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            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.
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            “The soulless have no need of melancholia.”

             –  Vladimir Odoevsky
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            Chapter 21

         

         March 4th, 2066

         Luke

         The first thing I say when I wind up on Quinn’s doorstep is, “It doesn’t have to happen like this.”

         He ushers me in and I take a seat in his living room. He’s not the problem – his girlfriend is.

         “She threatened us,” he says. “She lied about her identity, repeatedly.”

         “She’s scared,” I lie. “You don’t have to come at this with guns blazing. She and I will both help you, as long as things remain peaceful. If things go bad …” I hold his gaze. “Life’s going to get ugly.”

         “You understand what threats like that can mean for you?”

         “And what’s going to happen when you kill us? You think you’d even be able to?”

         Quinn looks nervous. He glances at the door.

         “Don’t push it to that,” I implore him. “Let Josi go. She’ll help you figure out what’s in her blood. And I’ll help you do everything I said I would. There doesn’t need to be any animosity here. We want the same things.”

         “Raven’s furious.”

         “So what? She causes enough pain without you obeying her every command.”

         “She’s damaged.”

         I sigh. “I sympathize, mate. But aren’t we all?”

         He doesn’t reply.

         “Josi hasn’t done anything.”

         “She lied.”

         “We all lie. It’s human nature.”

         His jaw clenches. Finally he says, “This isn’t over. I just need to think. Make sure she doesn’t cause any unrest, Luke, or she really will be dead on her feet.”

         I shake his hand, thank him and head for the door.

         He says, “The same goes for you. They love you and you’re a good fighter, but you’re not above the law.”

         I meet his eyes. “Neither are you, Quinn, and you should remember that.”

         When I arrive at the holding cell Raven is inside with Josi. I open the door in time to witness Raven backhanding Josi across the face.

         “Enough,” I snap.

         Josi’s eye is swollen and her lip is bleeding. She’s been badly worked over. “Let her go for it, Luke. It makes her feel strong.”

         Raven is livid. She glances at me, then spins and hits Josi again. I have to stop myself from intervening. It’s not fair, and it’s brutal, but Josi can’t have me trying to save her if she’s to earn any respect.

         “You think you just decide to have power and then it’s yours?” Raven snarls. “That’s not how it works. You aren’t strong enough for that.”

         Another hard smack to the face, and then Raven strides out. To me she says, “It would be the easiest thing in the world to find a reason for the two of you to be exiled. You have not been and will not be cleared for procreation. They may love you here, but they certainly don’t love the girl. So you’d better start treading very, very carefully, Luke.”

         *

         Josephine and I go past the infirmary. Ranya’s used to seeing battered faces, but we all know this wasn’t from training or tournaments. She sits Josi on a bed and starts cleaning her face. “I want Claire,” Josi says, a little woozily.

         Mom is here in an instant and I shoot her a grateful look as she takes over Josi’s care with soothing murmurs. Josi needs stitches in her forehead and she’ll have a nice gruesome scar, but she doesn’t mind – she’s quite out of it.

         When I take her home Pace is sitting on the couch, staring off into space. She sees Josi and does a double take. “Who did that to you?”

         “One guess.”

         “That bitch is out of control.”

         The three of us look at each other. Then Josi murmurs, “We’re going to have to do something about her.” She sinks onto the couch and the two girls seem content to sit quietly. Josi’s eyes move to me, and she looks at me. Really looks at me.

         I am sick with guilt and worry and grief.

         But.

         I am also vibrating with a fierce and heady excitement. Bubbles of joy keep rising, and I keep having to force them back down. I am woozy with the sheer, outrageous, mad, desperate love inside me – and the ludicrously dangerous relief that has surged. God, the relief. To have had to completely recalibrate the point of my life to account for the sudden absence of Josephine Luquet was too strange to fully comprehend. An agony of shifting perspectives, of denying a soul the thing that had only very recently sustained it – this had been telling my mind and my heart that it could no longer have Josi. And the response was a resounding non comprende.

         But. It seems those dark, dark days are over. They were the universe’s way of telling me never, ever to take for granted the incredible privilege of being loved. And not only loved, but loved by Josephine Luquet. There is magic in that, and I can feel it in her gaze now. The magic of the world that exists for those who are lucky enough to be loved by her. How sweet, how rare. How perfect.

         I am shown the strength in her heart, and the far reaches of a human’s capacity. In this look. In her forgiveness of all my cruelties. In her ability to be beaten down again and again and to always get back up. It’s the quiet resilience I awoke to see had risen inside her. She is new, remade, but also exactly as she always was.

         In this simple look she gives me all of herself, and a promise that we have come to a place where life is shared, forever.

         I lift a hand to my heart. I give her the same promise in return. She smiles with love and we allow the moment to stretch out around us, allow ourselves to stand within it forever and for the blink of an eye. And then I turn to leave, sturdier on my feet than I have ever been.

         *

         On my way to the Den I check on Will, who slept the second half of the night at Shadow’s place. The pair is fashioning arrows when I poke my head through the door.

         “Alright, you two?”

         They both nod. Will gives me a salute.

         “Eaten yet?”

         The three of us go to the Den and scarf down as much as we can force ourselves to, then gather a few plates to take back for Josi and Pace. They haven’t moved when we return, both lost in thought, maybe slipping in and out of dozes.

         “What happened to your face?” Shadow asks immediately.

         Josi blinks, then touches her swollen cheek as if to remember. “You should see the other guy.” She winks at me and I smile. “They know everything about me, but they don’t know about you, Luke,” she says.

         “What do you mean?” Pace asks as she takes the plate of food but doesn’t eat.

         “They don’t know that Luke has the virus. And it’s going to stay that way.”

         “Josi, no more lies,” I sigh. “I’m coming clean.”

         She meets my eyes. “No, you aren’t.”

         I search her face, but she doesn’t elaborate.

         “Will there be a funeral?” Josi asks Pace.

         The girl shakes her head mutely.

         “Not if someone dies by punishment,” Will explains morosely.

         “That’s … No, that’s not happening. We’ll have something private for Hal. Just invite people he loved.” She meets my eyes and murmurs, “We remember our loved ones. We grieve for them, because we are still able to.”

         And I remember Anthony Harwood, whose ability to grieve for his daughter was stolen from him.

         *

         I do the rounds, inviting all those who Hal had personal relationships with. There are many – he was a well-loved young man, despite the accusation of his crime. Josi was adamant that I make sure Eric comes, so I stop by his place last. It takes him a long time to answer the door, and when he does it looks like he’s come straight from bed, despite it being sunset.

         “Hi, mate. Sorry.”

         He swallows. “What’s up?”

         “We’re having a memorial for Hal.”

         “But he murdered Batch.”

         I take a breath. It’s a very dangerous game to play, but I say, “No, he didn’t.”

         Eric stares at me, his pale cheeks flushed pink. Without a word he follows, barefoot, blanket still around his shoulders despite the heat.

         We all gather at Josi and Pace’s place. There’s about a dozen of us. Each person brings a memory of Hal and shares it with the rest of us, and we take a drink each time. Most of us are sprawled on the floor, squashed onto the couch or perched on the bench. I sit beside Josi but am careful not to touch her, Raven’s warning all too vivid in my mind.

         When it gets to my turn, I lift my glass, not sure what I will say until my mouth opens and words come out. “He saved my life. When I first came here I hardly knew how to fire an arrow. He laughed, afterwards, saying he felt privileged to have taught me. That was what I remember about him – his unwavering generosity of spirit.”

         We say cheers and drink.

         Josi says, “He taught me about the train. Gave me new purpose to my life. I remember him making me feel welcome, and safe, and most of all I remember the way his voice sounded when he talked about the people he loved. His family.”

         We all turn to look at Pace, who is leaning against the doorway to her room. Her face crumples, but she swallows hard and gives a small, shaky nod.

         I take Josephine’s hand, not caring who is here to report it.

         Someone clears his throat, and we look to see Eric, who has been sitting apart and hasn’t had a turn yet. He raises his glass and says, “Hal taught me that love is kindness. He will live in my heart, always.”

         We drink with Eric and I realize the truth, as I think we all do, in the wake of such loving words. My eyes go to Pace, who is bone-white. She turns and shuts her bedroom door.

         A murmur comes from the front entrance and people move aside to reveal Quinn. He looks at me and Josi, and then at Will, last of all. There are, I see with a start, unshed tears in his eyes.

         Someone passes him a cup and he raises it. “A son of The Inferno,” he says softly. “Two sons. Two young men brave enough to fight in a world too broken for it to seem possible. We will remember this, and not the crimes that came in the end. We will mourn the courage, not the mistakes.” And then even more softly, as though an afterthought, “I will mourn this.”

         We drink, and I am struck but the enormity of the burden that comes with being a leader. The burden and the privilege of loving every one of the people you lead. The impossible nature of having to punish them and guide them and choose for them. It is too much, it seems to me now, looking at Quinn. And I am glad that my life has never required me to lead.

         *

         While everyone else is leaving, I take a moment to pull Josi aside. We don’t touch, we just look. I was going to say something about Raven not clearing us for ‘procreation’ and me having to leave, having to keep us a secret, but I see now that it doesn’t need to be said. She knows and I know and even here, in the sudden bliss of love returned, there is still a measure of bitterness.

         “Do they get to decide who we love now?” Josi asks quietly, her voice bleak. I understand, in that one question of hers, that she no longer wants to be here. She has begun to see the walls that protect us as a cage. Maybe she always did, but decisions are being made.

         “No. Never.” There are eyes on us; I can feel them. I take a step back but hold that blue and brown gaze of hers. “I don’t want them to own a single piece of this. We’ll find a place one day where it can belong only to us. Until then, we wait.”

         She shakes her head. “What a waste. A waste of time. Of living.”

         Quinn is watching us and I don’t want to leave her, not now when those words have come loose, but there is no other choice.

         “Sleep well, Miss Luquet,” I murmur.

         She says nothing. I think she is disappointed in me. In what she perceives as cowardice. Her defiance wants freedom. She screams against the roof of the world at the injustice of not being allowed to choose who she loves. But I know when care is needed; I have made an art form of being careful and precise. So I will be careful enough for the both of us, to ensure that one day there is a world in which she and I can have everything we want and room for more.

         *

         Raven 

         “Where have you been?” I demand when Quinn returns.

         “At Hal’s memorial.”

         “How could you? Don’t you know how weak that makes us look? He’s supposed to be a murderer!”

         “But he isn’t.”

         I throw a glass at the wall and it shatters noisily. I feel sick and panicked and horrified – why am I suddenly the villain, when it was Quinn’s decision as much as mine?

         “Take a breath,” Quinn tells me.

         I give a scream of rage. “She’s a lying bitch,” I snarl. “I knew she was lying to us. I fucking knew it.”

         “Calm down, love.” He crosses to me and takes my face in his hands. “Calm down.”

         “I don’t want calm,” I hiss. “I want to kill her. I can’t believe you let her go. I can’t.”

         “Think,” he urges. “The compound doesn’t need another death right now. Hal was necessary because we needed to stem the panic of the murder. Killing the girl will freak everyone out, because we don’t have a crime to pin on her.”

         “She lied!”

         “And you think they’ll give a shit? It’s not enough. We have to do this cleverly, Raven.”

         “So then punish her! Give her fifty lashings!”

         “You think she’d survive that? She’s weak.” He shakes his head. “We need her healthy enough to start testing on – she’s got answers in her blood.”

         I shake my head, unable to quell the rage throbbing through me.

         “The bigger issue is Luke,” Quinn points out. “Everyone loves him and he’s necessary if we want to stop the sadness cures. We kill Josephine and we start a war with a Gray Blood.”

         “Who gives a shit about the sadness cures? Let them further ruin the already ruined.”

         “And if they’re not ruined?” he asks. “If Josephine really does have the answer in her veins?”

         “The answer to what?”

         “To remaking the world as it once was!”

         “We have our own world. We don’t need theirs.”

         He breathes out, watching me with a calculating look.

         I kiss him hard, biting his lip and drawing blood. It is the way we find each other, no matter what. It is the agreement between us. No matter what happens, we will always have this. He lifts me onto the bench and takes my clothes off but then he stops because he can’t do it, hasn’t been able to since Luke woke from his coma, and I hate him a little for it because I feel humiliated and powerless and ugly, and he has taken away the one thing that eases the fury inside me even for a moment.

         *

         March 5th, 2066

         Josephine

         I want Luke to be mine, and I want everyone in this place to know it. I spent the night planning the perfect way in which to declare it to Raven and Quinn. The defiance of telling them who I am is an addictive drug – I want more of it, and I want it now.

         But with dawn comes new perspective. I am suddenly aware of how precariously close I am walking to the edge of the abyss. It is more important now than ever for the two of us to call no attention to ourselves and to ensure that Luke’s virus is never discovered.

         Because with dawn I wake to find another body.

         Batch’s young wife, Lace, her throat torn open, eyes glassy.

         And this time when I hurry out of the house it’s to find Luke lying beside her, naked and covered in the woman’s blood.

         My heart explodes and I look around swiftly. We are alone, but it won’t be long before the dawn watch returns home and the workers leave for the day. I crouch to shake Luke awake.

         “Luke!” I hiss, but he doesn’t respond. “Wake up now.”

         He has a pulse and is still breathing, but he’s completely out of it. There’s blood all around his mouth, as though he has … I close my eyes, breathing through the nausea and the heavy, familiar scent of fresh blood.

         The same place. The exact same fucking place. As though he’s bringing his kills to my doorstep like a fucking cat dropping a dead bird at its master’s feet.

         “Shit shit shit shit.”

         I take him beneath the arms and drag him back toward my house. He is incredibly heavy, and the coarse sandy road is putting up resistance, scraping at the skin of his poor, scarred back.

         It takes me too long to get him the few feet to my door, and inside we make so much noise I’m certain Pace will come out at any moment. Miraculously she doesn’t, and I manage to get him into my room.

         I return to the woman’s dead body and clear away all traces of Luke’s presence – my footprints and the tracks of him being dragged. It’s so, so horrible, but I use my thumbnail beneath the thin fabric of my t-shirt to clean beneath her fingernails in case there was a struggle and any of Luke’s skin got caught there. Now that Meredith is here, I can’t take the chance that Luke’s DNA could be found on Lace’s body. There is nothing in her mouth, nothing caught in any of her clothing or shoes, so I wipe my footprints away as I backtrack to my place and shut the door.

         Breathing heavily, I lock myself in my room and stare at Luke. He’s on the floor as I don’t have the strength to get him onto the bed, plus he’s covered in blood and I need to be careful not to stain the sheets.

         This is very, very bad.

         It is not the blood moon. Not the anniversary of the day he was injected.

         There were no physical signs leading to this like there always were for me – none of the illness, the bruising on the body, the bleeding gums and nails. If anything, he has been getting stronger, more energetic, his body the picture of health. But there were emotional signs.

         I go to the bathroom, take a towel and wet it under the shower. I use it to wipe Luke’s body, cleaning the blood as best I can. He’s shivering slightly as I scrub at the skin around his mouth – the blood’s clearly been here for a while, which means he killed the woman several hours ago, probably closer to yesterday’s side of midnight. Unlike with Batch, he did kill his victim outside my house, instead of taking her there posthumously. The blood from her neck was all over the ground and it was undisturbed. She also had the discoloration marks that Meredith was talking about, from the accumulation of blood that happens over a few hours.

         Which means he went from tearing her throat out with his teeth to almost immediately losing consciousness. Oddly, it’s like something just switched off in his brain, whereas during my changes I made my kills and then wandered for hours after, some part of me unable to stop moving.

         It’s also curious that nobody heard anything – wouldn’t Lace have screamed as she was being attacked?

         Frankly, none of it makes any difference. The only thing worth knowing at this point is that I can’t let anyone find out who killed her. And it strikes me as really, really awful that I just cleaned her fingernails and looked inside her ripped trachea while the one and only interaction we ever had was her slapping and then spitting on me.

         I get out my largest pair of pants and drag them up over Luke’s hips – they’re way too tight to do up, but they’ll do for now. I can’t get a sweater over his shoulders or chest so I just cover him with a blanket. I don’t want him to wake up naked and not knowing where he is. It is the worst, most emotionally disorienting feeling there is.

         A knock comes from the door. “I’m naked!” I shout quickly.

         “Why?”

         “I’m getting changed.”

         “Well I’m hungry. Meet you at the Den?”

         I can’t let Pace be the one to walk outside and discover the body. She doesn’t deserve to see that, nor do I want her implicated like I was.

         I duck through the door and close it behind me. “Pace, hold up.”

         She turns and waits.

         “I’ve been really lightheaded,” I say. “Do I have a fever?”

         She frowns, but crosses to press her hand to my forehead. “You feel okay,” she murmurs. “But you’ve been giving a lot of blood lately, so you might feel fatigued. Do you want to stop by Ranya to check on it?”

         “Guess so.”

         “I’ll go with you now. Get dressed.”

         I make sure she doesn’t get a look at my room, pull some clothes on and duck back out, locking the door behind me.

         We walk in silence toward the infirmary, which is in the opposite direction to the body. Ranya is just opening up for the morning when we arrive. Before we have a chance to say anything a shriek cracks through the air behind us. Ranya is running toward it, and we follow her. I brace myself, moving more quickly so that I can beat Pace. Someone I don’t know – an older woman – was the one to discover the body, and now more people are following the scream.

         I grab Pace, pulling her away from the body.

         “Don’t, Dual!”

         “You don’t need to see it,” I implore, trying to shield her.

         “I’m not a child – ” She catches sight of the mangled corpse. Slow breaths move in and out of her lungs, and I can’t work out what she’s thinking. Then she says, “It wasn’t Hal. Batch wasn’t murdered by Hal.” And wanders away to the Den for breakfast. My eyes fall shut with a whole-body weariness.

         Quinn and Raven arrive and start sending everybody away. The sounds of sobs and wails follow them.

         “I bet you guys feel good about yourselves,” I say coldly. The leaders of The Inferno look at me, and I look at them, not backing down. “And before you get any ideas, I wasn’t even here,” I forestall. “Ask Ranya.”

         “She wasn’t,” the doctor agrees. “She was with me when we heard Kristin’s scream.”

         They start questioning poor Kristin, and all the while the body just gazes up at us with sightless, milky eyes. We stay with Ranya as she examines it. “She’s been here for about five hours,” the doctor says as she feels the rigor mortis that has set into the limbs. So that’s around 1 am.

         “Your house is closest,” Raven says to me. “Did you hear anything?”

         “Nothing,” I say honestly.

         “Could she have been brought here after the attack like Batch was?” Quinn asks.

         Ranya shakes her head. “All the blood’s here – that’s where her throat was ripped, and then she wasn’t touched again.”

         “Start asking everyone in the vicinity if they heard anything,” Quinn tells Raven, who nods and heads off, for once without argument.

         “The killer might have been able to incapacitate her before doing this,” Ranya suggests. “It would explain why she didn’t scream.”

         “If the vocal cord was the first thing to go, she could have been alive for who knows how long without being able to make a sound,” I say.

         “How do you know that?” Quinn asks me sharply.

         I shrug. “A basic understanding of human anatomy. You might try reading a book some time, Quinn.”

         “So whoever did it was strong and fast and probably very quiet,” Ranya surmises.

         “Or known to her,” I say. “If it was a friend, she wouldn’t be on her guard.”

         “We’re all friends,” Quinn points out, and I realize it’s essentially true. Inside the wall it’s safe. It is meant to be safe.

         “What would she have been doing walking around in the middle of the night?” I ask, trying to ask questions that will take their minds off the kinds of people who are strong and skilled and fast.

         “No idea,” Quinn says. “She’s been unwell, since Batch. Maybe she was …”

         “Grief-stricken,” Ranya supplies and Quinn nods.

         I shake my head. “Let me know if I can help at all, but it’s not really my area.”

         “What is your area?” Quinn asks.

         “I guess it’s trains now,” I say calmly, not reacting to the barb. “Can I go?”

         Quinn waves me away and I head into my house, making sure all the curtains are open so it doesn’t look like I have anything to hide. I would have loved to annihilate them for the gross misjudgement they made in killing Hal, but I don’t have time. In my bedroom Luke is thankfully still out cold.

         A major problem occurs to me now though. Quinn will go straight to Luke’s house, if Raven hasn’t already, as he’s their point man on all things murder. When they find the man of the house not in, it’s going to look very suspicious.

         “Luke,” I try again, bending to shake him gently. This time he stirs. He licks his dry lips and groans. Slowly he winces and opens his eyes. They are badly bloodshot, but thankfully the blood vessels haven’t all ruptured, leaving him with terrifying demon eyes like I used to get.

         “Easy,” I murmur. “You’re okay.”

         He tries to sit up, groaning again in pain. “What – ” He blinks a few times, notices where he is, looks down at the pants I put him in. “What the fuck? What’s – ” Another wince as he reaches for his head. “Jesus, my skull feels cracked.”

         He swallows a few times, takes a few breaths through his nose, and I watch as his skin is literally sapped of all color. I lurch into action just in time to grab a hat for him to vomit into. As he heaves, I gently stroke his back, avoiding the skin scraped raw by gravel.

         “This is my favorite hat.”

         “Sorry,” he pants.

         “You okay?”

         He’s not, but he manages to sit on the bed. “What the hell is going on?”

         I don’t want to tell him. I really, really want to spare him. But in a way I suppose it’s better to have someone who loves you explain it than to have to wake up and work it out for yourself, alone. “I found you beside Lace’s body this morning.”

         He frowns, not understanding. I watch his hazy mind tick over and clarity come to his eyes. Along with panicked horror.

         “They have no idea it was you,” I say softly. “I brought you straight here and destroyed any evidence.”

         “What the fuck?” he demands hoarsely. “It’s not even the blood moon!” Despite his raging headache, torn skin and obvious nausea, he starts pacing the room. It’s scary, watching him. This isn’t the despair or guilt I expected. This is fury. He slams his fist into the wall, breathing through the pain, then does it again and again until I try to stop him. “Don’t touch me!”

         I raise my hands quickly. And watch him keep punching the wall. Hurting himself. The pain, I realize, is grounding him.

         Luke eventually stops in exhaustion. His hand is bleeding.

         I see something in his gaze that fills me with more fear than I have ever known. It’s an apology. For the goodbye he is about to make.

         “I’ll confess,” Luke says quietly.

         “And be killed,” I manage to utter.

         “Yes.”

         I lick my lips and stay very calm. I try to stay very calm. But in his eyes there is a world of regret and pain and love and sorrow and it is making it very hard for my heart to keep beating as it should.

         “Luke Townsend,” I say. “I told you once that I was going to kill myself. Do you remember how that made you feel?”

         “Of course. But you also told me that I didn’t get to control when you died,” he replies. “That it was the only choice you had left. You were right.”

         “And then I learned about Dave. And I realized that the cruelty of it, the selfishness, wasn’t worth the relief of my own guilt. Hurting you wasn’t worth anything.”

         He doesn’t answer, just watches me and there’s that horrible apology still there, no shift at all of the sadness in his farewell.

         “I wanted to die,” I admit desperately, “and sometimes I still do, but most of the time I’m very glad to be alive. It will change, what you feel now. It won’t always hurt this much.”

         “Josi,” he murmurs. “Two innocent people who couldn’t escape me. A third, who took the blame and died for it. I don’t know when I could change next. The people in here are like caged prey.”

         I cross to take his face in my hands. I struggle to keep them from trembling. But he feels far away. I reach for him but can’t find him. There is so much fear in his eyes. “You are not dying for them. For what they did to you, in the city.”

         “I did this to myself,” he says, low and rough. His eyes glitter and I have a resounding sense of animal sliding over my skin. “I injected myself.”

         “Because they backed you into a corner!”

         He shakes his head, but I hold him more firmly.

         “Listen to me. There’s no use pretending. It is the worst thing in the world to have to live through – being responsible for the deaths of innocent people. But you are going to live through it, Luke Townsend. Because I do, every day, and I need you to help me save what’s left of humanity. I can’t do it on my own.” I swallow, unable to help the tears that are forming in my throat. “Please,” I whisper, voice breaking. “Don’t make me do it on my own.”

         Luke’s jaw is clenched so tightly it feels like his teeth will shatter in my hands.

         But something gives way inside him. I see a guilty kind of relief bow his shoulders. The succumbing to all of life’s wants. He has plans for us, I know. And a desperate need to fulfill them. I am begging him to do so, despite the anvil of weight dragging him in the opposite direction.

         Luke nods, moving into some place between. As we skirt the grounds of the camp and rush to reach his house before anyone else can, a kind of limbo stretches out around us. A limbo in which we will wait for our lives together to begin. Wait for the day when we can start the fight. And wait, as will be the real difficulty from now on, for the day when he kills again.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 22

         

         March 12th, 2066

         Josephine

         The second murder has left The Inferno sick with horror. I can feel it all the time, throbbing in the air. A week since Lace’s death, and I’ve finally managed to convince Luke that we must keep going with the case. If we stop searching for the murderer, people might start looking at us instead.

         It is sickening, of course. Beyond sickening. Luke is barely keeping his head above water. So I push him and prod him and sometimes I guilt him – I do anything and everything to make sure he lives a little longer, one day at a time.

         We don’t meet in secret. We can’t. Raven is watching us too closely. 

         This evening after dinner Luke and I go to Eric’s house. He looks like a walking ghost. I’ve brought him a plate of food because he wasn’t at the Den. He takes it and puts it untouched on the table, then motions for us to sit on the couch.

         “I’m sorry,” I say. “Sorry for everything. It’s unbearable.”

         He nods.

         “We’re still trying to work out what happened. And I need to tell you that I know you and Hal were involved with each other. I knew before he died.”

         Eric blinks. “He told you?”

         “I saw the two of you one night. I didn’t say anything.”

         He sighs. “Yes. We were involved.”

         “I’m so sorry,” I say again, and it sounds pathetic. Luke is silent beside me, going through his own personal torture of guilt. “Look, I have an awkward question to ask you. You were Batch’s best friend.”

         Eric nods.

         “Do you know if he was seeing anyone? Besides his wife?”

         Eric frowns. “What?”

         “We have some forensic results that lead us to believe he was.”

         “Oh, Jesus,” he sighs, resting his head in his hands. “Yes. It was me.”

         I’m confused.

         Eric takes a breath. “Hal and I have been together for a few years. Had been. He … broke up with me recently because he wanted to try to make it work with Pace.” He stops, shaking his head in disbelief. “The kid was seriously messed up. So I let him. I fucking knew he’d come back. But sometimes people have to try stuff. They need to know. So whatever, he went and had his little fling with his best friend, and I waited around feeling like a bit of an idiot. Batch and I … We’d been best friends since we were kids. He came over and we slept together. It was a bit stupid and it surprised us both. He left my place late and he was murdered that same night. Hal and I got back together, briefly, and then he was murdered too.”

         I breathe out in a rush. I don’t know how to take it in, the amount of grief he must be enduring. I don’t know if he even knows how to take it in. He seems numb and lost and utterly dazed.

         “Eric, I … Fuck.”

         “Yeah, fuck,” he agrees.

         “Do you …” I take a breath and try to gather my thoughts. “Do you remember what time Batch left here that night?”

         Eric shrugs vacantly. “Maybe like four or five?”

         So he left this house and was killed on his way home. It makes sense, suddenly, all that time we couldn’t account for after Batch’s shift on the wall had ended.

         “Why are you doing this?” Luke asks suddenly, looking at me.

         “What?”

         He stands thunderously and heads out the door.

         I look at Eric awkwardly. “Sorry. He’s … a bit unwell.”

         “Hal told me about the two of you.”

         My mouth opens but nothing comes out.

         “He was really fascinated by the story. I was too. By the man who was so … loyal to this woman he’d left behind. We knew about you long before you got here, Josephine.”

         I meet Eric’s eyes. Smile a little helplessly. “I could never live up to the story.”

         “You have,” he says. “You have surpassed any story.”

         Something catches in my chest and I don’t understand. “Why?”

         He thinks about it, considering me with that face I really like, and really liked even the first time I saw him. “You’re resilient,” he says eventually.

         And I am so close to tears that I have to stand and make my way to the door. He follows me. “I know it probably doesn’t mean anything, but I’m here for you, any time you need anything,” I tell him.

         Eric nods. “You’re the only one who knows the truth,” he admits. “I mean they probably guessed after my toast, but I feel … I might need to keep seeing you.”

         “Please do.”

         He kisses me on the cheek and I hug him tight for a few seconds.

         Outside Luke is standing with his back to me, looking out over the veggie garden. “Luke.”

         He turns to look at me with such disappointment that for a second I can’t believe he is the same person. He has never looked at me like that. “Why were you doing that?” he asks. “Putting him through that?”

         I don’t know how to answer, filled abruptly with shame.

         “Why are you forcing us through this fucking charade, Josi?”

         I swallow. “Because we have to chase the leads. If Quinn and Raven find out what we know about Batch and Eric, and then see that we haven’t been following it up, then they’re sure as shit going to know we’re hiding something.”

         It’s beyond belief that someone like Quinn, who seems so nice, could be capable of punishing his people with death. Luke is his friend, for god’s sake, but there is no doubt in my mind that it doesn’t exclude him from the rules. Quinn is obsessed with the rules.

         I take Luke’s hands. “We have to build some sort of case. Something to show him. He has to know that we’ve at least been trying or he’ll start snooping around.”

         “It just feels so awful, making Eric drudge up all that shit about Batch and Hal while the whole time I just sit there in front of him …”

         “I know. But I think it helped him to know that we know. That someone knows.”

         “It’s awful being the only person to hold a secret.”

