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            About Melancholy: Episode 2

         

         The creature in that cage is an animal or a monster, or something in between. And when I look at him a reflection all too familiar stares back.

          

         Josephine wakes early one misty morning to stumble upon a body, brutally murdered. She’s seen too many bodies like this before; she knows this kind of violence. She also knows, with perfect clarity, that the two newest members of the resistance will be the prime suspects.

          

         How far will she go to protect Luke from the monster awakening inside him? And how long can any of them survive, trapped within the walls with a murderer?
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            “The soulless have no need of melancholia.”

             –  Vladimir Odoevsky
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            Chapter 10

         

         May 20th, 2064

         Josephine

         “If you knew you were going to die,” I say, “If you had a split second before it was going to happen, what would you do in that split second?”

         Luke groans. “I don’t wanna play this.”

         He’s basting a chicken that must have cost him a fortune, and I’m watching him from the stool behind the kitchen bench. This is how we spend most of our lives: Luke cooking, me watching and thinking of stupid things to ask just to get a reaction out of him.

         “Go on. Tell me.”

         “How could I possibly know?” he asks.

         “Use your imagination.”

         “I’d stop myself from dying.”

         “No, that’s not one of your options.”

         “Why? How am I meant to be dying?”

         “That doesn’t matter. It’s inevitable.”

         “Nothing’s inevitable.”

         “You’re not playing properly,” I whine. “It’s a hypothetical.”

         He hides a smile. “A split second isn’t enough time to do anything,” he counters, holding out a teaspoon for me to taste his plum sauce.

         “Mm, yummy. Okay, five seconds.”

         “Five seconds? What could I do in five seconds?”

         “Okay, a minute.”

         He tilts his head, pausing to think about it. “One minute to live, huh? I’d eat crème brûlée.”

         I stare at him, smiling slowly. “You’re a hopeless addict in need of an intervention.”

         He shrugs, smelling his chicken and giving a delighted sigh.

         “I was going to say that I’d use my last split second or five seconds or minute or hour to kiss you.”

         He freezes. “Oh, shit. Wait. Can I change my answer?”

         “Too late, pal. You value food over your girlfriend, and you can never take that back. Nev-er.”

         Luke rounds the kitchen counter and leans in for a kiss, but I dance out of his reach. “Go back to your cooking, crème brûlée boy.”

         He walks over to the tray with its beautifully basted and trimmed roast chicken, a creation that looks and smells so utterly mouth-watering that every time I take a breath my stomach grumbles. He lifts the whole tray and walks into the living room.

         Confused, I follow.

         And watch as he goes outside and throws the whole thing off the balcony.

         Turning to me, he says, “I’d never throw you off a balcony.”

         I stare at him, utterly stunned. “How generous of you,” I manage.

         “Do you believe me now?”

         “All I believe is that I’d much rather come in second to food if it means we get to eat dinner.”

         *

         February 8th, 2066

         Josephine

         That moment is what fills my head as I fall through the elevator shaft. Luke wanting crème brûlée in the split second before he dies, and me wanting to kiss him. That moment, and numbers.

         One, two, three, I count before I feel my body smash into the ground.

         Pain erupts through my hip and spine and head and wrist, my wrist. I moan loudly as I squeeze my eyes shut and roll over in agony. Tears stream beneath my lashes.

         “Josi,” I hear Luke grunt, and from some place within all the pain I am immensely relieved he’s alive. It wasn’t that far, really, but it felt far.

         “Sit up,” he orders. “Tell me what hurts.”

         “Everything,” I moan.

         “Stop being a baby and sit up.”

         What an asshole. I struggle upright, woozy with shock. I probably have a concussion. The elevator has stopped a few feet above us, trapping us in a small metal hole in the ground – we won’t be able to get out of the shaft until it goes back up again, so we really need Pace and Hal not to gas everyone before that happens.

         “Identify your injuries,” he says. He has blood all over his face, dripping from what looks to be a cut on his scalp.

         I close my eyes, trying to move my limbs. My legs are both fine, my back is alright, my hip feels badly bruised, my head is pounding and there’s something definitely wrong with my left wrist.

         “Think it’s broken,” I say, holding it gingerly.

         Luke asks me if I can move it but pain slices through my arm and I yelp. “Yeah, it probably is broken,” he agrees. “But pain isn’t real, Jose. Concentrate on external stimuli to pinpoint your focus away from your pain receptors.”

         “Good job – the Blood-talk is aggravating enough to distract from the broken bone,” I mutter and he gives a breath of laughter.

         Luke searches in his pack for the med-kit and produces a bandage. Working quickly, he wraps my wrist and even though it hurts like hell, it feels a tad better when it can’t flail around as much.

         “Are you alright?”

         “Four broken ribs and a superficial head wound,” he replies promptly. I help him place a thick white patch over the cut and wipe the blood from his face – it’s hard in the dark and we fumble awkwardly for a few minutes.

         “What did you think of?” Luke asks me suddenly. “With your split second?”

         I am amazed that he remembers, that he thought of it too.

         “I knew I wasn’t going to die,” I lie. “It was only a few feet.”

         “I didn’t think about crème brûlée,” he admits, and that’s all, and it’s enough, because if he said anything else I think it might hurt inside my chest too much for me to ever climb out of this dark steel trap.

         *

         When the elevator finally moves up a few floors, we’re able to stand and pry the lift doors open a crack. Luke peers through, gun at the ready, and then hoists himself into the hallway. When he reaches for me I have to give him my right hand only, and it feels as though he’s about to pull my arm out of its socket.

         We creep down the corridor, on the lookout. The vent we need is on the right and along another hallway.

         Around a corner an armed Blood is standing outside a glass door. If we go for the vent he’ll see us. We stop, and Luke motions for me to wait. Then he rounds and fires rapidly.

         The Blood’s weapon discharges in response and the noise is like a blow to the head. Peering around, I see that Luke and the Blood have sprinted toward each other and collided, both their guns sent flying clear.

         Luke’s weapon hits the wall and slides into my reach.

         As he and the Blood punch and block and move too fast to believe, I grab the gun and aim it toward them.

         “Luke!” I shout. “Hit the floor!”

         “No!” he yells, but he flattens himself as I fire wildly.

         I don’t hit anything except the glass door, which is obviously bulletproof, for the bullet ricochets off into the vent, then embeds itself in the wall with a spray of plaster. The Blood uses the opportunity to kick Luke in his broken ribs while he’s down, and I realize I have just made things a thousand times worse.

         Luke sweeps his leg and takes down the Blood, rolls on top and crunches his elbow into the man’s windpipe, then cracks him so hard across the jaw that he’s out like a light.

         Luke staggers to his feet and glares daggers at me.

         Sheepishly I hand him the gun. “Sorry?”

         “Get in the vent, Rambo.”

         *

         This vent is wider than the last so Luke and I can crawl forward side by side.

         “Move over,” I whisper.

         “You move over.”

         “You’re twice the size of me!”

         “And yet look who’s taking up more space. Get your bony elbows away from my ribs.”

         “Get your shoulder out of my face! It keeps clacking my chin.”

         “You mean that huge mouth of yours?”

         A grate below us comes into view and we both shut up, shuffling forward to peer into the room. As expected, we’re above the labs. I can’t see anyone down there. Pace and Hal have retrieved the gas, so now we’re just waiting for them to feed it into the vent before we can climb down.

         “Want to talk about John Smith?” Luke asks me.

         I glance at him. Light from the lab is shining up into his face so I can see it quite clearly. “Boring.” There’s no way I’m telling him about that period in my life.

         I’m finding it hard to concentrate on counting the seconds. My wrist hurts and Luke’s smell is familiar and too close in this confined space.

         “Where’d you learn to fight?” I ask him to change the subject.

         “Dad. I grew up in a madhouse. Mom threatened to move out just about every week ’cause we fought so much.”

         “So your dad really did teach you to fight? That wasn’t a lie?”

         He nods.

         “What kind?”

         “All kinds. I was a boxer though. Born and bred.”

         “As a kid?”

         “Yeah. There’s a league. And an illegal one.”

         “What’s an illegal boxing league like?” I ask curiously.

         “Bare-knuckle. No shirts, no shoes. You get thrown in and you don’t come out again until someone’s unconscious.”

         “And your father put you in this league when you were a kid?” I ask, disbelieving.

         “Sure.”

         “How young?”

         “’Bout nine, maybe.”

         “Jeez. How’d you do, then?”

         “Champ at seventeen.”

         “Champ of what?”

         “The city.”

         “In your age group?”

         “Nope.”

         I stare at him, trying to work out what he’s saying. “You were the boxing champion of the whole city when you were seventeen? Including grown men?”

         He smiles again, and this time it has a cocky edge.

         “I thought you were already a Blood by then.”

         “I used to sneak out. Met Dad and Dave for the fights. Nobody gives a shit what your job is when you’re in the ring.”

         “Was Dave good too?”

         “He was alright. Bit soft.”

         I lick my lips. “So … what’s the secret?”

         “To what?”

         “Boxing.”

         Luke looks at me and grins. “You want to know the secret to boxing like it’s a piece of information you can learn and then succeed at? It takes training, girl. Instincts, strength, speed … Things you develop over time and with discipline.”

         “Yeah yeah yeah. Just tell me. What’s the secret?”

         His smile shifts and he meets my eyes. He considers; it feels like forever. I want the moment to last until time ceases, the two of us in this vent with him looking at me like that. Luke leans toward me, close enough that he can brush his lips against my ear. His breath is warm.

         “It’s simple. You can’t be afraid to get hurt.”

         I consider this, looking at his mouth.

         “Train me,” I say.

         “You’ve got a trainer.”

         “He’s taught me nothing.”

         “You haven’t wanted to be taught.”

         “Whatever. Semantics.”

         What am I doing. Why am I saying this. The last thing I need is to be spending more time with him. But I know in my guts that if there’s any hope of me ever being able to defend myself, it’ll be because of Luke.

         “Want to make a deal?”

         I tilt my head suspiciously. “What kind?”

         “If I train you, you have to agree to something else.”

         I wait. There is a glint in his eyes.

         “You have to ask me questions. One a day, every day. I give you one-hundred-percent true answers, no matter what the question.”

         My eyes narrow. “How does that benefit you?”

         “It’s a long game.”

         “It won’t change how I feel about you.”

         He shrugs. “Great. Then agree.”

         “Deal.” We shake on it. “I’ll have no way to know if you’re telling me the truth.”

         “It’s called trust.”

         “Yeah, and it’s long gone between us.” It comes out harsher than I mean it to, and the smile is wiped off his face.

         That’s when the people appear below us. Two men and a woman, all wearing lab coats. Beside me Luke tenses. His eyes dart to one of the men, and then he leans very close to my ear again to whisper, “Falon Shay.” The prime minister.

         I lean to Luke’s ear. “He’s not our mission. Ben is.”

         Luke doesn’t respond, and I’m pretty sure he’s far more interested in revenge or whatever oath he’s sworn to kill Shay than in rescuing Ben.

         “… scheduled date can be moved forward,” Shay is saying.

         “Not realistically, at the rate of testing,” replies the woman in a deep voice.

         “Where are we?”

         “It isn’t ready,” she says bluntly. “I need another round. Several, actually.”

         “There isn’t time. Show me the subjects so far.”

         They continue further into the room and I can no longer see them. Their voices drift back to us. “Subject sixty-four, like many before her, shows bouts of unpredictable lethargy.”

         “Lethargy isn’t productive,” Shay snaps. “Fix it.”

         “Subject sixty-five, like many before him, shows hyper-sensitivity to light.”

         “And sixty-six? This one?”

         “Severe anxiety attacks and paranoia.”

         “But no sadness for any of them?”

         “No detectable sadness.”

         I close my eyes, head swimming with a bone-shattering fury. I’m completely aflame with it; my whole body is burning. Sixty-six people experimented on and ruined. I’m going down there. I’m going to kill all three of them and then I’m going to burn this whole fucking lab to the ground –

         Rough, warm hands take my face and I jerk in alarm, so utterly lost within the rage that it takes me several seconds to realize that it is Luke with his hands pressed to my cheeks, looking into my eyes.

         Breathe, he mouths, but I don’t want to, I don’t care about breathing or calm or panic or any of it I just want to kill them I want to torture them in the same way they tortured those poor people I want to watch the life fade from their eyes and I can’t breathe or think or feel anything I just –

         Lips press against mine.

         Everything vanishes. The world, instead, is his mouth, the warmth and the softness, the ache of it and the perfect way it fits against mine.

         When Luke pulls away he is feverish, and I am calm.

         Falon Shay and the other man have left. Now there is only the female scientist below us. Belatedly we pull on our gas masks, because the gas is dispersing. We swing down from the vents (difficult with only one hand and a complete lack of coordination) and land in the lab.

         The woman spins to face us in shock. She is pretty, with fine, sharp features and thick dark hair. “What – ” But that’s about all she manages to say because she is abruptly very sleepy. Stepping toward the disconnected alarm, she presses it before slumping almost gracefully to the floor and conking out.

         Before us are several glass cages in which people sleep. Test subjects sixty-four, sixty-five and sixty-six. Two girls and a boy, all children around ten years old.

         There’s a pain in my chest at the sight of them, something nostalgic and cruel. Memories circle, faint, shadowy things unlike any of the precise memories that fill my brain. Discomfort and fear and a lab like this. Needles, cages, lab coats …

         “Josi!” Luke says, and I return to the world. There’s no time to engage in whatever messed-up stuff lies in my ten-year-old brain. Luke scoops the scientist into his arms and we duck out of the lab, moving swiftly through the underground levels of the building. I find the woman’s security tag in her pocket and read, Dr Meredith Shaw, Head Scientist and Medical Researcher, Collingsworth Institute.

         I wonder how Ben feels to know this vile place has been named after him.

         We creep past sleeping scientists and Bloods, all here late in the apparent rush to get the sadness cures ready for administering. We check every room and every bed, but Ben isn’t to be found.

         “Goddamnit,” I moan in growing frustration.

         We reach the final hallway and see a huge NO ENTRY sign out the front, as well as two sleeping Bloods. Praying that this is it, we prop Dr Shaw’s eye up to the scanner and press her fingers against the pad.

         With a hissing sound the door opens and a waft of very cold, disorienting air hits us. I go first, creeping slowly down the stairs and into a room even further underground. It’s well lit, the bulbs almost painfully bright. And what’s with how cold it is? My teeth are chattering.

         “Weapon up,” Luke orders me, and I draw my pistol with shaking fingers, even though he specifically told me I wouldn’t be able to hit anything with it. Why did he tell me that? To freak me out? My gas mask is making my breathing louder in my ears.

         Luke’s close behind me, but because he’s holding Dr Shaw he can’t draw his own weapon. Which means it’s all me this time: the girl who can’t hit a grown man three paces in front of her.

         A billow of what seems to be mist caused by the low temperature wafts aside and I am able to see the glass container. Inside it, lying asleep on the floor – without even a bed to lie on – is Ben Collingsworth.

         Lowering my gun, I run to the glass. He looks older than I remember, his skin much paler, hair wispier. “Open it,” I implore Luke quickly. I don’t know why I feel so profoundly protective of this old man. Maybe it’s simply because although I don’t remember him experimenting on me, I do remember him saving my life last year.

         Luke gets the door open and I rush in to squat beside Ben, rolling him over. There is blood in his mouth, and I lift his top lip to see that it’s coming from his gums. His skin is freezing to the touch, and there is blood under his fingernails too. I can’t help but look worriedly up at Luke. He wears a pensive expression that doesn’t make me feel any better. Gathering the old man into his arms, he carries Ben up the stairs and out of the cold room.

         “I want to take Dr Shaw with us,” I tell him.

         He considers quickly, eyes darting back to where he left the woman at the bottom of the stairs.

         “We can find gurneys to carry them,” I press. “Think how badly it’ll mess up their schedule to lose their head scientist. And imagine what she’ll be able to tell us.”

         With a quick breath, Luke nods. “Righto, wait here and keep your gun aimed down the hall.”

         He puts Ben on the ground and runs back down the steps to get Dr Shaw. That’s one of the things I like about Luke, I realize. He’s the one in charge, he knows a thousand percent more than I do about this stuff, but he’s always open to suggestions and happy to listen to other people’s ideas. It’s a nice quality.

         “He’s a lot lighter than she is,” Luke says when he returns with the scientist. “You’ll have to get him in a fireman’s hold.”

         “I carried you on my back for about two miles,” I grunt wryly. “I think I can carry one old guy who looks like he’s mostly made of paper.”

         “When did you carry me on your back?” Luke demands.

         I pause to look at him. “To get you out of the asylum.”

         “You carried me all the way from the asylum to the resistance tree?”

         “How else did you think we got away?” I ask, leaning to try to roll Ben over my shoulder. I don’t really want to talk about it, to be honest. Leaving my pack and a bunch of the crap I’ve been hauling around, I instead try to get Ben over my shoulders. I have to stop, though, as my wrist feels like it might snap off.

         “Uh, give me a hand here?”

         Luke belatedly rushes to help me, lifting Ben over my shoulders and supporting our weight as I straighten my legs under the load. Despite my bravado, Ben is really heavy and incredibly awkward to carry. He keeps slipping and every time I catch him my wrist jerks and feels like it’s breaking anew.

         One of the rooms we saw held a few unused gurneys, so we backtrack and gratefully put the sleeping beauties down. Then we roll them back out to the elevator, which still has three dead bodies in it.

         Dragging these out, I feel a pit in my stomach, along with a whole ocean’s worth of guilt for having been excited about a mission during which we murdered five people. Doesn’t matter that they’re scientists in a clinic that essentially rapes innocent people of their personalities. It only matters that Luke shot them without batting an eyelid, and now they’ll never again go home to their families.

         I hate it all. I hate these people and their science, I hate Ben, I hate Dr Shaw, I hate Luke and I hate myself. And I am having some serious mood swings. Anthony would tell me it’s due to stress. And normally I’d tell him how mood swings are my right, but in this moment I think I’d rather not feel anything at all.

         We squeeze the gurneys into the elevator and ride it up to the ground floor, only to have the doors open on six mask-wearing police officers with their guns pointed straight at us.

         “Freeze!” one shouts.

         Oh dear.

         “Get low,” Luke orders me.

         “Don’t fire,” I hiss, because I can suddenly see how this is going to play out. He’s going to fire, and there’s going to be a gunfight, and I’m going to have to watch him get mowed down by a hail of bullets and I can’t do that –

         Someone fires and my heart skips a beat, but I realize belatedly that it wasn’t the officers or Luke – it came from behind the cops, wounding and dropping three of them.

         Luke picks off one, two of the other men in quick succession.

         The last cop is firing wildly, and then a few more of the wounded ones start to fire from the ground. Bullets go past my head, smash through walls and ding against the inside of the elevator. The doors start to close in front of us but Luke shoves them open and shoots the last cop.

         I rise shakily and push Ben’s gurney out into the hall behind Luke and Dr Shaw. Around the corner comes Will, panting in panic.

         “Shadow’s hit!” he shouts.

         No. We sprint to Shadow’s side and I see blood all over his abdomen and pooling onto the floor. He has his hand pressed into his stomach just beneath where his vest ends, and his face and lips look gray. It is a horrifying sight.

         “Still here,” he grunts.

         “You’re okay, mate,” Luke says. “Will, get Ben’s gurney.” He picks up Shadow and runs with him toward the parking garage door. Will and I push the beds in a sprint down the hall, careening around corners and almost overturning them at one point.

         Pressing through the heavy swing doors, we arrive in the garage to see a white patient transport van. In the driver’s seat is Pace. Hal is already helping Luke get Shadow into the back, so we bring Ben and Dr Shaw to be loaded in next.

         Once the three of them are laid out in the back, Luke, Will and I squeeze in, Hal jumps in the passenger seat and Pace roars us out of the garage and into the night.

         “Where are we going?” she shouts.

         We’re all looking at Shadow, who is bleeding everywhere.

         “We can’t take him back to the train like this,” I murmur. “He’ll never make it.”

         “Can’t take him to a hospital,” Will points out.

         “Head back toward the apartments,” Luke calls.

         “We can’t go back to that shithole,” I argue. “John’s boys’ll be out for blood.”

         “We’re not,” he replies, meeting my eyes. “We’re going to my parents’ house.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 11

         

         February 8th, 2066

         Luke

         When my mother opens the front door she finds a gaggle of rough, bleeding soldiers carrying an unconscious woman, an unconscious elderly man, and a dying giant. She takes one look at us, sees me at the forefront, and bursts into laughter. I am reminded of how, after she was given the cure, she always laughed when something went wrong.

         She is bent over double when Dad comes to the door behind her, spots the chaos on his front lawn and frowns.

         “You’ll be wanting to get that van into the garage, boy?”

         “Thanks, Dad.” To Mom I say, “We’ve got a gunshot wound to the stomach here.”

         Thankfully she sobers quickly and shepherds everyone inside. It takes us a few trips to get all the unconscious people in, but we manage to settle them on beds and put Shadow on the kitchen table for Mom to work on. Pace pulls the van into the garage.

         Josephine looks spooked. She has imagined this house a million times, I know, and I never made it easy for her by giving her any details. I was so tight-lipped about my family that she probably started to think I’d made them up, but here she is in their living room.

         It smells the same, and even though I am always transported into memory when I walk in the door of this house, now it is more than that – now I have this tingling sensation on my skin, and there are pictures in my mind so vibrant I feel like I’m having a seizure or a hallucination or something.

         “You okay?” Josi asks me.

         I blink, returning from a memory of Dave picking Mom’s pot-planted flowers to give to her and being mystified when she screeched in horror at the sight. I nod quickly, trying to rid myself of the uncanny sensations. I shouldn’t have brought danger here; I can taste the regret already. But what choice did I have? To let Shadow bleed to death on the train home?

         Wanting them out of the way, I sit Hal, Pace and Will on the couch and tell them they have to either sleep or eat. “Mom’s a trauma nurse,” I assure them. “She’ll sort him out.”

         I go back into the kitchen where Dad’s helping Mom cut Shadow’s shirt away. Shadow is still conscious, and I cross to his side to lay a hand on his shoulder.

         “Rookie error,” I tell him.

         “Cocky little prick,” he manages, and I grin. “Where’s the girl?”

         “I’m here,” Josi says, moving to his other side.

         He looks like he’s about to say something to her, but instead just quietens down, her presence seeming to calm him.

         Dad brings over a bottle of vodka and makes Shadow drink as much as he can, then he sluices the rest over the wound, causing the man to groan in pain.

         “If you’re staying, sweetheart,” Mom says to Josi, “you’d better be ready to help.”

         “Yes, ma’am. What can I do?”

         “Mop and bucket in the laundry. Make sure I don’t slip on the blood. Get towels too – pack them and change them as needed.”

         Josie rushes off to get supplies, despite her broken wrist and the shock-after-shock-after-shock she has endured tonight. She’s done really well, actually. Better than I imagined a complete novice could. Her presence alone focused me while on the job – surprising, given I’d thought she would be distracting.

