We’re going to be spreading ourselves thin, even if our information is accurate. Air strikes?”

      Richard shakes his head. “They have control of the airspace, not to mention we’re almost out of the M360s that are the only missiles they can’t stop. We’ll try, but we can’t rely on them.”

      He gestures to Anabel, who produces a large roll of film. She unrolls it on the table, weighing down the corners with mugs of coffee. It’s a map of the city, sectioned off into the different areas. The Wall is a red line running around three sides of the inner part of the city, the southern side bounded by the river.

      “Whatever happens, we cannot lose the Metz compound. It’s only a matter of time before they find or create a weakness, breaking through our defences. Murdoch’s there now, and he reports that they’re not letting up. But there’s not much we can do from inside the compound to weaken their army.” He draws a circle on the map. “We need to draw them away, create enough of a distraction that they’re forced to move some of their fighters elsewhere. Then we have small teams infiltrate the areas we know the leaders to be and take them out.”

      “That makes sense, but do we have enough people to do all that?” the man next to me asks.

      “We do now.” Richard looks at Aleesha, who meets his gaze steadily. My heart sinks.

      What does he have planned for her?

      “We need to divide their troops. Get some of them out of the picture.” Richard leans forward across the map. “At the moment, they’re protected by the Wall. But if we draw them Outside …” He draws an arrow across the Wall into Area Four. “The Wall will trap them, splitting their force in two.”

      “But to do that you’d need to take down the Wall,” Aleesha says.

      “Then put it up again,” I add.

      Richard meets my gaze. “Exactly. That’s the risky part of the plan.”

      Every part of his plan sounds risky to me, but I don’t question him.

      “Before we lost the government headquarters, our techs managed to hack into the main infrastructure system and find out how the Wall works. The information tallied with what we got out of the President. There are two control centres, which both need to be accessed to take down the Wall. One is in the Metz headquarters.”

      “The secret room,” Rogue murmurs behind me.

      Richard glances at him sharply. “You know of it?”

      “Not much. We weren’t told what it was for. Only that if the compound was ever compromised, we must defend it above all else. If unable to do that, we were to smash the access panel to keep it locked.”

      “Which your ex-colleagues dutifully did when we broke in.” Richard’s mouth quirks. “Fortunately, our technology is rather more advanced than what you have here in Britannia. We managed to gain access the other day.”

      “And the second centre?” Anabel asks.

      “That’s a little trickier. The government wanted to make sure no single person would be able to take down the Wall. I don’t think they ever believed the compound could be taken but they wanted a failsafe in case anyone who did have access decided to take matters into their own hands. For that reason, the second part of the mechanism is located in a different building – one Outside the Wall that nobody in the Metz would have reason to access.”

      The man next to me frowns. “That should be a piece of cake after taking the compound. The government buildings Outside are generally small and undefended.”

      “True, but the mechanism isn’t located in a government building. And, unfortunately, it’s very well defended.” Richard looks at me. “In fact, from what we know, it’s currently in lockdown.”

      The pieces of the puzzle click together in my mind. “Coleman’s factory,” I whisper.

      Richard nods. “Our intelligence indicated it was in one of the two factories. When Bryn mentioned that you’d seen a heavily guarded door in the basement, Coleman’s refusal to open discussions with us began to make sense.” His gaze flicks to Katya, whose lips twist.

      “When we have control of both parts of the mechanism, we can switch sections of the Wall off and on as we please.” He glances at me, then Aleesha, his face grim. “I didn’t want to involve either of you in this. You’re young and inexperienced, and it’s dangerous.”

      I sense Aleesha stiffen behind me.

      “But I have no choice,” Richard continues. “Trey, you’re the only one who’s been inside the factory and knows where the mechanism is likely to be located. Plus, I believe you still have contacts inside who may be able to help.”

      He doesn’t wait for my reply before he turns to Aleesha, his face softening. “I would much rather keep you safe until it’s all over, but it’s clear to me that you have a better knowledge of this part of the city than any of us. While I wouldn’t normally pitch your gang against trained fighters, I believe that if you have time to prepare, you can set enough traps to keep the enemy contained. Only a small number of them will be Metz officers, and as their implant system is no longer working, they won’t be as coordinated as they have been in the past. The other fighters are mostly from security forces in other parts of the country and don’t know London’s streets.”

      Aleesha crosses her arms. “You haven’t asked me if we’re willing to help you yet.”

      Richard’s brow creases. “I presumed your presence here indicated your willingness to help.”

      “Sure, but we need something in return. Given that we’re such a key part of your plan.” She stares at her father, daring him to disagree.

      “And what’s that?”

      “The Bigland Boys have taken over my headquarters. They’ve got themselves some fancy new weapons.” Aleesha’s eyes flick to the knife sheath on his belt. “Weapons like yours. Weapons we’ll need if you want us to help you.”

      Richard frowns. “We did have some crates stolen from one of our warehouses last week. We’ve been too busy to track them down. But we don’t have time to get involved in gang disputes.”

      Aleesha bristles. “It’s not just a gang dispute. Do you really think it’s a good thing for the people out here to have a trigger-happy bully armed to the teeth in control of the streets? If you help us, we can root them out today and still be ready to put your plan into action tomorrow.”

      Anger flashes in Richard’s eyes. I get the feeling he doesn’t like people, even his daughter, disagreeing with him. “I told you we don’t have the time. Every person I have is working to get ready for this final push. We need every fighter we’ve got, and I can’t risk losing more people trying to settle your personal vendetta.”

      Aleesha’s face darkens. For a moment, I think she’s going to storm from the room. Then Richard’s expression softens.

      “Once we have control of the city, we’ll get your headquarters back. I promise.”

      They stare at each other for a long moment. “Fine,” Aleesha says finally. “I’ll ask them if they’ll help. But it’s their decision, not mine.”

      Richard’s frown deepens. “It’s a leader’s responsibility to make decisions for their people.”

      Her hands tighten on the edge of the table. “Not this leader.”

      She pushes herself off the table and peers down at the map. “So, how do we get them Outside?”

      Richard traces a line along the Wall adjacent to Area Four and glances at Anabel. “Once we have control of the Wall, we’ll take down this section. Your team will go through and make your way to your designated target.”

      His gaze turns to Aleesha again. “Your gang will start creating trouble in this area.” He circles several streets on the map. “Break windows, throw some bombs, threaten citizens. Do whatever you can to draw attention to yourselves. We will put the Wall up behind you, hopefully fast enough that they don’t realize it’s been down. They’ll assume you got in through the tunnels. The government will be forced to divert some of its people to deal with you, allowing Schmidt and Murdoch to get their teams out of the Metz compound to deal with the other targets. Let them follow you back to the Wall, Aleesha. If you can, get some of your team behind them to drive them forward. Make them believe they have you trapped.”

      I glance at Aleesha. She’s chewing her lip.

      “I know it’s a risk,” Richard says quietly. “But I think they’ll want to capture you, not kill you. They know you’re my daughter and will want to use you for leverage. Once they think they have you trapped, we’ll lower the Wall again, allowing you to escape back Outside. Draw them out into Area Four. Once they’re through, we’ll put the Wall up again, and they will be the ones trapped.”

      There’s silence as each of us works through the plan in our heads.

      But there’s one thing they’ve forgotten. “You say putting the Wall up will trap them Outside, but Insiders can pass through without being killed. What’s to stop them from just running back through?”

      Katya leans back in her chair. “Until you read those top-secret documents, did you know that was the case, Trey?”

      I shake my head.

      She smiles. “There you go then. As far as they’re concerned, touching the Wall means death. They’ll take their chances on the streets Outside.”

      Richard turns to Bryn. “You’re in charge of the team breaking into the food factory. Take Liza, Harrison and Filip. You’ll have to run it as a stealth mission. I’ll get one of the techs to send you images of the control room in the compound so you know what you’re looking for in the factory. In order for the Wall to come down, the control switches in both the Metz compound and the factory have to be off. Same for putting it back up again. If only one switch is moved, nothing will happen. It’s not a complex system, but you need to make sure you only apply the change to this section of the Wall.” He circles an area with his finger. “Got it?”

      Bryn blows out a breath. “I could use more people.”

      Richard grimaces. “I know, but I don’t have more people. You’ll just have to do the best you can.”

      His words hold an ominous note. Bryn’s gaze flicks to me, and I know what he’s going to say. I speak quickly, before he can insist I stay behind. “With more people, we might be able to take over the food factory in its entirety. The security team isn’t that big because the building’s designed to be hard to access. If we take control of the security centre, that would mean we’d have control of the factory and the food supply.”

      “Yes, but we would need more people to do that. Didn’t you hear what he said?”

      Heat rises to my cheeks at Katya’s retort. “The Brotherhood may help. Especially if you have spare weapons they could use. They’re smart, and the Outsiders in the factory would be more likely to trust them than your people.”

      “I’m not working with that scum,” Bryn growls. “They’ll stab us in the back as soon as help us.”

      I flash him a sympathetic look, knowing he’s thinking about Lamar. I’m not sure he’ll ever forgive Samson for killing his friend, but this is not the time for grudges.

      Richard raises an eyebrow. “That’s actually an idea. Who’s in charge now that Samson’s dead?”

      I ignore the warning look Aleesha flashes me and meet Richard’s gaze. “I’ll speak to them. If there’s a chance we can gain control of the food supply, they may be willing to help.”

      “Fine, but don’t tell them all the details. And remember, your first priority is to get to that basement room.”

      I bob my head, dropping my gaze to the table. Samson’s words ring in my ears. Perhaps they were the confused ramblings of a sick man. But if he does believe Richard ordered his death, why is he so keen to play a part in the Chain’s plan?
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      The plan is agreed upon. Tonight, we will make one final push against the government forces. I jokingly describe it as a “do-or-die effort”, but nobody laughs.

      I hang back as the others leave the room, waiting until my father looks up from his conversation with Bryn.

      “If you want us to help you, we’ll need weapons. We’ve barely got a knife a piece. If we’re facing trained soldiers with guns, we’ll be mowed down before we can even think about drawing them out.”

      “I’ll see what we’ve got, but we’re running out. Besides, looking vulnerable may be your best strategy.” My father straightens and comes around the table to stand in front of me. “If the government forces see that you’re armed with high-tech weapons, they will shoot you. If they don’t see you as a threat, they’ll be more confident. They will be reluctant to shoot unarmed citizens. Remember, your job isn’t so much to engage them as to draw them Outside the Wall. Once it goes up behind them, your team can disperse into the streets and pick them off like flies.”

      He makes a good point, but I still don’t like the idea of my people going up against heavily armed soldiers with what amounts to little more than cutlery. “If you wanted to keep me out of danger, why did you accept my offer of help?”

      He searches my face, the small lines at the corners of his eyes softening. “If I asked you not to fight, would you listen?” When I don’t answer, he reaches out and squeezes my shoulder. “I truly don’t believe the government forces will kill you. You’re too valuable to them.”

      I want to ask him about the rest of my gang, if the government sees them as valuable, as well, but I’m afraid of the answer, so I turn to leave.

      “Aleesha.”

      I turn back. For a fleeting second, I think he’s going to step forward and pull me into a hug, but the moment passes.

      “Be careful.”

      I nod, swallowing past the lump in my throat, and walk out of the room.

      Rogue is waiting on the street outside. “So, we are to be dangled as bait,” he says as we walk down the street. “Like cattle to the slaughter.”

      I glance up at him. “You don’t approve of the plan?”

      His blue eyes stare straight ahead. “I do not like being in a position of weakness. And facing an armed enemy force with no weapons is the definition of a position of weakness.”

      “So why didn’t you speak up when we were inside?”

      “Because you’re my cap— leader,” he says, correcting himself.

      “And you trust me?”

      “I do.”

      Does he know how heavy that trust weighs on my shoulders? The lightness I’d felt this morning has evaporated with the realization that we could all be dead in less than twenty-four hours.

      Or our city could be free.

      I guess I should look on the positive side.

      The concrete jungle is suspiciously quiet as we reach the entrance to Giles’s cavern. I greet the guards sitting outside, then drop to my hands and knees to crawl in. Rogue follows, grunting with the effort of contorting his large shoulders through the narrow tunnel. I was surprised Anders had made it in with his injury, but Rogue told me they’d dragged him on a blanket most of the way.

      We drop down into the taller section of the tunnel and someone pushes aside the curtain ahead of us. Light spills into the dark tunnel, along with the stench of unwashed bodies. I wrinkle my nose. Giles’s transformation of the cavern was nothing short of miraculous, but he hadn’t accounted for twenty people being crammed into the small space.

      As Tommy had said, most of the gang sought sanctuary with the monks at the church, but Rogue didn’t want to risk bringing more fighting to their door, so the people he thought the Bigland Boys would be most likely to target came here. When Tommy had brought me here a few hours ago and they’d welcomed me back as if I’d never left, as if I hadn’t failed them, I thought my heart would burst.

      Perhaps my biggest failure had been underestimating my friends. I thought they needed me to protect them, but they don’t. They have each other.

      “So, what did they say?” Megan stands, gesturing to Rogue to take the chair she’s been sitting on. He does, then pulls her down onto his lap. She favours him with a coy glance. Their relationship seems to be progressing well, but I still carry a slight unease about how much Megan truly cares for him. Rogue is older than her, but in many ways, still very naïve.

      Rogue leans in and nuzzles her neck.

      “Will you two get a room?” Danny shouts from the other side of the room where he’s perched on the end of the bed.

      Rogue pulls back, raising a brow. “Well, if you wouldn’t mind vacating this one …”

      There’s a chorus of jeers.

      I smile and head over to Anders, who’s sitting up in bed. “How are you doing?”

      “Feeling better already.” He grins at me and touches his shoulder. “Whatever this thing is works like a charm.”

      His face has more colour, the lines of pain faded. I squeeze his arm, then turn back to survey the room. Anders isn’t the only one with injuries, though most of the others are less serious.

      “Okay. Listen up!” The room quietens. “Getting our headquarters back is going to have to wait. The Bigland Boys managed to steal a bunch of weapons from the Chain. It would be a suicide mission to take the fight to them now, and as you know, my leadership challenge didn’t exactly work out well. But there is another way. The Chain is planning a coordinated attack on the government forces. A final push. In return for helping them take the city, they’ll help us get our headquarters back. With their expertise and weapons, the Bigland Boys won’t stand a chance.”

      “Oh right. Once they have the city. An’ what if they can’t beat the gov’ment forces?” Danny narrows his eyes.

      “It’s a risk.” I look around at the faces turned expectantly to me. “But so is everything out here. If the government wins, they will keep controlling our lives. Poisoning our food, sending the Metz in to set fire to our streets, killing whoever tries to stand up to them. Things will be the same as they always have been. But it doesn’t have to be. Not if we choose to change it.”

      Some of them are already captivated by my words, but others wear cautious looks. I remember my promise to myself. My promise to them.

      “This is not something I will order you to do. Whether you decide to fight or stay here is your choice, and yours alone. There is no shame if you choose to stay. I’m not going to lie to you. We may not all survive. But I believe we deserve more than the life the government has given us. So I will fight for a better future.” I pull out the knife Mitch had given me and place it on the table in front of me. “And if need be, I will die to give you that future.”

      Silence follows. I count to five. Then Rogue gently lifts Megan from his lap and stands, placing his own knife beside mine. “I will fight with you. For the freedom to choose.”

      To my surprise, Megan is the next to step forward. She has no weapon – she is not a fighter – but she rests her hand on the table. “I’ll help, too.” She glances at Rogue and whispers, “For love.”

      Perhaps I have misjudged her.

      “Well, I guess you’ll need someone to watch your backs while you’re bein’ all brave and noble,” Danny grumbles, heaving himself up off Anders’ bed. “Yer not takin’ my gun, though.” His knife clatters to the table. “For friendship.”

      “And for those who have already died for us,” Anders adds, swinging his legs off the bed. He sways slightly but stays upright, his face set in determination.

      I open my mouth to tell him to lie back down, that he is too badly injured, but his eyes meet mine, the pleading look in them halting my words.

      “I’m comin’, too!”

      I turn back to the table in alarm as a sharpened piece of metal is added to the pile. “No, Tommy. No one under sixteen is allowed to fight.”

      “Aww, Aleesha …”

      “I mean it.” I take his homemade weapon and hand it back to him. “I need some brave people to stay behind and look after the monks. Can you do that?”

      He gives me a begrudging nod, and I make a mental note to ask Jax to stay behind and keep him and the other kids in line. They respect him.

      One by one, the others in the room add their promises to the pile. Only one person questions me. Connor, a gangly man in his early twenties.

      “Can’t you just get your da to help us? Why do we need to fight for them?”

      “He might, Connor, if I asked him. But do we want that? To beg for help and be in their debt?”

      Danny lets out a snort. “Not bloody likely.”

      “We don’t take favours,” another voice calls.

      I smile. My people may be willing to fight and steal, they may have been born in the gutter, but they still have their pride.

      The only people you can trust are those who truly care about you. They will follow you through hell simply because they believe in you.

      Samson had spoken the truth. And to hell I will take them.

      “Well, let’s not waste any more time.” I quickly outline the plan and the traps I think we can spring. “Let’s show the government and the Bigland Boys who really rules Area Four.”

      The cavern bursts into life. As people begin to talk around me, improving on my plans, coming up with new ideas for traps, something still niggles at me. The one big thing I have no control over.

      The Wall.

      Our safety is dependent on my father and Trey being able to operate the mechanism to raise or lower the barrier. The Chain still holds the Metz compound, so that shouldn’t be an issue, but Trey … He’ll have to sneak into the very building he’s just escaped from, knowing Coleman and his security force will be watching closely for any intrusion.

      After all this time, you still doubt him?

      I would trust Trey with my life. But it’s not just my life I’m betting on.
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      It’s early evening when I walk through the narrow alley that runs along the back of Abby’s house and push open the gate leading to her small yard. I wanted to see Trey again before he left for the food factory, and I have a feeling I’ll find him here.

      The garden is a vision of colour. When I’d first come here, the beds had been largely empty, the winter rains leaching the colour from the brown earth. Now, green shoots sprout from the seedbeds, flowers blossom between pointed leaves and the fragrant scent of herbs fills the air. I stop for a moment and close my eyes to breathe it in.

      What if every garden Outside could be like this?

      Perhaps they will be, when things change. I allow myself a minute of fantasy. A house like this of my own. Flowers growing in the garden. Trey sitting next to me on the back step, laughing as we drink mint tea.

      I sigh and open my eyes. It is something to dream of, at least.

      Sidling up to the kitchen window, I peek inside.

      Trey stands at the kitchen worktop, stirring a steaming pot. He says something, and Abby walks over and wraps her arms around him, planting a motherly kiss on his shoulder. Then Bryn wraps his arms around them both, Abby squealing as she’s sandwiched between them. A hard lump forms in my throat as they pull apart, laughing. They look so happy. So together. Like a family.

      I pull back before they see me and press my back to the wall, pushing down a pang of envy. Then I take a deep breath and knock on the door.

      Bryn opens it and motions me in with a grin.

      “Aleesha!” Abby’s face lights up, and my envy diminishes as she pulls me into a hug every bit as warm as the one she gave Trey. “It’s so good to see you. I was hoping you’d drop by. You’re just in time for dinner.”

      I grin and sniff. “Perfect timing. Whatever you’re cooking smells amazing.”

      “Well, I figured you’d need a good meal to see you through tonight and tomorrow, so I managed to find some meat to make stew.” Her voice catches. “A last supper of sorts.”

      Bryn plants a kiss on her forehead. “Now don’t go getting all melancholic. This time, I’m definitely coming home.”

      Abby wrinkles her nose, laughter dancing in her eyes. “And how many times have you told me that, Bryn McNally?”

      Bryn grins. “But this time, I mean it.” Their lips meet in a long, slow kiss.

      Embarrassed, I turn away and sit down next to Trey, who’s taken a seat at the table. He finds my hand and squeezes it, rolling his eyes. “You’d think it was just the two of them in the room, wouldn’t you?”

      “They’re as bad as Rogue and Megan.”

      Trey raises an eyebrow. “Oh?”

      “They can’t keep their hands off each other.”

      His hand slides off mine to rest on my thigh. Heat rushes through my body. He lowers his voice. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but I’m really glad to hear that.”

      I throw him a surprised glance.

      His cheeks redden slightly. “Well, it’s nice to know I’m not going to have to fight him for you.”

      “Don’t be stupid. You know I’ve never felt like that about Rogue.”

      “Haven’t you?” He gives me a searching look, but it slides into a smile as he leans in and whispers into my ear. “Sure you won’t stay here tonight? We’re not heading off until the early hours.”

      Reluctantly, I shake my head. “I need to be with the gang. But I wanted to come and say good luck.”

      Trey gives a rueful grin. “Well, I’m glad you did.”

      He raises his voice. “I think that pot might be burning.”

      Abby pushes Bryn away, her face flushed. She grabs a spoon and stirs the stew. “Just in time. Bowls please, Bryn.”

      He hums tunelessly as he sets four bowls and spoons on the table. The bowls are colourful and imperfectly round – handmade by Abby. My mouth waters as she places the pot of stew in the centre of the table.

      “Dig in.”

      “What are you going to do after this is over?” Trey asks Bryn, ladling food into a bowl.

      “I thought we might take a holiday.” Bryn glances at Abby. “I’ve told Richard this is my last job. In a few days, I’ll be a retired man.”

      Abby smiles. “A holiday would be nice.”

      “After that, I was thinking we might find a quiet place in the country. Somewhere peaceful, with a big garden.” He stretches his hand out to Abby, a flicker of uncertainty in his eyes. “What do you think?”

      “Leave here?” She looks around the kitchen, then out the window. “I don’t know. People need me …”

      “They won’t once everyone can access proper medical facilities,” Trey says, blowing to cool his food. “You know, Ella, Anabel and I have a big house out in Wales. Why don’t you go out there for a bit? It needs someone to look after it. The garden must be completely overgrown by now.”

      Abby still looks unsure. “Well, it would be nice to visit …”

      “That’s settled then,” Bryn says cheerfully. “And you and Aleesha will come out, too, Trey.”

      “Sure.” He grins at me. “Bet you’ve never seen forests and mountains. It’ll be nice this time of year. There’s a lake you can swim in.” At my dubious look, he quickly adds, “The water’s clean and fresh. And you don’t have to swim. You could just paddle or something.”

      Forests. Mountains. Lakes. My only knowledge of such things is from the pictures in the few books my mother was able to get for me when I was small. Even those images have faded in my mind. “Sounds nice,” I say noncommittally. I don’t want to tell him I can’t just leave London on a whim to travel hundreds of miles.

      But if I don’t go, will he forget about me, just like Bryn forgot about Abby? Will he decide that the city holds too many painful memories for him to return? Will I lose him forever?

      A squeeze on my hand pulls me back to the present. Abby laughs at something Bryn whispers into her ear.

      “It’s okay,” Trey says quietly. “I’ll come back.”

      I look up into his eyes. Blue like the summer sky, they are a window to his heart. A window that is always open, because he has nothing to hide. There is no deceit in them. There never has been.

      He runs his thumb across the back of my knuckles. “We will take down the Wall. I promise. I won’t fail you.”

      It’s as if he can read my mind.

      “I know.”

      A bubble of emotion rises in my throat as I let my spoon clatter into the empty bowl and push my chair back, not wanting to spoil the light, happy mood of the room with tears. I hug Bryn and Abby, smile as they tell me to be careful, then stand in front of Trey.

      I stand on my toes and kiss him lightly on the lips. “Don’t do anything dumb, okay? I … Be safe.”

      Before he can answer, I push open the door with shaky hands and leave, striding out of the yard and into the alley.

      Partway down the alley, there’s an old plastic crate, faded by the light. I sink down onto it and lean back against the wall, closing my eyes. Each breath feels like a struggle.

      Footsteps get closer, and somehow, I know it’s him.

      I hold my hand out to tell him to stay away, that I just need a moment, but the words I want to say are stuck in my throat.

      Trey doesn’t say anything as he sits beside me. He presses his palm to mine, his fingers splaying out along its length. Then he curls his fingers between mine until our hands are locked together. Unbreakable.

      Slowly, I twist around, keeping my face downturned. If I look at him, I know I’ll cry, and I don’t want to cry. Not when I spent so much of last night sobbing over him. I didn’t think I had any tears left.

      Trey leans forward and rests his forehead on mine. He doesn’t tell me it’s going to be okay. He doesn’t promise a happy ending. He just sits with me until the pressure on my throat eases and I can speak again.

      “Sorry. I just needed some air.”

      “We’re going to survive this.” The conviction in his voice surprises me. “Don’t ask me how I know, but I do.”

      I duck my head.

      He pulls back slightly and tilts my chin up. “We started this together, and we’ll finish it together.” His eyes search mine. “And whatever happens, whatever you need to do to survive, to win, it won’t change how I feel about you.”

      I wonder how many times he’ll need to tell me this before I truly believe it.

      Trey stands and gently pulls me up. I rest my head against his chest, holding him fiercely as if my arms can convey all the words I cannot speak.

      Trey has always been the light to my darkness. But I think I understand now why I pushed him away. When you’ve been sitting in the dark for such a long time, the light is so blinding that you have to retreat and let your eyes adjust. You need someone to reach out their hand and help you step out again.

      He has helped chase away the shadows of the past. The future is in my hands. I can’t change what has happened, but I don’t have to be defined by it.

      That is a choice that’s in my power to make.

      I lift my face to his and feel his hot breath on my lips as his mouth closes over mine. His lashes tickle my skin as his tongue slides over mine, and the little girl inside of me starts clawing at the floor of the cave, crawling toward the light. He lifts his hands to cup my face, his thumbs tracing my cheekbones.

      “I love you,” he whispers in the space between one kiss and the next.

      I barely have time to breathe before his lips are on mine again. Softly, gently, he pulls me in until I am him and he is me and all I feel is his warmth, all I see is light.

      The girl kneels at the mouth of the tunnel. She rises to her feet and slowly, hesitantly, steps out into the light of a new day.
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      The comm bud crackles in my ear. I work my jaw, trying to dislodge the feeling that there’s a bug crawling in my head. It’s dark outside, the deep, inky blackness that comes before the pre-dawn light.

      “A dark night can hide many things,” Petal had said with a grin. I get the impression he’s looking forward to this.

      Me? I just want it to be over.

      Barnes shifts beside me, her posture oozing tension. She had wanted to stay with Samson, but he had ignored her pleas and put her in charge of the Brotherhood’s fighters. There are fifteen of them, including Barnes and Petal. Petal had introduced them to Bryn as some of the best fighters in the city. I’m not sure if he meant it as a boast or a warning.

      Samson was awake when I’d returned to speak to him after the Chain’s meeting. For the first time since we’d dragged him from the tunnels, he looked as if he might survive his ordeal. He was also insistent the Brotherhood help with the Chain’s operation, despite protest from Barnes and Petal.

      “You need people and we have them. The longer this goes on, the more people will starve out here.” He lowered his eyes. “Besides, I owe you a life debt.”

      “Your priority is to get better,” Barnes had retorted.

      “What do you think I’m doing?” Samson gestured impatiently to the blanket covering his lower body. “Trey, as far as everyone else knows, Barnes is now running the Brotherhood. No one must know I’m alive.”

      I glanced at Barnes out the corner of my eye. Her lips were pressed into a thin line, but she said nothing. I suspected they’d already argued about it.

      “You said you didn’t want Richard sending someone back to finish off the job. But I thought the palace guard had …” My voice trailed off as Samson barked out a laugh.

      “That’s what he told you?” He fell silent for a moment. “I made a deal with Richard. Neither of us had enough people to take over the government headquarters, but with our combined forces, we had a chance. Richard said he had a mole in the palace guard who would make sure there was only a light guard on that night. Whether that happened or not, we met with more resistance than I’d anticipated. Our priority was to secure the main control room. From there, we could control the cameras, perimeter and access to secure parts of the building. Richard’s people were better trained with superior weapons. It made sense that I took them and left my team to draw attention away from our efforts. But once the control room was taken, they turned on me.”

      A smile twisted the corner of his mouth. “It seems Richard saw me as a threat to his plans.”

      “I don’t know why you’re laughing about it,” Barnes snapped, snatching her hand back from Samson’s. He took it again and patted it, as if soothing a child.