         I touch his cheek. The first touch we’ve allowed ourselves in a week. “Will you come with me to check on Lace and Batch’s daughter?” he asks me.

         I nod, and we walk to their house.

         May answers the door again. But this time she smiles in relief to see us, and the expression builds knots of confusion in my chest. “Come in,” she implores. “Do you have questions?”

         “We …” Luke falters. “No. We just wanted to see how you and Eve are.”

         “Thank you, sweetheart. I wanted to say sorry for how obstinate we all were about Batch’s body.” May has a steady stream of tears sliding down her face. “Maybe if we’d let you take him there wouldn’t have been such a terrible mistake and sweet Hal would still be with us. Maybe you could have even saved my Lace.”

         “No,” Luke says emphatically. “That’s not on you, May. It’s not. There was no … No way to stop the mistake. It was …”

         “There’s no explaining violence,” I say. Her daughter. She had to bury her daughter four days ago. And now she’s raising her grandchild. “We can just try to make the world a little less violent for Eve.”

         *

         After we’ve left, Luke and I look at each other in the evening light.

         “I never know what to say,” he mutters. “Why don’t I ever know what to say?”

         “No one ever knows what to say. Or what to feel.”

         “You’re always so sure of your feelings.” This surprises me, because it doesn’t seem true at all. “I’m just reaching around in the dark for something to grab hold of,” he adds with a wry smile.

         “Is this the right place for that child?” I ask abruptly, thoughts still with Eve. Because I’m listening to the sound we here at The Inferno have forced ourselves to become accustomed to – I’m listening to the scratch and scrape and growl and moan of the Furies beyond the wall.

         I walk to this wall, tracing it around to the gate. The guards are up there, firing what few arrows we can make into the fray below. It doesn’t seem to be slowing the creatures. The gate trembles a little; they are even now trying to open it.

         “One gate.”

         “With reinforced locks and hinges.”

         “How long can we keep them out?” I press. “It’s not safe here, Luke.”

         “There’s nowhere else, Josi.”

         I can’t help my jaw clenching as I listen to the chilling sounds. One gate, and one wall, and who knows how many ravenous monsters. “Well we’d better start thinking of a real way to solve this problem,” I mutter, “’cause I’ve got a bad feeling about this.”

         It’s simple. Locks can be unlocked from the inside. And there’s a man beside me who is not in total control of his actions.

         *

         April 1st, 2066

         Josephine

         We train, night and day. Luke plays classical music during our sessions, and it helps me to concentrate. He tells me it’ll help even more to meditate and I try, but I don’t know how and it’s now too dangerous for him to come over and teach me. Raven watches us with alarming attentiveness.

         “Maybe we could find somewhere else to practice the meditation stuff?” I suggest breathlessly, finishing my round of squats.

         “Like where?” Luke’s in training gear and has been working out alongside me, giving me orders in between lifting his own weights.

         I’ve spent the last two hours doing lunges and squats and push-ups. My muscles feel like jelly. According to Luke I’m still very ‘out of touch’ with my body.

         “I dunno,” I sigh. “Raven can’t watch us constantly, can she?”

         “She has just about everyone on the alert to notify her if we’re spotted alone.”

         “Gross! This is so messed up.”

         “Uh-huh.”

         I am distracted by his push-ups. I’m pretty sure he’s moved beyond the hundred mark now, and doesn’t seem to be slowing. “Do you know that the record for most non-stop push-ups is 10,507?”

         He pauses, looking at me. “Bullshit.”

         I shake my head, smiling. “Sorry, pal. That’s fact.”

         He immediately starts doing as many push-ups as he can, as fast as he can, and I laugh as I watch him. After he reaches two hundred I get bored. “Okay. I get it – you’re strong. Can we do something else now?”

         He jumps up, full of energy and dripping with sweat. He grins and shakes himself off like a dog – all over me. “Ew, Luke.”

         “Don’t you like sweat being sprayed all over you?”

         “Can we make me a good fighter now?” I ask. “Seriously. All these exercises aren’t helping me punch anyone.”

         “Haven’t you ever seen Karate Kid? We have to build your strength, flexibility and agility with seemingly unrelated tasks, and then when we start the combat training you’ll have all these miraculous new skills.”

         “It’s a lot of work.”

         “Yes, baby, it is.”

         “If only we could montage it. Did you do this much work?”

         He grins. “I’ve been training every day for the last nineteen years.”

         “Ew.”

         “I have an idea where we can go. Come on.”

         *

         We wind up outside Shadow’s place. “No,” I hiss as Luke knocks on the door. “I don’t want to meditate in Shadow’s house!”

         “Why not?”

         “It’s weird.”

         The door opens and Shadow frowns. “Hey, man,” Luke greets him. “We have a favor to ask as part of your ex-student’s training regimen.”

         Shadow stares at us.

         “Can we use your house to meditate?”

         He looks at us like we’re both freaks.

         “It’s his idea,” I say quickly, pointing to Luke.

         We wait as Shadow peers at us, then finally gestures us inside. His house is the same as Luke’s, a tiny one-bedroom studio. It’s awkward – I don’t want Shadow watching me meditate. He seems to intuit as much, for he makes some excuse about being on watch duty and leaves the house.

         “Sit down and cross your legs,” Luke orders me, so I sit in the middle of the room. “Close your eyes.”

         I do so. Luke starts telling me, in his soft, calming voice, to let my mind move through all the parts of my body. I do as he says as well as I can but I can’t really feel anything and mostly I just sit here and think about how we’re alone in a private residence for the first time in ages. I also think about the case, and I think about the cures, and Raven and Quinn and Hal –

         “Look,” Luke says, abruptly bringing me back to the room. “You need to be present. Focus, Josephine.”

         I focus, knowing I’m in trouble if he calls me Josephine. He talks me through feeling all the nerve endings in every part of my body but I’m just listening to his voice and how lovely it is –

         Until he starts to touch me.

         My heart jackhammers in my chest. “Woah, what are you doing?”

         His fingers touch my toes very lightly. “Can you feel that?”

         “Is that a trick question?”

         “Concentrate.”

         I concentrate. He’s touching my feet, and now my calves. His fingers are moving up and under my knees. Over my thighs and inside them. I’m breathing very quickly and suspect he might be trying to kill me. The nerve endings in my skin are on fire.

         But I am existing, abruptly, within my body. Within each part of it. As I never have before. The sensation is electricity through every one of my muscles.

         Luke moves his touch to my hands, tracing my fingers. Up my wrists, my inner arms, to my shoulders and my collarbones and my neck and jaw and cheek and lips …

         “Luke, stop,” I breathe.

         I feel him pull away.

         “You’re torturing me. We can’t do this in Shadow’s house.”

         “I think I’m dying,” he agrees, and I open my eyes with a breathless laugh.

         “You’re a very good teacher. I can feel every inch of my body.”

         “Not every inch. Not like I could make you feel it.”

         We stare at each other. My skin is scalding, almost painful in its need to be touched. Why did I stop him? “It’s not fair,” I mutter.

         “It’s criminal.”

         And that’s when the door opens to admit Shadow. Luke and I jerk away from each other even though we haven’t been doing anything.

         “Good session,” he tells me loudly. “Thanks, Shadow.”

         Shadow stares at us as we rush past him.

         We circle around behind my place, on the lookout for spies. It’s so absurd that I can’t stop laughing. Luke opens my window for me. “Uh-oh. You’re hysterical.”

         “Who could possibly know if you stay the night?” I ask.

         “I don’t know, but I won’t risk it.”

         I reach for his face, running my fingers over his lips and –

         – and then he’s kissing me. Hard and fast. His mouth is open and I can feel his tongue against mine and he’s pushing me up against the wall of the house. His hands slide beneath my t-shirt and along my spine, circling around to my breasts. His fingers trace my nipples and pinch them gently and I can feel it everywhere.

         “I thought it wasn’t worth the risk,” I breathe against his mouth.

         “I never said it wasn’t worth the risk,” he replies fervently, kissing me again, pushing me harder against the wall. “I just said I wouldn’t. But we’re not technically procreating.”

         I laugh, shoving him away. “Killed the mood.”

         His shoulders slump and he looks at me. I feel the gaze as if it’s a touch and it burns.

         “Go home,” I tell him. “We’re not animal enough to die for it.”

         He smiles. “I think I am.”

         “Go home,” I smile.

         “Love you.”

         “Love you too.”

         *

         April 6th, 2066 

         Josephine

         Ben looks like a wraith. He is fading fast. His skin is so thin it looks translucent – I can see the spider-veins running like black tar beneath his surface. He no longer paces, despite the restlessness in his body. I don’t think he has the strength for it. He’s starving to death.

         “We have to feed him,” I say.

         “And how are we meant to do that?” Raven asks.

         Quinn, Luke, Raven and I stand on the other side of the glass and watch Ben. Meredith works nearby, ignoring us. Dodge isn’t here today, and it’s funny to think of him having any life outside this lab.

         “People die here.”

         They all look at me.

         I spread my hands. “They’re dead. They won’t know they’re being eaten.”

         “You want to feed our dead family members to a cannibal?” Raven asks incredulously. She bursts into laughter. “Oh my god, they’re going to hate you even more than they already do.”

         “You really are incredibly unsentimental, aren’t you?” Quinn muses. “It’ll never happen. They wouldn’t even let us postpone a burial, let alone dig someone up and feed them to a Fury.”

         I sigh. “Well when I die, I want it known that my body goes to science. Cut it into a million pieces for all I care. Let monsters feast upon it.”

         “Morbid chick,” Luke mutters.

         “You,” Quinn says bluntly to the scientist.

         “Her name’s Meredith,” I point out.

         Meredith looks up.

         “Is there any work being done on this creature?”

         “I believe Dodge has been working on him.”

         “Doing what?”

         “You’d have to ask him.”

         “So you have no idea if the creature is even worth keeping around.”

         “We can’t just let him starve to death!” I protest.

         “And we can’t feed our people to him!” Raven snaps.

         “If it’s possible,” Meredith interjects, “I’d like to start testing him. If this one cannot be kept alive, I’d like another, please.”

         “For what?” Quinn asks.

         “You’ve got me synthesizing the chemicals in Miss Luquet’s blood,” she says. “I need test subjects if you ever want to inject healthy humans.”

         And if we ever want to use it on Luke. I look over at him but he’s not listening. His eyes are locked on Ben and he’s lost in a dark world I know all too well.

         *

         April 8th, 2066

         Raven

         I wake from a dream of Luke with an idea. But before I can throw off the covers and dash to the shower, Quinn draws me to him and I remember the role I am here to play instead.

         His kisses burn me in a way I like. Sometimes I am a doll in his arms, sometimes I am more alive than I have ever been. This morning as he kisses me, pretending he will be able to get an erection, I think of the dream I just had. Luke and I were walking through a building made of glass windows, which caused the two of us to seem fractured and multiplied. Everywhere I turned, there had been a piece of him, the back of his shoulder or the side of his ear. I’d been running through the twisting halls of glass, trying to find the real Luke, but instead I’d been faced with the real me. And she was very ugly.

         As the dream reveals itself to me I feel sick and shove Quinn away from me.

         “What’s wrong?”

         “Nothing. I have work to do.”

         “It’s barely six.”

         “It’s not like there’s any point in me staying in bed with you anyway.” It wounds him, I see, but I don’t really care.

         *

         On the wall I fire my gun into the Furies, one after the other. The explosions of sound hit my ears and numb my head in a throbbing, whining way. Bang bang bang bang bang. The Furies surge toward the fallen and as I continue to fire I watch them lunge at their own dead, tearing into the flesh hungrily.

         I kill more. I fire all the rounds in my clip and then I load a second and a third, watching the feeding frenzy I have started below.

         “Raven!” a voice shouts and I turn to see Luke on the wall, raising his hands to me in a way that suggests I am a deranged lunatic.

         “What?”

         “Stop!”

         I blink, looking around to realize that half the compound has come out to see what the gunshots are about, and now stare up at me with unease. I start firing again, angrily this time. Screw them all. More Furies fall under my hail.

         Luke is upon me, wrestling the gun from my hand.

         “Don’t!” I snarl, shoving at him, but he unloads the weapon and slips it into the back of his track pants.

         “What the hell are you doing?” he demands.

         “Killing Furies.”

         “With a gun? At 6 am?”

         I shrug.

         “You know better. It’s a huge waste of ammunition and it freaked everybody out. Fire arrows if you want to go on a killing spree. Shitload quieter.”

         I meet his green eyes. “You are not above me, Luke Townsend.”

         “I didn’t say I was!”

         “You say it every day, with every look and every action.”

         He shakes his head, walking away along the wall. “This is getting really dull, Raven. Grow up.”

         My heart hammers. “There’s a reason, you know.”

         “For what?”

         “For why I’m up here killing Furies.”

         Luke turns around. “Okay.”

         I fold my arms. “Take a look.”

         He peers over at the bloodbath below. Thinks about it for a while, then looks back at me. There’s a light in his eyes, something new. “They eat their own dead.”

         Smugly I nod.

         “How haven’t we noticed this earlier?”

         “We don’t kill enough at once for it to be obvious,” I shrug. “But kill a dozen and it’s a feast.”

         *

         Josephine

         Before I head off to training this morning I check on Pace. She hates that I do this every morning and every night. But instead of the stream of insults I usually receive for my nosiness, this morning she is in the bathroom before me, and won’t come out.

         “What’s going on?” I call through the door.

         “Piss off, Dual.”

         “Are you sick? It’s been forty-five minutes.”

         “Why are you monitoring my bathroom time, you freak?”

         “I’m opening the door.”

         “Good luck. It’s locked.”

         I sigh. “Fine, if you swear you’re not in there dying of some revolting illness then I’ll go.”

         “I swear.”

         At the training room Luke has left me a message to meet him on the wall.

         Sweat immediately starts creeping down my spine as I take the steps two at a time.

         One of the guys on duty points me east so I make my way around the wall until I spot Raven, Luke and Shadow bent over something.

         “What’s up?”

         Luke glances at me, then nods down at the ground. “Specimen collection.”

         I peer over to where the Furies have swarmed. Raven is dangling a noose toward what looks to be a dead Fury, trying to hook its neck. “Is it dead?”

         “Tranquilized.”

         “You’re kidding. You’re bringing a live Fury inside the walls?” I stare at the three of them. “You’re out of your minds.”

         “We’ve been trying to bring dead ones in, but they were all eaten before we could hook them,” Raven replies impatiently.

         “What do you want with it?”

         “Really, sweetheart,” she murmurs. “I thought you were supposed to be smart.”

         “Whoever promised you that?”

         Raven looks at me briefly, and I actually see a hint of amusement in her eyes. She must be in a good mood. “Why do scientists study anything? To learn what they are, and figure out how to destroy them.”

         “Oh, lovely. I’m sure species destruction is at the forefront of every good scientist’s motives.”

         “They’re human,” Shadow says abruptly. “Not a different species.”

         We look down at the creatures. Their snarls and barks sound through the quiet, still morning air. But he isn’t wrong.

         Something catches my eye and I realize it is a female Fury who stands a few paces back from the wall, more still than the others. She’s watching me. The whites of her eyes are blood red, and when my gaze accidentally catches hers, she gives a very slow, very cold smile. It chills my core because in that expression there is calculation and worse – there is cunning.

         That’s when she scares the shit out of us all by taking a long breath of air through her nose and saying in a rasping growl, “Pure flesh.”

         “Christ!” Luke exclaims.

         “Did you know they could talk?” Raven demands.

         “We heard them once in the city,” he admits. “I’m not sure they all can.”

         I lean out over the wall, keeping my eyes on her. “What do you want?” I ask.

         “Einstein’s really proving her worth this morning,” Raven mutters. “She wants to eat you, dumbass.”

         I’m not convinced. Not about this one.

         Human indeed.

         *

         Luke has set up a pulley system so that when Raven finally manages to hook the Fury’s head with the noose, they can pull him up without any trouble. It is a shocking sight, for it looks like a hanged corpse dangling in the air like that. I am hoping fervently that it doesn’t decide to wake up before we can get it in a cage. Raven’s idea is to kill it here where it won’t be gobbled up, and then feed it to Ben. It’s all very disturbing.

         Once it’s on this side of the wall, Luke slings the creature over his shoulder and walks through the street with it. I follow closely, thinking him a reckless idiot to leave himself so vulnerable, but he is a man who doesn’t seem to know fear anymore. I’ve heard people talk in the Den of how he’s more than a man, and I pity them – and him – because he is more fallible at the moment than the lot of them put together.

         We watch as he puts the Fury on the floor of the lab. We stare at it. Raven draws her gun and squats beside its head.

         “Wait,” I say quickly.

         “What?”

         “’S’alright,” Luke murmurs, placing a hand on the back of my neck. Raven eyes it coldly, then turns and shoots the Fury in the head.

         “God, Raven,” I exclaim. “We could have given it an injection or something a bit more humane.”

         She glances at me as though I am a child and doesn’t bother responding.

         Inside the cage Ben begins to scream. It’s awful because it doesn’t seem like he cares if he shreds his voice completely. I wonder if they feel pain anymore. It occurs to me that we are about to feed a person to another human being. We’ve become barbarous, out here in the west. It’s full on Lord of the Flies. Maybe there is a beast … maybe it’s only us.

         Raven and Luke roll the body to the door. I open it carefully and they try to shove the Fury in, but Ben is hurling himself at the opening and it’s all very chaotic for a moment as they try to push the corpse inside against the blunt force of a savage beast. They manage to get it in and re-lock the door.

         It’s only after Ben has determined that he can’t get out that he sets upon the other Fury, tearing at it with teeth and hands.

         I look away, nauseous.

         “Did you see that?” Luke asks.

         “Uh – yeah,” I reply.

         “No, Ben didn’t want the dead body as much as he wanted what’s outside the cage.”

         “Why is that surprising?” Raven asks.

         “Because animals go for the kill that’s closest and easiest. He was having food delivered to him on a platter and he didn’t want it.”

         I think of the female Fury and the look in her eyes. “I don’t think he is an animal,” I say. “At least, I think he’s a lot smarter than one. I think they all are.”

         *

         I go to the training room and punch the bag. The meditation has been helping, so Luke’s finally started teaching me combat. The lessons are all about how to use my size and weight and speed against an opponent, most of whom will inevitably be bigger and stronger than me.

         Luke appears silently to watch. He’s all hopped up on testosterone – I can feel it in the air, in the way he’s watching me. The virus is making him mindless, someone who wants to fight and hunt and break stuff all the time. The speed at which he’s changing is really scaring me and I’ve taken to hassling Meredith night and day about her progress on the antidote for him. She is tight-lipped, and it’s driving me up the wall.

         “What?” I ask.

         “Lazy,” he accuses my punches.

         So I turn and punch him. He’s too quick, so my fist sails straight by his head. Luke grins and launches himself into the fight, jabbing at me swiftly. I manage to block him but I’m on the back foot now, and he has the advantage. Who am I kidding? He would have the advantage against me even if he had no arms and legs.

         I track back, blocking his heavy blows. I step into the punch like he taught me and go for his sternum. I’m blocked so I go for his face with two quick right crosses. Blocked again, and again. But at least I’m managing to refrain from being hit.

         He catches my arm and pulls me in close so he can send a blow into my kidneys. It’s embarrassingly light. I sweep out with my legs to try to knock him off his feet but I just kick hard shinbone and it hurts my foot.

         Dropping suddenly, I manage to wriggle out of his grip and scramble out of the way of his next attack.

         We have an audience now. Several trainees and a few of the soldiers are watching us delightedly.

         I’m not strong, and I don’t think I ever will be, but I’ve learned over the last couple of months that I’m fast. I force my mind to stay in my body and I dodge out of the way of a massive head kick Luke sends at me. I try my luck at ducking in close to him and hitting him in the guts. The punch doesn’t land – he blocks it, but I hear him breathe, “Nice one.”

         Mostly what I’ve discovered from boxing is that you get really sore forearms. Luke gives mine a hammering today, but he doesn’t land too many body blows, and by the time he finishes with a flourish and slams me onto my back, I feel positively proud. Despite the complete lack of air in my lungs.

         Until someone shouts, “Ever landed a punch, Dual?”

         My good mood evaporates and I shove Luke off me.

         “Take a knee,” he orders. Every time we have a sparring session he finishes it with a rule or two. I crouch on the mats, and he crouches before me. “Stop hesitating,” he tells me. “You hesitate and you lose.”

         “It doesn’t feel real,” I admit. “When we spar. I can’t believe it enough.”

         “Then find a way to make it real. It is real. Don’t worry about me – respect me enough to come at me as hard as you can. It’ll mean the difference between life and death for you one day.” He leans forward. There’s a trickle of sweat moving down the side of his temple. “You’re still protecting yourself more than anything. You can’t be concerned about protecting yourself.”

         “Isn’t that half the fight? Blocking and stuff?”

         “The fight isn’t about your pain,” he says firmly. “It’s about his pain. You’re going to get hurt. It doesn’t matter, because the only purpose of your existence in those minutes is to hurt him more than he hurts you.” He holds my eyes. “Are you hearing me?”

         “Yes.”

         “Sometimes you have to take a terrible wound to inflict an even worse one. That’s an important thing to remember. You can’t be afraid of it.”

         “I’m not,” I tell him softly. I’ve been hurt. I’ve taken wounds. I’ve known a lot of pain. It shouldn’t scare me anymore – I should be free of it by now. I don’t think Luke believes me, though.

         “I want to go back to the city,” I tell him, my voice low. His eyes narrow and he leans in. “I don’t give a shit about Raven’s rule anymore – come to my place tonight so we can make a plan.”

         Luke cracks his knuckles and then nods.

         *

         I don’t know how I get through the afternoon of work. I am so distracted that I move at half my usual speed along the planting rows. My mind is eighty percent focused on a mission to the city, twenty percent focused on my complete sexual frustration. I never imagined that if Luke and I got back together we would basically have to not be together. He and I haven’t had sex since last year before the last blood moon, and that’s feeling like a very, very long time ago.

         “You’re really grossing me out,” Pace observes at one stage, and I realize I have been daydreaming and washing my hands under the tap with slow, sensual movements. Maybe it’s not quite eighty/twenty.

         Cheeks flaming, I jerk away from the tap and let her wash.

         “Why don’t you just apply for breeding permission?”

         “Breeding permission? Because I’m not a cow.”

         “Cows don’t apply for permission,” she points out mildly.

         “You’re right,” I agree. “Applying for permission to have sex is so disgusting that not a single species on the planet does it, except for, of course, the poor freaks who live in The Inferno.”

         “At least you’re not out there, struggling to survive,” she says. “Or in the city.”

         “You know what? The city was better than here.”

         She stares at me, her mouth falling open. “That is such bullshit, Dual,” she snarls, and I realize I’ve really offended her. “The city steals pieces of you!”

         The people in the garden behind us all look over to see what the shouting is about.

         “Okay,” I murmur carefully. “Sorry. I didn’t mean it.”

         Pace shakes her head.

         “But it’s not perfect here either.”

         “Of course it’s not perfect! We don’t get to have everything!”

         “Why not?” I ask and she stops. Frowns. Doesn’t understand me. “Why shouldn’t we get to feel everything and have everything? Like, basic human rights.”

         “It’s a basic human right to have sex?”

         “Hell yes!”

         Our eyes hold and then she drops hers to the ground. It can’t be a good feeling to have had your one and only sexual experience be with a man you love who didn’t feel the same and is now dead. In fact, it must be complete anguish.

         “You and Hal – ” I start.

         “Had sex once, when he was drunk and I wasn’t, and I have no way to tell if it was horrible or not.”

         I pick at the dirt under my nails. “Well. Did you enjoy it?”

         “What do you mean?”

         “It’s not a trick question, Pace.”

         “Yes,” she says slowly. “Sort of.”

         “Did he enjoy it?”

         “How should I know? He was gay so probably not.”

         I fall silent. A taut moment stretches out.

         “Did you know?” she asks me, the one question I’ve been dreading.

         “Yes,” I answer.

         “For how long?”

         “Not long.”

         “Did he tell you?”

         “No. I saw him.”

         “After … he and I … ?”

         “Yes, after. And only a day before he was killed. I … It wasn’t my truth to tell.”

         Pace looks ready to vomit, she is so pale. “I feel so humiliated,” she whispers. “To not know something like that – ”

         “Nobody knew.”

         She shakes her head. “I was his best friend. I should have. So that I could support him.”

         “We don’t …” I clear my throat. “We can’t know people absolutely. There will always be pieces of us that we keep from each other. But do you know what my last conversation with him was about?”

         Pace watches me mutely.

         “He said we needed to take care of each other. He said you were the only person who he felt truly took care of him, and that it was a lifeline for him. He said he loved you. And that was the last conversation I had with him.”

         Pace moves a hand to her chest and sinks to the ground. She is trying so hard not to cry. It’s agonizing to watch. When she looks up at me she says, “Dual, I’m pregnant.”

         *

         I forego the lab and the training and I stay home with Pace. She has been completely uncommunicative ever since telling me. But I can’t help feeling awash with excitement. While she does push-ups in the living room, I take inventory of both our bedrooms, and all the space in the house. It is more than big enough to house a baby.

         “What are you doing?” she finally asks when she sees me peering at her cupboard space.

         “Just working out what will go where.”

         “Huh?”

         “With the baby.”

         Pace squints at me suspiciously.

         “I’m just daydreaming,” I admit. “I wanted to imagine where it would go, and what we’d do with the house …”

         Luke arrives at the door. “Hey …” He stops when he sees Pace and I watching each other like hawks.

         “Was that wrong?” I ask my roommate.

         Luke stalls awkwardly near the door.

         “Josi,” Pace says, and it strikes me that it’s the first time she’s used my real name, and it worries me. “I’m not keeping it.”

         I take a slow breath. “Why?” I ask.

         “I can’t.”

         “Why?”

         “Are you one of those pro-lifers?” she snaps.

         “No. Really, not at all.” I shake my head. “I’m just asking you why.”

         “Because Hal’s dead,” she says. “And I’m alone.”

         “You’re not alone.”

         “Don’t. It’s not the same and you know it. I don’t want a child. I’ve never wanted a child. I’m too young.”

         “But it’s so rare to be able to bring a baby into the world without fearing it will be cured,” I say. My heart is beating in panic. She doesn’t understand the magnitude of this. “This is precious,” I utter. “This baby is a treasure.”

         “I don’t know if I’d be able to love it,” she exclaims. “That’s not a treasure. Bringing a child into a home that doesn’t want it. That’s a tragedy.”

         I swallow. My chest feels enormous. “I’ll raise it,” I whisper. “I’ll do it.” Because the truth is that when she told me she was pregnant, the reality of how much I want a child of my own hit with painful clarity.

         Pace stares at me.

         I feel shattered on the inside, destroyed with hope. A moment takes me, a big moment, and in it I turn to look at Luke. Even though I would want the baby alone, there is also a part of me that knows the decision is not only mine, but his as well.

         Luke Townsend looks at me across the room. He holds my eyes, and I know he understands, and then he nods.

         I have no space in my heart for the gratitude I feel for him, for the love.

         I turn back to Pace. “We’ll take the baby, if you want. We’ll love it.”

         Pace shakes her head desperately. “You’re not thinking straight,” she says. “We didn’t have clearance for procreation. Hal was killed for it. I’ll be killed for it. They’ll let me have the baby and then they’ll punish me with exile.”

         Oh fuck. I didn’t even think. The air leaves my chest in a rush.

         “You have no idea what you’re actually asking me,” Pace says and goes to bed with a slam of her door.

         I close my eyes. Try to get a hold of the ridiculous floundering hope inside me. It isn’t fair, and it isn’t realistic. I know this.

         Hands brush my cheeks, my jaw, my neck. Hands I know very well. I tilt into his touch and open my eyes.

         “I love you, Josephine Luquet,” Luke says, “And whether it is this baby or not, you and I will have children.”

         I kiss him.

         *

         Luke 

         I lie on Josi’s bed with her. We face each other, hands touching.

         “We’re not permitted to breed,” she says with a smile.

         “I’m a rebel.”

         “That’s why I like you.”

         “Oh yeah? How much do you like me?”

         “Medium.”

         I laugh, tracing my hand over the curve of her hip.

         “Luke,” she says. “Can you tell me about your parents?”

         “You’ve met my parents. You have dinner with them every night.”

         “I want you to tell me secret things about them. Things from your childhood. Real things. Things from before the cure.”

         I lie still for a while, thinking about the question and the answer. About how uncomfortable it makes me, about how thoroughly I would have avoided it had this been during our first relationship. But that was the relationship full of lies, and I need to build something else. My hand moves up to gently thread through her thick, dark hair.

         “Mom has pink cheeks. They’re pink no matter what. She made eighteen cups of tea a day. Every problem in the world was solved by cups of tea. But she was smart, too. She knew how to talk stuff through, and I always had this sense that everything she said was inherently true. She could deal with anything – usually injuries. Her laugh was very high-pitched. And unexpected. She loved listening to Motown music and blues. She had great stories from her childhood, which she relished telling us. Dave and I always got sick of them, but they were good. I drove her nuts ’cause I was always pulling things apart so I could figure out how they worked and then never putting them back together.” I smile, thinking about all the times she threatened to punish me and then never did.

         “She was an excellent woman,” I say simply. “She’s only a few hundred yards away but I miss her terribly.”

         Josi’s hand moves to my cheek, her thumb stroking gently. “And your dad?”