         I watch as Mom gets a pair of tweezers and starts digging around inside Shadow’s stomach for the bullet. He screams then, a terrible sound that reverberates around the room and through the house.

         Mom gets the bullet out, followed by the two fragments that have broken off in his stomach. Then she gets to work sewing the organ and tissue back together.

         “I need blood,” she says briskly at one point.

         “I’ll give it,” Josi offers immediately.

         “Not you,” I say. “I can’t either.” Mom looks at me as though she’s never been more disappointed. “Our blood’s diseased,” I explain. Or something to that effect.

         “Take mine,” Dad says, rolling up his sleeve.

         “What type is he?” Mom asks.

         “B negative,” Shadow mutters.

         “It’s too rare,” Mom sighs.

         “You three – you got B negative blood?” Dad asks the three musketeers. They all reply no.

         “I do,” Josi says.

         “Josi, we don’t know what’s in your blood.”

         “It’s nothing that’s transmittable, Luke,” she argues. “The Zetemaphine has been blocked. Dodge well and truly discovered that when you were dying.”

         “You were dying?” Mom screeches at me.

         “No, Mom.” Of Josi I ask, “What if the blocker’s done something weird?”

         “Whatever it is at this point is better than Shadow bleeding out.”

         Dad starts setting Josi up to donate blood, but he’s shaking so I guide him to a chair and take the blood myself. Mom makes sure I’m doing it right as I insert the needle and siphon the blood through the tube and into the bag. We used to joke that Mom needed to bring all this stuff home from work because Dave and I were always so badly injured. But I’m sure as shit glad about it now.

         “How’s your wrist?” I ask Josi softly as we watch her blood flow into the bag.

         “Fine.”

         “I’ll get you some painkillers once we’ve done this. Mom, how much?”

         “Eight hundred mills,” she says without looking over.

         “That seems like a lot …” I hedge.

         “It is, but we’ll watch her.”

         “I don’t think – ”

         “Do it,” Josi snaps. “It’s just blood, Luke.”

         So I measure the blood and pass it off to Mom, who hooks it up to Shadow’s IV. I get Josi a loaf of bread and make her eat a few slices, as well as a sugary cup of tea. She looks pale, so I get her some painkillers too.

         “I’ve repaired as much as I can, so now we wait,” Mom says eventually. “If he gets an infection overnight there won’t be much I can do for him unless you can find me some antibiotics.”

         I nod, mopping up the blood all over the floor and placing new towels around Shadow’s abdomen.

         Dad’s setting up bedding for the three in the living room, placing down blow-up mattresses and sleeping bags. Ben is asleep in Dave’s bed, and we’ve tied up Dr Shaw on the floor so she won’t escape during the night, which I admit is kinda mean. But Pace assures us that the amount of gas they put through the vents is enough to keep both Ben and Dr Shaw out for at least twelve hours. We’ll leave Shadow on the table as he needs to be hooked up to the blood bag and the fluids, and he needs to keep his wound flat. The five of us will take turns monitoring him and if there’s any change during the night, we’ll wake Mom.

         Which leaves Josi and me in my old room.

         I show her in and tell her to take the bed, setting myself up on the floor. She’s weary beyond any point of embarrassment because she turns her back to me and gets undressed down to her underpants. I’m about to turn away when I see her back.

         Circling her bony spine and spreading out to her shoulder blades in an expression of emerging joy are dozens of small black birds in flight.

         They’re beautiful, beyond beautiful; they’re poignant in a way I haven’t recognized many times in my life. Like a whisper of truth, of freedom and memory. All I want is to touch them. Because I realize now as I look at these birds that Josi has grown so much since those years she and I spent together. There’s something sad in the shift and tilt of her bones, but there’s also something far more aware of the beauty in the world.

         I wish she wouldn’t swallow that awareness away so much, living instead in the misery and pain of existence.

         “When did you get them done?” I ask her softly.

         She looks over her shoulder at me. Seeing her like that is almost painful in its loveliness. “Couple of months ago. For Anthony.”

         “They’re beautiful.”

         “They’re sad.”

         I nod, moving closer in the dim rosy light from the bedside lamp. The space between us feels full of memories and longings.

         “Your parents are wonderful,” Josi says, and I can hear in her voice a need for family, a simple appreciation of love.

         “They’re so lost.”

         She’s holding her arms in front of her breasts; I get her an old singlet out of my drawer. She has trouble putting it on with her broken wrist, so I take it and slide it over her head and shoulders, threading through her arms and pulling it down over her tummy. My fingers skim her warm, smooth skin and I feel delirious with the luxury of touching her. I pass her some shorts too.

         “Do you have any pictures of Dave?”

         I nod, going to my old dresser and feeling a pang to simply be here in the place I grew up. Here are all my old things, my stupid knick-knacks kept by my parents for so many years. My awards and trophies, my old books and toys and teddies and clothes. It’s weird, actually, like stepping back in time to a very confronting period of my life that always seemed to be about finding a space for myself between poverty and skill, family and work. I don’t have any real connection to these things, but the fact that Mom and Dad have kept them makes me feel more nostalgic than the items themselves.

         I get an old photo album out of a drawer, and as I pass it to Josi and watch her flick through the pictures I feel a desperate ache for the fragile thing we once shared. In fact, everything I once enjoyed or experienced now seems fragile to me. “I look at all of this,” I tell her softly, the truth spilling out unbidden, “and it’s torturous to me that I threw it away so carelessly, when it was so painfully precious.”

         Josephine looks up from the photos and meets my eyes. The singlet and shorts she wears, once mine as a boy, show off her long, bony limbs, the limbs that are filling out more with each day. It is such a relief to me to see her gaining weight, to see her becoming a person again.

         Her brown and blue eyes watch me and I feel so helpless, so vulnerable, standing here like the biggest idiot in the world. But it’s in these moments, I think, when you have to be bravest of all.

         So I say, “But you, my darling, were the most precious thing of all, the love between us the most fragile. I tried to cherish it, but I was clumsy. And for that I’ll be sorry until the day I die.”

         Her eyelids fall shut, and I see tears slip beneath her lashes.

         A soft, tender moment lies between us; my eyes follow the lines of her face as though trying to memorize them.

         “I want to ask my first question,” she tells me quietly. “You promised to answer me with complete honesty, no matter what.”

         “I did.”

         Josi opens her eyes. “If I ask you to hold me for tonight, will you be able to let me go in the morning?”

         I feel a swelling inside my heart. “I don’t know,” I answer truthfully. “But I can try.”

         She swallows. “Try, then.”

         I cross to her and lift the singlet back over her head. We move to the bed and lie down, and then I duck my head to kiss the birds, smoothing my hands and my lips over each one of them. I am as careful as I would be if the creatures were alive or could shatter with one touch.

         When I have kissed them all, every one of her ravens, I hold her against me and look into her face. Our legs entwine, hands clasp, gazes lock.

         “I love you,” I tell her.

         She shakes her head a little. “Just for tonight.”

         “Why?”

         “Because you’re the only person on this planet who can destroy me.”

         “I would never.”

         “You already did.”

         My forehead rests against hers. “I didn’t. You’re stronger than you ever were. You just can’t see it yet.”

         Josi smiles a little, moving her lips to the crook of my neck. With my free hand I stroke her dark hair.

         “The lovely thing between us is gone now,” she says quietly, breaking my heart, “but I’ll miss it every day of my life.”

         *

         February 9th, 2066

         Josephine

         Pace wakes me some time in the night and it’s a measure of how tired Luke is that he doesn’t stir even when I disentangle my limbs from his and get up to take Shadow-watch.

         She walks with me to the kitchen, where I check the windows for any signs of police or Blood patrols and then sit beside the table. “Get some sleep,” I tell her.

         She nods, but doesn’t go anywhere. “I didn’t mean that stuff I said to you,” she says suddenly. “I was just giving you a hard time because when you get pissy you get strong.”

         “I know.”

         “You’re not helpless and you’re not a freak.”

         “Are you in love with me or something?”

         She snorts. “Shut up.”

         “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you my real name.”

         Pace shrugs. “We all get to start over at The Inferno.”

         She heads into the living room and I sit with Shadow, reaching for his hand, which feels cool to the touch. The night is abruptly too quiet and too still. His unconscious breathing is too soft for me to hear and it makes me uncomfortable.

         “You’re not allowed to die,” I say. “You’re not meant to be killable.” I lean my head on the table and press my cheek to his palm. “Not by a stupid drone cop with a stray bullet.”

         I can’t help thinking of Luke in his bed, and me in his bed with him. I’ve always been so sure of how people should behave when betrayed or lied to or cheated on. I had this standard … I pitied women who forgave their lovers and fell back in love with them. In my head I urged them to be stronger, to respect themselves more. Lying, to my mind, was selfish and it was cruel.

         But I hadn’t yet understood the power of the thing that overtakes you when you fall in love, and what I feel in Luke’s touch is not selfish or cruel. What I feel when he looks at me is neither. It is generous and kind, it’s pleading and sorry and protective. I don’t know how to marry those things that I feel with what I know to be true, which is the simple fact that liars lie and will keep lying.

         I’ve no reason to believe anything good about people. They hurt each other, and that’s fact. Love seems to invite betrayal. It implies heartbreak.

         Even with everything he’s done, with the impending pain he’s sure to bring me were I to forgive him, it’s the shame, I think, that feels worst of all. The shame of forgiveness. Of valuing myself so little as to yearn for the cruel love of someone who made a fool of me. I do yearn for it, of course I do. But I can’t let myself give in to it.

         “Are you a praying kind of person?” a voice asks and I see Luke’s father emerge from the hallway.

         “No,” I murmur. “Are you?”

         He shuffles in and pulls up a chair to sit beside me. He is a tall man, someone who obviously shared Luke’s stature but now seems hunched and smaller than he once was.

         “I used to know the answer to that adamantly,” he says. “I was sure that anyone who put faith or belief in something that couldn’t help or be proved was foolish.”

         “I don’t see what the point is,” I agree.

         “Nor do I. I suppose I’ve simply come to question things a little more than I used to.”

         “And does it help you to wonder if there’s a god?”

         “No.” He smiles.

         “I don’t wonder,” I admit. “If there is, then he’s a cruel God to make us endure a world like this.”

         Mr Townsend rises to pour us both a glass of whisky. I watch him, watch his hands shake almost to the point where he can’t pour the drink. I don’t offer to help – I think that would offend him, somehow.

         When he hands it to me I look up into his aging face. He is a handsome man, the lines around his eyes and mouth making him no less attractive. He looks like Luke, a little. “Parkinson’s,” he explains with a sad smile.

         I sip the whisky, feeling the burn of it go down my throat.

         “I don’t know your name,” I say abruptly. “I’m so sorry.”

         “Tobias. And you’re Josephine.”

         “You taught Luke to box,” I murmur.

         “If I hadn’t, someone else would have,” he replies. “He was so restless. Heartbreaking for a parent to watch.”

         “What did he want?”

         “I don’t think I’ll ever know. I’m not sure he does.”

         “But you loved him anyhow.” It is a question, not framed as one.

         “Sweetheart,” he murmurs, and what it really means is of course.

         I swallow. “And Dave?”

         Tobias stops a while, swirling his whisky. Eventually he says, like the weariest of all sighs, “My Dave. He was sweet and funny. He was the best of us all.”

         And I start to cry because it’s too sad, and I am grieving, suddenly, for this invisible man I never knew, because I love more than anything the man who loved him more than anything.

         Tobias takes my hand and gently sort of tugs me so that I’m resting my head on his knees, and he strokes my hair while I cry.

         *

         The sun is rising as we pack the van. We’d prefer to be taking a different car, but Claire and Tobias’ vehicle is too small to fit all of us, and we don’t want to split up.

         Ben and Meredith are still unconscious, but Shadow has woken and according to Claire he hasn’t yet got an infection, which is a great sign.

         I feel bone-weary. Nothing actually happened between Luke and I, but even just lying in his arms sent my mind spinning so badly I was hardly able to sleep at all. My wrist aches, but what I haven’t told anyone is that I think it’s already healing itself. It itches in this maddening way and no longer feels as though the bone is snapped. Which for some reason embarrasses me.

         “Must have just been sprained,” Luke comments when he redoes my bandage. We are sitting in the kitchen while the three musketeers make sure everything is ready for the trip to the subway. Tobias has organized food and water for us, and Claire’s set us up with a whole lot of painkillers and instructions for Shadow.

         “How are your ribs?”

         “Sugar, if you think a few broken ribs are enough to bother me, you don’t know Luke Townsend.”

         “And if Luke Townsend keeps referring to himself in the third person I might feel inclined to break a few more of his ribs.”

         He smiles as he pins the end of my bandage. “Done.”

         I use the hand to shake his. It’s a very weird thing to do and I can only blame it on nerves. “Friends?” I ask.

         He looks down at our handshake and then up at me. His eyebrows arch as if to point out how idiotic I am. “Sure. Friends. Are we also business partners?”

         I wrench my hand from his and blush pink. “Let’s go already.”

         I hear him laugh under his breath.

         “Get a move on!” Pace shouts from the garage.

         Claire and Tobias are waiting by the door for us. I hug them both quickly, wanting to give Luke a moment alone with them.

         “Thank you so much,” I say to Claire.

         “It’s my job, sweetheart. Well, actually it’s not at all. It’s illegal. But, you know, all in good fun.”

         I grin. To Tobias I murmur, “I think you’re right to question. Don’t stop.”

         “Only if you’ll do the same,” he smiles, kissing me on the cheek.

         “Deal.”

         I climb into the back of the van with Will and Shadow, crammed in beside the sleeping Ben and Dr Shaw.

         “What are we doing with this woman?” Hal asks from the passenger seat.

         “Taking her with us,” I shrug.

         “So we’re kidnapping people now?”

         “Why not?”

         Luke joins us and it takes me one glance to know he feels like absolute crap. There’s a heaviness to his shoulders and mouth I’ve not seen in a long while. He rests his head against the side of the van and orders Pace to drive. She starts the van and begins reversing.

         “Stop!” I shout suddenly. The van jerks to a halt halfway out of the garage.

         “We have to go or we’re not gonna make the train,” Hal warns.

         I open the back door and jump out. “Josi?” Luke calls but I run inside.

         Claire and Tobias are hugging in the middle of the living room, but turn to me in surprise. “Did you – ”

         “Get in the van,” I tell them. They stare at me blankly. “We’re not leaving you behind,” I say clearly. “It’s ludicrous. Come to the west and be with your son.”

         They look at each other, then back at me.

         I spread my hands. “What have you got to stay for?”

         “We’re cured,” Claire states. “They won’t take us!”

         “Trust me. Parents of the second coming will be treated like bloody deities in that place.”

         “Can I bring a few things?”

         “Yes,” I laugh. “Just hurry up. Go go go!”

         When we finally return to the van, I explain, “New recruits.”

         “If it’s okay with you,” Tobias hedges.

         Luke stares at his parents, then at me, and finally he smiles the best smile I’ve seen him give in years.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 12

         

         February 9th, 2066

         Luke

         It is selfish and stupid to take them with us. The west is dangerous, not to mention we could be caught by Bloods at any point on the way. I vowed never to bring them into the storm of my life, and here I am, sucking them right into the heart of it. I know this. But for the first time in years I feel like I can breathe. With the simple act of inviting them along, Josi has basically countered the secret fear I harbored that my parents were gone forever. To me, cured meant dead, essentially. Stripped of a soul, a personality, any kind of truth. Now I’m not sure what it means, but Josi is demanding that we at least explore the idea of life after the cure. With one simple act she has refused to believe that drones aren’t real people, aren’t worth loving or protecting.

         She hated them once. As I have always done. Not because it’s their fault. But because they are a product of our ruined world: the proof of humanity’s worst traits. But it was spending a year with a cured psychiatrist that made Josephine understand the complexity of our remaining population.

         Which all means, in essence, that I might have a family again.

         *

         We are stopped at a checkpoint. I refrain from pointing out how idiotic it is that Pace has just driven straight up to it.

         “How was I supposed to know it was here?” she hisses.

         “Calm down,” I order crisply. “Mom, get in the driver’s seat.”

         “What?”

         “You’re a nurse. You’re taking supplies to the hospital. They’ll want to check you’re cured.”

         There are about a dozen cars in line before us, so Mom climbs into the front seat once Pace and Hal have joined us in the back.

         “I don’t even know how to drive this thing,” she points out.

         Dad takes that moment to start ripping through the sheet covering Meredith and Ben.

         “What the hell are you doing?” I ask.

         He doesn’t respond, and when I catch sight of his face I know his brain’s completely short-circuited. He tears violently through the sheet, his eyes vacant.

         “Hold onto him,” I snap at Hal. “Don’t let him make any noise.”

         While Hal grabs hold of my dad’s shaking hands I scramble to the front of the van and perch myself behind Mom, gun pointed out her window. There aren’t any windows in the back so the cops won’t spot me unless they open the doors, and if they do that the game is up anyway and I’ll have to shoot them.

         Mom starts giggling hysterically and it makes me feel queasy. I reach through the grill and squeeze her hand tightly. “Listen to my voice,” I tell her. “Take a deep breath and think about rain falling on a tin roof.”

         It was always her favorite sound. When I was a kid she told me that it calmed her so deeply she felt like she could dissolve into a puddle on the floor.

         Mom’s laughter slowly peters out and soon she is breathing steadily.

         “Drive us forward a little,” I tell her gently. “But keep thinking about rain.”

         She revs too much and the car lurches into a bunny-hop. We can’t turn the auto-drive on because it responds only to prints and is connected to the network, which means the Bloods would instantly be able to track the stolen car and Mom’s presence in it.

         “Easy,” I soothe her. “You’re doing great.”

         A glance behind tells me that Dad is wantonly trying to destroy anything he can get his hands on, giving small whimpers of grief. Hal has wrapped his arms around Dad’s middle to limit his movement, and Josi is pinching his fingers. It’s clever, because the physical pain will hopefully ground him in his body and stop his confused emotional centers from firing incorrect responses to stress.

         We approach the blockade, only one car remaining in front of us.

         Mom jolts the car forward and winds down her window.

         “Print please, ma’am,” the police officer says in a bored tone.

         Mom lends him her hand so he can take her print, then a prick of her blood. When his tester blinks green he drawls, “Very good. What’s in the van?”

         “Medical supplies.”

         He reads the file projected from his tablet – Mom’s info, along with the fact that she’s a registered nurse.

         “Says here your son’s a fugitive,” the cop frowns. Goddamnit.

         “So I’m told.”

         “When did you last speak to him?”

         “Is it really your job to be questioning me?” she replies calmly. “You’re a traffic cop. I answered every question I could about my son when the Bloods interviewed me last year.”

         He blinks, then nods. It might have offended him once upon a time, but now he simply understands the words as true. He considers her, long and slow.

         Behind me, Dad tries to speak through Hal’s hand.

         The cop hears it and looks at the back of the van, frowning.

         I hold my breath.

         “I’ll have to check the van in any case,” he says apologetically.

         “I’m in a rush – there was an emergency this morning and I need to get the blood supplies to the operating room.”

         “Won’t take me a second, ma’am.”

         I sigh inwardly. He seems like a nice bloke. I squeeze the trigger and fire a bullet straight into his thigh. It takes him a few seconds to react, as he has no idea what’s happened or where the sudden burst of pain has come from. Falling to the ground, the man wails.

         “Drive,” I tell Mom.

         She revs so hard the engine roars, then takes her foot off the clutch way too fast and stalls the car.

         “Move over,” I say and she does so quickly.

         I wriggle into the driver’s seat and take us straight through the checkpoint, setting off an alarm in the process. The cop fires his gun six times and I feel one of the bullets hit our back tire.

         Two police sirens whir behind us, but I’m not worried about cops. I’m worried about the fact that it won’t be long before the Bloods join the party. Turning right, I feel the tire skid and lose some of its rubber. It’ll be a miracle if it lasts until we get to the tunnel.

         “Train’s in ten minutes!” Hal shouts.

         Uh-oh. I skid into oncoming traffic and then jump a median strip to get to the right side. A traffic cam takes a nice, blinding picture of us as we speed past. A third police car swerves to chase us, and I can feel the steering go because of the blown tire.

         Thankfully the subway tunnel looms and as I approach it I spin the car to block its entrance, making sure the back door opens onto the stairs. I’m not about to roll my vehicle down these steps a second time.

         “Will and I’ll cover,” I announce because Will’s the best shot and makes the smallest target. “The rest of you get these bodies down into the tunnel.”

         From our windows Will and I start firing at the cop cars, fast as we can.

         Hal has Ben over his shoulders, leaving Pace and Josi to carry Dr Shaw between them. Mom and Dad have managed to get Shadow below ground. It seems like we might just make it.

         Until in the distance I see a sleek black car arrive and my heart sinks.

         “Go, mate,” I tell Will. “I got you.”

         Will ducks his head and sprints around the van for cover. I take out three policemen crouched behind their car doors who are too stupid not to keep popping back into my line of sight.

         When Will is safely below I round the van, bullets raining over me. One takes me through the upper arm, another grazes my ear, a third ricochets into my big toe. I keep moving. There is no time for pain, there is time only to stop those Bloods from getting into the tunnel. I fire three rounds into the oxygen tanks in the back of the van, then another two into the engine.

         It takes about four seconds to make a popping sound, then the car bursts into violent flames.

         I am already sprinting down the steps. Here comes the tricky part. Getting two bodies onto a moving train. Josi and Will have decided they’re going to jump on at one end and get the doors open wide. The rest of us will wait at the other end of the platform so that by the time the first carriage reaches us we can swing Ben and Dr Shaw straight in and then grab whichever carriage we can get a hold of.

         It’s impossible to count the number of things that could go wrong.

         And that’s when, of course, the two Bloods emerge onto the platform, having managed to get past the flaming van.

         The moment slows as I take them both in. Everything inside me blisters; adrenalin pumps through my body and I reach calmly to harness its strength and speed within my limbs.

         They raise their Glocks toward us and I am already firing two guns and two sets of bullets smash through their hands. Their respective weapons go flying and by the time I hear them clatter to the ground I have already shot one man through the neck and am approaching the second.

         He’s a Blue, more deadly than his Red companion. He reaches me before I can get off another shot and knocks the gun from my grip. My second fires wildly into the air but I allow my hand to let it go. This needs to be close and fast; I can hear the train approaching already.

         I slam my fist into his face and feel his nose break. He doesn’t react, instead lifting his knee and extending his foot in a beautiful kick that cracks straight into my broken ribs; I must have been favoring my right side. Pain splinters through me and I let him punch me once, twice in the cheek. Letting someone hit you does a couple of things. It can be an insult to mess with his head. Or it can be a trap. Because when he hits with his right you can hammer a heavy left into his unprotected kidney and drop him to the ground. Like I do now.

         I turn in time to see that the train is rushing past. Josi and Will are already on and I catch a glimpse of the others all jumping or being hoisted on in a tangle of limbs.