      “I fought my way out of the control room, but two of them followed me, cornering me in one of the meeting rooms. I killed one, but the other shot me twice. She left me, thinking I was dead. I managed to escape into one of the hidden passageways and down into the underground tunnels.”

      “But Richard must know there was no body. What if he suspects?”

      “I told the Chain we had taken his body to be cremated,” Petal said, studiously picking at his nails with the tip of his knife. Unlike most of the rough, functional weapons Outsiders carried, his knife had an ornate handle. “They don’t know his body wasn’t there.”

      I was silent for a moment, absorbing this. There had always been tension between Richard and Samson, but I’d thought Aleesha’s rescue had brought them together. After all, by finding Giles and bringing him to the square, Samson had saved Aleesha, as well as many other members of the Chain. If I were to believe Samson, Richard repaid that debt by ordering his death. Now I understood why Barnes and Petal are reluctant to help him. But why was Samson willing to put his people under the Chain’s command again?

      “So why help him now?

      “I’m not doing this to help him. I’m doing it for the people of this city.” Samson’s jaw tightened. “The food corporations have more power than the President himself. Coleman is a ruthless man. He won’t hesitate to use his control over the food supply as a tool to get what he wants, even if it means innocent people suffer.”

      Bryn’s hand on my arm pulls me back to the present. “Are you ready, Trey?”

      I nod, but a shiver runs up my spine.

      “Just stick with me, okay?” he says in a low voice. “Leave the hero stuff to the people who are trained for it.”

      “Sure.” I try to smile, but it quickly falls from my lips. I now wish I’d told him about what Richard had done to Samson. Or does he already know? Is this another secret Bryn is keeping from me?

      Bryn pulls up the factory blueprints and scans through them again, though I know he’s memorized every possible route in and out. The basement rooms and corridors aren’t labelled, and it took a while to figure out the best route to the guarded room. I’m still not a hundred percent sure I’m right. We’d discussed trying to make contact with Louis, but agreed it was too risky. After he helped us escape, I trust him not to betray us, but if anyone else intercepted the message, the operation would be over before we’d started.

      No. Best that he stays out of it.

      Next to me, Barnes flicks between the different settings on her gun. Bryn had come to our meeting spot with a small arsenal of weapons, which he’d passed around to the Brotherhood’s fighters. From the way Petal’s eyes gleamed, I hope Richard isn’t planning on getting them back. Even I’ve got a small handgun tucked into my belt, though I hope I won’t have to use it.

      Bryn tilts his head, as if listening to something. The comm buds are high-tech with different channels controlled by a thin band on the user’s wrist. Mine is set to the main channel, which everyone has access to, but there are a number of private channels. Bryn set up a separate group for him, Liza, Harrison and Filip – the Chain fighters Richard assigned to our team – and Barnes and Petal, but we agreed I’d keep mine set to the main channel in order to communicate with Aleesha.

      Richard’s plan can’t be put into action until we reach the control room and figure out how to access the Wall controls. They depend on us.

      “Time to go,” Bryn says shortly. “From here on out, essential communication only. Keep the camera blockers going at all times.”

      I finger the small, black tube in my pocket – the same device Mikheil had used to hide our movements when we’d broken into the government headquarters. It will help mask our presence from the cameras inside the food factory. But with the factory in lockdown and entry controlled by employee passes, which are almost certainly being monitored, getting in is the first challenge.

      The streets of Area Six are dark and deserted. I lick my lips as adrenaline rushes through my system, turning my mouth dry. My senses are alert, despite my lack of sleep.

      Silently, our group divides. I follow Bryn, slinking through the smaller side streets that lead us around to the entrance of the factory. A single light illuminates the doors, which are wide enough that ten men could walk abreast into the tunnel beyond. A smaller door is cut into one side, two guards concealed in cut-out sections of the wall nearby. One shifts his weight from foot to foot, glancing down at his wrist. He’s ready for the end of his shift.

      So are we.

      Right on schedule, the small door opens and the two more guards step out. Bryn gestures with his hand, and he and the other three members of the Chain creep forward. Dressed all in black, they blend into the shadows perfectly. I hang back with half a dozen of Samson’s fighters, waiting to see if we’re needed. My thumb taps the camera blocker repeatedly.

      A commotion from further up the street causes the guards to snap to attention. In that moment, Bryn springs forward. They are equally matched in numbers, but our fighters have the element of surprise. Only one of the guards has time to cry out before they’re all knocked unconscious. Quickly, they’re stripped, and Liza cuts the Coleman Corporation chips from their hands, quickly placing each one into a gel-like band that simulates the body’s environment, preventing the chips from triggering an alert.

      Bryn beckons again, and the rest of us move to join him. Four of Samson’s fighters dress themselves in the guards’ uniforms, strapping the bands containing the chips to their wrists. Two take up positions in the recessed sections of the wall. A third presses his hand to the access panel, opening the door into the factory.

      We’re joined by the other members of the Brotherhood. So far, everything is going to plan.

      I follow Bryn through the door and into a short tunnel. At the far end is an elevator, and next to it, a door leading to the stairwell. Neither Barnes nor I were able to tell Bryn where the guards were likely to go once they were off duty, so Bryn had decided that the two fake guards would make their way to the security control room. They take the elevator, while the rest of us take the stairs.

      Two floors down, the rest of the Brotherhood fighters peel off. Their job is to follow the two fake guards to the control room and take it over, or at least provide a distraction. Bryn, the three Chain fighters and I continue down another level.

      The stairs end at a long tunnel that leads into the factory. It smells cool and slightly damp, a faint dripping sound quickly masked by our footsteps. I glance around, realizing the others all have their weapons drawn. My hand hovers over the gun on my belt, but I can’t bring myself to pull it out.

      Not unless the worst happens.

      My palms are so slick with sweat that I’d probably drop the thing anyway.

      The tension in my body ratchets up a notch as we draw closer to the end of the tunnel. Twice, I nearly jump out of my skin at an unexpected sound, but it’s just someone tripping or the click of a safety. Part of me would almost rather the ghostly shadows in front of us evolve into flesh-and-blood people, just so we could start the fight and get it over with.

      Glancing back at the people following me, I suspect some of them feel the same.

      If we’ve interpreted the blueprints correctly, it isn’t far from here to the room where Barnes and I were kept prisoner. The tunnel divides ahead of us, and we take the left-hand branch, which ends in a nondescript door. Bryn tries it. Locked. He steps aside and gestures to one of the men – Filip, I think. He pulls something from his jacket and kneels in front of the access panel.

      Minutes tick by. I fight the urge to glance at my wrist to check the time. Bryn had estimated it would take us thirty minutes to reach the room, giving us another thirty to figure out the control mechanism. Aleesha will be getting her gang into position by now, but they can’t act until we complete our part of the operation.

      Filip curses under his breath and sits back on his heels, his face set in a frown. I glance at Bryn.

      “Give him time,” his whispers. “He’s never let us down before.”

      I nod but can’t help thinking that there’s a first time for everything.

      Filip spends a full minute staring at the access panel. Then he utters a low exclamation and reaches inside his jacket, pulling out a compact folding tool. A minute later, the door clicks open.

      We file through it into a short corridor, Filip bringing up the rear after packing up his tools. The next door isn’t secured and opens into a long tunnel lit with blue emergency lighting. There’s a door about thirty metres ahead of us on the right, and beside that, a set of elevator doors.

      My stomach lurches in recognition. I move to the front and tap Bryn on the shoulder. He raises an eyebrow questioningly, and I point down the tunnel and give him a thumbs up. In my pocket, I press the button on the camera-blocking device with fervent regularity. The boots Bryn had given me crush my toes, but the special rubber soles make little noise on the concrete floor.

      The next part of the plan is the most dangerous. When Louis had helped Barnes and me escape, he’d put something in the guards’ coffee to dull their senses so they wouldn’t hear us. Today, we have no such option. Despite the rubber-soled boots, our footsteps seem loud in the silence of the tunnel. We’re about twenty metres away from where the tunnel divides – the corridor to the cells to the right, the room with the guards to the left – when a cough stops us in our tracks. I barrel into Bryn’s back, my foot scuffing the floor.

      “Did you hear that noise?”

      I hold my breath at the voice, frozen with one foot out, my hand clutching Bryn’s shoulder. His body tenses.

      “What? You coughing your lungs out? You should get that seen to.”

      “Not that, you idiot. Something else.”

      The voices of the guards bounce off the walls of the tunnel. Slowly, Bryn places his hand over mine and eases it off his shoulder. I wobble, a hand grabbing me from behind as I catch my balance. My mouth is so dry I can feel my throat wanting to spasm, but I’m scared to even swallow.

      “Probably just a rat.”

      “Maybe. I’ll check it out, though. Never had rats down here before.”

      Bryn reaches into a pouch on his belt and pulls out what looks like a small rubber ball. He squeezes it, then bends down and rolls it along the tunnel. The concrete floor is rough and uneven, but finally, the ball bounces off the end wall and comes to rest.

      “Hey. What’s that?”

      The ball begins to hiss. Bryn waves at me to retreat and slaps a hand over his mouth and nose. I suck in a deep breath and repeat the gesture, following him back down the corridor.

      The guards’ voices fade into incoherent babble, then silence.

      We wait for a count of ten before Bryn removes his hand from his mouth, then another minute before he motions Harrison to move forward. Gun out, Harrison creeps down the corridor and peers around the corner. He pulls back, grinning, and waves us forward.

      The two guards lie motionless on the floor. Filip gets to work on the door while Bryn, Liza and Harrison strip the guards of their uniforms and chips. Harrison strips down and begins pulling on the larger of the two uniforms. The fabric bulges, and I hope the cameras won’t pick up just how tight the uniform is on him. Fortunately, the hat the guards wear should hide his face.

      I stand to one side, feeling useless. I’m beginning to wonder if Bryn gave me the camera blocker just so I’d feel like I was contributing.

      There are two access panels on this door. Filip gets past the first one quickly, but the second takes more time. I catch Bryn glancing up at the pinpoint cameras in the ceiling. Outwardly, he looks calm, but I wonder what he’s thinking. The camera blocker works by looping the footage. The sooner we can have the two “guards” back outside the door, the less likely anyone will notice anything odd.

      I check the time. We’ve already used up the thirty minutes Bryn had allocated for getting into the room.

      Filip breaks the second lock and the door swings open. The automatic light comes on as I follow Bryn inside, illuminating a small room with two doors leading off it. I try them. One is locked, with no access panel on this side. The other opens into an empty storage room.

      “In here,” I hiss as Harrison drags one of the unconscious guards into the room. He grins at me as he pulls the man into the storage room, then returns for the second guard. Within two minutes, Bryn, Liza and I are inside the room, the door closed, Filip and Harrison posing as the guards outside.

      I let out a long breath and look around. Bare, hastily plastered, whitewashed walls and no furniture, save for a single chair that creaks ominously under Bryn’s weight. A screen sits in front of him, a narrow shelf below it. In the wall beside the screen is a metal knob, it’s bulbous base tapering like the stubby needle of a compass. If it were a compass, it would be pointing north.

      Bryn runs a finger across the shelf, leaving a trail in the dust. “For a food factory, housekeeping leaves something to be desired. Tell them we’re in, Trey.”

      I check the channel on the thin band on my wrist and set it to transmit. “We’ve found the second part of the mechanism. Bryn’s working on it now.”

      There’s a pause, then Richard’s voice comes on the line. “Good job. Aleesha?”

      “We’re ready and in position.” She sounds calm and collected, not a tremor of fear in her voice.

      Richard comes back on the line. “Excellent. Any casualties?”

      “None so far.”

      There’s a longer pause, and I wonder if I’m supposed to cut the connection. I’m itching to talk to Aleesha, to make sure she’s okay, but I know protocol – essential communication only.

      After a moment, Richard comes back on the line. “We’re under attack here. I’m going to need to leave the basement and get up to the main control room. How long is Bryn going to be?”

      I look over. Somehow, Bryn has managed to get the system up and running. The tech looks ancient, like something from the history books. “Bryn? How long’s it going to take to get it down?”

      Bryn glances down from the screen to the film map of the city. “Two minutes. Maybe three. Just making sure I’ve got the right section.”

      I relay this back to Richard.

      “Tell me when you’re about to switch it.” Richard sounds terse, and he cuts the connection without another word.

      I join Liza, who’s looking over Bryn’s shoulder. He types in some numbers, and part of the line on the screen begins to flash blue. “Trey, double check that’s the correct section.”

      I glance down at the red line drawn on the film along the section of the Wall bounding Area Four. The individual towers are labelled with numbers in tiny print. I compare the numbers to those on the screen. “Looks the same to me.”

      Bryn adjusts something on his wristband and reaches out to the metal knob. “Ready when you are, Aleesha.”

      “We’re ready.”

      Bryn turns the knob. The blue flashing line turns red.

      I hold my breath. The room and the comm bud in my ear are silent. The moment stretches out, and I begin to wonder if there’s been a breakdown in our comms.

      Finally, I hear Aleesha’s voice in my ear. “The Wall is down. We’re going through.”

      I meet Bryn’s gaze, a grin spreading across my face. “We did it!”

      “Sure did.” His grin matches mine. “Oops. Sorry, Richard. Didn’t realize we were transmitting … What?” The smile slides off his face. “Sure thing. We’re good here. No resistance so far.”

      He glances up at me. “Trey, make sure you’re not transmitting.”

      I change the setting on my band. “What’s wrong?”

      “Slight change of plans. The government has attacked the Metz compound. Richard’s had to go deal with it, but he’s turned the switch on his side to up, so we just need to wait until Aleesha’s lot are through, then we can put the Wall back up from here. Liza, can you check in with Harrison and Filip?”

      Liza moves a step away and speaks into her comm.

      “What if he can’t get back down to switch it again?” I ask. “If we can’t take the Wall down, Aleesha will be trapped.”

      “Don’t worry. Richard knows that, but it’ll be at least an hour before it needs switching again.” He flashes me a smile. “Richard w—”

      “Sir, they’re not responding.” Liza looks across at us. “Permission to open the door.”

      “Granted.” Bryn springs to his feet. “Trey, you’ve got the cameras?”

      I fumble for the black device in my pocket and depress the button. “Yes.”

      Liza pulls open the door. At first, I think the corridor is empty. Then I look down and see the two still forms on the floor, dark blood spreading out underneath them.

      “Shit!” She slams the door shut and yanks her gun from its holster.

      There’s a soft click behind us. I tear my gaze from the door and whirl around. I just have time to register the open door, the armed guards spilling through, before Liza fires. One of the men goes down, but before she can fire again, she collapses to the floor. Bryn goes down heavily, taking the chair with him. Belatedly, I remember the gun in my belt. I move to draw it, but two guards cross the room and grab my arms, yanking them painfully behind my back. My gun is tossed to the floor.

      More guards spill into the space. Following them, striding into the room as if he owns the place, which I guess he does, is Coleman. His eyes settle on me, then flick to the lit screen.

      “Well, what have we here,” he says softly, walking over to it. “I knew you were a traitor, boy, but I didn’t realize quite how far your ambitions stretched.”

      I struggle against the men holding me but know it’s useless. Everything happened so quickly, it’s only now that the shock hits, carving a hole in my gut. Guards surround Bryn’s and Liza’s still forms. I need to transmit a warning to Aleesha and Richard, but the band on my wrist is out of reach.

      Coleman places his hand on the metal knob. He strokes it delicately, all the while watching me. I swallow down the thick lump in my throat, trying to disguise my fear.

      I imagine Aleesha and her Phoenixes creeping through the gap in the Wall and pray they are already Inside.

      “I’m not sure this should be in this position,” Coleman says, raising a brow. “Are you, Mr Goldsmith?”

      “Wait. I—”

      Coleman twists the knob.

      The line on the screen turns from red to blue. There’s a fizzle of static in my ear, then Aleesha’s voice comes through. “Trey, what the hell is going on? We’re not ready—”

      The comm bud is ripped from my ear. A hand forces me down to the floor, and the impact on my knees sends rods of pain lancing up my thighs.

      I look up to see Coleman standing over me, a cold smile on his face.
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      “Trey?”

      There’s no answer. I curse under my breath and turn to survey the damage. About half of my team got through the Wall before it went back up. From the scream I’d heard behind me, at least one person had been directly in its path. The team of Chain fighters led by Anabel, who’d gone through ahead of us, has already disappeared.

      Rogue jogs up to me, his face dark. “Clayton’s dead. What’s happened?”

      Clayton was one of the ex-Metz officers. So the nanobots from the food they’d eaten in the few weeks they’d been Outside must have built up in their system enough to kill him.

      “I don’t know. Trey’s not responding.” I flick the transmitter on again. “Fa— Richard? What’s going on?”

      There’s a pause, then my father’s voice speaks in my ear. “Not sure. Bryn’s not responding. It could be that there’s interference with the signal. Or they’ve been caught.” He snaps out a command that clearly isn’t meant for me, then comes back on the comm. “Sorry, Aleesha. We’re dealing with a situation here. Continue as per the plan.”

      My gut twists. “I only have half my team. How the hell are we supposed to get back out if Trey’s been caught?”

      There’s a pause. “I’ll see if I can get some reinforcements to you. Keep trying Trey. Remember, you can escape through the Wall.” Another barked order. “I have to go. The government is hitting us hard. I need you to draw them away. If we lose the compound, everything is lost.”

      He cuts the connection.

      Rogue looks at me, eyebrow raised. I sigh. “Richard thinks Trey’s struggling to transmit as he’s underground. I’ll keep trying him, but for now, we’re to continue with the plan. He’s going to send some extra people to help.”

      I glance around at my motley bunch of fighters, trying to fight the dread that’s seeping into my stomach. Richard had given us three sets of secure comms, so I split the gang into three groups led by me, Rogue and Anders. My group had gone first and are all accounted for. I estimate about half of Rogue’s are here, but Anders is nowhere to be seen.

      I switch the channel on the thin band around my wrist. “Anders?”

      “Aleesha. What’s happened?” Relief floods his voice.

      Whatever had been in those healing pads had worked wonders. But Anders isn’t back to full strength yet, which was one reason I’d put him in charge of the team tasked with setting the traps for the government fighters. It’s a role requiring calmness, strategic thinking and nerve. Aside from Rogue, I can’t think of anyone better suited for the job.

      “We’re not sure. Can you take charge out there? Let Rogue know if any issues come up and be ready to come through if the Wall goes down again.”

      “Got that.”

      I switch my channel and try Trey again. Still no answer.

      I push down the worry gnawing at my insides. He will be fine. Trust him. He won’t let you down.

      We slip through the empty streets as the pre-dawn light rolls across the sky. The people who live here will be in bed or, if they’re awake, observing curfew. There are cameras everywhere. I wonder if the government is still watching them. I hope so. Our plan depends on it.

      My group is made up of equal numbers of ex-Metz officers and Outsiders. It’s a tactical decision. The ex-Metz officers have greater strength and speed, more expertise with fighting. But my Outsiders know how to fight dirty and bear more of a grudge against Insiders. That might be useful, if it doesn’t overrule their common sense. They look around with wide eyes, taking in the sights and smells of this part of the city. Another good reason to be doing this when it’s still dark. In the daytime, they’d be so distracted by the sculpted buildings and beautiful gardens they wouldn’t see a Metz officer if one stood right in front of them.

      I’ve had perhaps three hours of fitful sleep. Exhaustion tugs at my eyelids, and I wish I’d thought to ask Mika for some stimulants.

      I need you to draw them away. If we lose the compound, everything is lost.

      I tighten my grip on the nailed club I’d brought in with me. For destruction, not fighting. I can’t let him down. Not now.

      When we get to a small square, our group splits into two. Rogue’s team heads south, quickly disappearing between the tall office buildings. I take my group in the opposite direction, down a street lined with low-rise apartment blocks. After a short distance, I stop, lower my backpack carefully to the ground and beckon Danny over.

      “This’ll do. Let’s hand them out.”

      Danny sets his pack down next to mine with equal care. Inside are the explosives he spent most of yesterday making. As he hands them out, I wave my hand for attention. Time for a reminder of the rules.

      “It looks quiet at the moment, but with any luck, it soon won’t be. Stick together. No one is to go off on their own. No attacking Insiders unless they’re a threat, and no looting.”

      That’s a bit like taking a bunch of kids into a sweet shop and telling them not to touch anything. I can already see my Phoenixes’ eyes roving the buildings around us, no doubt wondering what treasures lie inside.

      “If I find that anyone’s thieved anything, you’ll be left behind for the Metz to deal with.” That quietens the murmurs. I grin. “Let’s go and make hell.”

      Now that is something my gang understands.

      My father had told us to make a scene, to draw attention to ourselves and force the government fighters to confront us. And no one makes a scene like people who’ve spent their whole lives being pushed down, starved and forgotten about finally being let loose to destroy the homes of those they’ve harboured resentment against for years.

      Danny is the first to throw his home-made bomb, the device landing in the middle of a garden separating an apartment block from the road. The explosion cracks the windows and throws dirt up to speckle the gleaming white walls. Someone else sets light to one of the trash cans lining the street. A moment later, there’s a muffled boom. The air is filled with plastic wrappers and scraps of cloth, which fall to the ground like brightly coloured snowflakes. I smile and heft my club, walking to the opposite side of the street. Perhaps this will be fun after all.

      Unlike the buildings in Area Four, these apartment blocks are well constructed. My first few strikes create only hairline cracks on the Plexiglass windows, but by the fifth blow, the window gives way with a satisfying crash. There’s a scream from inside. I pull back, not wanting to frighten the occupants.

      Or at least not wanting to frighten them too much.

      I wonder if the people who live here have ever been Outside. Do they care about the millions who don’t have enough to eat? The kids who never get to go to school? Those who are carted away to the Labs and Farms before they’ve even had a chance to live?

      Do they even think about us at all?

      I imagine not. They go to work every day, come home, sit down for dinner with their kids. Two parents, two children – a perfect family. They wear clean, colourful clothes and eat wholesome food. And never, as they talk about what’s happened during their day, will they mention what lies on the other side of the Wall. Never will they appreciate that in order for them to have everything, we have nothing.

      The thought ignites a fire inside me. It burns fiercely, and I feel the pressure building, so I channel it out through my arms, moving methodically from window to window, swinging my club. In the distance, I hear more explosions and wailing alarms. Sounds like Rogue’s team is having fun.

      Lights come on in the apartments above us. Someone yells from a window that they’re calling the Metz. Good. Only one man comes out to confront us. He’s obviously dressed hurriedly – the fly of his jeans is undone and his t-shirt’s inside out. He carries a metal rod, but when two of my gang make a move toward him, he quickly retreats inside.

      Sweat builds on the back of my neck as I smash through a children’s playhouse and the wooden fence behind it. Splintered wood flies around me. I’m at the centre of a whirlwind of debris. The eye of the storm.

      It feels good.

      “Aleesha!”

      I whirl around to find Danny standing with his hands outstretched. His gaze flicks to the club in my hand, and I let it drop to the ground.

      His face creases into a frown. “You all right, boss?”

      “Fine,” I pant.

      “Good. Because I was beginning to wonder just what that fence did to make you so mad. And whether you’re trying to smash us out of here.” He glances down at my boots.

      I haven’t just destroyed the fence. I’ve taken the wooden boards clean out of the ground. My trousers are splattered with dirt, and I taste earth in my mouth.

      I look up at Danny, reading the question in his eyes. “I’m good. Everyone out of bombs?”

      “I’ve kept a couple back just in case we need ’em, but I reckon we’re about done here.”

      I look up the street. Smoke curls lazily from burnt-out trash cans. Glass and debris are scattered across the ground, and terror-stricken faces press against the upper apartment windows. It looks like a war zone. Or like Area Four on a bad day.

      “Any sign of government forces?”

      “Not that I’ve seen.”

      I check in with Rogue on the comm. “How are you getting on?”

      “We’re out of explosives and going through the office blocks destroying anything that seems breakable. No sign of any opposition yet.”

      “Give it another five minutes, then get everyone back out onto the street. I don’t want you getting trapped in the buildings.”

      “Got that.”

      “It’s nice here, isn’t it?” Danny looks around at the destruction. “Everythin’s so clean an’ colourful. There was a couple of birds in that tree over there. They flew away when we got near, though. Seems a shame to wreck it all.”

      There’s a wistfulness in his voice that strikes me as odd. I’d have thought Danny would be the first to resent these people. “Getting cold feet?”

      He straightens. “No, boss.”

      But before I turn my back, I catch him picking something up from the ground. A toy soldier. He rubs it clean with his thumb, then slips it into his pocket.

      I call my team over. “Split into pairs and start spreading out. If you see any sign of the government fighters, pull back immediately. We want to draw them to us, not get ourselves killed.” There are nods and murmurs of assent. The ex-Metz officers look grim, as if this is just another military-style operation, but the Outsiders’ eyes shine.

      I watch them as they head off up the street, wondering what will happen when all this is over, if my father succeeds in uniting the city and bringing down the Wall. How long will it take to mend that bridge between Insiders and Outsiders?

      I wonder if there are some resentments that run so deep they can never be fixed.

      “What’s your plan?” Danny appears at my shoulder.

      I switch channels and try Trey again. Still no answer. I try my father.

      “Yes?” He sounds out of breath and distracted.

      “We’ve placed the bait,” I say. “Just waiting to see if they bite.”

      “Good. Any news from Trey?”

      “No.”

      A pause. “Keep going with the plan.” For the first time, I hear a trace of concern in his voice.

      I cut the connection and chew my lip, trying to think. We need another way out. If we manage to draw out the government forces and the Wall doesn’t come down, we’ll be trapped. I curse inwardly, wishing we’d had more time to prepare for this, to scout the area. I stare down at the hole in the ground my blows to the fence have made, an idea forming in my mind.

      I begin to walk back down the street, in the direction of the square, then break into a run. I’m not sure how much time we have left.

      “Hey, where are you going?” Danny shouts after me. “I thought we were going that way.” He sprints to catch up.

      “Not yet. We’re going to find Plan B.”

      “And what’s that?”

      I flash him a smile. “We go underground.”

      Comprehension dawns in his eyes. “The tunnels?”

      “They’re all across the city. The main entrances have been blocked and built on top of, but I bet there are access shafts.” I glance around, trying to place the mental map I have of the tunnel system on top of the city around us. “I’m pretty sure we’re right on top of one of the tunnels now.”

      Danny stops and looks at the ground as if it might open up beneath him. “Okay … So where do we start lookin’?”

      “Basements of old buildings. Or anything that looks out of place, like it’s built around something.” I gaze around at the office blocks lining the square, and my heart sinks. I’m sure there are access points to the tunnels, but how long will it take us to find them? “Let’s meet back here in twenty.”

      Ten minutes later, the band on my wrist vibrates, indicating someone’s trying to get through to me on a different channel. I switch to what I’d nicknamed Channel Phoenix, and Rogue’s voice sounds in my ear. “One of your team reported back. They couldn’t find you. We’ve got government forces incoming. Where are you?”

      “On my way. Meet at the square.” I curse and aim a kick at the door I’ve spent the last five minutes breaking open. It slams smugly back into its frame. All I’d found on the other side was an empty storeroom. So much for Plan B.

      Rogue is already at the square, with his team and half of mine. I scan their faces. A girl steps forward to report, but as she opens her mouth, an explosion sounds, near at hand. I instinctively duck and raise my arm to protect my head, then straighten and turn to look up the street. Danny explodes out of an alleyway and skids on a piece of trash. He recovers his balance and begins to sprint down the street, two other Outsiders hot on his tail.

      Following them is the government’s army.

      They seem to come from all directions, flooding the street. The biggest fighters are the Metz officers in their black, impenetrable armour. There are more of them than I’d thought. Something about them strikes me as odd, but I don’t have time to pin down what it is.

      “Rogue, take the lead. I’ll bring up the rear.” I raise my voice to a holler. “Get back to the Wall!”

      Our retreat is chaotic. The strength of the government’s response sends fear lancing into the hearts of my brave Phoenixes. I see two duck into side alleys to wait out the confrontation. I make a note of who they are to talk to later. Most of my gang make me proud, following Rogue as he leads them back through the streets to the Wall and the spot we’d picked to make our stand.

