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    The Elders referred to it as the Reckoning.  
 
    Days of fire burned away most life on Earth, sending the few survivors into a long winter.  
 
    In that time, all that was, was lost. 
 
    Out of the ashes of the old world rose the Radiants – adapted, mutated, unlike any before.  
 
    Years passed and the Radiants flourished in the new world, their ways far removed but not unrecognisable to those of their human ancestors.  
 
    And then one day, from a steel door in the ground, a child crawled free.  
 
    A curious child, the girl befriended the Radiants and taught them the language of the Belows.  
 
    For many years the Radiants awaited the arrival of her kind, eager and curious to meet others like her.  
 
    But when her people finally came, they came with fire. They came with fear.  
 
    The war lasted for years, devastating both populations. A great wall was built around the lands under Franklin Crow’s control and tentative peace followed for more than a hundred years.  
 
    Now fearful and mistrusting of the human race, the Radiants kept to themselves. The war faded into memory, and memory faded into myth. Safe in Joro, named for the Radian word for ‘open’, the Radiants developed their own histories. Man became demon. After all, they came up from below.  
 
    Observant, cautious and wary, the Radiants watched and waited, wondering if their enemies would return to lay waste to them. Yet the Elders implored the Radiants not to seek revenge. They spoke of a prophecy. A child of their enemies who would come to be blessed with the gifts of both species.  
 
    In the wake of a second war, this halfblood was believed to be the one to bring together demon and Radiant alike to usher in a new era of peace.  
 
    And so they waited.  
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    INTRODUCTION 
 
    The Hangman and the Boy 
 
      
 
      
 
    The group of little boys filed into the prison after their teacher, their eyes wide and their faces red with cold. The trip from the school to the prison hadn’t taken them long at all, but already the boys cried for their lunches and the warm schoolroom which, until an hour ago, had been the very last place they wanted to be.  
 
    Redwater was a cold prison and despite their thick coats and warm trousers, all of the little boys were shivering, unable to shake either the cold or the strange feeling of death which lingered about the place like an ill wish.  
 
    ‘As you know, this prison has been in constant use ever since the Last War,’ said the man leading the crowd. He was a broad-shouldered fellow with a thick moustache and narrow eyes, his long black hair tied in a knot at the base of his neck. He was known in Cutta as the King’s Hangman. The Whisperer. A favourite of the King, and far more terrifying.  
 
    Well used to dealing with more mature visitors, he found the boys to be somewhat of a nuisance and tended to speed through much of the tour, simply to get it over with. He had shown them the cells, the pens, the infirmary and the museum already. Although the tour was meant to be informative, there were certainly more interesting places which the man would have preferred to show them. Over the years, however, they had learned that most little children did not quite recover from first-hand knowledge of torture – no matter how important it was to the Kingdom. Much to his annoyance, the practice was abandoned.  
 
    As it happened, there was only one thing left to show them, and the Hangman was relieved. He wanted lunch, he wanted to take off his shoes – which pinched badly – and he wanted to get started on the memo he had put off the last two days already. It wasn’t due until the end of the week, but it was his daughter’s birthday in the morning and his Complement would undoubtedly chastise him for missing the grand event.  
 
    With an internal sigh, trying to rally himself to the task at hand, the Hangman shook his head and forced himself to focus on the wide-eyed children before him, all less than half his size. It was hard not to loathe them somewhat for their malleable gullibility. Despite the inarguable truth that the ignorant, fearful mind was far easier to manipulate, thus creating an infinitely easier Kingdom to rule, the Hangman had little patience for the unintelligent, immature youths.  
 
    In truth, he had no patience for most people, and could count on one hand the few people he could actually tolerate. But it was his duty to Crown and Council to ensure that the children of the Kingdom learned early on that dissenters and rebels had no place in Cutta, nor did inquisitive minds who asked too many questions. It had to be stamped out early. As a result, once a year, the Hangman readied himself for the endless tours of tiny humans through the prison he had long since regarded as his own sort of palace. 
 
    A palace which would have been far more enjoyable without children.  
 
    ‘Redwater once housed prisoners of war and traitors, now it houses those who defy King Markas,’ he found himself saying, his thoughts far away, wondering what was for lunch. ‘To be specific, these criminals are traitors themselves, merely of a different breed than those captured during the war.’   
 
    One of the little boys, with a thick mop of straw-coloured hair, raised his hand.  
 
    The Hangman nodded to him. ‘Yes?’  
 
    ‘Why would anyone defy King Markas?’ said the boy. ‘He keeps us safe.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed he does,’ said the Hangman, nodding approvingly. ‘Very good. And what does he keep us safe from?’  
 
    ‘Freedom,’ chorused the boys.  
 
    ‘Excellent,’ said the Hangman. ‘As to your question, there are a few amongst our noble species who do not share our views of comfort, conformity and continuation. They seek to undermine our methods, and as such they are brought here for discipline. Does anyone know what forms of discipline are administered within these walls?’  
 
    A boy with black hair and a rather thick unibrow raised his hand.  
 
    ‘Yes?’  
 
    ‘If the crime is really bad they are executed!’  
 
    ‘Very good,’ said the Hangman. ‘If the crime is not so bad, they are punished and returned to the lowest of society to work towards the betterment of our world so that they may repent. Or they are sent to the far reaches of the Kingdom so that the law-abiding citizens need not trouble themselves to deal with them. After all, our King is not without mercy.’  
 
    In the back of the group, a boy with black hair and eyes vibrantly blue, stood silent and watchful.  
 
    A smart, quiet boy, Thomas Anteros did as he was told. His clothes were impeccable and his timekeeper expensive, but his hair was haphazard, as if tugged at frequently. He was the only one not asking questions. As if he knew already the answers and would never contest them. It was refreshing when viewed alongside his brother who never shut up.  
 
    Another boy raised his hand and the Hangman’s attention was turned away. ‘Yes?’ he said, nodding to the boy.  
 
    ‘What if the really bad ones also want to repent?’  
 
    The Hangman shook his head firmly. ‘We cannot let crimes go unpunished,’ he said. ‘Humankind is a strange species that often inclines itself towards destruction. You all know of the Devastation?’  
 
    The boys nodded in unison.  
 
    ‘Good. Such an end is possible again if humans are allowed their freedom. Our noble King aims to ensure our species’ survival. As you know, we are not as mighty as we once were. Our population is dwindling. All precautions must be taken. To that end, the worst offenders are removed entirely from society so that they cannot poison the minds of others who are not so firm in their beliefs. Does that make sense?’  
 
    The boys chirped that yes, it did make sense. 
 
    Pleased, the Hangman led them through the large entrance hall, ornate with a staircase which led up to the offices of the captains, on past the side corridors which branched off into the examination and surgical wings, through the hallway with closed doors, each one containing a prisoner waiting to be sentenced, and out into the cold yard. Several prisoners were being worked already, straining under the exertion. The Hangman curled his lip as he watched the display. He fervently believed all dissenters ought to be hanged. There was no call to allow any mercy. Humanity was nearing its end. Each criminal was costly to their future. He had informed the King of his opinion numerous times and still they spared many of them.  
 
    His eye twitched. 
 
    The children pointed and whispered as they watched the prisoners work. It was almost the end of the demonstration, and the Hangman’s favourite spectacle was about to commence. One of the only reasons he had not pawned this duty off onto one of his subordinates was because he greatly enjoyed showing the children the spectacle.  
 
    ‘Bring out the prisoner,’ said the Hangman, waving to one of the guards at the other end of the yard. He turned back to the children. ‘Now, boys, you will recall the conversation we just had?’  
 
    The boys nodded.  
 
    ‘What are some offences punishable by death?’  
 
    All the boys raised their hands. He pointed to one. 
 
    ‘Treason.’  
 
    ‘Very good. What else?’ He pointed to another.  
 
    ‘Murder.’  
 
    ‘Good, what else?’  
 
    ‘Stealing.’  
 
    ‘Excellent. And?’  
 
    ‘Protesting.’  
 
    ‘And?’  
 
    ‘Questioning the King’s authority!’  
 
    ‘And?’  
 
    ‘History!’  
 
    ‘Very good,’ said the Hangman, clapping his hands together. He turned back and saw that the prisoner had been brought out and was tied to the pole in the centre of the yard. The Hangman raised his hand and signalled the guard to unmask the prisoner.  
 
    The gasps of the children delighted him. The Hangman looked pointedly at the children and nodded to the boy with the singular eyebrow. ‘Do you know what his crime was?’  
 
    The boy gaped at him.  
 
    ‘Speak!’  
 
    ‘He broke the law?’  
 
    The Hangman nodded. ‘He killed a man. You see, this is not something the King enjoys doing. The laws are there and carefully laid out for all to see. It was his choice to kill, thus it is his choice to die. Do you see?’  
 
    The boys nodded, although some of them were noticeably frightened.  
 
    ‘You must not look away now, boys,’ he warned. ‘You must see this punishment and remember that the King’s word is law and to disobey is death.’ 
 
    ‘That bastard killed my sister!’ cried the man. ‘He deserved it!’  
 
    The Hangman laughed coldly. ‘You see, children, this man tried to take the law into his own hands. But the law cannot be avoided. The law cannot be altered. Crown and Council maintain order for our safety, boys. Never forget that.’ 
 
    The Hangman nodded to the guard.  
 
    A horrible sound, like thunder in a bottle, blasted through the small yard and everyone, even the prisoners, turned to watch as the man was torn apart.  
 
    ‘You see, boys,’ he said when the shooting had stopped and the body hung limply from the ropes that secured it, ‘this is what becomes of lawbreakers.’  
 
    One of the guards summoned a few prisoners from their duties to untie the body and haul it down from the post. The body was then dragged across the yard, a satisfying smear of blood trailing in its wake. The prisoners pulling the corpse looked ready to be sick, and the Hangman felt all the more satisfaction at their discomfort. The pit at the other end of the yard was full of bodies from earlier demonstrations that week, all of which were done for the benefit of the schoolboys. The corpse was strung up, blood from the fresh wounds seeping down over its flesh and covering its face so that it was simply a red creature; it might have been a boar ready for eating. It would hang there until the next demonstration.  
 
    ‘Lunchtime!’ said the Hangman cheerfully, suddenly remembering how hungry he was. He strode back towards the front of the group, leading them inside where a fine meal was awaiting them.  
 
    Had he looked back, he might have caught sight of the expression on the face of the one boy who had yet to move. Perhaps it would have chilled even the Hangman to the bone. Where fear and obedience spread like a drug through the veins of the other boys, little Thom Anteros had suddenly learned the value of power. 
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    PART ONE 
 
    Distance 
 
      
 
    MONTH FOUR 
 
      
 
      
 
    On his twelfth birthday, Nate Anteros was introduced to Matilda Marrow at the required Assigning. The ornate lighting and solemn atmosphere had been intimidating enough for all the twelve-year-olds involved, and proved even more difficult for the gangly boy with copper hair and a large bruise the size of an apple on his cheek.  
 
    The word on everyone’s lips was that he was a troublesome boy, got into fights at school. He wasn’t popular. Few people spoke to him that night except Matty, who only spoke to him because she had to, and Tommy, who had come along to see who the latest member of their family would be, and because he flatly refused to be left out of anything.  
 
    Matty’s parents were not amongst the most affluent in Anais, and a match to an Anteros, even one sporting a black eye, was better than they could have ever hoped for. Whatever looks they sent Nate’s way, whatever whispers they exchanged about him behind his back, were kept well concealed from his parents. Not that such snide comments would have been anything other than applauded by Hamish Anteros, who had hated his eldest son almost since his first birthday, but still, decorum won out.  
 
    For their part, Nate and Matty became friends almost immediately. Unlike Tommy, Nate didn’t dislike his future Complement from the start. She liked getting into trouble as much as he, and their parents oft lamented their likeness.  
 
    For a few years, their binding gave Nate hope. Matty became his and Tommy’s newest partner in crime and the trio spent much of their youth scrambling over fences or racing down streets, laughter bursting from their lips, their faces flushed with excitement. Every time Nate got himself into trouble, Matty was right there beside him, hands dirty, eyes downcast but glinting with mischief, lips desperately trying to suppress a smirk.  
 
    On his fourteenth birthday, on a stayaway in one of the nicest resorts in Cutta, after the celebrations had died down, Nate snuck out of his bedroom and met Matty in the common room downstairs. They crept into the empty kitchens, stole as many pastries and sweets as they could carry, swiped a bottle of his father’s finest whiskey, and curled up beside the fire under a blanket.  
 
    Later, drunk and full of chocolate and jam and sugar, they had sex. It was the first time for both of them; awkward, full of laughter and questions, messy and uncomfortable. Nate could still remember, so many years later, how he had kissed her rose-scented hair and been glad they were friends, if not in love, and if there was nothing else to be grateful for, at least there was that. 
 
    Over the years, as Tommy fell in and out of love, hardly paying attention to Catherine Taenia, the girl he had been Assigned to, and Nate finished his studies and became more and more enamoured with rebellion, protestations and anarchy, a desire to tear down the system he felt so vehemently to be unjust overwhelming him, Matty’s mischievous inclinations changed from childish enjoyment into youthful tolerance.  
 
    By the time Nate was twenty, she found him tiresome and problematic. When he was arrested, she ended things with an appeal to the King.  
 
    Nate hadn’t loved her, but for some reason the rejection stung. Everything proved fleeting in the end. He hated it. There was no way to rely on such uncertainty. The only constant in his life was Tommy, and it was Tommy who, after months of trying to gain access, finally bought his way into the prison. The only one who would never abandon him.  
 
    Tommy told him before he learned it from somewhere else: Matty was newly bound to another. Yet those words, spoken before their parting, were the most insignificant thing they exchanged that day. The part which caused no pain in comparison to all the rest. Nate had told Kitty that it was his mother who gave him the news of Matty. He hadn’t wanted to talk about Tommy’s visit. About what had happened before and after.  
 
    Nate remembered scrambling as far away from the door as possible, fists balled, ready for attack, when Tommy entered. The look on his little brother’s face when he saw what months in Redwater could do to a person was forever branded into Nate’s memory.  
 
    It wasn’t the first time in their lives that Nate had felt like the younger of the two, clinging to his brother and begging Tommy to kill him.  
 
    Tommy had held him, reassuring Nate that he was safe, that nothing would ever happen to him again. Tommy wouldn’t let anything happen to him again.  
 
    It was the only thing Nate remembered clearly. Most of the conversation was fragmented in his mind. Close to insanity most of his life, those months in prison had tipped him over the edge.  
 
    He had spent so long speaking to his own shadow, clawing at walls, tearing his hair out, attempting to scratch open his wrists, and trying to hang himself on more than a couple of occasions, that for most of Tommy’s visit Nate was not even certain he was real. But Tommy had always been able to reach him when no one else ever could, and it was Tommy who drew him out of the tornados of his mind, assuring him that he was almost out and would never have to go back. Coming from anyone else, Nate would have believed it to be a sick jape at his expense. He trusted only Tommy. 
 
    When he was finally released from prison, it was Tommy at the gates, leaning against his sleek hover, holding a hot cup of coffee and a pack of tockers. They got into the hover without a word and drove to the park on the other side of town. Side by side, they drank and smoked, and Nate slowly began to realise that at last he was outside.  
 
    ‘Nasim,’ his brother had whispered just before they left. ‘Whatever you need, I understand.’  
 
    The smile Tommy offered up cracked Nate in two and he wrapped his arms around his brother, unable to reply.  
 
    Only the offering of those words – that accidental gift of permission – could have enabled Nate to leave at all. He was consumed by fear and on the edge of panic at all times, but he could never have left his little brother unless he knew Tommy would be all right.  
 
    But Tommy could control the world around him. Tommy would be safe with Kitty while Nate fell apart where his brother wouldn’t have to witness his downfall.  
 
    When they left the park, Nate’s plans were already forming, distracting him from his brother’s list of who was coming to Cecily’s party later that evening. The only part which registered were Tommy’s assurances that Hamish would be nowhere in sight.  
 
    That night, cleaned and dressed in bulky clothes to hide as much of his gaunt form as possible, Nate finally saw Matty after years of silence. She was heavily pregnant, and he could still remember how much he thought it suited her. It also struck him how little he cared. He greeted her, told her that he was pleased for her good fortune – with as little sarcasm as possible – and then he hid away in his childhood room, glad when Tommy snuck in to find him.  
 
    ‘You’re not enjoying the festivities,’ he said knowingly, sitting beside him on the bed and handing him a glass of wine.  
 
    Nate snorted, drained the glass, and shook his head. ‘I’m leaving,’ he said. It was something he had mulled over quite a lot in prison.  
 
    Tommy nodded. Understanding even as his face fell. ‘Leaving for where?’ 
 
    ‘I haven’t a notion,’ said Nate. ‘Away. I’ll go to Jamie first. Blaise is meeting me there after his business trip. Might go to Talon, though probably not. I just have to … go. I can’t stand it here anymore. I have to get away from Cutta.’ 
 
    ‘The Outlands?’ 
 
    ‘I always wanted to go.’ 
 
    ‘Please be careful, Nasim.’  
 
    ‘You know me.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I do.’ 
 
    ‘Tommy, I have to go.’ 
 
    And Tommy had nodded. He lit a cigarette and took a pull before handing it to Nate. At nineteen years old, Tommy seemed so much older and wiser to Nate than he had ever felt himself. In all his memory of his little brother, Tommy had always known what to do and when to do it. Tommy was the armour and Nate was the sword, and together they made an unconquerable match. 
 
    They stayed up until dawn drinking and talking about anything other than prison or parents. Nate listened to Tommy talk of Kitty, surprised by how much his brother now liked her. He had gone from tolerating her solely because Nate said he had to, to actually enjoying her company and seeing her as his partner. His best friend. His Complement, if not his true love. Nate was happy just to listen, and let Tommy’s voice keep dark thoughts at bay.  
 
    When morning came, Tommy fast asleep, Nate packed a bag, left a note for his brother, and got the first ferry out of Anais to Muntenia.  
 
    He didn’t see his brother again for almost two years, and when he finally did, it was much too brief. His parting conversation with Tommy would haunt him for eternity.  
 
    I could find you even in death, brother.  
 
    It hardly helped that he was dying by the day, rotting from the inside as his body rejected the invasive genes attempting to completely redesign his basic structure. And yet the reason he had survived was so simple, and so unwarranted, that Nate spent most of those days feeling like he’d been punched in the stomach.  
 
    Not three days before the disappearance of his brother, he had known without question, without reason or sense, that he was completely in love with Kitty. The Hangman’s daughter. His brother’s Complement. The very last person in the world he should adore.  
 
    In the midst of dealing with the wretched – and to him unbelievable – loss of the only thing he had ever loved, Nate found himself loving the woman who loved his brother almost as much as he did.  
 
    The days spent travelling from Cutta, through the Eastern Islands to Talon, and then on to Rinlow, Clearbow, and then back to Cutta, had been the most complicated and confusing of his life. But it was in Redwater, the place where all of his nightmares began, where Nate realised there was something almost as bad as losing his brother, and that was being dragged down the cold, evil corridors of the prison as Kitty was marched off in the opposite direction to be hanged.  
 
    He lost sight of the siblings, his focus only on her; he could hear her screaming his name long after the doors closed.  
 
    The guards took him past cells with affluent deviants, rabids waiting to be put down, and criminals being stock piled for the public executions they performed every year for the schoolboys to witness. The memory of his teacher being riddled with holes still came to him at night, vivid and violent.  
 
    Ernest Pomme’s only crime had been to read them a book.  
 
    He was taken into a small round room. The guards strapped him to a chair, his hands cuffed to the table and his feet bound apart, and then disappeared without a word.  
 
    The room was bitterly cold and his teeth chattered automatically. He tried to stop, but his jaw was thrumming with anxiety as much as cold, shivers running up and down his spine, the air stinging his nostrils and lungs as he breathed. It was moments like this where he was glad he’d been cured of asthma.  
 
    His heart was pounding so hard that he felt sick. He ached to know what had become of Kitty. If she was all right. He found that his mind could not even comprehend an end for her. It was not possible. She had to live.  
 
    Surely the Hangman would see her spared if no one else. 
 
    When the door creaked open, his neck snapped around so quickly it popped, and Nate winced as he caught sight of the man who entered. Had he not been sitting down, he would likely have fallen over. 
 
    King Markas closed the door and walked to the chair on the other side of the table. He removed his cloak and let it fall over the back of the chair, fixing Nate with a thoughtful look. He was an old man, in his late seventies, his dark red hair long since gone solid white; his beard, halfway down the length of his large stomach, was carefully attended to. His red and black attire made him all the more intimidating. He smelled strongly of expensive Anaitian cologne, and Nate’s stomach churned.  
 
    ‘You are your brother’s reflection,’ said the King. 
 
    Fear and anger spread through Nate like wildfire and he jerked against the restraints, tearing at his already wounded skin.  
 
    ‘Yes,’ said the King. ‘You are his image. You are not, it seems, a mirror in personality. I can surmise that already.’  
 
    Nate swallowed hard, trying to find his voice. His voice sounded like creaking metal. ‘You spoke to him? When?’  
 
    ‘Before he died.’  
 
    Nate looked away from him, jaw clenched. He had less than no desire to listen to the King’s poisonous words.  
 
    From the corner of his eye, he saw the King put his hand into the pocket of his coat and hold something out. The glint of metal caught the light and Nate felt like he had been shot. There, between the thick fingers of the King, was the necklace he had given to Tommy as a child.  
 
    The sound which left his mouth was not human. ‘That’s not yours,’ he spat. 
 
    ‘No,’ said the King. ‘Young Tommy was not inclined to part with it.’  
 
    Nate’s lip curled. ‘You do not get to call him that.’  
 
    ‘Would you like it?’  
 
    ‘Obviously.’  
 
    The King did not hand it over straight away. He held it up, examining it as the light glinted off the fine metal.  
 
    Nate loved that necklace. He’d wanted it for Tommy the second it caught his eye. The trader he bought it from had stumbled upon a stockpile of seized mutant weapons in the Belows. He melted the weapons in secrecy and sold the items on the underground market. Seeing it in the King’s hands burned everything inside of Nate.  
 
    The King continued, ‘Your brother was very gracious in his final hours. We spoke of you—and of Catherine Taenia. He cared for her. It was admirable. Most Complements detest each other and copulate solely for the benefit of humankind. What was made quite clear to me, unsurprisingly, I suppose, is that his love for you trumped all others. Even his own mother. He begged more for your life, if it’s of comfort.’ 
 
    Nate opened his palm. ‘The necklace.’  
 
    The King dropped it into his hand and Nate’s fingers closed around it tightly. The edges of the bird’s wings poked into his hand and he felt his throat start to tighten. It was hard to breathe. He couldn’t think. He needed Tommy. He needed none of this to have happened. He wanted Kitty there. Kitty made it bearable.  
 
    He had told himself again and again that Cooper had got it wrong. That there was some mistake. Nate had been able to feel Tommy his entire life, like another limb. He had known Tommy’s moods better than his own, known his thoughts, known his aches and pains. It seemed unreal to know him to be dead when his entire being, his soul, told him the opposite. But Tommy would not have parted with the necklace. He had worn it every day as a charm, a token and a symbol. The only reason the King would have it was if he took it from Tommy, and if he took it from Tommy …  
 
    Nate did not realise he was wheezing, wretched sobs tearing through him like thunder, until his vision became spotty and the King waved to someone behind him. A needle stuck into his neck, and before the shiver of phobia could overcome him, unwelcome apathy filled his veins. His breathing evened, his thoughts slowed, and he looked up at the King through wet and aching eyes.  
 
    ‘Thomas knew what he was doing,’ said the King. ‘He knew that his actions were not legal.’  
 
    ‘He was trying to save our lives.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. I never said it wasn’t tragic or unfortunate. But how am I to enforce the law if I forgive the well intentioned? Everyone believes themselves to be well intentioned.’  
 
    ‘You forgave my crimes.’ 
 
    The King sat back, his fingers folding together. He looked nonchalant, but there was something behind his eyes Nate could not read. Something he would have been able to decipher had his thoughts not been filled with clouds and his heart with ice. Whatever it was they had given him had wrapped a seal around all which threatened him with implosion, and whether he was grateful for that or furious, he could not determine. 
 
    ‘You did not break into the Building of Historical Records. You know that to be a capital crime just as Thomas did.’  
 
    ‘I am a member of the Underground Club. I have served two hundred days in Redwater Prison. I have been on the watch list for dissent my entire life.’ His voice was robotic, monotone, detached. ‘How is it I was spared and an innocent, an adherent of your laws, fell prey to them?’  
 
    ‘Your crimes were less severe even if your intent was not.’  
 
    ‘Horse. Shit.’  
 
    The King held his gaze with an indecipherable expression. ‘Would it please you to know that Thomas never wavered? That he bargained for your life to the very end? He was calm, collected and calculating. I’ve never seen such determination and intelligence in one so young. He was faced with death and bartered only for you and Catherine Taenia to be given a better chance.’ 
 
    ‘Is Kitty all right?’  
 
    ‘She is with her father. He is deciding her fate.’ 
 
    ‘He would kill her if it suited him. That tells me nothing.’  
 
    The King chuckled. ‘Mickey Taenia has his uses. A monster—but a controlled monster.’ 
 
    ‘And that’s what runs your Kingdom, is it?’ 
 
    ‘This is how power is maintained.’ 
 
    Nate leaned back, the necklace held loosely in his slack grip. ‘Should your monster find himself a better offer, he would leave without hesitation. Loyalty cannot be bought.’ 
 
    ‘This I know,’ said the King, nodding approvingly. ‘But for now, Mickey is kept under close control. Why do you think I did not force him to have more children? Why do you think I saw to it that he only had one? More children would give him more power, more backing. He believes he only had one because he is a favourite of mine. This is what I want him to believe. The same reason your family only had two after your sister died when the minimal amount for families without procreation anomalies is at least four. I knew well the downsides of allowing more children into your household. I heeded the plea of my friend – your mother – and spared her that. Be grateful, Nathanial. You might’ve had more siblings to fear for.’  
 
    Nate tried hard not to think about that. ‘You speak of humankind as if we are pieces to be moved about at random to do your bidding.’  
 
    ‘I did not ask to be King. Someone must direct humans.’  
 
    ‘Humans were meant to be free. Just like the animals beyond your father’s precious Wall. We are no better simply because we have language and industry and technology. If anything it’s made us worse.’  
 
    ‘I’m not debating that. I’m well aware of our ancestors and their Devastation.’  
 
    ‘And yet you aim to be no better.’ 
 
    ‘I aim to keep tighter control. We can either all be eradicated, or kept on a tight enough leash that such horrors are disallowed from happening again.’ 
 
    ‘So killing innocent people who could better your cause is how you go about that?’  
 
    The King sighed. ‘What happened to Thomas is regrettable. If you and Catherine had merely come in for treatment, this entire fiasco might have been avoided.’  
 
    ‘And you would have let us live? Just like that? We carried your father’s war creation in our blood. There was no life for us if we were caught as carriers.’  
 
    ‘Of that I cannot say, for I was not forced to make the decision,’ said the King. ‘I can assure you that no matter what would have happened to you and Catherine, your brother would at least have been alive. That was your point?’  
 
    Nate spat at him. It landed on the King’s chest and he wiped it away, exasperated. ‘Your brother at least had better manners.’ 
 
    ‘So kill me and let me join him.’  
 
    This seemed to intrigue the King. ‘Is that what you wish?’  
 
    ‘Yes.’  
 
    ‘You will not bargain for the life your brother sacrificed himself to save? He died for you. Could you really toss aside his last wish so easily? You mattered most to him in all the world. Do not feel your life so easy to discard.’  
 
    To that Nate had no answer. He looked down at the necklace in his hand, not knowing what to do, what to feel, or how to react to any of it. More than anything in the world, more than life itself, he wanted his brother returned to him.   
 
    ‘Mister Anteros.’ 
 
    Nate did not look up at him.  
 
    ‘I am not the demon you believe me to be,’ murmured the King. ‘I wish only the best for my Kingdom and my people.’  
 
    ‘Clearly.’  
 
    ‘I’m trying to help you, Nate. For your mother’s sake, if not your own. Harsh you may find me – I do not seek forgiveness from criminals – but I am not your enemy.’  
 
    Nate raised his head and glared into the grey eyes of the old King. The King who had been born fifty years into the Last War and had been bloodthirsty all his life. The King who had ensured the building of Franklin’s Wall with its miles and miles of minefields and kept them all locked inside a terrarium of regulated fear. The King who loved his mother and had taken his brother from him.  
 
    ‘You should know something as well, Your Majesty.’ 
 
    ‘And what is that?’  
 
    Nate’s smile was slack and unhinged. ‘Best you kill me. If ever I am free, I would be very, very worried.’  
 
    They stared at each other, each unflinching. After a time, the King stood and left the room, and the guards returned to haul Nate down the corridor. He was shoved into a cell, face first. Before he could turn around, the guards were raining blows down upon him. The few hours of healing hadn’t been nearly enough to mend him of the months of rotting, festering death, and he felt his flesh tear, bruises blossom, bones crack and splinter.  
 
    He did not scream. He would never give them that.  
 
    However long it took for them to get bored and leave him alone, Nate was unsure, but when he came to, gagging and wheezing, bloody globs of mucus leaving his mouth, he was alone, with naught but a dim light at the top of the chalk-white cell.  
 