         They’re going to make it.

         But so is the first Blood, the Red I shot in the neck. He has his hand held to the wound, staunching bright spurts of blood, and he’s launching himself onto the train.

         I sprint after him, leaping onto the very end of the last carriage. As the train whooshes into the tunnel I stumble into the aisle and run after the Blood. I spot him up ahead, so with two fingers I whistle loudly and he turns. He’s young, probably only about twenty or so. A new recruit.

         “If I were you,” I say, “I’d throw myself off this train right now.”

         “You can kill me,” he replies, “but they’re going to find you, one way or another.”

         “Not if I find them first.”

         I meet him in the section between the cars. The doors are still open and the noise of the tunnel is intense. He punches, a quick left jab. I dodge once, then again for his follow-up blow. Can feel myself smiling. “Who taught you to box?”

         Instead of replying he comes at me again, right, left, right. I haven’t yet raised my hands – it’s rude of me.

         “You try to hit me with your right, you’re pretty much giving me a whole lot of time to dodge,” I point out.

         I swerve out of the way of another blow. He’s trying to angle me toward the open doors, but it’s simple enough to maneuver him around again.

         “If I punch with my right it’s a different story.”

         “Why’s that?” he breathes.

         “It’s an insult, see? ’Cause I’m gonna hit you even with the extra warning.”

         And with that I swing a huge right, hammering it into his jaw, and even with all my words of caution it’s still too fast for him to block. Blood spills from his mouth, along with several teeth. He’s tough – he shakes it off and faces me once more, still bleeding from the bullet through the side of his neck. His blood loss will hit him in a second and he won’t be able to keep fighting.

         But I’ve lost all focus. My mind feels abruptly as though it’s underwater; everything has become agonizingly slow. Because the smell … the scent of his blood has caused something to erupt inside me. I can feel the smell on my skin, it’s an electric prickling. My teeth ache and my mouth floods with saliva.

         What the fuck is going on?

         The boy hits me, a body blow to my chest and another to my shattered ribs. I don’t feel the pain because I’m swimming and tingling and I can see the smell now, making thick heavy shapes in my head. It’s dark and smooth, draping me in a veil or coating me like paint sinking through the levels of my brain.

         I am on the ground, I realize abruptly. The sound of the train roaring through the tunnel is a drill in my skull and I can still smell the blood as the boy rolls me toward the opening. The blood smells so strong I think I’m going to gag it’s taking up every inch of my body and permeating every one of my pores and I can’t get rid of it I can’t and it’s trickling down my spine –

         And just like that the world drops out from under me.

         *

         Josephine

         “Where is he?” I demand. “Where’s Luke?”

         Everyone in their various states of dishevelment looks around. There is no Luke.

         “The Bloods,” Shadow wheezes. “He was fighting two.”

         I turn and sprint down the train. I saw him fighting, but I also saw him run toward the train and jump. He must have made it. I will find him down the end. I will.

         But what I find instead is a black-clad man between the carriages, his back to me. I draw my gun and aim at him. “Hey!”

         He twists quickly, spots me and raises his hands. My feet carry me closer, but I can’t get too close in case he has any ideas about snatching the gun from me.

         A merciless creature lurks in my chest. She is graceless. My mind is an ocean of roaring hungry teeth and all I can think is where where where where.

         “Where’s Luke?” I try to keep the trembling from my voice.

         The Blood is young. He has a baby face, and no hair in sight on his chin. His lips are split and swollen, and there is blood trickling from his mouth and neck.

         “Where?”

         “He’s dead,” the guy says tonelessly.

         “Bullshit.”

         “Rolled him right out the door.”

         The creature in my chest screams, wild and abruptly free. I take two steps closer, raise the gun and shoot the boy in the head.

         Turns out I can hit a man three feet in front of me. His skull splatters over the wall behind him and he drops.

         My ears ring painfully and all other sound warps into a rushing hiss. Lowering the gun, I am no longer trembling. I walk forward and stand over the body. His eyes stare sightlessly at the ceiling; they are cold and empty but they are not as cold as my body and they are not as empty as my soul.

         I don’t know what makes me turn my head. But I do, and so I see four fingers clutching onto the edge of the train carriage.

         In an instant I’m at the side and there I see him. Hanging from the exterior door handle with one hand. His grip is like iron when I reach for his wrist.

         “Luke!” I scream.

         He can’t talk, hammered as he is by the oncoming rush of wind and the gravity dragging him backwards. I have no choice but to offer him my left hand, the one with the broken wrist, as I need my right to grab hold of the railing inside the carriage.

         “Reach for me!” I shout.

         He swings his free hand toward my outstretched one, misses once, twice, three times. His arm drops and I can see his fingers slipping on the handle.

         “Keep trying!”

         With one mighty effort he hauls his arm forward and grabs my hand. It snaps my wrist instantly, the bones too brittle from only just having healed. Pain eclipses all else and I feel nausea roar through my guts. A shriek is torn from me and I cut it off by biting down on my tongue so hard that I taste blood.

         He starts to let go – I can feel him.

         “Don’t you dare!” I yell. “Hold on!”

         I am woozily trying to work out how I can pull his weight inside when I feel hands take hold of me and wrench me backwards. Luke is hauled inside and crumples on top of me.

         Spots dance before my eyelids. There’s a howling in my wrist and a flood of darkness.

         “Josi?” Hal and Pace are staring down at me. I don’t know how long I have been lying here.

         They help me to sit up and I look at Luke, sprawled against the wall. He’s holding his side uncomfortably and the second I meet his eyes I get a fright. “There’s something wrong with me,” he says.

         It sends a chill over my skin because I have never seen him look so scared.

         In the corner of my vision I can see the body of a dead boy.

         *

         We are quiet on the train ride home. Claire has set and bandaged my wrist, which hurt so much that I vomited and we had to move carriages to get away from the smell. Now we’re all sprawled together in the one carriage, nursing our wounds and injuries, and sinking into an exhausted stupor.

         Luke is staring vacantly out the window, and I can see how spooked he is by whatever happened at the end of the train.

         I’m too numb to be spooked.

         When Dr Shaw finally stirs I realize we haven’t discussed what we’re going to do with her. She’s tied at wrists and feet, and she struggles groggily. “What … Where am I?”

         Luke’s still off in his own world so I guess it falls to me to explain, since I was the one who wanted to kidnap her in the first place. I move to crouch beside her. Claire is giving her water and trying to soothe her.

         “You’re on a train going west,” I tell her.

         “West? Then you’re …”

         “Yes.”

         “I’ve been kidnapped by the resistance?”

         “Yes.”

         She slumps back down, looking a bit defeated. That’s when she clocks Ben lying not far from her. Dr Shaw lurches up, her eyes widening in terror. “What’s he doing here? Why did you bring him?”

         I glance at the others, but they look as confused as I feel. “We rescued him from you,” I say, thinking it obvious.

         “Tie him up!” she cries, scrambling away from him. “Quickly!”

         “He’our friend,” I point out. “Not to mention a sickly old man.”

         Ben starts to wake. He moves a little, groans feebly.

         Dr Shaw looks straight at me and whispers, “You stupid girl. You have no idea what you’ve done.”

         And it hits me the second before he opens his eyes: the bleeding gums and fingernails I noticed when we found him. The paper-white skin. The nagging fact that he was in a research facility.

         Ben Collingsworth looks at me, and his eyes are the deep, blood red of a Fury. I know it in the moment before he lunges at me with a rabid snarl of hunger.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 13

         

         February 12th, 2066

         Josephine

         I have never been to a zoo. They don’t exist anymore; most animals are dead, and all the birds extinct. But I have imagined them, seen them on television, read about them. Which is how I know that what we have in the dark science lab on the very east edge of the settlement is a caged animal.

         I stand on the other side of the glass and I watch him in there. Pacing his cage back and forth, gazing pitilessly out at me. There doesn’t seem to be any humanity left in his red eyes. Is Ben Collingsworth still inside that body somewhere? If we have souls, then what has happened to his? Did it flicker out when this was done to him? Or did it shift into something else entirely?

         Quinn, Raven and Dodge all arrive to join me at the glass. Last to enter is Luke, who’s had his superficial gunshot wounds tended to at the infirmary; I had to have my wrist re-set and cast this morning too, despite the fact that I can feel it healing on its own. We gaze in at the beast, who is really just a very old man dying of heart failure.

         “I’d like to study it,” Dodge says. He sounds excited. “The implications are many.”

         “The implications are – ” Luke starts.

         “We don’t discuss implications,” Quinn interrupts him. “We discuss facts.”

         There is a long silence as we watch Ben’s lips curl to reveal his sharp teeth and bleeding gums.

         “We’ll have to feed it,” Raven points out. “If you want to study it.”

         “It eats human flesh,” Quinn points out.

         “He’s not an ‘it’,” I snap. “He’s a man.”

         “He was a man,” Raven replies.

         Ben screams abruptly, throwing himself against the glass as if to break it with his body. I flinch and try not to look away but it’s too awful.

         “That’s no man,” Raven murmurs.

         I wish I could disagree with her, but I can’t. The creature in that cage is an animal or a monster, or something in between.

         And when I look at him there is an all too familiar reflection gazing back at me.

         *

         Quinn asks Raven and Luke to go and question Dr Shaw and find us some of those facts he’s so keen on. He stands with me for a while after they’ve gone, and we watch Ben in silence. For the first time I feel curious about what this man thinks. It seems odd to me, suddenly. Quinn is the leader of the resistance and I don’t know what he believes about anything. Except corporal punishment. 

         “When did you leave the city?” I ask.

         “Twenty years ago.”

         “Why?”

         He takes a moment to consider the question, arms folded over his thick chest. “I was grieving,” he shrugs. “Sixteen years old when my parents died in the first wave of sickness. The second wave took my four younger sisters. The wall was built but I didn’t know how it was supposed to fix anything. You can’t build a wall against death.”

         He turns to face me, his blue eyes sharp.

         “I came out here to die,” he admits simply. “Instead I found Shadow, and then we found a prison, and we both decided to just … live a little longer.” Quinn pauses, remembering. “It was a graveyard out here. So many dead. An Underworld.”

         “How did the others come?”

         “I went back for them,” he replies, “when the cure was first announced.”

         It strikes me as incredibly brave, being the first of a kind. The first to save himself, and then to go back to save more. And at only sixteen years old.

         “And the resistance?” I ask. “When did the fighting start?”

         “Do you know who gets named ‘resistance’? Those who disagree.” Quinn shakes his head. “I never chose that name for us. I never wanted to fight. I wanted to escape. I wanted the fury I deserved when life took everyone I’d ever loved from me. It was Shadow who wanted to fight. He had a different kind of grief in his heart, a different kind of fury.”

         “But he never went back.”

         “He couldn’t.”

         “Why?”

         “Too many ghosts there. So I went for him, and I looked for people we’d known. Then I just looked for anyone at all who wanted to be freed.”

         “Wanted to be freed?” I repeat. “Didn’t they all?”

         “Most people don’t want to be angry, Dual. They don’t want to be sad.”

         “Then what do they want?”

         “To surrender.”

         *

         Raven

         Luke and I look through the small window. Dr Shaw is quietly staring at the wall of the interrogation room, as though her thoughts are a million miles away. She looks exhausted.

         I reach for the handle.

         “You ever questioned a drone?” Luke asks me.

         “No. You?”

         “You can’t assume they’ll respond like a normal person would,” he counsels.

         “So what do you do then?”

         “Well, for starters, don’t try to make her angry.”

         I roll my eyes. “You’re a fount of wisdom.”

         “When you question people you always use the same tactic, Raven.”

         “I do not!”

         “You do.”

         “Fine, which tactic should I be using?”

         He shrugs, looking back at Dr Shaw. “She’s a scientist, and she’s cured. So reason with her.”

         “Why don’t you show me how it’s done?” I hand him a tablet and Luke enters the room to sit opposite the doctor.

         “Sorry to keep you waiting, Dr Shaw. I’m Luke Townsend. Do you need some water?”

         She shakes her head.

         Luke flashes her a smile – his painfully gorgeous one – and says, “You must be tough if you can stand this heat without a drop. I was panting like a dog the day I arrived.”

         No response, but I can see her shifting in her seat as though to re-evaluate what’s about to happen. She was not expecting warmth.

         “We’ve taken you in order to retrieve certain information,” he begins. “So I’ll be asking you some questions and if you could answer them that would really make my day. Can I call you Meredith?”

         She nods.

         “Cool. You work as the lead scientist in the Collingsworth research facility, right?”

         Another nod.

         “Which project are you currently working on?”

         “The sadness cures. But you already know that.”

         “I do, yeah.” He is watching her closely, the expression in his eyes intimate somehow. “How long have you been working for the facility, Meredith?”

         “Four years. Since it was started.”

         “And the government? When did they recruit you?”

         “Twenty-five years ago.”

         “Were you in any way involved in the development of the cure for anger?”

         She says nothing, and that’s how Luke knows where her marker is. She’s hiding something.

         “It’s okay, I know you’re legally obliged not to discuss employment with anyone,” he says gently. “I signed all the same contracts when I was working for the government. I won’t make you talk about that if you don’t want to.”

         Her hands fidget in her lap.

         “It’d help me out a lot if you could give me some professional opinions, though,” Luke goes on. “What’s the measure of success for the anger cure? For example, when it’s administered, how do you know if it’s worked correctly?”

         “Side effects,” she says simply.

         “Which are?”

         “We measure heart rate, response and reaction time, sensory reactions to light, olfactory stimulations, temperature regulation, organ function, blood cell count, blood clotting – I could go on, but it’s all been published, and the fact remains that any physical side effects are very rare.”

         Luke nods. “I’ve read the papers.”

         “Then why ask?”

         “There are some side effects that haven’t been published. Those are the ones I’d like you to talk about.”

         “I don’t know of any.”

         “Really. You’ve spoken about physical effects and tests, Meredith, but you haven’t mentioned the rate of psychiatric testing. How do you judge if the cure has effectively erased a brain’s ability to trigger an anger response?”

         “That’s exactly what it was designed to do, Mr Townsend. And it was designed by a mind far superior to any left in this world.”

         “Sure, but how do you know?”

         She says nothing.

         “You don’t, do you? You give people the cure and then send them home with no real way to know if it’s responded correctly.”

         “The test parameters were thorough. A drug isn’t cleared for administration unless it passes certain checkpoints designed to protect against harm. Citizens are encouraged to monitor their health and report any symptoms.”

         “Right, but mental health hasn’t exactly been a number-one priority for the government, has it?” He lets that hang in the air for a moment, then asks, “Do you experience any side effects, Meredith?”

         “No.”

         “That’s pretty lucky.”

         “No, that’s statistically expected. The cure reacts positively in ninety percent of the populace, Mr Townsend. They’re calmer, happier and healthier.”

         “So let’s talk about the other ten percent. What happens to them?”

         She sighs. “They can have unpredictable emotional responses to stress and stimuli.”

         “And do you think that’s also a likely result of the sadness cure?”

         “It isn’t yet finished.”

         “But the test subjects have all shown such symptoms, haven’t they?”

         No response.

         “How many have you tested so far?”

         No response.

         “I’m pretty sure I heard you say there were at least sixty-six, right?”

         Her eyes are glued to her hands.

         “Here’s the thing, Meredith,” he goes on softly. “There’s a woman outside that door who’s waiting to have her turn with you. She’s not going to be as nice. In fact, I’m sometimes convinced the sole purpose of her life is to inflict pain. If you can tell me the names and ages of all sixty-six of your test subjects, I’ll make sure she doesn’t come in here.”

         Meredith’s eyes dart up to Luke. She’s starting to look frightened now, the idea of the pain seemingly worse than the pain itself. In a slow, small voice she begins to speak names. Sixty-six of them.

         “Jennifer Soyles, fourteen years old. Ben O’Malley, twelve years old. Tony Lin, fourteen years old. Harry Rinks, ten years old. Liza Shircova, eleven years old …”

         And on and on.

         Luke types each one of them into his tablet. It’s the ideal strategy – he has read her perfectly. With each name Meredith falters a little more, her voice grows wearier and by the time she’s finished remembering every child she has ruined, the doctor looks wretched with shame.

         “Thank you,” Luke says.

         “It was to help the many,” she says. “Harm the few to help the many.”

         “How many of these children died?”

         She says a number and then has to clear her throat before she can be heard. “Forty.”

         “You’re going to go through them and mark which ones.” Luke hands her the tablet and she goes through the list, slowly checking them off.

         “How long did you work for Dr Collingsworth in his lab before the anger cure was approved?” Luke asks when she’s finished.

         “Ten years,” Meredith mutters, utterly defeated.

         “During the initial test rounds, what did you do with the failed subjects?”

         She opens her mouth but nothing comes out.

         “Did you report them?”

         She shakes her head.

         “Did you ever see any with bleeding gums and burst blood vessels in their eyes? Did you ever inject a round of subjects with something that stole their humanity completely? Did they grow violent and aggressive? When you played god, Meredith, did you stumble and instead create monsters? What did you do with those monsters afterwards? Did they have to be killed? Or were they quarantined somewhere? Somewhere such as beyond an unbreachable wall?”

         She clenches her hands tightly.

         My heart is pounding.

         Luke leans forward and tilts Meredith’s chin up so that she is forced to look into his face. “Did you and Collingsworth create the Furies and then blame them on the plague?”

         She stares at him, and then finally she whispers, “Yes.”

         I breathe out in a rush.

         “Does the current version of the cure also cause certain patients to become Furies?”

         “Yes.”

         “Is that what happened to Collingsworth?”

         “Yes.”

         “Does Falon Shay know about this?”

         “Yes. It was his idea to put them beyond the wall so no one would be able to leave the city.”

         Luke is so still it seems for a moment that he has turned to stone. Softly he murmurs, “Is the land beyond the wall diseased at all?”

         “No. It’s perfectly habitable. It’s regenerating as we speak.”

         *

         When Luke finally emerges he looks exhausted. “Let’s get a drink,” he suggests.

         He follows me to the Den where we raid the pantry for the whisky selection. The people on kitchen duty are all happy to see Luke back from the mission and want to give him hugs and kisses, which he looks pleased about. They don’t talk to me, but that’s because they know I don’t much like them. I don’t much like anyone, really.

         We sit in a corner table and watch the people on dinner duty setting up the meal for later tonight. Afterwards there’s going to be a party to celebrate the homecoming of those who went to the city. We always celebrate when no one comes back dead.

         Luke drinks his whisky in two large gulps then pours himself another. “My skin’s crawling,” he admits. “I wish we didn’t have to tell anyone.”

         “We don’t have to.” He gives me a funny look. “Why? What difference will it make?”

         “It’s a big deal, Raven. People deserve to know the truth. The government created monsters and then built a wall to keep them out. If we can get rid of the monsters, we can get rid of the wall and be free.”

         I nurse my drink, sliding my fingers over the glass. He makes it sound very simple, but there are dangerous people who will kill to keep that wall up. “How did you know she’d react that way?”

         Luke shrugs and takes another swig. “She has a chip on her shoulder. Has rules and standards to live by, and punishes herself if she can’t live up to them. She compartmentalized the kids into numbers so she could deny their humanity. I just gave the kids their names back. Plus she was really tired. That always helps.”

         “How do you know that?”

         “You get used to reading people when it’s your job to lie to them. I’m only guessing anyway.”

         “What about me? What do you read in me?”

         “Not a good idea, Raven.” He shakes his head.

         “Why not?”

         “People don’t like hearing the truth about themselves, and I get in trouble for telling it.”

         “I’m not people. Go on.”

         Sighing, he pours himself a third drink and considers me. “Your personality has been shaped by the deep knowledge that people respond to you or behave the way they do because of your beauty. It’s intrinsically tied to your self-worth and your perspective. You expect to be desired and you hate it when people play into that expectation. You don’t respect anyone because you don’t respect yourself. You enjoy cruelty because it makes you feel strong. You hurt so you want others to hurt too. You take pains to make yourself feel in control of every situation. You’re terrified that anyone will glimpse your terror.”

         Heat flares all over my skin and I think I might vomit.

         “Don’t freak out,” he adds. “We all have our shit. You’re also very smart and you care way more about this place than you let on.

         I want to hurt him. I want to tear the skin from his perfect face with my fingernails and teeth. Instead I smile coldly. “You enjoyed that, didn’t you? I wonder if you can look at yourself with such brutality.”

         “I didn’t mean to be brutal. I’m sorry.”

         “Of course you did. You were trying to hurt me. Do you want to know why?” I pause, finishing my drink and feeling it burn down my throat. I look at him again, hiding the sudden inferno of hatred in my heart behind the words I know will most disturb him. “I might expect people to desire me, but that’s only because I’m very good at reading when they do. And you, Luke Townsend, want me more than anyone in this whole fucking place. You’re just too pathetic to admit it.”

         I leave the Den, my mind working quickly. I have to stop giving him power over me. I have to reclaim it.

         *

         Luke

         Shiiiiiiiiiiiiit. I’m gonna pay for that one.

         I follow her back to her house and enter uninvited. “Raven.”

         She turns and with one mighty swing socks me in the face. It hurts, but not too badly given the whisky I just skulled.

         “There. We’re even.”

         “You think a punch hurts half as much as those words?” she exclaims.

         I blink, surprised. She’s never admitted to being hurt before, never admitted that anything can even touch her. “I really am sorry,” I say again. “I’m not interested in fighting with you, or being your enemy. I want to be your friend.”

         “Friend?” She laughs. “You have enough friends. Everyone in this whole compound is your friend.”

         “Yeah, but you don’t have any.”

         Her eyebrows arch. “This is the cruelest apology I’ve ever heard.”

         “You know it’s true, Raven.”

         “I don’t want friends!” she spits out. “I don’t need friends!”

         “Right.” I head for the door, wishing I hadn’t bothered.

         She stops me, pushing me roughly against it. “Why can’t you just admit that you want me?”

         “Because I don’t.”

         Her black eyes and red lips are very close to my face. “You’re such a liar, Luke Townsend.”

         Abruptly I can smell her desire. It’s red and thick like a cloud in my mind.

         “Your girlfriend is dead,” she says. “There’s no reason to deny yourself.”

         “I’m not interested,” I tell her again.

         “Is it because you like someone else?”

         I shake my head, frustrated. “Can I go?”

         “The spoiled child with the dual eyes?” she asks. “I can’t see how, Luke.”

         “Dual and I are friends, and I’m honestly just not into you.”

         “Then why did you come here?”

         “To apologize. Even though you pushed me into saying what I did.”

         “You’re desperate for everyone to love you. You lie and manipulate people into it.”

         Her nearness is starting to muddle my brain. I feel a weird tingling on the back of my neck and down my spine. Like on the train, I begin to experience things I shouldn’t. Thoughts and sensations and images in my mind and the heavy scent of Raven and heat in my gut and pins and needles in my fingers and –

         Lips against mine.