      I slow and wait for Danny to catch up. His face is red, cheeks puffed out from exertion. “Hundreds of ’em,” he gasps.

      “Did you find any entrances to the tunnels?”

      He shakes his head.

      Shit.

      I clap him on the back and let him pass me, tagging onto the end of the retreating group. I stand alone for a moment, waiting for the first of the government fighters to round the corner.

      They’ll want to capture you, not kill you.

      “So many of you just to deal with a few Outsiders?” I taunt as the first of the grey-uniformed palace guards appears on the street. One raises his gun and takes aim. “Catch me if you can!”

      I turn and run. Something flies over my shoulder, causing a faint movement of air close to my ear. My mouth goes dry. Maybe they’re not so fussed about capture after all.

      Even in these unknown streets, we move faster than the government fighters. The size and coordination of their army make them slow. As I run, I switch the channel on my comm.

      “Where are our reinforcements? The government has sent everything they’ve got after us.”

      It’s a moment before my father replies. “They’re on their way. The Wall mechanism here is down. I’ve sent a message to Bryn to be ready to switch the lever at their end.”

      Hope surges in my chest. “You got through to him?”

      “Not to speak to, no.” There’s a pause. “You cannot let them take you, Aleesha. Understand? Escape if you must, but do not let them take you.”

      Hearing the anguish in his voice, warmth fills my chest. “I’ll be fine,” I lie.

      My people stand in front of the Wall as I burst out from between two office blocks and cross the empty space between them and the Wall. I slow to a walk and turn my back so none of them catch the horror on my face. There are so few of us. So many of them. The cold dread of certainty seeps through me.

      We are all going to die.

      But you can’t let them see that. They think the Wall will drop any second.

      I compose myself and turn back to face my people. “Everyone ready?” I get a ragged cheer as I take up position next to Rogue at the front of the group.

      I touch the band on my wrist, trying to get through first to Bryn, then Trey. All I get is static. I try my father, but he doesn’t respond, either.

      We will take the Wall down. I promise. I won’t fail you.

      Bryn wouldn’t have let their communications get compromised. Both he and Trey know the consequences of leaving the Wall up. The fact they haven’t switched the mechanism at their end can only mean one thing. They’ve been captured.

      Which means we are on our own.

      A hand squeezes my arm. I look up into Rogue’s inquiring eyes. I bite my lip, giving a slight shake of my head, and watch the hope in his eyes harden into resignation. Then he looks out across the area in front of us.

      “They’re here.”

      I follow his gaze to see black-clad Metz officers blocking the street, standing five deep. They spill out to form a semi-circle around us, backed by the palace guard. The blue glow that had surrounded us fades into red as the Wall changes colour, and part of me wonders if this is an ironic coincidence or a deliberate ploy. Whispers ripple to me from the remnants of my gang.

      “Isn’t the Wall supposed to be down?”

      “How much longer do we have to wait?”

      “It’s a trap. We’re going to die.”

      My heart aches – for Trey and for us. Was this what all the planning was for? Were we always destined to die like this?

      “Go,” Rogue whispers.

      The word jolts me from my daze. “What?”

      “Go.” His jaw is tight, his gaze set firmly forward. “You can get through the Wall. You don’t have to stay here.”

      I pull my gun – one of the few the Chain had given us – from my belt. “Don’t be an idiot.”

      “It’s what he would want.”

      I’m about to retort, but something in Rogue’s voice makes me pause.

      Remember, you can escape through the Wall.

      Anger burns through my fear. Did my father seriously think I would just leave them all behind?

      My grip tightens on the gun. “I’m not leaving.”

      Rogue glances at me, a flicker of a smile crossing his lips before his face sobers. “Now who’s an idiot?”

      “I never claimed to be a genius.”

      “I don’t suppose you’ve got some miracle up your sleeve?”

      “’Fraid not.”

      He sighs. “This is it then.” He turns to me again. “I don’t think I ever thanked you for freeing me.”

      I shrug. “I’m not sure now is a good time to be thanking me.”

      My joke falls flat. Rogue stares out again. “Thank you anyway. At least I have had the chance to atone for what I’ve done in the past. Believe it or not, I would rather be here than in their shoes.” He jerks his head toward the Metz officers watching us from behind their featureless masks.

      “You weren’t to blame,” I say quietly.

      “Does it make a difference now?”

      “I guess not.”

      Scanning their ranks, it finally hits me what is different about these officers. “Rogue, the helmets … The colours are different.” The Metz’s helmets have two yellow lines slashed down the side. There are a few of them in the army lined up in front of us, but there are other colours, too. Blue, green, purple.

      “They’re from outside London.”

      I wonder how we ever thought we could win this battle. If I had realized the size of their force, I would have never offered to help.

      Behind me, the Wall stretches up into the lightening sky, bloodier than any sunrise I’ve ever seen. It is as opaque as the Wall in my nightmare. Then, I was trapped on one side, powerless to help my friends. Now, we are all trapped. But I am not quite as powerless as I was in my dream.

      They will hate me for what I am about to do. But at least they will live.

      I step forward two paces and bend down to place my gun on the ground, the club beside it. When I stand, I raise my hands into the air.

      All my life, I have had to fight for survival. But sometimes the only way to survive is to not fight.

      My voice cuts across the whispers of my gang, the sounds of enemy guns being raised, the silence of the space between us.

      “We surrender.”
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      I strain against the cuffs binding me to the heavy chair. I’m sitting in Coleman’s office, a spacious room with windows along one wall, high enough that I see the Wall shimmering above the rooftops. It’s an unbreakable sea of blue.

      Without my comm, I have no clue as to what’s going on. I don’t know whether my sister’s and Aleesha’s teams made it through the Wall. I don’t know where they are now or when they’ll need the Wall lowered again.

      The thought of them being trapped Inside with their backs to the Wall, trusting in me to save them, makes my stomach churn. How much time has already passed since Coleman caught us? Ten minutes? Twenty?

      A slap across my face drags me back to the present. The blow makes my ears ring.

      “I was talking to you,” Coleman says.

      I blink groggily at him. The guard raises his hand to strike me again, but Coleman stops him with a look. “That is enough. For now.” He takes a seat in a high-backed, leather chair he’d pulled out from behind his desk and placed in front of me, resting the ankle of his right leg on the knee of his left. “Now, Darwin, I would like you to tell me what Richard Masterton is planning.”

      “I’m not going to tell you anything.”

      The guard steps forward again, but Coleman waves him away. “That’s a shame. A real shame, Darwin.”

      The use of my first name makes me feel as if he’s talking to a different person. Darwin was the boy who was scared of his own shadow, who spent his life trying to live up to his family’s expectations, who didn’t know or care about anything Outside the Wall.

      I am Trey now.

      And what good is Trey doing right now?

      “Do you not feel ashamed of what you’ve done? Do you think this is what your parents wanted for you?” He leans forward, his gaze cutting into me. “Is this how you honour their memory, Darwin?”

      Breath hisses between my teeth. Tendrils of shame swirl through me, polluting my thoughts with their sticky blackness and clouding my ability to think. I close my eyes, drawing on the memory of my mother’s face and the feel of her hand on my chest.

      Trust yourself, Trey, and you will do the right thing.

      My parents hadn’t wanted me to help the Chain because they wanted to protect me, not because helping them wasn’t right. I know this. Then why do I still feel that I’m not good enough?

      “Darwin?”

      My eyes snap to his as an idea comes to me. Coleman thinks I am Darwin. What little he knows of me comes from conversations with my mother. What would she have said about me? That I am easily led. That I’m not that bright, but I try hard. That I trust too easily.

      Perhaps I can use that to my advantage.

      I cast my eyes down and slump in the chair, not having to feign the shame that still rolls through me. I’m not foolish enough to hope Coleman will think I’m guiltless, but maybe I can make him believe I was led. If I can get him to underestimate me, perhaps even free me from these cuffs, I’ve got a better chance of escaping.

      Having a plan focuses my thoughts and helps calm my fear.

      “Please, don’t hurt me.” I sound pathetic. Let him think that.

      Coleman’s voice softens. “If you help us, then there’s no reason to hurt you. Now, tell me how you came to be involved with these terrorists?”

      That’s an easy one, at least.

      “You know I was my parents’ third child?”

      Coleman nods, his face expressionless.

      “Well, when the government activated my chip, I went on the run and ended up Outside the Wall. The Chain saved my life and gave me sanctuary. I guess …” I glance up through my lashes. “I guess I was maybe a bit naïve to believe what they told me. But they said if I didn’t help them, they’d hand me over to the Metz. What choice did I have?”

      “We always have a choice, Darwin.” Coleman’s voice is patronizing. Good. This may have a chance of working.

      I let my gaze stray to the corner of the room, where Bryn and Liza lie in a heap, two armed guards in front of them. They appear to be unconscious, but as I turn back, I catch sight of Bryn’s finger twitching. It could just be an involuntary movement, or perhaps he’s not quite as out of it as he looks.

      “Are they … Are they dead?” I let my voice rise to a squeak.

      Coleman chuckles. “Not yet. We’ll question them when they come around. First, though, I want to show you something.” He picks up a holo pad from his desk and runs his finger over it. “I suspect your leader hasn’t been entirely honest with you.”

      A holo appears between us. Coleman’s office hangs in the air – a room within a room. Coleman and Richard sit around the small table in the corner. The date timestamped on it is around four months back.

      A nagging doubt centres in my stomach.

      “Richard approached me some months back, seeking my help to take down the government and replace it with a new regime. For years, I’ve been campaigning to open our borders so we can import supplies and trade with other countries, but the President and Cabinet were strongly against the idea. They wanted us to remain isolated, an island, even if that meant people suffered for it. Richard seemed sincere, so I agreed to help him in exchange for certain trade advantages once he took control.”

      “You’re lying.”

      “Am I?”

      We listen to the recording in silence. I wonder if Richard knew about the nanobots and tronk in the food supply when he made this deal. I hope not. As much as I know Coleman is trying to manipulate us, to turn us away from the Chain’s leader, two questions hang in my mind.

      If Richard had a deal with Coleman, why did he never mention it? And why did we have to break into the factory to take down the Wall?

      The holo image snaps out.

      “As far as I was concerned, we had a deal,” Coleman drawls. “But it seems Richard Masterton is not a man who keeps his word. Why else would he send assassins to break into my building?” He leans forward in his chair. “What has he promised you, Goldsmith?”

      I don’t answer. Is it possible he faked the holo recording? But why would he go to the effort to do so?

      “Wh—”

      Coleman breaks off as the heavy wooden door to his office slams open, banging against the wall. He twists in his chair. “I said I wasn’t to be disturbed …” His voice trails off as he sees Louis standing in the doorway, his face pale.

      Louis’ gaze flickers to me before returning to the man in front of me. “Sorry, Father. It’s an emergency. Can I come in?”

      Coleman gestures impatiently. Louis shuts the door behind him and walks over. Just before he reaches me, he trips on the corner of a rug and staggers forward, crashing into my chair and knocking us both to the floor. An involuntary cry escapes my lips as Louis sprawls on top of me.

      “What can I do?” he whispers into my ear.

      “Follow my lead,” I reply, unable to think of anything else.

      Louis heaves himself up with a grunt. “That rug will be the death of me.” He straightens and scowls down at me, as if it’s my fault he tripped. “Damn traitor.”

      “What did you come to tell me?” Coleman sounds calm, but a flicker in his eyes gives his irritation away.

      Two guards heave me back up as Louis makes his report. “This wasn’t the only group to break in. A larger group has managed to gain access to the security centre. They’ve locked themselves in and are shutting down sections of the building.”

      I’m careful to keep my expression neutral, but inside, my heart leaps.

      Coleman’s face darkens. “Start talking, Darwin. Who are they? What’s the plan?”

      “W-we were to take down the Wall. They needed me to guide them in.” I swallow. “There was another group of Outsiders led by Barnes. You know, the one who ran my production line? They wanted to take over the factory. That’s all I know.”

      And it’s nothing you don’t know already.

      Coleman’s gaze doesn’t leave me as lifts his holo pad. “Avril, activate the emergency procedure for when the security centre has been compromised.”

      “That would be procedures 103 and 104, sir. Do you wish to activate the moderate or severe scenario?” The AI voice is female and has a strangely provocative tone.

      “The severe scenario please, Avril.”

      Louis’ eyes widen as he glances over his father’s shoulder. “But what if our people are in there? They could be holding them hostage. They—”

      “The severe scenario will exterminate any living beings in the centre. Would you like to proceed?” Avril sounds as if she’s tempting him to bed, not discussing the murder of a dozen people.

      “Proceed.”

      “Please re-enter your password.”

      Coleman clicks his tongue and raises his hand to the holo pad. Louis’ eyes meet mine over the top of his father’s head, begging me to do something.

      “Wait!” I gasp. “You don’t want to kill them. Not yet.”

      Coleman’s hand pauses. “And why not?”

      “I don’t know much about what the Chain has planned, but Barnes may know more. Don’t you at least want to question them first?”

      I hold my breath as Coleman lowers his hand, his gaze never leaving mine. “Avril, cancel that request. Override security centre controls and lock all doors leading to it. Transfer all control of security systems to this office.”

      “Of course, sir. If you’ll just enter your password to conf—”

      Coleman types a code into the holo pad and hands it to Louis. “That will hold them for now.”

      He nods to the guards standing over Bryn and Liza. “Get those pair up and onto chairs. The tranquillizers must have worn off by now. They’re just feigning unconsciousness.”

      Whether they’re pretending or not, Bryn and Liza make the guards work to get them up. The two guards hovering next to my chair go over to help. They pull them up onto two chairs, one guard holding each of the captives upright while the other attempts to fasten their arms to the back of the chair.

      My heart beats a little faster as I test my cuffs again. This may be the only chance we get.

      Behind Coleman’s back, Louis messes about with something behind the desk. I try to catch his eye.

      Now would be a great time to help out, Louis.

      Bryn’s head lolls to one side. There’s a flicker of movement from his right hand.

      A signal?

      Bryn explodes out of the chair. In a whirlwind of limbs, he attacks the two guards behind him. Somehow, he’s broken free from his cuffs, and though the guards are armed, it’s clear that Bryn is the better fighter.

      Liza comes alert at the same time. She flings her head back and head-butts the guard checking her cuffs. The man reels backward, blood streaming from his nose. Swivelling on her chair, she kicks out at the second guard, sending his gun skidding across the floor before he can fire. The man backhands her and pulls a second gun from his belt.

      I throw myself forward, my back straining against the weight of the chair as I stagger to my feet. I run forward and, more by luck than anything, hit the guard, the combined weight of me and the chair sending both of us toppling to the floor. The man curses and tries to push me off his legs.

      “Stop!” Bryn’s voice rings out above the chaos. The guard freezes.

      I twist my head to look around. Liza is fighting the guard with the bloody nose. As he pauses, she delivers a kick to the stomach, followed by a second aimed squarely at his groin. I can’t help wincing as the man doubles over, groaning. Louis is frozen halfway around the huge desk, his eyes wide.

      Bryn stands behind Coleman, holding a gun to his head. A large bruise colours Bryn’s jaw and his hair is plastered to his forehead, but his eyes are alert, scanning the room for any movement.

      “One step and I’ll shoot.” He sounds as if he means it. “Place your weapons on the floor and lie down in the corner.”

      Coleman sits ramrod straight, but his voice is calm. “Do as he says.”

      The guard pushes himself out from under me. I lie on the floor like a beetle, one arm trapped painfully by the weight of the chair, unable to even get enough momentum to roll onto my stomach and stand.

      Shiny black shoes step into my field of vision. There’s a grunt as Louis heaves my chair up.

      “I said don’t move.” Bryn’s voice is tight.

      “It’s okay,” I say when I’m upright again. “Louis is a—”

      The barrel of a gun presses into my temple.

      Time slows.

      The only sound I can hear is the thumping of my heart, each beat sending blood pulsing through my arteries. Beads of sweat dampen the hair at the back of my neck. The cuffs around my wrists feel like fire against my skin. The barrel of Louis’ gun is ice pushing into my skull.

      Coleman’s face relaxes. “It seems we’re at an impasse. Let’s see whose life is worth more – mine or your son’s.”

      Bryn stiffens, his gaze meeting mine for a fraction of a second.

      How does he know?

      “My life doesn’t matter,” I say, trying to sound casual. “I’m just a boy. I don’t have power or control over anything.”

      Coleman observes me for a moment. “I think you have power over his heart,” he says quietly.

      One glance at Bryn’s stricken face tells me he’s right.
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      “What the hell are you doing, Aleesha?” My father’s angry voice comes over the comm. “Get yourself out of there!”

      “Unless you can work some miracle to bring the Wall down, we’re trapped,” I reply in a low voice. “What do you expect me to do?”

      “I told you to avoid capture at all costs. Just go back through the bloody Wall.”

      “And leave my people here?” My voice is a whisper, but only so the people behind me can’t hear my words. “Is that what you expect me to do?”

      “Yes.”

      The word is heavy with the weight of two dozen lives. A small voice in my head tells me he’s right.

      You don’t have to die for them. If you’re captured, he’ll come after you. The battle will be lost.

      But even for the battle, even for the changes my father could bring to the city, even for the future benefit of the people of London, I cannot leave my gang here to die. Perhaps that makes me less of a leader, perhaps it makes me more of one. At this moment, I don’t care.

      “Aleesha, I order you to get your arse out of there. Do you copy?”

      “As long as my people are here, I’m staying. Out.” I switch channels so I’m on a line with Trey only.

      The government army is silent, watching me. The front rows part to let a Metz officer through. It looks identical to all the other officers apart from one thing. It’s unusually short.

      “Put your weapons down and raise your hands in the air.” The gravelly, toneless voice sends a shiver down my spine.

      There’s a murmur from behind me.

      “Aleesha?” Rogue questions.

      “Do as they say!” I call, my eyes not leaving the Metz officer. I tell myself it’s so I can see if they try anything, but I know that’s not true. It’s so I don’t have to look into the faces of my people. The people I’ve failed.

      There’s a clatter of movement as my fighters lower their weapons to the ground – their visible weapons, at least. I, myself, have three knives still concealed on my person.

      “I want to discuss the terms of our surrender!” I call.

      “The terms of your surrender?” The voice synthesizers in the helmets don’t convey any emotion, but I could swear whoever is in that suit is smiling. “You’re surrounded by a superior force. We have guns trained on every one of your people. With one order, I could kill you all. And you want to talk about the terms of your surrender?”

      I swallow, dust drying my mouth. “Yes.”

      Of all the gambles I have taken, this is the biggest.

      They want you alive.

      I reach down and pick up the gun. Time slows as I click off the safety and press the barrel to my forehead. I take another step forward. “My terms are this. You let my friends leave this place without being accompanied or followed. In return, I’ll come with you without protest. Oh, and take your helmet off. I want to see who I’m talking to.”

      There’s a shocked silence, then the officer reaches up to its helmet. There’s a sudden commotion, and a man pushes through the ranks of guards. He says a few words to the officer, who steps aside, almost reluctantly. The man is slightly built for an Insider and dressed in the grey uniform of the palace guard, though I suspect that’s as a disguise rather than an indication of his true position. My heart beats a little faster as I take in his pale hair, the strong jaw. I’ve seen his face before, in a holo rotating above the table in the Chain’s headquarters. This is one of the men my father wanted to kill.

      The man steps forward. “What makes you think your life is so important that we should allow a group of armed rebels to rampage through our city?”

      “They have put down their weapons. And they will return Outside immediately and by the most direct route.” The emphasis I place on my words is for Rogue and Danny, not the government man. “You have my word. But if you’re not that bothered about using me as leverage against my father …”

      I close my eyes and tighten my finger on the trigger. A hair’s breadth separates me from instant death.

      “Fine.” There’s a pause. “Put down the gun, let us take you into custody and your friends will walk free.”

      Whatever this man’s job is, he can’t be a government minister. He’s too bad a liar.

      I open my eyes, just in time to see the man’s head explode in a spray of blood.

      The shock almost makes me pull the gun’s trigger. For a moment, I think it was Danny who fired the shot, and I whip around, only to see him staring blankly forward, his gun by his feet. Then more shots fill the air, and everything descends into chaos.

      I step backward, still holding the gun. Bullets rain down on the government’s army from the surrounding buildings. Windows shatter, though whether it’s the government shooting or those inside the buildings blasting the glass out to give the snipers more firing positions, I don’t know. Bullets hit the ground in front of me, puffing up dust. This close to the Wall, the street is rough, without the permeable layer that resists dust and lets the rainwater flow through it to the sewers beneath.

      My foot catches on something and I look down. A metal panel set into the ground.

      Rogue grabs my arm. “If we focus our attack close to the Wall, we might be able to cut a way through.”

      “There aren’t enough of us.” I glance around wildly. The remnants of my gang dart around like startled rats.

      “There are people up on the roofs,” Danny says, joining us. “They’re—”

      His next words are lost as the metal panel in front of me explodes into the air. Dust fills my lungs as I stagger backward, coughs racking my body. The panel clatters back to the ground narrowly missing Danny’s head. I point my gun at the hole it reveals, the barrel shaking as my chest spasms.

      A head pops up.

      “That’s some way to greet your friends,” Anders says, eying my gun. “Fancy pointing that elsewhere?”

      He pulls himself up, then reaches a hand back down into the hole to help someone up. My lungs, barely recovered from the dirt, are now hit by an overpowering stench.

      Danny wrinkles his nose. “You smell like shit.”

      Anders looks offended. “Waded through it to get here. Thought you might need a few extra hands.”

      I want to throw my arms around him and kiss him, but I keep my distance. The stench helps. “Have you got weapons?”

      “More than you left us with.”

      “They don’t need weapons. They are a weapon.” Danny wafts his hand in front of his face. “Just send ’em in. The Insiders will faint from the smell.”

      I roll my eyes. We’re still vastly outnumbered, but at least now we have an escape route. “Rogue, get everyone with guns to form a shield around the sewer. Anders, I need one of your team to show people the route out. Danny, organize everyone else into some kind of orderly line so they don’t block the hole.”

      All three of them turn to stare at me. “We’re running away?” Anders asks.

      “Tactical retreat.” I gesture back at the chaos behind us. A sixth sense makes me duck, and something whizzes through the air above me. There’s a scream as the bullet hits someone else. “If we stay here, we’re going to get killed.”

      “If we go, we’ll be leaving them to get killed.”

      “What do you mean?

      Rogue points behind me. “Look.”

      I turn and try to make sense of the chaos. The government fighters have retreated to the shelter of the surrounding buildings. They fire up at the snipers, carefully and deliberately. Splintered doors and the dull sound of explosions suggests they’ve taken the fight inside. As I watch, a figure comes flying out of a window to land on the ground below with a sickening crunch. They don’t move again.

      A flashing light on my comm band catches my attention. Quickly, I switch channels. Murdoch’s voice is loud in my ear. “Aleesha? About bloody time. If you’re done standing around, we could use some help here.”

      I glance back at the hole in the ground, then out at the space stained red by the reflection of the Wall. “What do you need?”

      “I’ve got people trapped on the roofs. We can rap down, but only if the landing zone is clear. Anabel’s team has had to split. They’ll be coming around the sides. Join with them and attack the front. We think they’re low on ammo. That’s why they aren’t focused on you right now. Most of their guns are empty.”

      It’s the first piece of good news I’ve had all day. I turn to Anders, Danny and Rogue. “Sure you want to stay?”

      They nod.

      “Separate back into three teams. We’ll each take one of the buildings. We need to push the government forces back so Murdoch’s team can get down. There may be more Chain fighters coming to help. Danny, you got the last of those bombs?”

      “Yup.”

      “Let’s take them by surprise.”

      Less than a minute later, I run full pelt toward a group of grey-uniformed guards, a hoard of screaming banshees at my back. I wonder what we must look like to them – these fighters, in name only, who signed up for an easy job patrolling the corridors of power. By the expression on their faces, we are a crazed bunch of suicidal madmen, risen from the depths of hell. A few of them fire shots, and I hear shouts as people behind me go down.

      Later, I will think of them. Later, I will mourn them. Now we fight for survival.

      I scream a war cry as we hit their front ranks. The gun in my belt, I wield the club with both hands, using momentum to smash legs, arms, chests. I try to disable, not kill, but in the melee, it’s impossible to know what I’m hitting.

      There are more of them than us, but they’re unprepared for our style of fighting, which is wild and furious, without rhythm or strategy. Just hitting or kicking anything that moves.

      This is how Outsiders fight. There are no rules.

      We push them back down the alley between the buildings. Over the thrum of the fighting, I hear a light whistle and shouts from above. A moment later, Murdoch’s voice sounds in my ear.

      “We’re down. Pull back to regroup.”

      I shout to my Phoenixes to pull back. Few listen, but as the palace guard rallies and begins to fight back, faces look to me for guidance. I wave my arm, and we retreat up the street, pulling our wounded with us, to regroup in the “dead zone” between the office buildings and the Wall. The palace guard watches us leave without giving chase, which seems odd. Why wouldn’t they press their advantage?

      I’m not kept waiting for an answer long.

      A shadow swoops across the ground. In its wake comes death.

      The pod’s guns fire silently, but the ricochet of bullets hitting the concrete precedes the screams. There is nowhere to hide. Like a wave crashing to the sand, we go down hard.

      Pain lances up my arm as I drop to the ground, yanking the gun from my belt and firing blindly into the air. My bullets bounce harmlessly off the pod’s armoured underbelly. Until last week, I’d never seen an armoured pod before, never even knew they existed. Something else our government kept hidden away.

      “Move to the buildings!” I yell, pushing myself to my feet and yanking up the person next to me. Half his weight falls on me and I stumble, nearly tripping over a prone figure, but manage to keep my footing. I glance back at the hole to the sewers. It’s not an escape route now but a trap. We’d be sitting ducks queuing up to be shot.

      “It’s me other leg,” the man leaning on me wheezes. He’s bleeding from his chest, too, though I think it’s just a surface wound. I switch sides and help him hop toward the shelter of the nearest office building. We reach it just as the sound of bullets starts up again behind me. I unhook his arm from my shoulders and turn to run back out again, but someone grabs my arm.

      “Don’t be stupid.” Rogue’s face is drawn as he clutches his thigh. “You’ll get yourself killed.

      I shrug off his hand. “Just get everyone inside.”

      Bodies litter the ground, some moving, some ominously still. I know I will see them in my head again, many times, in the days and weeks to come. I will wonder over and over how I could have saved them. But for now, the adrenaline pulsing through my body makes me act, not think.

      “Aleesha?”

      “Murdoch!”

      I reach down to help him up, but he shakes off my hand and rolls to the side, revealing another, smaller figure.

      My heart turns to stone. “Tommy?” I whisper. He’s lying face down and is still.

      “He’s alive,” Murdoch wheezes. “Knocked him out trying to protect him.” A smile twitches the corner of his lips, and a thin line of blood runs down his chin. “Take him.”

      I grab Tommy’s arm, preparing to hoist him up, then hesitate. “Follow me.”

      Murdoch shakes his head and glances back at the pod, which is readying itself for another pass. “Give me your gun. There’s a weak spot … in the belly.”

      I fumble with the gun at my waist and press it into his hand, then lift Tommy’s thin body over my shoulder.

      “Richard …” Murdoch coughs, blood spraying over my leg. “He didn’t send us. Anabel …” He coughs again. “You can trust her.”

      I don’t have time to process what he means by this.  I open my mouth to tell him … What? What do you say to someone in what might be their final moment?

      Murdoch’s eyes tighten in pain as he cocks the gun and gives me a small smile.

      “Go!”

      I stand, my legs straining under Tommy’s weight, and run. The rat-a-tat-tat of bullets follows me, dust choking my lungs, but as I reach the shelter of the building, a cheer rises from the people pressed into its shadow. I turn to see the pod weaving overhead. It rises, then falls, bobbing like a bird with a broken wing, before plunging down to smash into the ground.

      Hot air pulses out like a wave, the sound of the explosion hitting a split-second later. When I open my eyes and lower my hand from my mouth, the dust is settling. The pod lies, half-crushed, surrounded by the bodies of those it had already killed and those who could have been saved.

      I want to fall to my knees, to scream my anger and grief. A hard lump forms in my throat as I gently lower Tommy to the ground. His eyelids flutter as I cradle his head.

      “What’s he doing here?”