    He crawled across the floor, pulling himself onto the bare cot, and laid down, gasping. It was entirely likely one or more of his ribs were broken.  
 
    As the hours passed, the drug’s effects began to wane, and he sobbed himself to sleep, his hand wrapped tightly around the necklace. 
 
    When he awoke, drenched in the sweat of horrible dreams, he latched the necklace around his neck, and allowed his thoughts to move from consuming despair for Tommy to overwhelming worry for Kitty.  
 
    As he sat against the cold wall, staring at the exact same wall on the other side of the cell, his fingers tapped out a rhythm on the floor beside him. One, two, three, four, five, please let them be alive; one, two, three, four, five, please let them be alive; one, two, three, four, five, please let them be alive; one, two, three, four, five …  
 
    The repetition was one of the few ways he had found to retain his sanity over the years. When he tapped, he prayed, and when he did it enough times, he felt reassured that God was listening, that he had done his part. That he had prayed enough times to see them spared. That God would listen because he had begged. 
 
    Once he had prayed for the Kingdom to crumble. Now he prayed only for them. 
 
    Nate drifted in and out of consciousness, and whether he was dreaming or hallucinating, he couldn’t tell. The faces which danced in front of his eyes looked as real as anything. He saw Blake’s taunting face and could smell his stench as if he were standing there before him; the howls and discorded laughter made a cacophony of sound in his ears. He could see the rope swinging in the centre of the cell, back and forth, back and forth, and he reached out, wondering if it would hold him once more, only to feel complete confusion when he realised it wasn’t there.  
 
    Sometimes he thought he could still hear Viatrix, Coy and Lenore screaming from the cells around him, and he wondered if he was imagining it, or if the cells around him were filled with other unfortunate souls who mirrored the old comrades he once knew by the screams they shared and echoed. He could feel the burn around his neck, the scratchiness of his throat as he tried to swallow, the bloody gouges on his arms where he had raked his nails across them.  
 
    The madness was comforting; his mind crumbling in on itself to protect him from reality. He let the darkness pull him down until he saw a face as bright and vibrant as the sun.  
 
    Kitty. 
 
    He thought of her lips and her wide smile; he thought of her long black hair that had been such an odd shade of white when she was dragged away from him; he thought of her laugh and played it in his head over and over until he lulled himself to sleep with memories of her.  
 
    He wondered wretchedly what end her father might have decided for her. Had they hanged her? Had they shot her? Had they tortured her? Would she be kept in solitude for the rest of her days? Would she be released but kept under watch?  
 
    His fists balled at the mere thought of it. She was so good, so intelligent and shrewd; no one could ever match her sharp tongue or taunting jests. He missed her insults and her strength. He missed her so much it physically hurt. Coupled with the chronic ache of worry for Tommy, Nate floundered somewhere between sick and suicidal. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When the guards finally came for him, Nate was almost excited. He kept touching the necklace to make sure that it was still there. He had a horrible feeling that it was going to fall off and disappear and he would lose it. His last tether to Tommy. He touched it again and again and again, and then one more time just to be certain. He could not reassure himself of its presence any more than he could reassure himself of justice.  
 
    He was half-carried, half-marched through the cold hallways of Redwater Prison and out into the freezing, bitter winter. Wind whistled ominously and flurries fell from the sky in heaps. He was frozen to the bone, ears and nose burning, before he was even across the park.  
 
    A blacked-out hover was parked several paces away with four guards inside. Each looked grimmer than the last. He was pushed in and chained in the boxlike section that was made entirely of metal and had no way out save one door on one side which could only be opened from the outside.  
 
    Nate had heard of more than a few cases where hovers crashed and the prisoners had been trapped inside, unable to get out. Once he would have cared; now he thought almost hopefully of such a scenario. He would be dead and they would be robbed of their chance to kill him. It was the best outcome he could hope for.  
 
    Death, he knew, would be far better than this.  
 
    And then bright light assaulted his eyes as the doors opened and he was ordered to his feet.  
 
    He blinked several times to gain some sense of awareness as he was pulled forwards, the grip of the guards’ hands bruising him to the bone.  
 
    It was strange that it had taken them so long to kill him. Even stranger was that it was not being done in Redwater, but he was too exhausted to question it. He wondered how they would kill him. The last time he was in prison he had seen men shot, hanged, drowned, beaten, starved, and lashed, each one awful in its own right. Strangely, the prospect of pain didn’t frighten him as it once had. There was nothing new they could do to him that they hadn’t done already.  
 
    He was hauled into a large white building, his vision too slow and blurry to properly see anything. They dragged him down one cold corridor after another until he was thrown into a cell. It was not unlike the first one, although the lights were brighter and there was a more comfortable looking bed in the corner.  
 
    He sat down and stared dully at the wall, wondering what the point of changing rooms was. If he was going to be executed, it should be done promptly.  
 
    A square in the wall opened and a tray of food appeared; Nate looked at it with muted apathy. He was beyond hunger, beyond fear. 
 
    He stared at the wall for thousands upon thousands of seconds until he became cross-eyed and nodded off. He slept fitfully, and woke to find himself in another room, strapped to a bed, needles in his arms, bodymen with masks standing over him. The only thing he could discern was their eye colour; some of them had brown eyes, one green, two blue, and a few had the disconcerting dyed eyes so popular in Anais; he saw yellow and pink before he blinked heavily, drugged and hazy, and fell back asleep.  
 
    The next time he awoke he was back in the cell, all the cuts and wounds on his body healed by the bodymen’s medicines and injections. The scars remained, but aside from that he was whole. He looked down at his wrists, absently pleased that they had not rid him of his scars. It seemed childishly important to have even that much control over his body. To have his memories, his inadequacies, left to him when everything else had been stripped away. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The number of times he woke up as he was taken down a bright white corridor, strapped to a bed, injected and poked and tested and observed, Nate wasn’t sure. He couldn’t have kept track even if he cared to. He knew what they were doing, knew what they were checking for.  
 
    The King was certainly going to want to know as much about the effects of Serum 23 on the human body as possible, and whether or not anything could be gleaned from his bloods, Nate was uncertain, but he never spoke, never answered, never gave them any reaction. He stayed on his back and lived through the dreams playing in vibrant colours behind his eyelids. While the waking world was cold, white and unwelcoming, his dreams, when not nightmarish, were warm, bright technicolour and filled with endless skies and green fields which knew no end. 
 
    All that was required of him in the testing facility was compliance and apathy, and he felt no need to fight back or argue. There was nothing left to him now. He did not care what they did to his body, what tests they performed on him, what conclusions they made; whether he was cut into tiny pieces or dissected for study seemed of little consequence to him.  
 
    The last time he closed his eyes on the white room, he opened them to see himself staring out at desert wasteland from the back of a guarded hover.  
 
    Too weak and drugged to gather his legs beneath him, he tripped over his disused limbs as he was hauled out and propelled towards a high metal gate. 
 
    ‘Halt!’ The bark of a guard caught his attention and he looked up, squinting against the sunlight to see a great wire fence, six or seven times his height, surrounding a vast expanse of absolutely nothing interesting.  
 
    There were tents and small, falling down buildings which looked like they might have been constructed out of mud, but that was it. The fence stretched as far as he could see, and there were numerous guards patrolling the perimeter. Snow was coming down in constant flurries, the ground coated with white, making the desolate place look somehow beautiful despite the horrors it doubtless held.  
 
    He frowned. The snow covered several tents and buildings, the guards looked cold but not unhappy, and there was no gallows, no pole, no block. All signs of quick death escaped the place, and Nate wondered if they meant to shoot him on sight or leave him simply to freeze to death.  
 
    Whatever the plan, it was certainly a strange place to have been taken to die. King Markas had never shied away from executing criminals in public, or at the very least over a disgusting and rotting pit filled with bodies. But as far as Nate could see in every direction, there was nothing.  
 
    ‘Name!’  
 
    He flinched at the barking shout and blinked rapidly, stars still shooting across his vision, his eyes not knowing what to make of it all.  
 
    ‘Anteros, Nathanial Asim,’ said the guard escorting him.  
 
    The warden looked down at the tablet in his hand and scanned the list of names. He was an old man, with an expression of such exhaustion that Nate was immediately made aware of just how long he had been on duty, and just how bored he was. His greying hair was thin and greasy, his beard patchy. A sad, used-up and wizened sort of man well past his prime. He nodded a moment later and directed his glare at Nate this time. ‘Report to Building 3 for orders and housing arrangements.’ 
 
    Nate stared at him blankly. 
 
    ‘Report to Building 3,’ the warden repeated.  
 
    Nate turned to his escort. His throat felt scratchy from lack of use and he coughed a few times. ‘I was told I was to be executed.’  
 
    ‘And now you’re to join the workforce,’ said his escort, pushing him forwards. ‘Small mercies are evidence of our King’s kindness. Move. I want to get out of this shithole.’  
 
    Nate stumbled a few steps but stopped short. He didn’t walk any further, baulking at the large gate that wasn’t going to be the last thing he saw. A feeling of true horror was starting to set into his bones and his heart was pounding. The sudden prospect of life terrified him. He had been so certain that death was coming at him full force and he wasn’t sure he could take his own life. The attempt had been hard enough the last time. He had counted on their hatred and malevolence to do the job for him.  
 
    ‘I was told I was going to be executed.’  
 
    ‘Move, Anteros.’ 
 
    ‘What is this?’  
 
    ‘Do you want a beating, Anteros?’  
 
    ‘I—want—to—fucking—die!’  
 
    He was rewarded with a sharp punch, and his head snapped backwards, pain shooting through his jaw, spreading through his head and neck. He choked and gagged, barely managing to keep his footing.  
 
    ‘He’s all yours, Enright,’ said his escort, hocking a wad of spit at Nate and hitting him square in the chest before climbing back into the hover. It was yellowish and foul looking, and Nate curled his lip in disgust, silently glad it hadn’t landed on his face.  
 
    He looked at Enright. ‘Pleasant fellow, isn’t he?’  
 
    ‘Are you going to give me trouble?’ said Enright, eyebrow raised. ‘I’m really not in the mood. It’s cold and it’s too early for trouble. I have a throbbing headache and not even a little bit of patience. You behave and I’ll make sure you get to clean up without hassle.’  
 
    Nate did not move. ‘Why am I here?’  
 
    ‘Anteros, I’m not the one who makes the orders. How should I know?’  
 
    ‘I was told I was going to be executed,’ he said again. ‘My friends were sentenced to death as well, and I know you are aware of who I am. The whole Kingdom knows who I am. Just tell me what I want to know and I’ll give you no trouble.’  
 
    Enright sighed. He didn’t seem evil or callous, and Nate was banking on him providing a few answers before he became truly annoyed by the pestering. Indeed, after a moment’s hesitation, Enright nodded. ‘Look, all I know is that your sentence was changed at the last minute. All right? That’s all I know. Mickey Taenia announced that due to certain circumstances you were pardoned from execution. That’s why you’re here.’  
 
    Nate’s heart leapt. They wouldn’t have spared him and executed Kitty. Logically, if he was alive, so was she. He was shaking with hope. ‘Do you know what happened to Catherine Taenia? Is she alive?’  
 
    ‘His daughter? Sure.’ 
 
    A smile split across his face. It felt strange and unnatural to smile after so long; what surprised him even more was the laugh of delight which escaped his lips. He moved a few steps closer to the entrance, hysterical joy coursing through his veins, and waited for the warden to say something else. He wanted to know everything – whether she was imprisoned or back with her parents, whether the siblings were still alive, and if she had them with her; he wanted to know if she was healthy, whole, happy, content. He wanted to know if she thought of him.  
 
    Yet hoping for a guard at a workcamp to know this was like hoping for a fish to teach him to fly, and he would have settled for simply knowing vague details from broadcasts.  
 
    When it was clear that Enright had no interest in enlightening him, he pressed further. ‘Well? What’s happened to her?’  
 
    Enright unlocked the gate and stepped aside, waving him in. ‘In you go, Anteros, c’mon. She’s to be Complemented to that mess of a man, Lord Daniel – Raphael – Gabriel? Something like that. She’s been fully pardoned and everything. The King himself is expected at the ceremony.’  
 
    Nate almost fell over his own feet as he stared at Enright, stunned by his words. Nothing could have prepared him for that.  
 
    What had happened in the time he had been locked away? How had they been spared? Why? Where were the siblings?  
 
    A thousand questions and scenarios whirled around his mind as he stumbled across the frozen ground, his legs feeling like jam.  
 
    The King had most likely made the arrangement to keep her close, keep an eye on her. She would have no choice but to provide children in the name of Crown and Council.  
 
    Bile rose in his throat.  
 
    The snow bit into his unprotected skin and his exposed ears ached from the cold, sending pricks of pain through his head and neck. Rubbing his nose, Nate carried on slowly, too distracted by his musings to notice much about the things he passed, only vaguely aware that the workcamp was mostly empty. 
 
    Building 3 turned out to be nothing more than a ramshackle building hidden from view, made of very questionable looking materials and dipping ever-so in the centre, threatening a total collapse if someone slammed the door too hard. His stomach turned on him just as he reached the makeshift, shoddily constructed building. He vomited before slamming his fist furiously into the wall.  
 
    Every time he thought he had experienced all the evils of the world, a fresh one cropped up in its place. 
 
    He was so distracted by the vile images parading through his mind’s eye – images that made him want to claw his own eyes out – that he forgot to duck and smacked into the doorframe.  
 
    ‘HANG EVERYTHING!’ he roared, clutching his head. Minor injustices which would have been laughable on a good day, proved infuriating in his current mood, and he kicked the door with all his might, wishing he could tear it in half. 
 
    Forehead – and now toes – throbbing, he yanked the door open, almost removing it from its hinges. The room was entirely empty except for a huge desk with piles of paperwork stacked on almost every surface save the centre where a thin computer rested. A hunched figure was bent over it, typing away furiously.  
 
    ‘You’re very loud,’ said the man, not looking up. ‘Trip, did you?’ 
 
    Nate clenched and unclenched his fists, gathering his wits about him, and walked towards the man.  
 
    ‘Name?’ the man asked, still not looking up, clearly unbothered by the arrival of another convict. He must have seen hundreds by this point.  
 
    ‘Anteros,’ said Nate with a grimace. He hated his name.  
 
    ‘Oh!’ The man’s head shot up, eyes wide with surprise. He appraised Nate for a moment, unabashedly curious. ‘You don’t look much like your capture.’  
 
    ‘More handsome?’  
 
    ‘Thinner,’ said the man critically. ‘And you’ve lost a lot of hair. Cut it yourself?’  
 
    ‘I let the rats I was living with chew it off. I’m told I taste like strawberries.’  
 
    ‘Tomatoes more like.’ The man laughed. ‘I’m Friedman. If you have any complaints or need anything taken care of, you come to me.’  
 
    Nate crossed his arms. ‘You could start by telling me what I’m doing here.’  
 
    That seemed to surprise Friedman. ‘You don’t know?’  
 
    ‘No, that’s why I asked.’  
 
    ‘You’re in Argon Basin.’  
 
    Nate arched an eyebrow. The name meant nothing to him. ‘Where?’  
 
    ‘Redland,’ said Friedman, typing away distractedly. ‘Sorry, loads to do. It’s a new work site. We’re building a city. Hopefully we’ll have the bare structure and housing up by the spring – at least some of it anyways – and the first of the new inhabitants can start growing the summer harvest. Another work crew is on the eastern side of the city’s limits, trying to sort out the farmlands. Be thankful you were assigned here. I hear they have to wade through grasses taller than a horse and mudslides are common over there, too. There’s also been a horrible case of infestation, and I hear half the crew has come down with the Bite. Thankfully that’s far from here, but still. Nasty disease that one. Death toll going up all the time, unfortunately. The south’s useless for farming these days, though, so we’re here, wading through muck and dust and shit. I cannot convey my delight, Anteros.’  
 
    ‘You’ve made great strides.’  
 
    Again, Friedman laughed. ‘You’re more interesting than most of the others, I’ll give you that. I’ve been following the broadcasts about you. Quite a disappearing act you pulled.’ 
 
    ‘It would have been better if we’d not been betrayed.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, well that can happen when the reward’s so large.’ 
 
    ‘Or decency so rare.’ 
 
    ‘There is that. Back to the original point, we’re going to be out here in Argon for a couple years at least. The King has commissioned a new city here as there have been too many attacks on Shan and people are starting to get nervous.’  
 
    ‘Attacks? Attacks from whom?’  
 
    ‘Rabids mostly,’ said Friedman. He finished typing and sat back, cupping his hands behind his head. ‘There seem to be more of them these days and the people of Shan are fleeing to other cities, but the places are poorly built and the economy’s rotten, so we’re building this place. And the South-Landers need a new place as well since, well, their home is basically a death trap. Which is why you’re here. Taenia changed your sentence from death to five years’ hard labour. After that you can head back to your family if you want.’  
 
    Nate snorted. ‘I’d rather eat nails.’  
 
    ‘Tasty,’ said Friedman. ‘Now, here’s the deal: Since we’re still fairly small and the King has better things to do, we’re not too strict here. You follow the rules, we’ll leave you to your own devices outside of work hours. You can read, you can socialise, you can watch the broadcasts in Building 2 with the others. From dawn until dark, you work on building the city and do as you’re told. Afterwards your time is your own. Break any rules or ruin my day, and you’ll have no privileges, you’ll sleep outside and you won’t shower for five years, and your stomach better be a hardy one because people that ruin my day don’t eat nice. You understand?’  
 
    Nate nodded. ‘Anything else?’  
 
    ‘I don’t want any trouble,’ said Friedman bluntly. ‘I’m old, I’m tired, and I’ve got too much to do to worry about criminals. I have enough stress in my life with six children at home and a camp filled with unhappy convicts and I’m not the sort to deal with troublemakers well. I have low amounts of patience – you hear? This isn’t Redwater and we’re not in the fashion of torturing our workers – you’ve a job to do same as us and if the King’s seen fit to release you from prison, you’re clearly capable of working. Stay out of my way and I’ll stay out of yours. That’s it.’  
 
    ‘Sounds simple,’ said Nate. ‘I was told I could clean up?’  
 
    Friedman nodded and stood, waving him to the door behind the desk. Nate followed him into another dimly lit room.  
 
    ‘Clean yourself up and then grab what you need. Don’t take more than you need because you won’t need it – so long as I like you, you can always come back for more. Knock on the door when you’re done and I’ll let you out.’  
 
    Alone, Nate’s thoughts returned full force. Five years. He would be close to thirty years old and Kitty would be long Complemented before he could see her again, and whatever came next would take longer still. It was an atrocious thought.  
 
    If anything happens and I can’t come back, I’ll meet you both in the Outlands. 
 
    Tommy’s voice echoed in his ears. It was stupid. The necklace was a heavy reminder that Tommy was likely dead. It was only insanity on Nate’s behalf to imagine him as anything else. Still, in the very marrow of his bones, he knew he would never believe it. There had to be a chance. If, by the grace of God, Tommy had escaped, he would make for the Outlands.  
 
    Nate had to try.  
 
    His fist tightened around the necklace. ‘Even in death,’ he whispered. 
 
    He stripped off the prison clothes and turned the shower on as hot as it would go, waiting for the steam to rise before stepping in. The water burned his skin, turning his too-pale flesh bright red. He thought about the very last image he had of Kitty and his throat tightened.  
 
    Perhaps she could never love him as he loved her, but so long as she let him, he would keep her safe. And there was nothing safe about a life with Gabriel Pisteros. Even if she agreed to follow the law and provide him with children, he was a known lecher and abuser. The thought of him being anywhere near Kitty made Nate’s body feel like it was full of pins.  
 
    God’s wrath, what if he hurt her?  
 
    Nate tried to tell himself that the Hangman wouldn’t let that happen, but as the Hangman had never cared to stop rape before, a father’s love wasn’t much to rely upon. Yet Kitty knew the law better than anyone. She’d be able to use it to her advantage. She and Tommy had always been so much better at that than him.  
 
    He told himself this over and over. 
 
    It is the unfortunate curse of humanity that hope comes even after everything has been ripped away, and in the back of his mind, Nate began to hope that not all was lost. He made a silent oath that he would find them again – whoever was left – and they would leave the Kingdom for good.  
 
    The promise gave him the strength to finish cleaning himself, scrubbing away days of filth and sweat and blood until he finally felt human.  
 
    He ran his broken nails through the short strands of hair that were sprouting all over his head until his scalp felt raw and exposed. He found nail clippers and a razor in the supplies and tidied himself as best he could. He trimmed his beard until it was close to his face, the way he liked it best.  
 
    When he was finally somewhat presentable, he dressed himself in the workwear. The clothes didn’t smell particularly nice – far too starchy – but they were better than the scratchy prison suit he had been wearing for weeks. The boots felt comfortable and sturdy around his frozen and sore feet. Once dressed and feeling more secure than he could have thought possible given the situation, he grabbed one of the bags piled in the corner and filled it with supplies before he knocked on the door.  
 
    Friedman appeared a minute later. ‘All done?’  
 
    ‘Yes,’ said Nate, shouldering the bag.  
 
    ‘Nice necklace,’ said Friedman, nodding at the bird. ‘They let you keep that in Redwater?’  
 
    ‘Personal delivery from the King.’ 
 
    Friedman’s eyes grew wide. ‘I’m really starting to wonder about you.’ 
 
    Nate shrugged. ‘Where to?’  
 
    ‘Set up by the others,’ said Friedman, snapping out of whatever wonderment he was dreaming up. ‘It’s your first day, so you don’t have to report to work. Put your tent up and get to know the place. Dinner is at sunset—you’ve a timekeeper, yes? If not, there’s a few here—hang on. Here, take this one. The rest of the group will be back by then and you can introduce yourself. Until then, just don’t get into trouble.’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t dream of it,’ said Nate, taking the timekeeper and attaching it to his wrist. He left the ramshackle building and set out along the snowy lane towards the cluster of tents. There was no one in sight. The odd feeling of loneliness was challenged only by the constantly moving guards around the perimeter. Nate dropped his tent in an open space at the edge of the cluster and set it up with automatic motions. 
 
    Boredom and idleness had never suited him. Nate needed something to keep himself busy else he started to remember prison or childhood; else he started to think of distasteful memories that he fought hard to bury; else he focused on the fact that there were still walls and guards around him who could pin him down if they wanted. If their tempers turned the way guard tempers often did. 
 
    Not sure what to do, he decided to do a little of everything. It was still several hours before the rest of the workers would return and he did not want to sit there, staring at nothing as time passed at an agonising rate.  
 
    He set a blanket out on the ground beside his tent and forced himself to do as many press-ups and sit-ups as he could, his body still thin and fragile from months of deterioration. Though it proved next to impossible to get past ten, he felt better for having tried.  
 
    When he had exhausted his body, he left the tent behind and wandered over to Building 1 and Building 2, located side by side several dozen metres away.  
 
    Building 1 was for meals and was entirely deserted save tables with stacks of plates on them. His stomach growling, Nate moved on to Building 2. It was empty as well, but there was a large bookshelf full of dusty, ripped, water-damaged volumes, and a broadcast in one corner. Sitting on the tattered sofa, he turned on the screen and froze.  
 
    Kitty’s face had been the last one he’d expected to see, but there she was. Thin and noticeably angry, yet as beautiful as ever, she was following her father into some building or other as reporters yelled questions. He could see her jaw clenching, her thick eyebrows furrowed in contempt.  
 
    Nate rapidly read the script speeding by at the bottom of the page:  
 
    … Taenia has requested that privacy be allotted to his family at this difficult time but will allow a news presence at the ceremony … Lord Gabriel, nephew of His Majesty, has expressed his excitement … Cecily Anteros will give an exclusive interview tomorrow evening, tune in live! … News from the Southern Lands of more rabid attacks. Four have been hospitalised …  
 
    Nate glanced back up and saw the reel had changed from Kitty to an aerial view of the outer forests of the Southern Lands. The guards were checking the holes in the Wall. Most would not be repaired despite the promises. 
 
    The broadcast changed to the weather and then to the famine in the Southern Lands and then to more current events. Almost two hours passed before he caught another glimpse of Kitty. It was old footage from a week or so ago and the commentator was discussing possible dress ideas. Nate turned the sound off and watched her. She looked so different to the Kitty he had last seen in person. He had been so used to seeing her in raggedy clothes, her hair brushed only with her fingers, her face wind-bitten and chapped, too thin to be healthy. She looked small still, but her skin shone a bit more, almost like it used to, and the dark makeup on her face gave her a healthier pallor than she would otherwise have had.  
 
    Yet something had changed about her and he couldn’t put his finger on what it was. She held herself differently. A dancer as a child, Kitty had always walked into rooms light on her feet, thoughtful and filled with grace. Looking at her now, he noted the fear in her eyes, the way they flickered about, checking the crowds and the windows; and her feet, as light as ever, now seemed poised to run. 
 
    He watched the broadcast diligently for the rest of the evening, hoping to catch another glimpse of Kitty, but the news had moved on, and by the time the sounds of the other workers began to filter in from outside, his growling stomach could not be ignored any longer, and he made his way to the dining hall.  
 
    Glorious smells of cooking meat and bread filled his nostrils, and he grabbed a plate and stood in the queue behind a rather dusty woman. She had long brown hair, knotted from root to tip in thick tendrils; her eyebrows were sparse and the mark on her face was of a flower he could not identify. A gardener’s daughter, perhaps.  
 
    ‘First day?’ she said, looking him up and down and smiling. ‘Don’t be shy, we’re not a bad bunch.’  
 
    ‘What gave it away?’  
 
    ‘You aren’t covered in muck.’ 
 
    ‘Ah.’ He held out his arm. ‘I’m Nate.’  
 
    ‘Freida,’ she said, grasping it. ‘It’s not too bad here. I was in Cezane before, and this place is loads better. They actually give you proper food here. Haven’t seen a single man beaten yet, either. You’re lucky it’s your first stop—although maybe not, because no place will ever be so nice.’  
 
    ‘I was in Redwater,’ he said. ‘Trust me, I know that this place is better.’  
 
    The queue moved forwards and Nate was finally able to see the food. There was an astounding amount of it, and a decent variety to boot. Nate piled his plate with potatoes, beans, bread, and lamb, and filled a glass with water before following Freida to a table in the corner where several other workers were already seated.  
 
    He had not had a decent meal in months. He was far too sick on the road, and then in prison and filled with despair. Now he felt some purpose. If nothing else, he would make himself strong again to be something worthy of Kitty. To be something worthy of finding his brother. As it was, simple walking wore him to the bone.  
 
    ‘This is Nate,’ Freida said to the group. ‘He was in Redwater.’  
 
    ‘You’re the one from the broadcasts,’ said one of the men.  
 
    ‘Several of them, it would seem,’ said Nate, sitting down and shovelling a spoonful of cheesy potatoes into his mouth. ‘I’m famous.’  
 
    ‘Pieter,’ said the man. ‘The broadcasts say you’ve done pretty much every crime.’  
 
    Nate snorted. ‘Hardly.’ 
 
    ‘What have you done?’ 
 
    ‘We’re only new friends, Pieter. I can hardly tell you all of my secrets now, can I?’  
 
    Pieter let out a barking laugh and nodded. ‘True enough. Is it true about the Hangman’s daughter, though? Tell us that much at least.’  
 
    Nate raised an eyebrow, the meat in his mouth suddenly feeling very dry. He gulped down some water and cleared his throat. ‘What of her?’  
 
    ‘The whole Kingdom knows she was your brother’s,’ said the man beside Pieter. ‘What everyone wants to know is was she yours?’  
 
    A shiver passed down Nate’s spine and he glared at the man. ‘She isn’t anyone’s.’  
 
    ‘Well she’s going to be Lord Gabriel’s soon enough,’ said the man, smirking.  
 
    Nate’s hand closed around the butter knife on his plate and he rose out of his seat without thinking.  
 
    Before he could act, Pieter smacked the man upside the head. ‘Shut up, Gide,’ he reprimanded. ‘How would you feel if Prim was forced by law to Complement that creature? You know the rumours as well as any of us. Don’t be heartless as well as stupid.’  
 
    Gide’s face darkened. ‘I’d kill him with my bare hands.’  
 
    ‘There you are,’ said Pieter. ‘Sorry about him, Nate. Gide drank too much bog water as a child—don’t think he’s ever quite recovered. Left him a bit obtuse. He meant nothing by it.’  
 
    Nate let go of the knife and sat back down, a growing dislike for Gide brewing inside him. ‘It’s fine,’ he said, feeling anything but. 
 
    Pieter continued, ‘What I meant about the Hangman’s daughter was if she really didn’t know what she was doing or if you two ran because of something else.’  
 
    It suddenly occurred to Nate that he had no idea what story Kitty had spun to her father upon arrest. Anything he said would go back to Friedman eventually, he was certain of it. That was how places like this worked. And anything that went back to Friedman, if questionable, would go further. He shrugged and tore into his bread. ‘It’s hard to think things through when you’re sick.’ 
 
    ‘Sick?’  
 
    Nate kept chewing, not bothering to enlighten them.  
 
    ‘Are you going to watch the ceremony?’ asked Freida, wiping her face with a napkin. It came away covered in dust and dirt and left the lower half of her face a slightly different shade.  
 
    He forced himself to swallow. ‘What?’  
 
    ‘It’s been all over the broadcasts,’ said Pieter. ‘The whole ceremony is going to be shown. The King’s even said that all workers can have the day off to watch.’  
 
    ‘He must really hate you,’ said Freida, not unkindly.  
 