         The kiss is soft and I feel myself leaning into it.

         But confusion rushes me because it doesn’t feel right, doesn’t taste right, and so I open my eyes and see the wrong person –

         I push Raven away and she smiles slowly as if I have walked into her trap. “You liked that. I felt it.”

         “Temporary insanity,” I snarl. “Don’t come near me again.”

         I wrench the door open to find Josi with her hand raised to knock. She blinks, looks at me, spots Raven looking smug. Her eyes narrow in on my lips and my heart pounds; I’m sure I look guilty too. She’s too smart not to join the dots, even though I have no fucking clue how I wound up kissing a woman I hate. My head feels on fire and I can’t work out what to say.

         Josi’s gaze hardens and she laughs this clipped laugh. “I’m interrupting.”

         “Wait – ”

         “See you round.”

         I watch her stalk away and I feel as though I’m going insane.

         *

         So I tell Dodge. “I feel as though I’m going insane.”

         “Tell me about it,” he implores gently, sitting me in his test-subject chair. But that’s when I see Meredith. She is perched behind the workbench, handcuffed to her chair. Behind her in his cage is Ben, pacing back and forth.

         “I’d rather not have a medical examination with the government pawn listening in,” I say. “Who brought her here?”

         “Don’t mind her,” Dodge says with a wave of his hand. “Quinn wants her working.”

         Meredith watches me, her expression unreadable.

         “What are your symptoms?” Dodge asks.

         I tilt my head, appraising Meredith. I have zero respect for her and everything she stands for, but it can’t be said that she’s irrational or unpredictable – she is calm. She is everything the cure was meant to be.

         I’m too agitated to keep worrying that she’s here, so I turn my eyes back to Dodge. “I see things. Smell things. Feel things. They don’t make sense.”

         “What’s the trigger?”

         I shake my head, trying to work it out. “I don’t know. Adrenalin? I get these rushes of confusion …”

         Dodge takes a vial of my blood and peers at it under his microscope. “Your cells are degenerating at a rapid rate.”

         “I know that. Can you maybe tell me something you haven’t told me a million times before?”

         “What exactly have you experienced?”

         “I just lost all sense of reality for about thirty seconds. There were such intense sensations that I forgot where I was and who I was with.”

         Dodge seems stumped, staring at me helplessly.

         Ben gives a cat-like yowl from his cage.

         And then Meredith asks, “Do you have synesthesia, Mr Townsend?”

         I blink, looking at her. “A mild case.”

         “Were you injected with Zetemaphine at any point in your life?”

         I swallow. Can only manage to nod.

         “It’s intensifying your synesthesia, which is why you’re experiencing sensory confusion each time your brain triggers a rush of adrenalin. Smells cause sights? Sights cause sounds? Sounds cause physical sensations? Hallucinations?”

         I nod again.

         “It’s not fatal. Just very confusing. Avoid situations that cause your heart rate to rise and trigger adrenalin emissions and you’ll reduce its effects.”

         “Oh, that’ll be easy. What about the degeneration of cells?”

         “That’s unavoidable,” she says. “I watched seventeen children die of rapid cell degeneration. There’s no antidote for Zetemaphine.”

         “Actually,” I say, standing up. “There is. Your boss worked it out. And I reckon if you want to remain unharmed you should start doing the same.”

         *

         Josephine

         I’m back in my chair. It’s still sitting beside the same bed, but this time Shadow is the one sleeping in the infirmary. In my hands is a battered old copy of Jane Eyre. It agitates me to pain that the skyline over there is ever our limit.

         I close my eyes, letting the book rest in my lap.

         “What stirs that weary head of yours?”

         I open my eyes to see Shadow watching me. “Dissatisfaction.”

         “With what?”

         “This world and how it is.”

         “So rectify it.”

         I sit forward and take his hand with the one of mine that isn’t in a cast. I feel the weathered lines of his, look at the dirty fingernails, the callouses on the edge of every finger. “Have you killed anyone?”

         He searches my face. “Yes.”

         “Does it haunt you?”

         “No.”

         “Why not?”

         “Because I am haunted already, and there isn’t enough space for that many ghosts.”

         “Who are you haunted by?”

         “My wife and daughter.”

         “How did they die?”

         “Plague.”

         My thumb moves over his thumb. “I used to change. I used to become a monster, and I used to kill people.”

         He watches me, waiting.

         “The only thing that kept me sane, I think, was the fact that I didn’t have a choice in it, and hardly any memories.” I meet his eyes. “Three days ago I murdered someone in cold blood. I decided to do it and I did it, and now I remember every detail of it.”

         “Yes.”

         I stare at Shadow. “That’s it?”

         “What do you want me to say, kid? Do you want me to absolve you?”

         “No.”

         “Do you want me to punish you?”

         I swallow.

         “I won’t do either.” He squeezes my hand painfully tight. Then he says, “Sometimes we are sweet. Sometimes we are brutal. Some days we will be gentle. Other days we will be ugly.”

         “But …” I swallow, my heart swollen and sluggish in my chest. “What’s it supposed to mean?”

         “Nothing. It’s not supposed to mean anything.”

         “Is that grief talking?”

         “I’ve believed that since the day I was born.”

         I rest my forehead against the back of his hand. “I’m glad you didn’t die. Even though you’re a cranky old thing and you make me punch the bag without telling me how.”

         He moves his hand to stroke through my hair.

         “I’m getting a new trainer, by the way.” I look up to see the corner of his mouth curve. “Are you offended?”

         He shakes his head, smiling more fully.

         “It’s probably a mistake,” I afford.

         “Gravity,” is all he says.

         Kissing him quickly on the forehead, I walk for the door. “Parties to attend,” I sigh. “People to charm. The glamorous life.”

         *

         My next stop is to check in on Claire and Tobias in their new place. They were given the smallest one bedroom in the whole compound, which was a battle for Luke to achieve, given the resistors didn’t like it one bit that we’d brought cured people into their camp. He had a very good argument for their safety, though – one Quinn couldn’t ignore. In the cells with everyone else, there’s no telling what could happen.

         Luke answers the door. “Hey, pal. Should I call you pal? How about buddy? Amigo? Comrade?”

         I roll my eyes. “Your folks okay?”

         He nods and gestures me in. I can feel how sheepish he is, but neither one of us brings up the fact that he was definitely making out with Raven the last time I saw him. I could throttle him for it, though I’d have no right to.

         Luke’s parents are sitting on the small couch in the living room, and I sink onto the floor opposite.

         “Hi, sweetheart,” Claire says.

         “Hey. You guys alright?”

         They both nod.

         “Anyone giving you a hard time? ’Cause I’ll get these babies lined up and ready.” I kiss my knuckles, making Claire laugh. “But seriously, are they?”

         “What do you think?” Luke slumps beside me and hands me a glass of wine.

         “Who? What are they saying?”

         Tobias grins. “I like you. Luke, didn’t I already say that I like her?”

         “Yes, Dad, you did. About eight times.”

         “Huh. I’m not usually likeable,” I point out with a smile.

         “I’ve dealt with the idiots who have an issue, and Quinn’s on board,” Luke assures me.

         “Is Raven on board?” I ask.

         “Don’t know.”

         I bet he does know, the bastard. I really wish the thought of them together didn’t make me feel so ill. Finding him with her lipstick on his mouth was like some kind of nightmare.

         “Did Ranya get you set up in the infirmary?” I ask Claire. “I reckon she’s probably desperate for some proper help.”

         “She did.” Claire nods. “She was a bit worried about my capabilities.”

         “Emotional capabilities,” Tobias elaborates.

         I look at Luke’s mother, at the well-kept hair and makeup, the ironed clothes and the eyes that still hold so much depth. “Well, all I know of you is that you laugh a lot, and I think we could all stand to laugh more.”

         Claire watches me scrupulously, and then slowly smiles.

         “That’s what I always say,” Tobias agrees.

         Luke’s fingers shift over the wooden floor to touch my hand, but even though I know it’s just a moment of gratitude I’m compelled to move out of his reach. “I should go,” I say, getting to my feet. “See you both soon. If you need anything …”

         “We know where to find you,” Tobias assures me.

         Luke walks me to the door, and then keeps on walking me home. “Me and Raven …” he starts.

         “Don’t,” I say quickly.

         “There’s sort of an explanation, if you want it.”

         “I don’t. We’re friends, remember?”

         “I remember.”

         People pass by and call out to Luke, or wave. He greets them all by name, and asks after them.

         “How do you know them all so well?” I ask once we’re walking alone again.

         He shrugs. “I talk to them. I ask them things.”

         I feel abruptly sad. I spent so many years hating the fact that there was no one to talk to or connect with. Now I walk The Inferno as though I am still the only uncured person in the world, when in fact I am surrounded by them.

         “I don’t know how to do that,” I say. “Why is it so hard for me and not for you?”

         “I can think of a thousand reasons.”

         I swallow. His eyes are beautiful. This sadness I feel. This ache. When will it end? I hate it, and think, for the millionth time, about the sadness cure. Would it work on me? Or would I be immune to it too?

         Stopping in the middle of the dusty road, I say, “Raven isn’t right for you.”

         He stares at me.

         “You look like you’d be perfect for each other. But she’s ugly on the inside.”

         Luke walks a few steps closer, standing at least a foot taller than me. His outline is clear in the moonlight, the sharp, square features and broad shoulders. “Is this really what we’re doing?” he asks. “Talking about other people?”

         “Maybe we should be seeing other people,” I reply. Inside my heart something screams no no no but I quell it.

         “So that’s what we’re doing then?”

         I clear my throat. “I think so. Yes.”

         “As you wish,” he sighs, and I think, of course, of The Princess Bride, as any sane person would. You thought I was answering ‘as you wish’ but that’s only because you were hearing wrong. ‘I love you’ was what it was, but you never heard.

         “To celebrate this horrid agreement, here’s a present.” Out of his back pocket Luke pulls an old tablet and flicks it on. Tapping open an application, he passes it unceremoniously to me. “For you, my bestest pal. A thousand books. Most of them banned, just ’cause I know how naughty you like to be.”

         I stare at it and forget to breathe. My mind is full of questions like how and when did you get this – but then he says, “A thousand worlds for you to live in that aren’t this one.” Luke smiles a little crookedly, then walks down the dusty street.

         I watch him go, wondering how he could be blind to the fact that I wouldn’t live in any world, no matter how wondrous, if it did not include him.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 14

         

         February 12th, 2066

         Luke 

         Before the Gathering I check on Shadow in the infirmary, armed with a bottle of whisky straight from the distillery. He’s looking pretty uncomfortable, the poor guy. I’m surprised he’s conscious, given he just got shot in the guts. He’s made of tough metal. I pass him the drink and he swigs gratefully.

         “You doing alright?”

         He nods. “Don’t you look pretty. Shouldn’t you be off dancing with your dead girlfriend?”

         I wince. “Sorry about that. When I said that I did actually think she was dead.”

         “How long have you known her?”

         I’m surprised – Shadow doesn’t usually do personal questions of any kind. I sink into the chair by his bed. There’s no one else around because they’ve all gone to the Den already, so I sit here and I tell him everything, the whole sordid lot of it, like the big dumb idiot I am. Everything about Josi and me comes pouring out of my mouth and I’ve got no hope of stopping it – our relationship, our search for answers, the blood moon, my deceit and her eventual discovery of it.

         “And now it’s done,” I finish breathlessly. It’s probably way more than he wanted to hear.

         Shadow watches me, his dark eyes shrewd. I feel naked and uncomfortable. “Why?” he asks finally.

         “’Cause she told me. She specifically said the thing between us is gone.”

         He frowns, shakes his head like I’m a moron. “She’s healing, boy,” he says. “You gotta give it time. If she was detached, you’d be right to think it was over. But she’s in pain, which means she’s feeling the loss – just don’t make her do it alone. Connect with her over your shared loss ‘n she might eventually find her way back to connecting with you.”

         I stare at him, astonished. “How do you keep doing that?”

         He shrugs impatiently.

         “You a shrink or something?” I joke.

         “Psych professor. In another life.”

         “You’re joking!” I laugh, unable to believe it. “I sure as hell didn’t see that one coming.”

         He hides a smile. “Get, ratbag.”

         “Yes, Professor.” I grin as I leave, pausing briefly at the door to say, “Thanks, man. Really.”

         He ignores me, drinking his whisky instead.

         *

         Josephine

         After Luke drops me at home I take a shower, holding my cast awkwardly out of the water. I think of all the time I’ll spend reading the books he gave me and am giddy with excitement. Who needs sleep when you have books?

         There’s a knock on the door. “What?”

         “You’re taking forever!” Pace shouts.

         “What’s got you bent out of shape?” I climb out and wrap a towel around me. Pace pushes into the bathroom, shoves me out of it and then slams the door. Jeez. I head to my room to get dressed. All the clothes here are loose and comfy, much to my liking. They have that old-person cut, which is unflattering on everyone. Except Raven, who has found a way to look hot in everything she wears.

         It comes to me again, the sight of her having kissed Luke, and that look in her eyes as she stood there behind him, knowing exactly how upset I’d be. Which essentially means that she knows there’s something between Luke and me. Which essentially means she’s dangerous. Luke and I spoke of seeing other people, and it hadn’t occurred to me before tonight, but now I think it might be the only way to convince Raven that there’s nothing between us.

         Pace barges into my room wearing a clean shirt and slacks. That’s the only word I have for them. They’re not jeans or pants. They’re old-lady slacks.

         “What’s going on?” I ask.

         “Is that what you’re wearing?”

         I look down at my night shirt and shorts. “To bed? Yes, if that’s okay with you.”

         “It’s the Gathering!” she exclaims.

         “What’s the Gathering?”

         “God, you’re annoying. After the return of a mission there’s like a … dance. In the Den. Everyone goes to celebrate.”

         “Oh. Sorry for not intuiting that out of thin air.”

         “Just get dressed!”

         “I really want to have an early night reading.”

         “Don’t be daft,” she sighs, as though I have made the most ridiculous statement of all time.

         “Fine. I’ll bring my reading then. As Lemony Snicket said, ‘Never trust anyone who has not brought a book with them’.”

         “La la la la,” Pace sings loudly to drown me out, her hands covering her ears like she does every time I quote a book. 

         “Why are you so freaked out?” I follow her into her bedroom and watch as she fidgets before the mirror. She has a bunch of eyeliners stolen from the city, and she uses one to coat her eyes. “I’m missing something,” I surmise.

         She can’t look at me. And she’s being more weird than usual. I cross to sit on her bed.

         “If you make a single sound or facial expression, I’m going to beat you black and blue,” she warns.

         “The violence,” I sigh.

         “Have you had sex?” It’s flung into the air so bluntly – like a weapon fired – that my mind goes blank.

         “Oh,” I say. Pace angrily applies more eyeliner. “Yes,” I tell her. “Have you?”

         She gives a stiff shake of her head.

         I watch her. “Give the eyeliner a rest,” I say finally.

         Her hand drops. She looks a bit defeated.

         “I mean, hell, I don’t know,” I admit. “But you have the most amazing eyes I’ve ever seen. So don’t put all that crap around them.”

         Pace looks unsure. She’s very unused to going anywhere without a whole lot of eyeliner. Eyeliner like armor. But slowly she takes a tissue and starts to wipe her eyes clean. Then she reaches for the bolt through her nose.

         “Don’t you dare take that out.”

         She looks at me in the mirror, then smiles.

         I head out to get dressed, saying, “If you want to have sex, have sex. If you don’t, don’t. There’s no other rule.”

         “Not that simple, actually.”

         I look back at her. “Why?”

         “It’s illegal.”

         “What is?”

         “Having unsanctioned sex.”

         I stare at her, my neck prickling with horror. “Tell me you’re kidding.”

         “Couples have to apply for permission to have sex, because there’s a risk of getting pregnant. It’s how we control the birth rate here – we only have the means to support a particular population.”

         “That’s the most disgusting thing I’ve ever heard!” I exclaim.

         Pace shrugs as though it doesn’t bother her all that much, but I can’t believe it. It’s just like I imagined would eventually happen in the city – the next step will be forcing people to breed with genetically compatible partners or something.

         “All we have out here is endless space,” I say. We should be growing our numbers.

         “Not inside the walls,” Pace replies, and to me this place starts to feel like the prison it once was.

         *

         The Den is rowdy tonight. People are dressed in their clean clothes, and miraculously look as though they’ve washed. Musicians are playing in the corner – guitars and violins, which will do in a pinch, but sadly no cellos. The tables have been shoved back and the floor is crowded with dancers. Everyone looks like they’re having a great time, wild and free and full of all the good stuff.

         I watch Pace cross to Hal, but because Will isn’t with them right now I don’t follow her. I can see exactly how she looks at him, and I smile.

         I search for Claire and Tobias but guess they must have felt too intimidated to venture into this chaos. At the drinks table I take a whisky and it burns down my throat. When I’ve made my way back to the wall, I spot Luke entering. And damn. He looks good in his buttoned linen shirt. He always looks good. I think he does it just to make life hard for me.

         That first night we met I thought he seemed unquiet, that there was something restless and wild beneath his surface. Well it’s not beneath the surface now. It’s the only thing you see when you look at Luke. He bristles, his eyes darting around the room. He looks angry. But when his gaze lands on me I see a smile curl his lips and I know the anger’s morphed into something else entirely.

         Raven makes a beeline for him and says something that makes him frown. He deliberates a second, then follows her to the drinks table. They look gorgeous together. Of course.

         A fight breaks out in the corner and a bunch of people start yelling and hurting each other, but it’s so normal here that no one else pays it much attention. At the drinks table Raven gives Luke a lingering kiss on the cheek and then moves to dance with Quinn, who is busting a move or two on the dance floor. He’s actually a really good dancer, which is quite charming. Raven’s smile when she looks at him is different. I think it’s less guarded, somehow. And I think that, even if she doesn’t know it, Quinn is good for her.

         I decide to find someone with whom to start this new, impossible pact: seeing other people. I imagine applying for permission to have sex with someone and can’t help laughing under my breath, it’s so absurd. Scanning the room, a few men catch my eye. It’s difficult because I have never in my life scoped a room for desirables.

         On the edge of the dance floor is a tall man who looks about thirty, which makes him a fair bit older than me, but he has red hair and red freckles and I like that about him, so I cross the room. “Hello,” I greet him a bit awkwardly.

         He turns to me, surprised, and looks a little lost for words. “Hi.”

         “I’m Dual.”

         “Eric.”

         I nod and we turn to watch the dancers together.

         “I know who you are,” he admits.

         “Oh no. The brat who doesn’t work?”

         “The Iron Queen. I watched you take a thousand punches and keep getting back up.”

         “Yeah well, I can only blame delirious idiocy.”

         “I thought it was pretty great.”

         “How long have you been here?”

         “Fifteen years.”

         “Wow.”

         He folds his arms, which are freckled and quite muscly, I now notice. And he has a very nice smile.

         “Have you ever thought about leaving?” I ask Eric.

         “To go where?”

         I shrug. “Good point.”

         I catch sight of Luke and oh god it hurts. But his eyes cut through the dance floor and find me on the other side and I know that he’s as unhappy as I am. Eric is saying something but I can’t hear him, because I’m watching Luke round the dance floor toward me, pushing through people to reach my side. He takes my hand and leads me away from Eric, even though the poor man is mid-sentence. Raven is watching us, and Quinn is watching us, and actually a whole lot of people are watching us, but foolishly I don’t much care.

         Luke draws me into a quiet corner. I feel so flushed I can barely string a thought together. He leans his mouth close to my ear. What is he doing? “Nice slacks.”

         The tension dissolves and I burst into laughter. I can’t help it. “Go away,” I wheeze. “I was having a conversation.”

         “Intolerable,” he comments. “I wish I had Will’s moves.”

         Will is breakdancing, and he is spectacular. Everyone has formed a circle around him. He spins on his head, and I laugh with delight. Luke chuckles softly; I can feel his breath too close to my face.

         “Wanna dance?” I ask, even though I’m terrible at it.

         “Screw dancing. Let’s go hunting.”

         I turn and look at his face. There’s something very much alive in his eyes and his mouth. So we finish our drinks and we go hunting.

         *

         Luke 

         “What happened between you and Raven?” she asks me.

         The question hangs in the quiet air between us. The dead forest is lit by the waxing gibbous moon as it moves higher in the sky. Bark and twigs crunch under Josephine’s heavy footfall. She’s extremely loud and it’s quite stressful. “Hey, girl, hold up. Try walking on the balls of your feet.”

         “I know how to walk.”

         “Yeah and tread earthquakes as you go.”

         “Are you saying I’m fat?”

         I can’t help but laugh, which was her intention.

         “Are you going to answer the question?”

         “Nothing happened.” She obviously doesn’t believe me, and I can’t stop thinking about Shadow’s words. “She kissed me.”

         “Is that all? What about last year?”

         “She got naked in front of me once. I sent her home.”

         “A woman as beautiful as Raven presents her naked body to you and you say no?”

         I spread my hands, feeling a bit annoyed. “I was with you.”

         “Not really.”

         “Yes, really. I had no interest in her. I’m not some insatiable beast who has to fuck anything that presents itself.” I pause, and when she doesn’t reply I add, “I’m not gonna beg you to believe me. I hope you know me well enough by now to see how much Raven repulses me.”

         “I don’t know you at all,” she says automatically.

         “Bullshit.”

         A long silence. We keep to the cover of trees as much as we can, constantly on the lookout. “Clearly Raven wasn’t all that worried about the law against ‘procreation’,” Josi mutters. “How gross is that, by the way.”

         “Very. And I don’t think Raven believes the rules apply to her.”

         “How nice for her.” Josi pauses, then concedes, “I shouldn’t have asked, anyway. It’s none of my business.”

         “Of course it’s your business.”

         “Shadow climbs trees and waits for them to come. Wanna climb a tree?”

         “Okay.”

         We pick the largest one we can find and I hoist myself up into the branches, then turn to haul Josi up after me, which is a tad tricky with one of her hands out of action. She’s put on a bit of weight since her Skeletor days, thank god. She looks so much healthier with some meat on her bones.

         We settle in branches with good views of the ground. I have my bow and arrow ready; Josi has knives she doesn’t know how to use and a broken wrist. Bring on the cannibals.

         “How often do you and Shadow come out?” I ask.

         “Fair bit.”

         “But how do you hunt?”

         “I don’t. I watch him. We mostly just sit together.”

         It’s dangerous to take someone into the beyond who isn’t equipped to protect herself. Shadow should know better, but I can’t really talk. It’s strange, too, because he hates being around people, so I can’t imagine him lugging a novice along with him. I don’t know how he managed to get clearance from Quinn. I was lucky enough to find the leader of The Inferno in an obscenely good mood tonight, so he let us go with a wave of his hand. I think he was smug that I’d learned my lesson and asked him at all.

         After a while Josi says, “Hey, Luke? I’ve got my question for today.”

         “Okay.”

         “Can you tell me about it?” She hesitates, then murmurs, “Your job. Me as your job.”