      I look up. Anders’ face is smeared with dirt and blood. “I was going to ask you the same question.”

      Anders’ jaw tightens. “He was supposed to be with Jax. I didn’t see him here. I swear.”

      “Easy to stay hidden … when yer little,” Tommy gasps.

      “Are you hurt?” I begin to probe around his skull, working my way down to his shoulders, but he pushes my hands away.

      “Geroff. I’m fine. Just wanted t’ help.” He sits up and sways slightly. “Feelin’ a bit … sick.” His eyes roll back in his head, and I catch him as he topples backward.

      “Can you take him inside?” I ask Anders. “I think he’ll be okay. Just a knock to the head. Murdoch—”

      My voice breaks. I stare out at the flames flickering around the downed pod. Somewhere underneath that mass of metal and plastic lies the man who got me into all of this in the first place. Without him, I wouldn’t be here, but I also would never have found out the truth about my mother’s death or that I had a father.

      “He went down fighting,” Anders says quietly.

      I nod and turn away as he scoops Tommy up. Getting to my feet, I spot a tall figure dressed in black stalking through the wounded toward me. Anabel. A dark piece of fabric is wrapped around her arm, but otherwise, she looks uninjured.

      “You okay?” Her eyes soften as she takes in the blood on my clothes.

      Belatedly, I remember the sting of the bullet hitting my arm. It ripped through my top and grazed my arm, but the wound isn’t deep. “Yeah. Murdoch’s dead, though.” I gesture to the pod. “He took that down.”

      Anabel’s expression is grim. “I saw. I’m down to about fifteen fighters. How about you?”

      I glance around. “I’m not sure. Perhaps twenty? But most are wounded.”

      “And there’ll be some of Murdoch’s team.” She purses her lips. “The government forces are regrouping. They’re short on ammo, but I reckon they’ll outnumber us five to one.”

      “Does Richard have more people he can send?”

      “He doesn’t even know we’re here.”

      I stare at her. “What? Aren’t you the reinforcements?”

      Anabel shakes her head. “He’s got his hands full holding the compound. Murdoch and I were in position to attack the buildings we thought the government leaders were hiding in. Turns out we had bad information. Murdoch got one of the four, but the President was nowhere to be found. When we heard you were in trouble, we decided to split and help you out.”

      I try to absorb this. “So Richard never intended to help us?”

      “I don’t know.” Anabel sounds exhausted. “Maybe he sent Schmidt’s team and they got waylaid. But I’m not going to count on anyone turning up to help. What’s happened to Trey?”

      I briefly recount what I’d heard over the comm. Anabel curses under her breath.

      “Do you have a plan?” I ask.

      “Try to hold out as long as possible.” She sighs and lowers her voice so only I can hear. “Do you believe in miracles, Aleesha?”

      I don’t know what to say.

      “I don’t. But right now, I’m praying for one. They’ve got us surrounded. Unless my little brother can figure a way out of his situation and pull that lever, we are up the proverbial creek without a paddle.”

      The paddle reference confuses me, but I get the gist of what she’s saying. Murdoch and Anabel bought us time, but not enough. The escape route through the sewers is now blocked by the downed pod. There is no one coming to save us.

      I look around at the hopeful faces turned toward us. They expect us to figure out a way out of here. They want to believe the worst is over, that they will survive.

      I can’t tell them this is the beginning of the end.

      You can’t face death and win. We may have cheated him once today, but our names are on his ledger, and he’s coming to collect the debt.
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      The barrel of the gun digs into my head. Bryn is silent, his face wracked with indecision. I think he’s trying to work out if Louis will go through with his threat. Liza and Coleman’s guards watch us, waiting to see how this will play out.

      “Don’t do this, Louis,” I whisper, wishing I could see his face. “I thought you were on our side.”

      The barrel of the gun trembles.

      “I am on your side,” he says finally. “But I won’t let you kill my dad.”

      Hope squeezes through the tightness in my chest. I try to catch Bryn’s eye. “How about we just tie Coleman up for now? Just until all this is over?”

      “I’m sorry, Trey.” Bryn’s voice is rough. “He has to die.”

      I wince as Louis pushes the gun into my head. “Why?”

      “Those are my orders.”

      There was nothing said at the briefing about killing Coleman. Richard must have spoken to Bryn separately, given him additional instructions.

      Coleman chuckles. For a man who’s just been given a death sentence, he seems remarkably relaxed. “Did you question Richard as to why he wants me dead?” He doesn’t wait for an answer. “I presume you heard the recording of our meeting, given you weren’t quite as unconscious as you pretended. But there is more. Do you want to see what will happen to our city if he takes control?”

      I’m not sure whether his words are meant for Bryn or his son.

      Bryn opens his mouth, then closes it again.

      “What do you mean?” I ask.

      “Louis, put down the gun and get my holo pad.”

      “But—”

      “I’m sure Mr McNally isn’t going to shoot me quite yet. There is some footage on the holo pad I’d like to show you. It relates to events in the other cities the Chain has freed. Paris, Dublin, Damascus.” Coleman places a slight emphasis on the final name.

      Bryn tenses, then seems to reach a decision. “Liza, cuffs.”

      Liza glances down at the guard sprawled on the floor next to her, one hand clutching his nose, the other his groin. “Release me.”

      The guard looks to Coleman. “Do it,” he orders.

      A few seconds later, Liza is free. She strides over and secures Coleman to the chair using the same pair of cuffs. Bryn lowers his gun. To my relief, I feel the barrel of Louis’ gun fall away.

      I crane my neck to look at him. His face is pale and his hand shakes as he shoves the gun – an odd, old-fashioned model – into his belt. “Any chance you could release me?”

      Louis hesitates and looks to his father for guidance. Coleman shakes his head.

      “Not yet,” he says apologetically.

      I bite back my irritation. I had trusted Louis. Was I always going to be let down? But I have to admit that if our roles had been reversed, if it had been Ella or Bryn in that chair, I would have done the same thing. Family is family.

      Coleman seems to be playing a dangerous game. What worries me most is that he’s so calm about it.

      Liza cuffs the guards. Louis picks up Coleman’s holo pad off the desk, then freezes as the barrel of Bryn’s gun turns to him.

      “Bring it over here, lad. I want to see what you’re doing.” Bryn steps out from behind Coleman. “Show us what it is you want us to see.”

      “Do you know why the second set of controls for the Wall was placed in the basement of this building? It was to ensure cooperation between government and business and to protect the people of this city from rash decisions. Richard knew I would never agree to take the Wall down in this manner.” Coleman’s gaze flicks to Bryn. “So he decided to break our agreement and have me killed. What he doesn’t know is that I’ve done my own research on him and his organization over the past few months. As part of our bargain, he gave me a secure channel to the outside world. With that, I’ve been able to make my own contacts and find out what happens to the cities he claims to have freed.”

      Bryn snorts. “I’ve been with the Chain for decades and seen with my own eyes what these places were like before and after we freed them. I don’t need to see whatever it is you’ve fabricated to distort the truth.”

      “Perhaps. Or perhaps you’ve just seen the afterglow of your efforts. The honeymoon period rather than the ten-year marriage.”

      Coleman nods to Louis and rattles off a set of instructions. A holo appears in the air, expanding to fill the space between us. For a moment, I think its footage of one of the areas Outside – Area Three perhaps – but the skyline is wrong. Sunken eyes stare out of the faces of the hobies huddled against the meagre shelter of a building as rain lashes down. A child walks haltingly down the street. He stumbles, falls and does not get up.

      “These are the slums of Paris five years after the Chain took down the elected government and replaced it with a puppet president, who answers to Richard. Living conditions got better for a time, but the government didn’t know what they were doing and squandered taxes on the Prime Minister’s pet projects rather than tackling the bigger societal issues.”

      The image flickers, then a different city appears.

      “Milan, two months ago. After the Chain, or la Resistenza, as they were known there, took the city, what used to be Southern Italy broke away from the rest of Europa and formed its own state. Meanwhile, Milan is ruled by a dictatorship. There’s been a reduction in poverty, but is it worth giving up your voice for?”

      Five figures are lined up on a raised platform. They’re each tied to a stake and wear cloth bags over their heads. As we watch, someone barks an order and a volley of shots ring out. The figures slump, blood oozing through their rough clothes.

      “All these people did was ask for the right to a free vote. The government Richard put in place refused that, under his orders. It seems your leader may be skilled at conquest, but he’s not quite so good at democracy. He moves on to the next challenge, not caring about the cities he leaves behind.”

      “And what about what this government’s done?” I say, gesturing to the frozen image. “How is this any different than sentencing people to the Farms or taking them to the Labs to be used as test subjects?”

      Coleman shrugs. “At least we don’t hide it under the banner of ‘equality’. True equality is impossible. It’s a dream young men like you want to believe in. There is always going to be inequality in society. It’s up to each one of us to make the most of what we have and build the life we want for ourselves.”

      “That’s easy to say when you start at the top,” I retort, remembering what happened to any of the factory workers caught smuggling their lunch rations out. “Try telling that to the worker whose fingers you’ve broken because you don’t pay him enough to feed his family.”

      Coleman ignores me and motions for Louis to move the holo on. “And this is Damascus. Eight years ago, I believe. I’m sure you’ll correct me if I get the dates wrong, Mr McNally.”

      I glance at Bryn, puzzled. His face drains of colour.

      The footage is taken from a rooftop, looking across a suburban area. The buildings are a little rundown and worn, though the streets are clean, the apartment balconies crammed with lemon trees and green vines. It would look like a normal city scene if not for the muffled explosions and the fighter pods overhead.

      “The fall of Damascus,” Coleman comments.

      “That had nothing to do with the Chain.” Bryn’s voice is hoarse. “We had no control over the city at that time.”

      “No? Pause it, Louis.”

      The scene freezes.

      “Then why does the pod that is about to drop a bomb on this small, inconsequential apartment block have your markings?” Coleman nods to Louis. “Play.”

      The low-rise apartment block explodes into a cloud of dust, which slowly settles to reveal a pile of rubble and twisted metal. The scene plays for a few more seconds, then freezes again. I stare at Bryn, whose expression has changed from horror to anger.

      “No,” he whispers.

      “Richard didn’t tell you that, did he? That he was responsible for their deaths?”

      Liza stirs. “Bryn, we need to—”

      Bryn raises his arm and slams the butt of his gun down on Coleman’s head. He slumps in his chair. Louis starts and scrabbles for his weapon, but Bryn just stands back and raises his gun. “He’s not dead. I just knocked him out. Now, are you going to cooperate, or do I have to knock you out, too?”

      Louis sucks in a breath. “As long as you don’t kill anyone or destroy the factory, I’m on your side.”

      “Good.” Bryn turns to Liza. “Free Trey. We have work to do.”

      Louis looks on, his jaw slack as Liza unfastens my cuffs. I rub my wrists. My shoulders ache from being pulled back, and my upper arm throbs where I landed on it.

      “Can you reverse the lockdown of the security centre?” I ask Louis.

      “I’m not sure. Maybe.” He stares down at the holo pad, his blond hair falling over his forehead. I recognize the lost look in his eyes. I’ve been there. It’s the moment you realize your whole world is built upon a fabric of lies and that the people you look up to most are not the people you thought they were. It’s when you have to choose between right and wrong, and the only way to know which is the right choice is to jump and hope for the best.

      I squeeze his shoulder. “It’ll be okay.”

      Louis stares at his father, slumped in his high-backed chair. “Will it?”

      I know what he needs to hear. The same thing I had needed to hear all those weeks ago when I’d wandered into the rundown bar of a brothel in a city that seemed to have sprung from a nightmare.

      “Yes. It’ll be okay.”

      I hope I’m not lying to him.

      “Trey, can you get hold of Aleesha? Richard hasn’t been able to get through to her.” Bryn switches channels on his comm and begins talking in a low voice.

      Aleesha … I press my hand to my ear, suddenly remembering the comm bud being ripped out.

      “Here.” Liza straightens from where she’s bent over searching the guards and tosses something to me.

      I fumble to put it into my ear and breathe a sigh of relief as the band on my wrist flashes to show it’s connected. I switch to Aleesha’s channel.

      “Aleesha? Can you hear me?”

      I hold my breath. For a moment, all I hear is silence. Then there’s a crackle of static.

      “Trey?” Her relief is palpable. “Are you all right?”

      “Yes. Sorry. We had some issues on this end, but it’s under control now. How—”

      “Trey, you need to get the Wall down now. We’re trapped, surrounded by government forces. Anabel—” Her voice cuts out for a second, then returns. “I don’t know how long we can hold out.”

      “I’m on my way.” I bolt to the door, ignoring Bryn’s yell. “I’m going to the basement.” When I press my hand to the access panel to unlock the door, the small light at the top of the panel stays red. “Come on,” I mumble.

      “I’ll come with you.” Louis shakes himself out of his daze and walks over to me, pressing his hand against the access panel. The light changes to green. “I have unrestricted access. Father’s elevator is the quickest way down.”

      “Great.” I yank open the door.

      “Wait!”

      I turn to Bryn impatiently. He strides over and holds something out to me. It looks like a transparent glove. “You may need this to get back into the system. President’s fingerprints.” He grabs the gun from Louis’ hand, giving him a dark look, before handing me his own gun. “Point and shoot, got it? Any problems from him, shoot him in the leg.”

      Louis looks offended. “I’m not—”

      Bryn holds out his hand. “Holo pad. You don’t need that now you’ve unlocked the security centre.”

      I glance at Louis. “You did?”

      He nods and hands the pad to Bryn, eyes narrowed. “If you do anything to my father …”

      “Yeah, yeah. You’ll kick my arse. Now, get moving.” Bryn waves his hand. “We’ll come down once we’ve dealt with this lot. Be careful. There are still guards about.”

      We tear through the building, only slowing when we come across the occasional security patrol. I’m glad Louis is with me. They believe him when he tells them the building is in lockdown and they’re to go back to the guard room. We take Coleman’s private elevator as far as the sixteenth floor, then move through the factory to the East Wing. As we run, my mind goes back to the footage Coleman had shown us and the meeting he had with Richard. The images he claimed to be a result of the Chain’s actions. He could have faked the images. But why?

      I shake my head, not wanting to think of the alternative. Perhaps the Chain doesn’t have the perfect solution I had hoped for, but they couldn’t be worse than the government. Could they?

      I try Aleesha on the comm, but there’s no answer. I pray it’s because she’s occupied with fighting. I can’t bear to think of the alternative.

      “What’s in the basement?” Louis asks. He’s barely out of breath, though I’m panting.

      “The control mechanism for the Wall. It’s in the room near the cells. The one that was guarded.”

      Louis slows to a walk as we approach a door leading to a staircase and pushes it open. “This way.”

      A few minutes later, we’re back in a familiar, long corridor. “I’m guessing your father has it guarded,” I whisper, wishing I’d thought of this earlier.

      “I’ll see if I can draw them out.”

      Louis strides ahead of me, his footsteps ringing through the tunnel, disguising my softer footfall. He disappears around the corner. I creep closer and flip off the safety of my gun, wondering if Bryn had thought of this and what he expected me to do. Shoot them, I suppose.

      Adrenaline makes my stomach knot.

      I don’t want to kill anybody.

      Louis’ voice rises. A moment later, I hear footsteps coming toward me. When the guard rounds the corner and sees me, his hand instinctively reaches for his gun.

      I tighten my finger on the trigger. The sound of the shot reverberates around the tunnel.

      The guard falls back, clutching his shoulder, a dark stain blossoming on his uniform.

      A second guard appears, his weapon already out in front of him. I don’t have time to take aim, just fire and hope for the best. The bullet hits him in the leg.

      Louis pokes his head around the corner, his face pale. Our eyes meet. I read shock in his expression. I don’t have time to wonder what he thinks of me. But what else could I have done?

      “Tie them up,” I tell him as I shove past him toward the door to the control room. “And see if you can stop the bleeding.”

      The door is unlocked. Lights flicker to life as I race inside, but the control screen is dark. I run my fingers over the small shelf beneath it and hold my breath, releasing it when the screen lights up.

      It seems Coleman hadn’t bothered to exit the program. The same section of the Wall appears as a blue line on the screen. I reach out and yank down the handle. The blue line flashes and turns to red.

      The Wall is down.

      My comm band flashes. I switch channels to speak to Bryn. “The Wall’s down.”

      “Good. I’ll relay that to Richard. I’ve sent Barnes to replace you. When she arrives, come back up here.” Bryn pauses. “There’s something you need to see.”
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      It seems miracles do happen.

      There is no organized retreat, no plan, no strategy. When the Wall goes down, we run. The government forces follow us, probably more by instinct than order. They seem as disorganized as us. Which is one thing going in our favour. The second is that they seem to have run out of ammo. They haven’t fired a shot for almost ten minutes.

      Mind you, we’re not much better off. I have a couple of rounds left, but you never know when a single bullet can change the course of a confrontation, so my gun is in my belt, the safety on.

      Once we’d drawn them Outside, the plan was to separate and disappear into Area Four, allowing the people we’d left behind to spring their traps. Now the traps are unmanned, and many of the people who’d set them up are wounded or dead. I see Anders trying to give orders and direct people, but most are too busy trying to find shelter to listen.

      Anabel follows me up onto the roof of an old, derelict warehouse that has an unobstructed view of the Wall.

      “Richard’s called for reinforcements,” she pants as she hauls herself up onto the roof from the top of a rickety fire escape. “Can you deal with this lot alone?”

      “I don’t know.” I sound about as tired as I feel. A sting in my arm reminds me that I still haven’t had time to bandage the wound. It feels as if we’ve been fighting non-stop for hours.

      Anabel notices the injury and pulls a dressing from a thigh pocket. “Here. Get that fixed.” Her hard expression softens slightly. “You’re doing a good job. I’ve had trained, seasoned fighters who would have fallen apart back there.”

      I manage a small smile as I wrap the dressing around my arm. “We’d have been screwed if you and Murdoch hadn’t turned up, though. Thank you.”

      “Thank Trey. He’d never have forgiven me if I didn’t come to your rescue.”

      This surprises me. “I didn’t think you cared about him?”

      “I promised Mother I’d look after him.” She shrugs. “Besides, family is family, and mine seem to be rather prone to dying at the moment. I don’t want him trying to play the hero and getting himself killed saving you.”

      We cross the roof to look out at the Wall. The gap in the barrier must be visible from miles around. As we approach the edge of the roof, the downed pod comes into sight, the bodies of the dead littered under and around it. There hadn’t been time to bring them with us. We weren’t even able to grab all the wounded. Those who couldn’t walk had been left in one of the office buildings with a loaded gun and a promise that we’d come back for them. I had been the one to close the door. When I blink, I see their despairing eyes staring back at me.

      The government’s army mills around the pod. Perhaps thirty or so have crossed Outside, but rather than chasing us through the streets, they seem to be waiting for something.

      “Dammit,” Anabel mutters.

      “Why are they just standing there?”

      “I don’t know. Perhaps they’ve realized it’s a trap.” She casts me a fleeting glance. “Or perhaps they just need some motivation.”

      “Me.”

      “Maybe. If they don’t take the bait, the only other option is to try and get behind them and push them out.” She looks thoughtful. “I wonder what they would do if the Wall came down completely. Would they spread out to guard it or focus on getting the compound and factory back?”

      “I don’t know,” I reply honestly. I wish I could see inside the President’s mind and understand his strategy so I can unravel it, thread by thread, until his plans fall apart in front of him. “I’ll go down to the street and see if I can draw them out.”

      “Wait.”

      Anabel’s voice stops me as I start walking away. She stands with one foot on the low parapet looking over the edge. Curious, I walk back to join her.

      “It’s too late,” she says when I reach her. “They must have been called back Inside.”

      I watch the last of the government fighters disappear into the smoke around the pod. “Shit.”

      “My thoughts exactly.”

      Anabel’s comm flashes and she puts a hand to her ear. Her face pales, and dread begins to pool in my stomach.

      What’s gone wrong now?

      Anabel straightens, dropping her hand. “They’re inside the Metz compound. Someone betrayed us and let them in. That’s why they’ve been called back. They must be planning one final push to take the compound.”

      And when they do, everyone in there will die. Including my father.

      “Can we help?” My voice is remarkably steady given the turmoil I feel inside.

      “I’m to meet up with Schmidt’s team and force as many of them as we can into the compound. They’re contained in one of the outer rooms at the moment, and Richard thinks he has a way of turning the tables on them once we have them trapped. If you’ve got any uninjured people, I could use some more fighters.”

      My stomach feels sick at the thought of more fighting, but I know there is no going back now. “We’ll come with you.”

      “No.” Anabel grips my shoulder. “You’re to stay out here. Richard forbade you from coming near the compound.”

      I open my mouth to protest.

      “Don’t make me have to leave people behind to guard you. Not when we’re already outnumbered.”

      “So he’s willing to risk my people but not me?” I can’t stop the bitterness creeping into my voice.

      “He’s your father. What do you expect?”

      What did I expect? I expected him to trust me to make my own decisions. To lead my people from the front, not send them out to fight and die while I stay safe. But it seems the only reason he was willing to let me be part of his plan in the first place was because he thought I would abandon my team and escape through the Wall if things didn’t go according to plan.

      Is that what he would have done? Does he see his own people as being expendable?

      I cross my arms. “Fine. I’ll stay here.”

      Anabel nods, then turns and breaks into a run across the roof.

      “Then I’ll follow you at a distance until you’re close to the compound. At which point I’ll catch up and join your team, and you won’t be able to do anything to stop me.”

      Anabel stops. She turns slowly, a smile tugging at the corners of her mouth. “You are so much like your father.”

      My chest squeezes tight at the compliment.

      Seeing the resolve on my face, she sighs. “Fine. But if he asks, you did it without my knowledge.”

      “Of course.”

      I run past her and jump down onto the fire escape. It rattles ominously as we race down.

      As I round the corner of the alley onto the main street, a movement near the Wall catches my eye. A lone figure, silhouetted against the bright light of the Wall, creeps toward the gap, then disappears through it. A moment later, someone else approaches from the other direction. A third person joins them, then a fourth.

      I wonder how long it’ll be before word spreads and half of Area Four decides to try their luck Inside.

      Anders and Rogue meet me at the Wall, the remnants of my fighters behind them. I direct Leon and two others to rescue the injured and take them to safety. Then I explain that I’m going to go back Inside, follow the government’s army and attack them.

      Surprisingly, most of them agree to come with me. Perhaps the chemicals in the food they’ve been eating are starting to affect their brains.

      “Where you go, we go,” Rogue says, as if this isn’t up for debate.

      We quickly catch up with Anabel and her team. I send Rogue forward to find out what the plan is. He gives me a surprised look but complies.

      My people are silent as we race through the streets, not attempting to disguise our presence. Insiders scurry past, swerving to the sides of the street to keep as far away from us as possible. We must look like barbarians to them in our dark, bloodstained clothing, brandishing homemade weapons. Any other time, it would make me smile. How scared I’d been the first few times I’d come Inside, hiding from people. Now they are the ones avoiding me.

      Rogue reappears, cradling a handful of weapons. “Got us some extra guns and grenades. Most of the government forces are in the main bay of the compound where we used to suit up. We’re to pick off as many as we can outside, then drive them inside and close the main door so they can’t escape.”

      I hand out the spare guns, ammo and grenades. There aren’t enough for everyone, and I have to swallow down my irritation at my father for not supplying us with proper equipment, not to mention Denzel and his gang sitting in my headquarters, armed to the teeth, while we fight for their freedom. If my father could just have spared some fighters to take back the headquarters, we could have had our pick of weapons.

      Doesn’t do any good wishing that now.

      I force myself to come back to the present, though one thought lingers. It was odd that the Chain didn’t have a better guard on their precious weapon supply. Denzel isn’t exactly the smartest Outsider around.

      “So, this is it then. Do or die.” Danny sounds uncharacteristically gloomy. He still has the gun the Chain had given him when they’d disrupted my execution. He’d held it with pride then, but now it seems to weigh heavily in his hands. When even Danny is sick of fighting, you know the end has to be near.

      “Let’s do, not die,” I reply. “Once we’re inside the compound, we’ll be in a confined space. They’ll be less willing to shoot, so we’ll have more of an advantage. But before we head in, let’s see what havoc we can create out here, shall we?”

      Danny perks up, giving me a wolfish grin. “Now that’s what I’m talking about.”

      The government’s army is spread out around the perimeter of the compound. We throw our grenades. They don’t do much damage, but it rattles them, which is something. Once we run out, we circle to join back up with Anabel’s group.

      “They’re getting ready to send in more people,” she tells me in a low voice. “We’ll follow behind—”

      She breaks off and frowns, touching her ear. “That’s odd …” She turns back to me. “Schmidt says half the force is pulling away and heading back toward the gap in the Wall.”

      I think of the Outsiders sneaking through from Area Four, the wonder I’d felt the first time I stepped Inside the Wall, the desperation of half-starved people wandering around the playground of the rich. The government can’t afford to let them rampage at will. Perhaps the people of Area Four are lowering the odds against us, giving us one final chance to win.

      At the cost of their lives?

      I squash the thought and flick off my gun’s safety. “Time to go?”

      Anabel gives me a cold smile. “Time to go.”

      We follow the government’s force like a shadow, waiting until the column of fighters has disappeared inside the hangar door of the compound. Four guards stand just inside the entrance, wearing the black protective uniforms similar to the Metz, but with blue stripes instead of yellow.

      Anabel raises her hand, and eight of the Chain’s fighters peel off from the group, heading in opposite directions. They sneak up on the guards from either side. Only one of the guards gets off a shot before they’re taken down.

      The rest of the Chain’s fighters surge forward, my team behind them. Blood pulses through my veins, adrenaline sharpening my senses as we sprint toward the yawning entrance to the compound.

      There’s a rat-a-tat-tat of gunfire from above. Snipers. Someone screams behind me, but I don’t turn to see who. Safety lies ahead, in the belly of the compound.

      Anabel’s team reaches the entrance and disappears inside just as the hangar door begins to roll down. I put on an extra burst of speed, sensing Anders and Rogue at my shoulder. They easily have the speed and strength to overtake me, but they hold back, letting me lead.

      I reach the door just as it lowers to head height, skidding inside. Rogue ducks to twist his bulk through, the others following behind. Bullets slam into the retractable door as it silently closes, cutting off the daylight – and our retreat. As much as I know that this was the plan, it still makes me uneasy. They are trapped. But so are we.

      I look around the wide tunnel I remember from the day we’d taken the Metz compound. Low-level blue lights lead underground. I feel a sense of finality, like I’m stepping onto a tightrope and the only way is forward – to death or glory. The sounds of fighting leak up the tunnel toward us.

      I take a step forward, then a second. With the final remnants of my gang around me, I walk into the heart of the storm.

      The tunnel ends in a vast room filled with rows of pillars – stations where the Metz officers store their exoskeleton suits. I try to remember the layout of the room, but the sound of bullets striking walls and flesh mixes with screams and shouts to create a cacophony of noise that overwhelms my senses. I can barely make out who is on which side of the fight.

      I motion for the others to follow as I skirt around the edge of the room and crouch behind a row of pillars. The inside of them glows blue, the empty, black suits standing like sentinels ready to spring into action. I try to reach Anabel, then my father on the comm, but all I get is a crackle of static.

      I lean close to Rogue’s ear. “Can you and the others make use of those suits?”

      He jerks back, as if I’d slapped him. “Take someone else’s suit?”

      I resist the temptation to roll my eyes. “It’s just some armour. It’ll give you some protection. Plus, they won’t be able to tell the difference between their fighters and you.”

      He looks at me, aghast. “It’s not just some armour. Besides, the suits are made to their owner’s precise fit. Most of them will be too small for me. And I don’t exactly have the time to wander around, trying them on.”

      “Fine. Got a better idea?”

      A stray bullet whistles through the air above us. Rogue swallows. “Our bullets may not pierce the armour. We’ll need to take them down by force.”

      “Easy for you to say,” I mutter. Me trying to take down a Metz officer would be like a fly trying to take down a spider. I glance down the line. “Everyone ready?”

      A wave of nods comes back to me. I pair them off, one of the former Metz officers with one of the Outsiders, then set two pairs to take down one of the enemy. Trying to take them all down at once won’t work, but by focusing on one at a time, we may have a chance.