         “He was a philosopher in worker’s clothes. Had all the best sayings for every occasion. I have absolutely no idea how he came up with them because I never once saw him crack a book. But he was a perfectionist. Good at everything with his hands. God, the stuff he used to build was so beautiful I didn’t understand how it was possible. His hands were dry and perpetually covered in dirt. It gets under his fingernails and you can’t get it out – I’m not kidding. That dirt is there forever. I tried to scrape it out once when I was a kid but there was no moving it. He said he wished his hands were as soft as mine. He also paid me a dime to scratch his feet.” I start to laugh. “Man, he loved it. My fingernails weren’t sharp enough so he made me use bottle caps. I really used to dig in.”

         Josi is laughing too, imagining the gross picture I paint.

         But then she says, “Tell me about Dave.”

         “I can’t.”

         “You can. I’m right here.”

         The ache of it. I have never imagined such an ache could exist. I close my eyes.

         “He was good at everything,” I say softly. I’m not sure if Josi can even hear me, but she doesn’t ask me to repeat it. “He was surly about being good at everything. He didn’t want to be good at things, but unfortunately he was. He was brave, but it annoyed him. A stray cat used to bring dead rats to our doorstep every day and we told Dave he was the man-of-the-house-in-training so he had to get rid of the entrails every morning with a shovel. He hated it, which I thought was hilarious. But he did it, and none of us doubted for a second that he would do it. He could just do stuff. He fixed stuff. He was the person you knew would come through for you. Always.” I stop, drawing a breath. “He was so funny,” I whisper finally. I think it’s the worst bit of all, that he used to make everyone laugh so much.

         Josi’s hands move over the lines and shapes of my face; I can feel her fingers tremble, but her voice when she speaks is strong. “The only wisdom I have comes from books,” she admits, and I give a breathless laugh until she says, “but Thornton Wilder said ‘There is a land of the living and a land of the dead and the bridge is love’.”

         It’s just like what Dad said, and I feel it suddenly and intensely; I feel it as a great, gaping ocean, and me slipping into it. Her melancholy has found me, for the first time. Her yearning.

         She holds me as I weep for my brother, for the loss of him.

         An ancient, tight thing within starts to loosen. I do not feel any better; you can’t cry away grief. And you can’t cry away the knowledge that your brother was a far better man than you. He would have killed himself, rather than leave the people in this compound in danger. He would have ended this madness because he was selfless. But the girl in my arms makes me selfish; secretly I know that I’d let the whole world burn down if it meant she and I would live in the remains alone, just as we did the first time we fell in love.

         *

         It’s very late when I whisper to her, not knowing if she’s still awake or not.

         “What did it feel like for you?”

         She doesn’t move, or open her eyes. I think she must be asleep until she says, “A shadow. One I could see only when I didn’t look directly at her.”

         Josephine’s eyes move to mine, and for just a moment I have the most vivid memory I have ever experienced, like a vision or a hallucination or something far too real. Her eyes, in the space between blinks, are bleeding red like they were on the night of the blood moon.

         My heart lurches and I have to slam my eyelids shut; her soullessness on that night is a foretelling of my own and I can’t shake the dread of it.

         “How does it feel for you?” she asks.

         I’m unable to speak, at first. Josi traces her fingers over my lips; she touches me now as though she will never have enough touch, as though she has wasted so much time not pressing her skin to mine. I clear my throat. “I’ve spent most of my life learning to inflict harm. Control means everything to me. It has to, when you know how to kill someone.” I swallow; there is so much fear uncurling in my heart. “This is like … long, crooked fingers reaching through the dark to tug at the edges of me, gentle and sinister. And they’ll keep slowly tugging until control unravels, and me with it.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 23

         

         April 9th, 2066

         Josephine

         Luke has nightmares all night. Terrible, violent things. I try to hold him, but it’s too much of a hazard as I get hit in the face and knocked off the bed twice, so eventually I just sleep on the floor.

         I wake him before dawn. We need to work out a plan before he has to sneak home. He lurches loudly awake, then spots me and calms down. “You okay?” he mumbles.

         “I’m good. Are you? How do you feel?”

         “Bit sore.”

         I sink onto the bed. It’s still pitch black outside, but we don’t have time to waste. “Here are my thoughts.”

         “About what?”

         “Everything.”

         “Woah. Can I, like, wake up a bit first?”

         “No time. Objectives: stop the cures. Reverse the cures. Get Raven out of power. To do the first two we have to change the hierarchy of power in the city. Do you agree?”

         He blinks. Nods.

         “If we don’t change the power structure the cures will never stop. We can destroy the labs and the factories but they’ll just start again and keep going. So to shift the power we need to attack the circle of Ministers, starting with Falon Shay.”

         “Hang on,” Luke says. He rubs his eyes. “We make a void and then what fills it?”

         I hesitate. “You do.”

         “Me?”

         “You’re a born leader.”

         “Fuck no. I was not born to lead the last remaining humans on the earth.”

         “We don’t know we’re the last – there could be other cities left.”

         “Whatever. I’m not a leader.”

         “Actually,” I reply calmly, “you are.”

         I move us past it – he’s nowhere near ready to agree to anything like that. “So this means we have twelve people to either incapacitate, turn to our cause or kill.”

         “Not gonna happen before the cures are administered.”

         “No. So first we take out the lab and the factory. We delay, while we work out how to kill the fuckers.”

         His eyebrows arch. “Ruthless.”

         “Yes.”

         “Alright,” he says sleepily. “To do all of that we’re going to need – for starters – a proper team. Not rag-tag, feral resistance fighters. I need Bloods.”

         “Can you turn any of the Bloods you knew?”

         “Too risky. They don’t have loyalty to anything except their jobs.”

         “Can you train new Bloods out of us?”

         “I can try.”

         “Good. Now to Raven.”

         “We can’t just remove her from power, Jose. Unless several people were to take her down in combat, and then her hierarchical spot would automatically drop. But even that wouldn’t work, because she’s in Quinn’s ear constantly.”

         “Well we have to do something – she’s the reason this place is so messed up.”

         “No, she’s a product of how messed up this place is.”

         “But she perpetuates it.”

         “Yes.” He rubs my back. “Raven’s not a problem to be solved. She’s a person we happen to not like.”

         “So what do we do?”

         “I don’t know yet.”

         *

         Raven

         I’m watching the window when he climbs out. It is too early for anyone to be around, but I knew, I knew there was something wrong when I didn’t see him arrive home last night. So I came here to be met with this.

         It’s a volcano in my heart, seeing him come from her room.

         I don’t know what to do. I want to make him hurt as much as I do. I know it’s simple, this desire. Childish. Mad, even.

         But if we exist for a reason, it’s to be driven by our passions. And that is one thing that both Luke Townsend and Josephine Luquet will never disagree with.

         *

         May 1st, 2066

         Josephine

         “Pace?” I push into my housemate’s room to find her lifting weights that are so heavy I doubt I could pick up even one of them using the strength of both arms and legs. “Good to see you’re not pushing yourself too hard.”

         “Good to see you obeying the knock-first rule,” she replies.

         Will ambles in behind me. The kid has been going through a serious growth spurt lately, and is now taller than me in that gangly, hasn’t-quite-grown-into-his-limbs-yet way. Which means the poor guy looks clumsy and awkward ninety-nine percent of the time, the other one percent being when he breakdances.

         “Do you plan on hiding in here forever?” he asks her, sprawling onto the bed.

         “I’m not hiding.”

         “Bah!” Will and I both say at the same time, then, “Jinx.”

         “First of May, girl,” I say to Pace. “We’re coming up on three months.”

         Pace nosedives onto the bed and covers her head with a pillow.

         “I have a plan,” I announce.

         “For what?” Her voice is very muffled.

         “For if you want to keep it.”

         “But I don’t.”

         “But I think you do.”

         “I think you do, too,” Will says. “If it helps.” Will sniffed out that something was wrong and wouldn’t stop hounding Pace until she caved and told him everything.

         “See?” I grin.

         A muffled scream of frustration leaves the pillow area. After a minute, though, she says, “What’s the plan?”

         “At the moment you see it as a ticking time bomb, right? So what if you knew you wouldn’t be punished for the whole having-sex-without-permission thing?”

         “How would I know that?”

         “You apply now.”

         “A) you can’t apply retroactively. And B) do I need to remind you that there’s usually a second person involved in ‘breeding’?”

         “No, you do not, my wise-cracking little incubator.”

         “So then who?”

         “Here’s where it gets interesting,” I warn her. “Please welcome our new best friend into the fold.” Popping my head out of the door, I look at the guy sitting nervously on the couch. “Come on in, Eric. But beware of flying pillows.”

         “Or weights!” Pace snaps, sitting up in a fluster of mortification.

         Eric plods in uncomfortably, giving Pace an awkward wave.

         “What’s going on?” she demands.

         “Try to have an open mind,” I forestall. “Here’s my plan. I spoke to Eric and in an overwhelming act of generosity he’s climbed aboard. I think you and he should apply for procreation permission – ” I can’t help but shudder “ – and you can report the pregnancy after.”

         Pace’s neck and face go so red it looks like she’s about to spontaneously combust. “You want us to pretend to be a couple? I don’t … No. No way.”

         “Why not?”

         “How awkward is that?” she hisses.

         “Very,” I agree cheerfully.

         Pace folds her arms and shakes her head like an obstinate teenager. Oh wait, she is a teenager. I have to keep reminding myself that she’s only eighteen.

         “Pace,” I say as gently as I can manage. “It’s awkwardness, or you getting exiled into the Furies.”

         “Or I could just end the pregnancy,” she points out. “Ranya has stuff you can drink.”

         We consider it, glancing around at each other. “It’s your choice and we support you either way,” I tell her, thinking about me at eighteen, which wasn’t all that long ago, and how I was a million light years away from being ready to have a child.

         “Look, I don’t relish the thought of pretending either,” Eric says, breaking the long silence. “But if it means that a baby of Hal’s gets brought into the world, it would be my privilege to help. No pressure.”

         Pace rubs her face wearily. “I’m three months along already.”

         “It’s not like we have an OB-GYN to give you an exact date,” I remind her. “We can fudge it a bit and say it’s premature. Plus by the time this kid is born I’m hoping none of these rules will matter anyway.”

         “Have you thought about this?” Pace asks Eric. “It means you have to actually be this child’s dad. And me its mother. Obviously. But, like, that’s you and me being parents together forever. It’ll be weird.”

         “Yep,” he agrees.

         “Don’t you hate me?” she presses.

         “I did. But only briefly. Do you hate me?”

         “No more than I hate most people.”

         I clap my hands excitedly. “Oh my god, this is really going to happen!”

         “Don’t get carried away,” Pace says sternly. “I haven’t agreed yet.”

         But she does agree, and I do get carried away, because I can see that she’s secretly excited about the decision, which means there’s going to be a baby, and this is the whole point of it all, I think.

         *

         I find Raven doing a guard shift on the wall. As I approach I’m in time to see her release an arrow with a calm exhale and take a Fury straight through the eye.

         “Nice shot.”

         She glances at me, red hair glinting under the setting sun. “What do you want?”

         “To ask you something. About permission for … procreating.” I forcibly stop myself from shuddering.

         “I’ve told you – ”

         “Not for me. For Pace and Eric.”

         Raven looks at me properly. “Isn’t he gay?”

         I blink, startled.

         A smile twists her lips. “You think I don’t know what’s going on in my own camp?”

         Oh. “Relationships are complex,” I shrug. “They’ve connected over the brutal murder of their best friend – unsurprisingly. They want permission to be a couple.”

         Raven knocks an arrow and takes sight. “And why don’t they ask me themselves?” She lets loose the string of the bow and takes down another Fury with ease. They’re getting riled up down there, feasting on their fallen.

         “They’re embarrassed.”

         “And they thought it would help their case to have you ask me?” She laughs, drawing another arrow. “Why would I give them permission?”

         “Raven …” I shake my head. “Why wouldn’t you?”

         “Because, Josephine,” she says seriously, “relationships make us weak. Children make us vulnerable. Change disrupts survival patterns, just as you’ve done. And Pace is one of our best soldiers.”

         I find the words interesting, and slot them away to ponder later. For now I point out, “You’re in a relationship.”

         “Not one that makes me weak,” she mutters, as she kills another monster.

         “Have some empathy!” I exclaim. I’m trying to be civil with her, even to connect with her a little, but she makes it so damn hard.

         “You think I don’t care about them?” Raven asks coldly. “You think I don’t care about this settlement? Then you’re more stupid than you look.”

         “If you could just show some kindness, they’d be loyal,” I try.

         “I don’t care if they’re loyal. I care only that they’re hard and strong.” She meets my eyes. “And I’ll do whatever I have to, to make them that way – that’s how we survive, Dual eyes.”

         *

         May 25th, 2066

         Josephine

         I am standing at the end of a line of men and women. There are twelve of us. Will and Shadow are here, as well as Eric. Pace is not. Luke and I talked about it for hours, but in the end we both decided we couldn’t put a pregnant woman in harm’s way, despite the fact that she has the potential to make an excellent Blood. Despite Raven’s words to me, she surprised us by permitting Pace and Eric to be together, so it’s full steam ahead for this baby.

         Now Luke Townsend walks slowly along the line, looking at each of us and then walking back again. His eyes, this evening, are sharp. His movements are precise. He is sizing us up.

         I have not been alone with him for weeks, and I’m going a bit batty.

         “I’ve been watching each of you over the last months,” Luke finally says. “You show potential. Which is why you’ve been selected.”

         An excited rustle moves through the line.

         “Do not move or speak unless I order you to,” Luke barks and we all freeze.

         I am, clearly, witnessing Luke the Gray. And it’s a very interesting thing to behold.

         “I need a team. If you’re on this team you will eat, sleep and breathe it. My training will be the worst thing you’ve ever experienced. But at the end of it you will be agents capable of taking on a Blood and winning.”

         He lets this sit as he walks up and down. His gaze doesn’t change when he comes to me – he appraises me in the same cold manner he does the others. “The sadness cures are scheduled to be administered in October. I will be taking my team into the city to stop this. It will be dangerous and we are likely to die in the process. Anyone who doesn’t wish to be a part of that may leave now.”

         Nobody moves.

         “Good,” Luke says. “Let’s get started.”

         “No offence or anything,” says a man down the end of the line. His name is Blue and he’s always in the middle of a fight. “But … why is Dual here? I’m not gonna feel very confident beside a chick who couldn’t fight my one-year-old son.”

         I blush bright red but remain expressionless. What a scumbag.

         Luke looks at the man with this long, slow look, and I would hate to be that guy right now. “How many buildings make up The Inferno?” 

         “Thirty-four.”

         “How many doors are there in this camp?”

         “Doors?”

         “Yes.”

         Blue opens his mouth but nothing comes out.

         “How about windows? Can you tell me how many windows there are in The Inferno?”

         “What’s that got to do with anything?”

         “Can you tell me how many weapons are in the armory?”

         “Lots.”

         “How many bows hang on the wall? How many guns are in the safe?” He moves closer and though his voice remains steady, Luke seems incredibly menacing. “Rows of wheat? Potatoes harvested?”

         Silence.

         Without taking his eyes from the man, Luke barks, “Dual.”

         I swallow. “137 doors, 272 windows, 188 weapons in the armory, 65 bows on the wall, 91 guns in the safe, 100 rows of wheat and 15,785 potatoes harvested.”

         Another silence, a deeper one this time. I risk a glance down at Blue. He looks livid.

         “It takes more than fighting ability to make a good agent,” Luke says. “The necessities and skills are many and varied. Dual has more of them than you do, Blue. Keep that in mind before you shoot your mouth off. As punishment you can do five laps around the perimeter. I’ll know if you take any shortcuts. Go.”

         Blue shakes his head furiously, but jogs off to get started on the five hours of running. He’ll never do it. Not without stopping. But I guess that’s a good way to learn a lesson. I am feeling immensely satisfied.

         Luke takes us into the armory and unlocks the safe, passing us each a handgun. “You all know how to use these.”

         Uh … wait. I don’t. I’ve cleaned the hell out of them, but I’ve only fired one, once, and it was a debacle.

         “But you’re nowhere near up to scratch. While Blue runs, you will disassemble, clean and reassemble your weapon. And you’ll keep doing it until you can do it in under a minute.”

         “Just for a change,” I mutter.

         “What was that?” Luke demands.

         “Nothing,” I assure him quickly.

         We sit down and get started. For the first time I have an advantage because I’ve already been part of one of Luke’s weaponry sweatshops. I watch Will’s movements beside mine and consider that I might have been doing it wrong to begin with –

         “Luquet,” Luke snaps. “Do you want to run laps too or do you want to get your hands out of your ass and start working?”

         I start working.

         My hands are clumsy as I pull my gun apart, copying Will’s actions. The weapon feels heavy and awkward in my hands. I’m the slowest in the class for a few goes, but then I decide to just use the method I came up with on the train, and pretty soon I look up to realize that I’m nailing it way faster than the others.

         When Blue returns we move on to shooting. This goes on and on until I have a pounding headache and blisters all over my hands. Luke finally dismisses us for bed – it’s well and truly past midnight – with a lesson.

         “Count your bullets and your shots, every time. If you fire your gun without a bullet, it will make a particular sound and the Bloods will know they have at least a ten-second window to kill you – which they will.”

         Ha! Something I already know, suckers.

         I sink into bed, utterly exhausted, and sleep finds me immediately.

         *

         May 31st, 2066 

         Josephine

         On day two those of us in Luke’s team are woken with the task of standing still – all day – without a single movement. If we move, we accrue more time standing still. Luke places us in a line beneath the wall, the screams of the Furies fresh in our ears. It is so hot I can feel sweat pouring off me, and my skin burns to a painful crisp. I’m convinced it is torture, but it definitely instills within us the difficulty of being patient and still.

         On day three life gets worse. Luke blindfolds us and sends us into the wheat fields to fight each other with big sticks. I get whacked so many times I can’t count, and on top of the sunburn it feels like getting raw flesh grated off. I can only imagine that this lovely little activity is designed to get us to use senses other than sight, and I take comfort in the fact that everyone is finally as crappy at fighting as I am. Luke then makes us take turns shadowing each other. If we get spotted we’re punished. If we can’t spot our tail we’re punished.

         Day four is different again. Luke has us solving logic puzzles. He says we need to learn how to deduce facts. It’s about taking one piece of knowledge and using it to infer something else. If that, then that. Anytime we get one wrong, we are punished with more physical hell. He goes on to test our intuition, which he defines as knowledge plus experience, and then last come the lateral thinking tests, which are a bunch of really cool riddles. I have to say, I thoroughly enjoy day four. Day five is all about memory and observation. Needless to say, I am queen of these. We are put into pairs and have to question each other extensively, then be able to report all the information in perfect detail. There is stuff on observation, which Luke alluded to on day one. We have to take notice of everything surrounding us and be able to identify things like exits, possible dangers, weapons, allies and enemies, all in a matter of seconds.

         Day six is set in Dodge’s lab, which he does not appreciate, and consists of Luke teaching us – on the only three computers – coding, firewalls, digital security, cracking passwords and a whole lot of other nerdy stuff. This leads into a discussion of codes and cyphers, which is a world of complexity that Luke promises we will come to understand like learning a new language. Will is hands down the best at this kind of technical stuff – he’s even better than Luke.

         And now, finally, on day seven of our ‘week of enlightenment’, as Luke has taken to calling it, he’s throwing us into a bunch of dangerous training situations designed to test our ability to make difficult, quick decisions and analyze risks. Stuff like ‘if you’re faced with two paths, and you can see that one of them is dangerous, but you’re blind to the other and know it could be either dangerous or completely safe, which path do you take?’ This last part he calls the ‘Gambler’s Edge’ and he says it’s one of the most important skills an agent can have.

         Everyone chooses to take the unknown path, weighing up the risk factor as fifty/fifty, given there’s a chance it could be safe. But I take the first path.

         “Why?” Luke demands when we’re through the makeshift course. Everyone’s watching me as though I’m a dumbass for having made the wrong decision.

         I shrug. “The known is always less of a risk than the unknown. I’d prefer to face the danger I can prepare myself for.”

         Luke watches me for a moment, then nods once before throwing another scenario at us. I think it’s his way of praising my explanation, but who the hell knows? It goes on like this for the whole day. He gives us scenarios and makes us choose courses of action, and at one point I decide I’m not happy with either of the paths he's offering us, so I make my own path, decide on a completely different option. Luke doesn’t say anything when I start doing this, so I don’t know if I’m in trouble or not. Every time we take a risk Luke blows a whistle. I get three times the amount of whistles as the others, and by the time we’ve finished, Luke says I would have been dead at least half a dozen times. Which isn’t particularly encouraging. Blue sniggers at this point. But then Luke says that I also would have completed more than double the amount of missions of anyone else, so I shoot Blue a really mature smirk.

         *

         When it’s over we line up, exhausted, battered, mentally fried, waiting to be handed whatever punishment comes next. We’ve all had enough. Luke is doing his pacing-up-and-down-the-line thing that he does to look all serious and impressive. Or maybe he just is serious and impressive. There’s one thing I’m sure about after this week: despite the cruel and unusual punishment that has made me sort of hate him, I am also more in love with him than ever.

         I can’t even imagine what he has been through in order to do or know the things he does. It occurs to me that I am glad, for the first time, that Luke is a Blood. I want to know this side of him, all the ins and outs of his time as the highest-ranking agent in the country. 

         For the first time this week, Luke’s face breaks into a grin. “You guys killed it.”

         We give a wild cheer of relief. I hug Shadow, who went through this hell alongside those he’s spent the last years training. He’s older than all of us, higher in rank and skill, but he did it with humility and without a single complaint.

         “I’m so fucking proud,” Luke goes on. “As a reward you get tomorrow off. Go get drunk, get rowdy, spend tomorrow sleeping and then get your asses back here on Monday.”

         We stare at him, the excitement dying.

         “Monday?” Blue asks with a wince.

         Luke looks at us. His smile this time is very slow, very knowing. “You didn’t think this was over?”

         He cracks up, and the laugh is definitively evil. “It takes years of this kind of training to be a passable Blood. The twelve of you aren’t even close. Which means you’re mine for the foreseeable future, so you better get used to it. Go on, piss off.”

         *

         I have had two glasses of whisky by the time I head to bed. I’ve never been so bone-weary. But the instant I hear the knock on my window I am alive with humming energy and excitement.

         Luke climbs in with a grace I am newly appreciative of. He opens his mouth to say something but I lunge at him, kissing him hungrily.

         “Josi, wait – ”

         “No, enough. I’m not waiting anymore.”

         “But – ”

         “I want to make love to my boyfriend. Now. Is that going to be a problem?”

         Luke breathes out, his pupils dilating. “Fuck no.”

         He lifts me and shoves me against the wall. I feel the impact and find his lips breathlessly. Our hands are trembling as he makes love to me, fast and hard and wild. I am barely breathing as it all builds and explodes inside me, and he has to hold his hand over my mouth as we come together, so hard my mind goes black for a few seconds.

         We breathe raggedly and slump against each other.

         “Holy shit,” he breathes. His shaking hands thread through my hair and he looks at me, at my face, my swollen lips, my dazed eyes. “You were so good this week,” he says.

         I kiss him again, more slowly. There is so much heat in it I think we are about to be lost again. I can’t contain the heart in my chest; it is beating so hard and with so much.

         “Take me to the bed,” I tell him and he does, and I realize I just don’t give a shit about the rules anymore. I undress him and straddle his lap, removing my own clothing so he can watch, and then we make love a second time, slow and gentle and aching and we don’t stop looking at each other the whole time and I think I will die when this ends and I can’t stand the thought of losing him or not having him or any world at all in which there are people who tell us that we can’t do this whenever we want.

         Each time I think the love between us cannot grow bigger or deeper, I am wrong. It does, again and again, and I am scared that I can’t possibly be big enough or strong enough to bear it, can’t possibly be good enough to be worthy of so much. But I try to remind myself that if I am not enough, then I have only to grow, and become enough.

         Afterwards we lie for a few minutes, letting our pulses return to normal.

         “That was different,” Luke says.

         Different?

         “You were different,” he amends.

         Oh my god. Isn’t different code for bad? “Different how?” I ask warily.

         He scratches the stubble on his chin as he thinks about it. “Much, much better.”

         “Jeez, how bad was I before?”

         He gives a breath of laughter. “That’s not what I meant. Thing is … You were never quite … with me, before. I never felt like you were completely present. Which sometimes made it a bit … lonely.”

         I swallow, mortified. I can’t believe I did that to him without even realizing it. And why didn’t he tell me he felt that way?

         He rolls over and cups my face. “You’re really here with me now. And damn it feels good. Without implying that I had anything to do with it, I want you to know that I’m proud of you.”

         I smile as our lips touch. Truth is I wouldn’t have been able to do anything about it even if he had said something. I was way too messed up back then, way too abhorrent of my body. It’s no surprise I was crap in bed, really. What matters, I guess, is that I got from then to now, made it from those moments to this one, and I refuse to look back.

         We are getting dressed when I find myself gazing at him as he pulls his jeans and shirt back on. “I’m proud of you, to,” I tell him without warning, because in this moment it is a bursting, undeniable thing. “So proud. You’re the best person I’ve ever met.”

         Luke’s hands fall to his sides and he looks at me. “You haven’t met many people,” he says with a faint blush.

         “Don’t do that,” I say firmly. “I made you feel ashamed of the man you are, of the job you did and the choices you made, and I’ll always be sorry for that, because you should be proud of yourself and what you can do. You were fifteen years old. Getting recruited meant money and stability, and it meant not being cured. I would have done the exact same thing had I been given the choice. So don’t regret it anymore. Be proud of the person you are, because he’s an incredible man.”

         We cross to each other and hug for a long while.

         “Even though you’re a total jerk when you’re training people,” I add.

         “We’re not gonna become one of those gross mushy couples who just compliment each other all the time now, are we?” he asks.

         “Ew, no way.” My nose crinkles in distaste.

         “Okay then. You’re so bad at brushing your hair that you often look like the bride of Frankenstein,” he tells me.

         “You have the most disgusting layer of dirt under your toenails that the thought of them touching me makes me want to gag.”

         “Ah, that feels better,” he sighs in relief.

         We both crack up. “I think we’re the only people who find each other funny,” I point out, making us laugh even more. I think we’re overtired.

         “Okay, okay,” he says. “So before you seduced me I came to give you the inside track.”

         “Naughty,” I grin. “What about the others?”

         “Who cares about them?”

         “Oh, nice leadership. Okay, let me have it.”

         “Ten rules of being an agent,” he says as we sit on the end of the bed. “Be offensive. Be observant. Honor your skills. Own the streets. Do your research. Don’t be parochial. Use logic, not emotion. Stand your ground. Know when to get out. And don’t ever give up.”

         I feel the rules lodge eternally in my brain. “Are you going to tell the others this?”

         “When they’re ready for it.”

         “So why am I ready for it?”

         Luke smiles. “Do you know what lateral thinking really means? Seeing infinite choices. You made your own paths instead of choosing from the ones you were presented with.”

         I flush, lips curling. 

         “And if I’m not around – ”

         “Luke – ”

         “If I’m not around, I need to trust that my team has someone with great instincts to follow.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 24

         

         July 15th, 2066

         Luke

         Beneath my feet is a wall made of stone. Below me, down in the dusty, dead earth, stands a sea of monsters. And above, littering the sky like a thousand flower petals on a current of wind, are birds.

         As I watch them I see that they are not only ravens, but hawks and eagles and finches and parrots and magpies and owls and swallows … Swirling around each other in one perfectly choreographed dance of feathers.

         The sight is too glorious to believe, too magnificent.

         A sound of astonishment leaves me; I feel absurdly close to tears.

         “Luke?” Shadow stands beside me, staring at my face. I blink, dazed. “What are you looking at?”

         “The birds,” I say, as if he’s an idiot.

         Shadow follows my gesture and peers into the sky. And as I see his confusion, I realize.

         There are no birds in the sky.

         But I continue to watch them anyhow.

         *

         Josephine

         My back aches from planting vegetables all afternoon, and cracks like an old woman’s as I straighten. Luke’s waiting at the edge of the garden for me, and I give him a wave. His skin is brown from having spent so much time in the sun lately, and as the evening light turns golden I see him tilt his face to enjoy the sky.

         As I draw nearer, however, I realize he’s not enjoying anything. He’s staring too hard and his jaw is clenched as though in pain.

         “You okay?”

         He looks at me and there’s something weird in his eyes. Something … distant. Without a word he turns for the Den, and I follow. His hands are trembling, I see, and there is blood beneath his fingernails.

         In the Den we head for our usual table at the back, but something’s not right. A disturbance is unfolding. Several men are grouped around our table, where Claire and Tobias sit quietly. One of the guys – it’s Blue, I now see – is pouring ale on Tobias’ head, trickling it slowly down his neck and laughing as he does so.

         “Doesn’t this annoy you?” Blue asks him. “Doesn’t it make you even a little bit shitty?”

         “Fucking freak,” someone else mutters.

         “How about you?” Blue asks Claire. “Doesn’t it piss you off to see me humiliate your man this way?”

         Claire and Tobias are both miserably trying to ignore the men.

         Blue leans close to Claire’s face, making it impossible for her to look anywhere else. “Where’s your fire, love?”

         I realize too slowly, way too slowly, that Luke is no longer at my side. I start forward in a rush, but he’s much quicker than me. He is through the crowd, bowling people over, and he has Blue by the throat. He lifts the large man off the ground until his feet dangle helplessly. His strength is ludicrous – no one is that strong.

         Everyone around us scatters back, startled and excited. People fight all the time, every night, but not Luke. Luke never fights. And at the very idea a kind of hush falls over the Den.

         “You want fire?” Luke asks Blue softly, while the man chokes. “You want rage?”