         My heart clenches. “Now?”

         She nods. “How did it start?”

         I crack the knuckles in my hands. “I got shot on a mission. I was out for several months. When I got back I was assigned to you as punishment. I was pretty annoyed about it. You were classified as a watch op and I was a Gray. Which meant it had been a long time since I’d had to do watch ops.”

         “Because they’re less important?”

         “Classified lower. I surveyed you for several months before the blood moon happened that year – ”

         “Surveyed me? How?”

         “I set up on the roof opposite your building and watched you with binoculars. I bugged your apartment. Followed you to and from work.”

         “Oh my god.”

         “I reported back to the Bloods that you weren’t involved in any illegal activity, but I also specified that I was uncertain where your loyalties lay because I wanted to make sure they’d keep me on your watch.”

         “Why?”

         “I was obsessed with you,” I say bluntly. “Or something. I dunno. I couldn’t stop watching you.”

         “Jesus.” There is horror in her voice.

         “I also didn’t want anyone else taking over.”

         “Why?”

         “Because I didn’t know if you’d eventually be ordered for erasure.”

         “Is that the polite term for murder?”

         I don’t reply.

         “Did I do anything embarrassing?”

         I snort. “That’s what you’re worried about?”

         “It’s one of the things,” she snaps. “How would you feel if your privacy had been profoundly violated?”

         “Like crap,” I agree. “Well … you danced around in your undies a lot. That weird, pseudo ballet.”

         “That was elegant,” she sniffs.

         “You played George Michael on your cello and sang loudly to it. Your voice is, in my opinion, horrific.”

         “I’m well aware of how you feel about my voice.”

         And then I say, because I vowed to tell her the truth, always, “You looked at your bruises a lot, and you looked lonely every time you shut your eyes, and you had the worst night terrors I’ve ever heard. I nearly broke into your apartment to wake you from them about a hundred times.”

         She doesn’t reply.

         “Truth is,” I tell her softly, “those were the things that made me love you, even before we’d met.”

         “Stop,” she says abruptly. “I don’t want to hear any more things about me that you know.”

         “Okay. Sorry.”

         “Tell me things about you.”

         “What things?”

         “Real things. Embarrassing things. So we’re even. Not that that’s possible.”

         I take a breath and search around in the darkness for something to tell her. “Before you brought them with us I missed my parents so much I could barely breathe,” I admit. “Which is weird, because I never used to miss them. The waste of Dave’s life keeps me awake at night. It makes me sick to imagine how he must have seen me, having the job I did. He’s in the mirror when I look at myself. It’ll be with me for the rest of my life, that shame.” I take a breath, pondering a while. “Uh … I once ate so much pasta I threw up all over the living room floor. I liked the things on my desk to be in perfect order. If someone moved something, I wouldn’t be able to do any work. I like country music about dogs and trucks and lovey-crap. And, um … fuck, for a long time I was totally scarred by this one sexual experience I had with Lou. She started crying in the middle of it, when I was … And after that for ages I thought I was terrible – or, like, that there was something wrong with me. It really messed with my head.”

         It feels like a blockage in my chest has been released and everything is gushing out of me. It’s relieving and horrifying at the same time. Like being vulnerable always is, I suppose.

         “Thank you,” she says. “It’s a drop to my ocean, but thank you.”

         I can’t quite dredge up any sounds, so I stay quiet.

         “And there’s not,” Josi adds.

         “Not what?”

         “Anything wrong with you.”

         Oh.

         “Drones,” she mutters with an air of dignified scorn. Then thinks better of it. “Or maybe she just knew you didn’t love her.”

         I nod.

         “Did you? Love her?”

         “Not really. I don’t think so.”

         “But you made love to her?”

         “Uh … this feels like a trap,” I point out. “I already told you that – ”

         “I wasn’t with anyone before you,” she declares. She sounds kind of angry and I have no idea what’s going on.

         “I know.” We talked about this a million times.

         I guess we never talked about it post-her-knowing-who-I-am. Maybe there are lots of conversations we will have to redo now that she has an entirely different perspective of me. And I’ll just have to wear that and hope she doesn’t come out the other side of them disliking me.

         But all this talk is sending my mind to bad places. My eyes are resting on the long line of her pale leg and I’m remembering the first time I kissed that leg. I’m remembering a whole lot of things that are not cooperating with my self-preservation.

         “Can we talk about the whipping?” I ask her, to distract myself. “Why you got so angry?”

         Josi falls quiet. “I don’t really want to,” she says eventually.

         “Don’t you think I deserve an explanation? Or are the random bursts of fury part of the ongoing punishment you’ll dole out to me over the rest of our lives?”

         “Don’t make out like I’m the one to blame for this situation. I loved you without limits or boundaries or caveats. I loved you honestly. You betrayed that.”

         I rub my eyes, feeling my heart grow sluggish. We’re moving around in circles.

         And then, giving me the barest shred of hope, Josi says, “I was so angry that day, Luke. When you took my lashings. Because everything inside me turns into either anger or sadness, one way or another.”

         “I …” I clear my throat. “What was inside you, then … before it turned to anger?”

         A long hesitation. I don’t know if she’ll answer me. “Terror,” she murmurs finally. “The terror of losing you. Watching you suffer was unendurable.”

         My heart skips like a stone thrown over the smoothest of all lakes. A hundred times, a thousand.

         “Then you still … ?” My voice breaks.

         “Yes, I still,” she replies calmly. “But it means nothing without trust, and I won’t trust you ever again, Luke Townsend.”

         It sounds like a vow, not a fact.

         *

         That’s when we notice the Furies emerging beneath us, drawn undoubtedly by our voices. I curse myself for being idiotic enough to lose concentration.

         I’m startled by how many there are. It has to be over a dozen. They move quietly, walking to the bottom of our tree and surrounding it. I can see their eyes as they stare up at us, their red, red eyes. A chill races across my skin as I meet one of those bloodied gazes. The Fury snarls with rage and starts climbing the tree.

         I shoot an arrow into his head. But when he drops, more move to the trunk and try to scale it. A lot more than a dozen, now. Flocking to us from all sides. Shit.

         “Maybe the tree wasn’t such a good idea,” Josi ventures.

         “Get further up.”

         I’m firing as many arrows as I can and taking down Furies with each, but I have never seen so many together before. I’m about to run out of arrows.

         “Damn it,” I hear Josi mutter and look up to see her tear the cast off her arm and fling it impatiently to the ground. She starts climbing, even with her broken wrist, and then leaps from our tree into the one beside it. She scrambles around the branches and looks like she’s about to jump to the next. “Come on,” she hisses to me.

         But if I follow her the Furies will too. They haven’t realized she’s moving yet. So I climb lower, drawing the long hunting knife I carry with me. Reaching down, I start swinging at the Furies, hacking them as well as I can from such an awkward angle. My knife slashes through a throat and a skull and an eye socket, downing the creatures even as they surge over each other to reach me.

         When Josi is three trees away, I shout, “Run your damn butt off, girl. I’m behind you.”

         And bless her, she knows there’s only a split second to do it – to go – now that I’ve shouted it and the Furies have heard. There’s no hesitating, no sentimental looks or words. She swings from a branch, drops to the ground, staggers a few steps and then is up and sprinting, black hair streaming behind her.

         I launch myself into the fray and hack the shit out of the bastards. Teeth and nails scrape at me but I’m cutting and shoving my way through with blunt force until I’m free enough to dash after Josi.

         The Furies follow us, feet pelting over the hard, dead earth. They’re full of rage and hungry for flesh. I hear screams leave their mouths and the wet sound of their heavy breathing, and then I feel hands at my back – they’re fast. I swing backwards and take a hand off, pressing myself forward.

         Josi is up ahead. The girl can run. She shouts to alert the guards on duty and the gate swings open just a little. I see her rush inside.

         I head into the mad final sprint, just as the gates are shutting. But as I reach them I feel hands grab at my feet and trip me hard to the ground. Several Furies crash onto me, weighing me down.

         I hear Josi shout my name from inside the wall, and then I hear her yelling for the gates to be opened again. Several of the guards are firing rifles down into the fray, trying to help me, but there are a hell of a lot of the monsters now, and pain slices through my arms and shoulders as the creatures bite into me. I use my knife to stab upwards into any of the flesh I can find. Blood splashes onto my face but I keep slashing and hacking until I feel some of the pressure lift and I can bodily shove the rest off me. Scrambling to my feet, I lunge through the narrow gap in the gates and turn to guard it.

         Two Furies are too quick, slipping in behind me before the gates slam shut. They both surge not at me, but at Josephine. I twist to intercept them and cut each of their throats with two slashes of my knife.

         The world slows again and I try to regain my breath. The bodies look pale in the moonlight, and their blood is pooling all over the sandy ground.

         Josi winces at a stitch in her side. “Goddamn. Are you okay? Is that blood yours?”

         “Not much of it,” I assure her, taking a quick look at my wounds. None seem deep.

         “You two alright?” one of the boys on watch calls down to us from the top of the roof. It’s Batch, and I realize I haven’t spoken to him since my return.

         “Yeah, thanks, mate,” I call. “Don’t let anyone else out tonight.”

         “Hell no – I’ve never seen so many at once. We’ll get as many as we can from here.” He pauses. “Good to see you back, Luke.”

         I smile up at Batch, glad that whatever animosity he felt toward me last year is now gone. I like the guy, and determine to go and visit him tomorrow.

         Another couple of guards come down to deal with the Fury corpses – they’ll have to be dropped over the wall. I can hear the rest of them out there, scratching to get in. Only that one gate stands between us and certain death. The sound of rifles launching their second attack explodes through the night. We’ll need to put double the guards on the wall and refortify the gate.

         For now I look at Josi. We’re both still a bit breathless. She says, “Screw hunting. Let’s go dancing.”

         So I grin, and we go dancing. I don’t even bother to get changed – no one cares about blood stains in the west, after all.

         *

         February 13th, 2066

         Josephine

         I wake at the crack of dawn because I’m queasy and thirsty. I’d bet good money that the entire settlement is as hung-over as I am this morning. I stumble to the bathroom to get some water, and that’s how I see it. Through the bathroom window.

         Something goes very cold inside me and I am moving without being aware of the decision to do so. Barefoot, dressed only in a t-shirt and undies, I walk right out of the house and onto the main road. Fog has rolled in from the sea this morning, and walking through it is like a dream.

         I stop, because I have seen this before, and I am sick sick sick to my very guts and my heart is thundering in fear before my brain says no. This was not you. You are not this anymore.

         On the ground is a body, and its head has been ripped off.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 15

         

         February 13th, 2066

         Luke 

         I have no idea why his name was Batch. It was an odd name, but I never asked him about it. Thirty years old. Ambitious and full of ideas. He made a mean vegetable curry and he threw a great right hook. I can’t get the look of him out of my head, as he called down from the wall to us just last night.

         The story goes that Hal was doing the walk of shame from Pace’s room when he came across Josephine half dressed and standing silently over Batch’s decapitated body in the quiet of dawn.

         Which means that she is now, of course, our number-one murder suspect.

         Quinn had her put in the interrogation room. I asked to be the one to question her, but there was a resounding no to that. Raven took the lead, and now she and Josi are in there together. Quinn, Shadow and I are waiting outside. It’s a lovely little parody of a legal system. Except that there are no trials here – if Quinn judges someone guilty of a crime, it’s bye-bye to the criminal.

         “We can’t question everyone,” Quinn frowns. “They were all drunk. It’ll be impossible to get a reliable answer.”

         “We can ask the others on watch,” I suggest.

         Shadow heads out to find whoever that was. Quinn and I wait, and I’m feeling extremely anxious that Raven is in there doing god knows what to Josi.

         Eventually the dark-eyed woman emerges. “Says she doesn’t know a thing about it. Spotted him from her bathroom window.”

         “There’s no reason to believe she’s lying,” I remind them.

         “She’s new,” Quinn says bluntly.

         “So she’s automatically a murderer? Don’t let this turn into a witch hunt, Quinn.”

         “Nobody was ever murdered before she showed up,” Raven says. “So we keep an eye on her until we know more.”

         They nod and leave. I open the door to find Josi sitting calmly in the chair I was tortured in upon my arrival. She has a pink, swollen cheek and a split lip. I don’t comment on them.

         “Come on, girl,” I murmur and she stands with as much dignity as possible when dressed in only underwear. I pass her a jumper so she can wrap it around her waist. “Bad luck, huh?”

         “Uh-huh.” She doesn’t look at me, just walks past, spine iron straight. I escort her back to her house. A few people look at us weirdly as we walk by.

         At the door she pauses. “I didn’t do it.”

         “I know that.”

         “I couldn’t have – ”

         “Josi, I know that.”

         She nods, then closes the door in my face. I go back to the infirmary where I woke up this morning to find blood underneath my fingernails.

         *

         Josephine

         I stand under the shower for way longer than allowed. I can’t get the water hot enough to scald away the sight of poor Batch. I hadn’t even known his name yesterday. Now I’ll never forget it. I keep telling myself that it wasn’t me. It wasn’t me. I’m free of the blood moon. And even if I wasn’t, I wouldn’t be due to change for another eight months. Still, it is chillingly familiar, this feeling of waking up to a crime scene without any memories of it.

         I even have a pounding headache like I used to. But that’s just the hangover, I assure myself. I drink a gallon of water and sit on my couch, staring at the wall and wondering what will happen now.

         They think I did it. And I can’t prove that I didn’t. Unless we find out who did. Which could turn out to be impossible, given we have none of the technology used in the city for solving crimes, and we have no detectives. The closest we have is Luke – I guess they’ll want him on the case. And if he can’t find the real killer, I’m in trouble.

         Maybe I should be in trouble. Maybe it’s time I was punished for my crimes, even if this was not one of them.

         *

         We don’t have training today, so I spend the morning collecting potatoes from the garden, carrying them in a sack to the kitchen, then washing and peeling them for tonight’s meal. There are about thirty-eight thousand of the things, so it takes a long time, and it’s menial enough that my mind is a million miles away.

         I don’t hear Luke come in. When he finally clears his throat I yelp in fright and clutch at my heart. “You are such a freak.”

         “You were the one completely lost to the world for a solid eight minutes there.”

         I glance at him over my shoulder, but keep peeling.

         “Hit me.”

         “With what?”

         “Whatever thoughts you’ve come up with.”

         I push a strand of sweaty hair away with the back of my hand. “Either it’s a coincidence, or someone put that body outside my house. So they wanted to make a connection to me, or make sure I found it first. Which could mean either I’m being set up, or someone wanted to scare me with the body.”

         “Pace lives in that house too.”

         “Are you implying that not everything in the world revolves around me?”

         Luke smiles and then bites loudly into an apple.

         “He was also decapitated elsewhere, which supports theory number one.”

         Luke swallows. “Yeah, not enough blood at the scene to have been killed there. So what’s theory number two?”

         “I don’t have a theory number two yet.”

         “Who in this place doesn’t like you? You pissed anyone off?”

         “I’m pretty sure I piss off every second person I come across.” I look at him pointedly. “Raven hates me.”

         He doesn’t reply, just keeps crunching away. When the apple is done, he even eats the core – I watch in disbelief. “Waste not, want not,” he shrugs. Then gives me one of his serious looks. “You’re not going down for this, Josi.”

         “I don’t think you’re going to have a say in that, Luke.”

         *

         At home I find Pace lying on her bed. I stand in her doorway and wait for her to notice me. “Hey, Killer.”

         “Is that meant to be funny?”

         She immediately looks contrite. “Sorry.”

         I peer at her. “How was your night?”

         No response. I know Hal spent the night here, because he was on his way out this morning when he found me and dumped me in the doghouse. But if Pace doesn’t want to talk about it, I’m not going to make her.

         “Come to dinner,” I say.

         “Not hungry.”

         So I go to the Den on my own and sit with Hal and Will. I don’t spot Luke or Raven anywhere, but Quinn is in his usual spot at the head of the room. He calls for a minute of silence for Batch, and the entire hall is dead quiet, except for the soft weeping of a woman I can’t see.

         When the minute is over I feel all eyes on me. Rumours spread quickly in a confined space.

         “Sorry,” Hal says. “I shouldn’t have … I didn’t think about what it would mean to tell them how I found you …”

         “Don’t worry about it,” I say. “There was no need to lie.”

         His big shoulders are hunched with guilt. He looks wretched, actually. There are deep hollows under his eyes and a pallid tinge to his skin. Wearily he asks, “Where’s Pace?”

         “She wasn’t hungry.”

         “Still hung-over, probably.” Will smiles, and we nod.

         Love is difficult. Unrequited love is even worse.

         I think of the unknown woman whose tears I can still hear, even over the din of two-hundred-odd people eating.

         *

         Raven

         Hal has big, hairy knuckles for a kid his age. They are nice hands. He has a nice face, too. If a bit soft. The tattoos on his arms and the mohawk haircut are meant to make him look tougher, I think. Though he doesn’t really need them, given his size. Maybe he just likes them.

         “Tell me again,” I say.

         The boy sighs. “I walked out of the house and saw her straight away. I thought about going past but it was weird that she was in her underwear so I walked over to see if she was okay. She was staring at the body. I asked her if she was alright, and she didn’t say anything. She seemed like she was in shock. I asked her what had happened, if she’d seen anything, but still she didn’t talk. So I came to your house. That’s it.”

         “Why were you in Dual’s house?”

         “I crashed there. I was drunk.”

         “Where did you sleep?”

         “On the couch.”

         “And who can verify this?”

         He swallows. Idiot. It’s so obvious he’s lying. “Pace can. I didn’t see Dual so she wouldn’t have known.”

         “If she walked out of her house to see the dead body, wouldn’t she have walked past you sleeping on the couch?”

         He blinks. Pauses. “I guess so.”

         “But she didn’t wake you up when she walked past?”

         He shakes his head.

         “So you have no way to tell how long Dual was with the body?”

         “She was in her underwear. Why would she have … done anything criminal in her underwear?”

         “That’s not what I asked you.”

         “No. I have no way to tell. She’s not that kind of person though.”

         “Why did you get up and leave so early, Hal? It was barely dawn.”

         “I was uncomfortable on the couch.”

         “Your house is closer to the Den than Dual and Pace’s house, isn’t it?”

         Hal doesn’t answer.

         “So why would you end up further away if you were so drunk? Why wouldn’t you just stumble home to your own bed?”

         “We were hanging out. They’re my friends.”

         “We? Who’s ‘we’?”

         “Me and Pace and Dual – ”

         “You just said Dual didn’t know you were there.”

         He flushes. “I meant we’re all friends. But it was just me and Pace hanging out.”

         “Would you like to know what I think?” I sit back in my chair and eye him. I’m enjoying watching him squirm. “I think you stayed in Pace’s room. You had sex without clearing it with us first, so now you’re trying to lie about it. And what I don’t think you realize is that the lying is a worse crime than the sex.”

         The kid looks like he’s about to self-combust. I lean forward. “Tell me you at least used protection.”

         “Yes, of course.”

         A smile curls my lips. It’s too easy. “We’re done here.”

         As he stumbles out I sit a moment longer, formulating a plan.

         *

         Quinn is already in bed when I get home. I pull the sheet off him and climb onto his lap. “Hello,” he smiles.

         “Hal’s been a naughty boy. I think we can pin the murder on him.”

         Quinn’s eyebrows arch. “He’s an excellent hunter, and the only one who knows how to keep the train running.”

         “So have him teach someone else, and when they’re competent, set his punishment.”

         “I’d rather find the real killer.”

         “Do you honestly think that’s going to happen? We’ve got nothing. No one on watch saw anything. Batch finished his shift, went home to his wife, they fell asleep, and when she woke he was gone.”

         “So why don’t we pin it on Dual? She’s useless – and she’s more likely to have actually done the murder.”

         “Because I think Dual is hiding something, and I don’t want her to die before I know what it is.”

         Quinn considers this for a while, then mutters, “If Luke can’t figure out who actually did it before Hal’s finished teaching someone the running of the train, then Hal goes down for it.”

         “Agreed.”

         I run my hands over him, but he just says, “Not tonight.”

         *

         February 14th 2066

         Josephine

         My fist throbs and I’ve barely moved the punching bag. I glance at Luke, who is watching me expressionlessly. It’s just after dawn and I’m still half-asleep as I hit the bag again, hard as I can.

         “Stop,” he says. “It’s wrong.”

         “What is?”

         “Everything.”

         I sigh. Regardless of – or maybe because of – what’s happened, Luke and I have started our training classes. He’s explained that I’m going to need to be proficient at both a striking technique and a grappling technique. Striking includes styles like karate, boxing, kick-boxing and that type of thing, while grappling is stuff like jiu jitsu and wrestling – on the floor as opposed to upright. I asked him what he uses and he called it krav maga, an Israeli form of mixed martial arts, which he said was a brutal combination of striking and grappling. He said it’d be good for me to learn eventually because it’s perfect for allowing females to overpower much larger opponents. It inflicts the maximum amount of physical harm with minimal effort, but I’m obviously nowhere near ready for that.

         The first thing he said we’d be working on is my ‘blink instinct’.

         “What’s my blink instinct?” I asked.

         Luke threw a punch at my head and I recoiled, squeezing my eyes shut. “That’s your blink instinct,” he smiled, fist mere millimeters from my nose. “You can’t flinch or wince or close your eyes when someone goes to hit you. We’ll work on that during sparring.”

         That was when he started me on the bag, but now apparently I’m too shit even for that.

         “Place your feet shoulder-width apart,” he directs me now. “Your left side tilts forward. Your hands go here, over your cheeks. Keep them here. Elbows in. Bend your knees.”

         I do as he says.

         “Your left fist is your jab. You throw this to gauge the distance of your target, and to get him going a bit, keep him on his toes. Your right is your cross, and this is the one you’re gonna hurt him with.”

         I throw a couple of quick practice jabs and follow them with a right cross toward Luke’s face. 

         “Thumbs on the outside of your fist.”

         “Aren’t I supposed to be wearing gloves?”

         “Gloves teach you to be soft. You’re not gonna be wearing gloves if you have to fight a Blood in the city, or a Fury outside that wall.”

         I get my stance right, trying to do as he says.

         “Stronger,” he orders.

         “What does that mean? I’m not doing anything yet.”

         He looks at me like I’m a total moron. “Hold your core stronger, your stance, muscles, balance.”

         I try to do what he’s telling me but think I just wind up looking constipated.

         “Stop thinking about it so hard,” he admonishes.

         “You’re telling me weird stuff that forces me to think hard!”

         “Just feel your body.”

         I don’t like my body. It betrays me. “How?”

         He frowns, scrutinizing me. At last he says, “Ah. We’ve found our problem. Okay, get in your stance.”

         I do so. Luke places his hand on my belly. He hits it lightly, then moves his hand firmly up my abdomen, over my breast and up into my shoulder. I blush bright red – what the hell is he doing? – until I realize how unsexual it is. He is touching me like a physio might, or a doctor. He pinches and I wince.