      Twenty minutes later, I wonder how I ever thought that possible.

      Two of my team are dead. Two others are badly wounded, cornered by a pair of black-suited fighters. I’ve lost track of where everyone else is. Rogue and I manage to take one down, mainly by Rogue’s sheer strength. He tackles the officer and knocks him to the floor, then sits on him while I release his helmet, pulling it off. The man’s petrified eyes stare up at us. Rogue hesitates for a second before slamming his fist into the man’s jaw, knocking him unconscious.

      I look around, trying to find Anabel amongst the confusion. My gaze alights on one of the government fighters. It’s dressed in the same black suit as most of the others, but there are no coloured markings on the helmet. The figure is shorter than average, but that’s not the thing that draws my attention.

      It’s the fact the fighter isn’t fighting. It’s just standing there, watching the chaos.

      Turns out we had bad information. Murdoch got one of the four, but the President was nowhere to be found.

      I remember the short officer who’d stepped aside after confronting us when we were trapped in front of the Wall. I’d assumed it stood aside to let its superior through. What if I was wrong? What if the man Murdoch’s team had shot had put himself in the line of fire to prevent his boss from revealing himself?

      I’m out of bullets, but with a knife in each hand, I weave through the pillars toward the solitary figure. I hear Rogue shout my name, but I don’t dare turn around in case the figure ducks out of my sight. Exhaustion makes me stumble.

      It also saves my life.

      The blow skims over the top of my head. Had it connected, I’d have been knocked off my feet. I lash out instinctively, my blade skittering along the fighter’s protective armour. The tip finds the tiny crack in the elbow – its only weak point – and I drive my blade home.

      A guttural cry explodes from the fighter, and it yanks its arm away. The handle of the knife slides from my grip. The fighter pulls it out, blood dripping to the floor, and slashes through the air. I stagger back, the blade coming within inches of my nose. He keeps advancing, weaving a pattern in the air with such speed, I know it will cut me to pieces if my focus wavers for an instant.

      My back slams into a pillar. I twist to the side, but a glint of metal flashes blue in front of my eyes before a burning pain lances my cheek.

      The officer pauses, the blade – my blade – held out in front of him. Hot blood runs down my face. Behind him, I glimpse Rogue wrestling another fighter to the floor. My stomach is clenched tight. I’ve been running on adrenaline too long. I need water, food and rest, in that order. Or perhaps one of the Chain’s magic stim shots. But first, I must survive.

      I glance to the left, my eyes widening, feigning shock.

      It works.

      For a fraction of a second, the officer’s attention is diverted. I duck around its arm to sprint away.

      But not quickly enough.

      The fighter kicks out, tripping me. I flail my arms as I stumble, knocking into it, both of us sprawling to the floor, its armour knocking the breath from my body. With a sweep of its arm, it brushes me off. My head slams onto the concrete, stars exploding behind my eyes. Something drips onto my forehead. Blinking to clear my vision, I see the fighter looming over me, my knife in its hand.

      I twist my aching body, reaching down to my boot for the blade I have stashed there. The only weapon I have left. My limbs feel sluggish, my brain slow. I can’t quite reach. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Rogue take a blow to the face and fall to his knees.

      Then I look up into the faceless mask of my opponent. It raises the blade and I close my eyes. But nothing happens. There’s a roar and the pressure on my chest releases. My eyes snap open just in time to see the fighter flying backward. My father towers above me, the muscles on his arms bulging, a snarl distorting his face.

      He grabs my uninjured arm and drags me to my feet. I lean against the wall, panting. He may have just saved my life, but covered with blood and sweat, he looks scarier than any Metz officer.

      “What are you doing here? I told Anabel—”

      “She didn’t know,” I say quickly. “What’s this trap you’ve got?”

      “Katya’s working on it. Just stay out of the way and—”

      He stiffens and begins to turn. A black figure appears behind him, then a second and a third. My father lashes out, but they grab his arms and drag him to the floor, pressing a knife to his neck. I watch helplessly as others grab me, pulling my arms behind my back.

      The short, armour-clad figure steps forward. He reaches up to remove his helmet, and I stare into the brown eyes of the President.

      The trap has turned.
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      I slam my fist onto the desk. “She’s not answering.”

      Bryn looks grim. “Richard’s team is taking a hammering at the compound. He’s called for all available teams to rendezvous and attack the government forces from behind.”

      “You think Aleehsa’s gone to help him?”

      Bryn gives me a look. “You know what she’s like.”

      My chest tightens as I glance at the holo image still frozen in the air. “She needs to see this. Needs to know what really happened.”

      “It may not change anything. He’s still her father.”

      I swallow, knowing he’s right. Part of me doesn’t want to show her the footage Bryn found on Coleman’s holo pad. She doesn’t deserve any more pain. The video could be fake. But I know in my heart it’s not.

      Because now I’ve seen it, a lot of things begin to make sense.

      I should feel a sense of relief. We have control of the factory and the food supply to the city. We’ve gone beyond what Richard expected of us. But our success feels inconsequential.

      “What do you want to do? Stay here, or go help Richard?”

      Bryn sinks into Coleman’s black leather chair. He looks utterly exhausted. “I need to get to the compound. We can’t lose now. Besides, I have some questions for Richard, and he can’t answer them if he’s dead.” He squeezes his eyes shut and massages his temples. “He told me to kill Coleman because the man was a government sympathizer. I’m starting to wonder if that wasn’t the only reason. You need to stay here. Take charge. We can’t leave the factory under the Brotherhood’s control.”

      I shake my head. “I’m coming with you. I need to know what’s happened to Aleesha. I need to be with her when she sees that footage.”

      To my surprise, Bryn doesn’t argue. He drops his hand and opens his eyes. “Then who do we leave in charge?”

      I think through the options. Barnes won’t stand for Louis being in charge, but Louis is perhaps the only one who can instil some confidence in the other managers. Without him, they may try to take matters into their own hands and attack the Brotherhood. Which will mean more deaths. What we need is a neutral intermediary to keep the peace.

      I hate myself for what I’m about to suggest. But I can’t think of an alternative.

      “Ella.”

      Bryn’s eyes widen.

      I shrug. “She’s bossy and a natural diplomat. Which seems like the exact thing we need right now. She’s about the only person I know who may be able to stop Barnes and Louis from killing each other.”

      “It could be risky. Do you trust Barnes not to hurt her?”

      “I don’t know. But I think it’s the least bad option for everyone.”

      Except for Ella.

      I push the thought down. Time and time again, she’s told me that she and her friends could help. She’s not a fighter, but if anyone can mediate between Barnes and Louis, it’s my sister.

      I activate the comm band Ella had left for me and call her. She’s surprised to hear from me, even more surprised at my request, but is eager to help.

      I cut the connection and turn back to Bryn. “She’s on her way.”

      “How long will it take her?”

      “Maybe half an hour.”

      Bryn drums his fingers on the arm of the chair. “Fine.”

      We lapse into silence. The footage Coleman showed us still niggles at me. I don’t want to believe it’s real. Don’t want to believe this is the organization Bryn works for. The organization I trusted to free my city.

      “Is the footage real? What Coleman showed us from the other cities?”

      Bryn’s fingers pause. He frowns, staring at the floor. “I believe so. I don’t know why Coleman would have faked it. He couldn’t have known we were planning to break in.”

      “Why didn’t you know what was happening in the cities you freed?” I realize my words sound accusatory, but I’m not sure how else to phrase the question.

      Bryn sighs. “I’m one of Richard’s inner circle, but I only oversee the operations to free cities. My role ends when whatever tyrant has been in power is removed. I knew Richard was involved in establishing the government moving forward, but he keeps that side of the operation separate.”

      “Who’s in charge of that part of the organization?” I ask, suspecting I already know the answer.

      “Katya.”

      Of course. Though I’m not surprised, something about this seems odd. From what Aleesha had told me of Katya’s background, I couldn’t imagine her being complicit in creating the scenes Coleman had shown us. Children starving in the streets. People being shot because they dared to voice a different opinion.

      “Katya doesn’t believe in democracy,” Bryn says, as if reading my thoughts. “She’s seen what happens when democracy is corrupted, so she doesn’t believe it can work. She’s an excellent spy and a ruthless assassin, but she’s not the person who should oversee rebuilding cities.”

      “Do you know Richard’s plans for London?”

      “No.” He leans forward and pinches the bridge of his nose between his forefinger and thumb. “As I said, I’m not involved in that part of the operation.”

      There’s another question needling at me. One I want to ask but am afraid will open wounds in Bryn that have been healed. Or if not healed, at least hidden.

      “The third city Coleman showed us …” I hesitate.

      “Damascus? I never realized …” He seems to be talking to himself. The creases on his forehead deepen. “He told me the rebel forces had returned, sponsored by a different government.”

      He falls silent.

      “Daniel was in that building?” I ask gently. “The one that was hit by the bomb.”

      Bryn nods. He looks up at me, his face ravaged by grief. It’s not an emotion I’m used to seeing from him. Irritation, anger, occasionally tenderness – never anything this raw. His anguish hits me like a punch to the chest.

      “I had bought the apartment for them just a month before. I promised her I’d leave the Chain, start a different line of work. I’d made some contacts in Damascus and put away some money. Richard wasn’t happy when I told him, but he wished me well. I said I’d finish the job I was working on before leaving.”

      Bryn glances over at the holo pad, as if his memories are locked away in there, just waiting to be replayed. “A week later, while I was still away, the apartment block was destroyed. They couldn’t even find enough of them to bury. I went to Richard and asked to lead an operation to expel all the rebel forces from Damascus. He refused. Said it was already being taken care of. He sent me to lead the takeover of Munich instead.”

      His jaw clenches, fingers sinking into the leather upholstery. For a moment, I think he’s going to rip off the arm of the chair. “All a pack of lies I chose to believe because I had nothing else to live for. No one else to believe in.”

      The air between us is thick with emotion.

      “I’m sorry,” I say finally, knowing it is not enough.

      Bryn pushes himself out of the chair and walks over to the window. “As for what happened in the other cities after we left, well … Perhaps part of me did wonder. Perhaps I chose to ignore it because I didn’t want to believe he wasn’t the man I thought he was. That I’d spent my life fighting for something, someone, that wasn’t worth my blood.”

      I join him at the window and place my hand over his clenched fist. After a moment, he turns to face me, and I see a man who’s tired of running and fighting and rebellion.

      “Just one more day. Then you and Abby can leave this city and start your own life together.” I force a smile onto my face. “I reckon a break in the country will do us all good.”

      Bryn’s expression softens, and I know he’s thinking of Abby. So when he pulls me into a hug, I stiffen in surprise. “If there’s one good thing to come out of this mess, it’s that I met you.” His voice is gruff, and I can swear he sniffs. “I never believed I’d get another chance at being a father, and Abby, well … You’re the son she never got to have.”

      I duck my head and pull back, but Bryn grasps my shoulder and pulls my forehead to his. “Remember, Trey. You still have a family.”
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      “Let me get this straight,” Ella says, perching on the edge of Coleman’s desk. “On one side of this building, you’ve got Insiders who know the inner workings of this factory, have access to all the infrastructure systems and are loyal to the factory owner, whom you’ve just locked up. On the other side, you have hundreds of Outsiders who likely won’t hesitate to rise up against their masters, plus a bunch of armed fighters who may be a little trigger-happy. And you want me to keep everyone under control?”

      I nod. “And make sure there’s someone available to switch the Wall mechanism if needed.”

      “You really do trust me, don’t you?”

      “Can you do it?” Bryn asks, his face grim.

      With every minute we’ve waited for Ella, he’s grown more uneasy about my idea of putting her in charge. I can see he’s torn between wanting to confront Richard and wanting to keep the factory under the Chain’s control. But I need him to trust her and help me get into the compound because, deep in my bones, something tells me Aleesha needs us. And time is running out.

      Ella lifts her chin and meets his gaze. “Yes.” She glances across at Dexter, who’s tapping away on a holo pad. “We can.”

      I hadn’t asked her to bring Dexter, but I’m glad she did. Perhaps his technical expertise will come in handy.

      We’d left the door to Coleman’s office open, so I hear footsteps in the corridor, then a knock on the wall. Barnes walks in without waiting for permission. She looks unruffled, as if coming to report on production line figures, not the takeover of the factory.

      “We’ve secured the remaining guards. They’re squashed in the cells, but a bit of discomfort won’t kill them. I’ve left Petal down there with orders to shoot if any of them so much as twitch.”

      “What about the factory workers?” I ask.

      “That was my next thing. I’m pretty sure the Outsiders will do as they’re told. Those who heard the shots are terrified, and most of the rest are exhausted from working double shifts and not having a proper place to sleep. If we can release some of the food supplies and get everyone fed, I don’t think they’ll cause us any trouble.” She pauses. “It’s the management I’m worried about. I don’t know if any of them might try something stupid.”

      “I’m creating some fake footage of Coleman. It’s safest for everybody if people believe he’s still in charge,” Dexter says, his fingers flying over the keypad.

      Barnes looks from him to Ella. “Who are you?”

      “Barnes, this is my sister, Ella, and her boyfriend, Dexter. We’re leaving her in charge of the factory,” I say in as authoritative a tone as I can muster.

      Barnes’s eyes flick to me. “You’re leaving?”

      “We need to get back to the compound,” Bryn says. “It’s a choice between having Ella or Louis in charge.”

      “And why should we have either?” Barnes stares at Bryn, and the tension in the room rises a notch. “We’re the ones who took this factory.”

      I decide now is probably not the time to mention the fact Coleman nearly killed the lot of them. I grab Barnes’s arm and draw her to one side, lowering my voice. “I know you don’t trust the Chain, and I understand why. I’m not sure I trust Richard, either. Not anymore. But we both want the government taken down and the fighting to end, correct?”

      She gives a reluctant nod.

      “There are hundreds of people in this building. Insider or Outsider, they don’t deserve to die. But unless we get this situation under control, some of those Insiders are going to take matters into their own hands. That’s why we need Louis. If they find out Coleman isn’t in charge, he’s the only one they might listen to.”

      Barnes opens her mouth to speak, but I continue. “You don’t like Louis, and he doesn’t like you. I get it. That’s why Ella’s here. Neither of you has to lose face by answering to the other.”

      “And whose side is she on?”

      “The side of the people. As am I. That’s why we need to go to the compound. I need to find out who Richard really is. If he’ll make things better or worse.”

      Her gaze is calculating as she considers the plan from all angles. She knows that with us gone, the Brotherhood could easily overpower Louis and put themselves in charge of the factory. But Barnes is not a leader. She doesn’t want to be in charge. If Samson were here, her attitude would be different, but without him, she is out of her comfort zone.

      I’m banking my sister’s life on my judgment of her character. The thought makes me dizzy.

      “And if you don’t come back?” she asks.

      “Then I trust you, Ella and Louis to do what is in the best interest of the people.”

      Barnes straightens. “Fine.”

      I try not to show my relief. “You promise you won’t hurt my sister or Louis?”

      Barnes rolls her eyes. “I promise.”

      As I turn, she grabs my arm and lowers her voice to a whisper. “I hope you know what you’re doing, Trey. And as a friend, I suggest you and Bryn get out of here. Now.”

      Her voice carries no threat, but her words make my blood run cold. “What do you mean?”

      But she’s already pushed past me, heading over to Ella.

      Louis is easier to convince. It probably helps that he’s the only one who knows the code to access his father’s holo pad. I get him to transfer the files we need onto two small holocubes, which Bryn shoves into his pocket.

      “I’ve told Liza to meet us in the entrance tunnel. Let’s go.”

      After making sure Coleman and the guards were secure in the cells, Liza had taken Petal’s comm bud and gone to the control centre to see if she could help make sense of the factory’s security systems. She should have been closer to the rendezvous point than us, but when we reach the tunnel, she’s nowhere to be found.

      Bryn frowns and checks his comm. “Nothing.”

      A feeling of unease begins in my toes, spreading upward and chilling my body. “Something’s wrong.”

      Bryn gives me a sharp look. “What is it?”

      “I don’t know. It’s just a feeling.” I try to shrug it off. “Probably nothing.”

      “Gut feelings are rarely nothing,” Bryn says grimly, drawing his gun. “You think Barnes betrayed us?”

      “I don’t know.”

      I thought I’d read Barnes correctly. That I knew her well enough to know when she was lying. But even if every word from her lips had been the truth, it means nothing if I didn’t ask her the right questions.

      I assumed the Brotherhood’s fighters would listen to her.

      I assumed Samson’s only motive in helping take the factory was to secure the food supply.

      What if I was wrong on both counts?

      I suggest you and Bryn get out of here. Now.

      My unease turns to dread. It creeps up me like a winter fog, curling around my legs and chest. Suddenly, the empty tunnel feels too big, too exposed.

      “We need to go.”

      But it’s already too late.

      There’s a flicker of movement further down the tunnel. Instinctively, I launch myself at Bryn, knocking us both to the ground. Something whistles through the air above us and clatters to the floor. Bryn fires blindly down the tunnel. As the sound of his shots dies away, there’s the sound of running footsteps, then silence.

      “You okay?” Bryn whispers.

      I nod and get to my feet. A blue glint on the floor behind us catches my attention. I bend and pick up a thin knife with a delicately carved handle. The carvings form a pattern of vines around a single flower.

      I push the knife into my belt, wondering whether its owner was aiming to kill me or Bryn.

      We retreat to the relative safety of the staircase, and I bring up the blueprints of the building. Bryn tries to comm Liza again. Still no answer. His expression is grim as we head toward the security centre.

      “If they’ve got any sense, they’ll be watching the security cameras,” Bryn whispers. “Be alert until we know what’s happened to Liza.”

      As we round the corner into the final corridor, we both freeze. Liza lies face down in a spreading pool of blood in front of the door to the security control room.

      Bryn walks up to her and bends down, pressing his fingers into her neck. He shakes his head, his expression grim, then straightens and tries the door. “They’ve locked us out.”

      The hairs on the back of my neck prickle. Someone is watching us, waiting to see what we do next. Fear curls up my throat, weaving its way around my windpipe like a serpent waiting to choke the air from my lungs.

      Bryn rises and gestures for me to return the way we’ve come. I’m grateful for the excuse to turn my back. My blood flows sluggishly through my body, my fingers whitening around the gun in my hand as I stumble away.

      Bryn joins me a minute later. “Can you get through to Ella?”

      My fingers tremble on the comm band. Ella answers within seconds. She sounds in control, relaxed. A little of my fear seeps away.

      “Is Barnes still there?” I ask.

      She picks up on the tension in my voice. “Yes. What’s wrong?”

      “Put her on.”

      A moment later, Barnes’s voice sounds in my ear. “What is it?

      “You promised you’d help me,” I hiss. “Why are you trying to kill us?”

      There’s a pause. “I promised I wouldn’t hurt your sister. And I haven’t.”

      “But what about—”

      “I told you to leave, Trey.” She sounds rattled. “I can’t be everywhere at once.” She cuts the connection.

      I stare down at the comm band on my wrist.

      “What was that about?” Bryn asks. “Is Ella all right?”

      “Ella’s fine,” I say, remembering what Anabel had told me about the night Samson had been shot. Slowly, the pieces of the puzzle come together.

      I don’t think they found a body. Could he possibly have been injured but escaped?

      Not from what Liza said. She was part of his team when they took the control room.

      The serpent tightens its grip on my throat. “We need to get out of here.”

      “We can’t leave. Not if they’re going back on our deal.”

      I turn to look at him. “If they are, what can two of us do to stop them?”

      Bryn’s face sags as he realizes the truth of my words. He glances back in the direction of Liza’s body.

      “We have to leave her. Come on.” I tug at his arm.

      I can smell the sweat and blood on his skin as we race through the corridors and down to the main entrance tunnel. I don’t know of a better way out of the building, so I just hope I’m right and they will let us go.

      Still, I feel we are being watched.

      We reach the door leading to the staircase out of the factory. I pause and turn, pulling the knife from my belt, then jog a couple paces back and lay it down on the rough, concrete floor. “No hard feelings, okay?”

      My words echo in the dark.

      I don’t relax until we’re three streets away from the factory. We get some odd looks from people in the street, but right now, I don’t care what they think of us.

      Bryn pulls me into a side alley. “Care to tell me what all that was about?”

      I look around for somewhere to sit. Finding none, I slump against a nearby wall and pull an energy bar from my pocket, ripping it open and taking a bite. After swallowing, I look at him.

      “Samson led the operation to take the government headquarters, but Richard betrayed him. Ordered the Chain’s fighters to murder him. Somehow, Samson survived. We found him in the tunnels three nights ago.”

      Bryn sucks in a breath. “So they tried to kill us in revenge?”

      “Tried to kill you,” I say. “And killed Liza. I don’t think they have anything against me. I helped save Samson’s life.” Perhaps that was why Barnes had given me that warning. “Anabel said Liza led the Chain’s team that night. She must have known about Richard’s plan to kill Samson. Hell, she was probably the one who shot him.”

      “But I didn’t have anything to do with that.”

      I shrug and take another bite of the bar. “Does the Brotherhood know that? They know you’re high up in the Chain. Besides, killing you would send a clear message to Richard that the Brotherhood isn’t to be messed with. I don’t think Barnes wanted to kill you. Liza would have been enough for her. But that knife I picked up? It was Petal’s. He seems a bit … rogue. I think he’d follow Samson’s orders without question, but Barnes? I’m not sure her orders would carry the same weight. I reckon he took matters into his own hands.”

      Bryn leans against the opposite wall and crosses his arms. “Why didn’t you tell me Samson is alive?”

      “I wasn’t sure you wouldn’t tell Richard. Samson’s still recovering. If Richard knew he was alive and sent someone to finish him off, it’d be an easy job.”

      “Truthfully, I probably would have told Richard.” Bryn blows out a breath, then smiles at me. “I’m sorry I ever underestimated you, Trey.”

      My cheeks flush at the compliment. “I don’t think they’ll give up the factory without a fight. But I believe what Samson cares about most are the people of this city. If Richard truly wants the same thing, they should be able to come to some sort of arrangement.”

      Bryn sighs. “I agree.”

      That feels like even more of a compliment than his earlier words. “What’s the plan now?”

      “We sneak into the Metz compound and see what the situation is. If they need our help, we’ll join in the fight.” He pulls the two holocubes from his pocket and holds them up to the light, then hands one to me. “Once this is over, it’ll be time to ask Richard some hard questions.”
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      My father lets out a low growl as he stares up at the President. Tensing, he heaves upward, but even he cannot match the strength of three genetically enhanced fighters.

      “We meet again, Ricus,” the President says mildly. “Now, will you call off your fighters, or shall I?”

      Around us, the fighting continues, both sides too focused on their struggle for survival to notice what’s going on in the corner of the room.

      My father stops struggling. His eyes darken, and a cruel smile twists his lips. “You will be the one to surrender, Tobias.”

      The President looks momentarily taken aback, but he quickly regains his composure. “I think not. You are outnumbered and outwitted. Now, please ask your people to stand down. There has been enough death today.”

      I hold my breath. My father must have some plan up his sleeve, some way to get us out of this. We can’t have come this far, lost this many people, for nothing.

      Slowly, he shakes his head. “Outnumbered perhaps, but never outwitted. At this very moment, our transport pod is over Area Four. Your people trying to keep order outside will see it, no?”

      The President’s gaze flicks to one of the officers holding my father down, who gives a slight nod. “What of it? It’s empty. Your fighters are all deployed here. Or dead.”

      My father gives a low chuckle.

      I let my breath out slowly. Of course he has a plan. You just need to trust him.

      “Remember when we used to play chess, Tobias? Remember why I always won?”

      The President shifts nervously.

      “Because I was prepared to make sacrifices for the greater good. You always wanted to keep your pieces alive, whereas I knew the only way to win was to sacrifice my pawns.”

      The blood drains from the President’s face. “What have you done, Ricus?”

      “That’s the wrong question, Tobias. You should be asking what I can do. One of my spies found some … interesting information about those nanobots you’ve been feeding your citizens. My transport pod has multiple transmitters, all of which are currently tuned to one specific frequency. The same frequency you transmit between those masts that make up the Wall. All it will take is a push of a button.”

      “You wouldn’t …” The President swallows. “You’d murder hundreds, thousands of innocent people.”

      Thousands of people? My brain fights to make sense of their cryptic remarks. A cold dread seeps through my veins. I stare at Richard, willing him to look at me. “Wait. What are you going to do?”

      He ignores me. “This is not my weapon, Tobias. You have set this up, fed the poison to the people you were supposed to protect.”

      “That was a deterrent to stop them from going through the Wall. It was a way of keeping order. What you’re talking about is mass murder!” The President shakes his head. “You can’t do this.”

      “Can’t I?” My father raises an eyebrow. “My second-in-command is listening to our conversation right now. Katya, please show the President how serious we are about his surrender.”

      I look around but see no sign of Katya. She must be somewhere else in the compound listening via Richard’s comm or a hidden drone. It’s only then that I realize the fighting has stopped. All eyes are on us, waiting to see what is going to happen.

      The President jerks his hand to his ear, his face stricken. “What?”

      “I told you not to underestimate me, Tobias,” my father says quietly. “Still, you should be grateful. I’ve helped your guards secure the gap in the Wall.”

      My brain finally pieces things together. The argument I’d overheard between my father and Katya. The files Trey had accessed in the factory that described the nanobots. What had I told him?

      We are walking bombs, primed to die.

      My legs feel as if they’re about to collapse under me, and I’m grateful for the fighters holding me up. “What’s happened?”

      Everyone ignores me. The President’s face is frozen in shock. My father still wears his cold smile.

      I repeat my question, louder this time.

      Finally, the President turns to me, his voice heavy. “Your father has just killed twenty Outsiders. A directed radio wave, I presume?”

      “Across a very small area. But our transporter is large and has numerous transmitters. Would it be more effective if I asked them to move north, over Area Five or Six? Whose lives are most important to you?”

      Their eyes lock on one another. It feels as if the whole room, the whole city, is holding its breath.

      Finally, the President drops his gaze. His hands tremble as he curls them into fists at his sides. “It seems I underestimated you, Ricus. Not so much your strength and cunning, but your ruthlessness. I will not let you blame me for the massacre you seem determined to enact.” He swallows. “I surrender. We will stand down.”

      The fighters holding Richard look at one another. The President gestures sharply to them. “Let him go.” His voice is thick as he struggles to get the words out.

      My father shrugs off the hands pinning him down and stands. He flashes me a smile, but I cannot return it. I have an overwhelming urge to vomit.

      Your father has just killed twenty Outsiders.

      How many more would he have been willing to sacrifice?

      But it worked, I remind myself. It’s over. They’ve surrendered. It was all for the greater good.

      Around the room, there’s a clatter of guns being dropped to the floor. The Chain’s fighters – those still standing – marshal the remainder of the government’s army into an open area in the centre of the room, removing the helmets of the suited officers. I shake myself loose from the hands holding me. The officers don’t seem to know what to do.

      The President stands, stiff as a statue, until my father grabs his shoulder and shoves him forward. The man who has caused so much hardship and grief in this city, a man I have feared for years, looks lost as my father pushes him across the room. My father was right. Now that he is faced with his own failure, perhaps his own death, he is pitiful and weak.

      “Did we win?”

      I turn to see Rogue approaching, Anders and Danny just a few paces behind him. Danny drags one leg, his face pale and taut as he leans on his friend for support.

      “I think so,” I reply. The truth is, I’m not sure. If it is over – if we have won the battle and the Chain finally has control of the city – it feels rather anti-climactic. “You okay?”

      “Never bloody better,” Danny wheezes. He looks around. “Reckon I’ve earned a slot in that miracle pod, though. Damn giant sat on my leg.”

      “What’s happened to the others? Are they …” My throat constricts.

      “There are two of yours in that corner. They’re pretty badly injured, but Mika should be able to save them.”

      I turn to see Anabel. Her face is bruised and bloody, and one arm hangs limply by her side. She gives me a small smile and holds out her other hand. “Thanks for not dying.”

      I shake, then release her hand. She pulls a brightly coloured tube from a belt pocket and hands it to me.

      “Looks like you could do with this.” She inclines her head to Rogue, Anders and Danny, then makes her way over to my father.