         Luke slams the man down heavily – it’s a serious body blow from such a height. Crouching over him to make sure his whole body is pinned, Luke punches Blue in the face. Over and over again. Blood spills and I see teeth fly.

         I run and slide, shoving myself as far between them as I can and forcing Luke to stop. He meets my eyes, milliseconds away from hitting me by mistake. His gaze is an eruption of cold, brutal fury.

         “You’ll kill him,” I warn.

         It takes him several long moments to come back to reality. “Breathe,” I murmur, and he does so with difficulty.

         Blue is groaning beneath us, but I don’t rise until I’m sure Luke is with me.

         “Outside,” I order him. “Run it off.”

         “My parents …” he manages.

         “I’ve got them.”

         Luke disappears through the crowd of awed observers; they shift nervously out of his way.

         “Psycho,” Blue spits through a mouth of blood. He’s trying to rise, but he looks barely conscious.

         “How idiotic can you get?” I demand of him. “Taunting an elderly man with Parkinson’s in front of his Blood son? Be thankful you’re not dead.”

         “Get him to Ranya,” Quinn interrupts and a few people help Blue out.

         I meet the leader of The Infernno’s gaze. He doesn’t look impressed. He looks like he is starting to understand that a rabid dog must be muzzled.

         Before Quinn can say anything I turn to help Tobias out of his seat. The man is shaking quite badly, so Claire and I both take an elbow and support him into the cool air.

         “I’m so sorry,” I say.

         “Cruelty is much easier than kindness,” Tobias replies placidly.

         Claire giggles. She sounds like a madwoman, and the sound follows us through the quiet, moonless night.

         *

         August 1st, 2066

         Luke

         Josi is sitting on the floorboards in front of the couch. Behind her, Mom is combing through the knots in her long dark hair. Dad is reclined with his feet up nearby; he was reading the tablet, but his hands started to shake too much so now Josi is reading aloud. “The world to me was a secret, which I desired to divine; to her it was a vacancy, which she sought to people with imaginations of her own.”

         Frankenstein, by Mary Shelley. Demanded by Dad. A curious thing to me, but then I guess I always wondered how he had so many annoying pearls of wisdom. He must have read the classics in secret, careful to make sure we never caught him.

         I sit apart, nursing a glass of wine and watching my family. I have a peculiar ache in my chest as I do. There’s a yearning in the frame of Josi’s shoulders, as there is in the tender touches of Claire’s fingers. A yearning for mother, a yearning for daughter. It hurts to think of all the things Josi has missed in her life, all the tiny pieces of childhood. I took safety for granted, and love. I had so much of both. Josi had neither. And now here she fits, as neatly as a puzzle piece, with her hair in my mom’s fingers, reading my dad a story.

         I have been stealing moments to lacquer her cello nearly every night for the last two months. Rina gave me her violin strings, but they weren’t thick enough so I stripped an extension cord, took the copper wiring inside it and twisted it around the strings to give them a deeper twang. The instrument is as ready as it will ever be, but I don’t know when to give it to her. No moment seems right. I feel strangely nervous about it. All of me has gone into those panels of wood, those carvings and bridges and strings. I don’t know what I’ll do if she doesn’t like it, or if it doesn’t work.

         I remember words, and they haunt me. Yes, I still. But it means nothing without trust, and I won’t ever trust you again, Luke Townsend.

         Will she see the cello as a means to win her trust? I don’t want it to be about that. I want only her enjoyment of it, because I can see how she fades a little each day without her music. Perhaps I’ll leave it for her anonymously, or find someone to give it to her instead of me.

         Mum looks up at me as she braids Josi’s hair. She smiles a soft smile, one I remember from many years ago. But it is edged, as it will be forever, with sadness. Where will Dave exist, if we have no sadness with which to remember him? What connection will remain between him and us if we can’t grieve his loss? The thought causes a revolt in my chest.

         I realize that Josi is not looking at the tablet as she reads, but at me, the words drifting from her absent mind. She’s read this one before, then. I meet her eyes and she pauses. Then says, still not looking at the book, “How mutable are our feelings, and how strange it is, that clinging love we have of life, even in the excess of misery.”

         I smile. We look at each other, lost in thought, until Dad says loudly, “Hey? Which bit is that? Read it in order, kid!”

         “Sorry.” Josi curbs her laughter and goes back to reading.

         *

         “When?” she asks me, later tonight when we are alone.

         “When it’s over.”

         “What if it’s never over?”

         “It will be.”

         “But what if it’s not?”

         I consider her. She is taking off her cardigan and hanging it over the knob of my bedroom door. I move to lift her t-shirt over her head, revealing the ravens on her back. I run my fingers over them, one at a time.

         “Now, then,” I say softly.

         Surprised, Josi tilts her neck to look at me. Her eyes spark and glow. “Now?”

         I nod, and kiss her. Her mouth opens to mine and I push her to the bed. “Tell me again how many.”

         “Three,” I say against her lips. “I dreamed of three. Two boys and a girl.”

         Out of the corner of my eye I can see three black crows perched on the windowsill, watching me.

         *

         September 7th, 2066

         Josephine

         I have my hands pressed against Pace’s swollen belly. I can’t feel anything moving, but I’m determined to sit here until I do.

         Right now, in this moment, I feel happy. Despite everything. Despite the cures and murders and Raven hating me and the looming death of us all, which seems imminent at the best of times. I am reminded of something I read once. That happiness is not a perpetual state, but a fleeting moment, a thought, the lick of an ice-cream. So in this fleeting moment, in this thought, I am happy. And I want to lick an ice-cream.

         “I’m not enjoying this,” she warns me.

         “Shhh.” I lean closer so my mouth is near her skin. “You are wanted and so loved, my little darling,” I tell the fetus.

         “Wanted and loved!” Will yells loudly, like a football referee upon the final goal of a match. He’s bouncing a soccer ball on his feet and keeps accidentally breaking stuff with it. Half the furniture in this house has been smashed several times by that ball.

         Pace groans and pushes me away. “This thing is the reason I’m not part of Luke’s team!”

         I dismiss the statement with a wave. “Oh, Luke’s team is awful. You’re lucky you got pregnant before he recruited you. I wish I had.”

         “Me too,” Will adds.

         She rolls her eyes. “When do you leave?”

         “Next month. Cures are getting administered at the end of October.”

         “You’ll wind up getting yourselves into a complete mess without Hal and me,” she sniffs.

         “Probably,” I agree, watching her face as she in turn watches her belly. Hal’s here in the room with us – he’s in every room with Pace, I know.

         “But not likely!” Will grins. “Luke’s turned us into a well-oiled machine.”

         It’s true, actually. I’m constantly astonished at how far we’ve come in a few short months.

         Maybe it’s the baby, or my general thawed-out state lately, but I feel a pang. Clearing my throat, I murmur, “Either way, you two have really wormed your way inside me.”

         “Gross!” Pace exclaims.

         “Figuratively,” I amend quickly. “Not literally, of course. I just mean I …”

         “We love you too,” Will says with that complete emotional ease of his.

         The baby moves and I squeal in delight. “It kicked!”

         “Goal!” Will shouts, then kicks the ball straight through the window. Glass shatters and all three of us scream. In the wake of the mess Will turns to us with a sheepish grimace. “My bad.”

         *

         I head for Dodge’s lab. Tonight there is almost no moon at all, and the weather’s cooled off substantially. Yesterday Luke and I presented all our findings to Quinn and Raven, basically telling them that after months of searching and interviewing and collecting evidence, we don’t know who killed Batch and Lace. There is no motive that we can find, and no plausible story about how either of the murders could have happened. The only connection between the two – and it’s a big one – is the fact that the victims were married, but this only seems to confuse things further. Of course, if one was to be told that a man was made beast for a night, there might be some conclusions to draw. But of course one is not told that. One will never be told that.

         Quinn said that he and Raven would take over the case themselves while we prepare for the city mission. I feel confident they’ll come to as many dead-ends as we did. The main concern is that they’ll once again choose someone innocent to blame.

         Beyond that it nags at me, though. Something about it.

         I run all the pieces of evidence over in my mind as I walk the dusty road. The case should be open and shut. I know what happened. I know that Luke was responsible. Man made beast. But … it just doesn’t quite fit, and I’m not sure why.

         “Josi, what a nice surprise,” Dodge greets me as I enter the lab.

         “A real shocker,” I reply, given we have a standing appointment.

         Meredith isn’t here tonight. She’s been given proper living quarters, since she’s been so cooperative and well behaved. She’s practically a girl scout, and I don’t know if it’s my general suspicion of everyone that makes me wary of this fact, or the knowledge that no one, not even a cured drone, is a girl scout. Except for, you know, girl scouts.

         Dodge takes a blood sample and swabs my mouth and skin.

         “Yo!” Luke bounds in, flinging himself into the chair next to mine. He is buzzing with energy.

         “You’re in a good mood,” I point out.

         “So are you,” he grins. “I can smell it.”

         “Huh?”

         “Superpowers, baby.”

         Dodge and I both look at him. I’m sure the concern is patent.

         “My synesthesia,” Luke supplies. This seems to satisfy Dodge, but not me.

         “Your so-called superpowers are hallucinations,” I remind him.

         “Au contraire, mi amore.”

         “Are you also hallucinating that you know how to speak French?” I mutter.

         Luke laughs as Dodge takes his blood. “What’s the diagnosis? Am I still a zombie?”

         “Yes.”

         “I’m a medical marvel,” Luke informs me happily.

         “Are you drunk?”

         He laughs again, and that’s when Meredith enters at a bit of a rush. She goes to her workbench and starts fussing around.

         “You okay, Doc?” Luke asks her.

         “I couldn’t sleep. I want to inject him now.”

         “Who?” I ask.

         “Dr Collingsworth.”

         I blink. “Inject him with what?”

         “An amphetamine I’ve been working on. The first I feel confident might work. I was going to wait until tomorrow, but – ”

         “But instead you decided to get all shaky and urgent,” Luke finishes.

         Meredith takes a syringe over to the glass cage where Ben is stock-still and watchful. “Mr Townsend? Your assistance, please?”

         Luke walks straight up to the cage and opens it. Without any kind of preparation. Ben attacks, snarling. But I needn’t worry, because Luke gracefully sidesteps the old guy, taking him in a headlock that sends him straight to sleep.

         Meredith injects Ben in the neck and then locks the cage once more.

         “It’ll take at least twenty-four hours before we see any possible results,” Meredith informs us.

         “Results of what?” I ask. “What’s the drug for?”

         “To make him human again,” she replies, and heads off back to bed. Luke and I look at each other in astonishment.

         Dodge watches Ben’s sleeping form for quite a long time. I can imagine he must feel intimidated by Meredith.

         “Can we hurry this along, Harley?” Luke asks. “I’m missing dinner.”

         There’s a silence.

         Luke realizes what he’s said and goes abruptly still. “Sorry,” he murmurs, good mood evaporating. “Sorry, Dodge. I – ”

         “It’s fine, Luke,” Dodge says quickly.

         My heart aches. I reach to take Luke’s hand and squeeze it. He sighs wearily and rests his head against the back of the chair. “Remember his wasps?”

         “I remember his wasps.” I move my hand up to smooth his hair. “What’s the prognosis?” I ask Dodge.

         “Both still the same, by the looks of it.”

         “Degenerating and healthy?” Luke asks.

         “She’s not healthy,” Dodge says, alarmed at the idea. “Josephine, you’re not healthy. You know that, right?”

         “Impossibly fast healing? If anyone has superpowers, it’s me,” I tell him.

         “Jesus – not at all! Don’t you remember what I told you?”

         “Of course I remember – ”

         “You’re precariously balanced. Anything could destabilize you.”

         “Yeah, but everything’s anything,” I say with a breezy wave of my hand.

         “Exactly!” he exclaims.

         I roll my eyes. Luke is watching me worriedly. “I’m fine!” I assure them.

         “I don’t know if you’re quite understanding the predicament – ” Dodge tries.

         “I get it,” I say, growing irritated. “I’ll be careful. I won’t put anything in my system that could destabilize the drugs already there.”

         Dodge looks at me, standing. He looks at Luke, too. And it’s in that moment that an alarm goes off inside my mind. It’s the way he keeps looking between us. That damn pity is back.

         “That includes all number of things,” he tells me carefully. “It’s any bodily change. Including hormones.”

         I swallow. But no. He doesn’t mean …

         “You can’t get pregnant, Josephine,” Dodge specifies clearly. “Your body has undergone too much damage.”

         “What – ever?” Luke asks.

         “The spike in hormones would kill her.”

         I am frozen.

         “Oh …” I manage faintly. “Shit.” The room is spinning slightly. I squeeze the armrest. “Sorry, I … didn’t realize. Sorry.” I look at Luke. “Sorry.”

         There is agony in his eyes. “Josi …”

         I feel a bit like I haven’t taken it in. I think it’s one of the worst things I’ve been told in my entire, miserable life, and I don’t want to take it in. I breathe out. “Sorry.” I keep saying sorry and I’m not sure why. “Can you take me home?”

         Luke leads me out of the lab even though our session isn’t over. We walk quietly through the night until we reach his house.

         Waiting outside is Raven and two guys. Carlos and Kim.

         “What?” Luke asks rudely.

         “You haven’t been cleared for procreation, and you’ve been spotted spending the night together several times.”

         Luke groans. “Raven, don’t.”

         “You’re to be put into holding until your punishments are decided.” Raven sounds so cold, so angry. I am abruptly sad for her. She clearly loves Luke, in her own twisted, sicko way.

         “You can put us in holding in the morning,” Luke tells her.

         “What did you think would happen?” she asks. “You flagrantly break the rules and expect no punishment?”

         “In the morning,” he repeats flatly. I can hear the danger in his tone. She’s an idiot if she can’t.

         “No – ” Raven replies, and that’s when he moves.

         He steps forward and flattens Carlos with a punch to the jaw. The big man goes down silently, and Luke is already twisting Kim’s arm tightly behind his back.

         “If you don’t go home now, I break his arm.”

         “You think I care about his arm?” Raven asks.

         Luke shoves Carlos away and advances on Raven. He is brutal, and she evades him for only a few moves before he takes out her legs and pins her to the ground.

         “I could kill you so easily,” he murmurs. “And who the hell would care?”

         Raven gives a feeble struggle, and I can see the hurt in her eyes.

         “If you come back before morning I will fucking annihilate the lot of you.” He lets her up and she scrambles away with a grimace of hatred.

         I watch emotionlessly. Luke is completely out of control these days, but I feel nothing about any of it right now, except mild envy that he can punch his feelings away and I have no outlet for anything anymore.

         He opens his front door and gestures me inside. I walk in, a bit dazed.

         “I have to go somewhere,” Luke tells me. “Don’t move. I’ll be thirty seconds.”

         I blink as he sprints away into the night. It is very odd, but I’m having trouble fathoming or caring about anything. I wander listlessly into the middle of the room and look around. It is empty of any personal possessions. It looks nothing like the house Luke was raised in, full of mess and chaos and memories.

         Where did I imagine these children of mine would be raised? Surely I didn’t think I could have them here? In The Inferno? The two of us are under constant scrutiny, enemies in the place that’s meant to be our refuge from the enemy. And then there’s the death that seems to follow the two of us around – the corpses that stretch between us won’t stop growing in number.

         Me as a mother. What a joke. I am broken and have always been broken. Of course my body wouldn’t be fit to conceive children – I’ve spent my life as a danger to everything around me. What was I thinking? I actually allowed myself to fall in love with three completely fictional children. I am standing here pondering my own lunacy when Luke returns.

         And in his hands he carries an object. An impossible object.

         The breath is stolen from my lungs. I stare at what he holds, struck dumb. My eyes flick up to his face. He looks vulnerable and hopeful.

         I feel my heart break and mend and break and mend.

         It’s a cello.

         An imperfect, mismatched cello, and it’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen in my life.

         “You built me a cello?” I whisper.

         He nods. “Me and Dad.”

         “You built me a cello.” Tears spill from my eyes. “Oh my god.”

         “I’m your family,” Luke says. “Always.”

         I start crying and he puts the cello down to take me in his arms, holding me against his chest and pressing his lips to my temple. His hands are in my hair, along my spine.

         This: the sweetness of being loved by Luke Townsend. The generosity of it. From the very beginning. From those first days when all he cared about was my safety and my happiness, when he gave me a place to live and he spent his days helping me to find an answer. He came here, to the west, for me. He went back to the city for me. He has done everything for me. I am the luckiest woman in the world, because something conspired to have him take a job that would one day lead him to me.

         “Thank you,” I tell him.

         “Play,” he murmurs against my ear. So I do.

         I cross to take the cello in my hands, feeling electrified at the sensation of the wood. I carry it, measuring its weight like an old lover – no, it’s more intimate even than that. A part of me. A shadow of my own soul, here in its shape and its weight.

         I sit on the edge of the couch and move the instrument between my legs. I trace my fingers over it, over every beautifully sanded edge and lovingly glued join. It’s remarkable, what he and Tobias have created.

         I feel the bow in my hand and run my fingers over the strings, plucking them lightly. They’re rough but it doesn’t matter. I tune the instrument carefully, twisting the awkwardly shaped pegs and plucking until I hear the right notes.

         I lift the bow to the strings.

         “I’m nervous,” Luke says.

         I meet his eyes and smile. “You don’t ever have to be nervous again, darling. This is, in my opinion, the best thing that’s ever been made.”

         He blushes.

         And I play.

         I am wildly, effortlessly in flight. On fire and tingling and electrified. The notes explode gorgeously into the room and I feel ancient and newborn. I am come back to myself. A person once more. Alive once more.

         My fingers tremble and the notes aren’t perfect but it doesn’t matter, they exist. There are notes coming from my hands and the bow and this miraculous instrument. And I think I love it more than I love myself. I love this cello like it is a child of mine.

         In the notes I exist, abruptly. Here is the nameless thing I have been yearning for; here is one of them, at least.

         *

         September 8th, 2066

         Josephine

         Luke listens as I play for hours. And then he says, as we crash to the bed for an hour or two of sleep before they come to take us into holding, “Best night ever.”

         I smile. There will never be any children. And it’s a tragedy. A profound reshaping of my place in this broken world. But there is sweetness and beauty in the same broken world, even without my two boys and girl, and I must try, I must try to be happy, because no one has stolen the ability from me.

         Not yet.

         *

         I wake alone. I blink slowly, still exhausted. My hands reach out and find only empty bed. Struggling to rise, I feel it. A veil descending upon me. Something is wrong. My skin prickles. Dawn is only just breaking through the window; he should be here, where he fell asleep beside me.

         I pull on yesterday’s t-shirt and jeans and go looking for him. My feet move slowly at first, and I have to force them to walk at a normal pace.

         Stop being an idiot. He probably just went to the bathroom. But he isn’t there, and when I reach the living room I see that the front door is wide open.

         I pause. I’m not sure my body is working of its own volition right now.

         I walk to the door.

         Stop.

         There before me, strewn along the ground, are human body parts. A leg here, an arm there. A torso. A head.

         Two people, I think. A woman and a man, scattered over the dusty road. I can’t tell who they are.

         But there at the end of the trail lies Luke, covered in their blood.

         I vomit violently onto the ground beside the door. I can’t cover this one up, there’s no way.

         As I straighten I close my eyes and draw a breath. I block the sight from my mind. I breathe deeply and force myself to place walls around the horror. I have to be focused, or Luke will die for this.

         Opening my eyes, I run to his side. He’s out cold, so I shake him hard. I don’t want him to see this – he has never seen the remnants of his murders before – but I can’t drag him inside without pulling him through the body parts.

         He stirs groggily. Squints up at me. Groans. “Ugh, Jose, I feel like shit – ”

         “Get up now.”

         Luke blinks, starts struggling up. “What?” And that’s when he sees it. The tableau of death.

         It’s also when I realize we are no longer alone. Standing a few feet away, mouth agape, is Raven. She gazes at me and Luke, and at the dead bodies.

         I meet her eyes. “Raven …”

         But she is already dashing away, and I know it’s too late. It’s way too late. I sit back on my haunches and look at Luke. His face is pale green with shock and horror.

         “Get to my parents,” he says abruptly. “They won’t be safe. You’ll have to get them out of here, once I’m dead.”

         I recoil. “Woah. Don’t even – ”

         “Promise me!” he yells.

         I stare at him in shock. There is iron in his eyes, an ocean of steel. He’s preparing himself to die.

         “Promise me.”

         “I promise,” I tell him.

         “Go now, or you’re implicated in this too.”

         “Raven’s already seen me!”

         Luke stands with a burst of energy and I can see that whatever phantom passed through him during the night has gone – he is restless and powerful and bursting out of his skin. This was never how I woke, on the morning after the blood moon.

         I remain crouching; I don’t seem to be able to move. This isn’t right. It isn’t. There’s something … I look at my watch. It’s 5:23. My mind pulls a thousand pieces together, tries to make them fit. There wasn’t enough time.

         Quinn arrives at a run, followed by Raven. Shadow is with them. They all stop and stare in horror.

         And in the silence Luke says, “I’m so sorry.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 25

         

         August 9th, 2065

         Luke

         Hal waves me over to his table. Surprisingly, tonight Will and Pace are elsewhere, so he’s sitting with three people I haven’t met yet. Hal introduces the guys as Batch and Eric, both big, solid-looking men. The woman, who is young and pretty enough to catch my attention, is Lace.

         “We’re finally graced with the Mighty One’s presence,” she grins.

         “Sorry – I’ve been meaning to get around to meet everyone, but there aren’t enough hours in the day,” I reply.

         “All good,” Batch tells me, passing me a mug of homebrew and a bowl of curry.

         “I wonder if the man will live up to his legend,” Lace says. She’s either mocking me or flirting with me – I’m not yet sure which.

         I take a mouthful of the vegetable curry and blink in astonishment. “Damn! This is good.”

         “Lucky,” Batch points out. “If you’d said otherwise I would have had to kill you.”

         “Did you make this?”

         Batch nods.

         “And if anyone ever insults The Vegetable Curry, he goes all Hulk on them,” Eric smiles fondly.

         “Luke’s a great cook too,” Hal offers.

         “I’ll give you the recipe then,” Batch tells me.

         “Ooh, he never gives anyone the recipe,” Lace points out. She winks cheekily at me, and I realize she’s definitely flirting. I glance between the four of them, wondering about the dynamics of the group.

         “Your place for poker?” Eric asks her.

         Lace shakes her head. “My parents’ll be up. Your place.”

         “I share with Old Bat,” Eric points out morosely.

         “Old Bat?” I ask around a mouthful.

         “We call him Old Bat ’cause he’s old as shit and batty enough to be committed,” Batch explains.

         “We can go to my place,” I offer. “I don’t share with anyone.”

         “Why would royalty deign to share his abode?” Lace asks.

         I roll my eyes and we head to my place.

         *

         Several hours later all four of them are drunk as skunks and virtually passed out around me. I haven’t been drinking, so it’s been highly amusing to watch them wipe themselves out. I’ve also cleaned up in the poker game.

         What I have gathered so far: Lace and Batch are married. Surprisingly, since she keeps looking at me as though she’d like to eat me. She’s got a very deadpan sense of humor that reminds me, painfully, of Josi’s. Batch is boisterous and full of ideas that he has no shame about announcing in pseudo-poetic fashion. Eric and Batch are best friends from years ago – they escaped from the city together. Eric is gentler than Batch and Lace, and finds them both hilarious. Hal slots into the edge of the threesome with easy grace because he’s Hal and everyone likes Hal. I suspect Eric likes Hal a little more than the others do – in fact, I suspect he likes Hal more than he likes anyone.

         And I like them all. I wish it hadn’t taken me so long to meet them.

         I leave them curled up on the couch or splayed over the floor and creep outside. Sitting on the front step, I spend a moment enjoying the fresh air and thinking about Josi. One month until the blood moon. I leave for the city in a couple of weeks – I have to make sure Ben has the antidote ready, and then I have to bust my girlfriend out of the asylum.

         “You hustled us,” says a voice from the doorway and I see Lace emerging to sit beside me.

         “No, you got yourself drunk,” I argue. “I won fair and square.”

         She sighs dramatically. “We do tend to do that.”

         “How long have you and Batch been together?”

         “Three years.”

         “You met here?”

         “Yep. He swept me off my feet with a mended hoe and gardening gloves.”

         “Just what every girl dreams of.”

         She laughs a little. “Is this how you imagined your life?”

         “Not once.”

         “Me neither.”

         We sit in comfortable silence for a while, until she asks, “I’ve heard you have a girlfriend in the city.”

         My eyebrows arch.

         “Josephine, immune to the cure.”

         “God, everyone knows, don’t they?”

         “Word travels fast when you live in a rat cage.”

         I glance at her, surprised by the sudden bitterness. “You don’t like it here.”

         “Not particularly, no. Do you miss her?”

         I am asked this often. Asked about Josi often. It is as though no one can quite grasp the concept of leaving a loved one behind in the city. I’m not sure I even understand it. What if I had brought her here with me? Would she have been better off?

         No, I decide. It would have been like putting a snake in with the rats; she would have eaten them one by one, and then perished herself with the weight of all those wriggling bodies inside her own.

         “Yes,” I say simply.

         “I miss Batch,” Lace murmurs. “I miss him even when he’s with me.”

         “Why?”

         “Because he loves those two idiots in there more than he loves me.”

         And then she kisses me. Just leans right over and plants her mouth on mine. I jerk away, startled. “Woah. Lace, no – ”

         “Sorry,” she breathes, standing up quickly. “But now I don’t have to lie.”

         I watch her go back inside, not knowing what she means but knowing it’s bad.

         *

         September 1st, 2065

         Luke

         I get what she means now, and yep, it’s bad. Apparently Lace toddled off drunkenly to bed and told her husband that I’d just kissed her. So Batch came around and started yelling that he wanted to fight me. When I asked Lace about the large man who seemed to think I’d grievously insulted him, she simply said she wanted to make him jealous to see if he still loved her. Needless to say, I got pretty pissed. But when I looked at her pleading face I couldn’t help but pity her, so I agreed to go along with it.

         Now instead of being on my way to the city, I’m forced to face Batch in the ring for the honor of a woman I have no interest in.

         “Private bout!” Quinn announces. “As you all know, Batch wouldn’t normally be eligible to fight Luke without having won several bouts prior, but because an insult to his honor has been made – namely, Luke having kissed his wife – Batch has the right to challenge Luke directly. If Batch wins, he takes Luke’s place in the hierarchy.”

         Great. Now I sound like a philanderer. The whole bloody crowd is abuzz with it. I glare at Lace but she just gives me an apologetic shrug.

         Batch moves into the circle, looking extremely aggressive.

         I sigh and move to meet him.

         *

         September 8th, 2066

         Luke

         Josi sits; I pace. I can’t stop. I am bursting out of my skin. I have more energy than I’ve ever had. Josi looks the opposite. There are dark hollows under her eyes.

         “They better hurry this up,” she snaps. I can hear her rage and I like it. It stirs something inside me, something primal. I’ve already compartmentalized the grotesque sight of my violence so that it can’t yet touch me.

         The door opens to admit Shadow. His eyes dart between us and I can see quicksilver fear in them. It makes me cold. “They think you did all the murders.”

         I am awash with the most intense relief I have ever felt.

         Josi stands so quickly the chair goes flying behind her with a slam. “No,” she snarls. A she-wolf. She would have made a great mother.

         “They know about the virus in his system,” Shadow says. “Ranya’s been spying for Quinn and she’s told him everything about Dodge’s tests. They pieced it all together – they knew even before this morning.”

         “Fuck,” Josi whispers. She starts pacing now, while I remain still. “They don’t have any proof. There’s not a single scrap of evidence.”

         “He was at the scene this morning.”

         “So was I!” Josi says. “Being at a scene first means nothing.”

         “Josephine had nothing to do with any of it,” I tell Shadow woodenly.

         “They think she did. They know someone’s been covering things up.”

         “They’re wrong.” They’re right.

         “It doesn’t make sense,” she mutters to herself. She’s still trying to find a way out of this.

         “What doesn’t?” Shadow asks.

         But the door opens again and this time it’s Quinn. “Out, Josephine,” he orders her. “But don’t go too far.”

         “What about Luke?”

         “He stays.” Quinn folds his arms.

         “Go,” I tell Josi. “Do what you promised me.”

         I can see her wanting to cross to me, but instead she strides out. Shadow goes with her, and I am alone in the cell to contemplate what I’ve done.

         *

         Josephine

         I have to move fast, before word spreads. Quinn let me out because he underestimates me. He thinks Luke’s the only dangerous one. So I’m going to take advantage of that.

         But before I have a chance to get going, Shadow grabs my arm.

         “What?”

         “The plan?”

         I eye him up and down, not trusting him anymore. All he does is exactly what Quinn and Raven tell him to. Actually I’m not sure I trust anyone right now.

         Just Luke.

         “Let me help,” Shadow says, and there’s something in his voice that surprises me. It’s desperation. What does Shadow have to be desperate about?

         I breathe out. “We get Luke’s parents out of here. Round up the team. Move the start date of our mission forward.”

         He doesn’t say anything.

         “Will you help me, or are you gonna run and tell Quinn and Raven?”

         Shadow gives me this look that says I’m supremely stupid for even asking.

         That’s when we hear Quinn start his interrogation. Even though there’s no time, we both return to the small window, unable to help ourselves.

         “This is a right mess you’ve got yourself into,” Quinn says.

         Luke doesn’t reply. I can’t help feeling like he needs a lawyer, if only there was one. And if only there was an actual legal system. I recall, abruptly, the lie he told me about his past job as a state prosecutor, and I give a burst of laughter.