         “Focus.”

         I focus on where his hand is, and which muscles he’s touching. He pinches the skin through my shoulder and back and chest, identifying the muscles I need to use.

         “Keep your mind in these muscles,” he tells me. “And punch through the bag, not at it.”

         I swing, hitting the bag way harder than I have before. It swings back. I turn to Luke, grinning happily.

         “Your homework is to spend half an hour every night before you go to sleep meditating.”

         “Not my thing.”

         He is unimpressed. “You do it, or I don’t train you.”

         “But why?”

         “Because if you don’t get in touch with your body and its capabilities then you’re never gonna be able to use it properly.”

         “I don’t even know how to meditate,” I mutter.

         “I’ll give you a lesson later. I gotta head out and do something.” He turns for the door.

         “Where are you going? That was the shortest training session in history!”

         “I have to talk to Batch’s wife.”

         I start after him and he gives me a look. “I need to figure out who killed him more than anyone.”

         *

         Luke knocks on the door of one of the larger houses. Batch and his wife, Lace, shared it with Lace’s parents, one of whom answers the door. Her mother is in her sixties with sun-weathered skin and a long white braid.

         “Hi, May,” Luke greets her, giving her a big hug.

         “Hi, kid.”

         “How is she?”

         “Not good.”

         “Reckon I can talk to her?”

         May looks at me, her eyes cold.

         “I’m Dual,” I say quickly.

         “I know who you are.”

         I hesitate. “It’s nice to meet you.”

         May gestures us inside. The living room looks exactly like a slightly larger version of the one in my house. It’s a bit weird, actually – a bit disorienting.

         “She’s in bed.”

         “Do you think she’d mind if I went in and saw her?” Luke asks.

         “I’m here,” a voice says from a doorway and we look over to see, presumably, Lace. She looks about thirty and pretty as a button, with a pixie nose and big eyes. Her blond hair is greasy and her skin is breaking out, probably from stress.

         In her arms is a baby, and the little creature is beautiful. I can’t help but stare at the child as she passes it to May. I am so distracted by it that I don’t realize that Lace is crossing the room to me.

         But I realize when she slaps me hard across the face. Shocked, I lift my hand to the stinging cheek, staring at the woman.

         “How dare you come into my home?” she snarls.

         “Woah, steady on,” Luke tries, but Lace spits in my face.

         I reel backwards. “I’m sorry,” I manage to utter, before I turn and dash outside.

         I feel dizzy as I wipe the spittle from my chin and neck. The sun is glaringly hot and sends an ache into my skull.

         I am a thoughtless, cruel idiot. To come here and not think how it would make her feel, given the whole settlement thinks I murdered her husband. I sit on the ground, in the dust, because I’m not sure what else to do with myself.

         *

         Luke

         The room is strangely still after Josi has gone.

         “I’m so sorry, Lace,” I say.

         The baby squirms, breaking the tension that’s permeated the air. May takes the child – I don’t know her name as she was born while I was in a coma – into another room and I am left alone with Lace. I should have come to see her and Batch when I woke up. I should have at least congratulated them.

         “Dual didn’t kill him,” I tell her simply.

         Lace slumps onto the couch. “I don’t think I care.”

         “I’m sorry,” I say again, sitting opposite. “He was a good man.”

         “What does that mean?”

         I’m not sure what to say.

         “What if he was a bad man? Would that make it better that he’d died?”

         “No. Sorry. I don’t know why I said that.”

         Her expression softens a little. “What do you want, Luke?”

         “I’m in charge of the case.”

         “The case.” Her lips twist into a humorless smile. “As though any one of us knows what to do in a ‘murder case’.”

         “I do.” Sort of.

         “Go on, explain it then.”

         “Basically I have to determine how Batch was killed, what weapon was used and where the murder took place. I’ve gotta gather the evidence. Then I have to start talking to people and working out who might be a suspect. I work out who has alibis for the night Batch was killed, which is tricky in this case because of the party. I need to work out who knew Batch well, if he had any altercations with anyone, if there might be a reason someone wanted him dead. Motive, means, opportunity.”

         “So am I a suspect?”

         “That’s what I’m here to determine. And to pay my respects.”

         “Isn’t it usually the spouse who’s guilty?”

         “Sometimes.” Often, actually.

         Lace leans her head back against the couch and stares at the ceiling. She starts ticking things off on her fingers. “I didn’t go to the party that night because I was here with Eve, so I didn’t have the opportunity. The only weapon I know how to use is a gun – I don’t even know how someone could cut off a man’s head – so I didn’t have the means. And as for motive, my husband and I just had a baby, so I’d say my motive to keep him alive is stronger, don’t you think?” Her voice is drenched with bitterness.

         “I know you didn’t do it, Lace,” I tell her gently. “But I will find out who did. Can I ask you a few questions?”

         She nods.

         “What time did you go to bed that night?”

         “I’m not sure. I’ve been trying to sleep when Eve does. So probably around seven. Then I woke up a few hours later to feed her. Maybe around one.”

         “Was Batch home then?”

         “No.”

         “So he didn’t come home at all that night?”

         “Not to my knowledge.”

         “You told Quinn yesterday that Batch came home and went to bed, then you woke to find him gone. Didn’t you?”

         She frowns. “I don’t even remember having a conversation with him. I don’t remember what happened two minutes ago. I haven’t slept more than an hour or two in months.”

         “Okay, can anyone verify that you were here with Eve all night?”

         “No, I guess not. Unless you want to interrogate my two-month-old daughter.”

         “When was the last time you saw Batch?”

         “Before he started his shift on the wall.”

         “Can you think of anyone who might have a grudge against him?”

         “No.”

         “Did you notice anything strange before that night? Anything that seemed out of place? Any unusual interactions?”

         “No.”

         “What about Batch’s behavior? Was he acting strangely?”

         “No.”

         “Okay.” I straighten up. This is getting nowhere. She doesn’t have a clue what happened, that much is obvious, and her new-mother brain is addled with sleep deprivation. It could be possible, as Josi suggested, that the kill was random – that Batch was in the wrong place at the wrong time and was used in some other plot. Which means there are no clues to be found here. “Thanks, Lace, I’m sorry I had to ask this stuff.”

         “You’re playing the part of the detective,” she points out. “You have to say your lines.”

         “I’ll figure it out,” I promise. I hesitate awkwardly for a moment. “Can you do me a favor?”

         She glares at me.

         “Not say anything to Dual about what happened between us last year?”

         Lace shakes her head with exasperation. Then without any warning she moans with deep, gut-wrenching despair.

         I lurch to my feet, unsure what to do, but May is already rushing to take her daughter in her arms.

         “Batch didn’t come home,” May tells me over the sobbing. “I would have heard him. Now go.”

         So I do. As the door shuts behind me the terrible sound of weeping is dimmed. Josi is sitting on the edge of the road, arms folded over her knees. She looks up miserably. “Is she okay?”

         I shake my head.

         “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset her.”

         “She was upset anyway.” I reach for her hand and pull her up. She brushes the dust from her pants and we head toward the infirmary. “She probably needed to give someone a good slap.”

         “Glad I could help then.” She sounds sincere. “Did you get any clues?”

         “No clues. Which might be a clue in itself. She said that nothing out of the ordinary had happened, he’d been acting normally, and I believe she didn’t have anything to do with it.”

         “So are you thinking I might be right about the kill being a message or a statement or something? Rather than a personal gripe with Batch?”

         “Well I’ve spoken to the guys on guard duty with him, as well as his closest friends. They knew nothing, and said he’d been totally normal. Apparently he finished his shift on watch at midnight and then no one saw him again until you did.”

         “So we have a chunk of his time that’s unaccounted for – from midnight until about 5:30 am.”

         “And you didn’t go home until after 2, which means he wasn’t placed at the crime scene until after then, or you would have seen him.”

         “So where the hell was he between 12 and 5:30?”

         I shrug. “He wasn’t at home with his wife, according to both Lace and May. Yesterday Lace said he did come home, but I honestly don’t think she was lying – I reckon it’s more likely she got confused about the days. So it’s possible Batch could have been accosted on his way home and kept somewhere for a few hours, either dead or alive.”

         “Any idea where the killing took place?”

         I shake my head. “Had to be a hell of a lot of blood.”

         “So you have to either clean it or hide it somehow.”

         “Might be time for me to start searching houses for any remnants.”

         “That’ll make you popular.” We head inside Dodge’s lab to find him, Ranya and Mom all standing around Batch’s body laid out on a table. The three of them are peering closely, talking animatedly, despite the fact that Ben is hammering repeatedly on his glass cage.

         Meredith is cuffed, once again, to a nearby chair.

         “What do we reckon, gang?” I ask and they all look up.

         “Come here,” Mom says, ushering Josi and I closer. The body is losing some of its stiffness – yesterday the rigor mortis was at its worse, but it’s begun to lessen, making him easier to move. Batch’s head sits a little apart from the body. “See this bruising around the sever line?”

         Josi and I lean in close. The skin beneath where the head’s been chopped off is indeed dark blue. “Yeah.”

         “We think the cause of death might not have been the decapitation, but strangulation.”

         “So someone choked him to death and then cut his head off,” Josi surmises. “Would that explain why there wasn’t much blood at the site?”

         “It could.”

         “So he could have been killed where he was found?” I ask.

         “Yes, or he could have been killed elsewhere and carried to that spot, where the killer then chopped his head off.”

         “Is anyone else finding this very weird?” Josi asks.

         We all nod.

         “There’s no way this was a crime of passion,” I sigh. “You don’t take pains to set out a confusing crime scene like this unless it’s all premeditated.”

         “Unless you kill someone in a fit of passion, realize the mistake and then try to cover it up by making it look like a completely different crime,” Josi points out.

         “True. But by the sounds of it no one would have cause to kill Batch in a fit of passion.”

         “How do we know?” she argues. “Nobody really knows anyone. Just because his wife didn’t think there was anything weird going on doesn’t mean there wasn’t.”

         I look sideways at Josi. “Not everyone lies,” I tell her softly.

         “Sure they do,” she replies calmly.

         “The body wasn’t at the crime scene for long before it was discovered,” Meredith says abruptly and we all turn to stare at her.

         “How do you know?” I ask.

         “If a body remains undisturbed for hours after death, a process called livor mortis occurs. This means that the parts of the body touching the ground develop a discoloration, usually red or purple, from blood accumulation. This body hasn’t suffered that, which means it’s been moved too often since death for it to have occurred. Is it also true that the body had yet to develop rigor mortis when you first moved it here?”

         Ranya and Claire both nod.

         “Then it was within the first three hours of death.”

         “So he was killed not long before I found him,” Josi says. “It’s looking more and more like I did it.”

         “We know you didn’t do it,” I try to console her.

         “This is a bit gruesome for me. I gotta get to my shift in the fields,” she says, heading out into the midday sun.

         “Dodge,” I sigh, “can you do any DNA magic?”

         He shakes his head. “I don’t have the means to get external DNA off his body, I only know how to analyze his.”

         “Don’t bury the body,” I tell them. “I want it kept as long as possible.”

         “We don’t have the power to refrigerate it,” Ranya protests.

         “I’ll speak to Quinn about having some rerouted. He doesn’t get buried until this case is solved, alright?”

         “And where will you put him?”

         “I don’t know. I’ll sort something out.”

         Ranya throws up her hands and starts fussing about with things as though I have put her out personally.

         “You alright, Mom?” I ask.

         She nods and walks me to the door. “I know it’s a horrible thing to say given the circumstances, but I’m glad to have something to do.”

         I kiss her on the cheek.

         Meredith is watching us all very closely and there’s something creepy about it. She and Mom are both drones, but under the lab lights they don’t seem anything alike.

         *

         I spend the afternoon on a cooking shift in the kitchen with Eric, Rina and Grace, trying to come up with innovative recipes for potatoes, potatoes and more potatoes. And bread. There’s a shitload of bread.

         For once, my mind’s not on food. It’s stuck on Batch.

         “Any idea who did it?” Eric asks me when it’s clear I don’t have any input about dinner.

         Rina and Grace are both lean, hard women in their forties, and they watch me expectantly.

         “I shouldn’t talk about it,” I say. “But I’m close, and it’s definitely an isolated incident.” A big fat lie.

         “It’s pretty obvious who did it,” Grace snaps as she kneads dough.

         “Was it her?” Rina asks in her soft, high voice. Both women, I have good cause to know, are excellent fighters, and both are raising children in The Inferno.

         “Who?”

         “Don’t play dumb, Luke.”

         “It wasn’t Dual,” I tell them. “And I can tell you that for a fact.” Another big fat lie.

         “Never been a murder inside The Inferno before,” Grace says shortly.

         “And there won’t be another one,” I assure her.

         “Better not be, Luke. Else why should we raise our kids here?”

         I don’t know how it became my responsibility to stop them from killing each other, as the second newest member of the compound, but okay. I don’t point out that there isn’t anywhere else to raise kids, either. I just nod.

         “Get off your bum and grab me some herbs.”

         I do as I’m told, entering the big walk-in refrigerator. The air is cool in a direct contrast to the hot weather outside, so I hurry for the herbs, grabbing rosemary and mint. But at the door I pause with an idea. And I know immediately that it is not going to be a popular one.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 16

         

         February 15th, 2066

         Josephine

         I sit between Hal and Pace, with Will hanging from my neck like a monkey. The Den is full, but we’re not here for a meal tonight. Quinn has called a community meeting, which is apparently pretty rare.

         “Sure you don’t know what this is about?” Pace asks me for the fifth time.

         “Yes!” I exclaim. “Why do you assume I get told what’s going on?”

         “Because your lover boy is on the council table.”

         “He’s not my lover boy, and he hasn’t told me anything.”

         Will makes mushy kissing noises in my ear and I push him away as Hal and Pace giggle.

         Quinn, Raven, Shadow, Ranya and Luke sit on a long table up the front of the hall, facing the rest of us who are perched around the place in no particular order. I find it amusing that they call it a council table, and can’t help feeling as though we are all children playing at grown-up games. Or maybe that’s just me.

         I’m of the opinion that Shadow shouldn’t be out of bed so soon, but he ignored me completely when I whinged at him to get back to the infirmary. He still looks pale from his gunshot wound, but he’s tough as guts like everyone out here, and determined to suffer in silence.

         “Okay, let’s get started,” Quinn calls over the din of two-hundred-and-sixty voices chattering curiously. Everyone settles down and there’s a general hush. “We have a simple matter at hand tonight, a decision to be made. I don’t feel comfortable making it myself, so we’ll explain the situation and put it to a vote. Luke?”

         Luke sits forward. “As you all know there’s been a murder in The Inferno. The day Batch died was a very sad one for all of us, because he was a member of our family. I’ve been made responsible for the case, and I promise that I will find out who committed this crime. In order to do that I need access to Batch’s body before he can be laid to rest.”

         “This isn’t a matter for public vote!” someone shouts. I crane my neck to see an old man I don’t know. “What happens to Batch’s body is a decision for Lace to make.”

         “I have already discussed it with Lace and she’s refrained from being involved in the decision. It concerns all of you because the only way I can think of to keep Batch’s body from decomposing is to convert one of the fridges into a kind of morgue and keep him there for the duration of the case. The kitchen is a public space, and you all need to agree to it before I’ll go ahead.”

         There is a general ruckus of outrage through the crowd.

         I sit back in my seat, admiring Luke for trying, but knowing this is only going to end one way.

         “This is unconscionable disrespect,” May says loudly. “A man should be laid to rest, not kept in a kitchen fridge in the middle of a public area!”

         “What about the health risks?” another woman says. “We can’t be having a decomposing body around our food!”

         “We would of course remove all the food and block off the area – ” Luke starts.

         “And the practicalities – we need the space,” the woman goes on. “Have you ever tried to feed more than two-hundred mouths with only one fridge full of food? It’s not gonna happen.”

         “Oh for god’s sake, Grace,” someone else groans. “It’s not about the practicalities – have a scrap of empathy for once. This is about a man’s death, and disrespecting his body and his wife.”

         “And keeping the body where the kids might see it!”

         I watch as Luke slumps in his seat, rubbing his eyes wearily. “It would only be temporary – ”

         “How do you know? What makes you think you’re ever gonna solve it?” a man asks.

         “Well he certainly isn’t going to solve it if he doesn’t have access to the only piece of available evidence,” I snap, and everyone turns to stare at me. I feel my cheeks flare, but hold my ground. “It’s protocol in murder investigations to legally hold the body as evidence in the case and trial. It’s not disrespect – it’s correct practice and common sense. Sentimentality needs to be saved for later, when the killer has been brought to justice. Either that, or we leave a murderer walking among us.”

         Oh crap. I shouldn’t have said the thing about the common sense or the sentimentality. Or the murderer walking among us. A ripple of anger and unease moves through the crowd.

         “And what gives you the right to open your mouth?” someone asks. I can’t see who.

         “Oh, sorry, are we living in a fascist regime now?” I reply.

         As the hall erupts into voices, Pace cracks up beside me, thoroughly tickled. I meet Luke’s eyes and see the hint of a smile tug the corner of his lips.

         I shrug, silently telling him I tried.

         His expression replies thanks anyway.

         “Alright, alright, settle down,” Quinn barks over the hubbub. “Let’s call it to a vote. All those who vote to keep the body refrigerated as evidence until the case is solved, raise your hand.”

         The three musketeers and I all raise our hands. On the stage Luke, Shadow and Raven raise their hands. Dodge does too and, surprisingly, my red-haired failed conquest, Eric. Luke’s parents raise their hands, much to the disgust of several people around them. All up, it’s only about thirty people out of more than two-hundred.

         I can’t believe Ranya hasn’t raised her hand and, by the look of it, neither can Luke. It occurs to me that this could be a clue, and I start looking around the room at all the people who vote to bury the body. I commit their faces to memory; they’ve just become suspects. But the problem remains: it’s still basically everybody. 

         *

         I go with Luke to the lab to take a final look at Batch before he’s put in the ground. Meredith is toiling away, so focused on whatever she’s doing that she doesn’t even look up at our arrival.

         “Can you take one of your mental picture thingies for me?” Luke sighs.

         “Yeah, but I can only see so much, and I can’t remember things I don’t know.”

         He sighs again.

         “Those are some awfully big sighs,” I murmur, rubbing his back without thinking. It comes to me belatedly that this is probably too intimate a gesture, and I remove my hand quickly. Do friends rub each other’s backs?

         “It’s idiocy,” Luke says.

         “It’s crowd mentality, superstition and grief.”

         “Don’t they want to know the truth?” he snaps, frustrated.

         I shrug. “Don’t take it on. We got what we could from the body and now we have to look elsewhere.”

         Luke looks at my face. “I get more emotional and you get more rational.”

         “It’s a strange world,” I agree.

         “Meredith, you got any other little gems of information you want to share with us before it’s too late?” Luke asks the scientist.

         She looks up, distracted by her work. “I could have gone over him for DNA evidence if I’d had another day or two. Skin particles under the fingernails or in the wounds, hair follicles, blood or sperm residue …”

         “Why the fuck didn’t you tell me that yesterday?”

         “You didn’t ask yesterday.”

         He looks about ready to hit her. “Is there anything you could do before the morning?”

         “Why would I?”

         “Because if you don’t, I’ll see to it that you’re punished,” he threatens.

         I take his wrist and pull him away. “Let’s go punch a bag for a few hours,” I suggest.

         “Josi – ”

         “This isn’t a detention center,” I tell him. “We don’t ‘punish’ people for enacting their own human rights.”

         He tugs his wrist out of my hand and stalks away furiously. I watch him go, thinking him a very different man to the one I lived with.

         After a few moments I turn back to Meredith. “You’ve done some really bad stuff,” I say softly. “If it weighs on your conscience at all, feel free to lighten it a tad by helping us out. We’d appreciate it.”

         “I’m already helping you,” she points out calmly. “I’m working on the Zetemaphine blocker to keep that brute alive. I can’t do two things at once.”

         “Well could you please pause that job for the night and try to find us any clue at all to who killed this man?”

         She considers me. Something seems to gentle in her eyes slightly and she nods.

         “Thank you.”

         *

         Luke

         Blood fills my fingernails and pours from my gums, my ears, my nose, my eyes. My hands are around a neck, squeezing squeezing squeezing. All of my strength goes into stealing the breath of the body before me. My hands slip, though; there is too much blood. My feet slip next, and I land heavily on my hip, splashing the thick crimson liquid all over my face –

         I jerk awake, sharp pain slicing through my side.

         It takes me long seconds to orient myself. My bedroom in The Inferno. Dry, bloodless, just like my fingernails and gums are. I have fallen out of bed and landed on my hip.

         Alone, I peer through the dark to the window, beyond which I can see a glowing silver moon. It is almost full.

         Or, no. It was full a couple of nights ago. When Batch was murdered.

         My skin crawls and even though I know there is no blood, I can taste it in my mouth.

         Something under my bed catches my eye, a glint of metal, and I look more closely. Reaching curiously, I feel the cool sharpness of a blade. My blade, I see, as I pull it out.

         Except that the knife is covered in dried blood. And I don’t remember putting it under my bed.

         *

         February 16th, 2066

         Josephine

         Batch is buried at dawn as the sun rises over The Inferno. We are on the very north side of the compound, and the funeral might be beautiful if not for the dreadful sounds of the Furies beyond the wall, still trying to get in.

         Lace’s daughter cries during the whole service, though Lace remains stony-faced. Eric, who it turns out was Batch’s best friend, says a few words, eyes streaming with tears.

         I spend the funeral watching the faces of the people around me, trying to work it out. Various forms of grief are patent here on this clear morning. Some look uncomfortable, some look weary. Most look sad, a few angry.

         It is a puzzle indeed, and Luke isn’t the only one who wants to put the pieces together.

         *

         Luke

         “Oh god.”

         “What’s wrong?” Dad plonks himself down on the couch next to me.

         “I think I’ve bitten off more than I can chew.” I hand him the tablet and let him scan the instruction book I’ve been perusing. It’s the only file I kept from the tablet I stole from John Smith and then gave to Josi.

         It’s the end of a very long day. I’ve been speaking to just about everyone I can, getting statements about their whereabouts during the hours unaccounted for, during which Batch was murdered. There’s no way to prove any of it, of course, so it’s all a bit pointless. But it still has to be done. I haven’t told anyone about the knife under my bed, which was undoubtedly the weapon used to cut off Batch’s head, because frankly it looks bad enough to implicate me. I need to work out who put it there before I tell anyone.

         Dad’s thick eyebrows furrow as he reads, scrolling through the pages. “Aren’t you supposed to be working on the case? This is a big project.”

         “I’m working the case,” I promise him, then gesture to the instructions. “But this is important. I’ll work on it through the night if I need to, just do little bits at a time.”

         Eventually Dad looks up. “You want some help with it?”

         I breathe out in relief. “I thought you’d never ask.”