    Nate could think of a thousand things he’d rather do, ranging from swallowing a bucket of nails and lemon juice to lighting his hair on fire. Anything would be preferable to watching that. 
 
    He felt hollow and rotten. 
 
    ‘Let’s change the topic,’ said Freida. ‘Nate’s one of us now. It’s our job to cheer him up.’  
 
    One of the criminals further up the table passed him a cup of amber liquid with a smile. ‘It’ll make you not care,’ he said sagely.  
 
    Nate drank the entire cup, grimacing at the acrid flavour but pleased by the rapid surge of drunk haziness he felt course through him.  
 
    The whole table looked uncomfortable for a moment before a woman at the other end started talking about some match or other that was going to be replayed on the broadcast later and who she thought had won. Everyone joined in and soon all curious eyes left Nate.  
 
    ‘Anyways,’ said Freida, giving him a look of such solidarity that he felt an instant rush of gratitude towards her. She tore her bread in half and used it to mop up gravy and cheese, wolfing the whole thing down in one large bite. When she swallowed, she started talking again. ‘There’s a few things you need to know about Argon, but it’s all simple. We don’t have much trouble here, unlike at the other camps. Only a few people here had harsh sentences, and even then it was nothing to write home about – hover crashes, gambling debts, that sort of thing. No one around here wants any trouble, and the guards are too tired to bother us. I think at this point we’re all trying to just get through our sentences and get out, although most of us don’t have a home to go back to.  
 
    ‘If you want extra food, go to Shtier.’ She pointed to a hefty man a few seats over who raised his hand and nodded. ‘If you need drugs or drink, go to Lyons.’ She pointed to a small, wiry man with intelligent eyes and a long scar down his face. ‘If you need games or tockers, come to me, Pete, Anya or Kempff.’ She pointed the others out in succession. ‘We’re all friends here, and sometimes even the guards join in on games or tournaments or matches. We don’t like chaos or commotion and so long as you don’t cause any, you’ll get through your sentence without trouble. Or until Friedman leaves. We had another before him—not even the guards liked her. But Friedman treats us well enough, so don’t give him cause to change that, all right?’  
 
    ‘I won’t,’ said Nate, still thinking of Kitty. 
 
    No longer hungry, he pushed the tray away and left the dining hall, telling them apologetically that he wanted some time to himself before his first day of work.  
 
    What he really wanted was to hit something.  
 
    He passed a man smoking idly outside a tent, and Nate asked if he had any extra. The man handed a cigarette over with an understanding smile. 
 
    Nate lit it off the man’s igniter before he headed back to his tent. He sat in the dark, smoking angrily and trying to quell the shaking of his hands.  
 
    It was hours before he fell asleep, and when at last he did, there was no respite from his fear.  
 
    Nate once again found himself at the end of a nightmare, on his knees in a brown yard surrounded by grey walls, the flesh being torn from his back, blood and saliva coating his chest; and then the walls melted away and he was in Tommy’s old house in Anais. There, standing in the centre of the room, was Kitty. She was beautiful. Ethereal, the way dreamlike figures always are. Her hair moved even though there was no wind. She was wearing a bright red gown that fell to the floor. There were chains around her wrists.  
 
    He reached out, horrified, and suddenly the room shifted and they were in bed. She was naked, her skin glistening, her breath coming in gasps. Laid out before him like a gift.  
 
    ‘You’re perfect,’ he said.  
 
    Kitty gazed at him, her eyes the dark brown they had been before the serum turned them almost burgundy.  
 
    ‘Why aren’t you here?’  
 
    ‘Where?’  
 
    ‘With me,’ she said. ‘Why haven’t you come for me?’  
 
    Kitty’s face changed and she was covered in bruises, her lips broken and swollen, her eyebrow cut in half by a deep wound; her beautiful eyes filled with tears.  
 
    ‘No,’ he said in horror.  
 
    ‘You didn’t stop him,’ she said. ‘You didn’t protect me.’  
 
    ‘Kitty—’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t save me, Nate. You should have saved me.’  
 
    Fire appeared on Kitty’s skin, running the length of her arms and covering her. Her eyes turned completely black. ‘Not long now,’ she said. ‘Better death than this.’  
 
    The fire rose, and then, suddenly, he was standing on a bright green field. He looked around, expecting to see Kitty, as he had seen her there before, but instead he saw a mutant.  
 
    A mutant with bright amber eyes and hair blacker than the night, his skin honey-coloured and tightly stretched over lean muscles. The mutant stared at him, eyes widening in confusion.  
 
    ‘Demon,’ it hissed.  
 
    And Nate sat bolt upright, soaked in sweat. Horrified as he was, he knew that the start had been a dream. He didn’t know what to make of the mutant. The mutant had felt physically close. The smell of leather oil and sweat curled in his nose and he smelled his hands, his blanket, his clothes, finding the smell nowhere but inside his nostrils.  
 
    He threw the blanket off and left the tent.  
 
    It was a starry night, the sky littered with a thousand burning suns. Snow was falling in small flakes that seemed unhindered and in no rush to reach the ground. He had loved the snow once. Now it was only a cold inconvenience. A bitter wind bit at his neck and back, sending shiver-lumps over his body and making his teeth rattle uncontrollably. He wrapped his arms protectively around himself, chin tucked into his chest, and made his way through the rows and rows of tents until he found the one he was looking for.  
 
    Lyons was the only one awake when he reached the tent.  
 
    ‘What do you need, my friend?’ said Lyons, looking up from his book, light shining from his wristlight.  
 
    ‘Anything that will turn off thought.’  
 
    ‘That is what I’m here for.’ Lyons put the book down and ducked inside the tent, reappearing a few moments later with a bottle of beige liquid. He handed it to Nate with a sympathetic smile. ‘Enjoy.’ 
 
    ‘How much?’  
 
    ‘Two nights’ dessert,’ said Lyons, winking at him. ‘Low price first buy.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you,’ he said, nodding gratefully. ‘Stay warm.’  
 
    ‘You as well, friend,’ said Lyons. ‘You look half-frozen.’  
 
    ‘More than half,’ said Nate as he walked away.  
 
    Back inside his tent, he opened the bottle and downed the contents. It tasted like ash and dirt and burned the whole way down; its texture was not unlike snot and he gagged as it trickled and tickled its way into his stomach.  
 
    A rapid dizziness overcame him as the coughing subsided. He collapsed on the bed, a heaviness sweeping through him. His hand traced over the wooden curves of the cup on the ground beside him. He tapped absently as he was dragged into nothingness.  
 
    One, two, three, four, five. 
 
      
 
      
 
    In those first days working on the city, Nate had never felt more useless and incapable. Months of rotting away had stripped him of his muscles, his strength, his abilities; it was a very strange sensation. For most of his life Nate had been stronger than most of the men he came across, and had rarely been intimidated by anyone. Tall and broad-shouldered, he had been a natural athlete from birth.  
 
    Now he perspired almost immediately and it took very little to wind him. His muscles ached and shook with the slightest amount of exertion.  
 
    Every morning, a loud buzzer sounded throughout the camp, rousing everyone unfortunate enough to be housed inside. The convicts would stumble out of their tents towards the tables that were stationed near the hovers which would then take them from the camp across the empty desert to the city. Every worker was handed a cup of coffee and something to eat, their identification taken, and then they were relegated onto the first available hover.  
 
    The drive was cold and uncomfortable. No one enjoyed waking up at dawn, not even the guards, and there was an unspoken agreement that no one would be bothered if no one did the bothering, and so long as everyone drank their coffee in silence and let the rest of the crew wake up in their own time, there were no barking orders.  
 
    The sense of understanding between guards and convicts was not one Nate was at all accustomed to, and for the first few weeks he felt on edge, waiting for the guards to surprise him with a beating. But no beating came.  
 
    It seemed everyone in this part of the world loathed being here. No one wanted more trouble than anyone else. They were brothers and sisters of the snow and dust, and there was a strange respect on both sides. 
 
    The city they were building, which would one day be known as Argon City, wasn’t much to look at yet. Engineers, trained crewmen and architects were visible all around the city. A few buildings were underway, and there was a park that was being landscaped in the centre where rich citizens would one day walk their dogs and drink their tea and enjoy the lie that was their life.  
 
    What would one day be the government building was the most far along, with the final touches being placed on the outside. The surrounding buildings would be houses for the elite, and small shops that sold only the most up-to-date creations. Further out, noticeably separate from the rich inner circle, were the clumped apartments, factories and warehouses.  
 
    The grunt work was left to the convicts, and those who desperately needed work and were paid a minor salary to work alongside them. The only difference was they got to return to their families at night. 
 
    Nate was angry more often than he was anything else, and the anger fuelled him when his muscles protested. Whether it was that anger, or pride and determination, which powered him through those first weeks, he would never know, but his body managed to keep up with his rage. He felt listless, useless, trapped.  
 
    And if dreams of Kitty were not enough to haunt him, he started dreaming more frequently of his brother. Sometimes they were memories, sometimes they were nightmares. Both brought a sick sort of comfort to him.  
 
    One of his first memories was of his mother returning from the bodymen with a little bundle of squishy human in her arms. His father had been happy for the first time in all of Nate’s memory. He had never seen his father smile at him, not until that day.  
 
    When his mother went to her bedroom to sleep, Nate had curled up on the small bed beside Tommy and found himself captivated by the blue-eyed boy. Tommy had made a snuffling sound and Nate had picked him up carefully, remembering what his mother had said before she went to sleep about the proper way to hold a baby. When Hamish walked in, he seemed to soften at the sight, and it was the first time he had been anything like a father to Nate, rather than a monster.  
 
    ‘What do you think of your little brother?’  
 
    ‘He’s not going to break, is he?’ It had been Nate’s biggest concern. Surely something so small could break with even the softest breath of wind. 
 
    ‘He’s not going to break,’ said Hamish. ‘You must keep him safe, Nathanial. That’s your job now. You must never let anything happen to him. Do not let me down.’  
 
    ‘I won’t,’ Nate had promised. ‘I won’t let anything happen to him.’  
 
    Nate had taken every care with Tommy in those early years, terrified that something would break his little brother and take him away forever. It was rare to be allowed to have so few children, but Nate never asked his parents for another sibling. Tommy had been perfect and Nate didn’t want another who might compromise his ability to protect him.  
 
    But the memories were less frequent than the nightmares of Tommy being riddled with holes in the middle of a colourless square.  
 
    There were worse ones, too. Ones where he looked down and it was his own hands which were covered in Tommy’s blood as his brother asked him why, why, why.  
 
    At various times, the screams and sobs those dreams produced would bring one of the other convicts to his tent. Freida, Gaspar and Lyons all woke him at various times with shouts of concern. The guards came twice, but once they realised that Nate’s nightmares were perpetual, they stopped coming by.  
 
    Yet it was the ones of Tommy that were neither memory nor nightmare which were the most confusing of all and served only to send him further into madness. He would close his eyes and open them to see his little brother staring back at him. They were standing on the field, every colour more vibrant, more brilliant than real life could ever hope to be.  
 
    Tommy looked different. More muscular; stronger. His curly black hair was wild and unkempt, his blue eyes the colour of the sparkling sea. He smiled sadly at Nate and reached out to him. He felt solid and bizarrely real.  
 
    Nate stepped forwards and Tommy vanished. He was left alone on the field, his arms outstretched, holding nothing, and he felt sickeningly empty. His legs shook and he sat down on the lush grass, staring at the spot Tommy had occupied. The field was still beautiful, the sky still shining. It was as if his brother had never been there. 
 
    ‘Where are you, little brother?’ he said to the air. ‘Where the fuck are you?’  
 
    Nate was starting to think the field was a place in the Outlands that he had forgotten about. It was the same field where he had seen Kitty. Although when Kitty was there, at least she spoke.  
 
    But he got no answers, and so he carried on.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Something Nate noticed very quickly was how little he had in common with the rest of the convicts. The workers spent their evenings playing games, discussing their families or children who were greatly missed, their plans for the future and what they wanted to do with what little was left to them. Nate wasn’t sure whether it surprised him to find that most of the workers did not have dissenting thoughts or inclinations. Most of them were there as the result of poor fortune or foolish action, and the majority agreed that they deserved to be there. It made him ache for the old days.  
 
    He missed Blaise and his overbearing nature; he missed Nadia and her fierce determination and optimism; he missed Diana and her hugs and late-night conversations; he missed Marko and James and the gambling and drinking nights that they had together, long before things became so complicated. He missed the family he had made for himself. It was a family he had so desperately wanted Tommy to be a part of.  
 
    As he listened to them talk and laugh, captive yet comfortable and disinclined to leave, Nate felt more out of place than ever. It bothered him immensely, but his soul was too weary to rouse dissent as once he would have.  
 
    The Kingdom could rot for all he cared. It had taken everything from him.  
 
    As if to reinforce this opinion, it was only a few days into his stay when reality hit him like a brick to the face.  
 
    He arrived late to breakfast, distracted by nightmares, and was waved over immediately by Freida.  
 
    ‘Are you going to come with us to watch?’  
 
    ‘Watch what?’  
 
    Freida bit her lip uncomfortably. ‘The Hangman’s daughter’s Complementation.’  
 
    ‘Oh.’  
 
    If he was being honest, he would rather dig a thumbtack into his eyes than see it. But he had a sick curiosity to know what was going to happen, and he couldn’t bear the thought of the whole Kingdom watching and being the only one ignorant of the details. It was more his right to know than anyone else’s, and he couldn’t deny that he was desperate to see Kitty, even if it was only on reel.  
 
    He followed Freida to the adjacent building and leaned against the wall. There was no room to sit. Not having had a day off work in their entire sentence, every criminal and convict was desperate to make the most of the day. A few of them had convinced the guards to let them have extra food and drink. The guards themselves, bored to tears watching a vast nothingness every single day, were seated near the front, passing drinks and cigarettes amongst themselves.  
 
    The first several hours were mind-numbing. Kingscote was covered extensively: the layout, the decorations, the story of how it was built, those who had lived there, those who had died there, and various other factoids were all discussed in agonising detail. After that the food was shown, causing all of the workers to moan with envy. Then came an in-depth discussion on the dress with some designer named Yann Follett whom Nate had never heard of.  
 
    Every guest that arrived was interviewed. Some he knew, some he didn’t. He almost smiled when Blaise passed the reporters with Sun and made a rude gesture.  
 
    When his parents appeared, he began to pay attention. His mother looked beautiful in a long green dress, her hair piled in layers atop her head, jewels weaving in and out, her smile broad and fixed, although noticeably saddened. His father looked greyer than he had the last time Nate had seen him, though as menacing and unfriendly as ever.  
 
    ‘Mister Anteros, Mistress Anteros,’ greeted the reporter. ‘How are you feeling about the big day?’  
 
    ‘We wish Catherine only the best,’ said Cecily. ‘She has been like a daughter to our family.’  
 
    ‘Excuse us,’ said Hamish, taking Cecily by the arm and pushing past the reporter with noticeable disgust.  
 
    As much as he hated his father, Nate was glad to see him refusing to answer any of the questions. It was none of the world’s business how they felt about Kitty’s binding or Tommy’s supposed death or his imprisonment.  
 
    A few of the workers and guards glanced over at him, and Nate had to work to keep his face impassive. 
 
    The reporter interviewed numerous other guests before, at last, Mickey Taenia’s hover hummed up in front of the building and he, Jaiani, and Kitty stepped out. Nate’s breath caught in his throat. There was a black tattoo inked on the side of her face in the shape of a hawk and he felt a slight flicker of relief knowing that she would bear her family’s marking instead of Lord Gabriel’s.   
 
    ‘Catherine! Catherine! Catherine, over here!’ Reporters screamed her name, wanting captures of her, wanting to ask a thousand questions.  
 
    She looked at them witheringly and strode past.  
 
    ‘Catherine, are you excited about your binding?’  
 
    ‘Catherine, have you been to your new home yet?’  
 
    ‘Catherine, what do you think of Lord Gabriel?’  
 
    ‘Catherine, any words on your recent stint in prison?’  
 
    ‘Catherine, do you miss Thomas Anteros?’  
 
    At the mention of Tommy, Kitty whirled around. Nate could see the sudden flash of worry cross over Jaiani’s features as her daughter’s face darkened, and he half-hoped Kitty would punch the reporter. He remembered her punching abilities quite clearly, and she would certainly knock the man to the ground. Before she could get more than a step towards him, Jaiani grabbed her by the arm and dragged her inside amidst the inane cries for a comment. 
 
    Slightly disappointed, Nate now felt more alert and moved closer to the screen, eyes keen for another sign of Kitty. It took over an hour for the ceremony to begin, and Nate wished desperately that he was drunk. He felt too sober and aware of everything and his heart hadn’t stopped racing all day. He was close to being sick and closer to passing out.  
 
    When the broadcasts moved inside and the music began playing, the reality of what was about to happen made him want to kill everyone in the room. His fists clenched and he ground his teeth so hard that his head started to ache.  
 
    He didn’t realise he was trembling until Freida came up to him holding a cup of something that smelled overwhelmingly horrible.  
 
    ‘Here,’ she said, handing it to him. ‘The men make in it the tents. It tastes like death but you look like you could use some.’ 
 
    Nate took the cup from her hand and downed the contents in one large gulp. It was like drinking an entire bag of spice, and his eyes watered, but he felt instantly less aware. Wincing, he handed the cup back to Freida. ‘Thank you.’  
 
    ‘Are you all right?’  
 
    ‘Not even a little bit, darling.’  
 
    ‘Anything I can do?’  
 
    ‘More of that?’  
 
    ‘You got it,’ she said, squeezing his shoulder and disappearing into the crowd.  
 
    Loud music began suddenly and Nate turned back to the broadcast. His breath caught in his throat. Kitty looked stunning. She was wearing a beautiful gown in the King’s colours, her hair styled so that it showed off the newly inked hawk on the side of her face.  
 
    Nate wondered moodily what she would have looked like with the two-headed serpent that was his family’s symbol. Although the Taenias were more powerful amongst the people, the Anteros’ wealth was slightly larger. She would have borne the serpent for Tommy, but now she bore a hawk, and his love for birds and appreciation for the details of the design did little to dampen the rising fury in his chest. 
 
    The focus of the broadcast changed to show Gabriel, entering from a parallel door, the hawk clear on his face. His previous Complement had been wealthier than he, and Nate had only ever seen him with a fish on the side of his face. It had suited him. Gabriel greatly resembled a toad, and seeing Kitty’s tattoo on the side of his face was more than Nate could handle. He looked around just in time to see Freida returning. He took the bottle she handed him and drank heavily, wanting to burn the image from his mind, wanting to burn his thoughts and his memories until even the thought of Kitty was impossible to reach.  
 
    He watched with pained curiosity, unable to turn away from the screen until the bottle was empty, and he stumbled back to his tent in a state of despair.  
 
    He fell into a deep sleep filled with black dreams. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cold, icy winter turned into a cold, wet spring, and heavy rains pelted them daily as they worked on the city. The river rose and three of the workers drowned on the bridge. Four died from slipping off the building site and tumbling to their deaths.  
 
    Forced to focus and not allow himself to be distracted, and thanking God for it, Nate threw himself into the labour, not wanting to think, not wanting to dream or remember.  
 
    He passed most days in a haze, tuning out the world around him.  
 
    But on an afternoon several weeks in, as he lugged bags up to the top of the building, one of the guards caught his eye.  
 
    Cooper Sikander, not even a friend, ignited such a feeling of safety and security in Nate’s chest that he felt able to properly breathe for the first time in months.  
 
    After depositing a load of supplies to the workers, Nate walked over to him, brushing wet grime from his arms. He had a long cut up one arm that was covered in dust and muck from the work. It throbbed mildly and Nate knew he would have to go to the physician at the end of the day. Yet the pain vanished as he approached Cooper. 
 
    ‘I didn’t expect to see you here,’ he said quietly.  
 
    ‘I requested a transfer.’ 
 
    Nate eyed him for a moment, not knowing what to say. Not wanting to assume.  
 
    Cooper cocked his head and they walked a little ways down the alley, out of sight of the other guards. ‘I heard you were arrested a day after it happened. What did happen?’  
 
    ‘Our scientist was a ratty little shit.’  
 
    ‘Terrible luck.’  
 
    ‘I’m beginning to think I’m cursed.’  
 
    Nate picked up a bag and heaved it over his shoulder, wincing as his cut throbbed in protest.  
 
    ‘The woman you told me was with you,’ said Cooper, ‘I take it that was Catherine Taenia?’  
 
    Nate’s jaw clenched automatically. ‘That’s the one.’  
 
    ‘I’m sorry,’ said Cooper. ‘Truly. No one ought to be Complemented to Lord Gabriel. The stories I’ve heard—’ 
 
    ‘I don’t want to hear them.’ Nate tried to remind himself that Kitty was one of the smartest people he knew. She could spin the Kingdom around her lies. If there was one person Gabriel couldn’t hurt, surely it was her. For her ties to the Hangman if nothing else.  
 
    She would be all right. She had to be all right.  
 
    ‘No, of course. Apologies.’ Cooper grimaced. ‘Last time we met, you asked me if I knew the name of the one who killed your brother. You said it seemed curious.’ 
 
    Nate’s entire body suddenly felt cold. ‘I’m hoping it is. It’s stupid.’  
 
    ‘Hope isn’t stupid, Nate.’  
 
    ‘It is when the King personally gives you your brother’s token and confirms his death.’ The bird hung heavy around his neck yet he still could not shake the strange feeling that his brother was not truly dead. He forced down the rising panic threatening to choke him. ‘Did you find out?’  
 
    ‘I did,’ said Cooper. ‘I’m not sure what good it will do you – if any.’ 
 
    ‘What good it does me is of no import. Either they’re my brother’s murderer, or they’re lying.’  
 
    ‘They acted on the orders of the King.’  
 
    ‘We all make choices,’ said Nate. ‘Mine got me here. I’ve never done anything I didn’t want. Everyone has as much choice as the rest.’  
 
    ‘Anyone less privileged would have been killed for doing what you’ve done,’ said Cooper pointedly.  
 
    ‘I’m not debating my lot in life nor my advantages,’ said Nate. ‘I made my choices and lived with them. Whomever might have shot my brother did not have to accept the position amongst the guard which allowed for such actions. It was accepted knowing that executions were required. Innocence is debatable. Tell me.’ 
 
    Cooper heaved a sigh. He was perspiring greatly, and looked ready for a long nap. Not for the first time Nate wondered if he ought to choose a different position in life. Being a guard allowed for certain benefits, but a farmer or shopkeeper would be more relaxing.  
 
    ‘Claudia Kramer,’ said Cooper after another few seconds of uncomfortable tension. ‘I don’t know who she is, but it’s her name in the system.’ 
 
    ‘What does the report say?’  
 
    It was clear from Cooper’s expression that he was disinclined to elaborate.  
 
    ‘Tell me,’ he pressed. ‘I need to know.’ 
 
    ‘Strung up and then shot.’  
 
    Nate’s jaw ached from how hard he was clenching it. His heart was beating so fast he could hear it in his ears and his throat was closing. The name was seared into his memory like a branding iron on skin, and Nate knew he would never forget it. ‘Thank you, Cooper,’ he croaked. ‘You’re an honourable man in a Kingdom of dishonour.’  
 
    Cooper didn’t seem to take it as much of a compliment. Rather, he shrugged and made to turn, only to stop and say, ‘I was sorry to hear about your comrade.’   
 
    One horrible bit of information after the other flowed from his lips, it seemed. Nate gaped at him. ‘Do you mean the Rays?’  
 
    Again, it was obvious that Cooper did not want to be the bearer of this information. ‘You don’t know?’  
 
    ‘I was in Redwater and then I was here,’ said Nate. ‘I haven’t a notion.’  
 
    Cooper held out a cigarette, as if to give himself time to form the words, and a feeling of panic set into Nate’s bones. Numb, he took it, balancing the heavy bag on one shoulder.  
 
    ‘The man – I don’t recall his name, apologies – was executed upon arrest. They say your lady was with him. I’m not sure if that’s any consolation, but I thought it might be. They say she was with him, right to the end. No one ought to go alone and he didn’t, which I suppose is something. The woman – the older one – was sent to a workcamp like this one. I’m not sure which one. I don’t know what became of the girl, although I know she’s alive. My guess is that she went to a camp or facility, or if she’s lucky a rehabilitation centre for troubled youths. Pray God she didn’t end up in Muntenia.’  
 
    ‘The academy?’ 
 
    ‘The Red Arena.’  
 
    Nate felt bile rising in his throat and he took a drag from the cigarette, his hand shaking. ‘Thank you for telling me,’ he rasped. ‘I should get back to work.’  
 
    ‘Of course,’ said Cooper. ‘I’m sorry, Nate.’  
 
    ‘It’s not down to you,’ said Nate. ‘You always looked after me, Cooper. I’m not sure why, but it’s not something I’ve ever taken for granted.’  
 
    Cooper nodded. ‘I did want to ask you something, as it happens. I forgot to mention it last time.’  
 
    Nate ran a hand through his short hair, too distracted by the news to pay much attention. ‘Yeah, go ahead.’  
 
    ‘You wouldn’t know anything about two hundred thousand cuttans making its way into my delivery box, would you? A couple of years ago.’  
 
    Nate shrugged. Bribes were not his sort of thing. ‘No, why?’  
 
    ‘It was accompanied by a note. Expensive paper. Good handwriting. It had specific instructions. The sort of thing no ordinary person – or any person with self-preservation – would know or ask. If I did it, there was the promise of another payment. Twice as much. That’s … that is a lot of money, Nate.’  
 
    ‘I honestly have no idea what you’re talking about, Cooper. If I wanted something dealt with, I would handle it myself.’  
 
    Cooper appraised him with narrowed eyes. ‘It came with specific instructions on when and where to kill Blake Navi.’  
 
    Nate stared at him as memories of Redwater seared through his mind. Blake. Irving. Lucius. Tellerman.  
 
    He wondered if the ground was moving beneath him. He felt light-headed, his legs made of jam.  
 
    He took several wheezing gasps before he managed to find his voice. ‘Did you do it?’  
 
    ‘Yes,’ said Cooper. It was clear he had his assurance by Nate’s reaction that it was not he who had left the parcel. ‘He deserved to die even if I hadn’t wanted the money. You have any idea who it could be?’  
 
    ‘Half of Redwater wanted him dead,’ said Nate. ‘Not just me.’  
 
    Cooper nodded. ‘I thought you ought to know, anyways.’  
 
    ‘Thank you.’  
 
    ‘That amount of money could only come from a handful of people.’  
 
    ‘It didn’t come from my hands. I was too much of a coward to seek him out.’  
 
    ‘You’re no coward, Nate.’ 
 
    Thanking Cooper for the information, Nate stamped out the cigarette and made his way back to the worksite. He walked up the rickety stairs to the top of the building site, his mind whirling. He managed to deposit the bag with the others and make his way back down to the bottom, across the road and around a side street before he was sick all over his shoes.  
 
    A roar tore out of him a moment before Nate slammed his fist as hard as he could into the side of the building. He punched again and again and again. He felt the knuckles snap.  
 
    He felt nothing.  
 
    It was over an hour before someone found him on his knees, staring at the beige wall of the building, unable to move.  
 
    Gaspar’s strong arms wrapped around him and helped him to his feet. ‘What’s happened?’ 
 
    Nate said nothing.  
 
    ‘All right, all right. Let’s get you to the infirmary. Your hand looks disgusting. C’mon.’  
 
    Nate allowed himself to be led away from the city and back towards the hovers where a few guards were milling about. Gaspar showed the guards his injuries and he was allowed on one of the hovers and taken back to the camp with orders to return once he’d been patched up.  
 
    ‘Whatever it is, it’s not worth losing your grip over,’ said Gaspar before he left. ‘Just remember that.’  
 
    The rest of the day passed in a blur. Nate’s hand and arm were fixed and he was given a large dose of medication which removed all feeling from his body and left him in a daze. He returned to work and trekked bags from the supply room to the top of the building mindlessly, not caring when the buzzer rang out and they were returned to the camp.  
 
    Nate walked to his tent and collapsed on his pile of blankets.  
 
    When he closed his eyes, he once again found himself on that strange green field. 
 
    Kitty was sitting on the grass, picking blades mindlessly. In these dreams, in this place, she was never bruised or burning. Always radiant.  
 
    He sat down beside her. 
 
    ‘Darling?’ 
 
    She looked at him. ‘Yeah?’  
 
    ‘Are you afraid of anything?’  
 
    Kitty nodded. ‘I didn’t used to be.’   
 
    ‘I’m afraid of everything.’  
 
    ‘Why?’  
 
    ‘I’ve never been given a reason not to be.’  
 
    She took his hand and he squeezed tightly. She felt so real, so alive. Not dreamlike at all. Nate frowned. There was something about her expression, about the realness of her.  
 
    ‘I’m not dreaming, am I?’  
 
    ‘I don’t think these have ever really been dreams,’ said Kitty mildly, as if she had been mulling over the same thing. ‘I don’t dream. I never have. The only time I do is this field; this place, with you.’   
 
    ‘Lucky you,’ said Nate, a nightmare of her covered in blood still fresh in his mind.  
 
    ‘It’s not as if they were ever really dreamlike before,’ she continued. ‘It started after we were infected. Perhaps it’s a mutant thing.’  
 
    ‘But we were cured.’  
 