         Shadow looks at me like I’ve completely lost it, which is very possible.

         Raven arrives, moving to watch the interrogation, too. She looks me up and down and says with a sneer, “Dead woman walking.” There are bruises around her neck from where Luke held her last night, and even though she’s a complete bitch I still can’t help feeling a bit concerned for her. She just seems so … lonely. Even when she hurts people, it’s kinda like she’s just trying to be around them. It seems incredibly pitiful to me, suddenly.

         “Here’s what we have,” Quinn sighs. He places a tablet on the table to record the conversation. “Four murders. Reports from Ranya, our doctor, stating that she’s witnessed several interactions between you and Dodge, our scientist, revealing that on your last visit to the city you were injected with a drug called Zetemaphine, which was an early form of the drug used to cure anger. The same drug that made your girlfriend Josephine act violently to the point of multiple murders.”

         I can feel the stares of both Shadow and Raven burning holes into my skin.

         “The first two murders in The Inferno were committed directly outside this same woman’s house, and she was first to find Batch’s dead body. If you had committed the murders, it would make sense that Josephine might want to cover that fact up,” Quinn goes on. He pauses briefly, seeming at pains to go on. “You laid it out nicely for me, Luke, when you explained that to convict someone we need means, motive and opportunity. Your drugged state would imply you had means. Even without it, you had means. We all know your combat capabilities. You had ample opportunity to make the kills. Your drug-induced states would explain why you didn’t hide the bodies – you didn’t know you were killing anyone until it was too late. As for motive … It all seems very obvious, with a bit of perspective.”

         “What’s he talking about?” I demand. My face is so close to the glass my breath makes condensation and I have to wipe it away.

         “Last year you admitted to having kissed Lace,” Quinn says.

         I freeze.

         Luke says nothing.

         “You were challenged by Batch to a fight in her honor. So we now have motive for you to have killed both Lace and Batch.”

         Luke clears his throat. “And what would that be?”

         “You killed Batch because you were in love with his wife. You then killed her in a lover’s quarrel.”

         “And the two this morning?” he asks, strained.

         “Lace’s parents.”

         “Oh god,” I whisper. I hadn’t known who they were. By the look on his face neither had Luke. His lips are pale as chalk.

         “Isn’t it true that May and Ronan went to your house last year and threatened you for having endangered the relationship between their daughter and son-in-law?”

         Luke swallows. He looks like he’s about to be ill. “Yes. They told me to stay clear of their family. But it was all fine after Batch and I fought. We sorted it out. There was no … animosity between any of us.”

         “Maybe that’s what you thought. But it was clearly otherwise. We have motive, means and opportunity, and we have statements from our doctor. And we have common sense. There were no murders in this place before you came along, Blood.”

         And with that, he stands and leaves the room.

         Quinn and Raven start discussing something but I can’t hear them. I am lost in Luke’s expression, in his eyes. My hands press against the glass and everything around me disappears except the sight of him. He looks to his left, then his right, as though he has heard something but isn’t sure what. His neck cranes until he’s gazing at the wall behind him. A deep terror enters his gaze. Slowly he stands, staring at this one spot.

         “What’s wrong with him?” I whisper, barely aware that I’ve said it aloud.

         Shadow takes my hand.

         In the room, Luke punches himself in the jaw. He does it again, harder and harder. Then he walks to the wall and smashes his head straight into it.

         I scream.

         He does it again, and I can see blood smeared on the concrete.

         Shadow flings the door open and charges in, tackling Luke to the ground before he can smash his head a third time. He tackles the much younger man to the ground and Quinn races in to tie Luke’s hands with rope. Luke is screaming and he sounds just like the Furies. Shadow and Quinn manage to tie him to the chair.

         I try to go to him, but my feet won’t move. I am too shocked, or too scared. I can’t bear to see him like this.

         Raven watches too; instead of looking at Luke I look at her. There is no sympathy in her gaze. I stop feeling anything at all for her except hatred.

         *

         Raven

         I wanted this, didn’t I? I wanted his complete destruction. For not loving me, but for more than that. For looking at me and seeing something to be pitied, something to scorn, something to laugh about. He was above me, somehow, with his looks and his disdain. Always better than me. I wanted him and I couldn’t have him, so instead I wanted to destroy him so that he’d always know he wasn’t above me – not in the ways that count.

         I wanted it and now I have it.

         The ruin of a beautiful, powerful creature.

         And I realize Luke’s destruction has absolutely nothing to do with me. Just as his life never did.

         *

         Luke

         There’s a bird staring at me. It’s just sitting there, on the ledge of the back wall. I move toward it. It doesn’t blink, just trains those small, black eyes on me. It tilts its head.

         A black crow.

         It knows me. It knows me. And I know that I must be mad, because I am the only one who can ever see it.

         I want it dead, but I only want that for a moment. Because as I realize that what I really want is my own death, I feel a sense of kinship with the bird. A connection deeper than any I have ever know, as if this creature is aware of everything that I am and have been, everything that I could be or yearn for. I wanted life badly enough to sacrifice the safety of others. Here is my punishment for that.

         The crow, I think, is here for me. Just as all the birds are. For my end.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 26

         

         September 8th, 2066

         Josephine

         I run as fast as I can to Claire and Tobias’ house. They look shocked to see me flustered and speechlessly pushing into their living room.

         “Get whatever you need in a bag. We’re leaving.”

         “What? Why?” Claire asks.

         I am utterly unprepared to explain what’s happened. I am dazed myself. Unmoored. “We just have to go. Luke told me to come and get you so I did. It’s not safe here for you anymore.” I don’t know what I’m saying. I search around for something to bolster this with. “Do you trust me? To look after you?”

         “Of course,” Claire says simply, and I believe her.

         “Then get your stuff ready and wait here for Will. He’ll take you to the tunnels and I’ll meet you there.”

         They hesitate only a moment, and to their credit they are as calm calm calm as drones as they run off to gather their meager possessions. I turn for the door and sprint home because I don’t have time for anything except getting him free.

         Pace and Will are in the living room when I burst in.

         “Where the hell have you been?” she demands hysterically. “Two more people were murdered – ”

         “Will, I need you to get Luke’s parents to the train,” I rasp as I stop for breath. “They’re waiting at their house for you.”

         He nods immediately and heads for the door. I love him. “Get weapons and gear!” I call after him and see him nod mid-run.

         I dash for my room and start grabbing anything I might need. Which is essentially a couple of changes of underwear and another t-shirt. My heart breaks as I realize I can’t bring my cello. I can’t.

         “What are you doing?” Pace hisses.

         I straighten and face her. “Luke’s going down for the murders.”

         Her mouth drops. “No.”

         “I’m getting him away from here.”

         “I’m coming.”

         “No you’re not, Pace. It’s not safe.”

         “I don’t care,” she snarls, and runs out to pack her own bag.

         I follow her. “Please, don’t. I don’t know if we’ll survive this.”

         “You think it’s safe for us here?” she demands, and I realize she means her and her child. “We’re coming with you.”

         “No – ”

         “I’m pregnant!” she snaps. “I’m not an invalid! I can help.”

         I sigh. This is a disaster waiting to happen. “Righto. Come on then.”

         “Josi?” she says, and I stop at the sound of my real name on her lips. “Did he do it?”

         Did Luke commit the crime Hal died for?

         “I don’t know,” I tell her honestly. Because the truth is, I don’t. There are pieces that don’t fit, but I’m determined to make them.

         *

         I stand now before ten people. Luke’s Bloods in training. Will has gone ahead, Shadow stands by my side and Pace has taken Shadow’s place in the line.

         “I’m not anyone,” I say. “But Luke is someone. He’s our person. The one person who’s been teaching us to be enough to survive, and to fight. You followed him. And now I’m asking you to free him, so that we can complete the mission we’ve been training for.”

         There’s a long pause.

         “Did he do it?” Blue asks. Shadow brought the bully here, against my wishes.

         “I don’t know,” I say. “But he believed in every one of you. So I’m asking you to believe in him.”

         It seems to work. Blue meets my eyes. “I’m in, then.” And all my animosity toward him seeps away as if through cracked glass.

         The rest of them step forward, one at a time, until there are twelve of us.

         *

         We raid the weapons closet and then head out. Shadow and I came up with a very basic plan, pretty much relying on the element of surprise. As a bound Luke is being led out toward the wall for his ‘exile’, we’ll take weapons and spread out over the square.

         We reach the gate where a crowd of people has formed around Quinn, Raven and Luke. There are weapons trained on Luke from all angles so he can’t hope to escape.

         Before the gate is opened for him, we surround the crowd and aim our weapons straight at them. “Stop!” I yell.

         Everyone swivels to see me.

         “Let him go, or people die.”

         “You’re not going to shoot innocent people,” Raven laughs.

         “Watch me.”

         And there is so much steel in my voice that I see her hesitate. The thing is, I’m not going to kill anyone – I’d rather be mowed down myself. But ironically I’m an excellent liar. I’ll do anything to make her think I will. Including shooting a young man in the leg.

         Which I do.

         The man squeals in shock and Ranya races to help him – she’ll be able to treat him easily enough. I hope.

         But the gunshot has freaked everyone out. It’s obvious this could swiftly become fatal. Quinn waves his hand to the soldiers on the wall. As soon as they stand down we move in, taking Luke and shepherding him toward the train.

         “None of you will ever be allowed back in The Inferno if you do this!” Quinn shouts. “It’s an affront to everything we stand for!”

         I pause while the others take off. Everyone is pretty much just watching us in astonishment – no one really wants to stop us because they love Luke, without exception, and I don’t think anyone actually has a clue what’s really going on.

         I look at Quinn. “What is – resistance?”

         He opens his mouth but nothing comes out. I run for the tunnel.

         *

         Luke 

         There are birds on the backs of every seat, staring at me, but I ignore them as I walk past and find a spot at the end of the train carriage. They turn their heads and watch me; I can feel them even when I’m not looking at them.

         Josi sits next to me. I feel boxed in. She’s taking up too much space and I can’t breathe. She looks at my scalp, inspecting the cuts there. I don’t even remember how I got them, but I can feel their sting.

         “What are you feeling?” she asks me.

         I consider the question; it’s somehow better than if she’d asked how are you?

         The rest of my crew is on this train, further up the carriage. They’re all raucous with excited energy, with nerves and general exuberance. I can see them wrestling and checking their weapons and chattering away manically. Shadow stands up the front, silent as usual but casting a grave presence over everyone. Even Pace is here, talking to Will who can’t stop moving. They both look hyperactive.

         I watch it all through a haze as if I am underwater. My heartbeat is restless.

         My parents are not with us. They were waiting at the bottom of the tunnel steps, but wouldn’t get on the train. Too much for Dad, Mom said. Too hard on his body. The Parkinson’s is getting worse. And then there was no time to convince them because the train was there and we were jumping on, and the last image I have of them is standing on that platform as we sped away. I have to believe they won’t be harmed. I have to.

         My eyes make their way back to Josi. She can see what I’m feeling. I want to run run run run run run run run –

         “Go,” she says. So I do. I run up and down the train carriages for eight hours straight without stopping.

         *

         September 10th, 2066

         Luke

         What the virus made Josi feel: angry. Sick. Guilty.

         What the virus makes me feel: bat-shit crazy.

         And gooooooooooooooood.

         There’s power in my muscles. And I am used to power, but not like this. I like knowing exactly what my body can do, what I can demand of it. Now it does more.

         I hit a punching bag and it bursts. I run faster than I ever have with zero effort. I win fights, and want more fights. I want to kill Furies, and Bloods, and I want to show anyone who gets in my way that I can destroy them and it’s not even hard.

         I want Josephine. I want her every second of every day, I want her right now, and I’m not dealing well with the fact that I can’t have her. I’d stop this train if I wasn’t so intent on killing the people we find when it arrives. Death and sex fill me, drench me.

         A distant memory of the man I was tells me to be careful. He is caution and discipline and he is made of iron. He’s spent a lifetime being precise. But he grows more silent with every passing day. The man now taking his place is loud and brash and he knows exactly what he wants. He doesn’t care about hurting people; he takes what’s his. He’s a Viking.

         I stop running after eight hours. Everyone is staring at me. I don’t want to talk to any of them.

         Josi moved down the train so she can be alone. I take a breath and follow her, knowing I will have to face this conversation at some point. She has her legs up on the seat, staring out the window.

         I sit opposite, then can’t even manage to sit, so stand again.

         “What are you feeling?” she repeats.

         I crack my knuckles. Realize she actually needs to know. Alright, here goes. “Restless. Pissed off. A bit numb. I have too much energy. I want to smash stuff and break things. I can barely think straight. I’m … angry. Obviously whatever the hell is in this drug is ramping up my testosterone levels. And my adrenalin.”

         “Yeah, no shit,” she agrees. She watches me and I can’t read her expression.

         “I want you,” I blurt out. “I want you now, and all the time, and I want to have you whenever I want. I want you to be mine to have. I’m tired of this bullshit pretending. I …” I struggle to form words and my hands start shaking. “I can’t think of anything else.”

         “Take a deep breath and try to calm down.”

         I draw a breath, a deep one.

         “Close your eyes,” she orders, so I do. I breathe as slowly as I can, and feel my heart calm infinitesimally. My blood seems to cool a little, enough perhaps to have a normal, human conversation.

         “Drink this,” Josi bids me, and I realize she’s offering me whisky from a sack. Whoever thought to bring this is a genius; I drink the whole thing and feel myself mellow somewhat. I slump onto the seat opposite.

         After a while I am able to focus on her. “You look tired,” I murmur.

         “I am tired.”

         “Thank you for trying to get my parents out.”

         “Of course.”

         We look at each other for a while. I feel relaxed, but I know it won’t last long.

         “You kissed Lace,” she says abruptly.

         Oh, god. “No,” I reply. “She kissed me.”

         “Your standard answer these days.”

         “Yeah, well it keeps fucking happening.”

         “I believe you,” she tells me. “But I was humiliated, having to hear about it from the other side of a holding cell, after you and I had been over every inch of that case. You don’t think it would have been kinder to tell me about this before I had to hear it from Quinn in your murder investigation?”

         “I wanted to spare you,” I say. “I’d caused you so much pain already.”

         “Because of the lies,” she specifies. “The lies are what hurt. And then you lied again.”

         I stare at her helplessly. There is a red-breasted finch sitting on the seat behind her, watching me. It’s beautiful. It makes my toes curl and my teeth ache.

         “Yes,” I say simply. “Yes.”

         Something smashes against the train window. I jerk in fright, looking to see a smatter of blood. There is a second impact, a mighty crack, and I realize there are birds flying straight into the glass, one after the other.

         I stand, deeply unnerved. My heart explodes. I can feel sweat trickling down my spine. My skin is two sizes too small. “You still don’t trust me,” I snap, “Because you’re so fucking irrational I can’t even talk to you anymore. I haven’t done anything wrong! You won’t believe me no matter what I say because you let your own shit rule you – all those people who hurt you as a kid rule your whole damn life and you just let them – ”

         “Stop,” she says.

         I clench my hands to stop them shaking.

         “You’ve never been cruel. This isn’t you.”

         “You said you didn’t know me,” I rasp.

         “I lied.”

         Something collapses inside me. I sit down again. “I’m losing my mind,” I whisper.

         Another bird slams into the window and I jerk backwards. The impact shocks something deep within me. My nerves are shattered. I can’t take it anymore.

         “What do you keep seeing?” Josi asks me worriedly.

         Tears spill onto my cheeks. “Birds.”

         She closes her eyes. For her there are no birds and no cracked windows, but she can see the fear in my face. “Why?”

         “I don’t know. Anthony. You. The world being extinct of them. I don’t know.”

         I’m about to get up and leave her, run and run and run, when she says, “I guess you don’t yet understand, so I’ll explain it to you.”

         One of her eyes looks very blue and one of her eyes looks very brown. They’re strange, disorienting things, Josephine Luquet’s eyes.

         Smash, smash, smash go the birds into the glass around us.

         “You and I are it,” she says. “We’re it. So you don’t lie to me, ever. You can tell me anything – even the very worst things about you. The things you can’t even tell yourself – you can tell me those. If you fall in love with someone else, you can tell me that. If you do something terrible, you can tell me that. If you see birds where there are none, you can tell me. Because I’ll help you bear it. I’ll hear it and I’ll love you regardless. What will make me fall out of love with you is if you lie.”

         I stare at her and the birds stop. They stop flying at the windows, and they vanish from the chairs around us. They are gone for the first time in days, and I am overwhelmed by Josephine.

         “I’m not going to fall in love with someone else,” I tell her.

         She nods slightly.

         “And I’m not going to lie.”

         “Okay.” She moves, sliding onto my lap. My heart ruptures.

         “I don’t know what’s happening to me,” I utter.

         Against my lips she says, “I’m not going to let anything happen to you. I promise.”

         And in her arms it’s easy to believe her, even if she has no way to make it true.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 27

         

         September 11th, 2066

         Josephine

         Sun beats down on my face. I focus on keeping my expression utterly neutral. There’s a collective rustle of discomfort from the heat making its way through the crowd around me. We have been waiting here for some time now.

         I glance over to the opposite corner of the city square to see the familiar faces of Will and Pace. North behind the stage is Shadow. Up in one of the windows to the west is Blue. And to my left, about a hundred yards away, stands Luke, blending into the crowd as I am.

         “Hot, isn’t it?” says the woman next to me. She looks tired, but pleasantly relaxed. She looks like she’s quite enjoying the sun, actually. She has tiny, elegant lines around her eyes and mouth, and pretty red hair.

         “Yeah,” I agree. I can’t think of anything else to say so she drops her eyes. “Are you missing work?” I blurt, for some reason wanting to continue the conversation.

         She nods. “I feel naughty. I quite like feeling naughty. Don’t tell anyone.”

         It makes me smile. “I won’t.”

         The screens all around us blink on and everyone relaxes.

         The time has come, they read. Peace is upon us. Happiness. Safety.

         Falon Shay’s magnified face appears to give the address. “Good morning, citizens. It gives me very great pleasure to announce that a breakthrough has been made, and it is finally time to step into the future of mankind. Ten years ago we changed the world. We cured anger. This time we are going to save you from a disease that is just as dangerous in its malignance. Sadness.”

         It is in this moment that the connection skews and the screens all blink out. A rustle moves through the crowd, but it’s only a second before a new image blinks onto all the screens, citywide.

         It’s video footage of Dr Meredith Shaw, taken in the interrogation room at the bottom of The Inferno by one Mr Luke Townsend.

         “So let’s talk about the other ten percent,” says a man’s voice from the other side of the camera. Luke’s voice. “What happens to them?”

         Meredith 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 sixty-six, right?’ And then, ‘How many of these children died?”

         “Forty.”

         Around me there is a communal gasp. I can see police running along the sides of the squares, but they won’t be able to do anything.

         Onscreen a hand reaches out to tilt Meredith’s chin up. We get a close-up of her face, wretched as it is. “Did you and Collingsworth create the Furies and then blame them on the plague?” Luke’s voice asks.

         “Yes.”

         The woman beside me covers her mouth in horror.

         “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 ever be able to leave the city.”

         “Is the land beyond the wall diseased at all?”

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

         Chaos erupts. People are scared and confused. They’re not sure what to do or how to respond.

         The image changes once more to one of the many images automatically captured by my earpiece when Luke and I broke into the labs. It shows the children in their glass cages, dying of various side-effects.

         Words flash up. Your government is murdering children and damaging your brains. It wants to control you. It stole your anger so you would be quiet. Quiet like the dead. And now it wants to steal your sadness so you will forget how to grieve your losses. 

         A new image flashes up. It’s a picture we took yesterday of all twelve of us on the train. We’re wearing eye masks so we can’t be recognized and we’re armed to the teeth. We might look scary, except that we’re all smiling, grouped together like a family.

         But you are not alone, the words read.

         We haven’t forgotten you.

         We’re out here, and we will fight for you.

         The screens go black and the cacophony of panicked voices washes over me. I look at Luke, who returns my stare through the moving crowd. I can only glimpse his eyes briefly, but he smiles.

         I feel a touch and see that the woman beside me has taken my hand. Astonished, I look at her face. There are tears streaming down her cheeks, but she’s smiling as though she’s alive for the first time in years.

         *

         September 12th, 2066

         Josephine

         It’s late. Or early. I’m so tired I can’t think straight. Shadow is studying blueprints with bloodshot eyes – I can’t imagine how frustrating it must be not to just remember what you see. “We need to sleep,” I tell him.

         The abandoned garage basement we’re squatting in for the night is filled with the sleeping bodies of our team. Luke remains on watch, the only one of us who doesn’t seem to need rest. While Pace and Will are doing a low-risk recon sweep.

         “We’ve done as much as we can,” I add, when Shadow looks reluctant. “Anything else is beyond our control.” These sound like the words of a person who is far more reasonable than I am. I have become, abruptly, the responsible one. The worrier. It’s gross.

         Shadow nods and takes a place in the corner to try to get some sleep, impossible though it seems on cold concrete. We have a month until the sadness cures are administered, which should give us enough time to set up the operation to take out the factories.

         Luke barely speaks. His muscles keep freezing up and his jaw is clenched so tightly it looks as though his teeth will shatter. He grunts. Moves with abrupt, jerking power. Seems inclined to want to attack anyone who goes within a twenty-foot radius of him. He runs a fever, bleeds from fingernails and gums, and has trouble focusing his eyes. I am frightened, but I don’t let anyone know that.

         He can’t make plans – he is too distracted – so it falls to Shadow and me. If Luke grunts his approval, we move forward. I don’t know if he’s going to be able to help us, and the thought of heading into something so dangerous without Luke’s skill is very scary. I try to focus on everything he has taught me over the last few months.

         In my pocket is a vial. In this vial is Meredith’s experimental drug, the one she injected into Ben. The one she hasn’t tested or trialed or checked. The only thing that might save Luke from this nightmare. Or the thing that could kill him more quickly.

         The date of his very own blood moon draws near. And if he has already caused this much damage without the moon, I can’t imagine what he might do when it rises. Before that happens, I will inject him, no matter what. Even though it might kill him. This is my vow.

         I climb the stairwell of the abandoned building to look for him. My footsteps echo. He’s on the roof, and I pause to watch him pace around its edge, keeping his eyes peeled both above and below. His long sniper rifle rests comfortably over his muscular shoulder, and to my shame, it makes me nervous to see him with a weapon. I keep telling myself he’s okay, but actually – he’s not. He has snapped and murdered before. There’s nothing stopping him from doing it now. All the pieces of him look slightly different – stronger, sharper, bigger, more athletic. I wonder if he can see birds at this very moment. It’s a curse that is cruel in its beauty, one that a part of me longs to experience.

         I remove the vial from my pocket and cross to him. He continues on his patrol, so I fall into step beside him. “Let me inject you,” I plead.

         A shake of his head.

         “You’re not well – ”

         “I feel good,” he snaps. The most he’s said in days.

         “Well you look like shit.” I try to moderate my frustration. It isn’t his fault he’s like this. It’s mine. And I know better than anyone how awful it is to lack control of your actions and feelings. “I’m worried you won’t get through the op tomorrow. We’re blowing up a factory, for Christ’s sake – you would never have made me do something so dangerous right before the blood moon.”

         No response, so I change tactics. “It’s scaring me, watching you like this.”

         “I thought this was what you always wanted.” He rounds on me. “Me to be angry.”

         “I just want you to be you. With nothing added or removed, without tweaks or enhancements or modifications – just you.”

         I stop talking, because he is pushing me against the stone balustrade. And he’s dropping to his knees and undoing my jeans, and he’s pulling them over my hips, along with my undies, and he’s pressing his face to me and slipping his tongue inside me and I gasp because what the hell is he doing but then I stop questioning all together and instead I look up at a black night sky and the only thought I have is for the missing stars, lost to all the lights of the city.

         *

         It must be close to dawn when I hear the walkie-talkie crackle and Will’s voice comes through. “Base, come in … Dual?”

         I scramble over to it, annoyed with myself for falling asleep when Will and his team are out on a recon trip. Luke is still up on the roof but everyone else is asleep around me in the garage. “I’m here, Will. What’s up?”

         “We’re at the crest of the hill, and there’s definitely something going on down there.”

         “What is it?”

         “A whole lot of movement,” Pace’s voice interrupts – she’s taken hold of the walkie. The only things we let her partake in are surveillance operations, where she is a long way from any danger. “Bloods are crawling all over the place, trucks going in and out. Started about an hour ago.”

         “Stay there and keep watch,” I tell them. “Look out for any recognizable faces.”

         “We’re not close enough for that.”

         “Then get closer. But be careful.”

         “Aye aye, cap’n. Incubator out.”

         I almost smile. We started using Incubator as Pace’s codename, much to her horror, but it stuck and now even she uses it, albeit begrudgingly. I think she secretly likes it.

         But a whole lot of movement at the factory can mean only one thing.

         *

         “They’ve moved the administration date forward,” Shadow agrees after we’ve received another report from Pace and Will at the site. Apparently Falon Shay has been in there this morning, along with a couple of the other Ministers and the Blood leader, Jean Gueye. Which is big – the Ministers don’t often leave the safety of their guarded compounds.

         Luke grunts, pacing furiously.

         “Shit. What do we do now?” I ask.

         There’s a silence. Showing our video was meant to sow the seeds of doubt in the minds of the drones, and give them hope for a different future. It was meant to scare those in charge. None of that has a chance to work, now, because the prick of a prime minister has moved the date forward.

         “We can’t blow up the factory if there’s nothing in it,” I answer my own question. “So we have to destroy the drug some other way.”

         “Only other place is on the road, which we’ve missed our window for, or at the clinics,” Shadow says.

         “So we destroy the clinics,” I say.

         “And murder a whole lot of people?”

         “No. We get them cleared out somehow.” I think fast, glancing at Luke. “Okay. Okay. New plan.”

         *

         By sundown we’re in place. I’ve had about an hour of sleep in three days, but I’m wired as hell and ready for action. The sadness cures have been distributed to twelve different clinics for their injection. The announcement went out this morning on a repeated national bulletin that every citizen is to report for administration at 8 am tomorrow morning at their nearest clinic. They’ll then either be injected in the first wave, or scheduled for one of the next several waves of injections, depending on the ‘importance of their contribution to society’. Whatever the fuck that means.

         We have a massive night ahead of us. Because there are only a dozen of us, and we need three people per clinic, we have to do this in stages – four teams to take out four clinics at a time, instead of all twelve simultaneously, which would have been a thousand times quicker and therefore safer. But c’est la vie, as Will said earlier. Pace corrected him with a c’est la merde vie, which didn’t quite make sense but was generally appreciated by the team as some very weak comedy.

         Shadow leads one group. Rina another. Blue has control of the third, and me the last. Me. For some blatantly ludicrous reason the resistance fighters have all started looking to me for instruction, and flat out refused the idea that I wouldn’t be leading one of the teams. Which I guess is flattering, but won’t be great when I stuff something up and get a bunch of people made dead.

         Luke is coming with me, which was my one stipulation, and no one argued. No one asked why he isn’t leading a team. They can see why. He’s sick. Or mad. Or something just very wrong. And it’s scary, and none of them want to do this without him really being him, but we have to.

         Shadow, Blue and Rina are already in place in the field. I’ll take my team out once we’ve set up a few things first. Will and Pace will remain here on the ground to deal with the inundation of technical stuff.

         Pace, Eric, Luke and I sit surrounded by the open hoods of three stolen cars. Will’s equipment is all hooked up to the car batteries for power. I gaze at my watch. “Okay. Let’s do this. Trigger it.”

         Will taps quickly on his laptop. He’s just wirelessly triggered the bomb alarm of the most central clinic in the city. This alarm is immediately sent through to both the prime minister’s office and the Blood headquarters, but Will patches the Blood’s alert straight to us instead. We then respond to the clinic.

         “Yes, hello?”

         “Emergency services, please hold for an operator,” Will says calmly.

         “What’s going on?” a voice says on the other end of the line. There’s a wailing alarm in the building there.

         Will passes the mouthpiece to me. “Emergency services explosives unit, please respond,” I say.

         “Yes, I’m here.”

         “Your name and position, ma’am?”

         “Dr Jill Martin, I’m the head of the Brunswick Clinic.”

         “Are you aware that your explosives alarm has just been triggered, Dr Martin?” I ask her.

         “Yes – I have no idea why.”

         “You didn’t trigger it yourself, Doctor?”

         “No.”

         “Do you have any knowledge of who might have?”

         “No, I – ”

         “That’s fine, Doctor. I’ll need you to start your evacuation procedures immediately. A team is already on their way to you.”

         “But is there a bomb?”

         “There could be any number of reasons this alarm was triggered, so all you need to concern yourself with is remaining calm, following your procedure and using your security team to evacuate the building. Can you hear the sirens?”

         “It’s hard with the alarm on as well – ”

         “That’s okay, it’s the emergency services on their way to you now. They’re very close. A team will be arriving to help you any minute.”

         I gesture for Pace to give Shadow’s team the go-ahead to enter the clinic. They’ll pose as three Blue-level Bloods working as a bomb squad, and then they’ll plant the bombs once everyone’s out of the building.

         “I want you to hang up the phone now, Dr Martin. Start your procedure.”

         “Yes, thank you.” She hangs up and we move on to the next clinic, going through the same process so that Blue’s team can get started on clinic number two. This time Pace takes over the job of fielding the emergency calls, following my lead, because I have to take the much scarier call that comes in from Falon Shay’s home office.

         His head secretary connects me to him directly, thinking I’m currently sitting in the headquarters of the Blood offices. Luke watches me closely, having managed to briefly run me through the procedures so I’ll know what to say.