      I squeeze the sickly energy gel into my mouth. The sugar hits my system almost instantly, sharpening my mind. I unfreeze my feet from the floor and, after sending Rogue to account for the rest of my Phoenixes, follow Anabel over to the centre of the room. Before I can get there, a pair of double doors to my right swings open and Mika strides into the room, a hover stretcher by her side. A young man follows her with a second stretcher.

      I rush forward and grab her arm. “I’ve got two badly injured over here.”

      Mika glances around in surprise. “Aleesha? Are you all right?” She takes in the blood on my face and clothes.

      “I’m fine. But they need your help.”

      She nods. “I need to do a quick triage, but I’ll get to them as soon as I can.”

      I let her go, feeling helpless that I can’t do more to help my people. I’m about to head over to Rogue and see what state the rest of my team is in when a shot rings out.

      I jump, my hand automatically reaching for the gun at my waist before I remember I’m out of ammo. I peek out from behind the row of pillars blocking my view and catch a glimpse of my father. Relief rushes through me.

      The President stands off to one side, two of the Chain’s fighters holding his arms, another standing behind. But the fight has gone out of him. He stares at my father, a blank expression on his face.

      My father stands in front of the government fighters, who are all on their knees, forming two parallel lines.

      The body of a woman sprawls on the floor in front of him, a pool of blood spreading from her head. The man kneeling next to her looks up at my father, his face pleading.

      “Please, we surrendered. Please don’t—”

      My father raises his gun and fires.

      I start and stare in horror as the man topples to the floor, blood spilling from the hole on his forehead.

      So much blood for such a little hole.

      I squeeze my eyes shut and turn away, but the image of his wound sears the back of my eyelids. It’s not his face I see, though. It’s hers. Mama. A flash of pain accompanies the memory, followed by a dull ache and emptiness in my heart.

      Will I ever be able to think of her without picturing her like that?

      I force myself to breathe, though my throat is so dry and constricted I barely suck in any air. When I dare to open my eyes and look back at them, Anabel is staring at me, a curious expression on her face. My father is not.

      He moves on to the next person in line and raises his gun.

      “Stop!”

      Anders pushes past me and strides over to my father. The floor is slick with blood. The copper tang of it fills the room, along with the stench of urine. The government fighters look terrified, and I don’t blame them. Covered in blood and dirt, my father is a monster of war.

      “Stop,” Anders repeats, raising his hands as he inserts himself between my father and the next man in line. He’s shorter than my father, but stockier. My breath freezes in my throat, wondering if he’s going to fight him. Against my father, he can’t possibly win. “They surrendered, which makes them prisoners of war. They do not deserve to die.”

      I wonder how many of the men and women lined up are Metz officers. People Anders had grown up with, trained with, fought with. The closest thing he had to a family before he joined my gang.

      “I doubt you gave any of the people you arrested the same courtesy, officer.” My father’s voice carries a trace of irritation, nothing more.

      Anders doesn’t flinch. “You have a choice. I did not.”

      “Exactly. I have a choice.”

      “And you choose to kill them? In cold blood?” Anders’ voice is tinged with disbelief.

      I try to find my voice, to add my protest to his, but it’s as if my vocal cords have been severed. I open my mouth, but no words come out. I try to move, but my feet are frozen in place. I have seen many horrors in my years on the street, but only once before have I seen this kind of mindless killing. The day Lily died.

      They lined them up and shot them. As if they were animals, not people.

      “You care about them that much? Fine. You can join them.” My father raises his gun and places the barrel against Anders’ chest.

      “No!” I lunge forward, but strong hands grab my arms and pull them behind my back in a vice-like grip. I hadn’t even noticed one of my father’s men come up behind me.

      But I’m not the only one who’s jumped to Anders’ defence.

      Danny emerges from behind the dark bulk of a set of Metz armour. He leans against the pillar for support, but his grip on the gun is firm and steady. “You shoot ’im, I shoot you.”

      Do something, Aleesha!

      I try to tug my arms free, but my brain is still too busy absorbing the horror of the situation to think clearly.

      Loud footsteps cut through my daze. Rogue crosses the room to stand next to Anders, and somehow, that small gesture, along with the realization that I might lose more of my friends to this madness, pierces through the fog in my mind.

      My legs come to life. My voice returns.

      “Let go of me,” I snarl, scraping the heel of my boot down my captor’s shin.

      He grunts and relaxes his grip. I jab him in the stomach and yank my arms free. As I run across to where my father and Anders stare at each other, Anabel moves away from my father’s side to stop the guard from following me.

      My foot skids on a pool of blood and I nearly go down, but I throw my hand out and grab onto the nearest thing, which happens to be my father.

      He barely moves as I drag myself upright.

      His eyes have always been a cold shade of blue, but as I look into them now, I wonder how I ever saw any warmth in them at all. His face is a mask, as blank as any Metz officer.

      Power can raise people up, but it can also corrupt. There has always been something dark, something dangerous inside Ricus. I thought I could change him. I was wrong.

      I swallow down my fear. Perhaps the President couldn’t change him, but I am his daughter.

      “Stop,” I tell him, placing my hand on his chest. A rush of dèjá vu washes over me. For a second, it’s not my father I’m staring up at, but Rogue in his Metz uniform, before I knew he wasn’t a monster. “Stop.”

      Slowly, he lowers his gun.

      Relief floods through me. “You don’t need to kill them,” I say in a low voice. “There are plenty of cells to put them in.”

      For a moment, I think he will relent, but his face morphs into an expression of such anger that I take an involuntary step backward, bumping into Rogue.

      “You’re questioning my decision?” His voice is dangerously low.

      I swallow again, feeling my courage wilt. “No … I mean, yes. Please, don’t shoot them.” I sound like a little girl begging for a toy.

      “Do the right thing, Ricus,” the President calls. “Prove to her that you’ve changed.”

      There’s a long pause.

      Then he steps back and jerks his head at a tall man standing beside Anabel. “Take them to the cells.” His gaze drifts across Rogue, Anders and Danny, then settles on the President. “All except him.”

      “But my friends—” I begin.

      He whirls around. “Do not test my patience, daughter,” he hisses. “And if you ever, ever question my decisions in front of my people again, you will live to regret it.”

      A shiver runs through me as he turns away. He mutters something into his comm, then beckons Anabel over.

      “I’ll get you out,” I whisper to Rogue as he’s led past me. “Just do what they say until then.”

      A muscle twitches at the corner of his eye, but he gives a small nod.

      We have won the war. London is ours. But as I watch my friends get led away, I can’t help feeling that this is a hollow victory.
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      “He’s on his way up.” Katya looks across the room to where Bryn leans against the wall next to me. “Are you going to tell me what this is all about?”

      “When Richard gets here,” Bryn replies.

      I’m not sure what his plan is. Confront Richard with the truth, then what?

      The silence drags out as we wait. All Katya has told us is that the Chain has won and the President has ordered his forces to surrender. The large screens lining the control room play camera feeds from around the city. Outside the Metz compound, government fighters mill around uncertainly. Residents of a nearby apartment block peer cautiously through their windows, no doubt wondering when it will be safe to emerge. One screen shows the gap in the Wall, a giant pod crushed into the ground in front of it. My stomach twists at the number of bodies surrounding it.

      I should feel elated. London is free. This is what I wanted, what I risked my life for. But having seen the footage of the other cities the Chain has “freed”, it feels like perhaps winning this battle is only the start of the war.

      “Is Aleesha all right?”

      Katya eyes me coolly. “Despite Richard’s best efforts to keep her away from the fighting, it seems your girlfriend has a death wish. But yes, she’s alive.”

      Footsteps sound in the corridor. A moment later, Richard enters, followed by two guards dragging the President between them. Aleesha brings up the rear. She looks exhausted. Blood is smeared across one cheek, and a half-torn dressing hangs from her arm. But she’s still able to offer me a small smile that makes my heart flutter.

      Richard dismisses the guards and gestures to Katya, who crosses the room and wraps her arm around the President’s neck, jerking him backward. She presses a gun to his temple and whispers something into his ear.

      Richard turns to Bryn. “What are you doing here? Your job was to take over the factory. Have you failed?”

      “No. We took over the factory. But I heard your request for backup over the comm. Figured you might need an extra pair of hands.”

      Richard raises an eyebrow. “So you left the factory in the hands of the Brotherhood? What about Coleman?”

      “Coleman’s dead. I left Liza in charge. The Brotherhood won’t cause any problems.”

      Richard seems to accept the lie. “Good. So, what did you want to talk about?”

      “We found this on Coleman’s holo pad.” Bryn activates the holocube, and an image of Coleman’s office fills the air. A few seconds later, Richard enters the office and extends his hand to shake Coleman’s.

      Aleesha’s breath hisses through her teeth, but she stays silent until the holo reel has played. Then she turns to Richard. “You made a deal with him?”

      He looks nonplussed. “I had to. We needed certain information he had in order to take down the government.”

      “But those things you promised him … About raising food prices, the mo-nopo-ly …” She stumbles over the unfamiliar word. “Outsiders can’t afford that.”

      “Which is why I told Bryn to kill him. Coleman was just a pawn in the game.”

      “Like the people of Area Four you just murdered?” Aleesha’s hand twitches. Her knuckles are white on the knife she holds in her hand. “Like my friends?”

      Richard’s face darkens. “Whatever gives you that idea?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. How about the fact you sent no backup to help us when we were trapped against the Wall?”

      “You weren’t trapped. You could have escaped at any time.”

      “But my team couldn’t!” Her eyes narrow, voice turning even more scathing. “You thought I’d leave them, didn’t you?”

      It’s the first time I’ve seen Richard taken aback. But he quickly recovers. “You’re a survivor, Aleesha, and that’s what a survivor would do.” He pauses, then adds, “I’m sorry.”

      His apology melts into the air. Aleesha’s jaw clenches, and I realize that Richard has underestimated her. He thought she would be like him – willing to sacrifice the lives of others for the greater good. But Aleesha would sacrifice herself rather than see her friends suffer, and she would never betray their trust in her.

      I reach into my pocket and finger the holocube Bryn had given me. I know if Aleesha sees the footage it contains, she may never reconcile with her father. Is it right for me to destroy her dream of having a family?

      But can she ever be happy with him as a father?

      Bryn meets my gaze and gives a slight shake of his head.

      “Now, if I’ve answered all your questions, we have work to do.” Richard spreads his hands in a gesture of supplication. “A city to free.”

      “And what do you plan to do once you’ve freed the city, Richard?” Bryn squeezes the holocube, and the image disappears. I wait for him to bring up the footage from the other cities, but he keeps his hand closed tightly around the data cube.

      Richard’s eyes narrow. “That doesn’t concern you, Bryn. Your role ends once the government forces surrender. Which, I’m pleased to say, they have done.”

      The President utters a grunt but falls silent as Katya digs the barrel of her gun into his head.

      Richard walks over to Bryn and clasps his shoulder. “You’ve done a good job, Bryn. London is free, in no small part due to you. You’ve earned retirement time and time again. Now’s the time to take it. Take Abby off to France or Scandinavia and give her the life she’s been waiting for.”

      He offers a small smile. Bryn does not return it but looks down at the holocube and turns it over in his hands, as if debating whether to reveal its secrets or let them lie hidden. My breath catches in my throat. I squeeze the holocube in my pocket, wishing our roles were reversed and I had the cube with the details of the cities, Bryn having this one. He had handed it to me so casually I’d assumed he just wanted to split them up in case one of us didn’t make it. Now I wonder if perhaps his decision hadn’t been quite as random as he made out. If he made sure each of us held the truth we would be reluctant to reveal to force us to be certain of our decision.

      If Bryn reveals what is on his holocube, reveals that he knows about Damascus and what Richard has done to the other cities, he will have no choice but to stand against him. It would be so much easier for Bryn to stay silent and accept Richard’s peace offering. I know how much he longs to take Abby away from her cramped house and tiny garden. How much he wants the three of us to be a family.

      I want to speak out, to tell him that he must reveal this truth, that we can’t let London turn into another Paris or Milan, but I stay silent. This is Bryn’s decision. I don’t have the right to take that from him.

      “Good man.” Richard squeezes Bryn’s shoulder, then turns and walks over to face the President.

      “Wait.”

      For a moment, I don’t think Richard hears Bryn. He reaches out to remove the comm bud from the President’s ear.

      “Why didn’t you tell me the truth about Damascus?”

      Richard’s hands freeze. Then, as if Bryn had asked about yesterday’s weather, he carries on. “I don’t know what you mean. What’s going on in Damascus?”

      “Not what is going on. What did go on. Eight years ago. You told me that rebel forces attacked the city, dropping bombs on civilians.”

      “And they did.” Richard turns, frowning. “I know what happened that night, Bryn. I know Daniel died, but why bring this up now?”

      “There were only a few bombs dropped that night. One of them hit the apartment block they lived in. The one I’d bought for them weeks earlier.” Bryn works his jaw. “I thought it was just bad luck.”

      “It was bad luck.” Richard steps forward and reaches out an arm, as if to comfort him. “I just wish—”

      “No!” Bryn lashes out, knocking Richard’s arm aside. A flash of anger crosses Richard’s face, almost too quick for me to catch. “No, it wasn’t bad luck,” Bryn adds quietly.

      Aleesha sidles over to me. “What’s going on?” she whispers.

      “You’ll see,” I reply. “Where’s everyone else?”

      Her jaw tightens. “Taken prisoner.”

      I want to ask her more, but at that moment, Bryn activates his holocube.

      The city of Damascus sprawls in front of us. Bryn fast-forwards to the moment before the apartment block explodes, then pauses the footage. He points to the pod hovering in the air.

      “That is not a rebel pod,” he spits. “There are no rebel pods. This attack on the city was for one reason, and one reason only.” Anger chokes his voice. “To kill my family.”

      Beside me, Aleesha stiffens and sucks in a breath, her eyes locked on the pod markings. The same markings that were on the medic pod that had healed her after the fight with Primo. The same as the pods that had flown over our city to take down our government. The markings of the Chain.

      “Calm down, Bryn. Why would I want to kill your family?” Richard’s voice is calm, but his scar twitches, betraying him.

      I look across the room at Katya, wondering what she’s thinking, if she played any part in the operation. She observes the events unfolding in front of her like a cat, her face expressionless. How far, I wonder, does her loyalty to Richard go?

      “You didn’t want me to retire,” Bryn says flatly. “You said you needed me. And you always get what you want, don’t you?”

      “What happened in Damascus was an accident. I’ve given you everything, Bryn. Purpose, drive, money, power. And now you accuse me of this?”

      Tension fills the air, like a fuel can just waiting for a spark to ignite it.

      Bryn shakes his head. “I trusted you. Thought I was helping to do some good in the world.”

      “You have done good in the world. How many cities have you been instrumental in freeing, Bryn? Seven? Eight? Millions of people who are better off because of what we did for them.”

      “Are they really better off? What happened in those cities after we left, Richard?”

      Katya shifts, her eyes narrowing.

      Bryn starts the holo at the beginning. We watch Damascus burn, Paris starve and the resistance in Milan get executed.

      Aleesha watches in silence. When the reel finishes, she turns horrified eyes to her father. “What was that? Those cities …”

      “They’re the cities the Chain ‘freed’.” I look straight at Richard. “The cities where life is supposed to be better.”

      Aleesha’s gaze flicks to the President.

      “Now you see what I was trying to protect our country from.” His words are choked off as Katya tightens her arm around his neck.

      Aleesha’s eyes darken. “Don’t pretend you’re better than him. This is no worse than what happens in this city every single day.”

      The President doesn’t flinch. “I never said I was perfect.”

      “You’re about as far from perfect as it’s possible to be.” Aleesha turns to her father, her voice softening. “Is this true? Are these the cities you told me about?” A trace of bitterness hardens her words. “The places where people have enough to eat, where they can speak freely?”

      “These images are a point in time. Taken out of context, they mean nothing.” Richard takes a step toward her. “Nothing changes overnight. You must see that.”

      His argument is persuasive, his tone of voice even more so. These are just snapshots. Snapshots Coleman wanted us to see to turn us against Richard. But even if that is true, it doesn’t change the person he is.

      “So what happens to London now we’ve won?”

      Aleesha’s words echo my own thoughts. I hold my breath, waiting for Richard’s answer.

      “Well, that depends on you.”

      Aleesha looks confused. “What do you mean?”

      Richard closes the distance between them and takes her hand. “My work has always been my passion, and it’s led me from city to city. I’ve always been a wandering nomad. I know I talked about taking you with me, away from London …” He hesitates. “But you’ve made it clear that this is your home. If that’s the case, well, perhaps it’s time for me to settle down and make a home, too.”

      Aleesha’s brow furrows. Her hand sits limply in her father’s, but she makes no effort to pull away. “I don’t understand.”

      “In every other city, we’ve set up a new government with an appropriate leader. Then we move on to the next city that needs our help. But all of them, everything I’ve done over the past nineteen years, has led up to this. Freeing London.” His gaze flicks momentarily to the President before returning to Aleesha. “If we settle here, I will take over as President of Britannia.”

      I look at Bryn, who’s frowning. I don’t know Richard well, but from what I do know, he’s impetuous. He likes the thrill of conquering, not the mundane routine of democracy. I can’t see any situation in which him being President ends well for the people of London.

      Aleesha looks down at the floor, then up at her father. “Why don’t you let the people decide who they want in charge?”

      “Because they voted for Tobias.” He drops Aleesha’s hand and throws his arms wide. “People voting caused this problem in the first place.”

      “Not everyone voted for him. Outsiders weren’t allowed to vote. If you put yourself in control, you’re no better than him.” She jabs a finger at the President, her voice growing stronger. “Let us decide who we want to lead. Give us the power you promised.”

      Richard stares down at his daughter, but Aleesha doesn’t waver, and for once, he is the first to look away.

      Across the room, the President stirs. “She’s right, Ricus. Can’t you set your pride aside and give people a choice? Can’t you admit that you might not be the right type of leader for our country?”

      With a growl, Richard closes the distance between them. He grips the front of the President’s suit and drags him out of Katya’s grasp, tossing him to the floor in the centre of the room. His display of strength is unnerving.

      “I would be a better leader than you, Tobias.”

      “Would you?” the President says mildly as he gets to his feet. “You always knew how to destroy, Ricus, but you never learned to build. That is why I have worked so hard all these years to keep you away. I knew you would break this country, tear this city down like you have so many others. I could not allow that.”

      “It’s easy to criticize, isn’t it? But what have you achieved? We had a dream, you and I, and it was not this.” My father gestures at the screens around us. “It was not this.”

      The President’s face sags. “We were young, naïve. It is easy to have dreams when you are ignorant of the realities of politics.”

      Richard spits, the globule of saliva landing on the President’s scuffed boot. “That is what I think of politics.”

      The President doesn’t flinch. “You can’t just charge your way around the world, taking what you want. For years, the leaders of other nations have ignored your exploits in Europa. It suited them. European countries were so busy fighting you and each other that the rest of the world could focus on building their own empires. But now, Ricus, their eyes are on you. There’s a big bounty on your head.”

      “So that was your ploy? Hand me over to the Chinese? Pack me off to South Africa?”

      “No.” The President sighs heavily. “I did not want to bring more war down on these streets. And you were my friend … once. So I ask this, as the man who was your friend all those years ago. Leave London. Take all your wealth and hide away somewhere where you’ll never be found. Live out your days in peace and let the cities you’ve destroyed rebuild themselves without you.”

      “I made a promise to my parents on the day I learned of their deaths that I would never stop fighting to free people from the tyranny of oppression. That I would never rest until every man was equal.”

      “There can never be true equality. Who makes the tough decisions when everyone is equal? Besides, you haven’t freed anyone. There is still poverty, still injustice. Much of it at your hand. Your legacy is one of destruction, and it’s about time you faced up to it.”

      The President swallows and looks Richard straight in the eye. “We had some grand dreams, Ricus, but they died a long time ago. They died when you decided that violence was the only route to power. When you sacrificed our friends to save yourself.”

      A dark look clouds Richard’s face. I glance at Aleesha, unsure what they’re referring to, but she’s focused on the battle of wills unfolding in front of us. I reach into my pocket and finger the small holocube. Is it time?

      “I was not the one who got them killed. You betrayed me. You betrayed us all, just so you could get your nice government job.”

      The President shakes his head. “No, I didn’t.”

      “Liar.”

      “It wasn’t me. What you were trying to achieve was wrong. It would have killed countless people. I should have reported you, but I couldn’t do it.” He looks away.

      Richard snorts. “Well, if you didn’t tip off the Metz, who did?”

      The President turns back, and the two men stare at each other. Something flickers in Richard’s eyes and his jaw stiffens.

      “No.”

      “Yes.”

      “She would never have betrayed me.”

      “She always did what she thought was right. You never gave her enough credit for that, Ricus.”

      Their voices are calm, but there’s a deep undercurrent of tension beneath their words. A dark vortex of broken promises and unfinished business that’s lain dormant for years and is only now beginning to surface.

      I’m not sure I want to be around when it explodes.

      “Did you ever wonder why she didn’t leave with you that day? She was scared of you – scared of the person you were becoming.”

      Richard takes a step forward. He looms over the President, bigger and stronger by far. But the President stands his ground.

      “She loved me,” Richard growls.

      He raises an eyebrow. “Did she?”

      I exchange a glance with Bryn. I’m not sure why Richard is even having this conversation. Why he hasn’t just killed the man. It’s like he’s an itch he has to scratch, even if it makes his skin bleed.

      “Stop!” Aleesha’s voice cuts through the thickness in the air. Both men turn to look at her. Her face is pale. “I want to know the truth.”

      She looks at the President. “You told me my father was to blame for my mother’s death.” Her gaze travels to Richard. “And you told me he was to blame. Neither of you were lying, but you weren’t telling the full truth, either. So which of you will be man enough to tell me what really happened that day?”

      For a moment, there is silence. A weight settles on my heart as I pull the holocube from my pocket and step forward.

      It is time.

      “I can show you the truth, Aleesha. We found a recording in Coleman’s files. I don’t know how, but it’s different than the one we saw in the Metz compound. It’s, well … It’s best that you see for yourself.”
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      The lights in the room refract off the holocube in Trey’s hand, sending rainbows dancing across the ceiling. He rubs his thumb across it, and a holo of Rose Square fills the room.

      Dread seeps through my veins.

      “No,” I whisper. I find his eyes. “Please, Trey. I’ve already seen this.”

      But his face is hard, his voice as cold as my father’s. “You haven’t seen this. You haven’t seen the truth.”

      The footage plays. It is not as immersive as the holo projection we’d accessed from the Metz files. We are observers, not part of the scene. But the knot in my stomach still tightens.

      The square is empty, the market traders having abandoned their stalls. I can’t see the Metz officers, but I know they’re there. Waiting for the man she believed she was meeting. My father.

      The image rotates around the monument at one end of the square. A man sits on the steps, his face turned away from the camera, fingers tapping his knee in agitation. My heart skips a beat. In the footage we’d seen in the Metz compound, my mother had run into an empty square.

      I don’t have time to think this through because then she is there, running down the street. This, at least, is the same. Her hair flying behind her, a huge smile lights up her face. She smiles at him – the man on the steps. He stands and walks toward her, his hands outstretched as the camera turns to focus on his face.

      It’s not my father.

      It’s the President.

      Time stands still as the two of them stand there, looking at each other.

      “Tobias, I …”

      He closes the distance and takes her hands. “Maria, you came.”  He’s hesitant, the confidence and arrogance of the man he became not yet tainting this younger version. His hair is naturally dark, not dyed, face smooth and unlined. His eyes shine as he looks at my mother, a soft smile spreading across his lips. “I never stopped looking for you, you know.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t know what you would do. Whether you were still … my friend.”

      My heart pounds at the sound of her voice. A tear leaks from the corner of my eye, and I taste salt on my lips.

      “I would be more than your friend if you’d let me, Maria.”

      My mother swallows and looks down. “For everything that happened, for how we … I treated you, I’m sorry.”

      “Ricus never deserved you.” His voice hardens, but he catches himself and shakes his head slightly. “But the past is in the past.”

      “He’s here. In London.” Her words are barely audible.

      He stiffens. “Ricus? Here?”

      My mother nods. “I’m scared, Tobias. If he finds me …” She grips his hands. “There’s something I need to tell you. The reason I’ve stayed hidden all these years. I—”

      There’s a loud crack, and Tobias lurches forward, as if some invisible fist has punched him in the back.

      My mother frowns. “Tobias?”

      His face twisted in pain, he spins around, pushing my mother behind him. A dark stain blossoms on his shoulder. A second shot sounds, kicking up dust from the ground next to them. A flicker of movement on one of the buildings catches my eye, but it’s gone before I can make sense of it.

      Then the square erupts into chaos. Metz officers spring from their hiding places, flooding the area in a sea of black. My mother and Tobias are pulled apart. He calls her name, but the sound is lost in the trampling of feet as he’s dragged across the square, fighting the officers holding him. My mother disappears behind a wall of black uniforms. Some of the Metz turn their weapons to the rooftops. But the figure who fired the shots is gone.

      “Stop! Rewind the footage.” My voice sounds raw. “There. Stop.” The moment before the President is shot, I point to a blip in the skyline. A small bump on a featureless parapet. “Zoom in.”

      The image blurs as it zooms in, then clears, the features rendered in perfect clarity. Dark hair, blue eyes, a tiny, curved scar by his left eye. A rifle rests on the parapet in front of him.

      I squeeze my eyes shut. “No.”

      “Aleesha, I can explain.”

      I shake my head. I don’t want my father’s excuses, his lies. Why hadn’t the President told me this? Told me the truth?

      Because you didn’t want to listen.

      My eyes snap open at the sound of footsteps. My father stretches out a hand, but I stumble back. A flash of anger crosses his eyes. Have they always been that hard?

      “Aleesha, please …”

      “You tried to kill her.”

      My father snorts. “I’m not that bad a shot. I would never have killed her.”

      “Me, on the other hand …” the President says icily.

      “I should have killed you, Tobias,” he spits. “It would have saved a lot of trouble.”

      My mind’s in turmoil, still trying to make sense of what I’ve seen. “You knew she was meeting him?”

      He nods. “I was searching for her. I didn’t have anyone in London then. At least no one I could trust. On the fourth day of my search, I got my first proper lead. A street kid claimed to know a woman matching Maria’s description. Said he was on his way to give her a message.”

      He falls silent.

      “The message he sent her?”

      “Yes.” His voice carries a trace of bitterness. “If I’d been thinking straight, I’d have smashed the holo pad to smithereens, but I was so shocked to see Tobias’s name on the message and his declaration of love that the kid ran off before I could do anything. I didn’t even have time to ask him for Maria’s address.”

      “So you came after me instead,” the President sneers.

      My father rounds on him. “And found Rose Square surrounded by Metz officers. I could see it was a trap, but I was too late to stop her running into it. Then I saw you, sitting there, the bait in the trap you had set for her.”

      The two men stare at each other across the room.

      Finally, the President breaks away and looks down at the floor. “I had nothing to do with the trap. I didn’t even know the Metz were there.”

      “Didn’t know? How could you not have known? There were dozens of them.”

      “I swear. I didn’t know.” He glances up at me. “I’d never really been Outside. I didn’t know Metz patrols rarely ventured into that part of the city or that the square being empty was a sign something was wrong. I was just so focused on the fact that I’d finally found her.”

      I swallow and find my voice. “Why were you there? What did you want with her?”

      “When Ricus left London years earlier, Maria disappeared. I assumed she had gone with him. I got a job in the Foreign Office, the only government department permitted to study what was happening in the world outside Britannia. Every day after work, I searched the foreign news bulletins for signs that they were alive. In time, I began to catch glimpses of what Ricus was up to, but I never saw any sign of Maria. Then one day, I was watching some footage from the cameras here and saw her face in the crowd. It took me another year to find her.” He smiles softly. “Your mother was good at staying hidden, but eventually, I tracked her down.”

      He pauses. I shift uncomfortably under his gaze, though there’s no cruelty in it. He looks as if he’s telling the truth. But I’m not sure if anyone is telling the truth anymore.

      “The first time I saw her, she was out shopping. I had to grab her to stop her running away. She fought like a cat to get out of my grip. I think she believed I was there to capture her.” He shakes his head. “But when she saw I was alone, what I’d risked as an Insider coming out to Area Four, she stopped to listen to me.”