    ‘Maybe not,’ she said. ‘You’re not dying and we’re not burning, but really, what do humans know of mutants? Hardly anything at all. There could be a thousand things we don’t know. Dream-sharing, or whatever this is, might be something they can all do.’  
 
    ‘If we’re not dreaming … Where are you?’  
 
    ‘At Gabriel’s house …’ Her lip twisted into an unhappy sneer. ‘At least it’s scenic.’  
 
    His heart sank. ‘Tell me everything.’  
 
    ‘Everything?’  
 
    The word had barely been uttered when Nate woke with a start, heart pounding. He blinked rapidly, trying to clear his vision, the buzzer blaring a short way away.  
 
    He let out a roar of frustration.  
 
      
 
      
 
    No matter how he wished it, he couldn’t seem to force the dreams of Kitty. Without knowing what was wrong, he focused on the little he could do.  
 
    As his strength returned to him, so too did his body mass, and one morning as he dressed he realised that he could no longer count his ribs.  
 
    His body was sunburnt and chapped and cracked, but the anger he felt at the world, at his captors, at the King, all fuelled him, and the more time passed, the more he thought about what he should do. What he was now physically able to do.  
 
    He started to run in the evenings, around the perimeter of the fence; the guards soon recognised him and would wave as he passed by.  
 
    As he ran, he surveyed the world outside the tall fence. It would be impossible to scale. Not only was it electrified, but it was thin and spiked, and the entire thing was patrolled. 
 
    It was on one such run when he realised night had long since set in and he could see perfectly. There were no lights near him and he could see the curves of the sand, the rocks littered about, the laces of his shoes and the ridges on his fingernails. He had also been running for over an hour and was not tired. He slowed to a walk and held his hands out in front of him. He could see the scars perfectly in the darkness. Curious as to what else he could do, he started running again.  
 
    Five hours later, he was not even winded. 
 
    Unfortunately, much to his frustration, it was weeks before he found himself dreaming of the field again. When he did, it was not Kitty who stood there to greet him.  
 
    It was the mutant.  
 
    Nate had never believed the stories of the dangerous mutants, nor had he felt disgusted like Kitty had upon learning that their bodies were enhanced by mutant genes. He had seen mutants once on his first trip to the Outlands. He’d yearned to know them but kept back, too scared to talk to anyone. But he remembered wanting to learn their ways. He had always believed, with all his heart, that there was a way to live that was better than the way dictated by Crown and Council.  
 
    ‘Demon,’ said the mutant.  
 
    Nate raised an eyebrow. ‘I’m not a demon.’ 
 
    The mutant did a double take, clearly not expecting Nate to reply. He cocked his head to the side. He had a wise face, although his age was indeterminable. Nate was inclined to think he was young enough, but he seemed much older than Nate somehow.  
 
    ‘Who are you?’ asked Nate.  
 
    Rather than answering, the mutant posed a question in return. ‘Why are you here, demon?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not a demon,’ he repeated.  
 
    The mutant frowned. ‘What are you?’ 
 
    Nate pointed to himself. ‘Man.’ He pointed to the mutant. ‘Mutant.’  
 
    The word seemed to confuse him. ‘As in a mutation?’  
 
    Before Nate could ask anything else, the world spun and suddenly Kitty was in front of him, sitting on the ground with her legs beneath her. Putting the strangeness of what had just happened into the back of his mind to mull over later, he sat down beside her.  
 
    ‘How’s life with the good Lord?’ he asked, stomach twisting wretchedly as he watched her. He wanted her to say that she was fine. That she had outsmarted the system. That all was well and would be for the rest of his internment.  
 
    Kitty’s face remained unchanged, but it was her eyes that he watched, and something stirred in their depths that he did not like.  
 
    His heart sank. ‘Something wrong?’ he asked.  
 
    ‘No, why?’ she said mildly.  
 
    He eyed her. It was so hard to tell when she was lying. ‘Is something wrong?’ he repeated.  
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘With Gabriel.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Are you lying to me?’  
 
    ‘Nate,’ she said. ‘What would I have to lie about?’  
 
    ‘I don’t know. That’s why I’m asking.’  
 
    ‘Are you all right?’  
 
    Nate felt himself growing annoyed. He wanted her to talk to him. He wanted her to tell him what it was that was the matter. Had he not known her, had he not spent months studying her face, months falling in love with every expression, every smirk, every flicker of doubt, he would have doubted the conviction of what he thought he saw, but he knew he was right. There was something wrong and she was lying to him. Again.  
 
    ‘I’m fine,’ he said. ‘But you’re not.’  
 
    ‘Why would you think that?’ 
 
    ‘Because I can tell.’  
 
    Kitty sighed and reached out, taking his hand. ‘Living with Gabriel is awful, is that what you want to know? I can’t stand him. He smells foul and acts worse. But I live on the other side of the palace and hardly see him.’  
 
    ‘You’re lying to me,’ he said angrily. ‘I know you’re lying. Is he hurting you?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not lying.’  
 
    ‘That’s not an answer. What aren’t you telling me?’ 
 
    Kitty shook her head and stood. He leapt to his feet to follow her, but suddenly she was gone and he was alone in the field.  
 
    ‘Fuck!’ he shouted, waking himself instantly, hot and furious.  
 
    He glared into the darkness. Love was something he wasn’t sure he knew how to deal with. Tommy had fallen in and out of love growing up, though none of them were consuming or great. His loves, like his life, were strictly controlled. Hamish and Cecily had certainly been no example of true love. Cecily had bound herself to Hamish at the King’s behest, had children with him, but she had never loved him and he had always known.  
 
    Nate’s mind strayed to the couples in love he had known growing up. Archie and Helene had been a source of idolisation for him, but it was perhaps Blaise and Nadia who had always seemed like the ideal. Despite different Complements and the years of different lives and many children, they loved each other as much the last time he saw them as they had the day Nadia first kissed Blaise because he’d taken too long to kiss her. A lifelong love which could never waver. That was what he wanted: Kitty. Forever.  
 
    And something was wrong.  
 
    He could not fall back to sleep that night, and instead sat on his blankets, smoking in agitation, waiting for the sun to rise. When he saw Freida pass in front of his tent, he stood and followed her, buttoning his coat as he went.  
 
    ‘Good morning,’ she said, yawning widely. ‘How’d you sleep?’ 
 
    ‘Fantastically,’ he grumbled. 
 
    Freida laughed. ‘Has anyone ever told you that you’re a sunny person?’  
 
    ‘Many times. I’m the heart and soul of the party.’  
 
    They reached Building 1 and filled their cups with hot coffee. Nate lit another cigarette and leaned against the wall. ‘Can I ask you something?’  
 
    ‘Sure,’ she said, taking the cigarette from him. 
 
    ‘Have you ever been in love?’ 
 
    Freida raised an eyebrow. ‘Yes. Once.’  
 
    ‘Was it to your Complement?’  
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    Nate nodded, lips pursed in thought.  
 
    ‘This about Catherine Taenia?’ At Nate’s surprised expression, she rolled her eyes. ‘Nate, this entire camp knows you’re in love with her. The way you looked during the reel—I thought you were going to collapse.’  
 
    ‘Can’t say it was unlikely.’  
 
    ‘Yes,’ said Freida again. ‘I’ve been in love. He was bound to a woman who was also in love with him. It was an unpleasant situation. Thinking about him with her – I felt ill all the time. It’s not something I’d wish on anyone. Well, perhaps the King.’  
 
    ‘Does it ever get better?’  
 
    ‘What, knowing the one you love is bedding someone else? No. It doesn’t get better. You just learn to live with it.’  
 
    ‘And if you can’t?’ 
 
    Freida shrugged and gestured for them to start walking towards the hovers. Everyone was gathered and it was time to head to the site. ‘There’s not much you can do about it,’ she said. ‘You either make the most of the time you have with them and remind yourself that what’s law is law and no one but the Council decides who can be together, or you let it go. Let them go.’ Freida looked at him and winked. ‘Or you kill them, but that’s just a certain trip to the gallows, and then what was the point?’  
 
    They climbed into the back of an open hover and Nate drained the last of his coffee, leaving the wooden cup on the seat beside him. ‘Satisfaction,’ he said quietly. 
 
    ‘Satisfaction or revenge?’  
 
    ‘Both.’  
 
    Freida’s dark brow furrowed deeply. ‘Do you not think it’s dangerous to love someone so much you forget about yourself?’  
 
    ‘Probably,’ said Nate. ‘I was never one for mental health.’  
 
    Freida laughed wryly. ‘Fair enough, I suppose. Is your life worth the risk?’  
 
    ‘Yes.’  
 
    ‘What if you were locked away in Redwater for the rest of your life? Alive because of your family but not really living?’  
 
    ‘I would go to prison only for my brother. If I thought prison was likely to last, I’d chew through my wrists.’  
 
    Freida made a face. ‘All right, then. So your brother – what was he like?’ 
 
    With a shaking sigh, he shrugged. ‘What do you want to know?’  
 
    ‘Anything.’  
 
    Nate smiled to himself as Tommy’s face swam into his mind. ‘He’s the only person in the world I have always known without question to be mine. If Kitty …’ His throat tightened and he had to clear it several times before the words formed. ‘You may not have noticed but I don’t care much for life. There’s plenty awaiting me in the next life, and I’m certain it will be less painful. I stay alive for her, and because I cannot yet believe my brother dead.’ He smoked for a second before continuing. ‘I’ve asked other siblings about it before. Siblings I know to love each other undeniably; siblings who would do anything for each other. I’ve never met another pair like us. The only thing I’ve ever believed in is Tommy.’ 
 
    ‘He sounds like someone worth knowing.’ Freida squeezed his arm. ‘You’ll see him again, Nate. Even if it’s not in this life. You have to believe that.’ 
 
    ‘I do. Always have. Most days it’s the only thing to keep me going. Tommy isn’t just my brother. He’s a part of me. I feel the same about Kitty – although it’s not quite the same.’  
 
    Freida smiled sadly. ‘I wish someone felt that way about me.’  
 
    ‘Don’t.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’  
 
    Nate didn’t answer. The hover had landed and they were called out. He spent the rest of that day coming to the conclusion that escape was worth the risk. Kitty couldn’t wait for him to get through another four plus years. Something was wrong. Even if it had nothing to do with Gabriel, he had to make sure she was safe.  
 
      
 
      
 
    As the days passed by, Nate’s plan began to take shape. In truth, it was not a very good plan, and it had quite a high chance of failing. Had Kitty been there, or Tommy, the plan would have been shot down instantly. It was too dangerous, too reckless, too likely to fail. It was also the only plan he could think of which had even the slightest chance of success.  
 
    It was simple enough, but it took several weeks to put together. He had to ensure that whoever was with him on the day wanted to run as much as he did. There were plenty inside Argon who would try to stop him and hope it worked in their favour. Others would be too scared or not bothered enough to help him when things went down. And finding enough convicts to fill one hover who were all as angry and determined as he took much longer than he would have expected.  
 
    He had posed the idea of leaving once to Freida, but she hadn’t wanted to take the risk. She did, however, wish them the best of luck.  
 
    With that in mind, after dinner one evening, Nate caught up to her and took her arm, pulling her aside where no prying eyes would chance to overhear them. ‘I need your help,’ he said. 
 
    ‘With leaving?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ 
 
    ‘Is this because of the miscarriage?’  
 
    Nate did a double take, heart sinking. ‘The what?’  
 
    She brushed a lock of dirty brown hair from her face, expression awkward. ‘I thought you knew …’ 
 
    ‘Knew what?’ he demanded. 
 
    ‘It’s been all over the broadcasts – Lord Gabriel’s been discussing their troubles conceiving and how he’s donating thousands to fertility studies as a result. He has no heir as of yet – Catherine’s miscarried twice.’ Freida reached out and gripped his arm comfortingly. ‘I’m sorry, Nate. I thought you knew.’  
 
    ‘No,’ he croaked. ‘No, I didn’t know.’  
 
    ‘Apparently she miscarried a month or so after the binding ceremony. You know how the expedited pregnancies are these days. The reports say she conceived again shortly thereafter. Recently she miscarried again.’  
 
    He felt cold. It had been so clear to him that something was wrong, he just hadn’t known what it was exactly. But having answers only created more questions, and his head was spinning. Whilst he knew she’d planned to have children straight away with Tommy, Nate knew how much she hated Gabriel. But then, the King was likely applying pressure.  
 
    Freida shook her head. ‘Right, forget about that. What did you want to ask me?’  
 
    It took him a moment to gather his wits about him and push his worries for Kitty out of his mind. Taking a steadying breath, he nodded to himself and fixed Freida with a look of determination. ‘I’ve got Shtier, Lyons and Kempff aiding me already. What I need is a distraction within the camp to draw the guards’ focus off the low fencing that leads up to the city.’  
 
    Freida nodded. ‘What sort of distraction?’  
 
    ‘Something big,’ he said. ‘We were thinking of blowing the brewery. Can you help me?’  
 
    ‘Yes,’ she said, ‘but not for free.’  
 
    It was to be expected. Everyone always wanted something.  
 
    ‘What do you want?’ 
 
    Fewer things could have surprised him more than what happened next.  
 
    Freida stepped closer to him and kissed him rather abruptly. He stepped back, mouth open, eyebrows raised. 
 
    She held his gaze without embarrassment. ‘I’ve been in this camp for two years, Nate.’  
 
    ‘You want to have sex.’  
 
    ‘Yes.’  
 
    ‘Oh. Right.’ Nate ran a hand through his hair, mulling that over. The last time he’d been with anyone was in Muntenia with Fox, just before he’d boarded the ship to Nitoib. It had been perfunctory and without feeling, the way it generally was for him. But now he ached for Kitty and had not looked at anyone else since Greenwald. She occupied his every fantasy.  
 
    Not privy to his inner whirlpool of contemplations, Freida crossed her arms, a flicker of vulnerability flashing across her dusty face. ‘Well?’  
 
    He cleared his throat. ‘You’ll help me?’ 
 
    ‘Blow the brewery so you can fly off to retrieve Catherine Taenia?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘I swear.’  
 
    Nate nodded. ‘If you betray me, I will kill you.’  
 
    A flash of fear passed over her face. It was gone as quickly as it appeared. She nodded and held out her arm. ‘I keep my word, so long as you do.’ 
 
    Nate clasped her arm at the elbow, not breaking eye contact. He felt almost apathetic about the transaction and was surprised by how very little he cared about the lengths he was having to go to secure his escape.  
 
    ‘We have a deal.’ 
 
    ‘Tonight, then,’ she said. ‘Come to my tent.’ She disappeared amongst the endless rows of shabby tents.  
 
    He turned and walked away, his thoughts several steps ahead of him, planning out what else needed to be done. 
 
    The rest of the evening passed in a haze of disconnect. He slipped past the west guard and into the hover park, ducking low and crawling beneath the many vehicles. The years spent with the Underground Club had left him with a rather bizarre and jumbled accumulation of talents and when he found the hover he wanted, his fingers moved deftly over the wiring, circuitry and fuses, his mutated vision allowing him to see everything clearly in the dark.  
 
    Archie’s lessons came back to him, and his hands moved from memory more than skill. The early days of the Club had been wonderful. Nate would sneak out after the rest of the house was asleep and meet Archie, Helene, Blaise and various others on the corner of the street.  
 
    They made a game out of necessity. Each had to come up with a skill they thought the rest of the group should have, and then teach it. In the years spent with them, Nate learned how to free climb, scale buildings, sew, cook, fish, backflip, fight properly, cover bruises with makeup and paint, sail, skin and gut an animal, and quick-jump a hover; he was taught how to send a signal to the others without drawing the attention of outsiders, identify poisonous berries, and purify water; he knew how to wind up a crowd, incite a riot, write pamphlets and radical publications, and evade arrest.  
 
    After he finished reworking the wires, he covered the change as best he could and inspected it several times – no guard would be able to tell the difference unless there was a thorough inspection – before he pulled the limestone rock out of his pocket and drew a small t on the side of the hover.  
 
    When he returned to the camp, covered in dust and sore from having to crawl beneath dozens of hovers, he made his way down the row of tents, nodded to Lyons and Shtier without stopping, and retrieved a fresh set of clothes from his tent before heading towards the baths.  
 
    He washed mechanically, noticing the warm spring air for the first time as he dressed without shivering. There were no mirrors in Argon; it was hard to know how he actually looked. Shaking his head, he brushed his hair back and took a steadying breath. 
 
    He made his way up through the tents towards Freida’s tent.  
 
    She gave him a broad smile as he ducked down and closed the flap behind him. ‘I wasn’t sure you’d come,’ she said, putting her book aside and leaning back on her hands.  
 
    ‘I always keep my promises.’  
 
    ‘I’m getting that.’  
 
    He took off his coat before studying her face. ‘Shall we?’  
 
    She nodded and kissed him. The sensation was entirely uncomfortable and brought to mind thoughts he preferred to keep locked away. He directed his thoughts to Kitty – her lips, her hands, her body – and closed his eyes as he pulled Freida close, removing the last of their clothes.  
 
    Months of wanting Kitty and not being able to have her, months of having absolutely nothing and being too sick to even bother with himself, meant that it was over particularly quickly.  
 
    Not wanting Freida to feel like she was getting nothing out of the deal, he moved his lips down her body, allowing his mind to wander.  
 
    He imagined she was Kitty, and moaned against her skin.  
 
    After, as Nate dressed, a sudden thought occurred to him. ‘If you ever make it out of here,’ he said, ‘and if you need help, I won’t be any use to you, but I have friends in Muntenia who would.’  
 
    Freida raised an eyebrow. ‘What makes you think I’ll need help?’  
 
    ‘You cannot live in a cage forever, darling,’ he said. ‘Humans were meant to be free. One day you’ll wish you came with me.’ 
 
    ‘Dangerous words.’  
 
    ‘We’re dangerous creatures; some of us have just forgotten how.’  
 
    ‘I envy your lady a bit. She’s lucky.’  
 
    That gave him pause. ‘Kitty? Whatever for? Are you harbouring some deep longing to Complement a rotund leech?’ 
 
    ‘It’s hard not to envy the one who is held in such high regard by someone so passionate,’ she mused. ‘It’s like you’re ready to burst with all the fire you feel. It’s intoxicating.’  
 
    ‘Not to me,’ he said. ‘It’s horrible.’  
 
    ‘Caring?’  
 
    ‘Yes. I don’t recommend it at all.’ 
 
    Freida laughed. ‘You said you had friends?’  
 
    ‘Right,’ he said distractedly. ‘If you need help or shelter or anything, really, they’re criminals, but they’re some of the best people I know. Go to Green Street, in Cuzak Square. Look for the black door with the golden handle – there’s only one. Ask for James. Tell him Rusty sent you.’  
 
    She snorted. ‘Rusty?’  
 
    ‘Everyone knows me by my hair, darling,’ he said, flashing a wolfish grin. ‘They’ll see you safe and well looked after. Don’t doubt it.’  
 
    ‘I don’t,’ she said. ‘Thank you.’  
 
    Fully dressed, Nate leaned down and kissed her forehead. ‘Be safe. I would hate it if you weren’t.’  
 
    ‘And you,’ she said.  
 
    With a nod, Nate stepped out of the tent and made his way through the seemingly endless rows and columns until he found his own. 
 
    Sleep proved impossible that night, and by dawn he was wide awake, adrenaline coursing through his veins, his heart a constant thrum of expectation and worry. Incapable of eating breakfast, he sat, tapping out his repetitious rhythm on the wooden table, his eyes fixed on his plate, resisting the urge to look at Shtier, Lyons, Kempff or Freida.  
 
    The bell sounded and everyone stood, emptied and cleaned their plates, and filed out of Building 1. Nate slipped between the milling bodies, situating himself towards the front of the slow, sleepy queue. He saw Shtier fall into step a few bodies away, Kempff a little behind him. He didn’t see Lyons, but didn’t glance around. If he was coming, he would be there.  
 
    Group by group the convicts filed into the hovers. Nate slipped in quickly beside Shtier and Kempff. Pieter clambered in behind him and was quickly hauled out by Lyons.  
 
    ‘Go find another one, short arse,’ said Lyons grumpily. 
 
    Pieter rolled his eyes and stormed off, cursing under his breath. The guard slipped into the driver’s seat, nursing a cup of coffee. Nate eyed his electrifier, his gun, his conn; all were within seizing range.  
 
    ‘Thank God the winter’s done with,’ said Nate. ‘Can’t say I’m going to miss the cold.’ 
 
    ‘Tell me about it,’ said the guard. He started the hover, more focused on his coffee and turning on the heat than on the convicts.  
 
    ‘Oh shit,’ said Nate. ‘I need to take a piss.’ 
 
    The guard rolled his eyes. ‘Can you not wait until we reach the city?’ 
 
    ‘I’m bursting.’  
 
    ‘Fine,’ said the guard. ‘Just hurry.’  
 
    Nate slipped out of the hover and darted around the corner of the building, pretending to relieve himself. He counted slowly, eyes fixed on the horizon. When he reached forty, he darted back to the hover.  
 
    ‘All good,’ he said, grinning at the guard. 
 
    The hover rose into the air and followed the long procession heading for the city. Nate stared at the mirror. They were almost a mile away when an almighty bang shattered the still calm of the morning and the tents went up in flames.  
 
    Guards immediately began turning around, completely distracted. When their guard turned, Shtier seized him by the neck. Nate grabbed his weapons before shoving him sideways out of the hover. He fell, hard, unconscious on impact, and lay prone in the dirt. Nate grabbed the wheel as Lyons climbed into the front.  
 
    Ahead, one of the hovers was drifting straight for the fence, the driver unable to control it. The four prisoners and guard leapt from the hover a moment before it collided with the fence, exploding instantly and creating a hole.  
 
    Nate directed their hover straight towards the hole, ignoring the flames, and sped through, scraping the sides against the metal and concrete of the fence. 
 
    ‘God’s wrath!’ Kempff clapped him on the back. ‘We did it!’ 
 
    ‘We’re not free yet,’ said Nate. He raised the hover to its maximum height and sped through the air over the desolate desert, eyes fixed ahead. ‘Is anyone following us?’  
 
    ‘Oh yes,’ said Lyons. ‘Three of them.’  
 
    ‘Wonderful,’ said Nate. He made a hard right, flying past the perimeter of the fence. ‘How far to the river?’  
 
    ‘Which river?’  
 
    ‘Black Rock.’  
 
    ‘A few leagues or so.’  
 
    Nate handed the gun to Shtier. ‘Shoot them when they’re close enough to do damage – not before.’  
 
    ‘I can’t shoot.’  
 
    ‘Are you fucking with me?’  
 
    ‘No,’ said Shtier, an edge to his voice. 
 
    ‘I can,’ said Lyons. ‘Shtier, switch places with me.’ 
 
    ‘How?’  
 
    ‘Just move over!’  
 
    ‘Someone take the gun before I throw you all out!’ roared Nate, dropping the hover radically as a wave of shots volleyed from behind.  
 
    Lyons and Shtier quickly traded places. Far ahead, Nate could see the desert’s terrain changing; vegetation fast appearing, a few scraggly trees, bushes, tumbleweeds. Further on were larger, much more dense trees and beyond that, he could see the bright glisten of water reflecting the morning’s light.  
 
    Black Rock River flowed through Tentau Forest, curling east towards the sea. He aimed to follow the river as far downstream as possible before getting out and making his way to the border.  
 
    ‘We’re going to hit it hard,’ he warned the others. ‘Can everyone swim?’  
 
    ‘No,’ said Kempff nervously. ‘Isn’t there another way?’  
 
    ‘No,’ said Nate. ‘The river will move us along much faster than the hover and we’ll be harder to spot. There’s a waterfall—if my memory of Cartography is anything to go by, which it isn’t, to be blunt. It’ll lead us straight to the forest.’ 
 
    ‘But I can’t swim!’  
 
    ‘Neither can I,’ said Nate grimly. ‘Let’s hope we only need to be able to not drown.’  
 
    The river came up far quicker than Nate was anticipating. He turned the autopilot on and grabbed the guard’s machete from beneath the seat. He shoved the door open, the wind filling the hover and destroying the equilibrium.  
 
    ‘Ready?’ 
 
    There were three very unenthusiastic shouts from the others, but he didn’t wait for confirmation. He jumped out of the hover, eyes shut tight, gripping hard to the machete. There were a few seconds of complete peace, and then he slammed into the water.  
 
    Nate was a terrible swimmer and it took several seconds to remind himself not to panic. His body was yanked into an undertow of waves and he was flung this way and that, unable to do more than hold his breath and hope that the tugging ceased before he drowned. He was unsure how long he could hold his breath but he’d wager it wasn’t as long as the tide intended to keep him under for.  
 
    He kicked out as hard as he could, his clothes catching the waves, heavy with water and pulling him down, down into the cold wet darkness of the waves.  
 
    His lungs were starting to protest, spots flaring in front of his eyes, and he knew that at any second, he would open his mouth to try and get some air and it would be all over.  
 
    Everything was so dark yet he could see his hands in front of his eyes; he could see fish fanning out around him and, as he squinted upwards, at last he saw signs of daylight.  
 
    Harder and harder he kicked out, his arms grabbing upwards as if trying to catch the light. It felt like he was fighting a battle that could never be won; and then, suddenly, he found his last reserves of energy, and with a great kick, his head breached the surface, his lungs gasping in delight, his head pounding.  
 
    Nate took several long gulping breaths, treading water as best he could as he looked around.  
 
    He turned in a circle, hoping to see signs of the others.  
 
    There was nothing.  
 
    Swallowing a lump of rising guilt, Nate allowed the current to propel him straight towards the waterfall, the sounds of the pursuing hovers audible as they doubled back, realising that the hover was empty.  
 
    The waterfall appeared up ahead and the current picked up speed, whooshing him over the side. He fell gracelessly over the edge and landed once again with bruising force onto the water below. The machete was almost wrenched from his hand and it took all of his strength to keep the blade from whipping backwards. He clung on tightly as he kicked his way to the surface. 
 
    As the river wound further and further east, far from the desert, the forest began to thicken and all signs of the hovers vanished. He let the water carry him for the rest of the afternoon, only climbing out to avoid rocks or fallen logs, and then wading back in again further down.  
 
    It wasn’t the most pleasant way to travel, and was monstrously cold, but it was fast and he was willing to take the bruises if it cut the journey in half. More than a few times he was slammed against solid objects. Blood dripped freely from cuts on his head, cheek, shoulders, back, arms and likely other places being continuously washed in the river.  
 
    At twilight, Nate swam awkwardly towards the bank, never more elated to feel earth beneath his fingers as he was in that moment. He pulled himself onto the grass, coughing and spluttering, completely spent.  
 
    It took a few minutes to gather his wits about him.  
 
    The knowledge that he may have caused the deaths of several innocents haunted him, but it would not do to dwell on it, and he prayed for their souls individually before locking the guilt away. A younger, less scarred Nate would hate himself for his callousness. The Nate who had Tommy, who had never been inside the walls of Redwater, who had been frightened of his father but still held out hope for a better future, seemed like the memory of someone known to him once but was now a stranger.  
 
    He was beyond tired, every fibre of his being crying out for rest and care, but he was unguarded and unwatched. There was a burning in his veins that he could not ignore and after ten minutes of steady breathing and forced relaxation, he stood, wrung out his sopping garments, and then broke into a run.  
 
    He hurried on until dawn, taking random turns to throw any followers off his trail; at times he climbed trees, moving from branch to branch, only to come down further ahead. He wasn’t sure who or what would be sent after him, but he had a notion that dogs and expert trekkers would be employed, and he wasn’t going to make it easy for them.  
 
    All through that night and into the next day, Nate kept up the relentless pace, too scared of what awaited him should he waver and sleep.  
 
    By the grace of God, when he was close to collapse, he saw it.  
 
    In the middle of a wide field, the large steel door into the underground cities lay unlocked and unattended. He glanced around, as if expecting to see a guard returning to their post, but he saw no one and took a tentative step forwards. And then another. And then another.  
 
    Suddenly he was standing in front of the great steel door, built at a slight slant into the side of a sloping hill. He reached out and pulled.  
 
    It was locked.  
 
    ‘Hang,’ he muttered. Looking around carefully, he ran his hands over the vine covered walls of the cement entrance. Archie had told him once that all of the entrances had secret handles so that those below could be let free by any survivors on Earth. But the ancient humans died, and their secrets along with them. Only the Bellish, the people of the Belows, the last of humanity, carried on, thriving below the ground as the mutants thrived above.  
 
    His hands found the lever and he pulled it down. With a groan, the door creaked open. 
 
    He felt no fear as he opened the door and stepped inside, carefully descending the metal steps into the gloom, his eyesight instantly adapting.  
 
    At the bottom of the stairs, a great tunnel stretched out before him. Nate adjusted his grip on the machete and moved forwards carefully, eyes flicking over the walls and ceiling, making sure there was nothing lurking in the dark corners.  
 
    The tunnel stretched on and on. The underground was known to carry on for incredible lengths, increased over time. Thousands upon thousands of miles of tunnels, dug with great care and precision in the hundreds of years spent beneath the ground.  
 
    The first few lengths of the tunnel system were begun long before the Devastation, although no one was entirely sure when or for what purpose. It was said that those who saw the Devastation coming fled beneath the earth, watching in horror as those outside were eradicated or mutated into something which humanity had no wish to comprehend.  
 
    It was hard to know what was true. 
 
    After almost an hour of walking, the long tunnel suddenly let out into a vast cavernous room and lights burst on, blinding him.  
 