         *

         Dad and I head to the toolshed and have a look around. There’s always someone here, no matter the time of day – a guy called Blue is currently repairing one of the dining tables from the Den. He hates me for some reason I don’t know, so gives me a few hard looks before pushing off and leaving us to potter.

         It’s a blessing that this toolshed is impeccably well stocked. Living in a completely self-sufficient community means people have been building and maintaining everything for the last twenty years, so they’ve stolen a whole heap of building material and tools from the city. I find two big pieces of wood that have obviously come from one of the trees beyond the wall. Dad grabs a few tools and starts piling them together on the bench. We go back to the instructions to make sure we have most of the stuff we need, and have to put our heads together to come up with ways to improvise the rest.

         “We don’t have delicate enough tools for the bridge,” I point out, scratching my cheek.

         “We can hand-carve that bit,” Dad says.

         “Maybe you can, but I can’t.”

         “I’ll show you.”

         I start measuring the wood and making the pencil markings where it’ll need to be cut. “You and Mom going alright?”

         Dad’s gathering a straightedge, a plane and a jig in order to start the fingerboard. He starts looking around for the right bit of wood. “Sure.”

         “Do you … wish you were still at home?”

         “No, son,” he says. “It’s just an adjustment. Your mom and I have lived in that house for thirty years. And all our things …”

         Christ. The house will be reclaimed by the bank and all their things will be discarded. Including all my stuff from childhood, everything they own, and everything that once belonged to Dave.

         My hands stop and I am utterly horrified. “I didn’t think – ”

         “It’s alright,” he tells me gently. “They’re just things. It matters, to be here with you.”

         “But Dave – ”

         “Wouldn’t have cared about all that stuff.”

         “But we do. We care about it.” There’s a wooziness in my heart. I can’t believe I brought them here without thinking about what they’d be losing.

         “No, Luke,” Dad says firmly. “Possessions don’t connect us with Dave. Love does. Longing does.”

         I swallow, barely holding it together. I nod. “Sorry, Dad. For leaving you guys when it happened. I shouldn’t have … I was a coward.”

         “I’m sorry too.”

         “What are you sorry about?”

         “For not being me anymore.”

         I look up, struck by the words. He’s concentrating on his measuring, tongue poking out the side of his moustached mouth. “You are you.”

         “No, mate,” Dad murmurs. “I don’t think I am.”

         We work quietly for the rest of the afternoon because I don’t know what to say to such words. The longing he spoke of is palpable in the air between us – longing for his dead son and longing for the man he used to be. But what I’m not sure he realizes is that the longing itself is new for him, since the cure. And to me, the longing seems like life itself.

         *

         February 20th, 2066

         Josephine

         Hal’s been ordered to teach someone to keep the train running. There’s always meant to be a couple of people at the one time who know how to maintain it, but at the moment there’s just him. He asked a bunch of people who said no, and since there were no volunteers, I decided to put myself forward. Truth is, the books Luke got me are great, but they’re all fiction, and my brain feels like it’s shriveling to the size of a pea without anything new to learn. It’s an awful feeling, worse than physical starvation. It makes me dream of being trapped, the cage around me shrinking so that I must shrink with it or be crushed.

         I don’t, however, look forward to spending extra time with Hal, even though he’s become one of my best friends. Pace has spent the last several nights crying. She would gut me if I admitted to having heard her, and she’d hate for me to act any differently around Hal, but still. I feel awkward being in the middle of whatever it is.

         I follow him down into the train tunnel. It’s instantly cooler than the hot air above. “This train was built in the 2020s so she’s getting on a bit,” Hal tells me fondly. “We took control of her back when we started The Inferno – it’s easily the biggest victory we’ve ever had.”

         “Where is it now?” I ask, peering into the pitch black.

         “On a circuit. Currently she’ll be about sixty-seven miles away. Today’s operational speed is two-hundred-and-ninety-eight miles per hour, which means she’ll arrive in approximately thirteen and a half minutes.”

         “Oh. Approximately.”

         “She runs on a magnetic levitation line, which was first used in Shanghai in 2004, at lower speeds than this, of course. The technology’s pretty geriatric at this point, but she still runs beautifully.”

         “How does it know where to stop?”

         “She doesn’t stop – she’s in perpetual motion and has been since the day she was built. The algorithm makes her run at different speeds each day, so her exact location can’t be predicted by the Bloods.”

         “But they could just put constant surveillance on the city stations.”

         “She runs on a line that hasn’t been operational in the city for over thirty years. The Bloods didn’t have a clue how we were moving in and out of the city without detection. Until they did know. But Luke destroyed their intel before he came out here the first time.”

         “Yeah but if Jean whatshername knew the information, then she still knows it, regardless of what’s on her computer.” I know her name. I know it very well: Jean Gueye. She’s a woman I think about a lot. Because she’s the person who ordered my death.

         “Yeah,” Hal agrees.

         “So … what?”

         “So we have to be really careful.”

         “But what if the Bloods just jumped on the train? It would lead them straight to us.”

         “They’re not allowed to leave the walls.”

         “One of them did.” The one I shot.

         Hal shrugs. “How would they find us? The line is so long and covers such an expansive area that they’d never know where to get off.”

         I shake my head. Someone will figure it out, one day. Or they’ll set up a permanent watch of the stations and wait for us to come to them. Especially after our latest attack on the Collingsworth lab. They’re going to want Meredith back. And then we’re screwed.

         “She’s the only transportation we have,” he says. “And we’re lucky to have her. We can’t move above ground because of the Furies and they don’t have access to the tunnels. The risk of the train is one of the reasons we don’t make too many attacks and turn ourselves into too much of a priority target – we can’t afford to lose her.”

         “Yeah, I know,” I sigh. “It just seems, like, outrageously risky.”

         “I thought you liked taking risks.” He smiles.

         “What gave you that impression?”

         Hal shrugs, blushing a little. “Your boyfriend was a Blood.”

         I freeze.

         “He used to talk about you all the time, Josephine.”

         “Don’t call me Josephine. Raven and Quinn still have no idea who I am.”

         He spreads his hands quickly. “Okay. Sorry.”

         “Mouthing off like that can get people hurt.”

         Hal stares at me, looking mortified. “Is this … Are you angry because … Did Pace say something … ?”

         “Not a word.”

         “I hardly remember what happened!” he tries helplessly. “I was so drunk – ”

         “Oh please. Just grow a pair and talk to her, Hal.”

         The rest of the lesson is awkward after that. When we’re done I hesitate, asking, “Do I have to start referring to the train as a female now?”

         It breaks the tension and Hal grins. “It’s a requirement.”

         I head gratefully back up into the settlement for my next lot of training.

         Luke is waiting for me on the mats. There are other people sparring, but he concentrates on me, pushing me harder than anyone else and not giving me any breaks. He’s in a foul mood, snapping at me constantly and pacing around in annoyance.

         I decide to keep my mouth shut, not wanting to get into a shouting match with him in front of the other trainees. They all thought I was lucky to have personal training with him, but after his last roar of disgust at my inept kicking, I think they have now reconsidered.

         When we’re finished I storm out. He jogs after me. “What are you doing?” I hiss. “Don’t follow me.”

         “Why?”

         “That was humiliating!”

         “Fine.” He changes direction.

         After dinner I find a note on my bed. It is written on the torn-out page of a book, as paper is scarce. It’s sacrilegious to ruin a book, in my opinion, and I can’t believe he’s done it.

         I can’t go to your house, but we need to talk. Meet me at our spot.

         Our spot? I definitely was not under the impression that we have a spot.

         When I find him in the dark I can’t help but laugh. “You’ve got a good sense of humor, Luke Townsend. I’ll give you that much.”

         His smile flashes in the moonlight. We’re at the edge of the settlement under the only copse of trees, in the spot where we had our ‘break-up’ and said we hated each other.

         “I’m nothing if not sentimental,” he agrees.

         “Why aren’t you allowed to come to my house?”

         “I’m allowed to, I just don’t think I should at night unless we want Raven and Quinn to think there’s something going on between us.”

         “What’s up?” I sigh.

         “Sorry about today.” He runs a hand through his hair. “Although I’m not really that sorry.”

         “Good apology.”

         “You need serious training,” he insists. “I can’t be going easy on you, and I’m surprised you would want me to.”

         “I don’t want you to!”

         “Okay,” he laughs. “So we’re agreed.” Luke hesitates. “I’m still sorry. I wasn’t myself.”

         “You were angry.”

         “I’m always angry.” He meets my eyes. “It’s getting worse.”

         “Luke,” I murmur. “Don’t … do anything rash. Don’t tell anyone.”

         “It’s dangerous, me being like this.”

         “Your change won’t happen until the blood moon. Meredith has months to work it out.”

         “You were normal every other day of the year,” he points out. “But I feel … I’m not normal.”

         Ben said he had no idea how the virus would react in an adult subject. Which means that Luke could have completely different symptoms to me, having been injected as an adult instead of a child. Looking at him now, he looks a lot like he did the night he injected himself. Aggressive, restless … His mood swings have been pretty wild over the last few days.

         “You have all of your cognitive functions,” I insist. “You’re aware of your actions. You’re still you.”

         “For how long? I have to tell them.”

         “Tell who? Quinn and Raven?”

         He nods.

         “No. No way.”

         “Josi – ”

         “If they know you have a virus that makes you aggressive and violent, they’re going to think you murdered Batch.”

         “Better me than you.”

         “Better they just find the actual killer,” I say.

         There is a moment of silence, and then Luke asks, “But what if I did do it?”

         Cold shears through my heart, but I say, steady as iron, “Then we’ll make sure nobody ever knows.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 17

         

         February 20th, 2066

         Josephine 

         I am making my way home from my secret meeting with Luke when it happens. I am feeling like a bit of an idiot, creeping around in the dark for no reason, when I see someone move behind a nearby building. I pause, something about the movement piquing my curiosity. There’s nothing behind that building – it’s just an equipment shed, with only a few yards of space between it and the wall.

         I hesitate. Maybe if someone hadn’t just been murdered I might not be so nosy. Or maybe I would. Who cares. I walk closer, keeping to the shadows.

         Flattening myself against the side of the building, I listen. The soft scuffle of footfall reaches me, and then two male voices. They’re too soft for me to distinguish the words. I peer around the corner as carefully as I can until I can make them out.

         Both big men, their silhouettes roughly the same height. One is slimmer than the other. They are speaking with urgency and jerky hand movements. There is a long silence, and then they move, falling into each other’s arms.

         And as they do they catch a shaft of moonlight, and I can see perfectly who it is, kissing as though their lungs don’t work.

         Hal and Eric.

         *

         I dawdle home, not wanting to see Pace. My stomach is in knots. What am I going to tell her? Nothing – it isn’t my place. But how can I look at her and not tell her she’s in love with a guy who is clearly in love with someone else?

         If it wasn’t so horrible for her, it would almost be funny that I tried to pick up a gay guy. I clearly have zero ability to detect sexual chemistry.

         Pace is crying again in her room when I get home. “Oh god,” I mutter. Taking a breath, I knock on her door.

         “Go away!”

         “I’m coming in.”

         “Dual, I swear to – ”

         I barge in and sit down on the bed, despite her groan of annoyance. She buries her face back in her pillow so I won’t see her tear-streaked cheeks.

         “This is insanity,” I tell her. “He’s not worth so many tears! No guy is!”

         She looks at me over the pillow. “Now I just feel sad for you.”

         “Huh?”

         “You don’t let yourself feel anything for anyone.”

         “That’s not … true,” I say faintly.

         “You just pity yourself.”

         My mouth falls open in outrage. “I’m feeling something for you right now and it ain’t good!”

         “Go away,” she moans.

         “Just please promise me you’ll either talk to him or stop this moping. You slept with the guy. It’s awkward now. It’s not the end of the world.”

         “I hate you.”

         I head for the door.

         “I’m not crying because it’s awkward, you idiot,” she sniffs. “I’m crying because I’m in love with my best friend and he doesn’t love me back. And that’s, like, the worst thing ever.”

         I sigh, because it’s not the worst thing ever, but I guess it is pretty bad.

         *

         February 27th, 2066 

         Luke

         “We’re never gonna finish it,” I sigh morosely.

         “Still got four days,” Dad disagrees.

         “I don’t have enough hours in the day.”

         “We’ll work through the night then.”

         I am sanding a piece of wood that I’ve cut into a rounded shape. Dad’s drilling holes in his, using a battery-operated drill that isn’t really big enough for the job, but he’s making a heroic effort to ignore that fact.

         “Wanna come to training with me and Josi?” I ask him. It’s late, and we’ve been in the shed for a few hours now.

         Dad smiles slightly. I notice it because he rarely smiles anymore. “Think I’m a bit beyond training, mate.”

         “Rubbish. You could help me with her.”

         “What’s the problem?”

         I shrug. “She can’t connect with it. Can’t focus. Her head’s a million miles away all the time.”

         He considers this for a while, working away. Eventually he suggests, “Put some music on while you train.”

         I stare at him, and then I smile. “You’re a brilliant man, Dad.”

         “I am,” he agrees.

         *

         February 28th, 2066

         Josephine

         Tonight Luke shows up to the training room looking excited about something. He’s holding the old stereo from Raven and Quinn’s house, and he’s got a long extension lead, obviously connected to the generator.

         “What are we doing?” I ask curiously.

         He puts the music on and it pounds loudly through the room. Everyone turns in surprise to stare at him as he starts dancing.

         I watch, astonished.

         “Today’s lesson,” he says over the thumping, sexy bass, “is to get out of that damn head of yours.”

         I start laughing; I can’t help it. Everyone does.

         And then Luke runs a training session with all the trainees where we basically just dance while we punch, and it’s actually really fun.

         *

         March 1st, 2066

         Josephine 

         I have been studying with Hal every day for the last fortnight. He’s taught me a bunch about how the train runs, the mechanics of the engine, the algorithm and programming that determine the train’s movement patterns, and how to reprogram, override, maintain and repair the basics.

         I haven’t talked to him about The Thing I Saw. And despite the fact that my discomfort with his dishonesty is making things a tad awkward between us, I am still enjoying myself immensely. There’s loads more to learn, but he says I could get by at a pinch now.

         Today he spoke at length about the elasticity and damping properties of the rail bed, plus the equation of motion for the interaction system, and I ate it all up. He loves having someone to tell this stuff to, as he’s pointed out that no one else in The Inferno could care less about how the train works, just as long as it does.

         “You have an engineer’s mind,” he tells me.

         I don’t tell him that it just seems that way because I can remember every word he says. Instead I smile and say that maybe one day I’ll be an engineer as good as he is.

         It’s an odd prospect. Certainly not something I ever imagined myself doing. I mean, I was never going to be able to get a proper job in the city – not with the Bloods watching me, and not with people’s aversion to me. But here … I guess in a way I can do whatever I want, as long as it’s needed by the settlement. No chance of ever being a concert cellist, of course, as I imagine in my most secret of hearts.

         “How did you learn all this?” I ask Hal.

         “My dad. We came here together.”

         “Not your mom though?”

         “She died from the injection.”

         “From the cure?”

         He nods.

         “God.”

         “You don’t hear about all the people it kills when it’s administered,” he says. “They hide it well.”

         I rub my eyes. Why do they keep using it? It is bewildering. “I’m constantly amazed at people’s capacity to hurt each other,” I say.

         On that topic, we have made no progress in the murder case. Meredith said she ‘might’ have found something on Batch’s body, but has been taking ages to analyze it and won’t even tell us what it is.

         “That’s true,” Hal says. “But we’re very good at caring for each other, too.”

         “Are we?”

         He looks at me but I drop my eyes, not wanting the intimacy of his blue gaze. “You haven’t been cared for?”

         I shrug. “Yeah, sure, I know what you mean. Guess I’m just a pessimist.”

         “But have you?” he presses.

         I frown. I don’t want to talk about this. Two people have taken care of me in the course of my life. One of them is dead. One of them is not, but his method of taking care of me was to lie to me and report my behavior to the people I hate most.

         “Being taken care of is overrated,” I say shortly. “Taking care of yourself is better all round.”

         “Pace takes care of me,” Hal admits. “She’s one of the few. It feels good.”

         “And yet you lie to her.” It’s out of my mouth before I can stop it. But now that it’s out there, I can’t help wanting his response.

         “What are you talking about?”

         “I saw you,” I confess. “You and Eric.”

         Hal freezes.

         “Why do you keep it a secret? Why not just be open about it, and then you wouldn’t have to lie to your best friend who also happens to be in love with you?”

         He says nothing – too shocked, I think.

         “Also, while we’re on the subject – why did you sleep with her if you’re gay? It seems cruel to me.”

         Hal closes his eyes, mortified beyond belief. “Sexuality can be fluid, Dual. I wanted to want her, and every now and then I kind of did. I love her. I’m just not – ”

         “In love with her,” I finish. “If you were upfront from the start there wouldn’t be a problem.”

         “I couldn’t be!”

         “Why not?”

         “It’s a long story,” Hal says, shaking his head.

         I watch him for a while. I don’t have much sympathy for lies. But I do feel sorry for the guy. He looks so thoroughly miserable right now that my anger ebbs away and I simply wonder at the difficulty he must go through, keeping his true feelings a secret from the people he cares most about.

         My heart jerks painfully in my chest as I realize that this is exactly what Luke did for the last three years and I can’t forgive him for it, can’t even find space in my heart to feel compassion for what he went through. It’s a burden, keeping secrets and telling lies. But surely it’s also cowardice.

         “I hope you can be honest with her,” I tell Hal, and then I start climbing back up the steps out of the tunnel.

         “You’re not honest,” he points out.

         “Yes I am.”

         “You’re the most dishonest person I’ve ever met.”

         It hits me like a blow, like a mortal wound. I don’t know if he’s just trying to hurt me or if it’s true.

         When I emerge into the afternoon sunshine it’s to the sound of screaming.

         The horde of Furies beyond the wall hasn’t lessened or abated. It’s impossible to ignore, as they have now surrounded the entire settlement and spend all day and night screaming to get in.

         I shudder as I walk. Keep walking. Not even sure where I’m going. I would go onto the wall but I don’t want to see the Furies. They’re too frightening, their gazes too cold and too human and too savage. They have never flocked like this, according to the resistors – they have always roamed, which was how we were able to hunt them. Something has changed. Now they’re trying to get in.

         So I go for a run. The circuit around the wall is twelve and a half miles and takes me about an hour. I do it in fifty-five minutes today, and as I run I feel myself start to calm. I think of all the things I should have said to Hal. I wish I had encouraged him more, instead of berating him. I wish I had asked about Eric, given him some hint that it’s a wonderful thing to have found mutual love.

         Because Pace and Hal haven’t been speaking much lately, it’s been down to me and Will to make the conversations happen, which means we inevitably start talking about weird stuff like the wingspans of bats or the names of constellations or the height of the ocean tide in relation to the type of moon in the sky. He also really likes it when I tell him stories like the one Luke told me about the Seaborn. He knows a few of his own Celtic myths. There was one about a kelpie – a dark-spirited water horse – whose sole purpose is to drown humans in the watery depths, and one about fey creatures who are physically incapable of telling lies, but are very good at cunning tricks. I love that one, and think I will tell Luke. And now, after so much talk, I think I’ve decided I like Will better than the other two idiots. They can stay silent and surly forever as far as I’m concerned.

         A bird calls as I run past the gate. There’s a sudden gust of shock and hope in my chest and I careen around, looking for its source, but it’s only Shadow, whistling to me. Of course it’s Shadow. I wave to him and he motions for me to come up, but I shake my head and go past.

         At home I find another note on my bed. This one is on the back of a page from Brave New World. I want to know what passion is. I want to feel something strongly.

         Instead of writing on it he has circled letters and words that I have to piece together like a proper detective. It’s not for any reason except that he knows it will tickle me. Dodge’s lab at midnight.

         *

         March 2nd, 2066

         Josephine

         So I sneak over to our midnight rendezvous, feeling very clandestine. Luke is already there when I arrive, down the end in the single orb of lamplight with Dodge and Meredith.

         “Two things,” Meredith says. “First, I have managed to identify the Zetemaphine in Luke’s blood, and work out how it’s affecting him.”

         “Didn’t you already know that?”

         “No. I’ve identified the strain of virus, which is no easy thing to do when it works so seamlessly to transform the rest of his cells. Your real name is Josephine Luquet, isn’t it?”

         I blink. “Uh … yep.”

         “Then you’ve been infected with the Zetemaphine. Which means you are the sole survivor of the tests, which in turn means you’re the subject that Dr Collingsworth managed to inoculate, correct?”

         “Correct.”

         “I will need your blood – lots of it – tissue samples, bone marrow, urine and stool samples, spinal fluid and brain fluid.”

         I stare at her. “Jesus. Why don’t you go ahead and just take my bones and organs too?”

         “I would if I could,” she assures me. “A brain scan would make this a lot simpler, but, alas – ”

         “Hell no,” Luke exclaims. “Ben didn’t need any of that stuff when he made the blocker!”

         “I am not Ben Collingsworth,” Meredith replies simply.

         As one we all turn to look at the man in question. Tonight he is crouched in a corner of his cell, staring at us with chilling awareness.

         “I need to identify the drug in your system, understand how it works against the Zetemaphine and synthesize it into something I can inject Luke with. I have no confidence that I can do this, because I have no test subjects and because the rapid rate of his cell degeneration means he has very little time left.”

         I feel cold cold cold in my heart. “Yes,” I say. “Do it, of course do it.”

         “Josi – ” Luke starts, but I hold up a hand for silence.

         To Meredith I say, “Take whatever you need.”

         “Excellent. Second, I have the results of the tests I did on the extra fluid I found on the victim’s body.”

         “Extra fluid?” I repeat. “That sounds gross.”

         “What is it?” Luke asks.

         “It’s semen. Not his own.”

         We stare at her, then at each other, our minds suddenly alive with what this could mean, if anything. It could definitely point to the fact that he was having an affair with a man, which could give us a new suspect for the murder. As Dodge and Meredith take as many of the samples as they can tonight, Luke and I talk and talk it around in circles, trying to work out who Batch might have been sleeping with.

         When we’re done, hours have passed and I’m feeling thoroughly poked and prodded. Dawn is nearing.

         “Do you think it means anything?” I ask Luke as we enter the blue-gray dark outside the lab.

         “I don’t know. It could.” But I can hear in his voice that he doesn’t believe it.

         I feel frightened, suddenly. Because I can see something fading in his eyes.

         “I deny it to myself every second I’m awake,” he tells me very softly. “But at night the truth creeps out.”

         And the worst part is that I understand completely. I remember the denial, the disbelief, and I remember how under the moon the nightmares couldn’t be held at bay any longer.

         “You didn’t do it. We’re going to find who did.” But the promise sounds hollow to my own ears.

         “Can I come home with you?” he asks, his voice breaking just as my heart does.