      “What did you want with her?” I repeat.

      “I wanted to offer her a better life,” he says, meeting my gaze levelly. “I wanted her to be my wife.”

      Can this be the truth I’ve waited for all these years? The person my mother was so excited about meeting that day wasn’t my father but the man who would later become my greatest enemy. The man who tried to kill me again and again.

      Except he didn’t kill you, did he? He chose to lock you in a cupboard in the government headquarters rather than handing you over to the Metz. He gave an order that you weren’t to be experimented on in the lab. He delayed your execution, giving your father time to intervene.

      But whether or not he wanted to kill me, he has no excuse for the thousands of Outsiders who have died under his rule. Whatever he says, he is still my enemy.

      My father’s hand lunges out and grabs the President’s suit. “She would never have married you. She never loved you.”

      The President fights to free himself, but he has neither the size nor strength to match my father.

      I clear my throat, and they both look at me. “Did she mention me?”

      The President shakes his head. “She said she needed two chips. I assumed the second was for a friend. She assured me she had no lover. It never crossed my mind that it was for a child. I promised her I would find a way. It took me three weeks and a hefty bribe before I managed to get everything in place.”

      When she’d received the message that day, my mother had smiled and swung me up into the air.

      It’s all going to be okay. Everything will be okay.

      Was her happiness just about securing a future for me, or was there more to it than that? Had she loved Tobias?

      None of us will ever know.

      “I had no idea Andrew Goldsmith knew Ricus was in London and had connected him to Maria. The trap in Rose Square was a trap for him. The Metz officers didn’t expect me to be there, but once I was shot, they acted against the threat to my life.”

      My mind is a whirlwind. “So if he hadn’t shot you, she would have lived?”

      “I believe so,” the President says. “At the very least, I believe I could have persuaded them to take her in for questioning rather than executing her. Then I could have found out what was going on and intervened.”

      My father lets out a hoarse laugh and releases his grip on the President. “Don’t lay this blame at my feet, Tobias. You are as guilty as me or anyone else.”

      “Perhaps.” The President steps backward and straightens his suit. “But at least I accept my share of the blame. And the guilt.”

      “You ordered them to edit the record of what happened so you wouldn’t be implicated?”

      Trey’s voice makes me start. I’d almost forgotten there were others in the room.

      “The footage was doctored, but not at my request. I was something of a rising star in the government. There were people who didn’t want my future to be ruined because of a young fool’s romantic mistakes. I don’t know where Coleman found a copy of the original.”

      “But Mrs Grady told me what she saw that day,” I say, still not quite able to believe the evidence in front of my eyes. “Why wouldn’t she have mentioned you?”

      The President shrugs. “She was probably threatened that if she told anyone, her or her family’s life would be at risk.”

      That much makes sense.

      I remember the scar on the President’s shoulder and the words he’d said to me.

      Do you really think I am the one in control of this city?

      “Coleman blackmailed you?”

      “He didn’t need that footage to hold me hostage, but yes, I knew he had it.” He sighs. “Coleman and Hendricks control the city’s food supply. Even the head of the government food factory was under their thumb. I couldn’t let the people starve, but I had little to counter with. The only thing that could have tempered their power was opening up the borders and exposing ourselves to the world. But that risked exposing us to the Chain. And I felt they were the greater threat.”

      “You kept the scar,” I say in a whisper. “All these years, you kept it.”

      His eyes are heavy with grief. “It was all I had to remember her by.”

      I did not cause Maria’s death. But I have lived with the guilt of it for the past twelve years.

      There are so many people I could blame for my mother’s death. My father, for having been in London in the first place and catching the government’s attention. The President, for being stupid enough to let his message get intercepted and not seeing the danger he was drawing her into. Andrew Goldsmith, for not having been more certain they were after the right person. Primo, for firing the shot that ended her life.

      But the truth is, it was all just a big mess.

      I feel no anger or hatred in my chest at what I’ve seen. Just sadness. Sadness for me, sadness for two men who both lost the woman they loved. But despite his grief and guilt, I cannot forgive the President for what he has done to the people of this city.

      Slowly, I walk over to my father, who’s staring at the floor. “Why didn’t you tell me?” When he doesn’t answer, I raise my voice. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      My father drags his eyes up to meet mine. The shield that has always protected his inner thoughts is gone, and I can see the darkness and turmoil he holds inside, hides so deeply that few are aware it even exists. Perhaps no one, until now.

      “Because I didn’t want to lose you,” he says quietly.

      It is the first time I know, without a shadow of a doubt, that he is telling me the truth.

      Through the thin fabric of my top, I finger the points of the amulet hanging around my neck. The amulet a woman gave to her son, knowing she may never see him again. The amulet a man gave to the woman he loved. The amulet a woman gave to her young daughter on the morning of her death.

      I had thought she’d given me the amulet to lead me to my father. Perhaps I was wrong. Perhaps she hadn’t wanted me to find him, but had wanted to protect me from him, from the man he had become.

      I replay the footage of the other cities in my head, see the grief and betrayal on Bryn’s face as he accused Richard of killing his lover and son. What would such a man do to my city, to the people I love?

      You always get what you want.

      “I’m sorry, Aleesha.” He takes my hand. “I’ve made mistakes. Who hasn’t? But I’ll make it up to you. I swear. I’ll give you anything you want.”

      I remember staring out at the Wall, night after night, dreaming of the day my father would find me and spirit me away to that magical place Inside, where I would have all the food I could eat, new clothes to wear, real friends. Bursting that bubble is the hardest thing I have ever had to do, but my father is not the right man to lead this country. I didn’t need the footage of those faraway cities to convince me of that.

      I thought I loved my father. But I realize now that what I feel is not love for the person he is, but for the person I want him to be. However hard I try to convince myself he is that person, I know, deep down, that he is not.

      “Anything?” I wait for his nod. “Then leave London and never return.”

      For once, my father is at a loss for words. “I … I don’t understand.”

      “I want you to take your people and leave London. I want you to swear, for my sake, that you will never return.”

      His confusion quickly changes to disbelief. “You would leave him in charge? After everything he’s done?”

      “No.” I turn to the President, who’s looking at me curiously. “You’ve done enough damage, killed enough people. You will step down. There will be an election – a real election in which anyone can stand, and everyone, Insider and Outsider, can vote for a new leader and government.”

      I take a step back so I can look at both of them. “I don’t care what role either of you played in my mother’s death. She didn’t live in hate. She lived for love. If this whole thing has been about revenge, it needs to end today, before you both end up with more blood on your hands.”

      In the long silence that follows, I catch Katya staring at me, a thoughtful expression on her face. When I meet her gaze, she looks away, no doubt waiting for her leader’s response. I turn my focus back to the men in front of me. Will either of them be willing to set aside their pride?

      “For her sake,” I whisper, “let it go.”

      Finally, the President lets out a heavy sigh. “Perhaps she is right, Ricus. Neither of us managed to create the government we dreamed of. Maybe it is someone else’s turn to try.”

      My father stares at him. “You would step down?”

      The President meets his gaze. “Yes.”

      There’s a long pause, then my father turns to me. “Then I will leave.”

      I feel a pang that he doesn’t even try to persuade me to go with him, but that is overwhelmed by the relief I feel.

      “I’m sorry it had to end this way.” The President holds his hand out to my father.

      My father stares down at it, then slowly shakes his head. “I’m sorry, too.” His voice is unexpectedly gruff. He opens his arms wide.

      After a slight hesitation, the President steps forward, and the two men embrace awkwardly.

      I frown, taken aback by the suddenness of their making up.

      Unease stirs in my stomach and I lift my knife. Something is not quite right.

      The President tries to pull back, but my father’s arm is tight on his old friend’s back. He stiffens and lets out a small grunt. When my father finally releases him, the President stares at him, eyes wide. He holds one hand in the air, as if waiting to continue the hug. The other is on his stomach.

      Blood leaks from between his fingers.

      “You were never strong enough to do what needed to be done, Tobias,” my father says. “That was always your greatest fault.”

      The President’s eyes bulge as he staggers back and falls to his knees, both hands clutching his stomach as if by doing so, he can keep his blood in his body. My father leans over and wipes the thin blade of his knife on the man’s sleeve before straightening and sliding it back into a hidden pocket.

      I turn to meet Trey’s horrified gaze. He starts forward, but I hold out a hand to stop him and shake my head. Perhaps a medic could save him, if it got here fast. But I suspect not. And while I can’t feel sympathy for the man who has destroyed the lives of so many, I do feel a strange sense of sadness. Sadness that even now, at the end, my father had to win. He couldn’t just let the past die.

      “Ricus …” the President wheezes. He reaches inside his jacket with a bloody, shaky hand. His eyes meet mine. “I never stopped loving her.”

      I nod, though my mouth is too dry to speak.

      He pulls something out and fumbles with it, his fingers slippery with blood. “I’m sorry, Aleesha …” The President’s eyes flicker. “It’s for … the greater good.”

      The object in his hands jerks open, and a metal ball rolls across the floor.

      I should have known he would have one final trick up his sleeve.

      The ball comes to rest between my father and me. Our eyes meet.

      “Run,” he whispers.

      But my feet seem frozen to the floor. Perhaps he’s fast enough to make it out of the room before the grenade explodes.

      But the rest of us won’t.
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      I barely catch a glimpse of the silver ball rolling across the floor before Bryn pushes past me. For a second, I think he’s going to throw himself at Richard, but Richard is already halfway to the door, dragging Aleesha with him. A tiny, red light on the silver ball blinks once, twice. Everyone in the room holds their breath.

      Everyone except Bryn.

      There’s a click, and I fall to the floor, shielding my face with my arm. But the room doesn’t explode around me as I expect. There’s a dull whoomph that makes my ears tingle, followed by a grunt, then silence.

      I blink and look around. On the opposite side of the room, Katya gets to her feet and bends to pick up her gun.

      I sit up and glance down at my body, surprised to see I’m uninjured.

      A few metres away, Aleesha shakes off her father’s hand and sucks in a sharp breath. She stares past me, her mouth forming a single word, though no sound leaves her lips. “Bryn.”

      I turn to follow her gaze, seeing the President lying on the floor, blood still pouring from the wound in his stomach. Next to him, lying face down, is Bryn.

      He’s so still, as if …

      But he can’t be.

      I won’t let him be.

      “No.” Do I say it out loud? I don’t hear it, but there’s a strange ringing in my ears. It feels as if someone’s suddenly ratchetted up the temperature in the room. Sweat beads on the back of my neck and my head spins. Each breath feels suffocating.

      I crawl across the room and shake his shoulders. “Bryn?” His body is heavy, as if he’s in a deep sleep, but there’s no blood. That’s got to be a good sign, right?

      Aleesha falls to her knees beside me. “He must have thrown himself on top of it,” she whispers. She presses her fingers into the side of Bryn’s neck. I wait for her to tell me he’s okay, that he’s just unconscious, that Mika will load him into her magic pod and heal him.

      But she doesn’t say any of that. She just looks at me, her brown eyes heavy with sadness and pity as she shakes her head.

      I slump back, letting my fingers trail across his shoulders.

      After I watched Katya shoot my father, my brain had shut down, my senses numbed by shock. Bryn had pulled me away from the square and sat me down, shaking me so hard that my teeth had rattled in my jaw. If he hadn’t been there, I would have been killed by Outsiders who saw me as the enemy.

      He saved me the day I ran from the Metz and ended up Outside the Wall. Saved me from Milicent’s wrath when I refused to hand over the chip containing the information Mikheil had downloaded inside the government headquarters. Saved me when he dived in front of the bullet Rogue had meant for me.

      Every time I needed him, he’d saved me.

      A thick bubble of silence surrounds me as I look down at Bryn’s body, waiting for the blood to spread out from beneath him. I wonder if I should roll him over, but I can’t bear to see the damage the grenade has done.

      I was worried about Aleesha dying, about Ella getting hurt. I never thought about Bryn.

      He seemed invincible.

      Remember, Trey. You still have a family.

      I never thanked him for saving me. Never told him I loved him. I didn’t even get to say goodbye.

      My head is heavy, my movements sluggish as I allow my hand to fall from Bryn’s back. Out the corner of my eye, I catch sight of his gun. I reach for it, not really understanding what I’m doing.

      “Trey …”

      Aleesha says my name several times before I hear her. I shake off her hand. My entire body trembles as I stand and turn to face Richard, holding the gun out in front of me with both hands. “You did this.”

      My voice sounds like a stranger’s.

      Richard shakes his head. In a strangely detached way, I notice he still holds his gun.

      “You did this.” I take a step toward him. The gun in my hand wobbles. The bubble around me makes it hard to think, but I know I must do it now, before he can kill anyone else. Before he can destroy this city like he destroyed all the others.

      My finger fumbles on the trigger.

      A shot rips through the bubble of silence that surrounds me. Suddenly, I can hear clearly again. As my gun catapults from my grip, I stare down at the bloody stumps that used to be my fingers.

      Why doesn’t it hurt?

      I look up into Richard’s hard eyes, then at the gun still pointing at my hand.

      He lowers it a fraction. “Don’t be stupid, boy.”

      I totter forward one step, then a second. I’m dimly aware of someone shouting, but all my senses have narrowed to focus on this one person in front of me. The man who must be stopped.

      I lunge at him, not caring that he is stronger and faster. Not caring that he holds a weapon while I have nothing but my empty, bloody hands. He has already taken so much from me that I have little left to lose.

      I reach out, but I barely brush his skin before I’m sent flying across the room. Another shot sounds.

      This time, the pain hits.
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      When Trey stands and points Bryn’s gun at my father, I know this is going to end badly. But my mind is dulled by shock, still trying to process the fact that Bryn is dead.

      “You did this.”

      My father shakes his head and opens his mouth to speak, but his gaze alights on the gun quivering in Trey’s hand, and he closes it again without uttering a word.

      “You did this.”

      “Trey …” I begin, but my words catch in my throat as my father raises his arm. Unlike Trey, his aim is steady.

      I hold my breath.

      Trey brings his other hand up to steady the first, the barrel of his gun weaving all over the place.

      They are only a few metres apart. My father is fast. He could easily duck to the side or drop to the floor and kick the gun from Trey’s weak grasp.

      Instead, he fires.

      The shot echoes around the room. My mouth is dry, my palms slick.

      He shot him. My father shot Trey.

      Trey stares down at his hand disbelievingly. The bullet blew one finger clean off. A second hangs limply. The sight makes my stomach turn, and I’ve seen plenty of nasty wounds.

      I lift my eyes to my father. He refuses to meet my gaze.

      It is too much to take in. I thought we had reached the end of the fighting. The war was over. My father and the President had both agreed to step down.

      What went wrong?

      But I know the answer.

      If my father had just been able to forgive … No, he didn’t even have to do that. All he had to do was walk away. Instead, he dealt his old friend one final blow. Not even a fast, killing strike, but a twist in the gut that ensured a painful, drawn-out death. A wound that gave the President time to act.

      If my father had walked away, there would have been no grenade. Bryn would still be alive. Trey would be uninjured.

      I wanted to believe in him so much.

      Of all the betrayals I have experienced, this one cuts the deepest.

      Slowly, I draw my knife out of my belt where I’d stashed it when I rushed to check on Bryn. It is the knife Mitch gave me, the same quality as the knives the Bigland Boys had stolen, the knives my father and his fighters carry.

      What happens now?

      Trey lets his hand fall. He totters forward, his eyes locked on my father.

      “Trey, no!”

      He doesn’t seem to hear me. I draw back my arm, ready to throw the knife, but hesitate. Even now, even to protect Trey, I’m not sure I can strike my father.

      “Stop!”

      I don’t know which of them I’m shouting at, but neither listen.

      My hesitation is costly. As Trey reaches out for him, my father lashes out, knocking him clean off his feet.

      He glances over at me, and for a moment, our eyes meet. Then, slowly, he turns back to Trey and raises his gun, aiming at his chest.

      Finally, I let my knife fly. It hits him in the shoulder and his arm jerks, causing his fingers to tighten on the trigger of the gun.

      My strike deflects my father’s aim, but it’s small comfort. The bullet slams into Trey’s knee. He lets out a shriek and writhes on the floor, fingers scrabbling at his leg.

      My heart hammers in my chest as my father turns to me. He reaches up to grip the handle of my knife and, with a roar like a wounded lion, pulls it from his flesh. Blood spills from the wound, soaking his shirt as he strides toward me, face twisted in a snarl of rage.

      Suddenly, I am very, very afraid.

      I stumble backward, but something trips me, and I sprawl on my arse. I look down to see Bryn’s legs, and my gut clenches. I try to suck in air, but my lungs are tight, and it feels as if my body isn’t working properly anymore. Boots skidding on the floor, I scrabble backward until I bump into another body.

      The President lies still, staring sightlessly at the ceiling. His blood oozes under my right hand.

      “You dare attack me?” My father sounds almost inhuman. He looms over me, gun in one hand, my knife in the other. Veins bulge on his neck, and a red flush colours his cheeks, but it’s his eyes that scare me the most. They burn with a blue fire. “I would have given you everything. Everything.”

      I remember the darkness and turmoil I’d seen in him. The emotions he buried so deeply beneath his cool exterior. But I know only too well that pushing emotions down only allows them to fester, to bubble away like one of Abby’s cooking pots as the pressure builds, waiting for its moment of release.

      When I look into his eyes, I don’t recognize the person I see there. And I’m not sure he recognizes me, either.

      I raise my hands and try to keep my voice calm. “Father, it’s me. Aleesha. Your daughter. I … I’m sorry. I didn’t want to—” I break off as he raises the arm holding his gun.

      There will be no reasoning with him.

      It is him or me. And for all our sakes, I can’t let him live.

      I glance around, but the President had no weapon, save for the grenade, and Bryn’s gun is on the opposite side of the room. There’s a flash of blonde hair in the corner of my vision, and my heart plummets.

      Shit.

      I’d forgotten Katya was still in the room. Now it’s not just me against my father. With him in front of me and her behind, I don’t stand a chance.

      On the other side of the room, Trey lets out a low moan. Blood pools around his leg. I bite my lip. He needs a medic, fast. Surely someone must have heard the shots. But even if Mika does arrive in time, will my father let him live?

      I have one more knife. One final chance.

      I reach down to my left boot, my eyes drawn to the barrel of the gun. My fingers close around the handle of my thinnest blade, easing it out. But as my father’s finger tightens on the trigger, I know I’m too slow.

      A gun fires.

      My father’s eyes widen in surprise. His jaw slackens as red blossoms on his chest, and he slowly tears his gaze from me to look behind me.

      Hardly daring to breathe, I draw the knife from my boot and turn.

      Katya fires again, the bullet slamming into my father’s body just above the first.

      His eyes are wide in shock, mouth open as the gun falls from his hand. He takes a step back, sways for a second, then lifts his arm as if reaching for a lifeline. His hand closes on thin air and he crashes to his knees, then to the floor.

      For a moment, I’m frozen in place. Then, as if released from a spell, I lunge forward to grasp his gun. Twisting onto my back, I bring it around to point at Katya.

      But she just raises her hands in the air, her gun already back on her belt. “I’m not going to hurt you.” She sounds tired.

      I stare into her green eyes, but as always, she is unreadable. Slowly, I push myself up to sitting, then stand, the gun steady in my hand.

      Katya glances over at Richard’s body, raising one eyebrow questioningly. I nod but follow her with my gun as she steps over the President’s and Bryn’s bodies and crouches next to my father. She closes his eyes and trails her fingers across her lover’s cheek, her lips moving in silent words. Then she stands and walks to the door.

      Pausing, she turns and looks back at me. “London is yours now. Don’t let these deaths be for nothing.”

      There are so many questions I want to ask her, but before I can find my voice, she slips through the door and is gone.

      My hand trembles uncontrollably as I flip the safety on and shove the gun into my belt. I fall to my knees beside my father. His shirt is soaked, the three wounds dark against the brighter blood surrounding them. Though his eyes are closed, his face is still twisted in anger.

      He had so much anger in him. Perhaps that was his downfall.

      I reach out and trace the scar by his eye. I never asked how it got it. Another mystery, like so many things about my father’s life.

      Tears spring to my eyes, but I don’t think they’re for him. Perhaps they are for Bryn, or perhaps they’re just tears of relief. Relief that, finally, this is all over.

      As I look around the room at the bodies of the three men who have played such a huge part in my life over these past months, it hits me. The air rushes from my body as I slump back, dazed by the enormity of what has happened.

      It really is over.

      There is no President, no dictator waiting in the wings.

      London is free.
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      I never knew there was a pain so excruciating that it would stop you from screaming. That’s how I know the voice I hear isn’t mine. I can barely breathe, let alone scream.

      My leg is on fire, then it’s pierced with shards of ice. Then fire again – a red-hot poker twisting through my knee. I black out. I wake up, wishing I were still unconscious. I drift on a tide of agony, unable to focus on anything but the darkness and the pain. It swells inside me, filling up every cell of my body until I think I might explode from it. I have to let it out, have to find some way of releasing it. When I open my mouth, it rushes through me like a trapped wind seeking to escape, erupting from my body in one long, agonized cry.

      When it fades, I am left empty, gasping for air.

      Then the pain begins again.

      I’m dimly aware of Katya leaving the room, and I try to push myself up, but the movement just sends another rush of agony through my leg. A groan escapes my lips as the room spins.

      Aleesha’s face swims into view above me. “Trey? Stay with me. You hear me?” Her words echo in my head, and I think that it would be a shame to die just when we might get a chance to finally be together.

      But if I have to die, at least her face is the last thing I will see.

      Blackness encroaches on my vision. It whispers sweetly about relief from the pain, and I can feel it sucking me down.

      I don’t have the strength to hold it back any longer.
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        * * *

      

      The darkness lied.

      There is more pain – so much pain.

      There are familiar voices, too, poking at my consciousness. I want to tell them to go away, to leave me to die in peace.

      I dimly register a prick in my arm. Then slowly, miraculously, the pain begins to abate. The relief at it leaving is almost as overwhelming as the pain itself.

      I let myself slip away.
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      When I awake, I see Anabel sitting cross-legged on the floor beside me, one arm supported by a sling. The bright lights of the control room make my eyes water. My head is fogged, and a sour taste fills my mouth.

      I try to push myself up, but my sister’s hand on my chest stops me. “Steady there. Let me help you.”

      She gently lifts my shoulders so I can look around. Empty syringes and plastic wrappers litter the floor. Stained sheets cover three long mounds, blood discolouring the concrete around them.

      There is a lot of blood.

      Nausea rushes up, and I turn my head to one side just in time to vomit up the little food I had in my stomach. When I’ve finished, I sit up again and wipe my mouth.

      “How long?” I croak.

      “You’ve been out for a few hours. Mika suggested not moving you until the medic pod is free.”

      I look down at my leg. What looks like a bandage is wrapped around my knee, forming a rigid casing around the joint, though I feel no pressure on the shattered bone. Just a cool, numbing sensation. The pain in my hand has gone, as well, what remains of it hidden beneath a mass of bandages.

      “I thought I was going to die.”

      Anabel lets out a soft snort. “There are others who are closer to dancing with death than you, little brother. Though you did lose a fair amount of blood, and that knee is going to need some serious repair work.”

      “So, I’m going to be okay?” I clarify, my brain still fuzzy.

      “Minus a few fingers.” Anabel pauses, swallowing. “I’m sorry about Bryn.”

      I look over at the nearest sheet. A voice in my head tells me Bryn lies under there, dead. I don’t want to believe it. Perhaps if I deny it enough, I will wake up from this nightmare and Bryn will walk in with that gruff smile on his face.

      If he’s dead, I don’t understand why I feel so numb.

      “Trey?” Anabel gives me an anxious glance.

      I should say something.

      “Thanks.” I feel as if I’m back at my father’s funeral, thanking a polite mourner who had only come for the wine and food.

      Thank you for your kind words. Yes, he was a great man. Yes, we are devastated.

      Where is the sadness and anger that comes from losing someone you love? Does there come a point when you’ve witnessed so much death that it stops affecting you? Is this empty feeling your body’s way of protecting you from pain and heartache?

      I want to feel. I want the crushing ache of loss to squeeze my chest until I can barely breathe, until all I see is his face, all I feel is despair from the knowledge that I will never again see him laugh, see Abby’s face light up when he walks into the room, feel his arms around me, holding me, protecting me. I want to feel all this because then, perhaps, his sacrifice would be worth something.

      But I don’t.

      He died to save me, yet I feel nothing.

      “It only killed him. I thought … I thought we were all going to die.”

      “Aleesha described the grenade to me. It’s not quite what you thought it was.” She pauses and looks away.

      “What do you mean?” I ask.

      When she turns back, pity hangs in her eyes. “It wasn’t a grenade as such. More of a targeted assassination tool designed to take out a single person, whether they’re alone or in a crowd. It contains lethal darts keyed to a specific person. In this case, Richard. His height, weight, everything down to that scar by his eye would have been programmed into the weapon. From what Aleesha said, it had locked on to its target and was primed to explode when …”

      “When Bryn threw himself on top of it.”

      Anabel is silent.

      “So the darts fired into him instead?”

      She squeezes my shoulder. “I’m so sorry.”

      Her words add another layer of grief to my battered heart. I glance down at my shattered knee, then across at Bryn’s shapeless body. What a waste.

      Richard should have died at the President’s hand, each having killed the other. That would have been a fitting end to their story.

      But real life is not a novel in which all the endings are neatly wrapped up. Life is messy. In life, sometimes the wrong people end up dead.

      Footsteps approach. I look up to see Aleesha standing in the doorway. Anabel eases out from underneath me, and I rest my weight on my elbows. “I need to go and help Katya sort this mess out,” she tells me. “I’m glad you’re safe, little brother. And I’m sorry I ever thought you a spoilt brat. You proved me wrong.” She offers me a smile as she stands.

      I can’t return it.

      Aleesha kneels beside me and holds out a water bottle. “Thought you might be thirsty. You can’t have anything to eat, I’m afraid. Not until you’ve been in the pod.”

      My stomach clenches at the mention of food. I reach out with my left hand. The layers of dressings and bandage make it look as if I’m wearing a boxing glove. “I might struggle to get the lid off.”

      “Oh, sorry.” Aleesha unscrews the cap and hands the bottle to me.

      I let the cool liquid slide down my throat. It doesn’t fully remove the taste of vomit, but it does ease the grating feeling in my throat. I can’t bring myself to talk about Bryn, so I forestall her inevitable questions with one of my own.

      “What’s going on out there?” I hand the bottle back to her.

      “The government forces have surrendered. All their leaders are dead, and the people below them don’t seem inclined to fight the Chain. Katya’s kind of in charge, but it’s all pretty chaotic.” She shrugs. “I’ve mostly been in here with you. Just left to check that Rogue and my people had been released and were getting the treatment they needed. I … I had hoped to be here when you woke up.”

      “It’s okay.” I pause. “Katya said London is yours.”

      “Ours,” Aleesha corrects. “I don’t think she wants to stay. But someone has to create order, and she’s probably as good a person as any. She promised to stay until after the election, then she’ll leave.” She hesitates. “I think I believe her. I don’t think she agreed with Richard about everything he was doing.”

      “But why did she kill him? To save you?”

      Aleesha’s gaze flicks up to where Katya had been standing when she’d fired those two shots. “Perhaps,” she says softly. “Maybe my father went too far, even for her ruthless heart.” She looks back down at me. “Or maybe she just wanted control of the Chain and saw an opportunity to get rid of him. Who knows.

      “Anyway, I spoke to Ella to let her know you were okay. Sounds like she’s got everything under control at the factory.”

      I nod my thanks.

      “How’s the pain? Do you need some more meds?”

      “No. It’s fine.” I look past her to Richard’s body. The sheet covering him seems to take up half the room. “I’m sorry about your father.”

      Aleesha’s eyes tighten. “Me, too. But he wasn’t the man I thought he was. The man I wanted him to be.” She swallows and looks down. “I should have realized it sooner, but I wanted to have a father so badly. Someone who cared for me and would look out for me—” Her voice breaks, and she scrubs at her nose with a fist. “Anyway, what I wanted was a dream. And dreams don’t always come true.”

      “You don’t need him, you know. You’ve never needed him.”

      “I know.”