    Nate blinked rapidly. When he could see again, he looked up and saw great generators on one wall and endless lights connected to them. The Belows used nuclear fusion to maintain power, from what he remembered.  
 
    It was dusty, the air thick and heavy and cold; insects and arachnids and small underground dwellers had made their homes in the abandoned spaces. His presence frightened some, but he stepped carefully around as many as he could, not even remotely inclined to ward off voles or rats, or brush great spiders from his hair.  
 
    As he made his way down the slightly sloping stairwell that led down, down, down, Nate craned his neck in every direction, taking captures with his mind, wanting to remember it all. This was the home of the human race for hundreds of years. This was the only reason any of them had survived.  
 
    He dodged a few angry rats, grateful for his work boots, and continued down a stairwell.  Each level showed him something of the past and his heart raced with excitement and curiosity. He could see an overgrown pasture on one level where animals had presumably been kept. Old computers and televisions, the relics of the past, were on another level with dusty sofas stained brown and bitten by rodents and bugs. Great coolers, long since free of food, burst to life as he walked past, cold air filling the boxes and frightening the inhabitants that were long used to the protection and insulation. 
 
    He walked for hours, following the maps on the wall, only stopping when he felt his eyes become heavy, his feet dragging. He turned north and made his way through another tunnel. It occurred to him that these tunnels went on for leagues in every direction and it was surely a safer way to reach Kitty than crisscrossing the surface with hundreds of guards combing the countryside for him. The only problem was the notable lack of food, but it was a problem for the morning, after he slept, and when he came across a room filled with dirty, half-eaten beds, he stepped inside.  
 
    A few pikas scurried away from him; ignoring them, Nate seized the least-destroyed mattress, flipped it over a few times, beat away the worst of the dust and muck, and then placed it on one of the top bunks. He had no desire to sleep on the ground and wake up with rat bites.  
 
    He balled up his coat beneath his head and stared up at the ceiling, almost soothed by the graceful spiders making their homes and families on the ceiling above.  
 
    When his eyes closed, he found himself on the green field.  
 
    There was no sign of Kitty.  
 
    He jogged over the hill and looked around. Endless stretches of vibrant, beautiful green grass that went on and on as far as the eye could see.  
 
    He sat and waited until the grass eventually disappeared and he was once again in the Redwater yard, Blake advancing on him with a menacing leer. Irving and Lucius and Tellerman just behind.  
 
    Nate awoke with a scream in his throat, soaked in sweat. He sat up and rubbed his eyes, blinking in the brightness that had not faded whilst he slept. He flicked a few insects off his body, jumped off the bunk, and continued on, increasingly hungry and disorientated.  
 
    Halfway down the second corridor, he heard a shuffling sound. A chill ran down his spine and he froze, listening hard. No rodent or insect or reptile sounded like that.  
 
    He looked around, his eyes darting to every corner of the open corridor.  
 
    There was a light system that ran along the top. It was incredibly dusty and likely wouldn’t hold his weight for long, but there was nothing else to do. Nate put the handle of the machete awkwardly in his mouth, secured his bag to his back, and leapt with all the force he could. Had he still been just human, he wouldn’t have been able to reach it.  
 
    He managed to grasp the side of the hot luminaire and, wincing, pulled himself on top. He crawled down the length of it, heart hammering, gaze fixed on the other end of the corridor where the shuffling sound was getting louder.  
 
    As he watched, a shadow preceded the large form menacingly. The creature came into view and Nate went cold all over.  
 
    Unlike the mutants, who rose from the fires of the ravaged world into an intelligent, capable species with gifts and strengths, the rabids were a sorrowful lot. Mangled, malformed and ruined by the radiation and fallout, they were unrecognisable from their once-human ancestors. Mutants, for the most part, resembled humanity. The rabids were enormous, lopsided, crazed and violent. Closer to beast or made up monster. They seemed to exist solely to inflict pain; perhaps because that was all they could feel, perhaps because that was all they knew.  
 
    Nate had a lot of faith in his ability to get the upper hand in a fight with a human, but not with a creature that was nearing ten feet tall and quite possibly wanted to eat him for dinner. Clinging to the luminaire, his hands burning from the heat, he held his breath as the rabid shuffled down the corridor, its eyes moving slowly as it searched for the source of human scent.  
 
    It suddenly struck Nate that for all the fearmongering and propaganda that he had seen as regards rabids, he actually knew very little about them. Were they fast? Could they even see, or did they hunt purely from smell? Did they even speak? Did they hunt in groups? 
 
    His last question was answered instantly. Another shuffling sound added to the slow, terrifying march of the first, and suddenly there were two rabids in the corridor. Then three.  
 
    Nate closed his eyes, cursing soundlessly. He wanted to move or run; his flesh was burning badly from the hot metal and the new inhabitants of the Belows were a thoroughly unwelcome sight, but there was nothing to be done. He was completely stuck. One was bad enough, there was no way to survive three. Likely they had smelled him and come looking for a fresh meal. Whether they were smart enough to look up was another matter altogether. 
 
    Nate appraised the luminaires. They were bolted to the ceiling, cords disappearing through the wall, powering them from an unknown source. There was a good distance between each, albeit not an impossible one. Readjusting the knife in his mouth, spittle making it hard to hold, he shimmied slowly across the fixture, eyes fixed on the creatures below him.  
 
    When he reached the end of the first luminaire, he appraised the distance carefully, not delighted at the prospect of getting across. His arm muscles were much improved in the last few months of hard labour, but whether they could support him completely horizontal remained to be seen.  
 
    Another rabid appeared at the end of the corridor, following the first three, and Nate rolled his eyes in exasperated horror. There was nothing else to do. He couldn’t linger; if they glanced up, he was done for. The only hope he had was to try and make his way down the corridor and get behind the group. 
 
    Grasping the metal coiling wire, he closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and held himself with every ounce of strength he had, stretching horizontally across the gap. His feet just barely touched the wire of the next fitting. Wishing he’d taken his shoes off, he hooked his ankle around the wire, moving his other leg into the small V where the wires connected with the luminaire. Completely stretched out between the two lamps, he bent his head and appraised the security of his foothold. It was hardly reassuring. Testing that his foot was well jammed, he took a small breath and let go of the first fitting. He fell quickly, his ankles taking the brunt of his weight, and with as much force as he could muster, Nate threw his weight and managed to grasp the bottom of the next fitting, doing a backwards somersault.  
 
    It hurt. A lot.  
 
    Wiggling his feet free, he hauled himself onto the second light and took the knife out of his mouth, wiping his face and breathing heavily. The rabids were still beneath him, although it appeared none of them had noticed his poor display of acrobatics.  
 
    Nate glanced down at the end of the corridor. A new one had not come through yet, but that didn’t mean there were not more down there. Another ten light fittings stretched ahead of him until the turn, and what lay beyond was either an unexpected end to his journey, or escape. Clenching his jaw, Nate moved with agonising slowness from luminaire to luminaire, exhausting himself further each time. He must have looked like a primate who had never learned to climb. 
 
    After what seemed an age, he reached the end of the corridor and crouched on the last fixture. He glared down the perpendicular corridor and saw nothing. Glancing behind him, pleased that the rabids had rounded the corridor, he counted slowly to five, prayed, and dropped to the ground.  
 
    The rest of the day in the underground world brought him past more dwellings, shops, centres, hubs and overgrown pastures filled with rodents. Like a village that had been emptied, rather than destroyed. He saw no more signs of rabids, although he kept his knife in his hand regardless, and never turned down a corridor without listening for the ominous shuffling sound. His stomach felt raw and empty, and he ached for food, but he had gone too far to return to the steel door where he’d first entered, so there was nothing to be done but carry on until he found another door to the surface.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Near the end of the next day, just as he found himself starting to look for another place to sleep, something caught his eye and he stopped short. Over one of the doors left open ajar, there was a word inked in bold letters: LIBRARY.  
 
    Bellish and Cuttish were similar enough that he had no trouble translating it.  
 
    Nate pushed the door open carefully and peered inside, pleased when the lights came to life. His jaw dropped.  
 
    Shelves upon shelves of books. All dusty, all covered in webs and droppings, all old. He felt his heart in his throat and moved from shelf to shelf, reading the titles with delighted fear and fascination. Books he had never even heard of; thousands upon thousands of them. There for the taking.  
 
    He read the titles eagerly, finding some words harder to pronounce than others, the old form of the language somewhat strange to him. His eyes flicked from title to title, so fascinated and floored by so much history that he felt slightly faint.  
 
    After many minutes of overwhelmed awe, he picked one at random and leaned against the wooden shelves, perusing it. The book was a series of short stories described within as fairy tales. It was a collection of various different stories, each one more fascinating than the last. Curiosity piqued, he tucked the book into his coat pocket and carried on from the fiction section towards the area marked helpfully as HISTORICAL TEXTS.  
 
    A lifetime of never knowing what came before, never knowing what caused the Devastation, never knowing why freedom was forbidden, had left an ache for understanding so deep inside of him, he felt like he was going to collapse in on himself.  
 
    He reached out for a book entitled The Devastation: The Last Days on Earth by Henri Courtemanche. His fingers shook as he opened the book and began to read. 
 
      
 
    The dawn of the age of technology was one of great excitement and reverence for humanity. Suddenly all was possible. Man could go to space, fly aeroplanes, communicate across the globe with phones, browse the Internet, take a thousand photographs a minute, and drive cars. It was an endless, fast-paced world which allowed for everything to be instantaneous. Constant, immediate gratification. There was no need to work in menial labour because there were robots who could do the job instead; there was no need to risk one’s own army because drones could do the work on a madman’s behalf; there was no need to leave one’s home to communicate, because the world was at your fingers, with only the press of a button. All of this and much, much more. Hundreds of years of advances happened almost overnight, spurred on by international competition, money, and the struggle for terrifying, undeniable power.  
 
    And then, suddenly, the mutually assured destruction that had haunted the dreams of children in the aftermath of the twentieth century was no longer a dream. As if overnight, the threat of complete destruction was not a threat so much as a promise of when, where. The race for what to do after the end became the forefront of focus for the billionaires and politicians, the scientists and futurists. Everyone was scared.  
 
    They were right to be.  
 
    In this book, I will outline the sequence of events that led to the end of the world as we once knew it; the end of numerous international, social and societal quarrels in the face of extinction; and the renewed sense of kinship which gripped humankind as the last of a once great species fled beneath the earth, hoping that this final frontier would preserve them when failures of interstellar, oceanic, and airborne expeditions left them floundering for what to do next.  
 
      
 
    Nate gripped the book tightly and walked over to the chair in the centre of the room, heart pounding with excitement and inquisitiveness. Now he would know. It suddenly seemed to be the only thing that mattered. He would know why. Even if no one else ever knew, the burning he had nursed since he was a child ignited inside his chest and he knew that he could not stop. He had to know.  
 
    He read for hours, absorbing the information with unquenchable thirst. No matter how much he read, he yearned for more and found himself reading page after page without pause, never stopping, not even when his legs fell asleep and his head started to throb and his stomach growled with intense hunger.  
 
    One passage in particular made his heart pound, and he read and reread it, as if hoping that the strange names and dates and questions would suddenly make more sense but finding meaning in them despite feeling utterly lost. 
 
      
 
    There are some things so terrible that even speculation and statistics and projections cannot fully prepare one for the travesties which ensue. Much blame has been lobbed at the leading nuclear powers in the years and months following the Devastation, but as to who set off the first bomb, there is only conjecture. What we know is this: 27 August 3003, the day the sky began to burn, five countries exchanged fire, uncaring of the billions of souls caught in the crossfire.  
 
    Those who had anticipated such horrific events were well prepared and fled beneath the ground before the second wave of destruction occurred.  
 
    Such a devastating event should never have happened. The more the event has been studied, the more questions have arisen, but none more haunting or more powerful than this: What kind of person could do such a thing? And not merely one, but dozens. Dozens of leaders all but annihilated the human race in a matter of hours. 
 
    In recent years, as we have begun to adjust to life beneath the surface of the earth, a life fit for other creatures, we have all been forced to wonder, to fear and hate the extent our species has been willing to go over such silly desires as money, power, property and permanence. We have let down our fellow Earth dwellers, we have let down our gods, and worst of all we have let down our descendants who must inherit our broken and battered world. What will they think of us, I wonder? Will they hate us? Will they forget us? Would they, could they, should they forgive us?  
 
      
 
    How long he sat there, how long he read or how much time passed, Nate was uncertain, but by the time he finished the books, his eyes burned and his head was spinning, and he passed out in the chair, the ancient books clutched in his hands.  
 
    That night, Nate found himself standing in the dream field once more. His heart leapt, hoping he would see Kitty, but it was not her standing before him, but the mutant man he had seen twice before.  
 
    ‘Welcome back,’ he said softly.  
 
    He wanted to trust him. Why did he want to trust him?  
 
    The mutant turned around. His amber eyes were round with curiosity rather than fear. ‘You have returned. I was beginning to believe you a figment of my dreams.’ 
 
    ‘I’m real,’ said Nate. ‘Are you?’ 
 
    ‘Real? Yes.’  
 
    Nate nodded. ‘Where are you?’  
 
    ‘I am with you,’ said the mutant. ‘As you can observe. What magic have you stolen from the Beyond?’  
 
    ‘Magic?’ Nate laughed. ‘You’re in my mind, darling, not the other way around.’  
 
    The mutant reached out as if to touch him, see if he was truly real, and Nate woke with a start. His heart was hammering with nervous energy and confusion.  
 
    Pushing it from his mind for the time being, he stood tiredly and went back to the shelves, gazing around. Towards the end of one of the shelves, nestled between a book on the economy of the underground state and the ongoing blindness of the animals kept on the lower levels, there was a thin book with a frayed cover and indiscernible script on the spine. It seemed to be filled with journal entries by an unknown author, and all the text was scrawled rather than typed. Rubbing his eyes to try and force the last vestiges of focus out of himself, he leaned against the wall and began to read. It seemed either a diary or manifesto, he couldn’t tell. It was unhelpfully unmarked.  
 
      
 
    As long as there has been human life, there has been curiosity. No matter how grave our circumstance, how terrible our turmoil, how loathsome our actions, or the crimes that have been done to us, humans have never stopped wanting to know. It is our greatest fault and our strongest weapon. As often as it leads us astray, curiosity leads us to answers and gives us hope of the world beyond. In the five years since young Franklin Crow crawled out of the barriers and stumbled across what we are now referring to as ‘mutants’, those poor lost souls who were shut out of the underground and left to burn and die and scream as radiation burned the world to nothingness, we have learned a great deal of what has become of the planet our ancestors abandoned.  
 
    Many fear that these mutants wish us harm, and the rumours of young Crow’s growing mistrust of them are hard to combat as talk of weapons and elimination become more common.  
 
    It seems that no one remembers the truth about Elsa Dune, the young girl who disappeared thirty years ago and was never heard from again. All believed that she slipped through the steel doors and died of exposure from one taste of the outside air, but we know now that this was not the case. Elsa Dune could not have died instantly from Earth’s air, for the air seems to have been hospitable for at least a century. Which means she must be out there somewhere.  
 
    Young Franklin Crow, still a child in so many ways, despite the growing cult worship around him, has used Elsa Dune’s name again and again to support his theory of the evil intent of the mutant race. But there is no reason to think so, for the girl simply vanished.  
 
    The mutants have yet to be the offensive attackers they are so widely purported to be. If anything, they have proven to be at first curious, and of late fearful. To me that does not seem the style of a race of rabid creatures poisoned by radiation and fallen prey to madness. 
 
      
 
    Nate frowned and thought hard about the name mentioned within the entry. He had never heard of Elsa Dune, although that was hardly surprising. He flipped to another page and read on.  
 
      
 
    A mutant child was brought below today. I feel sick with sadness at the events which were undertaken. To think that they are called the enemy. I have never heard such horrible screams. All human touch is poison to it. Its language is not one any of us understood, although that is unsurprising as humans have maintained the same universal language and religion for over a century after the chaos of the first decades below ground.  
 
    The only word any of us were able to discern amidst the screams of pain from what looked to be horrible radiation burns brought on by contact, was one which Cillian assures me is an ancient reference to God. That is the only word anyone could understand, and I don’t know how that did not affect more of us.  
 
    My heart breaks for the little mutant child. It died in the night.  
 
    God forgive us.  
 
      
 
    An ill feeling of shame and hatred bubbled inside Nate’s chest. Whether it was the human God or a mutant God or anyone else who might be the recipient of such a plea, Nate prayed to them all that the child had been watched over and given peace in the end.  
 
    Were it not for the hunger gnawing away at him and the overwhelming desire to see Kitty, Nate would have stayed in that library for weeks, reading as much as he could.  
 
    It would not be a stretch to say that leaving the library filled him with a sense of loss, as if the prospect of so many answers was being stolen by increasing distance. He spent over an hour combing the floor for another bag, and found one beneath one of the sofas. He filled it with as many unread books as he could, and was just leaving the library when a section of books caught his eye and something in his memory stirred. He walked over and selected the book. A lump stuck in his throat and he was suddenly a child again, staring up at his teacher, listening in fascinated awe as he read them a story that was illegal. It was a series of seven books and Nate stowed them in his bag, not caring about the increased weight on his back. He would read them all.  
 
    That much he could do.  
 
    Following the arrows on the wall north, he finally found a door out. He felt weak and nauseated, but he managed to climb the seemingly endless stairs to the door. With a hard shove, he got it open, breathing in the onslaught of smells and fresh air that enveloped him.  
 
    It was mid-afternoon and the sun was high in the sky, clouds in white puffs disrupting the clear blue. He wasn’t sure where he was, but he knew he was closer to Timberview Palace than he had been when he went below ground.  
 
    The forest went on for a time, and it was twilight when he emerged and spotted a flypath. He scanned the skies and, seeing nothing, made his way cautiously along the route hoping to find a village. It wasn’t the most prudent of choices – stealing from a village when he was on the run from the guards – but he had no weapons to hunt with and was too weak even if he did.  
 
    A cool breeze bit the back of his neck, chilling him to the bone; he had developed a cough from the time spent in the dusty underground, and the cold air served only to exacerbate it. Illness in conjunction with everything else he was dealing with worried him, but there was nothing to be done and he forced himself not to waver as he coughed and spluttered his way up the road.  
 
    It was nearly midnight when he saw the lights of a village up ahead. Summoning his last vestiges of adrenaline, he hurried along, stomach growling, and reached the first home a little over an hour later. Reddish towns were different from Cuttish ones, but not so foreign to him that he couldn’t sort out the layout of the homes as he crept through the silent streets. Though the curfew was less enforced here, most people were not inclined to test the rules and he came across no one.  
 
    His eyes darted from home to home until he found one that appeared empty. He veered off the road and slipped through the garden gate, checking nervously for signs of life. A bowl and kennel in the garden told him that a dog lived here, but there was no dog in sight, and as he approached the backdoor, he became more and more certain that the house was empty.  
 
    The codebox at the backdoor gave him pause, and he pursed his lips, thinking hard. Blaise had always been the one with a flair for breaking and entering. The few times they had needed him to do so after a protest, Nate had paid attention, but he didn’t feel confident as he yanked the hardcover off the wires and surveyed them.  
 
    ‘Hang,’ he cursed, eyes scanning the wires as he tried to remember which would deactivate the box and which would alert the guards instantly. One wrong move and he would be hunted. No matter how hard he thought, he couldn’t remember which one Blaise had cut to let them inside. Placing the cover back over the wires, he stole into the neighbouring yard where dim lights from the upstairs told him that the owners were home.  
 
    He pushed open the kitchen window carefully and shimmied inside. He landed catlike in the sink and crawled across the counter, ears keen for sounds of movement from upstairs.  
 
    The press beside the cooler had high handles and he opened it without touching the ground. He grabbed as much as he could carry in one go and leaned out the window, dropping them individually on the ground. When he finished, he crawled back, this time straining to reach the cooler. He opened it with only slight difficulty and seized a few packages and bottles.  
 
    At last, with enough food to last him at least two days, he heaved himself back out the window, closing it carefully behind him and shoving the items into his bag. He felt slightly sick with nervous energy. He chugged a bottle of vitamin-infused juice, nodded in thanks to the house, and hurried back out of the garden, into the abandoned yard and out onto the road.  
 
    He was halfway up the street when he turned and looked back at the empty home. He couldn’t break into the house, but since hovers had trackers, most hoversheds didn’t have codeboxes on them.  
 
    With a grin of determination, he opened the garage door and walked over to the hover. He had known how to start them without keys since he was fifteen years old and had known how to disable the trackers since he was seventeen.  
 
    Under his hands, the hover hummed to life and he drove it out of the garage and left it vibrating just above the ground as he hopped out, closed the garage door, and then clambered back in, driving away without disruption into the night.  
 
    The road out of the small village ended after only three turns and he found himself on the flypath heading north. Turning on the map and broadcast, Nate leaned back and listened intently to the newscaster.  
 
    ‘… sign yet, but more resources are being pulled. Captain Yin is quoted as saying the convicts are unlikely to have survived the fall from the hover that was pulled from the river yesterday morning. One body has already been recovered and the chances that anyone has survived are slim …’ 
 
    Nate’s heart sank at the news that one of his fellow escapees had perished. He hadn’t expected much else, but the news still stung. He turned the broadcast over to music and listened to the calming thrum of instruments as he turned the autopilot on and began to eat. At least if they thought he was dead he had more of a chance.  
 
    When he had eaten two bags of salted potato skins, a package of dried meat, another of dehydrated fruits and berries, and downed two more bottles of juice, he felt somewhat more capable.  
 
    Unable to sleep, unable to turn his mind from the unhelpful musings and fears, Nate stared at the breaking dawn and wondered what the next few days would bring. 

  

 
   
    PART TWO 
 
    Reunion 
 
      
 
    MONTH NINE 
 
      
 
      
 
    After a full night and day of travel in the hover, he ditched the machine a few leagues east of Whiteforest and made the rest of the way on foot. The late spring air was a blessed companion. The rains had come and gone for the most part, and the sun rose early in the morning, warming the world with a merriness lost on many of its inhabitants.  
 
    As one of the most well-known buildings in Redland, there were a number of helpful signs along the roads which directed him to the palace.  
 
    He scaled the stone wall and jogged carefully through the fields and pastures, finding company amongst the horses, cattle and sheep. A lake with a great fountain appeared before him, and he sidestepped the geese, ducks and swans, eager to give chase in the hopes of food, and carried on down the path.  
 
    His heart hammered as he drew near. It had been months since he had last seen Kitty in the flesh, and numerous, ridiculous, irrational fears suddenly laid waste to his psyche.  
 
    Please God, let this work. One, two, three, four, five. He counted, breathing out a forced steady rhythm. Please let us both get out of here alive. One, two, three, four, five.  
 
    The palace was larger than Nate had imagined. He had seen captures of it once, although he couldn’t remember the details. Most likely something for school. That was probably it. But in the morning light, a soft rain falling, the palace had an eerie quality, and Nate felt anything but fascinated or in awe. Every fibre of his being wanted to turn tail and run.  
 
    Great white pillars were positioned at the front, guarding a large, covered porch stretching from the entrance of the drive to the front door. Several hovers were parked out front, well-oiled and freshly painted, each looking more expensive than all the income of the Southern Lands combined.  
 
    Nate’s lip curled as he surveyed the building. Even with his family’s wealth and privilege, their home in Anais was nothing compared to the garish expanse of Timberview Palace.  
 
    Nor had his home played host to a contingent of guards.  
 
    Nate stopped dead at the sight of them and cast about quickly for a solution. If they believed him dead, they were likely bored and paying poor attention. Additionally, guards, unless required, were never allowed inside the castles, palaces and manors they protected. It was presumed no one could make it past them – and likely the sight of them would deter anyone sane. 
 
    Taking a roundabout route to the back of the servants’ quarters, he climbed through the first open window he saw.  
 
    It was a bathroom. 
 
    Creeping across the floor, he listened hard and counted to five, praying this would work. That this one time he would have luck on his side.  
 
    When he heard nothing, he slipped out and made his way through the quiet rooms.  
 
    He reached the side door and peered out. There was a guard on the other side of the yard, but he was smoking and staring at his connector.  
 
    Nate took a deep breath and sprinted across the yard and into the palace kitchens. Not pausing to look around, he shot up the stairs. They let out into a small room which in turn let out into the dining hall.  
 
    The place was grand, there was no denying that, but it didn’t have the warm feel of a home, the comfort that came from a place loved and lived in; there was no laughter or joy in these walls.  
 
    That realisation sent a chill down his spine as he crept through the dining hall and into the corridor. He had no inkling as to where Kitty would be. He reckoned it was going to be upstairs. No manor as affluent as this would ever have bedrooms downstairs.  
 
    There was nowhere to hide as he crept up the stairs, and he was made aware of just how exposed he was when voices carried down the corridor towards him.  
 
    With a burst of speed, he cleared the last few stairs and swerved around a corner and into an empty room just as two servants appeared in the hall. He could hear them grumbling and looked down at his shoes. He’d brought half of the field in with him.  
 
    The voices grew louder and he held his breath.  
 
    ‘Oh hang!’ 
 
    ‘It looks like shit.’  
 
    ‘It’s not shit. It’s just mud. If it was shit you’d be able to smell it.’ 
 
    ‘Who tracked in mud? Mag’s going to lose her head.’  
 
    ‘Probably the girl,’ said the first servant. ‘I think she said she wanted to start going out for morning runs. Go to the east wing and see if she’s tracked in more. Rotten thing is going to have us cleaning all morning. What’s she doing running? Complete waste of time.’  
 
    The voices faded down the stairs and Nate slipped out. He made for the east wing, hoping that it would take the servants a few minutes longer to fetch the cleaning supplies.  
 
    The first three rooms he tried were cold and empty. Reaching the fourth door, he tried the handle and found that it wouldn’t budge. He tried it again. 
 
    ‘Magda?’ A quiet, trembling sound. Kitty sounded wrong, completely unlike herself.  
 
    Wretched thoughts threatened to consume him and Nate forced them all back with a shake of his head, reaching out and touching the door handle.  
 
    ‘Kitty,’ he murmured. ‘Let me in. Hurry.’  
 
    He heard a gasp and the sound of a hand on the doorknob, hesitating and uncertain. ‘Nate?’ Her voice broke on his name. 
 
    A smile spread across his face. ‘Darling, now’s not the time to dawdle.’  
 
    The bolts were undone quickly and the door was wrenched open.  
 
    And there she was. Her wide, beautiful eyes, once dark brown and mesmerising, now a deep bay colour, still entirely bewitching, were filled with surprise and strangely glassy; her mouth hung open in shock.  
 
    She was as perfect as ever and he drank in the sight of her. ‘Do you still want to go to the Outlands with me?’ 
 
    Please.  
 
    ‘Yes.’  
 
    Nate moved forwards, his foot kicking the door shut behind him as he pulled her close. She matched him, her arms wrapping around him as she buried her face in the crook of his neck.  
 
    The urge to kiss her, to tear off her clothing and wrap his body around hers was almost overwhelming, and it took great effort to keep himself from losing it completely. Aside from the overly presumptuous idea that she even wanted him in the same way he wanted her when he had absolutely no proof that such was the case, if anything Freida said was true, anything he suspected to be true, then she wasn’t going to be remotely keen on the idea.  
 
    His throat tightened as he noticed something else. 
 
    She felt much too light. They had spent so many months sleeping side by side, too scared of being caught or of Nate dying in the night that he would know the feel of her anywhere.  
 
    And she felt … wrong.  
 
    He leaned back and studied her face. She was noticeably tired and frightened, with deep circles under her eyes, and a thinness that was the result of stress and poor health rather than natural slimness.  
 
    She’s apparently miscarried twice.  
 
    At last able to think about it, he did a quick calculation. Human pregnancy had once taken much longer, but the scientists during the Last War had expedited the process with a wide array of injections and medications. It was known to be terribly hard on the female body.  
 
    There was a days’ old bruise, in shades of yellow and blue, marring her cheek near the binding tattoo which looked all the more startling in person. He reached out, grazing the mark with his fingertip as anger, confusion and worry filled his heart. She stumbled, not having moved at all, and he realised then that she was not altogether sober.  
 
    Cradling her face in his hands, he kissed her forehead and pulled her close once more. The questions were going to burst out of him at any moment, and he knew he would not want the answers.  
 
    He would hate the answers.  
 
    Footsteps sounded outside and she drew back quickly, a finger to her lips. He stepped behind the door, doing everything in his power to become one with the marble. He took a deep breath, his hand on the hilt of the machete, not entirely opposed to hacking whomever was behind the door to pieces for interrupting them. He almost hoped it was Gabriel.   
 
    It wasn’t.  
 
    The same voice he had heard in the corridor minutes before reached his ears, and he relaxed.  
 
    ‘My Lady, did the girl go for a run this morning? There’s mud all the way to your door.’  
 
    ‘She did,’ said Kitty loudly. ‘Apologies, she wanted to show me the flowers she found on the southern path.’  
 
    ‘Of course, I apologise for waking you,’ said the servant. ‘I wanted to make sure everything was all right.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll tell her to leave her shoes at the front door next time. We’ll be down for breakfast shortly.’  
 
    ‘In the kitchens again?’  
 
    ‘Yes. Thank you, Niss.’  
 
    They waited until the footsteps had receded before facing each other.  
 
    ‘We?’ he mouthed. ‘Who’s we?’ 
 
    ‘Tove.’ 
 