         “Who am I speaking to?” Shay asks curtly. His voice, for some reason, chills something inside me and I feel my guts turn to liquid.

         “Agent Slater, Blue status, in Jean Gueye’s office, sir,” I reply calmly.

         “Where’s Jean?”

         “Agent Gueye is currently on active duty in the field, responding to the multiple explosive alarms that were set off three and four minutes ago.”

         “Where are the bombs?”

         “No bombs have as yet been confirmed, sir. The alarms were triggered at the Brunswick and Masters clinics. Teams are already arriving at those locations now and every procedure is being followed. Protocol is to evacuate all twelve clinics – ”

         “There’ve only been threats at two,” he interrupts. “I can’t afford disruptions at all of them.”

         “Protocol is to evacuate all twelve clinics,” I repeat smoothly, robotically, just as Luke coached me. “Your own guards have been notified and you will be required to remain within the safety of your home until the threat level is ascertained and nullified.”

         “Tell Jean to contact me immediately,” he says shortly and hangs up.

         Will disconnects us and I sag in trembling relief. “Holy shit,” I gasp.

         “You nailed it,” Eric assures me.

         I look to Luke, who gives a single nod of approval.

         “Okay,” I stand. “Time for us to tackle our own clinics. Will, keep intercepting any calls to the Bloods. Don’t let Shay or his men connect with anyone but you. You know the drill.” The longer we can keep Shay in the dark and withhold information from the Bloods, the better. They’ll get a whiff of the commotion at some point soon, though, so we need to be quick.

         “Good luck!” Will calls, then gets back to doing four million things at once. He’s a genius. Pace is still busy on the phone, so she just gives us a distracted wave. Eric bends over and kisses her tummy, which I find adorable and can’t help grinning over.

         Our first clinic is close. Eric drives, while Luke and I check our weapons and gear. We look impressively like Bloods after having broken into one of their armories to kit ourselves out. The clinic is still open this early in the evening, but foot traffic has dwindled and the staff inside are getting everything ready for the morning’s rush of injections.

         If Luke was normal right now, this would be the easiest thing in the world. No one knows better how to act like a Blood than an actual Blood. Obviously. But since he’s all jerky and angry, he can’t waltz into the clinic and charm the pants off everyone within earshot like he would have. And since Eric is the nicest guy on the planet and is incapable of being anything but sweet as pie, the acting falls to me.

         I lead the team inside and straight to the front desk. I move with as much grace as I can muster, and an arrogant tilt to my shoulders. I catch sight of a security guard and motion for him to join us with a cool flick of my wrist.

         The thing is, I know exactly what a Blood is like. I lived with one for a year. Now I just have to channel what I saw in him but never recognized. And since we have no form of official identification, we have to make the notion of us being anything but Bloods seem preposterous.

         “Evening,” I greet the secretary at the desk. “Could you notify Dr Mahatmi to make his way here immediately, please.”

         The woman blinks, then grabs her phone to make the call.

         “What’s going on?” the security guard asks me.

         I raise my hand in a gesture for him to be patient. I do it coolly, calmly. I am mostly expressionless, except for the flicker of disdain I allow to pass through my gaze as I turn away from him. Out of the corner of my eye I see him blush and take a minute step backwards.

         He needs to fear us. They all do.

         We stand patiently as the head of the clinic makes his way downstairs. When he arrives, Dr Mahatmi looks flustered and very tired. He is slim, with a thick white beard. I don’t shake his hand when he offers it; I leave mine clasped loosely behind my back. He appraises all three of us and settles on me. “Are we still going ahead?” he asks. “You said the last load would be here by now – ”

         “We’re with the emergency services explosives squad,” I inform him. “Alarms have been set off at several clinics and due to a widespread security threat you are required to start your evacuation protocol immediately.”

         He stares at me. The secretary covers her mouth in fear.

         “Our last orders were to leave six guards within sight of the product at all times,” the security guard tells me. Which means upstairs is probably crawling with security. “And to keep everything locked down,” he adds.

         I meet his eyes and repeat, very clearly, “Immediately. Or those six guards, and everyone else in this building, might well be blown to pieces before you can blink those big brown eyes of yours.”

         The guard swallows and Mahatmi rushes to the front desk to set off a loud tone throughout the clinic. People begin to move, mostly staff.

         I step toward the security guard. I try to make myself bigger than him, even though he towers over me. I’ve seen Luke do it a thousand times. The bone-deep knowledge that he could destroy you – it’s that certainty that makes you big even if you are small. “Are you in charge of security?” I ask the man, allowing my eyes to skim him up and down briefly.

         He clears his throat. “Yes.”

         “Have you run an evacuation procedure before?”

         “Once.”

         “Good. Record time for an evacuation of a building this size is three minutes. I expect you to do it in half that.”

         He jerks into action, running with sudden speed to a stairwell and screeching into his radio.

         “Three minutes?” Luke asks me.

         “He looks like he could use the exercise.” I am absurdly happy to see the edge of Luke’s mouth relax into a faint smile.

         I wait with Eric and Luke, holding our stances, until everyone is out of the building and security has done several sweeps to ensure that.

         “You are not permitted to enter the building, or allow anyone else to enter, until you have specific clearance from me. Do you understand?” I ask Mahatmi and the security guard, who are the last to evacuate.

         They nod.

         “You will remain at a distance of at least one hundred yards from the building at all times. We will now do our own sweep of the building and ascertain the existence of any explosive material. Do you understand?”

         They nod once more, looking pretty freaked.

         My team and I make our way swiftly upstairs.

         “You are scarily good at being a Blood,” Eric mutters.

         “I’m just glad they didn’t question why there aren’t a bunch of police and a whole host of emergency services people to set up perimeters,” I reply.

         “Too stupid to,” Eric shrugs.

         “Not stupid,” Luke grunts. “Scared.”

         Hurrying to the storerooms, we check the mountains of boxes to see thousands of vials of the drug. “Yep, this is it,” I breathe, holding one of them in my fingers and looking at the yellow-colored liquid. When the boys aren’t looking, I slip the vial into my left pocket.

         We set up the homemade bombs, which are wirelessly connected to Will’s command computer and will be triggered when each team has given the all-clear. We place more explosives in the loading bay, enough to ensure the whole building will come down. I do feel bad about destroying a place designed to help sick people, but seriously – don’t fry people’s brains and we won’t blow you up.

         Without exiting through the front where the staff waits for us, we head straight out the back and on to the second clinic on our roster. We’ll let Mahatmi and his people wait a safe distance away for us, and when the bomb blows they’ll think we were killed inside, removing any trail.

         The second clinic goes pretty much the same way, although the head security guard isn’t as nervous around me so I have to work harder to get him to back off on the questions. Soon it too has been evacuated and planted with bombs.

         On our way to the third and last clinic I check in with the other teams and find that their evacuations have all gone smoothly. Blue’s team has one more to get through, but the rest are finished. I instruct them to head home to the garage.

         As soon as we enter the last clinic, I know we’re going to have a serious problem. We left the largest until last, not wanting it rigged with explosives for too long before detonation because they’d be more likely to be discovered. And in this riskiest of all clinics, right here in the main reception, stand five Bloods. Real ones.

         I panic, my footsteps faltering. I can’t bullshit these guys. I won’t even get close.

         And that’s when Luke finally finds some measure of control over his poor body, and steps up to help me. He walks straight over to the Bloods. “Status?”

         They turn, this group of cold, detached young men, all sleek and dangerous like the cool touch of a gun or the soulless ruthlessness of a great white shark. They are terrifying, and they scare me more than the Furies. They are dead-eyed and still, and there was so much of this in Luke when I first met him – I just didn’t recognize it until this moment.

         “ID?” one asks. He has red hair and freckles, and it occurs to me that he would have been an adorable child before he was emptied of his humanity. It’s a different curse, being a Blood, but a curse nonetheless.

         “Explosives squad sent from headquarters,” Luke replies flatly. “They haven’t updated you yet?”

         A headshake. Those calculating eyes trace Luke shrewdly.

         “Connect in,” Luke orders with blunt impatience.

         The red-haired guy, who is clearly ranking officer, touches his earpiece and radios in to headquarters, where I’m praying Will will intercept the call.

         “Update status for the Leeds clinic,” the Blood requests and then listens.

         I hold my breath.

         “Copy that.” He turns to Luke with a different expression, this one more curious than anything else. “Evacuation protocol.”

         Two of his Bloods move to alert the clinic.

         “We haven’t met,” he says, offering a hand to Luke. “Knox, Blue.”

         Luke shakes it, doing a good job of looking bored. Apparently the same intimidation techniques apply within the Bloods too.

         “Been on explosives long?”

         “No one’s on explosives long,” Luke says.

         Knox grins, and there’s a savage edge to it. They are all ultra-aware of death, these men. Luke’s been training us to be able to kill them, but I realize now that we haven’t even come close to their level of ruthlessness. The difference between us and them is that they don’t care if they die – I can see it in every dart of their eyes, every empty twist of their lips.

         Luke’s fists start clenching and unclenching of their own accord. I don’t know if he’s noticed, but Knox sure has. The Blood’s eyes go to the unusual movement and then dart back up to Luke’s tight jaw. That gaze narrows.

         “You didn’t tell me your name,” Knox points out softly.

         “I didn’t,” Luke agrees.

         Come on, I urge the staff as they evacuate. This place is so much bigger than the others though, and there are so many more people to move. I can feel Eric fidgeting nervously beside me and give him a reassuring look. My heart is thumping painfully.

         “I asked you a question,” Knox says.

         “No, you didn’t.”

         The Blood smiles, but there’s zero humor in it. “Alright. I’ll specify the implied question for you. What is your name and rank, soldier? Or would you prefer me to contact headquarters to verify it?”

         Luke turns to look at Knox properly for the first time. I watch, my breath catching in my throat, as the coldest expression I have ever seen passes his eyes.

         “You’re going to feel very foolish,” Luke warns quietly, emotionlessly. “And you’re going to feel small. Better you just leave it, Agent Knox.”

         Knox hesitates for a fraction of a second, thrown by the words. “I’ll be the judge of that.”

         Luke murmurs, “Agent Luke Townsend, Gray.”

         I freeze in horror.

         And I watch as Knox looks ashen. All words are stolen from his white lips and he looks like he might either faint or vomit. “Forgive me,” he manages to blurt. “I had no idea … You … Why are you on explosives, sir?”

         “The rest of the world grew too boring for me,” Luke replies lazily.

         Knox flushes beet red and gives an awkward laugh. He is utterly awestruck, and opens his mouth to say something.

         “Stop speaking,” Luke orders him without so much as a glance, and Knox’s mouth snaps shut.

         My heart is pounding. It’s patently clear that Knox doesn’t know of Luke’s rogue status, but Jesus – pretty big gamble.

         The evacuation finishes at last. Luke orders Knox to form a perimeter outside and make sure everyone stays well behind it. He, Eric and I then make our way upstairs.

         “I think I just had a stroke,” Eric admits when we’re alone in the first storeroom.

         “You’re out of your mind!” I exclaim.

         Luke is busy setting up the explosives. “There’s no way in hell Jean will have informed anyone except other Grays about my status,” Luke says. “Disloyalty within the Bloods can’t exist.”

         “I thought there weren’t any other Grays,” I say.

         “Exactly.”

         I shake my head, nerves too fried to argue further. We’re fine, I tell myself. It worked.

         My radio crackles and Will’s urgent voice sounds. “Dual. There are too many calls coming through. I can’t field them all – the server’s about to crash.”

         “Calm down, Will,” I tell him. “Have the others all reported the okay to detonate?”

         “Yes.”

         “Great. We’re very close, we just need a few more minutes to get clear of the building.”

         “You don’t have a few minutes – Oh fuck.”

         “What?”

         No response.

         “Will!” I shout.

         “The Bloods know. They know the clinics have all been evacuated. They’re being dispatched as we speak.”

         Which means we have to blow the buildings now.

         The only way Will could rig the detonation wirelessly was to have all the bombs in all the clinics connected to the same detonator, meaning they all go together, or none of them do.

         We scramble to finish connecting the bombs and turning them on, then dart out of the room and back into the corridor.

         “We have to do the ground floor!” I shout, knowing that the whole clinic needs to go. No loose ends.

         “The Bloods in your building know!” Will shouts into the walkie. “They have orders to kill you on sight!”

         We draw our guns. My instinct is to split up – it would be quicker – but one of Luke’s rules reappears in my head. Never split from designated team members. The team exists to protect each other, or you wouldn’t bother having one in the first place.

         We sprint through corridors and down the stairwell. We’ll never make it across the clinic and out the back without being spotted. I run through the blueprints of the building in my mind, making a swift decision.

         “This way,” I pant, veering into a service elevator. We take it down two floors, below ground-level, then emerge into the parking lot. Which isn’t a parking lot anymore. It’s a storage space.

         All three of us skid to a halt, eyes widening.

         “Oh my god,” Eric breathes.

         It is thousands and thousands of crates full of the sadness cures. The garage is enormous, spanning what must be the next few city blocks.

         “We would never have got it all,” I whisper.

         Luke grabs us and urgently shoves us behind a huge wall of crates, covering our mouths. The sound of several sets of feet passes by us and I catch sight of at least four Bloods, weapons raised. They sweep into the rows of crates and disappear.

         “This whole space will be crawling soon,” Luke whispers. “Teams will have already been stationed down here.”

         “We can’t let this much of the drug survive,” I say.

         Luke nods, too quickly. We bend our knees, lower our heads and start creeping our way through the rows of crates. Every few feet we stop and listen as more Bloods pass by on their patrols. Several times we have to duck around to the other side to keep from being spotted.

         We make it to where we can see the second stairwell, which will take us up and into a patient area. This will then lead us outside, but we are forced to pause as two Bloods emerge a few rows in front of us. Peering around the crate, we wait for them to move, but they don’t.

         One of them is speaking into his earpiece. “… is all clear.”

         We don’t have silencers on our guns, which means if we were to fire at them, the whole clinic would know exactly where we are. I turn to Luke to whisper something – I don’t even know what – but realize as I do so that he’s moved around the row to come at the Bloods from an angle.

         He moves forward silently, superhumanly fast, and snaps the first Blood’s neck. The man falls in a crumpled heap without a sound. Luke has already jabbed his fingers into the second man’s throat, stopping the shout of alarm. Moving more carefully, he looks into the Blood’s eyes as he twists his neck sharply, and then both of them are dead and it wasn’t even hard, it was easy easy easy.

         As Luke motions to us, I swallow the churning horror in my gut.

         Up we go. Straight into another Blood, who dies with Luke’s dagger in his heart. Past the body. Down the hallway and into the cafeteria.

         “Freeze!” a voice booms from behind us.

         Half a dozen Bloods this time, all with guns raised.

         We dive beneath tables and start scrambling across the ground. Shots fire, a storm of them. The table above my head explodes as I skid along the cool linoleum floor. I manage to roll onto my back and fire up at the Blood towering over me. It takes him by surprise and my shot lands in his chest. I keep firing in utter panic, letting loose bullets and unable to release my finger.

         Abruptly my gun stops firing at all, and instead makes an empty clicking sound.

         Oh my god. I have just done the one thing I was warned not to do on multiple occasions. What a complete idiot. As I scramble for a new magazine cartridge, a Blood arrives and would have undoubtedly killed me if not for Eric’s shot taking him through the cheek. Blood sprays me but I have time only to keep moving, sliding awkwardly behind another table for cover and getting my gun reloaded.

         Luke and Eric have found their own tables and are firing around them, as quick and sharp as they can. Three of the Bloods are down, so the other three have stopped advancing, taking their own cover. We’re in a shootout, I realize. An actual gun battle. Jesus, my hands are shaking.

         Remembering Luke’s words, I will myself to calm down. Don’t ever do anything while you’re panicked.

         There’s only about twenty yards between us and the door, but there’s no more cover on the way.

         “I’ve got you,” Luke barks. “On my count, you both run.”

         Another breath, a shared glance with Eric, and then Luke shouts, “Go!” and we go. I hurl myself forward, certain that any one of the shots I can hear is going to collide with my body. But I keep moving, keeping running, until I have launched myself behind the door and out of the line of fire.

         Eric skids into me and I pull him to safety.

         We draw our guns and start firing around the door to cover Luke. We aren’t as efficient at it as he is – as he turns to run I see a bullet slam into his back and a savage gasp is torn from me. But he keeps going, barely faltering at all. It’s hit his vest, I realize with woozy relief.

         Luke doesn’t even stop when he reaches us, but hauls us forward and along the hallway.

         “Left!” I shout when we hit a turn, and we follow it around and into the patient area. Dozens of beds are lined up on either side, all thankfully empty. It’s dark in here, and I can only just see the shapes of Luke and Eric ahead of me.

         “Get to the controls,” I tell Luke. “On the wall – there’s a quarantine button that’ll stop them following us.”

         My hip cracks into the edge of a bed or something and I hit the ground hard, wincing.

         “Josi – ” Luke yells.

         “I’m fine! Hit the button!” I struggle to my feet and run after them. As he finds the controls the lights flood on and glass walls begin to slide out of the roof on either end of the room. Four inches thick, this glass was developed a decade or so ago, after the walls went up and containment became the government’s top priority. It’s all over the city, throughout government buildings and facilities, and there is no record of it ever having been breached.

         This is what runs through my head in the split second my eyes catch sight of something glinting on the floor in the middle of the room.

         A vial.

         My hands dart to my pockets – please please please – to find that my left still contains the sadness cure I stole, which means the one I dropped when I fell must be Luke’s antidote. No.

         I don’t think. I just move.

         “Josi!”

         My body bullets across the room and lunges for the vial, feeling it between my sweat-slippery fingers. I am turning back when Knox arrives, ducking beneath the lowering glass and coming at me.

         I hurl myself toward Luke and Eric, but that glass is coming down way too fast.

         I’m not going to make it.

         I throw myself along the floor, extending my hand and letting the vial skid beneath the glass a second before it seals us off.

         Everything goes quiet.

         Slowly I rise to my feet. Luke is staring at me in horror. At his feet, the vial has rolled to a safe stop. Eric jabs at the control buttons frantically, but he won’t be able to get it open, not without the code, which none of us knows.

         “Go,” I tell them bluntly, unsure whether they can hear me. “Go detonate the bombs, or I’ll never forgive either of you.”

         I turn around without waiting for their responses.

         In the sealed quarantine section with me is a Blue-level Blood, his soulless eyes appraising me. I can feel him noting my small stature, my exhaustion, each one of my weapons. I try to do the same to him, but I’m so unfocused, my mind darting around in panic and weariness. A rush of adrenalin strikes and I grab my gun, firing wildly at him.

         Knox ducks behind a bed, but the bullets ricochet off the glass, pinging around the room unpredictably. Beds are hit, trays explode, screens smash and glass sprays the ground. I yelp and take cover behind a chair.

         “Not too wise, kid,” Knox calls to me. I hear something clatter and peek out to see that he’s thrown both his guns to the ground.

         Oh god. I don’t want to face him without a weapon. But I sure as hell can’t fire a gun again. The bullet could just as easily bounce into my skull as hit him. With trembling hands I return my gun to its holster.

         I can hear him walking toward me but I can’t move.

         “Stand up,” I hear Luke’s faint voice say, and look through the glass at him. Eric is gone, I hope to safety.

         “Josephine,” he orders. “Stand up.”

         I take a breath and lurch to my feet. Knox is upon me, hands reaching for my neck – he must think he can snap it like Luke did to the other guys. Then terror spikes and rushes my body, making me fast. I duck beneath his hands and shove my shoulder into his solar plexus with enough force, so that I can get around him, find the middle of the floor and turn to lift my fists.

         Knox faces me, astonishment in his eyes. “You wanna fight me, kid?”

         “Do I have a choice?”

         “Guess not,” he shrugs, lunging at me with a swift right jab to my head. I only just manage to dodge it – he’s too quick – and as I jerk backwards my hands come up to protect my head with a wild gasp of panic.

         Knox’s punch flies toward me and I duck low into a huddled crouch, trying to cover my head again. He stops. I wince, looking up to see that he’s just staring at me with pity in his eyes. Pity and scorn.

         What am I doing what the fuck am I doing – 

         “Stand up!” Luke roars at me.

         I rise unsteadily, ashamed but unable to do anything about it.

         Knox shakes his head. “This is ridiculous.” He turns to Luke and yells. “I’m not gonna fight a little girl, Townsend. Tell her to stand down and I’ll take her in gently.” Knox removes handcuffs from his belt.

         Luke looks only at me.

         All this training and this is what I’ve turned out to be: a coward.

         His voice reaches me faintly through the glass, but I hear every word. “He’s going to hurt you,” Luke tells me, holding my eyes. “It doesn’t matter. All you have to do is hurt him more.”

         A chill travels down my spine, and something unlocks itself inside me.

         There have been moments in my life when I have been savage. I remember only fragments of these moments, but I can feel them, somehow. They live in my heart, where the monstrous one dwells.

         It was me who always cared about pain. She never did. So in this moment I let her icy fingers reach out to clutch at my heart and squeeze. The pieces of her coil into the pieces of me until I am not sure where I end and she begins. She is colder than any Blood, and she is screaming to get free, and for the first time in my life I will let her.

         Knox approaches me with his handcuffs.

         Everything in my body tingles; I can feel it all, every inch of it. I open my eyes. Hold my wrists out to him.

         As Knox reaches for one, I snatch the metal of the cuffs and wrench him toward me, sending my knee into his groin.

         A shocked breath of air escapes him and I use the split second to curl behind him, the cuffs cinching around his neck. I put all my weight into dragging him to the ground by the throat, choking the air out of him.

         He swings me sideways, slamming me to the floor and crawling on top – No, don’t let him on top of you. If he pins me it’s all over. I roll out of his way and grab the edge of a bed, pulling myself awkwardly to my feet and just managing to avoid his clutches.

         I’m about to attack him while he’s still rising but he’s too quick, launching to his feet in less than a second. I raise my fists, and this time I do it properly. No fear, only concentration. Spot his weakness.

         His blows hit me hard in the arms and body and it hurts, but I’m watching him. He fights like Luke does, and also not. I can see the edges of his blows, can see the dart of his eyes before he throws a punch, and I can see how much more certain he is with his right side.

         I attack his left with a quick jab, wanting to see.

         Sure enough, he dodges it, but there’s a slight shift in his stance. It doesn’t look right to me.

         Knox jabs me twice in the guts and as I lower my arms to block him he hits me in the chin with a heavy uppercut that sends me reeling. I let the momentum take me backwards until I feel a metal tray against my spine. Ducking low beneath another incoming blow, I twist and grab the tray, propelling myself around in a wide arc to smash the metal straight into his face.

         Blood spurts and I do it again, twice more until he catches the tray and pulls me in close to his body. His knee jams up into my guts and the air leaves my lungs with an oomph.

         I hit the floor on all fours and he kicks me in the ribs, breaking at least three by the feel of it.

         I am dizzy with pain. My brain stops working. My limbs feel liquid.

         But it’s only pain. As long as I’m conscious, it’s only pain.

         As his next kick connects with my abdomen I curl myself around the impact of it, sending him off balance and falling forward. I draw the knife from my belt and lunge up at him with it. He twists and the blade takes a thin slice off the fabric on his shoulder.

         We rise, facing each other. He draws his own knife.

         Great. I don’t have a clue how to be in a knife-fight.

         He lunges and I jump backwards, narrowly avoiding a blade to the guts. Focus.

         We jab and slash, neither one of us able to land a cut, both too protective. I have to change tactics. On the next jab of his knife, I allow it to slash through my cheek. I immediately swing my own blade, not toward his body but up and into his extended right arm. It slices through his flesh and his blade flies free. Before he can react I dart forward and slash my knife through his right hip.

         Knox twists back and away, shielding himself. Unfortunately the movement catches my knife and tugs it from my sweaty fingers. I punch him in the back of the head instead, but the blow isn’t hard enough.

         His arm snaps up, fist taking me in the face before I can try again.

         Spots dance before my eyes and he’s coming at me, hitting me in the chest, the guts, the face. I can’t breathe. There’s blood in my mouth and the room is spinning. I remember to get my arms up to take the blows.

         Through the delirium I can see again the weakness I spotted. He’s still favoring his right side, even after I slashed it with my knife. It’s his left knee – he’s protective of it, like he might be if he’s had a recent injury.

         I can’t last much longer like this. I have to finish it before I lose consciousness.

         I turn and run – as though my tail is between my legs – and hear him give a breath of victorious laughter. But I reach the other end of the room where I know there’s a chair, because it was the chair I hid behind. And when I hid, I saw that the chair has metal legs that click out of the base.

         And I know a lot about using metal chair legs as weapons. I know too much.

         Sliding to the floor, I grab the chair and twist one of the legs free. I barely scramble under the bed before Knox reaches me, his knife reclaimed and swiping through my ear.

         I haul myself up onto the bed, using the spring of the mattress to launch me. I twist mid-air, kicking out with my leg and taking Knox heavily in the head. It stuns him, and as I land I swing that chair leg as hard as I can into Knox’s left knee.

         A scream leaves him and his legs buckle.

         I hammer his knee again and again until I feel the bones smash beneath the metal of my pole.

         The pain of it causes him to faint dead away.

         I am breathing heavily, the adrenalin leaving me in a steady rush. The room slows to a stop, the details of it coming back into focus. I blink, returning to my mind. Everything goes quiet and still.

         “Josephine.”

         I look up, so dazed I can barely see him.

         “Kill him,” Luke tells me.

         I swallow. Shake my head.

         “He’s going to wake up and manage his pain. You can’t let that happen.”

         My mouth is full of blood. “I don’t want to be this,” I manage through it.

         Luke’s expression is hard. “You don’t have a choice. He wakes up and you’re dead. Take everything inside you, every tiny piece of rage and hurt and all the fucked-up shit you’ve been through, and shoot him in the head.”

         I start crying.

         “Don’t cry,” Luke orders me. “Draw your gun.”

         My hand is shaking badly as I pull out the pistol. My eyes are swimming with tears. “He’s like you,” I plead. “He’s just like you.”

         “Doesn’t matter. Go closer. Put the barrel against his forehead.”

         This is sick.

         Clenching my jaw, I hold the barrel against Knox’s forehead.

         “He’s about to wake up. Do it now.”

         Knox stirs, and I don’t think about it – I pull the trigger.

         *

         Luke

         I watch it all, and understand when the knowing of something becomes the knowing of something. I knew she was strong. I knew she had an incredible strength of will. But I didn’t know. Not until this moment, as I watch her defeat a Blood twice her size. I feel the closest I have felt to normal in weeks. It’s as though watching all of this has scorched the drugs from my system.

         As I see her kill him I realize the price of this victory. The price of her survival. She has become like me, and I wouldn’t wish that upon anyone.

         I sent Eric with the radio and instructions for Will to detonate. It will be any second now. I can feel the steady rush of an ocean tide ripping all the moments of our life from us.

         Josi straightens, the gun falling from her hand. She is splattered in Knox’s blood and her own.

         “Come here,” I say, heart pounding.

         She crosses to me, in shock. I press my hands to the glass, look into her eyes. “Put it in a box, and lock that box, and then put the box away. It’s a part of you, but it doesn’t rule you. You decide where it goes.”

         Josi wipes her mouth with the back of her hand, smearing the blood further. “What was the point? I’m dead anyway.”

         I shake my head.

         “Why are you still here?” She is suddenly very cold. The result of putting it in a box. This is what happens, what has to happen. “I told you to go. Get out of here and tell Will to blow the place. Or all of this was pointless.”

         I don’t move.

         “Go!” she shouts furiously. “I don’t want you here.”

         “Josi – ”

         “You think you’re being noble or something but you’re not. The resistance needs you, Luke Townsend. The world does. Leave and finish what we started.”

         I take a breath, hold her eyes. My words, when they come, are simple and sure. A tide rushing out. “There is no world in which I would ever leave you to die alone.”

         She stares at me. Her shoulders finally sag and her face presses against the glass. I want to hold her, reach through this glass and melt into her. Instead I rest my forehead to hers.

         I don’t care about the world. I am a selfish creature. Ruled by love and violence. If I must watch her die, I will die with her, and that’s the end.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 28

         

         September 12th, 2066

         Luke 

         Movement in the corner of my eye. I straighten to see figures enter the other side of the room and stand behind the glass. Four Bloods, Jean Gueye and Falon Shay.

         Josi turns to face them too. Knox’s body lies in the space between.

         The Minister taps the control panel and the glass starts to rise. My heart explodes with hope and then shatters the second I realize that only their side of the glass is moving. I am still separated from Josi.

         They enter the patient area with her.

         “Miss Luquet,” Shay says. “I’ve heard a lot about you.” His eyes dart up to me. “And you, Townsend. Nice to see you again. You’ve been busy since we last met. Think I might revoke that medal of honor of yours after this business.”

         I don’t feel very human as I look at the man. I turn my eyes from him without a word, which I know will get under his skin more than anything. “Jean. I’ve missed you.”

         She looks really pissed. “Well haven’t you turned out to be the biggest mistake of my life.”

         “I reckon a lot of people feel that way about me.” I smile darkly.

         “You surprise me, Prime Minister,” Josi interrupts the reunion calmly. “I sort of pictured you as a cockroach.”

         Shay smiles. “And why is that, dear?”

         “You’re the one man who manages to survive through everything because you hide out of sight and avoid danger. And yet here you stand. In a building seconds away from being blown up.”

         “They won’t blow up their leaders,” he says, unbothered.