      “And you have me, Abby and—” My voice chokes as I almost say Bryn’s name. I swallow. “And your Phoenixes. I mean, that’s a pretty big family right there.”

      She chuckles softly and looks down at me, but behind the smile on her face is a deep sadness. I take her hand with my uninjured one.

      “I won’t leave you,” I say quietly. “Unless you want me to.”

      Her eyes glint. “We’ve been there once, and I don’t remember it turning out so well.”

      She pauses and glances back at the shapeless body under the sheet. “He supplied the Bigland Boys with weapons, you know. He claimed they’d been stolen, but I should have seen through that lie. Denzel isn’t smart enough to carry out that kind of operation.” She idly taps the water bottle on the floor. “He must have thought it was the only way of getting my people to fight for him. He manipulated me, just like he manipulated everyone else.”

      I give her hand a squeeze. “It’s over now. You’ll get your headquarters back.”

      “It’s just a building. It’s only as important as the people in it.” She pulls her hand from my grasp and wipes a tear from her eye.

      “How many did you lose?” I ask quietly.

      “Too many.” She takes a deep breath. “But even one person would have been one too many.”

      I envy her tears, her grief, her ability to feel.

      My gaze turns to the other sheet-covered bodies. I turn on my side and begin to drag myself across the floor.

      “Stop, Trey. You’re not supposed to—”

      “I just need to see him.”

      Perhaps if I see him, I’ll realize that he’s really gone, and I can finally cry.

      With Aleesha’s help, I pull myself to sitting, then reach out to pull the sheet off his head. He’s still face down. “Help me roll him over.”

      “Trey, I don’t think—”

      “Help. Me. Roll. Him. Over.”

      Aleesha falls silent and steps over Bryn’s body. Together, we heave him onto his back. The sheet is large enough that it still covers his body, the underside spotted with blood. Where the darts hit him. I swallow and drag my gaze up to his face, which apart from a couple of scratches, is unscathed. His eyes are closed, but I brush my fingers over them anyway.

      “Why did he do it?” I murmur.

      “Because he loved you, Trey. More than he loved himself.”

      Something stirs in my core. A thorn of anger pierces the numbness gripping my body.

      Anger that he is dead while I am alive.

      Anger that he didn’t get the happiness he deserved.

      Anger that his death was for nothing.

      A tear lands on Bryn’s cheek. I brush it away, but it’s followed by another, then a third. I reach up to my cheeks, but they are still dry, though my body feels heavy with grief.

      I close my eyes and lean forward, resting my forehead against Aleesha’s. Inside, I feel empty and cold, but her hand is warm as it finds mine. I cling to that, hoping I won’t remain this numb shell of a person forever. I press my palm to hers, then intertwine our fingers knowing I will never – can never – let her go. Aleesha’s salty tears wet my skin, caressing my lips before they fall.

      My eyes may be dry, but she cries for both of us.
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      I look down from the rooftop I’m standing on as Samson wheels himself up onto the stage to get sworn in as President. Barnes follows him, looking uncomfortable in a dress suit and heels. In the crowd below, Anders and Danny jostle to get through to where Rogue and Megan stand. They’d invited me to join them, but I don’t like crowds, and besides, I knew I’d get a better view from up here. If this were Outside, others would have thought the same, but Insiders are less imaginative when it comes to getting around. Beneath me, drone cameras hover over the heads of the people gathered to watch Samson officially become Prime Minster of Britannia.

      Prime Minister, not President. A new title for a new era.

      The election was held two days ago, less than three weeks after the government forces surrendered. It was the first election since the Wall was put up in which every citizen, Insider and Outsider, was able to vote.

      Even in his wheelchair, Samson had cut an imposing figure, drawing both Outsiders and Insiders to his cause. His campaign had centred around a promise to take down the Wall within three months and, over the next five years, redistribute wealth to fund improvements to education and healthcare, while allowing Insiders to keep their existing privileges. He had promised to form a government made up of an equal number of Insiders and Outsiders.

      He had won by a landslide. But I worry that perhaps he was too ambitious in his plans, too hasty in wanting to take down this barrier that has existed for people’s lifetimes. I wonder if he has really gauged the strength of the hatred that still infuses so many Outsiders, if he is too trusting of them. I worry they will turn to violence when they see what’s on the other side of the Wall.

      But that is his problem to deal with now. Not mine.

      Already, the colour of the Wall has been changed to a pale grey. No bright colours, no “this is what you’re missing out on”. Just grey to blend in with the buildings around it. Outsiders are allowed to go through the gates, but anyone who causes trouble is quickly captured and given a warning. The Metz are gone, but Anabel has gathered up the remaining palace guard and many of those who were Metz officers to form a new group of law keepers. Leon and a couple of the Metz officers I’d freed have already decided to sign up.

      Although the nanobots have been removed from all food production lines, the truth about how the Wall works has not been revealed. Samson thought it too dangerous, both for Outsiders and Insiders alike. I agree with him. Best they still fear it for now.

      Louis runs the Coleman factory now, with more than a little help from Ella. His father has retired to their country home. Louis doesn’t like to talk about him, and I sense he, too, has lost his family, though in a different way than Trey. Hendricks fell in line, too, once he realized Samson was serious in his threat to close down the factory in favour of imported food if he didn’t comply.

      Ella’s set up food lines Outside, hiring people to hand out soup and bread to the street hobies and anyone else who can’t afford to buy their own. It’s cheap food and hardly filling, but it’s a start.

      There’s a ripple of applause as an official wearing ceremonial robes places a heavy chain around Samson’s neck and shakes his hand. Samson waves his arm to thank the crowd, then wheels himself to the front of the stage and launches into a speech.

      I wonder if Trey is watching this from his house in Wales. I’m sad he’s not here with me. However busy I keep myself, however much I fill my days with, it still feels like part of me is missing. But I know he needed time away from London to heal. And Abby needed him more than me.

      I turn at the sound of footsteps, then stiffen when I catch sight of a hooded figure moving between the cooling units and vents on the rooftop. Slowly, I draw a knife from a hidden pocket in the seam of my trousers. It’s illegal to carry a knife Inside, but I’m not brave enough to walk the streets unarmed. It seems my paranoia was justified.

      The hood shades the person’s face, but there’s something familiar about their gait, the swing of their hips. A tendril of blonde hair escapes the hood as they pause ten paces away.

      “I thought I might find you up here.” Katya reaches up and lifts the hood off her face. “You stand out like a sore thumb. A good target for a sniper.”

      Her voice is mild, but my pulse quickens, and I weigh the knife in my hand, poised to throw it if need be.

      Katya’s gaze drops to the blade. “I’m not here to hurt you, Aleesha. I just wanted to say goodbye.”

      She comes to stand next to me. I step to the side, putting a bit of extra distance between us.

      “You’re leaving then?”

      She nods. “We’ll be moving out tonight, back to one of our bases on the continent.”

      “And what will the Chain do next?”

      “Recuperate. Build our strength. See where we are needed.” Her voice sounds detached, her face as expressionless and beautiful as ever. I wonder what goes on in that mind of hers.

      “Was that why you killed him? So you could become the Chain’s leader?”

      Katya is silent for a moment. “I will continue the good work he started. There are many wounds he inflicted in our organisation that need to heal.”

      It is not really an answer.

      A breath of wind catches her hair as she looks out over the city. “He was good once, you know. But even when he met you, he was Richard Masterton. Ricus Meyer died a long time ago.”

      I bob my head, then ask a question that’s been on my mind. “He killed Lamar, didn’t he?”

      Katya glances at me in surprise. “Yes … Well, not directly, but he ordered his death. Lamar had gone rotten. He questioned Richard’s orders, then refused to carry them out.”

      “You mean he didn’t think what Richard was doing was right?”

      Katya ignores the question. “How did you find out?”

      “I assumed Samson had killed him, but when I asked him about it, he laughed it off. Plus, Lamar was too smart to get murdered in some random gang fight.”

      She gives a low chuckle. “You’re clever, Aleesha. Smarter than I gave you credit for. But you are your father’s daughter.”

      “And my mother’s.”

      “Yes.”

      She falls silent for a moment, then turns, her emerald eyes appraising me. “I thought you were like him. Like me. But you’re not. You’re better than both of us. I know you wanted to fix him, but it wouldn’t have worked. Don’t … Don’t become like us, okay?”

      I swallow and nod, not knowing what to say.

      A smile ghosts across her face. “Goodbye, Aleesha. And don’t take this the wrong way, but I hope we don’t meet again.”

      I feel the corner of my mouth lift. “The feeling is mutual.”

      I wonder if she expects me to thank her for killing my father, for doing what I could not. But she just turns and walks away.

      “Did you love him?” I call after her.

      Katya pauses and turns back to me. “Love? I think I’ve forgotten what that is.” She looks away, and her voice drops so I can barely pick up her next words. “Or perhaps I am just incapable of it.”

      I watch until she disappears behind a low wall, thinking back to what she’d told me about her childhood. My mind wanders down the route my life could have taken if I had never met Lily, Trey or Abby. If I’d never been offered friendship, compassion and unconditional love. A path where I continued doing what I needed to do in order to survive, using my looks and intelligence to manipulate the men around me while closing off my heart. Would I have ended up like her, sealing the cracks of my childhood trauma with an unending drive for vengeance and power?

      It must be a lonely life.

      I will never forgive Katya for killing Andrew Goldsmith, but I am grateful to her for showing me what I could have become.

      And as I watch the crowd cheering Samson’s speech below me – watch Rogue plant a long kiss on Megan’s lips, watch Anders’ face crease in puzzlement as Danny shows him the chit he’d picked from his pocket – I vow I will never become that person.

      Not when I have a life to live, a city to help rebuild.

      What has happened is in the past.

      Now it’s time to look to the future.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I set the comm station up on my roof. It has been my only home for so many years, but now it’s official. I have the deeds to the entire building in a safe box, which Rogue scavenged for me from the Metz compound, along with those to the warehouse that had been Phoenix headquarters.

      Katya had made good on my father’s promise to help me take back the building from the Bigland Boys. But the satisfaction of having Denzel trembling on his knees in front of me, my knife pressing against his throat, was brief and shallow. I felt little anger or hatred toward him. Just pity. Like all bullies, he was a coward when beaten. He’d pissed himself before I could throw him out of the building.

      The roof I stand on will soon be torn down. The structure has been deemed unsound. Samson has promised that whatever is built in its place will be mine, and I already have big plans for it – a home for those who have no home. But part of me will be sad to see it go. It’s only a crumbling piece of concrete, but it’s my crumbling piece of concrete. My refuge. How many nights did I spend up here, staring out at the Wall, wondering if I’d ever see the other side of it?

      “Boss?” A small voice pipes up from the side of the roof. “Here’s the final bit.”

      “Thanks, Tommy.”

      He scurries over, clutching a scrap of wire. “I’ll do it. Jameson showed me how.” He bends over the comm station Jameson had built for me.

      The corners of my lips twitch. Jameson’s health has improved so much since I’d invited him to join us at Phoenix headquarters. He and Jax have formed a strong, if rather silent, friendship, and Tommy’s interest in everything mechanical was enough of a distraction from the horrors of what had happened to him that he’s slowly started coming out of his shell.

      “Anders asked if you’d be comin’ back to HQ for dinner. Got somethin’ he wants to chat to you about.” Tommy tilts his head and grins at me. “An’ Danny’s carvin’ faces into those pumpkins Megan found. They’re awesome! He did one of the President and one of yer da. Made ’em look like monsters.”

      I roll my eyes. “Does he not have better things to do with his time?”

      A pang of sadness tugs at my chest. I guess they seemed like monsters to Outsiders. One man destroyed their lives, the other tore their city apart. When I’d managed to get the remnants of my Phoenixes back together, it had shocked me how few of us there were. The memories of our friends are carved into our hearts, the scars of their loss much deeper than the scars visible on our skin. They died for us. For a better world.

      However long it takes, I will create a world that’s worthy of their sacrifice.

      “There. Yer done.” Tommy sits back and flexes his fingers, a gesture he’s picked up from Anders. “Wanna test it?”

      “If you’ve set it up, I’m sure it’ll work fine.”

      Tommy’s chest swells. “Should do,” he says confidently, “but I can wait around if you have any trouble.”

      I give him a smile. “I think I’ll be fine. Thank you. Tell Anders I’ll be back in an hour or so.”

      “Sure thing.” He jumps to his feet. “Say ‘hi’ to Trey for me.”

      “Will do.”

      I watch as he disappears over the edge of the roof to climb back down to the ground, then glance at the comm band on my wrist. Five minutes.

      I walk over to the shelter in the centre of the roof. Kneeling at the back, I wiggle out the loose brick and retrieve my old lockbox. I open it. Inside is another box – the beautifully painted one Jay had bought me for Lily’s ashes. I lift it out and rest it on my lap, running my hand over the pattern.

      “I wish you were here to see this, Lily.”

      I lift the amulet from around my neck. It feels different now. For so long, I clung to it as a symbol of my past and my hopes for the future. But I don’t need it anymore. My future is mine to determine. As for my mother, she’s safe in my heart.

      I rub my thumb over the three points of the triquetra. I used to think they represented my father, mother and me, but now I think they can represent many things. The government, the Prime Minister and the people. The three pillars of the democracy we’re trying to build. Or perhaps it’s just a piece of glass and metal bent into a pattern and has no greater meaning.

      I place the amulet into Lily’s box and close the lid, then place it back into my lockbox. At one time it held tronk and whatever chits I’d managed to scrounge. Now it holds something far more precious – memories.

      As I slide the brick back into place, the scratches on the wall above catch my eye. I’ve got behind on my markings these past few months, so I draw my blade and scratch a couple more into the brick to bring it up to date. Soon, all too soon, these bricks will come crashing down and a new building will arise.

      I will miss my rooftop. But I don’t need it now. Not the way I once did.

      I glance at my wristband. It is time.

      Long-range comm units are almost exclusively reserved for government use, but Jameson cobbled together this one for me out of some spare parts we found in Giles’s home. I type in the code I’ve memorized and wait. There’s a crackle and hiss.

      Come on.

      The amber light turns to green and flashes once, twice. An image flickers in the air, then disappears. No. I reach out, but before I can twist the small dial, the image returns, clear and strong.

      I close my eyes and feel hot tears prick at the back of them, though I do not know why. I should be happy to see him. I am happy. But sometimes I miss him so much it hurts.

      Trey smiles at me. “What took you so long?”

      I shrug, sniffing. “Oh, you know … Sorting the city out and all that. Did you watch the ceremony?”

      Trey nods. “I think he’ll do a good job. I looked for you in the crowd but couldn’t see you.”

      “I was on a rooftop.” I don’t tell him about Katya. “How’s Wales?”

      “Green. Beautiful. Peaceful. Abby loves it here. She’s waged war against the garden, and I’m pretty sure she’s winning.” He smiles softly. “She misses you. We both do.”

      “I miss you, too.”

      I clear my throat. “I saw Ella yesterday. She said she might get out there at some point, once a pod becomes available.”

      “You should come out, too. You might like it.”

      “Soon. Once things are a bit more sorted.”

      We both know I’m lying. There is too much for me to do here to leave. This is my home. These people are my family. But perhaps a visit …

      I reach out, my fingers spread wide. Hundreds of miles away, Trey reaches out in a mirror image. Well, not quite a mirror image. Two fingers are missing on his left hand. It’s a visual reminder of the hurt he has suffered, but I know the real wounds linger much deeper. Those will take longer to heal.

      There is no warmth in the holo’s touch, no tingle of excitement or spark of energy. But it makes me feel closer to him somehow, as if he really is here with me.

      The holo image flickers, then stills again.

      A tear runs down my cheek, then another. I allow them to fall as I smile through them so he can see that, despite the lies, despite the promises we have made and broken, despite the fact he is there and I am here, and that we have never been further apart, despite everything, I love him.

      One day, I’ll tell him that.

      One day.

    

  







            Epilogue

          

          

      

    

    






Aleesha (3 Months Later)

        

      

    

    
      The grass is still wet as I walk across the garden and into the woods. Dew, Abby had called it, after I’d ventured outside on my first morning and returned with the legs of my jeans soaked, wishing I hadn’t left my boots in London. Another new word. It seems the countryside has a language all its own. One I have yet to learn.

      I know where I’ll find Trey – perched on the flat boulder by the stream. It’s hard to move silently through the woods when leaves rustle and twigs snap at every step, but the babbling of the water tumbling over its stony bed masks the sound of my approach. I step out into the clearing.

      “Hey,” Trey says, staring down at the water.

      “Hey.” I push myself up to sit beside him on the rock and wiggle closer, feeling the cold seep through my jeans. “Nightmares again?”

      Trey jerks his head. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to wake you.”

      “It’s okay.”

      The first night I heard him screaming, I’d rushed into his room to find him tangled in the bedsheets, sweating. He’d bolted upright, his eyes focusing on the knife in my hand. I’d gone to push it back into my belt before realizing the pyjamas Abby had given me to wear didn’t have a belt or pockets. Still, at least it had caused the briefest flicker of a smile to cross his face.

      “You know we’re in the middle of nowhere, right?” he had said, after he’d managed to stop his hands shaking. “There is literally no one out there to attack us.”

      I’d held him that night until he’d fallen back to sleep, and every night since. It hadn’t stopped the nightmares, but Trey said it helped to have me there.

      “Bryn again?”

      “My father this time. I mean, my other father.” He tries to smile. “I’m sure they’ll eventually disappear. It just takes time.”

      I reach out and take his hand. It’s cold. He’s been sitting here a while. “I can send the pod back, stay longer.”

      He intertwines his remaining fingers through mine. “No, it’s fine. You need to get back. The building comes down tomorrow, right?”

      I nod. In twenty-four hours, the barren, concrete roof I’d spent so many nights on will be no more. I’m no longer sad to say goodbye to it, but excited about what will rise in its place. “Building work starts in two weeks, once they’ve cleared the site.”

      I approved the final plans with the architects ten days ago. Despite Samson ruling that all citizens were now legal, there were many children whose parents didn’t come forward to claim them. Some of those children already have a home in Milicent’s old house, the huge bedrooms having been converted into dormitories and the reception rooms into classrooms. Ella laughed when she described the expression on Thomas’s face as she went through each room, ordering the priceless paintings and furnishings to be sold. But I’ve been there almost every day helping the kids, including Tommy and Helen, settle in, and all I see is a firm, yet kind man. A man the children adore who seems to have found a happiness many people would envy.

      More children will be housed in the new children’s home and school that will be built on the site of the old apartment block. It will be a place of safety, learning and happiness. A home for children who have never known a real home. I have already named it, the bold, bright letters curving above the arched entrance clear in my mind.

      Lily’s House.

      “Perhaps I should go back, too …” Trey sighs. “It just feels too soon. Here, I can forget about the rest of the world. I know it’s not a long-term solution, but for now … I just need a bit more time.” He grimaces. “Sorry.”

      “Don’t be.”

      Trey’s changed. The man I found when I finally made the trip out to Wales at the beginning of the week was not the boy I knew in London. Though I’d spoken to him via the comm station twice a week, his holo image hadn’t prepared me for seeing him. His eyes are still haunted by the horrors he’s experienced, dark circles under them evidence of his disrupted sleep.

      He’s changed, but he is also still the Trey I love. In time, he will accept the scars of grief and learn how to carry them. I am more practiced than him at that, though I’m not sure how I would have responded to losing both my parents and the man I’d come to think of as a second father in the span of a few weeks.

      He didn’t speak about Bryn’s death in the days immediately afterward. I think he was still in shock. When I arrived here, at the house in the woods, Abby took me to one side and begged me to get him to talk about it. She’d said he cries in private, but when she tries to talk about Bryn, he closes up and walks away. I guess people grieve in different ways.

      Even with me, it was only after the second nightmare that he finally broke down and mentioned Bryn’s name. It was like a dam had burst. He talked and talked until the faint glow of morning spread above the trees.

      We have spent so much time this week talking, sitting together, talking some more. It feels like a luxury, having the time and space to just be.

      I wish I could do something to take away his pain, but I know from bitter experience that I can only walk part of this journey with him. I can’t remove the burden from his shoulders. But secretly, I carry a hope that when he finally does heal, he’ll be able to return to London and join me at the school. He’s patient, kind, understanding – everything a good teacher should be.

      “You know, sometimes I wake up and, for a moment, forget all this has happened. The fact I’ve lost my parents, my home, everything. Then it hits me again like a tidal wave, crashing down and swallowing me up.” He falls silent. “Then, when it recedes, I realize I’m still alive, and although I’ve lost many things, I’ve also gained some. What I still haven’t figured out is whether it was worth the cost.”

      I squeeze his hand and rest my head on his shoulder. “It’s not as simple as that. How can you measure what a life is worth? You can’t weigh one person’s life against another, or freedom against family.”

      He sighs. “You’re right. Again.”

      “I love you. You know that, right?”

      He kisses the top of my head. “And I love you.”

      My eyes stray to his knee. I know it causes him pain, though he rarely complains about it. The medics hadn’t been able to piece together the fragments of bone, so they’d replaced it with an artificial one, but his rehabilitation hasn’t gone as well as they’d hoped. The boulder we sit on is the furthest from the house he can comfortably walk at the moment. Sometimes, I catch him looking longingly up at the mountain that rises above the treetops, and I want to tell him that he will go up there again, but I worry that will only make him feel worse.

      A small bird lands on a stone in the stream and bobs its head, chirruping as it washes itself. There is so much beauty out here, so much colour and life. Yet I feel a strange sense of unease walking through the woods or up to the small lake behind the house. I am a stranger in this unfamiliar land, so different in every way from the streets of Area Four. I think I could grow to like it, but I’m not sure it would ever feel like home.

      “Is it time?”

      “Yes.” Reluctantly, I lift my head from his shoulder. I reach up and turn his face toward me so I can look into his eyes. “Promise you’ll tell me if you need me to come out?”

      “I promise.”

      I know he’s telling the truth, but I still make a mental note to check in with Abby more often. “It’s getting easier to get long-distance pods now. And if I tell Samson it’s for you, he’ll make it happen.”

      “I’m not sure you should be abusing your friendship with the President in that way.” Trey smiles, but it fades before reaching his eyes.

      “Prime Minister now. He felt the term President was too grand.” I hop off the boulder. “Besides, you’re a hero. That comes with privileges.”

      “I don’t feel like a hero.” Trey stiffly clambers down.

      I wrap my arms around him and tilt my face up to his. “You are. And you will feel whole again. Happy again. I promise.”

      I have lost count of the number of lies and false promises I have made in my life. But this is one promise I will not break.

      I lift up onto my toes and kiss him, putting every part of me into the touch of his lips against mine. I kiss him like it’s the first time, the last time and all the times in between, and for a wonderful, long moment, our world is this kiss, nothing else. There is no death, war or grief. No sorrow or longing for what could have been. There is only here and now, two people in love.

      But, eventually, it has to end.

      He is the first to pull away. In his eyes, behind the shadows, I see a spark of light and hope, and a certainty settles in my heart that he will be okay.

      We will be okay. We just need time.

      We walk hand in hand back through the birch trees and into the orchard. I remember sitting around Abby’s kitchen table in London and Trey telling me about the apple trees here. He’d said they made something called cider from them. I have eaten two apples every day since I’ve been here, and last night, I picked enough to fill a bag to take back to London with me.

      Abby has transformed the garden from the tangled mess of overgrown brambles Trey had said were here. Neat beds are cut into the lawn, and in the Plexiglas hothouse, seeds for winter crops already start to poke up. This garden has been her saviour, I think. She has poured all her grief into it, digging and building to create her and Bryn’s dream.

      In the kitchen, a pot of oats bubbles on the stove.

      “They’re here now. Can we eat?” Tommy jumps down from his chair and grabs his bowl, running over.

      “You know yer supposed to wait, Tommy,” Helen Gollin calls from the table. But she wriggles in her chair, clearly impatient to join him.

      The kids had come out with me as a test for a new project Abby had thought up. A countryside school, where children from the city can stay for a week to learn about growing food and life outside London. So far, the trial has been a huge success. Tommy and Helen have helped Abby in the hothouse, climbed trees and pulled up lots of the pretty, albeit scraggly, plants Abby calls weeds. Though she wasn’t quite so happy when Tommy proudly showed her the thorny plant he’d dug up using the big spade. Apparently, the rose wasn’t a weed.

      Helen has blossomed over the past week, though Tommy still seems on edge. Like me, he is a child of the city, and this place, however new and exciting, doesn’t feel like home.

      Abby ruffles Tommy’s curls and gently pushes him back toward the table. “I’ll bring it over now.”

      She’s going to miss them both, but perhaps, if the project does work out, she’ll end up with part of the life she’s dreamed of. A countryside home and plenty of children to fuss over. I think she’ll be happy here.

      As I sit down, I catch sight of the wooden box on the mantlepiece above the fire. Abby follows my gaze. “What do you think? Would he be bored stiff out here?”

      “I think he’d have loved it,” I reply, holding my bowl up to her ladle.

      Tears glisten in her eyes. “I hope so. And, in a way, it feels like he is here.” She sniffs. “That probably sounds weird.”

      I remember the amulet my mother had given me and how I’d carried it around for years. It had felt like I always had part of her close. I smile. “It doesn’t sound weird at all.”

      Abby ladles the oats into the remaining bowls, then sits down. “Well, this is nice,” she says brightly. “Like we’re a real family.”

      Helen scowls at Tommy. “Why you kickin’ me under the table?”

      Tommy looks innocent. “Wasn’t.”

      “You were so!”

      Trey rolls his eyes. “Family, huh?”

      But later, as our pod rises and I look down at her and Trey standing in the garden waving, Abby’s words ring through my mind.

      A real family.

      It wasn’t the family I thought I’d ever end up with, but I’ve realized family is not just the people you’re born to or raised with. It’s the people you choose to spend your life with.

      These people – Trey, Abby and my Phoenixes – are my family.

      And I wouldn’t have it any other way.
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      If you enjoyed The Wall Series, don’t miss The Shadow Games, the first book in a new dystopian series by Alison Ingleby!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Shadow Games

          

        

      

    

    
      Powers make her an outcast. Fear will get her killed.

      At eighteen, Vesper is driven by one ambition—to live up to her family's expectations and win a place at the Royal Academy.

      But when she fails an unexpected test, Vesper is taken from the white tower of New Vegas and dumped on the city floor—home to those the city outlaws. She quickly finds herself branded a slave in a shadow city where factions war and monsters terrorize the streets.

      Most terrifying of all are the powers that Vesper and her new friends wield. Having killed once, Vesper is determined it won't happen again. To save her friends, Vesper must learn to control her power.

      And that means facing her greatest fear—that her power could destroy her.

      

      Get your copy of The Shadow Games here:

      https://books2read.com/theshadowgames

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank You for Reading!

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for allowing me to share my characters and world of The Wall with you. If you enjoyed reading the series and have a spare five minutes to leave a review of the boxset on Amazon or Goodreads, you would make me happier than my cat with a chicken dinner. (And there is nothing Mr Darcy loves more than some freshly cooked chicken.)

      If you’re suffering from a book hangover, there is a follow-up short story with a heart-warming, happy ending. You can buy Forty-One Stockings on Amazon for less than a dollar, and while it’s set at Christmas, you can enjoy it all year round.

      You can also get a free set of short stories and bonus scenes including:

      
        	Outsider – the prequel to The Wall Series in which Aleesha is recruited by Murdoch.

        	The Machinist’s Daughter – the story of how Rae Barnes and Samson first met.

        	Bonus deleted scenes from Liberators that didn’t make the final cut.

      

      Get your free bonus content here – https://www.subscribepage.com/thewallseries
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      I owe a huge debt of gratitude to my beta readers, William, Isabel, Meg, Anni, Candy, Emma and my mum, and an even bigger debt to Clare and Rhiannon for listening to my plotting woes and helping me figure out where the story was supposed to go.

      Thanks to my editors, Sophie Playle and Kim Young for always pushing me to improve my writing, and my cover designers, MoorBooks Covers, for creating such a stunning cover.

      Thank you to my family and friends, who have patiently supported my writing for years. And especially, thanks to my husband, Sam, for his unfailing support and faith in me.

      My final thank you is to you, the reader, for taking a chance on an indie author and buying and reading this series.
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