    He started, completely taken aback. Before he could enquire further, she took his hand and pulled him into the bathroom at the other end of the large room.  
 
    As Kitty closed the door, Nate turned on all the taps to ensure they would not be overheard.  
 
    His eyes scanned the room. There were medicines and vials on the counter and he recognised one from Grigory’s case almost immediately; its golden liquid still seemed ominous. Likely something evil concocted by the Council.  
 
    Nate pocketed the vial and leaned back against the sink, appraising her critically. ‘Are you drunk, darling?’  
 
    Kitty leaned back against the wall, blinking slowly, a forced expression of focus on her face. Perhaps it was this foggy state which had kept her from coming to him in the field. When she spoke, the disconnect of her voice set off every alarm inside him.  
 
    ‘They have me on these injections. Injections twice a day. Tablets and syrups and vitamins. For the life of them they cannot figure out the problem.’ She widened her eyes in unconvincing humour. ‘I’m an anomaly.’  
 
    ‘I never doubted that,’ he said, heart hammering. ‘Is this all for procreation?’  
 
    She laughed, and he did not miss the edge of hysteria to it. He could suddenly smell violets and wanted to retch. 
 
    Anything but this. 
 
     ‘Not all of it,’ she continued. ‘Perhaps some of it. One might even say half. At least, if you’re talking about the drugs and the injections and the fact that—well, never mind. The drinking is all me. I got Cisco.’ She smiled tightly. ‘Imported crates of the stuff. It reminded me of you. I can’t remember the last time I was sober. I don’t even think the bodymen notice. Only Tove. She catches on. I don’t know what I’d do if she wasn’t here.’ Her brow furrowed in thought and she snorted. ‘It’s funny how the more drugs you take the more drugs you need.’  
 
    Nate swallowed hard. The list of problems he had with what she had just said was uncountable, and he had to work to keep from taking out his worry for her on her. Yelling was hardly going to help matters, much as he wanted to scream.  
 
    ‘Right,’ he said carefully. ‘Are the broadcasts true?’  
 
    A shadow passed over her face and she nodded. ‘Yes, they’re true.’  
 
    ‘Oh, darling.’  
 
    Before he could say anything else, she bit her lip, tears welling in her eyes. The suddenness of it made the hair on the back of his neck stand on end. 
 
    ‘I’m pregnant again,’ she said matter-of-factly. ‘Gabriel – he took me to the bodymen in Anais last week. I’m already feeling sick and I’m barely pregnant now. But I’m not upset about that. I thought I would be, once. I’m not. I don’t want his children. I want no part of him. I’d hate it. But …’ The tears began to fall from her bloodshot eyes. ‘If I gave him a child … If I gave him that, then I wouldn’t … It would be done. I’d be of no more use.’  
 
    Only the necessity of stealth kept Nate immobile. A horrible crawling feeling crept over his skin and he felt wrong all over. His skin too tight. His chest twisting. His stomach in knots, roiling with disgust. A sick shiver went down his spine and he shuddered.  
 
    He wanted to break everything. 
 
    I’ll take it, he screamed inside his head. I’ll take it all. Just let this be a nightmare. 
 
    His fists clenched. ‘He’s forcing this on you.’ 
 
    She stayed silent. 
 
    Nate moved closer and reached out slowly, lifting her chin with his forefinger until she met his gaze. His hand was trembling. ‘Tell me that you’ve gone to him willingly. Please. Tell me you wanted this. Better you want this—’ His throat threatened to close. ‘Better that than this.’   
 
    A horrible look of shame and distress passed over her face and she looked away. He hated it. He hated that she felt any shame.  
 
    When she answered, her words felt like bullets. ‘I did what I had to do for us – for all four of us left. Gabriel said that if I didn’t give him an heir, he would see to it you were sent to Perry. God only knows how easily it would’ve been for him to dispose of Zoe. Or Tove. My father wouldn’t have intervened for that. I conn’d your mother but she said she couldn’t help me. Your father was causing rather a lot of fuss over your existence. He’s trying very hard to see you extinguished. She did all she could.’  
 
    Distant knowledge of the terrors of the Perry Mines filled in the blanks and he let out a strangled sound. ‘To keep me safe.’ He felt a rush of rage at the guards in Redwater for not killing him before the ceremony, for not preventing all of this by simply killing him. At least then she could have said no. At least then none of this would have happened.  
 
    ‘Where is he?’  
 
    ‘Nate—’ 
 
    ‘Where?’  
 
    Kitty let out a hollow laugh, sounding so unlike herself it was alarming. ‘I wanted to kill him. I’ve thought about it so often that sometimes I wake up and think I have. I can’t. I’m too scared.’ 
 
    Nate placed his hands on her shoulders. His throat was threatening to close and he could feel the panic swelling inside him. There was hot breath on his neck and he wanted to tear his eyeballs out.  
 
    But not now. Not when Kitty needed him.  
 
    He forced himself to breathe. It was nearly impossible. His words, when they came, sounded like breaking glass. ‘I want you to listen to me, darling. Everything you’re feeling is his fault. I know there’s something in you that feels insanely guilty for not somehow winning or fighting back, but that voice needs to hear me when I say that you are not responsible for any of this. If we had the time I would hold him down and let you skin him alive. I would help you do it. But we don’t have the time. We have to leave. Now. Tell me where he is. Please.’ 
 
    Kitty looked at him. Exhausted, drugged, completely without the fire that he loved so dearly. ‘I wondered if you changed,’ she mused aloud. ‘I hoped you wouldn’t. You haven’t. I’ve dreamt of killing him so many times—you killing him. I’ve seen it happen so many ways. Sometimes I imagine Thom killing him. Or the pair of you. It helped me sleep. I’m not certain what that says about me.’ 
 
    He brushed her jaw with his fingertips. ‘I am what I am because I have to be. Because people like him won’t let me be anything else. Now tell me where he is.’  
 
    ‘Will you make it painful?’  
 
    ‘I will make him bleed.’  
 
    ‘The west wing,’ she said without hesitation. ‘Straight down the corridor – the red door. And Nate?’  
 
    ‘Yes, darling?’  
 
    She looked away, breathing hard through her nose. ‘I’ve missed you.’  
 
    ‘And I you. Pack a bag,’ he added. ‘Grab Tovy, wherever the little bit’s hiding. We’re leaving and we’re not staying a minute more than we have to. Get enough for the road. I’ve nothing. Weapons if you can. Food. Coats. A map wouldn’t go amiss. Gather everything and meet me downstairs. You’re not too—’ 
 
    ‘I’m fine. I’ll be fine.’   
 
    ‘Wait—the guards.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll send them to the other end of the property. I’ll say Gabriel ordered it. The King sent them yesterday but they’re bored to tears. It’ll give them something to do.’ She forced her face into blank apathy and then smiled. It was almost convincing. ‘No one can lie like I can.’ 
 
    With a nod, and feeling immensely ill, Nate unlocked the bathroom door, strode across the large bedroom and wrenched open the door. He had been worried about being caught upon entry but now he had no fear.  
 
    Focused as he was on finding the red door, he almost walked straight by it. Halting abruptly, he backed up a few steps and pushed the door open. 
 
    The room was dim and the loud snoring from the bed told him that Gabriel was still sleeping. Nate glanced around and a fire iron caught his eye. He moved silently towards the chimney and picked it up. He flexed his hand around it. It was heavy enough, and very sharp.  
 
    He lifted it and gazed at the point. He still had the machete on his back, but somehow the poker seemed like it would hold more satisfaction. It was perfect for skewering pigs. 
 
    He turned and walked over to the bed, staring at the man before him. Kitty’s family insignia was inked onto Gabriel’s face and looked distorted on his fleshy skin.  
 
    Nate jabbed him sharply in the throat and almost laughed when Gabriel’s beady eyes opened and filled with terror.  
 
    ‘I wouldn’t scream,’ said Nate calmly, increasing the pressure against his throat until Gabriel started gagging. ‘Although … I don’t think there’s a single person who will come to your aid.’  
 
    ‘Who are you? What do you want?’ Gabriel’s eyes were darting around in terror, and it filled Nate with immense satisfaction. He had never wanted someone to die screaming, but at that moment it was all he wanted for Gabriel.   
 
    ‘You should have sent me to the mines,’ said Nate. ‘Very stupid move on your part.’ 
 
    ‘Anteros.’ Comprehension dawned on Gabriel’s red face. ‘What do you want?’  
 
    ‘Many things,’ he said. ‘How does it feel, I wonder, to be so pathetic, so monstrous inside that you have turned yourself into someone capable of such things? How soulless must you be to force someone beneath you? Even good King Markas wants them all hanged.’ It was true, although the Hangman did not share such sentiments. Memory made Nate’s heart rate quicken and he tried to keep his voice from shaking. ‘I’m going to kill you, Gabriel. Does that frighten you? When the guards in Redwater told me what they were going to do to me, I didn’t scream. But God, I wanted to.’   
 
    His rambling was making the lecher sweat.  
 
    ‘I’ll give you anything you want,’ said Gabriel, his beady eyes sweeping the room for something to aid him. ‘You can have the whore if she means so much to you.’  
 
    Nate flicked the iron and cut a deep gash across the side of Gabriel’s face. ‘Watch your mouth.’  
 
    Gabriel leered at him, all attempts at bribery now forgotten. ‘Jealous, are you? Want to know what it’s like inside of her? I can tell you. She’s tight, my Complement.’  
 
    The hatred that was boiling in Nate’s veins reached its tipping point and he shoved Gabriel back against the headboard and pressed the iron into his neck. For a large man, he was remarkably easy to overpower.  
 
    One of Gabriel’s hands shot out, trying to swipe at Nate. He thrust his wrist forwards, cutting Gabriel’s throat ever-so and causing him to fall back. ‘Don’t.’  
 
    ‘I’ll have your head for this. Do you think you can escape? I’m the King’s nephew.’  
 
    Nate smiled. ‘No, Lord Gabriel, you were the King’s nephew.’  
 
    It was easier than it should have been. Nate had always thought of the neck as a strong part of the body, thick and designed to withstand abuse. He had broken plenty of animal necks before when hunting for food. It had been easy, like snapping a carrot. Gabriel’s neck was thick and fleshy, and then iron met spine and with an almighty thrust, Nate forced it through the other side, pleased by the sickening crunch of metal on bone that sounded strangely loud in the quiet room.  
 
    Gabriel choked, gurgling up blood, his eyes round with fear. 
 
    Nate sneered down at him. Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out the vial with the strange symbol, whatever it was, and pried Gabriel’s mouth open, shoving it inside. The Anaitian investigators would know it was from him because they would know it had come from Grigory’s things. They might even think he had more. He wanted them to be afraid. Whatever it was, he wanted the Council to fear him. Let them think he had more and would infect them all.  
 
    Letting go of the iron, Nate moved away and his legs threatened to give out.  
 
    He doubled over, his hands on his knees, and tried to force himself to breathe through the shock of what he’d just done. He gave himself ten seconds to gather his strength before he stumbled out of the room.  
 
    It took him another few precious seconds to keep the vomit from pouring out of his mouth, and he busied himself with jamming the door as best he could to waylay any of the servants once they realised something was amiss.  
 
    He passed several servants on the way down, each one letting out a noise of shock when he hurried past. The marble on the bottom of the stairs was slick beneath his shoes, and he almost fell flat on his face. Running through the skid, he reached the front door and wrenched it open, hurtling down the steps.  
 
    True to her word, Kitty had sent the guards away.  
 
    A large red hover was thrumming up ahead, and he could see her beckoning for him frantically. The door opened and he had just enough time to see Tove’s wild black curls before she sat back and he clambered inside.  
 
    ‘Time to go,’ he said, slamming the door down. He glanced back at Tove, panting hard. ‘Hallo, little dove.’  
 
    Tove sat forwards and gave him a half-hug that was somewhat hindered by the seat. ‘I missed you!’  
 
    Nate ruffled her hair. ‘I missed you, too. Are you all right?’  
 
    ‘Better now that we’re leaving this creepy palace,’ she said, making a face. ‘I hate it here. Although it’s better than Brantryne, I’ll give it that.’  
 
    ‘How long were you there?’  
 
    ‘Less than two months,’ she said. ‘Two months too long. I thought I was dreaming when Jhan showed up to get me. And now you’re here! Are we going to get Zoe?’  
 
    ‘We’re not leaving her in Cutta whilst we hop the Wall,’ he said, glancing at Kitty. ‘Do you know where they’re keeping her?’ 
 
    ‘Nesrol,’ she said. ‘It’s far, but we’ve little choice. Once they know we’ve gone, Zoe’s not safe. My father will put the pieces together in seconds.’  
 
    Nate grimaced. ‘How far?’  
 
    ‘If we hurry? Four hours.’  
 
    ‘Fly faster.’  
 
    Kitty changed gears and the engine grumbled as the hover shot forwards. She turned off the road and headed over the trees. There was a vast forest that stretched for leagues in every direction, thousands and thousands of trees covering the ground beneath them. It would make for an unhindered flight and cut the distance by a considerable amount.  
 
    Soon enough, the chaos of the last few days caught up to him and he felt a wave of exhaustion forcing thickness into his skull and heaviness upon his eyelids. Leaning against the window, he stretched his legs out and tucked his hands under his armpits.  
 
    ‘Wake me when we get there?’  
 
    ‘Sure,’ said Kitty. 
 
    ‘And darling?’  
 
    ‘Yeah?’  
 
    ‘You smell really good,’ he murmured as he closed his eyes. She had always favoured warm colours and scents; he remembered that much from their months on the road. The mixture of ginger spice and cannabis wafted towards him, and he fell asleep with a smile on his face.  
 
      
 
      
 
    He woke a few hours later, eyes bleary and body aching. Kitty was shaking him.  
 
    ‘We’re here,’ she said. ‘It’s still early enough.’ 
 
    It was a struggle to sit up and his vision swam, his head pounding in defiance of his poor health and lack of sleep. ‘Oh dear God,’ he groaned, clutching his skull.  
 
    From the back of the hover, Tove snorted. ‘You snore really loud.’ 
 
    ‘Tovy, sweet darling, do shut up.’ He clutched his head, trying to will away the pounding, until Kitty shoved a capsule into his hand. He swallowed it without complaint, wincing as the throbbing seemed to worsen.  
 
    ‘The workcamp is just up the road,’ said Kitty, pointing out of the cluster of trees they had parked beneath. ‘Do you have any ideas?’ 
 
    ‘Do we know the layout?’ Nate leaned his head against the icy pane of glass that was the window, willing the medication to take hold and fix his head.  
 
    ‘Aren’t all workcamps the same?’  
 
    ‘Not to the workers,’ he muttered. ‘I suppose in general design, however, they don’t differ greatly. They’re set up to be torn down the second the cities are constructed and the workers are needed elsewhere. The construction area tends to have less guards than the campsite – I guess they can’t be bothered to watch hammers banging all day. Although they have it better than the rest of us.’  
 
    Kitty pursed her lips. ‘I have a really bad idea.’ 
 
    ‘I love bad ideas.’ 
 
    ‘Well,’ she said hesitantly. ‘You said that they’re open air, and the fences are only so high. The guards are combing the Reddish desert, highlands and back roads for you, but they’re not watching anywhere else more than they have been. Except perhaps to crack down a bit harder. I wager the insanity will increase tenfold once they realise that Gabriel is dead and I am gone but until then I don’t think the border towns and camps are going to be much changed. After all, what sort of stupid criminal goes to a camp once free?’ 
 
    ‘I thank you for that.’ 
 
    ‘Hush.’  
 
    ‘Honestly, darling, your words wound me.’  
 
    She rolled her eyes and smirked. ‘What if we drove around the fence until we get to the construction area and just fly in?’  
 
    Nate’s jaw dropped. ‘“Just fly in”? Are you mad? And this not three seconds after you’ve called me stupid.’  
 
    ‘I told you it was a bad idea.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a suicidal idea, darling,’ he said. ‘To that end, I don’t have a better one.’  
 
    ‘So what do we do?’  
 
    Nate shrugged. ‘Let’s all try and come up with something remotely better, and if we can’t within the next few hours – we really oughtn’t wait any longer – then we’ll go.’ 
 
    ‘How long?’  
 
    ‘I’d reckon no later than five.’ 
 
    Kitty raised an eyebrow. ‘Why five?’ 
 
    ‘They head back to the dining hall,’ he said. ‘At least they did in our camp. I presume it’s the same here. The guards will be exhausted and hungry. If we’re going to fly over the fence, that’ll be the best time. How are we going to find Zoe?’ He exchanged a look with Kitty, who laughed at the horrible absurdity of the situation. ‘Something tells me that circling around and yelling for her will attract attention.’  
 
    The minutes ticked away, the sun sinking from its full height in the sky, moving further west all the time.  
 
    ‘I have an idea,’ said Tove a while later. ‘I’m not sure it’s any better than flying over the bloody fence, though.’ 
 
    ‘Anything is better than flying over the fence,’ he muttered. ‘What is it?’  
 
    ‘We could set fire to the place.’ 
 
    ‘And everyone could die.’ 
 
    ‘We could start a riot.’ 
 
    ‘How?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know, I’m just throwing shit out there. It’s not as if you’re coming up with anything even remotely better.’ 
 
    Nate chuckled ruefully. He had been doing the same thing for hours; the ideas in his head were no better, and often worse, than the ones she was proposing.  
 
    ‘We could walk through the front gate,’ said Kitty with an oddly thoughtful tone. 
 
    ‘Oh, I like that,’ said Nate sardonically. ‘Tell me more.’  
 
    ‘You said the shift changes at night?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘And the guards are on rotation?’ 
 
    ‘Yes …’ 
 
    ‘Well, that means they’re going to be coming in from somewhere. The only road into the Nesrol camp is this road because they haven’t built the others. We could flag down one of the hovers, get their uniforms, and impersonate them.’ 
 
    ‘Darling, your face has been all over the broadcasts of late – from Argon to Blue’s Cove to Nitoib, everyone knows exactly what you look like, down to that lovely freckle on your cheek. The only people who don’t know who you are, are the mutant mountain dwellers in the Outlands. There’s no way in this life or the next that you won’t be recognised.’ 
 
    ‘You could go in,’ she said softly, as if she hated herself for even suggesting it. ‘It’ll be dark. They might not recognise you. They’re spreading your name around, but most people aren’t going to know your face quite as well. People see what they want to see; no one’s first thought upon seeing you in uniform is that you’re an imposter. If you get in, find Zoe, and get her over to the fence, we could fly close. It could work.’  
 
    ‘That is a truly loathsome plan.’ 
 
    ‘It’s the best one so far.’ 
 
    ‘Unfortunately for us.’  
 
    The blood that was pounding in his ears as he imagined her scenario in his head was deafening. He couldn’t say the idea appealed to him in the slightest, but it was better than any of the other plans. ‘If your maidservant’s conn’d the guards they’re going to have everyone in the entire Kingdom looking for you. They’ll know we’ve Tove with us, so they’ll be heading straight for Zoe. Do you think we have time to wait until sunset?’  
 
    Kitty bit her lip. ‘I don’t see how we have much of a choice. Perhaps Magda hasn’t alerted them.’  
 
    ‘And perhaps I’m a fetching young lady in a festival gown.’  
 
    ‘You did look rather fetching in a festival gown.’  
 
    Nate glanced at her, suddenly remembering the party he had attended with Tommy, Matty and Kitty so many years ago.  
 
    Matty had been in a fight with her parents over something so insignificant that he could no longer remember what it had been. In an effort to cheer her up, they’d all donned bizarre getups just to make her laugh. Kitty had painted a moustache and beard on her face, and donned her father’s large hat and uniform; Tommy tied his black hair up with a bright ribbon and allowed Nate to paint his face vivid colours of orange, pink and shimmering gold. Nate had worn one of his mother’s dresses and a pair of her woefully uncomfortable shoes.  
 
    They hobbled around the whole night, drunk off their faces and happy, their task of cheering Matty up exceeding all expectation.  
 
    He smiled at the memory. ‘I did look fabulous, didn’t I?’ 
 
    Kitty giggled. ‘I had a capture from that night on my desk. My moustache was expertly done, I must say.’  
 
    Nate felt an overwhelming urge to kiss her, but it was neither the time nor the place. After holding her smile a moment longer, he returned to the problem at hand. ‘I suppose it’s now or never, isn’t it? We haven’t a notion as to what Magda’s done and we can’t linger any longer.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know when the guards are going to be alerted but I doubt it will take long. We won’t be able to help Zoe tomorrow.’ She glanced back at Tove. ‘What do you think?’  
 
    Tove reached out and squeezed her shoulder. ‘We have to try.’  
 
      
 
      
 
    An hour later, Nate found himself crouching in the ditch beside the road, holding his machete, waiting for the hover to pass by. Tove was lying in the middle of the road, face down, pretending to be dead. They hoped that the hover would see her and land, at which point Nate and Kitty would ambush them.  
 
    It wasn’t a good plan.  
 
    The sun had nearly set when the hover appeared in the skies, its hum preceding it by almost a minute.  
 
    He was nauseated and sick. His throat threatened to close.  
 
    ‘Don’t panic,’ he whispered to himself. ‘Don’t panic.’ 
 
    Above, the hover slowed and descended. The wind whipped the grasses and branches wildly. Nate took a deep breath, counted to five, and readied himself to spring. The hover landed and the doors opened. Two men hurried towards Tove as two others drew their weapons, scouting the perimeter.  
 
    Nate waited until the man had walked past him before leaping up and smashing the handle of the machete as hard as he could into the man’s skull, sending him sprawling.  
 
    He grabbed the guard’s gun and gripped it tightly in his free hand. The sound of the hover covered the guard’s cry, and Nate, his presence still unknown, darted towards the guards bending over Tove’s body. He gave the nearest one an almighty whack, knocking him down, and levelled the gun at the other. Behind him he could hear Kitty wrestling with the last guard and forced himself not to glance back to see if she was winning. 
 
    ‘Your keys,’ he said to the man on the ground. ‘And your gun. We won’t kill you if you comply.’ 
 
    Tove scrambled to her feet, disarming the bleeding guard at Nate’s feet. She gripped the gun awkwardly with two hands. But she didn’t shake or baulk, and his pride for her courage soared. ‘Now,’ she ordered. ‘Hurry.’ 
 
    ‘You won’t get away with this,’ said the guard. 
 
    ‘People keep telling me that,’ said Nate. ‘And yet here I am. Your gun, please.’ 
 
    The man tossed the gun, and Nate bent to grab it, still aiming the barrel at the groaning man at his feet. Footsteps alerted him to someone at his back, and he tensed. ‘Kitty, that had better be you.’ 
 
    ‘It’s me,’ she said, appearing at his side.  
 
    He let out a breath he hadn’t known he was holding. The nasty looking bruise on her face made his lip curl in anger. ‘Dead or unconscious?’  
 
    ‘Tied up.’  
 
    Nate handed her the second gun. ‘Tovy, darling, get their binds. We’ll leave them here. Another hover will be along in a few hours to get them.’  
 
    The guard scoffed. ‘You’re not going to kill us?’ 
 
    ‘We’re not the King’s men.’  
 
    Tove located the binds and tied them quickly before Nate and Kitty dragged the guards off the road and rolled them into the ditch. They weren’t hard to spot if someone was looking for them, but they weren’t openly obvious either. 
 
    When they were certain the guards couldn’t wiggle free, the trio clambered into the thrumming hover and ascended into the air. With Kitty at the wheel, Nate hurriedly changed into one of the uniforms, wiping his face with a cloth to get rid of days’ worth of dirt and sweat.  
 
    It took five minutes to reach the camp, and by that time they’d switched places, and Kitty and Tove had donned the guards’ coats and pulled hats low over their eyes so that they would not be easily noticed. He flashed the headlights at the gatekeeper, his heart starting to race. He lowered the hover near the gate and unlocked his belt.  
 
    ‘Kitty?’ he said. 
 
    ‘Yeah?’ 
 
    ‘If anything goes wrong, go to Muntenia and find James Huang. He lives in Cuzak Square. I don’t care if you want to be a hero or if you think there’s the tiniest chance you could pull some miraculous save. If you can’t get us out right away, leave us. I want you alive, and Zoe would want the same for Tovy.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not promising that,’ she said defiantly.  
 
    ‘I didn’t risk my life so that you would die in a rescue mission. Don’t make it all for nothing. If it goes wrong, get out. Promise me.’ 
 
    ‘Nate—’ 
 
    ‘I will hate you if you die trying to save me,’ he said, and left the hover before she could say another word. Perhaps it wasn’t the kindest thing to say, and he knew that he didn’t mean it, but he hoped she would listen to him.  
 
    It rained steadily as he made his way up to the gate, tablet in hand, face angled down, glad of the gloomy obscurity of the evening. There was a tired, bored looking guard at the gate, and Nate waved a hand at him.  
 
    ‘Evening,’ said the guard. ‘Easy flight?’  
 
    ‘All right,’ he said nonchalantly, glancing quickly at the names on the list. ‘Ford got sick though, might be a minute. Ali’s helping him clean up.’  
 
    The guard grimaced. ‘All over the hover?’  
 
    ‘All over everything. Last time I let that bastard drink.’ 
 
    ‘Glad I’m not heading back in yours,’ said the guard. ‘Head on in, I’ll send them your way once they’ve cleaned up.’  
 
    Nate slapped the guard’s shoulder as he walked by. ‘Appreciated.’  
 
    It was hard not to break into a run as he passed through the gate, walking into a cage willingly for the first time in his life. He made for the dining hall, glancing from face to face, trying to spot Zoe’s tall willowy frame and curly black hair. It was strange to have guards wave at him and prisoners avoid him. Bizarrely, he felt like a traitor to his fellow criminals, the men who had relentlessly had his back.  
 
    He checked the bright dial of his timekeeper. He had five minutes before Kitty was meant to fly up. He had to hurry.  
 
    Everyone started to look the same after a while; each face was as dusty, wind burnt, chapped, exhausted and lifeless as the last. His eyes roamed each table in turn, his heart beating faster with each second that ticked by.  
 
    When at last he spotted her, he almost laughed with relief. He pulled the brim of his hat lower and tried to affect the march all guards seemed to hone, and walked up behind her, nudging her with the end of his baton.  
 
    ‘The warden needs to speak with you, Ray,’ he barked.  
 
    Zoe’s entire body tensed as she turned around and caught his eye. ‘What—’ 
 
    ‘Don’t make me ask you again, Ray! Move!’ 
 
    She shot to her feet, and followed him out of the dining hall. Nate glanced over his shoulder, moving closer to her as they walked away. ‘Head to the fence, don’t stop, and whatever you do, don’t hesitate.’  
 
    Zoe nodded.  
 
    With the rain pounding in a steady thrum, most of the guards and all of the workers had taken shelter inside. As they headed through the rows of tents, Nate searched the skies for the hover.  
 
    ‘Hold up!’  
 
    Nate froze, his hand closing around the gun at his side. He glanced at Zoe and nodded once. They turned around.  
 
    A guard was striding towards them. He looked at Nate suspiciously. ‘What’s your name, soldier?’  
 
    ‘Captain Platy,’ said Nate, remembering the name on his uniform. ‘Is there a problem?’  
 
    ‘Why are you taking this convict out of bounds?’  
 
    A flash of light in the sky above them caught Nate’s eye. They didn’t have time for this. 
 
    He reached out and pulled Zoe close to him, leering at the guard. ‘Give us a few minutes of privacy, soldier. You know what it’s like out here.’  
 
    The guard looked between the two of them. ‘You know that’s not allowed, Platy.’  
 
    ‘You know as well as I do that it’s not disallowed either,’ said Nate. He leaned closer. ‘Come on. Don’t you ever want to taste the goods?’ 
 
    He was rewarded with a chuckle that turned his stomach. ‘All right. Make it quick. The General’s coming down in an hour. There’s an emergency briefing.’  
 
    ‘Will do.’ Nate slapped him on the arm and turned back towards the fence, his arm around Zoe’s shoulders, his head intimately close to hers. He moved his mouth nearer to her ear. ‘Is he still behind us?’  
 
    Zoe glanced back. ‘He’s walking away.’  
 
    ‘Good,’ said Nate, releasing her. ‘Look up.’  
 
    The hover was lowering on the opposite side of the high face, all the lights turned off.  
 
    ‘I don’t see it,’ she said. 
 
    ‘I do,’ he said. ‘Straight over us.’ 
 
    ‘How can you see anything?’ 
 
    ‘Mutations, darling.’  
 
    ‘Oh, sure.’  
 
    Nate glared at the fence. Although it wasn’t too high, there wasn’t much to grip on to. There was a patrol further ahead, their backs turned. Behind them, the guards were gathered in a group, chatting amongst themselves and drinking. No one was expecting escape.  
 
    ‘Can you climb?’  
 
    ‘Not up that fence.’  
 
    ‘I’m going to give you a boost,’ he said. ‘I just need to know you’re not going to crack your teeth.’  
 
    Zoe was clearly unenthusiastic. ‘That fence isn’t the largest in the camp but it’s still really high.’  
 
    ‘Good thing I’ve got my handy mutant skills, then.’  
 
    ‘God help us,’ said Zoe, backing up a few paces as Nate bent down and made a cupping gesture with his hands. 
 
    ‘All you’ve got to do is stand on top,’ he said. ‘It’s dark and the guards have passed by. Let’s just hurry.’  
 
    ‘Oh hang,’ she muttered. Then, taking a running jump, launched herself at Nate. He boosted her with all of his strength and managed to fling her high enough that the tips of her fingers caught the top of the fence. After a moment’s dangling struggle, she hauled herself onto the top.  
 