         It’s Josi’s turn to smile now, just a slight tilt to her lips. “Oh dear. You thought we were in charge? Not at all. We’re soldiers, easily replaced and sacrificed if need be. You understand that, don’t you?” Her eyes move to the dead Blood on the ground.

         Shay watches her. He’s not amused anymore. I can see him weighing it up. He’s itching to get the hell out of here. But he’s also smart, and thinks she’s bluffing. She and I are big gets, now that we’ve openly waged war on the cure. He wants to string up our corpses as examples for all to see.

         He gestures and the four Bloods take hold of Josi. She struggles with a wild snarl of rage, but they hold her firm and there’s no way out of it.

         Something strange uncurls within me. Something dark.

         The drug inside surges back to life with a vengeance, but I think it’s carried by a wave of my own fury, a beast of a thing that has lain in wait for a very long time, yearning to rise.

         Thoughts go. Logic and rationale go. Control goes. Fear with it.

         I am animal. I’m a brain that has flushed my limbs with grunt guts blood fists balls teeth fight. My amygdala explodes, flooding me with the primal screaming shrieking need to survive and to kill.

         The glass separating her from me must go.

         I slam my fist into it. Pain slices up my arm. But there’s power there, too, unnatural power. I punch the glass a second time. Blood smears it. I punch it again and again and again and again and again and again –

         My hand breaks, the bones within splintering. Ravens fly around my head, hundreds of them. They make me strong.

         I punch again.

         The glass cracks.

         Josi is screaming at me to stop, please stop, but they are dragging her away and I know that if I don’t get to her now I’ll never find her and I must kill Shay now now now –

         A roar leaves my mouth as I smash through the unbreakable glass.

         Shards slice through my skin and blood pools to the ground. I feel nothing. Nothing but rage. It overwhelms, drowns. I am saturated in it.

         *

         Josephine

         I can’t get free, even as I struggle with all I have. The hands on my arms are too strong, too tight. Shay and Jean lead me down an empty corridor, fast like they finally believe the building could blow at any second.

         They’ll put me in a prison I can never escape from.

         Luke will die trying to break through my glass cage.

         We reach the front reception. Through the front doors I can see what looks like hundreds of people all flocked behind a partition. Police sirens wail. Cameras flash. Loudspeakers bark at people to remain back.

         I’ve lost my radio so I have no idea why the hell Will hasn’t blown the place yet.

         Four more Bloods enter from the front to meet us.

         It takes me several seconds to realize. They are mine. My soldiers. Not Bloods at all. Shadow, Eric, Blue and Rina.

         They move smoothly to flank us as though they have been ordered to. “All clear, sir,” Eric reports.

         Jean and Shay don’t bat an eyelid, but continue their path to the doors.

         Until the prime minister’s feet falter. He slows, frowning. And then he spins, drawing his gun. I am pulled hard against his chest, his weapon shoved to my temple. The second he moves, everyone else is moving. The resistance fighters point their guns at the Bloods, who point theirs straight back.

         “Stop,” Shay shouts before anyone can fire. “Nobody move or she dies!”

         Everyone freezes mid-standoff.

         “You thought I wouldn’t recognize you,” Shay breathes. “But I’ve looked at your file a thousand times. A million. I know your face better than any in the world.” He pauses, draws a breath that I can feel tremble. “It’s not every day a man steals your wife and then murders her, after all.”

         What? It’s well known that the Minister’s beautiful, young wife disappeared twenty years ago and was never found.

         I pull against Shay’s arms, but he jams the gun harder into my head. I scan the faces of my friends, but I can’t see any –

         Oh, shit.

         Shadow. There’s death in his eyes, and hatred. I’ve never seen such hatred. He’s staring at Falon Shay as though he was born to destroy him.

         “How have you survived this long?” Shay asks him.

         Shadow says nothing.

         “We don’t have time for this,” Jean snaps, but Shay doesn’t move. I can feel his heartbeat against my back and it’s pounding.

         “Let her go,” Shadow orders softly.

         Shay laughs, this sick sound hot against the back of my neck. My skin crawls.

         “How did you do it?” Shay hisses. “How did you murder my wife?”

         “Let. Her. Go.”

         “You think I wouldn’t kill her in front of you? You think I haven’t dreamed of this moment for the last two decades?”

         Shadow steps forward and Shay cocks the gun, that familiar click sounding throughout the eerily quiet reception area. “Come closer,” the Minister says. “I dare you.”

         I can see agitation in Shadow’s face.

         And then Falon Shay says, “You and all of your people are under arrest, Philippe Luquet.”

         I blink.

         Shadow’s eyes meet mine.

         The air goes from my chest.

         “Josi – ” he whispers.

         But that’s when Jean gasps and we all turn to witness her slump bonelessly to the ground. Behind her stands Luke, his knife dripping with her blood.

         But it isn’t Luke. Not really. I can see that he’s gone from his body and the blood moon has come early for him. He’s monstrous as he kneels over his former boss. She is squirming, trying to get up.

         “You always knew it’d be me, didn’t you?” he asks, and he sounds nothing like the man I know. His hand is shattered and bleeding but he holds the knife without any concern, and he slices it straight through her throat.

         It breaks the trance the rest of us are in. Guns explode as both sides fire at the other. Shay yanks me backward toward the exit, but Shadow appears and cracks him over the head.

         The Minister loosens his hold on me and I manage to wriggle away.

         He has already facing Shadow in a brutal fight, decades in the making.

         I turn to see the Bloods fighting the resisters, but really, Eric, Blue and Rina aren’t working all that hard because Luke has gone full Hulk, and is smashing his way through the four Blood soldiers.

         I circle him, knowing that he’ll turn on his friends as soon as the closest bodies are out of his way – there’s no control when the virus takes hold. No choosing who to kill and who to save.

         And that’s when it hits me.

         There’s no choosing.

         All the pieces suddenly fall into place and I am awash with a relief so fierce it blinds me.

         But there isn’t time now to deal with any of that, or to dwell on it – Luke is killing the last Blood, and next in line are the resistance fighters. I continue on my path, moving to edge in behind him –

         He looks quizzically at me over his shoulder. “What are you doing?”

         I frown. “Oh. Shit. I thought you were, like, turned.”

         “Still here.”

         I feel like an idiot. But I’m also relieved. Until a whole bunch of Bloods burst through the door.

         And goddamn Falon Shay grabs hold of me. “Again?” I snap. Out of the corner of my eye I can see Shadow rising woozily from the ground.

         Every single person in the room then hears the crackle of Eric’s radio and Will’s voice echoing through the reception. “The goddamn failsafe just activated! Thirty seconds until detonation! If anyone is still in that building then get the hell out!”

         We freeze for half a second, and then everyone launches for the front doors, not caring which team anyone is fighting for, just scrambling like mad to get out.

         Except for me. Because Shay is dragging me further into the building. A yelp of horror takes me and I thrash against him. “Stop, you freak!”

         “He’ll watch you die,” he breathes against my ear. The man has totally lost it.

         Abruptly his weight pitches on top of me and I hit the ground hard. Wriggling from under him, I see Shadow wrestling Shay off me.

         “Run!” he yells at me, struggling to hold the prime minister down.

         There is no way I’m running without him. I lunge forward to help, but hands take hold of me, lifting me off the ground.

         “Shadow!” I scream.

         But it’s Luke, and he’s carrying me away. “Don’t!” I shriek. “Shadow!”

         Shadow looks up in time for our eyes to meet. He shouts, “Go.”

         And then Luke is hauling me away, sprinting as fast as he can, and we’re outside and I’m screaming my throat hoarse and beating at him but he isn’t letting me go and we’re too far away now –

         The building explodes into a mighty inferno.

         We are thrown off our feet by a massive burst of energy. My ears explode and everything goes black.

         *

         When I gain consciousness again the world has descended into chaos. Fire engines roar and sirens wail. People are running all over the place and the clinic is a burning wreck of smoking rubble.

         Luke is out cold beside me; I reach urgently to shake him awake. We’re in a grassy ditch beside the main road, and have been so far overlooked in the dark and the madness, but that won’t last long. My ears are ringing terribly, but I seem to be getting some hearing back.

         “Luke!” I hiss, slapping him hard in the face.

         He lurches straight up, disoriented but adjusting quickly. We struggle to our feet and take off down the hill, running for all we’re worth. I can’t see any of the others, but I think they made it out before we did.

         We have to get through a dozen streets, past cars and people swarming everywhere, but we manage to reach a residential area and climb over into someone’s backyard.

         Ducking behind some shrubbery, we peer around in the dark. There’s no way we’ll make it back to the garage like this, not with so much chaos going on. We’d be just as likely to lead the Bloods straight there.

         “We need to find somewhere to hide for the night,” I say.

         He can’t hear me; his hearing hasn’t healed as quickly as mine. Loudly, he says, “Gotta find an empty house.”

         I cover his mouth quickly. “Shhh! Jesus.”

         We start backyard hopping, searching for anything empty. Several times lights come on and we have to run for it. It seems we’re never going to find anywhere and I’m not sure how long I can keep going on pure adrenalin.

         *

         September 13th, 2066

         Josephine

         It’s 1 in the morning before we manage to find somewhere. It’s a guest studio, but thankfully there’s no view of its windows from the main house, and it’s empty.

         Luke can’t pick the lock because his hand is broken and swollen to the size of a watermelon, so he has to talk me through it. I fail – my fingers are trembling too much – so we wind up breaking one of the windows as quietly as possible and climbing in.

         We don’t turn on any lights, but even in the dark I can see it’s a studio with a bed, a table, a mini fridge and a sink. It also has a small bathroom to one side. Luke takes one look at me and leads me straight to it. I feel so numb I’m not sure I’ll ever feel anything again. I’m in shock, and I know this as if from very far away. My teeth are chattering.

         He gently removes my clothes, even though it must hurt his hand. I remove his, and we both move as if in a trance. We are filthy with dirt and soot and blood. Our bodies are bruised and broken. We are ghostlike in the dark bathroom.

         He turns the shower on and together we step in, letting the warm water sluice over our bodies.

         He runs his good hand over my skin, using his fingers to remove the dirt and blood, moving it through my hair to clean it. I don’t have the energy to do the same for him. My legs can’t hold me up any longer. I sink to the floor and he sits with me, drawing me into his arms.

         I look up into his face. Water runs over the lines of it, dripping onto me. The last time we were in a shower together was the morning before he told me he was a Blood agent. One year ago, I realize.

         “It’s alright, darling,” he whispers to me.

         But it’s not. “His real name was Philippe Luquet,” I say numbly.

         Luke frowns, searching my face in the dark. “Who?”

         I swallow. “Shadow.”

         He breathes out, like someone has punched him in the gut. “No.”

         “Yes.”

         “Oh, fuck.”

         I press my lips hard against his, wanting quiet and loud and hard and soft and anything at all but this fist of thorns in my chest.

         He pulls back. “Josi.”

         I kiss him again, more firmly. I push him until his back is against the shower wall and then I slide my legs over his hips. My hand reaches down to find his cock, already hard. I slide it inside me, my mouth opening against his.

         His hand traces over my collarbone, down over my breasts, resting for a moment against my heartbeat. Then moves to grip my hip, pulling me against him as he moves deeper into me. A soft moan leaves me as he grinds inside, his fingers reaching to stroke my clit at the same time. I gasp, my heart and skin and nerves exploding into wingbeats that thrust up into the sky.

         My fingers go to his hair and tug on it, and I lean down and bite his shoulder, hard, until I draw blood. He thrusts harder inside me and I can feel the tingling pressure building. I can’t think straight or feel straight and I don’t want to. I don’t want to think or feel again, except for this, I want this forever.

         “Don’t stop,” I tell him.

         He lifts me quickly onto my back and moves much deeper inside me, and muffles my cry with his mouth. His tongue is on mine, against my lips, my teeth, he is biting my lower lip.

         He takes my face in his hand so he can look at me as I come. As soon as he sees me dissolve he lets himself do the same, and then he slumps on top of me, the water still running over us both.

         I don’t realize at first, until he looks at me and this expression of anguish twists his face. He leans down to kiss my eyelids, and that’s when I know I’ve started to cry. It builds in a great big rush of agony in my chest, a heavy weight that belongs to disbelief and anger and absolute unfairness.

         Luke carries me to the bed and dries me off before wrapping me in a blanket. Then he wraps himself around me and holds me as I cry. The only thing that keeps me sane is the thought of the vial I stole and put in my pocket, the one that can cure me of this wretched sadness. The minute Luke falls asleep I’m going to inject myself.

         *

         Hours later I realize I must have dozed off at some point as I stir awake again. The gray light of predawn peeks beneath the curtain above us. Luke is staring at the ceiling, lost in thought. I roll onto my back beside him, keeping my hand laced with his. I’ve missed my opportunity. It will have to be when we get back to the garage.

         Knox’s face is in my mind. I’m not sure I’ll ever get it out of there.

         And Philippe.

         “We did what we came to do,” Luke murmurs, as if responding to my thoughts.

         “At what cost?”

         “It was always going to be messy. There was always going to be cost. It’s fresh right now. At least let the dust settle before you start questioning yourself.”

         “I’m not cut out for this.”

         “Actually,” he replies, “I think you’re the only one of us who really is.”

         I don’t know how he means them to sound, but they feel cruel, those words. “People died last night.”

         “You’re losing sight,” he says. “Don’t lose sight.”

         “But who are we to decide?” I ask softly. “Why do we know best? What right do we have to choose for the rest of the city?”

         There’s a silence, and finally he replies, “I don’t know.”

         *

         Luke’s hand is so mangled that it frightens me, and his lips are white with pain as I bandage it. We switch the television on, keeping it low enough that no one will overhear. News bulletins cover every channel, footage of last night’s mission that makes it look like a brutal terrorist attack.

         I’m not entirely sure it wasn’t. It’s certainly a fine line between being a terrorist and a savior.

         The bulletins all go on to say that despite the terrorists’ efforts, Prime Minister Falon Shay made it out alive.

         Luke and I look at each other, shocked.

         If the Minister got out, then maybe Shadow did too. Giddy longing is born in my heart, and I make a vow. If my father is still alive, I’m going to find him.

         *

         When Luke and I make it back to the garage the sun is just starting to rise and we find the rest of the crew in a maelstrom of emotions. They’re elated that the mission was a success, but they’re grieving, too, because Shadow, Blue and Rina didn’t make it out. I share my hope for Shadow, but no one looks as though they buy it.

         The conversation falls to what comes next and an argument breaks out.

         “We can’t go back there,” Pace points out angrily. “You heard Quinn!”

         “It’s our home!” Eric replies.

         “Not anymore. We’re dead if we go back there.”

         “And how long do you think we can survive here? After what happened last night the whole city’s gonna be on red alert.”

         While they argue, I walk over to the medical supply kit. Will sees me remove a syringe. I nod toward Luke, who’s standing stiff like an iron statue at the doorway, muscles locked with tension.

         “Has to be done,” I tell him softly. “But he won’t want it.”

         “Why?”

         “It makes him feel powerful. He thinks he needs it.”

         I slip the syringe into my pocket and turn to Luke.

         *

         Luke

         Josi has a falcon on her shoulder as she approaches me. I watch it, as it watches me. It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen; it is silent and majestic, its plumage speckled gray and white. I feel sad that no one else is lucky enough to see it.

         “Give me the vial,” she orders me.

         “I can’t,” I say.

         “You have to.”

         I meet her eyes and I lie, as I promised her I would never do again. “I already used it. Injected myself while you were sleeping.”

         She frowns, searching my face. Then a breath of air leaves her, and she clutches her heart in relief. “Thank you,” Josi says fervently.

         I nod. And I don’t feel guilty about it. Because the truth is that Falon Shay is still alive, and I’ll need to be more than a man to destroy him.

         The moment shifts, twists. The falcon screeches and flies at me, its talons clawing at my face, its beak pecking at my heart. Through the chaos of it I hear Josi interrupt the others.

         “We’re going back to The Inferno,” she says. “Luke didn’t kill anyone. But I know who did, and we have to set it right.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 29

         

         September 16th, 2066

         Raven

         I wake with a feeling. It is not a good feeling. It is heavy and prickly and completely unnameable. I turn my head and look at Quinn, still sleeping beside me. I think, inexplicably, of a tidal wave.

         “What’s going on?” I ask as we enter Dodge’s lab at his behest. He and Meredith are peering into the glass cage. Quinn and I cross to do the same.

         My mouth falls open. Because Dr Ben Collingsworth is Dr Ben Collingsworth again. I don’t know how I know it, but I do. It’s the thing in his eyes that wasn’t there before, the sudden appearance of something all too human.

         The old man is sitting with one arm over his heart, as though it is causing him pain, and he’s looking up at us wearily. “Could I have some water?” he rasps, throat raw. He sounds vulnerable.

         Dodge rushes to get him a drink.

         “What happened?” Quinn demands.

         “I injected him with an experimental counteractive amphetamine,” Meredith replies.

         “So he’s normal again?”

         She shrugs. “In a manner of speaking.”

         “Then you can cure the Furies,” I say, astonished.

         “Theoretically.”

         “And practically?”

         “How do you expect us to be able to inject every one of them?”

         “What about the drones, then?”

         “Theoretically,” she repeats. I feel like throttling the woman.

         We keep Ben in the cage a little longer, just to be sure. He doesn’t argue or complain. He just sits quietly, but instead of the eerie restlessness he used to have, he now exudes sad contemplation. His clothes are dirty and torn, he has blood smeared all over his hands and face, and the stench of his cell must be of death – because though we removed the eaten carcass of the second Fury, we could not clean the remnants away.

         I stay and watch him even after the others have gone to get lunch. I feel inexplicably compelled by him.

         “How much do you remember, Old Man Fury?” I ask him, sitting on the edge of a bench with my legs swinging beneath me.

         His milky eyes find me with a bit of a squint. “All of it. All the things I’ve seen, and all the things I’ve done.”

         “What did it feel like?”

         Ben doesn’t reply.

         “I don’t feel sorry for you,” I tell him bluntly. “It’s right that you should go through what you did to the others.”

         “Karma,” he comments with a faint, empty smile.

         “Justice. And it’s unfair, in fact, that you were the one to get turned back.”

         Ben looks at me properly. And he says, “I think it’s fair.”

         On impulse, I open the glass door and step inside with him. I crouch and help him to his feet. He shakes a little, that old-age sort of shaking. It’s incredibly strange to see a feeble geriatric in place of the strong, savage predator who sat in here yesterday. I help him to the seat in the lab and get him some more water.

         “You in any pain?” I ask.

         “Wouldn’t I deserve it?”

         “Yes.”

         “What’s your name, young lady?”

         “Raven.”

         “What’s your real name?”

         “Raven.” I fold my arms. “I was born here and I’ll die here. Free.”

         “But why were you named for dead creatures?”

         I swallow, unsettled by the question. “What were you named for?”

         “Nothing.” He finishes his water and hands me the cup. I turn to refill it for him. “Remembering things lost is a fool’s game,” he says softly.

         When I turn back he is taking the scalpel from the bench.

         And he is slicing it straight through his own throat.

         The cup drops from my hand and smashes onto the floor. I lurch forward in shock to press my palms against the gaping wound in his neck, but there’s way too much blood and it’s too slippery to even keep any pressure there. The color drains quickly from his face and he slumps onto me. Together we slide to the floor and I feel his life pour out of him and we are trapped in a macabre sort of embrace as Ben Collingsworth dies atop me.

         It is Quinn who finds me and helps to drag me out from beneath the dead body. I am shaking and covered in Ben’s thick blood, so pungent that I gag violently.

         “What happened?” Quinn keeps asking me, and I blink, trying to wrap my mind around the question.

         “I don’t know,” I answer honestly. “I … He remembered too much.”

         *

         There’s a tidal wave and it’s coming for me. Didn’t I always wish to drown?

         I wake, disoriented. Ben’s blood is still all over me; I’m choking on the stench of it. I throw off the sheet but it gets tangled in my feet and I trip clumsily to the ground. Blinking, I look down at myself. There is no blood. I’m washed and clean.

         Footsteps sound and I look up to see Quinn appearing in the doorway. He sits on the edge of the bed and runs his hand through my red hair.

         “Did you kill him?” he asks me.

         And I hate him for it.

         I hate him.

         I hate him for his weakness and his lies, and for this pathetic, empty relationship of ours. I hate that he has always pitied me and patronized me, I hate that he doesn’t trust me or believe me, but most of all I hate that he doesn’t know me, not even a little. I am a stranger to him because he doesn’t look at me. I am invisible. I am invisible to everyone in this whole fucking compound and I hate them all, I hate the whole world and I hate myself most of all.

         A little piece of poison was born on the day I slipped out of my mother’s womb and killed her in the process.

         I rise to my feet. I don’t look at Quinn; I will never look at him again. He’s dead to me. I get dressed and walk out into the scorching hot sun, and as I walk down the main street of our compound I see people emerging from the steps to the tunnel.

         She’s at the front. Josephine Luquet. She doesn’t look like she did when she first got here. Not plain or sullen or weak or sickly. Or perhaps she does, and it is me who looks at her with different eyes. Either way, as she walks toward me now I see something entirely different.

         At the back of the group is Luke Townsend, and my heart is splintering with longing. It hurts so much and I don’t know where to put it or how to get it out of me – I think I’m drowning after all, drowning not in love, but in the scorching shame of love.

         “I told you what would happen if you came back here,” Quinn’s hard voice speaks from behind me.

         The bedraggled group faces us. I count them quickly and see that three haven’t returned with them. One of them is Shadow.

         “We took out all stock of the sadness cure,” Josephine says. She looks tired, but there’s a clarity to her incredible eyes, a sharp kind of certainty that makes her seem very strong. “It’ll take them a while to manufacture more, so it buys us some time.”

         “Some time to do what?” Quinn asks.

         “Take out the Ministers,” she replies simply.

         We stare at her. I feel a thrill over my skin, under my bones. It’s the audacity of it. The sheer, courageous lunacy. For the first time since she arrived in my home I think I like Josephine Luquet. I think I like her a hell of a lot more than I like my coward of a boyfriend.

         Until she says, “We came back because this is our home, and because Luke is innocent of the murder charges. It was Raven who killed four people.”

         I freeze. “What?”

         “What are you talking about?” Quinn snaps.

         A few resisters have crowded around, excited to see the returned. At Josi’s words, suspicion fills their eyes. They’ll want to believe this. They hate me and they love Luke.

         “Can we go somewhere and discuss this?” Josi asks.

         “Say your piece before I have you all put through the gate,” Quinn orders.

         I watch her eyes search for and find Luke. He gives her a small, simple look, but it crystallizes everything for me because it is intimate. He will never look at me that way. Just as Quinn will never.

         Josephine takes a breath. “Fine. It’s simple. The whole premise of your case against Luke doesn’t make sense. You condemned him because you were convinced he had motivation. That there was this old feud between him, Batch and Lace. You then said he had means because of the drug in his system that caused him to have violent blackouts. But the two cancel each other out. The very nature of those blackouts is the complete loss of your own personality, all your memories, all the thoughts and feelings that make you you. You don’t care who you kill – the bloodlust is blind. Luke wouldn’t have been in the right mind to recall a conflict, search out those people and kill them. On top of that, the drug doesn’t make you turn any old time. It takes years to build in your system to the point of a complete blackout.”

         “You said it works differently for adults and children,” Quinn argues.

         “Not that differently.” She shakes her head. “Luke’s had symptoms, sure. But he wouldn’t have been likely to turn for a couple of years. Beyond all of that, the third and fourth murders can’t have been him, because Luke and I went to bed only fifteen minutes before I woke up and found the bodies. It wasn’t enough time. Besides which, if he had turned that morning, I’d be the one who was dead, as I was lying right next to him in bed.”

         “So you were sleeping together without permission!” I accuse desperately. I am ignored.

         “So then what? What are you saying happened?” Quinn presses.

         “Luke’s disoriented state and lack of memory is conducive with him having been drugged. It would have been easy for someone to set it all up to look like it was Luke. The link between the people who were murdered proves, if anything, that someone was trying to frame him. The only people who knew about the drug in his system were the two of you, plus Dodge and Ranya. Ranya’s a treacherous bitch, as we have already established. But Raven’s the only one with real motive.”

         “What motive?” Quinn snarls.

         Josephine meets my eyes. “She’s in love with him.” Her hands squeeze my insides and my heart jackhammers. No. “And we all know how Raven handles rejection.”

         You bitch.

         They’re all staring at me with outrage and scorn. I am mortified.

         “Is that true?” Quinn asks me. In front of the whole compound. I stare at him with more hatred than I know what to do with. I can see in his face that he already believes them. There’s not even a scrap of loyalty in the man.

         So I say nothing. Why do I say nothing?

         Because fuck them all, that’s why.

         Quinn motions for a couple of guys to march me to the holding cell to await my punishment.

         “I challenge you!” I say abruptly, wrenching my arms from their rough grips. “I have a right to challenge my accuser! Josephine Luquet, I challenge you to a bout.”

         There’s silence in the hot, dusty afternoon.

         It’s Josi who replies, surprisingly. “She’s right,” the girl says. “I accept.”

         I am escorted home to wait until the fight. They aren’t watching for it, so it’s easy. Easy to ask for permission to go to the toilet, and while I’m in there to remove the blade from my leg razor and slip it into my sock.

         *

         Josephine 

         “That was too easy,” I mutter. I am pacing my old living room. It’s weird to be back here after I never thought I would be. Pace, Will, Eric and Luke sit squeezed together on the couch, watching me.

         “Why does everything have to be too easy?” Will moans. “Why can’t anything just be easy?”

         “Quinn believed it too easily.”

         “That’s because it’s obvious she’s guilty,” Pace points out.

         I shake my head. Something still feels off. After all this time, I finally figured out the truth, and I thought it would put an end to the nagging frustration at the back of my mind. But it’s still there, still nagging away. A piece I missed.

         “It’s not your concern. Focus on the fight,” Luke orders me. Claire’s already put his broken hand in a cast, which he reaches inside to itch. She and Tobias were fine, thank god. They pretty much holed up in their house, and it was Raven, surprisingly, who took them food.

         Luke hasn’t asked me to step aside and let him fight her. I know he won’t – we’ve moved beyond him trying to protect me from stuff. He knows what’ll happen if he takes a flogging for me again. I made the accusation, and we should have been smarter about letting him do it, but we weren’t, so I’m the one who was challenged. No way around it. This is my fight.

         It feels right, anyway. It feels like facing Raven was always going to be my fight. I have to beat her, or she walks free for the murders. So I will. I’m not sure what we’ll do with her after that – I don’t want to kill anyone ever again, frankly, and no matter what she’s done I don’t believe sending her out to the Furies is right.

         “Time to go,” Eric announces, before I can come to any conclusions.

         *

         Every member of The Inferno has come to watch. They are crowded around the combat ring as I push through them to the middle. Their eyes don’t belie much confidence in me. Raven is already here, readiness in every muscle.

         She smiles and it looks brittle. “I haven’t forgotten our last fight. It was a joke, Josephine. You can accuse me all you want, but you’ll never be able to face me with any real strength, in any way that matters.”

         There’s a nervous shuffle moving through the onlookers. They know she’s right. They know I’m about to have my ass handed to me on a platter, and that the murderess will go free.

         But what they don’t know is that I’m not the woman I was a year ago.

         “You challenged me. I’m here.”

         “Fine,” Raven says with a bitter, hopeless laugh of regret. She believes to her bones that she’s going to win.

         I walk to meet her. My eyes find Luke’s. I feel his power, and I feel my own.

         “Begin,” Quinn says.

         She comes at me, hard and fast. But what I once thought was fast is now … not. She is fast, but she is not as fast as I am.

         Cello music begins in my mind and it centers me in my body, in every single inch of it. I can feel it, feel every movement, every flinch and tense and stretch.

         I run at her and slide beneath her blow, arching backwards and spinning to slash out with my right arm. I take out her knees and I am already sliding up to hammer my elbow into her neck as she falls, slamming her heavily to the ground. Twisting to drop with her, I land with my knee on her chest, pinning her. Blood spurts from her mouth and she is so shocked I decide to give her a moment to regain herself.

         Rising, I stand back.

         I become aware of the absolute incredulity of our audience. I don’t let it breach my walls. I have to stay present. Raven’s a formidable opponent.

         She coughs and manages to get to her feet. She’s woozy, I can see.

         This time when she comes at me it’s with wariness, and far more concentration. A left jab, followed by a right. I block them and when she’s overextended I swing a deep left hook into her unprotected kidneys. The pain shocks her and I take the moment to hit her twice in the nose, two fast right jabs.

         I duck low and hit her in the solar plexus, and as she stumbles back I smash her in the side of the head.

         Raven hits the ground. I straighten, waiting for her to tap out.

         But she rises to her feet. Faces me. Wipes blood from her eyes so that she can look into mine. “You got back up,” Raven says. “You got back up every time. The least I can do is the same.”

         And it hurts. The sudden appearance of her humanity, her grace. I long for life to have been different, for the world to have been different. I long for her to have known love and kindness, instead of whatever cruelty drove her to such hatred. I regret that I must do this. I regret.

         Raven attacks me, and this time her blows are harder, faster, as though she has found some reserve within her.

         I block and block, my right coming up to guard, my left staying low to guard; we move so swiftly together it’s a blur, a dance, a thing I never imagined I’d be capable of. I feel her fist sweep by my jaw, only just missing.

         Sometimes you have to get hit.

         She’s holding herself tight now, aware of any attacks I might make. She’s being careful. So I feint right, duck in and jab low, knowing it will leave my whole left side wide open to her. She takes the bait, swinging a mighty right blow into my face, but I am waiting for it and I know where her center of gravity will be and I know how unguarded her side will be. I lunge into the blow, taking it harder than I would have, but tilting so that I can send my boot into her ribs. I feel them crack beneath my kick.