         I close my eyes, willing every ounce of strength I have to the surface, every piece of coldness I possess. It’s so cruel, this coldness, for the hours he sheltered me from night terrors are too many to count. But if I spend the night with him I will spend every night with him, and to be with a man I don’t trust and haven’t forgiven would be the cruelest thing of all. It would poison the love between us, suffocate it from our lungs until we were both broken and spent. I can’t do that to him, or to myself. I am barely managing our new friendship as it is.

         “No,” I murmur. “I can’t.”

         So we part.

         I creep to my house, and Luke goes to his. I can’t help but watch him move down the road, his gait tall and strong as always, but slower now, as though he wishes to walk all night and never dream again.

         My treacherous heart is calling to him. Begging him to turn around and come after me, come to my house, my room, my bed. It is begging him to try harder, to fight harder, to ignore every word I’ve ever spoken about us being apart. The treachery of this heart knows no bounds, and I don’t know what I’m going to do with it.

         *

         The sun sinks and I stay in the field. Everyone leaves for the Den, but I stay and I don’t know why. I haven’t slept a second in thirty-two hours, not since well before the lab session I came from this morning. I feel dazed. And all I can think about is can I come home with you and you have very little time left.

         Tilting my face to the night sky, I breathe in the smell of salt. I run my fingertips over the wheat; it reaches as high as my head and I feel invisible. I feel I am vanishing.

         A rustle behind me. So soft I barely hear it. Turning a little, I see him. He’s moving slowly through the tall stalks, eyes on me.

         He circles me, and I move with him. We walk silently through the field, hands reaching to brush the scratchy edges around us.

         He draws closer and circles me again. Watching me, always watching me. It feels like a dance. I look up at the moon. Feel his breath on the back of my neck as he passes close behind.

         I imagine a bird flying over the moon and my heart leaps with a fantasy of delight. I know they are dead, all of them. But the one in my mind’s eye is so real, and its dark shape holds within it the impossible pursuit of freedom. It is wistful and melancholy, and I go with it.

         When finally I come back down, down to the earth and to my body, there is a gaze on my skin. Under the gaze I can feel my body, really feel it, for the first time.

         Slowly I look at Luke.

         “Maybe you’re the kind of creature everyone wants to have,” he says, so softly, “But no one ever can.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 18

         

         March 3rd, 2066

         Luke

         Dad and I have worked our fingers to the bone, cutting, sawing, sanding, drilling, joining, gluing, painting. I’ve spent all evening negotiating with Rina – she plays the violin but hasn’t been particularly forthcoming about giving up her strings. For the bow, I’ve accumulated a whole bunch of hair from the ladies willing to help out. And it’s nearly done. The only problem is varnishing, which will take at least a month, but I figure I can do that after today and it won’t matter too much.

         Building something over these last few weeks has been a surprising pleasure; building it with my father an incomparable sweetness.

         The sun is rising as we finish and stand back to look at our creation. Morning light strikes it through the window, and dust dances through the beam above it.

         “I’m proud of you,” Dad tells me. “And not just for this.”

         “I’m proud of you too,” I reply, voice rough.

         “What on earth for?”

         “For still being you even though you’ve had pieces stolen. For coming here.”

         He claps me on the shoulder. “I gotta say. It’s really something, isn’t it?”

         “It is,” I agree, looking at the beautiful cello we have just built.

         *

         Josephine

         Today is a dreamless nightmare. Today is worse than I imagined a day could be. Today is my twenty-first birthday, but that’s beside the point.

         Yesterday was strange. I was delirious with exhaustion after the night of testing, delirious with heartache and worry for Luke. The moment in the field with him seems like a dream, and to be honest I’m not entirely sure it wasn’t.

         We came up with a plan to talk to Eric, who was close enough to Batch that he might be the only who knows about the affair. I haven’t told Luke about Hal and Eric, because it isn’t my secret to tell, and there’s no reason yet to suspect it has anything to do with the case.

         That’s the plan, anyway. To keep going with the hunt for clues, hoping against all better judgment that we stumble upon a miracle, something that means we have not stepped back in time to the days of the blood moon and its deadly clutches.

         But before I can find Luke and head over to Eric’s house, Quinn calls a public announcement. We all go to the main stretch of road, which leads to the gate beyond the wall. People have been called off work duty and training, which means that something serious is happening.

         I stand with Pace and Will. Hal was on watch duty with Shadow this morning, so he’ll probably still be on the wall.

         Raven stands with Quinn before the gate. They both look grim. Behind them the disturbing sounds of the Furies drift in, unruly and desperate as ever.

         “A dark day, friends,” Quinn says to us. “The murderer among us has been found.”

         A quicksilver rustle goes through us.

         What?

         I look desperately for Luke. But I can’t see him anywhere. My pulse explodes in terror. Where is he where is he where is he – 

         “Indisputable proof and a confession seal it. The culprit is to be exiled today. All who wish to witness may climb the wall. We are not a dictatorship, though. You are permitted to leave and not think of this ugliness again. We, your leaders, are here to ensure your protection, your prosperity, and most of all your freedom.”

         There is a general rush to the wall. Everyone wants to know who it is. But I think it’s more than that. I think there’s a sense that, for something of this nature, there must be witnesses.

         I feel queasy, my mind rushing to work out how I can stop it. This can’t happen. It can’t. I’ll die first.

         The gate opens and shuts below us, and a figure stumbles out into the beyond, straight towards the waiting crowd of monsters.

         But it is not Luke.

         It is Hal.

         I feel everything in my body go numb with a different kind of horror, and to my shame, a deep measure of relief.

         Beside me Pace goes rigid and a strangled, almost inhuman sound tears from her mouth. I catch her as she falls and hold her upright. Her legs have utterly given out and her breathing is ragged like a dying person’s.

         “Oh god,” she whispers. “Oh no.”

         Hal is desperately hammering on the gate as the Furies move in. “I didn’t do it!” he screams. “It wasn’t me, I swear!”

         “He didn’t do it!” I shout to Raven and Quinn, but they are stony-faced and they don’t even glance at me. I don’t understand what’s going on. Luke and I haven’t found any indication that Hal had anything to do with the murder.

         There are dozens of the ferocious creatures descending on Hal as he sobs to be let back in. But the gates don’t open, and he is forced to face them.

         “Let him back in!” I scream desperately. My mind knows there will be no letting him in, but my heart can’t stop shouting. “Please, Quinn – he’s innocent!”

         “Hal!” Pace shouts suddenly. “Hal! Hal!” And she keeps shouting his name, over and over again, her throat hoarse.

         Below, Hal is fighting for his life with a horrible urgency, an image I will carry with me to my grave.

         I motion for Will to take hold of Pace as she is catatonic with shock, and then I sprint to the nearest guard and wrench his bow from him. I don’t know how to shoot a bow. I can’t even get to his arrows. But I try anyway, try to at least kill one of the beasts attacking Hal, pointless as it may be.

         The guard shoves me away, reclaiming his bow.

         “Help him,” I implore.

         The man is as full of despair as I am, but he doesn’t fire any arrows.

         We watch as Hal is overcome by Furies who tear at him, devouring him alive. The sick tear and rip of flesh reaches us, along with Hal’s screams that seem to go on for so much longer than they should.

         “Hal! Hal! Hal!” Pace keeps shouting, over and over.

         And then a shot does fire. A single arrow.

         It sinks straight into Hal’s head, killing him instantly and cutting off his horrible shrieks.

         I look to my right and see Luke lowering his bow. His hands tremble. But his expression is cold, brutally cold.

         There is a woozy horror in my head, but also an overwhelming gratitude for what he did. The Furies keep eating Hal’s dead body. It’s so gruesome I don’t know how any of us can witness this and still remain human.

         I stumble back to Pace, who is frozen like a corpse herself. I don’t know what to do. I don’t know how to help her.

         Will is curled into a ball, sobbing violently. I don’t have enough arms to try to hold them both. Luke comes to us, lifting Pace and carrying her down the steps. She curls into him, burying her face in his neck. I try to support Will beneath the arms, and several people reach to help me before Shadow pushes through them and lifts the small boy, carrying him after Luke.

         I stop a moment. Everyone is flooding down the wall to the ground. They have seen enough, witnessed enough. Some cry, most are silent. But I turn, dazed, to see that several yards along the wall stands Eric.

         He is so straight it’s as though there is iron around his spine. I go to his side and stand with him, and he doesn’t look at me once. He simply gazes at the mess on the ground, something completely empty in his face.

         The monsters keep at it for hours. And we stay for hours, the two of us alone on the wall except for the guards, who have all turned their backs on the horror.

         We’re very good at caring for each other, too.

         Oh, god, the waste of it. He was such a gentle, kind young man.

         I need to be with Pace and Will now. But I can’t leave Eric. And I can’t leave Hal. Some twisted part of me can’t leave him.

         Eric moves at long last, sees me as though only just realizing I’m here. “Dual,” he says.

         “Eric.” My voice aches.

         He walks, dazed, from the wall.

         I stand alone now, and don’t know what to do. The sun sets and through the dead trees it looks golden. Someone moves behind me and I see Raven appear from the steps. She stares expressionlessly down at the macabre execution.

         “How could you do this?” I manage to whisper. “You know he didn’t do it.”

         “I don’t know any such thing.”

         “But even a quick death,” I sigh, tears spilling down my face. I never used to cry. Never. Now I have more tears than I can fit in my body.

         “He was not sentenced to death,” she tells me. “But exile.”

         “Exile?” I exclaim. “Exile into the arms of dozens of waiting Furies?”

         “We gave him a chance at survival,” she says, and that’s when I hear it. The abrupt vulnerability in her voice. She’s upset.

         “There was never a chance,” I tell her. “Don’t lie to yourself.”

         “Do you know who did it?” she asks softly.

         I turn to look at her dark, dark eyes. The red of her hair is glinting in the sunset. I can’t speak, I am so angry.

         “He would have died, no matter what.”

         “Why?”

         “He slept with Pace.”

         It makes me stop. “So?”

         “So it’s forbidden, unless we sanction it. I made sure he took with him the fear that permeates this settlement.”

         I am too dazed to understand it. It is too absurd. I feel as though I am back in the city, abuse of power and invasion of privacy running rampant. There is so much space here. Infinite space. We need more people. We should be growing our numbers, not murdering them. But I can’t speak, can’t argue. I am too shell-shocked, too weary by far.

         “You could have stopped it from happening like this, though,” Raven tells me. “It could have been quick and silent and private. An overdose of something in his sleep. If only you had been honest about who really murdered Batch.”

         Then she leaves me to anxiously worry that she knows the truth.

         What if I did kill him?

         Then we will make sure no one ever knows.

         Yes, I could have changed this. I could have stopped it, if I had spoken out. But I wouldn’t have. And I wouldn’t speak now, given the chance.

         I would stay quiet through the nightmare, over and over again, no matter how many times I had to witness it. Because to speak meant condemning Luke, who I know deep down is the real killer, and I will never be capable of such words. I woner if this makes me as corrupt as Raven. I wonder if it makes me as dishonest. 

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 19

         

         March 3rd, 2066

         Raven

         I leave Dual and walk around the wall until I am on the opposite side of the compound, staring out at the sea beyond. The Furies have all gone to Hal, so the sand of the beach is empty.

         My skin feels unclean.

         I thought this would feel the opposite. That it would be like tying up loose ends, like a baptism of fire for The Inferno. A way to move forward with a scorched-clear slate. But actually it feels like dirtying my very soul.

         I come here most nights. To watch the ocean.

         It is the only thing, without exception, that gives me peace. The counterweight to the hatred, which is what sustains me.

         I decided many years ago that I would like to drown. One day, when I am ready.

         *

         Luke

         Pace and Will have become mad creatures. She is raging around the house breaking things, while Will is curled on the couch sobbing like a maniac. Shadow is sitting on a chair, watching. Meanwhile I say stupid things designed to comfort that don’t.

         “Where the fuck is Josi?” I hiss, panicked.

         I am not equipped to handle this. I don’t understand grief. I am not good with it. I couldn’t deal with my mother’s grief, or my father’s, so I left them and didn’t go back. I cannot deal with my own, so I put it in a very small, locked box. I don’t know how to fix this. I don’t know how to make it stop.

         The pain in the room feels magnificent and throbbing. It feels too big to fit within the walls.

         Will eventually cries himself to sleep but Pace keeps moving. She breaks more stuff, and cries and kicks the couch. She even punches through a window, and I can’t make her stop for long enough to bandage her hand. It seems so strange to me that her feelings should be so … overt. I have only ever known dark things to exist within, in tight little corners, but this is like a pantomime. I think it’s her unselfconscious expression of her grief that is making me so uncomfortable.

         As night falls, Josephine finally comes. She takes one look at the absolute chaos that Shadow and I have been unable to prevent, and she deals with it. She crosses to Pace and grabs her, shoving her against the wall to get her to pause long enough to look into Josi’s eyes. She takes Pace’s face and says, “You will survive this. Soon it will ease, and you’ll come out the other side of it, and you’ll still be alive, and you’ll still be you. You’re strong enough to bear it. You just have to make space in yourself for it.”

         “I can’t,” Pace sobs.

         “You can. You can.”

         “It hurts.”

         “I know.” Josi moves her gently into the bedroom and lays her down, holding her tightly. “Sleep. When you wake it will feel a little better. I promise.”

         In the living room I feel sick to my stomach.

         “I tried to get there in time,” I tell Shadow. It feels pathetic to speak, but I can’t stop myself. He is silent as always, but he’s listening to me. “I didn’t know it was happening. I was in the lab. I ran. I fucking ran, when I heard. But he was already being eaten.”

         “You couldn’t have stopped it.”

         But I could have. I could have, and would have. That boy died for me. And I’ll carry it always.

         *

         We wait. I sit with my hand on Will’s back, rubbing it gently while he sleeps. I can feel his heartbeat and it calms me. Shadow doesn’t say anything, but he leaves briefly and returns with a flask of home-brew whisky, which we make our way through. When Josephine finally emerges, looking ghostly, I pour her a glass and she drinks the whole thing before reaching for a refill.

         “She’s asleep.” She stands behind the couch, looking down at Will. I don’t tell her happy birthday. Of course I don’t. It would be like a nasty joke.

         “You should sleep too, love,” Shadow tells her.

         Josi nods. Looks at him for a long moment. “Did you know this was what it was like here?”

         Shadow nods.

         “It’s not right.” And it’s such a helpless, obvious statement that somehow it manages to fill the room with an aching kind of innocence, a certain awareness – long since forgotten – of what life is meant to be like.

         There are so many meants and shoulds and if onlys that they take up all the air and I can hardly breathe.

         All I know to say is, “We can’t take it back, but we’ll make sure it never happens again.”

         If I have to take control of this entire settlement to do it, I will. I will do it so that no more innocent people are slaughtered like beasts. So that a life that is meant to be lived in freedom is, truly, lived in freedom.

         *

         Josephine

         They leave and I sit in the living room with Will for a long time. Hours pass. I feel wrung out to dry. Every inch of me has been squeezed of its hope.

         But now I am filled with something else.

         Certainty.

         I am not a good enough person to just exist. Too much violence lies in my past. I have to earn my life. Earn the beats of my heart, and be worthy of them.

         To do that, I will give my life new purpose.

         I will find a way to change the rules of The Inferno so that Quinn’s power is not absolute and people cannot be wrongly condemned for crimes they didn’t commit.

         I will find a way to stop the sadness cures and save the poor, destitute drones from a fate they had no choice in.

         I will make sure that Luke is rid of the virus I caused him to contract.

         And I will make sure that Raven is punished for what she’s done, even if I have to do it myself.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 20

         

         March 4th, 2066 

         Josephine

         As I make these decisions the moon in the sky reaches its apex and a new kind of power comes into my veins. Something entirely other. Something undeniable. I am twenty-one years old and I feel a thousand.

         I rise from the couch and I walk from the house, through the dark, dusty street to another house, and I knock on its door.

         Quinn answers, looking surprised to see me. He rubs his eyes as though he has been peacefully sleeping. How nice for him. “Dual. What brings you here at this hour – ”

         “I have something to say. Where’s Raven? She should hear this too.”

         He blinks, but Raven appears behind him in a long t-shirt, her legs bare. “I’m here.”

         I look at them both in turn. I say, “My name is Josephine Luquet. I was injected with a drug that would later evolve into what we know as the cure. It has made me immune to most other drugs, including the immunization against anger. I was given an antidote, which means I may have in my veins the answer to stopping the sadness cures. I may even have the answer to reversing the anger cure. I tell you this freely, but the study and research of my blood will be entirely dictated by me. Neither of you will have any say in it, because I am a free person. You can disagree with this, but you should know that there’s enough blood on my hands to drown the ocean. And after what I saw today – after the appalling misuse of power you displayed – you’ve woken a creature inside me that I thought was dead, and she’s hungry for the two of you.”

         They stare at me, utterly stunned.

         “The walls around us are for protection. But you remake them a prison.” And I turn and leave, because for my whole life I have been weak and afraid, and I’m tired of it.

         Trained Bloods haven’t been able to kill me. A deadly virus that killed all its other test subjects was not able to kill me. So let Quinn and Raven kill me – let them try.

         *

         My footsteps lead me to a second doorway that isn’t mine. Because I’ve realized something else. The trauma of Hal’s death has shed light on so many things, and now I understand.

         Forgiveness isn’t shameful. Selfishly, I made what Luke did about me. I was arrogant enough to be humiliated. But it isn’t about me. It’s about a mistake – and who am I to ever judge someone for a mistake? For making an impossible choice in the only way he – a brave, generous man – knew how?

         To hold onto a stupid grudge seems incredibly childish to me in this moment, given what else I know about Luke Townsend, and what I know about myself.

         I hesitate before knocking and instead skirt around the small house to the window. Rapping on the glass with my knuckles, I hear the thump of footfalls from within.

         The curtain is thrown aside and I am looking up at Luke.

         He’s not wearing a shirt, only boxers, and he has white scars on his sun-browned chest. They are nothing compared to the terrible scars he bears on his back, the ones he endured for me. He gazes down at me, startled by my presence.

         My heart is trembling in my chest. It’s beating its wings to get free. I am so frightened, but I must be brave. I reach up, placing my palm flat against the glass. Our eyes meet.

         The moment stretches out indefinitely. And I feel in this moment the presence of our children. Once upon a time, Luke Townsend told me in a supermarket that he imagined us living on a houseboat with three children. I don’t think he has any idea how much that moment and those words changed my life. I don’t think he understands that by doing that – by giving me the idea of a family – he was indelibly scarring himself on my insides. He is a brand on my heart. A tattoo on my bones. And the children are here now, in my mind, an impossible possibility.

         I say, “I love you.” And even though he can’t hear me through the glass, he can see the words on my lips, and he lets his eyes fall shut. A great ache is in his shoulders as he opens the window and helps me to climb in. His gaze looks incredibly green.

         “Luke.”

         “Josi.” He reaches to touch my cheek and his hand is so warm.

         “I wanted to punish you for hurting me,” I say softly, and there are tears slipping from my eyes. “I just wanted to hurt you, and I’m so sorry. I don’t want to do that anymore.”

         Both his hands take my face and he leans close.

         “Luke. I thought it was you. I thought you were being executed.”

         “I’m sorry,” he whispers.

         “It doesn’t matter. It made everything so obvious. Forgiveness is the easiest thing in the world. We’re supposed to take care of each other, and we can’t do that by lying, and I don’t want to lie anymore, and I don’t want to hold onto the lies. They mean nothing, less than nothing because I know you never lied about anything that mattered, I know you love me – I feel it, I feel the truth of it.”

         His hands are trembling. My heart is flying away.

         “I love you so much,” I whisper.

         And he kisses me. And it is our first kiss.

         It is being reborn.

         It is an aching, trembling thing.

         It’s the whole future.

         It is my life in a kiss, the meaning of it.

         It is truth.

         That’s when the door bursts open and several men aim guns straight at our heads.

         “Easy,” Luke says.

         “Luke. We gotta take her,” one of them says.

         “It’s okay, I’ll go.” I was expecting this.

         “What’s the order?” Luke asks.

         “To take her to the holding room.”

         “Do you want me to stop this?” he asks me as I’m being taken hold of.

         “No. I did this. It might get bad, but I can handle it.” And then I smile at him. “I make them nervous.”

         Luke gazes at me and grins. “I’m not surprised.” Then, “I love you.”

         As they pull me out of the room I say to him, “Even if there were a thousand worlds better than this one, I’d still choose your world every time, crème brûlée boy.”

         He laughs a little, and our eyes hold until I am dragged from view.

      

   


   
      
         
            About Melancholy: Episode 3

         

         I am not a good enough person to just exist. Too much violence lies in my past. I must earn my life. Earn the beats of my heart, and be worthy of them.

          

         Josi's true identity has been revealed to the resistance, and now they are watching her, circling, waiting for the right moment to use her.

          

         Bodies are dropping and Luke is barely keeping his head above water.  

          

         The Furies beyond the wall grow in number by the day, screaming to get in.

          

         And the day of the sadness cure has arrived.  

          

         In the gripping conclusion to Melancholy, danger approaches from all sides. Josephine will need to find unparalleled strength to survive it – and to carry her new family through to whatever future lies on the other side.

          

         For more information, please visit momentumbooks.com.au/books/melancholy-episode-3/.

      

   


   
      
         
            About Charlotte McConaghy

         

         Charlotte has been writing from a young age, and has written several novels in both the science fiction and fantasy genres, published internationally by Random House and Pan Macmillan. 

           

         These include Fury, Book One of The Cure series and Avery, Book One of The Chronicles of Kaya. 

          

         She studied a Masters of Screenwriting at the Australian Film, Television and Radio School, and is the author of the Australian Writer's Guild award-winning screenplay Fury – adapted from her novel of the same name. 

          

         She now lives in London, writing novels and working on both film and television projects, as well as the upcoming graphic novel Skin. 

      

   


   
      
         
            Also by Charlotte McConaghy

         

         Fury: Book One of The Cure (Omnibus Edition)

      

   


   
      
         
            First published by Momentum in 2015

This edition published in 2015 by Momentum

Pan Macmillan Australia Pty Ltd

1 Market Street, Sydney 2000

            Copyright © Charlotte McConaghy 2015

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

            All rights reserved. This publication (or any part of it) may not be reproduced or transmitted, copied, stored, distributed or otherwise made available by any person or entity (including Google, Amazon or similar organisations), in any form (electronic, digital, optical, mechanical) or by any means (photocopying, recording, scanning or otherwise) without prior written permission from the publisher.

            A CIP record for this book is available at the National Library of Australia

            Melancholy: Episode 2

            EPUB format: 9781760082611

Mobi format: 9781760082628

            Cover design by Matt O'Keefe

Edited by Jo Lyons

Proofread by Tara Goedjen

            Macmillan Digital Australia: www.macmillandigital.com.au

            To report a typographical error, please visit momentumbooks.com.au/contact/

            Visit www.momentumbooks.com.au to read more about all our books and to buy books online. You will also find features, author interviews and news of any author events.

         

      

   

OEBPS/9781760082611_cover_epub.jpg