    Nate backed away a few paces, took a deep breath, and launched himself at the fence. He felt like he was running vertically for a few seconds, and then somehow he reached the top.  
 
    Kitty manoeuvred the hover as close to the fence as she could, and they both took a leap, colliding gracelessly into the backseat.  
 
    Nate closed the door and clambered into the front seat, breathing heavily but grinning from the success. ‘Let’s go.’  
 
    Kitty raised the wheel and they ascended. ‘That wasn’t so bad,’ she said, laughing nervously.  
 
    ‘About time we had some luck on our sides.’ 
 
    ‘Not luck,’ said Zoe, leaning forwards. ‘Nesrol’s one of the poorest workcamps. Understaffed and underfunded. More than a few people have escaped, though all were executed upon recapture. Only difference between them and us is they didn’t have a hover waiting.’  
 
    ‘That’s because no one else is as suicidal as us.’ 
 
    ‘Amen,’ said Tove. ‘Thank God that’s done now, anyways.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not over yet, darling.’ 
 
    ‘What next?’ said Zoe. ‘Where are we going now?’ 
 
    ‘We’re leaving,’ said Nate, squinting out the window, trying to see through the darkness and determine if anyone was following them. So far the sky looked clear. ‘We’re getting out of this bloody Kingdom.’  
 
      
 
      
 
    The broadcasts did not fill them confidence, and the knowledge that all available resources were being directed to hunting them down put a damper on the reunion. They flew as far as Clarence, on the Redland and Cutta border, before grabbing what supplies they had with them and leaving the guards’ hover behind.  
 
    A cool wind blew at their backs as they walked, propelling them forwards, and they moseyed along in pairs, basking in the fact that they were together once more.  
 
    By sunrise, Nate was exhausted. He had not slept properly in days and everything ached. Even his hair felt tired. After he almost fell over for the second time, he called for everyone to halt and make camp. They would sleep for a few hours, gather their strength, and then continue.  
 
    Finding shelter against a cliff-face, trees on two sides, a stream on the other, Nate unrolled a blanket and all but collapsed.   
 
    Kitty sat down beside him. ‘Do you remember the last time we were trudging around a mountain?’  
 
    Nate snorted. ‘God, that feels so long ago.’  
 
    She passed him a bottle of water. ‘I kind of hated you then.’ 
 
    ‘Kind of? Darling, with the amount of vitriol you spat my way it’s a wonder I ever liked you at all.’ He reached out and brushed sweaty hair away from her eyes. ‘Then again, perhaps not. I would have loved you either way.’  
 
    Kitty gave him a half-smile and laid back on the blanket, bunching up her coat to use as a pillow. ‘Can I sleep here?’ she asked, already closing her eyes.  
 
    ‘Sure.’  
 
    And so they slept. Nate with one arm around her, the other at his side, gripping tightly to his stolen gun. The machete lay above his head in easy grabbing distance. Kitty curled up against him and he breathed in deep. 
 
    Zoe and Tove spoke for a time beside them, but whether or not they slept Nate never knew, for he passed out almost at once, and did not wake up again until nightfall when the growling of his stomach roused him. He opened his eyes to see Kitty watching him with a playful smile.  
 
    ‘Hungry?’  
 
    ‘Incredibly.’  
 
    ‘Let’s get something to eat.’ Kitty made to stand up, but he grabbed her arm and nodded towards the ground. She sat back down. ‘What is it?’  
 
    ‘I have spent the past few months thinking of you and all the things I would say when I saw you again,’ he said. ‘And now that you’re here before me I can’t for the life of me remember a single one. But I want you to know that I wasn’t just waiting for some reason to leave. I was thinking of escape the whole time I was in there. At first I was too weak, but when I knew something was wrong, I left. If I had known, I would have come sooner.’ 
 
    Kitty stared up at him, her eyes so wide and lovely, the irises full of strange patterns that had so often hypnotised him. ‘I couldn’t ask that of you. I couldn’t ask you to risk your life.’  
 
    He wasn’t sure if he was angry at himself, or her, or the pair of them; undeniably he was boiling with hatred for Crown and Council, and Mickey, and Gabriel, but that hatred was amalgamated with further frustration at their poor communication and how little she seemed to value his abilities to keep her safe. Then again, he felt as if he’d only ever failed her, so perhaps she was right to have little faith in him.  
 
    ‘I thought—’ He tore off a length of grass, ripping it to shreds as he spoke. ‘I stupidly thought that you mightn’t have to sleep with him or that you would be able to keep him at bay. I didn’t want to entertain the idea that he—that he would do something like that. I knew he was a lecher. He would always make crass comments at the parties Matty and I went to. His Complement hated him – that much was clear. I honestly think she made herself barren just to prevent him from ruining another innocent life. But – in all my months there, Kitty, I never let myself think he would force himself on you. I thought he’d be too afraid of your father to do it. That was my mistake. I’m so sorry I didn’t come sooner.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not your responsibility.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps not,’ he said. ‘Perhaps it never was. That doesn’t change the fact that I want it to be. I have wanted you from the moment we walked out of that mountain, and I have loved you far longer without knowing it. I want to be the one who keeps you safe and who makes you feel safe. I want you to trust me as you once trusted Tommy.’ 
 
    ‘I know.’ 
 
    Nate’s lip curled as he thought back to Gabriel, foul and loathsome in the bed, begging for his life. ‘His death was too easy, too kind for what he did. Rapists should fucking burn.’  
 
    Kitty reached out and took his hand. ‘You never told me about what happened to you.’  
 
    ‘And I don’t intend to.’ Nate kissed her cheek and took her hand, pulling her upright and leading her over to the others. ‘Right,’ he said loudly. ‘What’s for eating?’ 
 
    ‘I have a few sandwiches left,’ said Tove. ‘We can each have one and then share a bottle of water. What are we going to do when we run out?’  
 
    ‘We could steal some,’ said Zoe.  
 
    ‘Our faces are going to be on every screen from here to the Outlands,’ said Nate. ‘We can’t just steal at random. One word and we’ll have all the bloody Private Police after us. And I don’t know about the rest of you, but I can’t outrun several hundred guards, no matter how much mutant blood I acquire.’  
 
    ‘We can hunt,’ said Tove. ‘I can catch hare and hart. I’m not sure how to skin them, though.’ 
 
    ‘I can do that,’ said Nate. ‘I know how.’  
 
    Kitty held out her hands. ‘If we don’t find any? Just because the islands had plenty of animals doesn’t mean Cutta does. Most of the populations around here were culled during the war, or died out when the lands were slashed and burned. There’s no native wildlife in most of Cutta, and hardly any in Redland. Some in Southern, but we’re heading north.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll head north to Eyre,’ said Nate. ‘If we get a ship from here to Muntenia, we can spend a few nights there and then get a ship to Eyre. From there it’s a trek, but past the main port city, the road is generally empty, and we can head into the mountains. Then it’s only leagues to the edge of the Eyrite portion of the Wall. It dips down closer to the people in Eyre because it was put up so quickly.’  
 
    ‘Why not go directly there?’ 
 
    ‘The ships to Muntenia are easier to sneak onto from Cutta. The Eyrites have more checks.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘Contraband, darling.’ 
 
    Zoe nodded. ‘It’s a better plan than we had last time.’ 
 
    ‘I agree,’ said Kitty. ‘But until we’re in Eyre, what do we do for food? Money?’  
 
    ‘We’ll be fine in Muntenia,’ said Nate. ‘I have friends there.’ He glanced quickly at Kitty. ‘Good friends.’ 
 
    She gave him a small smile. ‘I believe you.’ 
 
    ‘But what about until we get to the ship? That’s several weeks’ walk at least,’ said Zoe. ‘It’ll be hard going and we’ve only enough food to last two more days.’ 
 
    Everyone fell silent for a moment, thinking over the options.  
 
    Suddenly, Kitty cleared her throat. ‘Does anyone know how far it is to Middletown?’  
 
    Nate waved over his left shoulder. ‘A few days’ walk, maybe less if we move quickly. Why?’  
 
    ‘Ciara lives there,’ she said. ‘She would give us food, maybe even a hover or gliders or something useful.’  
 
    ‘Do you trust her?’  
 
    ‘With my life.’  
 
    ‘With our lives? I’m not a popular person, if you’ve not noticed.’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’  
 
    It was good enough for him. ‘All right, let’s go to Middletown.’  
 
    Once they finished eating, they shouldered their packs and set off through the forest, moving quickly enough without racing; all of them far too exhausted to run.  
 
    Tove had packed a torch, and they traded off who carried it. Nate led the first hour and then fell back to walk beside Kitty, and Zoe took over. They didn’t talk. Nate wanted only to comfort her or talk to her, neither of which she needed at the minute, and so they walked, occasionally holding hands. Most of the time just staying side by side, glad of the other’s presence whilst knowing this was neither the time nor the place.  
 
    Hours later, her whisper pulled him out of his musings.  
 
    ‘I feel like the universe has its own soul,’ she said quietly, nodding up at the stars.  
 
    Zoe glanced back. ‘I’ve always thought so. Trees, too. You’d think, wouldn’t you? To protect so many creatures from wind and rain and snow.’  
 
    Nate looked up at the trees above them. They did seem to have a wise air about them, he’d always thought so. The things they had seen, the weather they had endured, the centuries they had battled through just to keep upright, sheltering all who required their capabilities. The stories they must hold within them.  
 
    God is in the trees, Nasim. 
 
    His chest clenched and he swallowed hard, trying to remember how to breathe.  
 
    ‘I miss Evander,’ said Tove suddenly.  
 
    ‘Me too,’ the other three said in tandem.  
 
    ‘He’d be proud of us,’ said Zoe. ‘Can you imagine how delighted he would have been to join in a jailbreak? He wouldn’t have been able to contain himself.’ 
 
    ‘Charles would have loved it,’ said Tove. 
 
    Nate glanced at her. ‘Charles?’  
 
    ‘Oh, Evander’s best friend from back home. They were always getting into trouble together.’  
 
    He could vaguely recall Evander mentioning his friend’s penchant for happy endings during their time in the grove.  
 
    ‘Sounds familiar,’ said Kitty, nudging Nate. 
 
    Tove laughed sadly. ‘Do you think we’ll ever see him again?’  
 
    ‘Yes,’ said Nate, ruffling her hair. He felt a strange sense of responsibility for her, as if it was his job to be the brother that she had lost. He hoped Evander was watching and would see him trying, at the very least, to give his death some sort of meaning. Not that it could ever make up for any of it. ‘We’ll see him again. Don’t doubt it.’  
 
    ‘How do you know?’  
 
    ‘I just do,’ he said. ‘The way I see it, life’s cyclical. Souls are born and souls die, but they don’t disappear. In the same way that Earth was created and will one day die, a new Earth will come eventually and host more life. Even at the end of time, a new time will come. All souls will return. We are made of the earth and the stars and the oceans, and whether we come back as another person or a horse or a bird, we will come back, and the people we loved, the souls that are tied to ours forever, will come back with us in another life. We started out together, and in any form we take, we will return to each other, like magnets.’  
 
    Tove’s face filled with hope. ‘Do you really think so?’  
 
    ‘With all my heart,’ he said. ‘I will see Tommy again, whether it’s in an afterlife we cannot fathom or in another life as entirely different creatures. He will find me and I will find him. I think when the world was first created, and stardust became matter, all the pieces that were near each other were bonded for eternity. So in any life, in any form, we will always find each other because, at the start of time, we were all together anyways. Stardust.’ 
 
    ‘Soul mates,’ said Kitty. ‘Literally.’ 
 
    ‘Then I’ll find Ev,’ said Tove. ‘And Zoe too, and maybe we’ll find you and Kitty again someday.’   
 
    ‘Of course,’ said Kitty firmly. ‘And your parents.’  
 
    With Tove reassured, Nate pointed to the road which had finally come into view. ‘If we follow that we’ll eventually find the way to Middletown, but it’ll be a long walk out in the open. We can risk it now, but I don’t want to be in the open when the sun comes up.’  
 
    Zoe nodded. ‘We can hug the treeline and then turn off at daybreak.’  
 
    ‘We can’t sit around all day,’ said Kitty. Despite the gumption of her words, she was sweating heavily and kept grimacing, her hand going to her stomach every so often. It was clear that she hadn’t felt good in hours. ‘That’ll give them even more time to catch up.’  
 
    ‘I know,’ said Nate. He tried to push his worry for her from his mind. ‘If only we had gliders or something. Anything to speed up our progress.’  
 
    ‘We don’t have much choice,’ said Zoe. ‘We can’t travel by daylight, and it’s only road and open fields from here to Middletown.’  
 
    Disgruntled, Nate agreed and the four of them set off down the hill, making for the road. They only had a few hours until sunup and Nate wanted to cover as much ground as possible.  
 
    He set a fast pace, his gun in his hand, ready to shoot anyone they came across. Kitty ran beside him, and although he could hear her ragged breathing within the first ten minutes, she didn’t stop or slow. 
 
    The King had outlawed abortions without medical or mental necessity more than twenty years ago and Nate had only known two people to ever get legal abortions. One had been because she had been raped and the King allowed it under such circumstances, and the other had been because she was going to die if not operated on. The pledge given to the public at the time was that once the human population doubled in size the rule would be overturned.  
 
    The population, try as Crown and Council might to bind and bribe the citizens, had only continued to drop.  
 
    There was a chance of finding her medical help in Muntenia, but with how much money was being offered for them, help was unlikely. And Nate wasn’t about to trust anyone. Not after Archie. Not after Grigory.  
 
    Anger had a funny way of making everything easier to endure, and he pressed on relentlessly.  
 
    By the time the sun peaked out behind the clouds, Nate was soaked in sweat and every muscle ached. He stopped short and bent over, gasping for breath and trying to clear the stars from his eyes. The others were a far distance behind him, and caught up over the next few minutes.  
 
    First Kitty, then Tove, then Zoe, bringing up the rear, gun in hand. They all doubled over, absolutely drained.  
 
    ‘God’s wrath,’ said Kitty, wheezing horribly and drenched in sweat. ‘I couldn’t keep going even if we had to. Why were you running so fast?’  
 
    ‘I didn’t even realise I was,’ he admitted. ‘Apologies.’  
 
    ‘We covered a good amount of ground,’ said Zoe. ‘Let’s get off the road and find somewhere to rest and wait out the daylight.’  
 
    After an hour of searching, they came to a large bridge that had once carried ground vehicles across a great valley with a rushing river, and they climbed carefully down the ravine, holding onto the overgrowth fearfully, knowing that one slip would mean death.  
 
    It took another hour or so to climb all the way down, but soon they were hidden beneath the great bridge, its arches impressive even in their crumbling neglect. Large trees had sprung up between the arches, and Nate and Zoe walked around the outside to make sure that their hiding place could not be spotted from any potential passing hovers.  
 
    As Kitty got the fire going, Nate gathered as much soft grass as he could and bunched the lot into several stacks before laying blankets on top of them in makeshift beds.  
 
    He sat down on one and emptied the contents of the sacks. They had canteens full of water that they’d stolen from the guards, an igniter, a length of rope, three sandwiches, a bag of potatoes, six cakes, a bag of oranges, a box of dried fruit, a bottle of whiskey, several bars of chocolate, six rolls and a loaf of cheesy bread, coffee and a box of tea bags, a kettle and pan, four cups, soap, a bag of dehydrated vegetables, spices, a large knife, several books, and to Nate’s delight, a carton of tockers with a variety of fillings not unlike the one Evander once carried. 
 
    He sniffed one, nodded to himself, and lit it with the igniter. He stowed the rest of the supplies back into the packs, leaving out a few tea bags which he put into the kettle and placed atop the fire.  
 
    ‘How are our supplies?’ asked Kitty, plunking herself down beside him, absolutely spent.  
 
    He handed her the tocker with a wink. ‘Could be worse. I’m impressed Tove packed so much. We got almost nothing from the guards.’  
 
    ‘She’s good at raiding.’ Kitty rested her head on his shoulder, smoke billowing out of her nostrils. ‘God, I’ve forgotten how much I like sitting.’  
 
    Nate snorted. He was trying hard not to react to her proximity and he had to take a deep breath before replying. ‘Same, darling. My legs are killing me.’  
 
    ‘Do you think we’ll make it?’  
 
    ‘We don’t have choice, do we? And I’m not about to fail. So yes, we’ll make it.’ He wrapped his arm around her. ‘You feeling all right?’  
 
    ‘Sure.’  
 
    ‘I mean … are you feeling ill?’  
 
    Kitty shrugged. ‘From the pregnancy?’  
 
    ‘Yeah.’ 
 
    ‘Kind of,’ she admitted. ‘During the last one, I was sick almost every day. My body completely rejected it.’ 
 
    Not knowing what to say to that, he kissed her forehead and sat up to take the kettle off the fire. She placed the tocker between his lips as he divvied up the tea and he winked at her. It was a strange thing to be so happy and so angry at the same time.  
 
    The amount of contradictions flying through his head made him almost dizzy. But he had Kitty, and it was impossible not to be pathetically grateful for that in spite of everything.  
 
    The tea was strong and woke him up despite the exhaustion which weighed more than a wet blanket, and he managed to blink his eyes a little wider.  
 
    ‘I meant to say,’ said Kitty abruptly, ‘I’m sorry for how cruel I was to you. I had reasons that I thought made it understandable, each of them more ignorant than the last. If I had known the reasons you acted the way you did and made the choices that you did, I never would have judged you so harshly. I know we talked after the cure, but I never really apologised. So, I’m sorry.’  
 
    ‘Darling, it’s fine.’  
 
    ‘It’s not. I was awful to you.’  
 
    ‘And I liked it,’ he said wryly, lips twitching as he watched her. He had. He did. ‘Well, after a while I just wanted you to like me, but I did enjoy the challenge. I liked that I had to work for you. Matty and I were handed to each other; you were different, you required constant determination and patience. It took a great deal of effort to win you over and I feel like I’ve earned it. You weren’t something I was gifted or Assigned to. That means more to me than I could ever explain. So you don’t have to apologise. I know how you felt and why you felt it. Part of why I fell in love with you is because you always spoke your mind, always knew how you felt about things.’  
 
    Kitty made a face. ‘Except now I’m feeling everything I don’t want to.’  
 
    ‘You’re alive.’ He reached out and squeezed her hand. ‘And you’re here. That’s more than most people can say when they go through the things you’ve been through.’  
 
    ‘I didn’t even go through that much when you think about it,’ she muttered. ‘Not compared to the prisoners or the South-Landers or the starving and diseased and dying. I’m so angry and sad all the time and often I don’t even think I have the right.’  
 
    Nate shook his head. ‘Their pain doesn’t diminish yours.’  
 
    ‘Logically I know that, I just don’t feel it most of the time.’  
 
    ‘You will,’ he said consolingly. ‘Give it time.’  
 
    Kitty shrugged and rubbed her tired eyes. ‘What do you think it’ll be like out there? In the Outlands? I’m terrified and excited. It’s strange.’  
 
    ‘Me too,’ he said, taking the bait. ‘To both. Don’t want to die, but, you know, anticipating the new places, the lack of laws, the freedom.’ 
 
    ‘But freedom is chaos, Nate,’ she said dryly before bursting into laughter. ‘God, those phrases sound so stupid now.’  
 
    ‘They’ve always sounded stupid.’  
 
    ‘Everyone follows them.’  
 
    ‘That doesn’t make them less stupid, it just gives me a very low opinion of the Kingdom’s education system, and a frighteningly high opinion of their capabilities of indoctrination.’  
 
    He knew more than a few people who wanted to burn the Kingdom to the ground and none of them had had identical stories. It would make more sense to say that he started rebelling after Redwater, after Blake. To say that, as a ten-year-old, he felt wrong in his own skin, guilty living the life he did, unable to stop imagining all the horrible things he did not know, all the secrets kept by Crown and Council, sounded dramatic, even if it was entirely true. It sounded silly to say that after his teacher’s death, he used to dream of him, a bloodied and destroyed corpse screaming at him to do something, to change their world. And worse, to say that he hated the Kingdom because his father loved it so and just knowing that made Nate want to burn the place to the ground. He feared she would think him childish. Spiteful. He’d never claimed to be good, but he wanted her to believe it.  
 
    Refilling the kettle with water from the river, he placed it back on top of the fire and sat down beside Kitty once more. ‘What people don’t realise is that if everyone in the Kingdom turned against Markas, he would have no power. People don’t realise their own power, they don’t realise how great their actions can be. You said once that it was two men who did all this. It only takes one to turn it all around.’ 
 
    ‘You really think so?’ 
 
    ‘I do. It’s just not going to be me. Not anymore.’  
 
    Kitty frowned in thought, and as Nate sat, staring at his dirtied hands, it suddenly occurred to him that he hadn’t had a bath in weeks. He wondered how she wasn’t completely repulsed by his stench. Even he could smell the rancid stink coming off his clothes and skin. Now that he wasn’t moving and actually paying attention to it, his nose curled at the putrid smell.  
 
    It was a cool spring day, but the sun was hot in the sky and his body was still burning from the run.  
 
    He rifled through the bag and found the soap and one of the folded blankets. ‘I’m going to clean up,’ he announced. ‘Try not to stare darling, although I know it will be hard.’  
 
    She smirked. ‘Not as hard as you may think.’  
 
    He clutched his chest dramatically. ‘That hurts.’  
 
    ‘Good,’ she retorted, sticking her tongue out.  
 
    He gave her another smile before heading down the slight incline towards the river. He stripped hurriedly and bent down to test the water. It was icy.  
 
    Nate took a deep breath and dove in. He didn’t dare swim outside of the bridge’s protective cover in case there were passing hovers, so the water was even more cold than it would have been had he been able to swim in the sunshine.  
 
    Everything instantly felt frozen, his lungs blazed and his limbs started to numb, his ears throbbing with the exposure. He kicked to the surface, teeth clanging together as he shivered. He hurriedly raked his nails through his hair to get out the worst of the knots and then went about scraping the grit out from under his fingernails. They were so caked that the tips of his fingers looked almost black.  
 
    When he got the bulk of it off with water alone, he swam over to the bank and grabbed the bottle of soap, squirting a large dollop into his hand and working it over every bit of his body that he could reach. As he was scrubbing, Kitty strode up, pair of socks dangling from one hand.  
 
    ‘I thought you might like some clean ones,’ she called. ‘Yours are disgusting and ought to be burned, honestly. Wear these and you can wash yours. They’ll dry quickly over the fire.’  
 
    ‘Thanks, darling,’ he said, glancing up.   
 
    But she wasn’t looking at his face. She was staring at his chest where Tommy’s bird glinted in the dim light. ‘Where did you get that?’ she croaked, voice catching.  
 
    Nate looked down, focusing on picking dirt out of his fingernails, not sure he could meet her gaze. ‘The King. Tommy gave it to him before …’ 
 
    The sharp intake of breath and strangled sounds of suppressed sobbing reached his ears, and he forced himself not to look up. He couldn’t. It shamed him that he could not comfort her over Tommy’s death when he could not even comfort himself. The guilt and fury and desolation which weighed heavy on his shoulders and tugged endlessly at his heart were an impossible burden, and he could not make it better for her when he could not make it better for himself. 
 
    He’s not dead. He’s not dead. He’s waiting in the Outlands. Please God, let him be waiting for me. Please.  
 
    Nate felt like vomiting.  
 
    After a long time, he heard Kitty clear her throat and he looked up. Her pyrrhous eyes were wet and heavy, yet she had a firm look on her face. One of brave determination and acceptance.  
 
    ‘What did he say? About Thom?’ 
 
    ‘That Tommy bargained for our lives,’ said Nate. ‘He said Tommy was brave and calculating. I think he was impressed.’  
 
    Kitty’s lip twitched. ‘Good.’  
 
    Nate nodded and turned, diving into the water and swimming beneath the surface, not wanting her to see the anguish on his face, not wanting her to press the matter further. When he resurfaced, she was still there, watching him.  
 
    ‘Do you really believe that?’ she asked. ‘What you said to Tove about the afterlife?’  
 
    ‘I do.’  
 
    His words seemed to bring her some relief, and she gave him a small smile. ‘I’ve never known what to believe. But if I was going to believe in anything, that’s the best I’ve ever heard.’  
 
    ‘I think believing anything else would be my undoing,’ he admitted. He swam to the shore and climbed out, shaking with cold.  
 
    Kitty stared at him unabashedly.  
 
    ‘Like what you see?’ he asked, skin going hot.  
 
    ‘I’ve seen it before.’  
 
    He straightened himself and grabbed her hand, drawing her towards him. ‘I’m yours. You can do anything you want with me.’  
 
    ‘Is that so?’ She bent down and picked up the blanket, wrapping it around his shoulders. ‘I’ll have to remember that.’  
 
    ‘Do,’ he said, voice thick. He suddenly ached. His skin was hot and all he could think about was ripping off her clothes and pinning her to the ground. He wanted her to moan and writhe beneath him. He wanted her wet and crying out his name. Aware that he was getting harder by the second, he pulled the blanket around himself and shook the water from his hair.  
 
    ‘Is Tove back yet?’ he asked, trying not to stare at her mouth.  
 
    ‘Only just,’ she said. ‘She caught a rabbit and a squirrel.’  
 
    ‘Excellent.’ 
 
    They walked back up the bank towards the crackling sounds of the campfire. Zoe had stretched the rope across the top of the fire and was hanging wet clothes.  
 
    Nate rifled through the guards’ bag and found a fresh pair of trousers. After yanking them on, he sat down with the blanket around his shoulders. 
 
    Tove was attempting to skin the rabbit and he appraised her dubiously for a few seconds before holding out his hand.  
 
    ‘Let me.’  
 
    Grateful, she handed him the bodies and he went to work skinning and gutting them, and soon the two animals were cooking crisply over the fire parallel to the clothes. The smell made all their stomachs growl.  
 
    ‘Should we cook something else?’ asked Zoe, eyeing the bags, lips turned down in thought. ‘I don’t want to eat all the food but I’m not sure a few handfuls of meat are going to be enough for any of us.’  
 
    ‘We could cook a few of the potatoes,’ said Nate. ‘How much ground do you think we covered today?’  
 
    ‘Not enough.’  
 
    ‘Right, we all eat and then go to sleep. We’ll take turns with having someone on watch to alert us, but we all need to rest. At sundown, we pack up and leave. We don’t stop until sunrise.’  
 
    Everyone agreed and they set about making the rest of the meal. Nate’s muscles were so sore and used-up that every movement hurt. He was starting to feel desperately cold, but the wet clothes were far from dry, so he moved closer to the fire and pulled the blanket tighter around his shoulders.  
 
    As the hours passed, they heard only one hover, and by midmorning they decided to sleep, and Kitty laid down beside him. He wrapped an arm around her and passed out a minute later. He dreamed of bloody hands and a woman’s screams and woke up sweating in the late afternoon, his heart pounding.  
 
    Kitty was still asleep, her face scrunched and her hand clutching her stomach, and he let her be, heading over to Zoe to relieve her of her watch.  
 
    Zoe looked up at him. ‘Bad dream?’ 
 
    ‘If they’re all bad, wouldn’t one just be a dream?’  
 
    ‘I don’t dream.’  
 
    Nate raised an eyebrow. ‘Never?’  
 
    ‘Not in years,’ she said. ‘When I do, I don’t remember it.’ 
 
    ‘Kitty doesn’t dream, either.’ 
 
    ‘Do you?’ 
 
    ‘Every night.’ 
 
    Nate felt wildly jealous of them both. He told her to get some sleep and donned the now toasty garments which still hung over the fire. Warmth spread through his bones and he curled up against a tree, his hand holding his machete, listening carefully to any sounds that weren’t sleepy breathing or animals calling. He was entirely sure that his body had lost all ability to relax and he wondered whether he would ever sleep well again.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The following morning, Kitty began to vomit, and for several hours she could not stop. Yet she refused to be the reason they got caught, and she pressed on even as they called at her to wait.  
 
    Nate gripped her hand tightly as they walked, and was relieved when she told him his touch made the pain stop, but just as her touch could not stave off the deadly infection which had ravaged him, his touch could not force her body to accept what was inside of her.  
 
    She was sick the next morning, and again the next. They were close enough to Middletown by that point, but she was too weak and Nate refused to let her carry on. By nightfall, after hours of watching her clutch her stomach, face screwed up in agony, his decision was made for him.  
 
    ‘I’m going to go ahead,’ he announced. ‘I can make it there tonight if I go on my own and don’t stop. I’ll find Ciara. I’ll get us transport and come back.’  
 
    Kitty paled and stood up. She immediately tilted to the side and had to grasp Tove’s arm for support. ‘I’ll be fine. This has happened before. It’ll stop. Once—once it’s gone.’ 
 
    ‘I’m supposed to let you keep going like this? How long did the last ones take?’ 
 
    ‘She was sick for weeks,’ said Tove quietly, ignoring Kitty’s glare. 
 
    ‘How far along are you?’ 
 
    ‘A couple weeks at most.’ 
 
    He swallowed hard. So sick and she was barely pregnant. It was like poison. ‘And you had bodymen and physicians,’ he pointed out, trying to keep the shaking from his voice. ‘We don’t have that now.’  
 
    ‘You can heal me.’  
 
    ‘That’s clearly not a long-term solution.’  
 
    ‘I’ll be fine,’ she said, hardly looking resolute.   
 