         Raven gasps in pain, stumbling backwards.

         I don’t give her any respite; I want this to be over. I follow, hitting her in the side of the head, and again as she goes down. I jam my arm beneath her chin, pinning her.

         “Yield,” I order her. “Or I’ll kill you.”

         Her eyes are struggling to focus. “You won’t kill me.”

         “Once upon a time I wouldn’t have. A lot’s changed.” The truth is in my eyes.

         Raven gives a feral scream of rage and taps out. I rise from her body. My cheek stings from her blow, but it was the only one she landed.

         I feel cold, and older than I am. The crowd converges on us. Several people lift Raven and carry her to the holding cell. Quinn hasn’t moved from his spot; he appears ghostly.

         People are looking at me differently, I realize. There is furtive awe in their glances now and it stirs something discomforting in me. I think I’d prefer them to think me the bratty girl they disregarded once upon a time.

         Luke joins me. “Welcome to the other side,” he says grimly. “They’ll never look at you the same way again.”

         “Can we go home?”

         He nods. “I’m proud of you. It was a thankless task but someone had to do it.”

         I shake my head wearily. “Don’t be proud. This was ugly.”

         “Most things are.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 30

         

         September 16th, 2066

         Luke

         After the bout Josi sleeps while I sit beside her, contemplating the red, red moon in the sky.

         The drug works in cycles. Just as the body does. Its effects will be bad again soon, and then not so bad, and so on. Now that I know I haven’t been turning all year, I guess it’s safe to assume the effects are more like what happened to Josi than we initially thought – and maybe, like her, I’ll only change on the blood moon. For her it took a couple of years to progress to the point of a proper blackout, but I can feel it building. My skin itches and my teeth ache.

         I know precisely what it feels like to believe you’ve murdered someone without any memory of it, and it’s not a feeling I wish to endure again. And if I am to assume it’ll only happen once a year, then it means, basically, that I have twelve months to destroy Falon Shay before I use the antidote to make myself normal again.

         And now I just have to get through tonight.

         I’m not sure what time it is when I climb from bed and make my way to the holding cell. Still early in the night, from the feel of the moon tugging at my insides.

         Raven’s sitting in the corner of the room, face swollen and bloody. I don’t know why I’m here, but I enter and sit in the opposite corner.

         “Why?” I ask her. “I’m struggling to believe you could be broken enough to do this simply because I didn’t want you.”

         She watches me with her black eyes, but she says nothing.

         “What happened to you?” I murmur. “You grew up here, free of all the madness. You’re supposed to be one of the healthy ones.”

         Raven licks the blood off her bottom lip.

         “I really thought I’d done it,” I say with a hard laugh. “I’ve had nightmares, every single night, of killing those poor people. You did a thorough job of sending me mad. Even down to the blade beneath my bed.”

         Still she refuses to talk.

         “Why aren’t you saying anything?” I demand, frustrated. “Don’t you want to at least explain yourself?”

         “What’s the point? I’m the villain, aren’t I?”

         I shake my head and stand up. The cast on my hand itches like crazy and I’m feeling claustrophobic in a box with a madwoman. I need sky and moon now. “Bye, Raven. Thanks for trying to get me executed.”

         “Bye, Luke. Thanks for making sure you weren’t.”

         My feet falter momentarily, because she sounds sincere. I leave before she can mess with my head any further.

         The night is quiet. I watch the stars above me as I walk home. And the red, red moon. When I look down I see the shadow of a figure passing across the road I’m on.

         “Meredith,” I call softly, and she pauses to wait for me. “Whatcha doing?”

         “I’m on my way home for the night,” she replies.

         “Josi gave me the antidote you made.”

         “It’s not an antidote. It’s a blocker.”

         “Right. Well thanks.”

         She nods. “It worked very well on Dr Collingsworth, before Raven murdered him.”

         “What?” I exclaim. “Ben’s dead? Why would she do that?”

         “I don’t know,” Meredith replies. “By the sounds of it she has violent tendencies and a lack of empathy that suggest she might be clinically psychopathic.”

         “Jesus Christ,” I breathe, rubbing my eyes wearily. “I’ll come by in the morning and you can run me through it. I can’t deal with it right now. ’Night, Meredith.”

         “Goodnight, Mr Townsend.” She carries on, and I do the same. She’s a weird lady, but it ain’t her fault, I guess.

         A sound drifts out to me as I draw nearer to home. The deep notes of a cello being plucked. I listen to them and let them wrap me in melancholy; it’s not a bad feeling. It’s quite beautiful, actually, and something I’d never experienced before I met Josephine. I realize it’s the first time I’ve felt anything other than anger in weeks. In a strange way, it’s a welcome feeling. Like sinking into a soft mattress or through a gentle ocean.

         I think sadly of Ben; in my heart he joins the other casualties of this war. And I thank god we have Meredith.

         The cello notes stop abruptly, and there’s something about the way they cut off mid-song that alerts me. Quickly I head inside to find Josi standing in the middle of the room, her bow in hand, staring at the wall with a look of such deep concentration that I know she’s doing some serious mental acrobatics.

         Without looking at me she says, “Batch didn’t die of decapitation.”

         “What?”

         “The bruising, remember. He was strangled to death, decapitated after.”

         “Yeah, so?” I watch her, trying to work out what she’s telling me. A faint tingle of dread is uncurling in my stomach.

         “How big is your neck?” she demands, dropping the bow and striding to me. She puts her hands around my neck as though to strangle me. “Batch was bigger than you. We went over every inch of that body. I remember his neck – it was thicker. There’s no way I’d be able to strangle you to death. I don’t have the strength, and Raven’s hands are smaller than mine. There was also no sign that he’d been beaten into submission first.”

         “So how could she have strangled a bigger, stronger man?” I agree.

         “And how could she have carried you both to the crime scenes? You would have had to be drugged and unconscious, and you weren’t dragged because there weren’t any marks. I know firsthand how heavy you are. Batch was even heavier. It’s possible she could have carried you, but pretty damn unlikely. And particularly unlikely in the time frame of those last kills.”

         “Which leaves us with – ”

         “The killer being a man.”

         We stare at each other.

         “You go down a second time and you irreparably damage the respect they have for their leader,” she intones. The words I spoke to Quinn before my flogging. “He was so humiliated, Luke,” she breathes. “I didn’t get it at the time. But he was furious. You undermined his power when you publicly beat him the first time. He tried to humiliate you in return with the flogging but you only earned more respect by staying silent. He knew he had to take you out without looking like he was the bad guy.”

         Horror curls inside me, and then we take off in a sprint to get Raven free.

         *

         Raven 

         I wanted to drown, and so I shall. A tidal wave. I felt it coming. It called to me as it approached. I’m coming as fast as I can. Wait for me.

         After Luke goes I ready myself.

         But Quinn arrives first. That’s alright. It’s good, I suppose. A rounding out of it all. The end of the circle meeting the beginning.

         “Hello, dear,” I greet him sweetly. “Beloved apple of my eye. Light of my life.”

         “You worked it out then.”

         “Well, it wasn’t moi. So who’s the most duplicitous, two-faced rat in this whole place?”

         He clasps his hands and gazes down at me. Jesus, how did I ever let him touch me with those pudgy hands of his? “It was never meant to be you who took the fall. The whole fucking point of it has now been blown to shit.”

         “The point being to get rid of the one person who posed any threat to your power.”

         Quinn nods. “But this would have had to happen anyway. For Ben.”

         “The murder I didn’t commit.”

         “He was old as shit. As if he would have been strong enough to drag a scalpel through his own neck. You admitted it too – you told me you killed him because he remembered too much.”

         I gaze at him in disgust. “I don’t know if it’s worse if you actually believe that’s what happened, or if you’re lying about it.”

         “Doesn’t matter either way,” he shrugs. “That’s what they’ll all be told.”

         “I used to like that about you,” I tell him. “The mask of kindness you wear over the cruel truth. I liked that only I could see beneath it.” I laugh, shaking my head. “I thought it was dangerous and thrilling. How childish.”

         “We understand each other,” he argues. “I see beneath your mask and you see beneath mine.”

         “I guess that’s true,” I nod slowly. I meet his eyes. “Here’s the truth I know about you, Quinn. Your power is part of that mask. Underneath it you’re weak and impotent and scared. You haven’t even been able to get a fucking erection since he woke from his coma. The Inferno won’t be yours for long. There are people here now with true power.”

         He is livid. I think he’s about to attack me, but he restrains himself. “And I’m going to destroy them both, starting with his parents.”

         I stare at him. “Bullshit. Even you aren’t that sick.”

         “How else am I meant to take him down?” Quinn asks coldly. “I thought you’d get that, being the mistrustful, heinous bitch you are.”

         “If I don’t trust, it’s to keep this place safe. Everything I do is for the settlement.”

         “Well, now you can be eaten alive for the settlement.” He turns for the door with a smile and my heart ruptures because shit he’s really going to do it – he’s going to murder Luke’s parents just to hurt him and I can’t let him, I won’t let him.

         “Quinn,” I say, and as he turns I attack him with a ferocious blow to the temple. He hits the ground but rolls swiftly, kicking me so hard in the stomach that I hit the wall. He crawls to me, taking my chin so he can smash my skull against the stone. Things go black for a second. I can taste steel.

         I’ve never been able to beat him. I certainly can’t beat him now, so recently brutalized by Josephine. But no matter what he does to me, I will not let him leave this room.

         He smashes my head again. But with hands that are steadier than rock I reach into my sock and pull out the razor blade.

         Quinn holds my chin and leans right in close to say, “You’re worthless, Raven. The only thing you’ve ever been good for is looking at.”

         I drag the razor through his throat and hold his eyes as he dies.

         *

         Luke

         We are sprinting along the road I travelled only minutes ago when I pause at the spot at which I ran into Meredith.

         “What?” Josi asks.

         I frown. “Where does Meredith sleep?”

         Josi nods behind me, in the opposite direction to the one Meredith took. “Couple of houses that way.”

         “Shit … I think …” I shake my head. “I gotta check something. You go get Raven out and I’ll meet you there.”

         I sprint off after Meredith. I’m only a few minutes behind her. The lab is in this direction, but she specifically said she was going home for the night. I check inside but it’s empty. All that’s left over this way is the Den, the fields and the wall. The second I see the empty hall and kitchens, I know, and launch myself into a sprint.

         The wall looms, and up ahead I can see the east gate. There are guards up there, but they’re focused, of course, on this perpetual need to kill the beasts outside. They aren’t looking for any danger within.

         And so I see, with horror, the gate being unlocked.

         By Meredith Shaw.

         “Meredith!” I shout, knowing it won’t do any good. I’m too slow, I’m tragically slow, I can’t push myself fast enough, even with this monstrously fast body of mine, a body Meredith created herself with that first damn cure for anger.

         The guards have turned at the sound of the shouted name. “Take her down!” I roar, and they fire wildly at Meredith, but she has already unlocked the gate. Why? I ask myself desperately. Why has she done this? To kill herself? To kill us? I’m not sure I’ll ever know, because as the guards are shouting in panic and rushing to sound the alarm, and as the bell tolls over the compound in a foretelling of doom, I see Meredith swarmed and eaten alive.

         I am unarmed and I have a very broken hand. Shattered, in fact. But I keep running straight toward that open gate, and the flood of Furies swarming inside the wall.

         *

         Josephine 

         The bell rings so loudly and suddenly that I get a fright. I peer around in the dark, wondering what it means.

         Something’s wrong, that’s for sure.

         I start running for the steps to the holding cell, a sense of urgency propelling me.

         *

         Raven 

         I think of Ben as I slice my wrists open. He destroyed himself before his memories could. There was a lot of guilt in his past. There’s a lot of cruelty in mine. I have never been a nice person. I took pleasure in the fear and discomfort of others. I liked hurting people, and that’s the sign of a truly weak human being.

         There’s too much hate in my heart. I don’t know where it came from or how to come back from it. I’m drowning in it. And in the blood slipping from my arteries. I always wanted to drown.

         The door bursts open and someone gasps.

         It is Josephine Luquet. I start laughing. Because of course it is.

         She takes in Quinn’s dead body and my bleeding wrists, and then she stumbles to me. Her hands try to grip the wounds, but she’s too late, way too late. I am seeping away with the gentle lapping of waves.

         “No, Raven, no no no,” she utters, and I see that she’s crying. I’m in her arms and it feels warm.

         “I used to think you ruined my life,” I tell her. At least I think I do. I feel hardly here anymore, hardly tethered to the lips of my body. “But it was me who did that.”

         “Don’t,” Josi cries, then screams, “Help!”

         “’S’alright,” I mumble. “I’ve wanted this for a long time.”

         “Raven,” she says. “This is my fault. I’m sorry. I’m so so sorry.”

         “It was Quinn,” I manage.

         “I know. I know it was,” she sobs.

         “Good,” I sigh. “He was a prick.”

         Josi laughs. Her tears are all over me, and my blood, too.

         I think of Luke Townsend, who is the reason for this. Not that it’s his fault. He was simply the catalyst. It was that glimpse of love that set me on this path, and I was never going to be able to get off it, not even if Quinn hadn’t been such a small man. The arrival of Luke was an irreversible rotation of my soul into a new position, one that had seen a pinprick of light and couldn’t ever unsee it.

         I look up into Josi’s beautiful dual eyes.

         I think of my mother, in the end, whose life was traded for mine.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 31

         

         September 16th, 2066

         Josephine 

         I don’t think I could have moved if I hadn’t heard the screams coming from above. They shatter through the nightmare of this moment. She seems so fragile in my arms. She never seemed like this when she was alive.

         I am filled with a surprising grief. It’s the timing. The tragedy of the mistakes made and me being five minutes late that meant she died. Five minutes.

         Fury engulfs me. There’s no place for it to go – just a dead man on the ground. I feel like spitting on him. How fierce she must have been, to kill the man she loved so she could protect the rest of us from him. My hatred has been so misplaced; all along I have been punishing the wrong person.

         I emerge from the stairs into chaos. The bell is ringing and ringing, but it’s almost drowned out by the screams of running people and the snarls of Furies.

         The camp has been overrun.

         I’m right by the training room, which means the armory. Dodging through an oncoming rush of hysterical people, I get the door open and scramble for weapons. Two handguns, even though my aim still sucks, several magazines and a huge machete.

         Something growls and I whirl to see a Fury lunging at me. I manage to get the blade in between us and the creature impales himself on it, but still scrapes his fingernails through my shoulder. I grunt, stabbing the machete deeper until I see the Fury die, then I shove it to the ground and wrench my blade free.

         Dashing outside, I am met with a horrifying sight. The guards on the wall are openly firing, but the Furies have integrated with the people and in the dark it’s almost impossible to see who is who. Bullets take out anything that moves. A resistance woman drops dead before me, shot in the chest.

         “Get to the tunnel!” I scream as a group rushes past me. I don’t know if they listen, and I can’t wait to find out.

         I plunge into the fray – I have to find Pace and Will. My gut is wrenching me to wherever Luke is, but I know he can take care of himself. As I hack my way through half a dozen Furies, slicing at anything I can, I yell for everyone to take cover in the tunnel, yell it over and over.

         It starts getting harder to move forward and I realize there are too many. I can’t cut them down fast enough. Drawing my pistols, I start to fire wildly into the mess of snarling teeth and limbs and bloody eyes.

         I catch a glimpse of something a few feet away. It is the female Fury, the one who spoke to me. She’s just standing there, watching as the creatures attack me. Another Fury moves between us, and by the time I kill it and look up again, the woman is gone.

         The guards are still firing into us and they’re dropping bodies one after the other, and I’m taking down as many with my guns, but I’m about to run out of bullets and there’s not enough time to change the magazine.

         So this is it. Honestly, it’s not how I thought I’d die. But I guess it’s as good a way as any. Better, maybe – I never thought I’d die fighting.

         That’s when a Fury gets past my guns and reaches for me.

         Suddenly a knife slashes its throat and Luke bursts to my side with a wild grin.

         “Sorry I’m late,” he says, and I remember the first time we said these words to each other, in Anthony Harwood’s office last year.

         “You’re right on time,” I tell him.

         Luke wields a long knife, and as we lunge forward he uses the blade to cut a path through the monsters. His right hand is useless, the cast hanging half on, half off. But even with only one hand he’s too fast for them to stand a chance, even so many of them; he slices through throats and thighs and guts, stabs eyes and skulls, dropping one after another and allowing us to move toward the nearest building.

         “Any reason you reckon they’re all in love with you?” he asks.

         So I wasn’t imagining it – they’re attacking me more than anyone else. “I have pure flesh, apparently.”

         “I wouldn’t call it pure.” Then, “We’re nearly at the tunnel, girl. Keep it up a bit longer.”

         “Did you see Pace and Will?”

         “Nope. But hopefully everyone was on their way to the tunnel. Did you see Quinn? My knife has his name on it.”

         I’m about to tell him when instead a Fury grabs my shoulder and wrenches me backwards. I trip against it but manage to twist and stab it in the neck.

         We fight our way to the tunnel, shouting to be let through the trap door. Below ground it’s cool and much quieter, but now the sounds that find me are those of people crying and moaning in pain.

         Claire and Tobias lunge to Luke gratefully. I run through the crowd, searching for faces.

         But the three I’m looking for are not here.

         I whirl back to Luke, and he sees my expression. “No.”

         “They’re my family,” I say, holding his eyes. “Them and you.”

         An agonizing second passes between us, and then he nods. We race back to the steps, grabbing more weapons and magazines from people as we pass, then plunge up into the night.

         The Furies swarm, their shrieks almost as lacerating as their nails and teeth. Our guns get one hell of a workout as we sprint through the chaos to my house.

         They’re not here – the place has been smashed open and emptied. “Where the fuck are they?”

         “And why wouldn’t they have gone to the tunnel with the rest?” Luke asks as he shoots a rushing Fury in the forehead and slams the door shut on the rest.

         “Infirmary?” I suggest. But then I see it. My cello. I run over to lift it up, but it’s damn heavy.

         “Tell me you’re joking.”

         I ignore Luke, grabbing a sheet and twisting it into a sash.

         “What the fuck are you doing?” Luke snaps. “You’d die for a goddamn instrument, Josi? I’ll build you another one!”

         “It’s coming,” I tell him simply. He built it, but he still doesn’t get it.

         Luke groans in disbelief, then comes over and snatches it out of my hands. “Strap it to my back. And for the record this is incredibly dumb.”

         I’m about to argue but we don’t have time and Luke is a hell of a lot stronger than me, so I strap the cello to his back. “Extra protection,” I offer. And then we charge outside.

         Three Furies emerge from the shadows to the side and collide with me before I spot them. We go down in a tangle of limbs and I fire into any flesh I can find. Teeth bite through the fleshy part of my arm and I give a short yelp of pain before Luke gets them off me and hauls me to my feet.

         We make it to the infirmary to find about a dozen Furies all trying to get inside. Some have smashed windows and are trying to climb in, but I see one of the creatures blown away from the building, shot in the face. Which means there’s someone inside.

         Hacking our way through the Furies at the door, Luke roars that it’s us. The door unlocks and swings open, and I give a sob of relief to see Will. His eyes are wide as he ushers us in and we slam the door shut against the rush of monsters.

         “Thank god you’re here,” he says, “It’s really really bad.”

         A scream slices through the air, a woman’s scream. My insides go cold. We race around the corner into the main room to find Eric rushing around to each of the windows and shooting anything he can. And Pace, lying on one of the beds, wailing as though she’s being eaten alive. Or in labor.

         “Oh my god!” I exclaim.

         Pace sees me and moans. “It’s too early!”

         Luke and Will rush to help guard the windows as I race to Pace’s side. “Okay. Okay okay okay. Are you sure this is definitely happening?”

         “Yes!” she shrieks.

         “Holy shit. Okay.”

         “Stop saying okay!”

         I take a deep breath and concentrate. “I need to look.”

         She moans again. Her cheeks are red and she looks like she’s in deep distress. “Whatever, just do it!”

         I unbutton her pants and pull them off, then her underpants.

         “There’s too many windows!” Luke shouts. “We should get her to the Den – we can barricade it better.”

         “We’re not taking her away from the only medical equipment in this whole place,” I respond. “So keep guarding those windows.”

         I’ve got no idea what a dilated vagina looks like, but there’s no baby actually coming out yet.

         “It’s too early,” she says again, sitting up on her elbows, apparently in between contractions.

         “It’s not too early. Twenty-eight weeks is fine, Pace.” I think that may only be true when there’s modern medicine and facilities, but I’m definitely not telling her that.

         Luke arrives at my side. “I’m not shitting you. We’re running out of ammo, and then we won’t be able to guard the windows. We have to move her.”

         “Don’t look at my vagina!” Pace shouts at him.

         Luke’s eyes jerk away. “Sorry! Bit hard not to.”

         I start giggling and have to get a hold of myself. “Oh god.”

         “And why do you have a cello on your back?” she asks him furiously.

         “God only knows, Pace. Josi, what do we need to take?”

         “How should I know?”

         “Towels,” he says, racing to grab some. “Water. Morphine?”

         “No! Morphine could kill the baby.”

         Pace moans. “Don’t kill the baby.”

         “We’re not going to,” I assure her. I help Luke grab whatever we can, including a few surgical bits and pieces, then we get her gurney to the door.

         “You’re going to wheel me, half naked, to the other side of a zombie-infested compound?”

         “Yes,” we say together.

         Pace groans and covers her face with her hands.

         “Boys!” Luke calls. Eric and Will abandon their posts and run to flank the gurney.

         We unlock the door and explode out into the night, firing wildly and pushing that bed for all we’re worth. A contraction hits and Pace screams and we run and shoot and try to shield her and it’s all a brutal blur of go go go!

         *

         Luke

         We get to the Den, but I don’t know how. Literally. I’m losing chunks of time.

         Last thing I remember is pushing out of the infirmary, I blinked and suddenly we’re inside the Den, boarding up the doors. And I’m doing this as though in my momentary blackouts I’m still fully active and cognitive. Which is really, really weird.

         Hold it together. Just hold it together for this one night, don’t let Josi see you wig out, and get these people out safely.

         But even with no windows, even unable to see it, I can feel the moon. Tugging persistently away at me. It’s a sweet, sinister, seductive thing. It’s an uncurling of something deep within.

         Pace shrieks again, breaking through it all.

         And as I turn to see them, the four of them, I make a decision with the moon and the beast and the violence within. Not tonight.

         I run to help my family.

         *

         Josephine

         The doors are all barricaded. There are no windows. No Furies are getting in here. So now all we have to deal with is this baby.

         Will is holding Pace’s hand and coaxing her to do that Lamaze breathing thing, which I don’t think is helping, but at least it’s focusing her rage on him and not me. Eric keeps running around to get more stuff from the kitchens, including strange items of food that Pace does not want to ingest right now, while Luke and I try to work out what’s going on with the baby.

         I feel her stomach, trying to trace the position. “I’m pretty sure it’s head first,” I mutter. There’s a whole lot of stuff that can go wrong if the baby’s turned the wrong way, I know that much.

         “Feel how dilated she is,” Luke tells me. “I can’t see and I don’t think she wants my hand going up there.”

         “I do not!” Pace snarls.

         As gently as I can I press my fingers inside her, then pull them back out to show Luke the width.

         “That’s like three and a half inches!” he exclaims, and I see a look of terror cross his face. “It’s totally coming!”

         Pace gives this low moan that sounds sort of like a cow, making us all jump in fright, and I see her really start to push.

         “Good girl,” I tell her, ducking back down to see. I am, in a word, appalled. Because this kid is tearing out of her. The head pushes through and it looks like it’s the size of a fucking basketball. “Keep going!” I yell. “I can see it!”

         “Push, push, push!” the boys are chanting as if they’re at a sports match.

         Pace is moaning and screaming and I’m taking hold of the baby’s shoulders and helping them to slide out. The tiny person slips the rest of the way free and into my hands, with a lot of blood and mucus and I don’t feel the miracle yet because this little boy is not crying or breathing. I try to clean his nose and mouth with my fingers but they’re too covered in fluid to help.

         “Dual?” Pace is crying out, over and over, wanting to know what the hell is going on, but I don’t have time to respond – I duck my mouth to his tiny mouth and I suck all the gunk from his face, and the minute it’s clear he takes one mighty breath and lets out a resounding wail.

         The boys let rip one hell of a cheer, and I sag, almost falling in my relief. But he’s still in my arms, and he opens his eyes and stops crying, and I’m in absolute awe as he looks up at me, my whole soul reaching right into the sky for the sheer, perfect joy of it.

         Eric grabs the scissors from the tray we brought and cuts the umbilical cord, and I can see that he’s crying as he does so, and I’m crying as I carry the little fella to his mother, and I think everyone is crying as together we watch her hold him and kiss him.

         I lean against Luke, and he says, “I’d kiss you right now, but you still have all that gross goop on your mouth.” And then we are all laughing and it’s perfect, even though there are a bunch of cannibals trying to eat us.

         *

         After I’ve used the towels to clean Pace (and my mouth) a bit, we swaddle the baby and tie him in a makeshift sling against Pace’s chest. She can’t stop staring at him, utterly in love.

         “Okay,” Luke says, bringing us all back down to Earth. The four of us step away from Pace and her son to speak privately. “A way out.”

         “Don’t look at me,” I sigh. “I’m braindead.”

         “Oil. Matches. Let’s light these suckers up,” Luke answers his own question. He and I run to the kitchens and gather supplies.

         “Pace is amazing,” he comments, impressed, as we tear through the pantry.

         “Pace is a superhero,” I agree.

         “You were pretty damn great too.”

         I check to make sure we’re alone and then mutter, “I sure as hell don’t want to have a baby anymore. Yeesh.”

         He laughs.

         After dousing a bunch of knotted up tea-towels in cooking oil, we distribute them among the group, along with matches and lighters.

         “I need pants,” Pace points out. “I’m not streaking naked down into the tunnel where everyone is waiting.”

         The mental image causes us all to giggle. I think we are hysterical with adrenalin and nervous energy. Eric takes one for the team, removing his pants for Pace to put on. At least he’s wearing boxers.

         “Here, Dad,” Pace says to him, handing him the baby.

         He blinks, looking startled.

         Pace meets his eyes and nods. We watch Eric’s face crease; he is deeply moved as he reaches reverently for the baby.

         Luke hauls the cello onto his back again, with a glare at me.

         When Pace has put the pants on, with a wadded-up towel for a nappy underneath, the baby is returned to her sling and we all move to the door closest to the tunnel.

         “We throw these as we need them and force a path through to the tunnel,” Luke instructs. “We don’t stop no matter what.”

         “Even if one of us goes down,” I agree. “Except for Pace, obviously.”

         We’re about to break out when – “Wait!” Will shouts. “What’s his name?”

         We all turn to look at him, our little miracle. Pace gazes into her son’s eyes, then smiles and says, “Duh.”

         And so together we light the doused rags, fling the doors open and send fire straight into the midst of the Furies.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 32

         

         September 17th, 2066

         Luke

         It’s dark as hell down here. There’s a substantial group of us traipsing through the tunnel, but when you take into account how many people lived in The Inferno, it becomes apparent that at least two-thirds of us died at the hands of the Furies.

         I move past the survivors in silence, not wanting them to notice me. Past Eric and Will, Pace and baby Hal. What I have to do now needs to happen as invisibly as possible. I feel hungry; it’s a disturbing notion, and reminds me all too clearly of the monsters we fled.

         I am looking for a man. A man who was once a child who ran from the city, seeking death and solitude but finding instead a life he would not turn out to be worthy of.

         Four innocent people, I remind myself. Four people who trusted him, obeyed him, worked tirelessly for him. He was meant to protect them, not slaughter them. I wanted none of this – I wanted power for him. I wanted peace. But he let himself be twisted by the ugliest of things: greed. And so.

         No pity dwells in my heart, no hesitation.

         But as I creep through the tunnel I realize he is not here. And I realize, too, how much I wanted to be the one to kill him. Which frightens me more than anything.

         The blood moon still shines, down through the night sky and the dusty earth, down through the rock and steel of this tunnel, right down into my dark heart.

         *

         Josephine

         When Luke joins me at the back of the group I take his unbroken hand and we walk through the tunnel with the rest of our kind, the uncured souls who now have nowhere to go except back underneath the city that would see us destroyed. We have no home, except these tunnels. The Underworld indeed.

         But this is what happens when you try to break our spirits: you leave room for only the strongest and the most ruthless to survive. You create an army sad enough to mourn what it’s lost and furious enough to destroy those who steal from it. You create a real resistance.

         There’s a lot of despair in this world, a lot of anger, a lot of sadness. Raven let those things burn her to a husk. But all the threads that keep us tied here to our bodies, to our souls and to this big empty, broken planet – they all start and end in the same place. With hope.

         Here in the west they know a lot about hope. They know how to ration it. How to squeeze and wring it dry. They know when to let it go; they know when it ends.

         But here’s a secret I know: it never ends. Not if you don’t let it.

         I remove a vial from my pocket, one that is filled with a drug that could take away my sadness. But happiness like this wouldn’t feel as sweet without sadness. I have believed this always; I simply let grief confuse me. So I smash the vial under my foot and keep walking.

         I’m coming for you, Shadow.

         A sound whispers through the dark, and I falter. Turning to face the endless black hole behind me, I peer into it, skin prickling. I don’t know how I know, but I know. They got through the barricade. The Furies are in the tunnel with us.

         “Run!” I scream.

         And we run.
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