    ‘You won’t. And it’s too dangerous to push you further and for us to keep slowing down. I’ll get help, Zoe will stand guard, and I should be back by dawn. Ciara knows me.’  
 
    Kitty glared at him but didn’t protest. ‘Fine.’  
 
    Her acceptance worried him immensely and only increased his resolve.  
 
    ‘I’ll be quick, darling,’ he promised, giving her a confident smile that he didn’t feel. ‘Now, does good Ciara have a code on her lavish home?’  
 
    They glared at each other for a minute before Kitty jotted the code down on a piece of paper and handed it to him.  
 
    They were hidden in a tunnel beneath the road and overhead Nate could hear the distant hums of flying hovers. It wasn’t going to be a fun night.  
 
    He took Zoe aside and lowered his voice. ‘If I don’t make it back by morning, keep going.’ 
 
    Zoe nodded. 
 
    ‘Kitty will fight you,’ he warned. ‘Don’t let her. If I don’t come back, don’t wait.’ 
 
    ‘I won’t.’  
 
    Nate squeezed her shoulder, checked his gun to make sure it wasn’t jammed or rusted, and kissed Kitty on the cheek before darting out of the tunnel and scrambling up onto the road. The night was cold but not unbearable, and as he ran he managed to ignore the throbbing of his ears and the burning of his nose.  
 
    The stars shone bright in the sky above, lighting his way, and the great moon which had scared him as a child, had an orange glow and now felt like an old friend. Near midnight, he passed a sign for Middletown and almost cried with relief. Taking a moment to gather his senses and try and wet his desperately dry mouth, he rested his hands on his knees and gasped for breath. After five minutes, he began to run again, feeling a rush of adrenaline in spite of his exhaustion, fuelled by the knowledge of how close he was.  
 
    The road to Middletown was deserted this late at night. Nevertheless, he felt uneasy heading onto the main road where so many shops had their front doors and any number of people could be walking home from a late night. He lowered his head and hurried up the road. Kitty had said Ciara’s house was off the main street, on Catching Road, another kilometre or so outside of town. He found his way easily enough, thanking his lucky stars that the few people that were out were all very drunk and paid him no mind, and soon he was sprinting up Catching Road, eyes keen for Ciara and Adil Khan’s house.  
 
    It was a large estate, with a tall gate at the entrance to keep out walkers. Any hover could drive over, but it was considered incredibly rude and tasteless not to drive in on the ground. The King had decreed that it was a fineable offense to drive over one if the owner so desired to complain to the authorities. Nate had delighted in doing it every time he knew his father was home.  
 
    He walked to the side and entered the code into the gate, slipping inside without a sound.  
 
    A few horses nickered at him as he passed by their paddock, and he gave one of them a pat before carrying on. When he reached the walls of the large house, he glanced up at the windows, trying to ascertain which one would be the master bedroom, and how he would get inside without waking Adil, whom he very much doubted would be inclined to listen to him the way Ciara might.  
 
    One of the bedrooms had a child’s spinning toy swinging from the ceiling in full view of the window and a sudden idea struck him.  
 
    He grasped onto the brick and carefully pulled himself up. It was hard to keep his footing, and his fingers took a terrible scraping, but he managed to climb the wall and grab onto the windowsill without slipping more than once. He pushed against it.  
 
    Locked.  
 
    With every bit of upper body strength he possessed, he lifted himself onto the window with only the use of his arms, and stood carefully on the ledge. Hurriedly taking off his coat, he pressed it against the glass where the lock was and smashed it with his gun. It shattered, but not loudly, and he was able to unlock the window with his forefinger. Pushing it open, he crawled inside and walked over to the child’s bed.  
 
    Ciara’s son was adorable, and a sudden longing for the children he would never have filled his chest.  
 
    ‘Wake up, little darling,’ he whispered.  
 
    The child woke up almost instantly and began to cry. Nate slipped back into the shadows, waiting. The predictability of the young was at least one thing which could be counted on. That, and a mother’s response to the sounds. 
 
    He did not have to wait long. The door opened a minute later and a tired looking woman, red hair a mess and yawning widely, entered, closing the door behind her.  
 
    ‘Hush, my sweet,’ she called to the baby. ‘Don’t wake Daddy.’ 
 
    Nate stepped forwards. ‘Ciara.’  
 
    She whirled around, clutching her chest in shock. ‘God’s wrath, Nathanial.’  
 
    ‘I need your help.’  
 
    The unspoken meaning of his words was not lost on her. ‘Is Cat all right?’  
 
    ‘She’s sick. We were heading here for your help but she can’t make the rest of the run.’ 
 
    ‘And you thought it would be a brilliant idea to murder her Complement and make her a fugitive?’  
 
    A flush of anger filled him. ‘Will you help me or have I wasted my time?’  
 
    Ciara stepped forwards and slapped him hard across the face. His head snapped to the side and his teeth sank into his cheek. ‘That’s for breaking into my son’s room,’ she hissed. ‘And yes, I’ll help you. Follow me.’  
 
    The small baby now happily quiet in her arms, Ciara brought Nate down the stairs. She took him through another door and closed it behind them, turning a light on. Suddenly illuminated, the room revealed itself to be the hovershed. Two sleek hovers were parked inside. Nate blinked several times, annoyed by the bright lighting.  
 
    ‘Adil won’t be awake for another three hours,’ she informed him. ‘Is that enough time?’ 
 
    ‘Should be.’ 
 
    ‘There’s a back entrance to the house, the code to the gate is programmed into the system. Drive in and go around back.’  
 
    Nate appraised her. She hadn’t exactly been welcoming and there was hatred in her eyes. Fear bloomed inside his chest and he straightened up reflexively. ‘Kitty tells me that you’re trustworthy and I shouldn’t doubt you. I trust her with my life, so I’m giving you this chance. Betray us, and I will do to you exactly what I did to Lord Gabriel. Do you understand me?’  
 
    ‘Are you threatening me?’ she spat.  
 
    ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I will not put my friends at risk again. Do we understand each other?’  
 
    ‘Fuck you.’  
 
    Nate laughed darkly and moved closer to her, lowering his voice. ‘I am not a good man, Ciara. Don’t test me.’  
 
    ‘If Cat wasn’t in danger I would turn you in this instant.’  
 
    ‘Darling, I wouldn’t advise it.’ 
 
    Ciara threw the keys at him. ‘Get Cat and bring her here. Do not presume to think you are welcome in my house without her.’  
 
    ‘Understood.’ Nate opened the door to the hover and climbed inside, his eyes never leaving Ciara’s disgusted gaze as he backed out and raised the hover slowly into the air so that it wouldn’t make any noise on the road as he drove out.  
 
    The hover smelled strongly of baby powder and flowers and he felt guilty. He knew he had been hard with her and it was doubtful she would forgive him for it, but it was hard to regret his actions no matter how distasteful they proved to be. He had trusted friends before and been betrayed in the worst way. He would not make the same mistake in Middletown that he had in Cretan’s Valley. Whatever Kitty’s belief in Ciara, it proved nothing until tested, and he would rather their host be terrified than scheming.  
 
    The property gates opened with a press of the button and once on the road he raised the hover to its full height and speed, the town a blur beneath him. At the speed he was going, he managed to get back to the tunnel in less than half an hour. It was hilariously easy when compared to the run. Lowering the car, he blinked the lights twice and opened the window. 
 
    ‘It’s me,’ he called out. ‘Let’s go.’  
 
    A few tense seconds ticked by and then Kitty, Zoe and Tove appeared, hesitant at first, and then more quickly. Kitty crawled in beside him and the sisters clambered into the back.  
 
    She was pale and shaking, and clearly doing her best not to appear hindered in any way. ‘How did it go?’ 
 
    Nate switched the lights off and raised the hover into the air, turning it in a circle and making back to Middletown. ‘She wasn’t taken with me.’ 
 
    ‘What did you do?’  
 
    ‘I may have warned her not to conn the Private Police.’  
 
    Kitty raised both eyebrows. ‘How did you warn her?’  
 
    ‘Now, darling, are you going to yell at me simply for trying to protect you?’  
 
    ‘If you threatened my best friend, I am!’  
 
    Nate shrugged. ‘Yell at me all you want, it’s my job to keep the three of you safe and you’re stupid if you think I’m not going to second-guess everyone we meet. Especially one whose house we’re going to. Who could very easily turn us in at the first opportune moment.’  
 
    ‘Ciara wouldn’t do that!’  
 
    ‘I learned my lesson!’ he roared. Pressing the autopilot button, he turned to face her, ire coursing through his veins. It was easier to fight with Kitty than constantly worry about her; treating her like glass was exhausting, and he missed her fire so much. Without it, the world felt drained of colour and light. That it had been stolen from her was more than he could bear. Fury boiled inside him and exploded.  
 
    ‘Every fucking thing that could have gone wrong has gone wrong since we left Anais last year. We’ve been attacked, imprisoned, hurt, beaten, separated, raped, and now you’re pregnant – again, might I add. Zoe and Tove are one brother short – and all the Kingdom is saying I am, too – and we’re still several hundred leagues from safety. So yes, darling, I’m going to protect us.’  
 
    ‘That doesn’t mean you get to threaten everyone!’  
 
    ‘Yes, it does!’  
 
    ‘Who put you in charge?’  
 
    ‘I’m not in charge, I’m just the one who got us all back together!’  
 
    Kitty ran a hand through her sweaty, tangled hair. ‘You’re not exactly making friends by being a prick to everyone, Nate.’  
 
    ‘What do you want from me? Do you want me to blindly trust everyone? Do you want us to end up locked in a shed again with a raving lunatic? Or back in Redwater because some ratty little shit betrayed us? Or dead, like – like so many others, because I thought I was smart enough to outwit the system?’ At this point he was fuming. He slammed his hand on the wheel causing the hover to swerve slightly in mid-air. ‘Only Tommy can do that.’ 
 
    ‘God’s wrath, Nate, Thom is dead!’  
 
    His eyes narrowed even as pain shot through him. ‘If you think that does anything but reinforce my point,’ he sibilated, ‘you’ve lost your mind.’ 
 
    Kitty crossed her arms and looked out the window defiantly, and refused to speak to him for the rest of the journey.  
 
    In the back of the hover, Zoe and Tove exchanged bemused looks.  
 
    ‘I saw that,’ he snapped.  
 
    Tove stuck her tongue out at him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Middletown appeared so quickly this time that Nate wasn’t prepared for it. He slowed the hover and turned down the side street, his eyes checking the sky every few minutes to make sure that the sun wasn’t fully risen and would expose them. The gates opened easily and he sped up the drive and around the corner of the house. The backdoor light was on and it opened almost immediately.  
 
    Ciara stepped out, fully dressed and anxious. She hurried down to them, throwing Nate a dirty look as she went to Kitty’s side. The two friends embraced tightly and Nate busied himself grabbing the packs with Zoe, not really knowing what to do or say now.  
 
    He knew he was right, but he also knew Kitty had a point. He just wasn’t going to admit it yet. Staying safe was more important than making friends.  
 
    ‘Tove!’ Ciara spotted the teenager and pulled her into a hug.  
 
    ‘They know each other?’ Nate asked Zoe, surprised.  
 
    Zoe shrugged. ‘Maybe they met when she was staying with Kitty.’  
 
    ‘Oh, right.’ It was odd to think of normal things going on whilst he was interned and Kitty was going through all the horrors of a binding she did not want. Yet there was undoubtedly a lot that he had missed. For some reason that thought caused a flush of jealousy to burn inside his chest. 
 
    Ciara ushered them inside, through the kitchen, the sitting room, up the stairs, and into a guest bedroom.   
 
    ‘Adil never comes in here,’ she said. ‘You should be safe for a while. How long do you need?’ 
 
    ‘Until the ship to Muntenia leaves,’ said Kitty. ‘Thank you so much, Ci. We really appreciate it.’  
 
    Ciara smiled at her. ‘It’s fine. Why don’t you all get cleaned up – there’s a bath in there – and I’ll bring some food once I’ve got Adil out of the house. And I’ll bring you some vitamins and shots, all right? You’ve lost too much weight. I don’t like it.’  
 
    Nate glanced at Kitty, who looked at him, perplexed. ‘Why do I need vitamins?’ she asked. ‘I’m not ill. My body’s rejecting Gabriel’s sperm. There’s not much more to it than that.’ 
 
    Her words made Nate wince, and he reached out, taking her hand and squeezing in solidarity.  
 
    ‘You need vitamins for the baby,’ said Ciara, as if this should be obvious. ‘If you don’t reject the foetus this time, it needs to be safeguarded against this environment. Children are still born with defects if proper precautions aren’t taken.’   
 
    Kitty shrugged. ‘I’m not even sure I care.’  
 
    From the corner of his eye, Nate saw Zoe hush Tove as she opened her mouth to speak, and he nodded once to Zoe in thanks. She inclined her head slightly, her hand on Tove’s shoulder, her eyes flicking to Kitty.  
 
    Ciara, it seemed, was the holdout. A look of consternation flashed across her face and she put her hands on her hips, glaring at her best friend with a stern, sisterly air. He recalled Kitty using Ciara’s name when they were on the run the first time, and the stories she had told him about them growing up together and how close they were. But childhood friendships did not always last forever, and he wondered how much sway Ciara still had over Kitty. He wasn’t sure he wanted to know.  
 
    ‘That’s an awful thing to say,’ she admonished. ‘Why wouldn’t you care?’  
 
    ‘It’s not like I had a say in whether or not to have it.’ Kitty’s expression darkened. ‘It’s going to die anyways.’  
 
    ‘Catherine Jaiani, whether you want it or not, that baby is your responsibility as long as it’s inside of you. Since you can’t get it out, make sure it comes out healthy. If you don’t want to care for it afterwards, fine, that’s your right and you can find someone else to be the mother. Until then, take your vitamins and shut up.’  
 
    ‘You’re right, Ci. Apologies.’ Kitty truly did look shame-faced then and Nate did not like it at all. His hatred of Ciara was increasing by the second.  
 
    Ciara stepped forwards and gave her a quick hug. ‘I’m not sorry Gabriel’s dead – you know I loathed that smelly old toad – but it’s not like the baby has any say in the matter.’  
 
    ‘Actually,’ said Nate, clearing his throat, now thoroughly annoyed, ‘it’s not a baby. It’s barely more than an egg at this point—or did you not attend Biology? What Kitty does or doesn’t want to do with it is her choice. Until it’s formed, which isn’t for several months, it cannot feel pain. She can. Stop telling her to endure something she doesn’t want.’  
 
    He would never know what Kitty was feeling, never know how truly awful it was to have something forced to grow inside of you by the man who had violated you again and again, but he knew violation and he knew pain, and he would have cut it out with a pocket blade if it were happening to his own body. He thought of Blake and bile rose in his throat.  
 
    Ciara rounded on him. ‘What right do you have to say what she does and doesn’t want?’  
 
    ‘Because I, unlike you, am not a moron.’  
 
    ‘No. You, unlike me, are a psychopath.’  
 
    ‘I’m a psychopath because I actually dare to care about Kitty’s happiness? Because I place the living person over the yet to be formed? Because I don’t think a mother should have to have a child forced upon her? Pray, Ciara Khan, where exactly am I going wrong in your eyes?’  
 
    ‘She only tolerates you because you’re Thom’s brother, you prick!’  
 
    ‘And she only tolerates you because you’re of use.’ 
 
    ‘God’s wrath, you’re just like your father.’  
 
    Nate’s entire body went ice cold. His hand balled into a fist and from the corner of his eye he saw Zoe leave Tove’s side and step up behind him, ready to help. He shook his head in disgust, lip curling into a sneer as he held Ciara’s gaze. ‘Because you matter to her, I won’t respond to that. Count yourself lucky. But hear me when I say that you have no idea what she’s been through and you placing this on her is in no way, shape, or form, justifiable.’  
 
    Ciara crossed her arms. ‘And you know what she wants? You don’t even know her.’  
 
    Her words almost made him step back and he prayed they weren’t true. His anger, at least, burned brighter than his fear. ‘I know her better than you and I have far more empathy for her circumstances than you could ever imagine.’ 
 
    ‘I highly doubt that.’  
 
    ‘Really? And you know that she wants this child?’ 
 
    ‘She’s wanted a child since she was a child, murder and mayhem haven’t changed that!’ 
 
    ‘No, but rape has!’  
 
    Ciara stared at him, stunned, before looking at Kitty. As if she didn’t know.  
 
    A horrible feeling of guilt went through him as he glanced at Kitty, who had gone very pale.  
 
    ‘Darling—’ 
 
    She held up a hand. It was hard to tell what she was thinking but there was pain alive in her bright eyes. ‘We don’t have time for this. It’s my problem. It’s not yours, Ciara, and it’s not yours, Nate.’  
 
    The whole room went quiet. Nate stepped aside and strode towards the bathroom, slamming the door behind him. He felt entirely out of control. The despair of the last several months was overwhelming and he could feel his grip on sanity slacken by the second. 
 
    He glared at his reflection in the mirror. His hair was longer now, curling around beneath his ears, matted and greasy; his beard was thick and bushy, sticking out in odd directions, completely untended. But the one thing he knew for certain, appraising his reflection, was that he looked nothing like Hamish Anteros. He looked only like Tommy. 
 
    His hand went automatically to the necklace and his stomach twisted instantly; doubling over, he vomited into the sink, gripping the porcelain so tightly his hands ached. The thought of being like Hamish made him want to kill himself.  
 
    He wished Tommy was there. Tommy would know what to do. 
 
    I don’t believe it, he thought stubbornly. You’re not dead. You can’t be dead.  
 
    ‘Wherever you are, I’ll find you,’ Tommy had said.  
 
    Those words and many others, replayed in Nate’s head like a broken reel, forever doomed to repeat the same phrases over and over again.  
 
    In death, he wondered, or in life? Where will you find me, little brother?  
 
    Not wanting to return to the others, he decided to take a bath, brush his teeth, trim his beard, and do just about everything available to him in the bathroom before he had to go out and face them again.  
 
    As he deliberated, he prayed. He prayed that they would reach the Outlands safely. He prayed that Kitty would no longer be in pain and find peace somewhere down the road. He prayed for Tommy to be alive, to be waiting for him somewhere, healthy and whole.  
 
    He prayed over and over, the prayers becoming a song of desperation in his head as he scrubbed himself raw. The prayers led to counting, and he counted until his heart stopped racing and his thoughts changed from horror reels to more thoughtful, rational notions, and he finally let out a long sigh, feeling somewhat more together. 
 
    It took over an hour for him to finally feel normal, and he leaned against the sink, berating himself for his brashness. Even if Ciara deserved it, Kitty didn’t, and again he wished his brother was there. Tommy would have known exactly what to say to make everyone see sense. He would have been able to chase the demons from their hearts and make the world seem bright once more.  
 
    Nate’s throat started to tighten and he forced thoughts of his brother from his mind. Thinking of Tommy would only bring him to ruin.  
 
    When he finally stepped out of the bathroom, neat, tidy, and a bit calmer, the others said nothing, and he was eternally grateful. Tove took a bath next, and Kitty handed him some of Adil’s clothes that Ciara had brought down.  
 
    ‘Did she put poison in the fabric?’ he asked, not entirely sarcastically.  
 
    ‘She’s protective of me, Nate, and she’s a mother,’ said Kitty. ‘You can’t expect her to take what I said well. She can overreact as much as you can.’   
 
    ‘There’s no need to play mediator. We’ve no need to get along.’ 
 
    ‘I love you both,’ she said pointedly. ‘There’s need.’  
 
    He snorted. ‘You sound like Tommy.’  
 
    ‘He was always your champion.’  
 
    ‘And you’re hers?’  
 
    ‘And yours.’  
 
    Softened by her words, he heaved a sigh and nodded. ‘Fine. I’ll leave it. I meant what I said, you know? Nobody has the right to tell you what to do about it. Whether you want a child is entirely up to you, and whether you want one that’s a constant reminder of that fucking pig is another story altogether.’ He took a deep breath and reached out, cupping her cheek. ‘If you want it – if it comes to that – or if you change your mind a thousand times – it doesn’t matter to me, all right? I don’t care. All I care about is you. Whatever you want, I’ll help.’ 
 
    ‘I know,’ she murmured. ‘You’re like Thom that way. He would have said what you just said.’  
 
    Her words comforted him more than he thought possible. ‘Come on. You were all but a corpse a few hours ago.’  
 
    They sat down on the bed beside Zoe who was watching the latest broadcast; Nate wasn’t at all surprised to see their faces being flashed on the screen with bright warning signs in red lettering just in case the whole Kingdom was not already aware that they were ‘armed, dangerous and unquestionably mad’ fugitives who wanted nothing more than to ‘bring the Kingdom into chaos and ruin.’ 
 
    ‘May I say something?’  
 
    Nate and Kitty looked over at Zoe. She was inarguably the most thoughtful, rational of the group, and Nate was always curious to hear what she had to say.  
 
    ‘You shouldn’t have to put your body through the kind of ordeal it’s going to go through if you won’t want the end result,’ she said wisely. ‘Childbirth is hard enough for those that want it. You can get any number of problems and complications, and your body will be ripped apart. Natural things in biology are not necessarily nice to experience. Don’t do it just because you think you have to. You still have time to keep looking for something.’  
 
    Nate added, ‘Darling, if this is something you want taken care of, Jamie will know someone in Muntenia. We’ve had to sort it out for Club members before.’ 
 
    Kitty just looked at him, completely forlorn. ‘We can’t risk that and you know it. They report women trying to seek abortions. And we’re not putting your friend’s life in danger.’  
 
    Tove appeared a moment later, washed and tidy, and they let the matter drop as Zoe headed into the bathroom. Within half an hour, they had all changed into soft, comfortable clothing, and were snuggled beneath the blankets watching an animated show about a mutant family that lived in the wild and always got themselves into trouble. This particular episode involved the daddy mutant hitting himself over the head with a club and getting lost in the woods where he stumbles upon a two-headed deer that he thinks is his Complement. It was a crass, childish show, but Nate had spent many mornings of his childhood watching the programme and was oddly fond of it.  
 
    There was something so bizarre about the mundane morning after being so panicked and heartbroken and exhausted for so long. Kitty curled up beside him, drifting in and out of sleep as Tove plaited her hair. Nate drew small designs on her skin with his fingers. Zoe passed out in the corner of the bed.  
 
    They watched the show until Ciara came in an hour later with a large tray of food.  
 
    Nate wasn’t sure he could open his mouth without fighting with her, so instead he focused on his eggs, meat, beans, buttered bread and coffee. A much easier thing to tackle.  
 
    ‘How’s the baby?’ asked Kitty, poking unenthusiastically at her food. 
 
    ‘Sick, unfortunately, but in general he’s perfect,’ said Ciara with a smile. ‘And loud as a wolf. I haven’t slept in months.’  
 
    ‘Is Adil pleased?’ 
 
    Ciara made a face. ‘I think he is. Sometimes it’s so hard to tell. We’ve been spending more time together. It’s almost like we’re friends. I think he’s starting to get used to me.’ 
 
    Kitty snorted. ‘After this long I should hope so.’  
 
    ‘I couldn’t imagine being bound to someone I didn’t even know,’ said Tove, aghast. ‘In the Southern Lands, you’re meant to live with your Complement after the Assigning. I lived with Yash before he died of the Bite and I was sent back home.’  
 
    Ciara raised her eyebrows. ‘How old were you?’  
 
    ‘Twelve at the start, fourteen when I came home,’ she said. ‘Glad I did. I don’t want to get Complemented.’  
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘I want to be with a girl,’ said Tove. ‘I always hoped that the population would rise just enough to make it possible, but it never did. Evander told me that it used to be allowed. I hate it. I don’t like boys. They smell funny.’ 
 
    Nate stuck his tongue out at her, several pieces of egg falling out of his mouth onto his plate. 
 
    Tove winked at him. ‘You always smell nice, Nate. Don’t worry.’   
 
    Everyone sniggered.   
 
    ‘I had no idea,’ said Ciara, looking at Tove thoughtfully. ‘Have you ever met someone you’d want to be bound to if you could?’ 
 
    Tove blushed and stabbed at her eggs. ‘Yes, but she likes men.’  
 
    ‘There are plenty of ladies that partake in each other’s company,’ said Ciara sagely. ‘I know both Rachna and Eliza enjoy women. They’ve given their Complements children and refuse to lay with them outside of the requirement. They often go to the pleasure houses to enjoy themselves.’  
 
    ‘Ci! Tove’s sixteen! She’s not going to a pleasure house!’ Kitty threw a piece of bread at Ciara, laughing. ‘Tovy, don’t worry, we’ll find you someone. If nothing else, Ciara’s a fan of the ladies.’ 
 
    Tove didn’t look up. ‘There are more important things. Like surviving.’  
 
    Her words hit Nate with surprising force. A year ago he would have said the same thing. Never before had he understood falling in love. It had all seemed like a joke he had never been able to understand. And yet now he had Kitty.  
 
    He felt desperately sorry for Tove, but couldn’t think of a single thing to say. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rain lashed down on the roof, giving a soothing symphony of sound to the silence that had been threatening to deafen him for the last few hours. Nate leaned back against the wall, staring gloomily out the window, trying to keep the butterflies in his stomach from overwhelming him.  
 
    After a couple days in Ciara’s guestroom, they snuck to the other end of the property to an old hunting shed in the forest. It was the only way to keep their presence undiscovered. Less than a day after they moved, the guards arrived at Ciara’s doorstep to search the premises for signs of them. 
 
    Zoe – who watched the skies and grounds religiously – had seen them coming, and the four fugitives had hidden themselves for almost an entire day until Ciara appeared to tell them that the coast was clear and it was safe to come out again. Nate hadn’t been able to relax since. 
 
    Days passed in boredom and nights were spent sleeplessly, staring at the ceiling, listening to Kitty’s muffled moaning; and his thoughts, now idle and without direction, returned to dark places. 
 
    Blowing a cloud of smoke out of his nostrils, Nate took another drag of the cigarette, wondering if that was the trick. If terrible things could be kept at bay so long as the mind had something to focus on. Perhaps spirits and hallucinations only plagued those who found themselves without purpose.  
 
    ‘Nate?’  
 
    He looked over his shoulder. ‘What’s on your mind, little bit?’  
 
    Tove sat down beside him on the window perch. Her confession from the other morning still played on his mind. Tommy’s relationship with Louis had been years ago, but Nate could still remember Tommy’s ire at the thought that they couldn’t be together forever. Then there was Kostov, one of his friends from school, who had confessed to being in love with him. Nate hadn’t returned his sentiment, but they had kissed once; Kostov had asked him to as a birthday present.  
 
    Before he’d been arrested, Nate learned that Kostov had fallen in love with the brother of his Complement and they saw each other secretly at night after she went to sleep. How it had ended up, Nate had never learned, but he hoped Kostov was happy.  
 
    ‘What are you thinking about?’ said Tove, drawing her thin, agile legs beneath her.  
 
    ‘People that I used to know. People who wished for better things. Why are you awake?’ 
 
    ‘My mind won’t stop spinning.’ 
 
    ‘I know how you feel.’ 
 
    ‘This place feels like death’s waiting room.’  
 
    Nate snorted and took another drag. ‘Now that you mention it.’  
 
    ‘Are you scared?’  
 
    ‘I’m always scared, darling.’ 
 
    Tove looked out the window. A flash of lightning lit up the shed and Nate could see her face clearly. She seemed much older than she had when they’d first met. The strain of undo death had given her an air of wisdom that most teenagers could not boast, and the months on the road, Evander’s execution, and everything else that had befallen them, had toughened her. She seemed as much an adult as the rest of them now. He hated the Kingdom for stealing her childhood from her. 
 
    ‘I dream about him, you know?’ she murmured. ‘Evan. I see him every night. Sometimes I dream about saving him and escaping. Sometimes I dream that he died back home with our parents. Sometimes I dream that we set the prison on fire and watch it burn to the ground. Mostly, I just dream of watching him die, unable to move.’ She shook her head in complete bewilderment.  
 
    Nate frowned. ‘I wish I could say it gets better.’  
 
    ‘We both lost a brother this year. I keep trying to understand why. I want to understand why. Good things shouldn’t happen to bad people, but they do. Horrible, murderous people live the longest, the easiest, the healthiest. It hardly seems fair. The rest of us, we have nothing, we get nothing. We just have to sit and watch the world burn down around us and stand there stupidly, unable to move.’  
 
    ‘We don’t have nothing,’ said Nate softly. ‘But we’ve lost too much. Each time I feel like I could burst with hatred – each time another terrible thing happens – I tell myself that there could be nothing worse. Yet each time I think that my hatred’s finally reached its limit something else happens and I find a new level of it. I haven’t stopped hating in years. I don’t think I even know how to feel anything else at this point.’  
 
    ‘What about Kit?’  
 
    The question surprised him. He looked down at the edge of the bed that stuck out beneath the loft on the floor below. He could see the outline of Kitty’s foot, twitching in her sleep. He glanced back at Tove. ‘What about her?’  
 
    ‘You must feel more than hate if you love her as much as you do.’  
 
    Nate leaned his head back against the wall. Some words were better left unsaid, but strange things occurred in the darkness; words that would never be utterable in the daylight suddenly seemed necessary in the night. He let out a long breath and shrugged. ‘There’s nothing good or easy or kind about loving her. I’m completely consumed. I wouldn’t change it. Not for anything in the world. But I don’t think I’ve ever once been able to be happy about it.’ 
 
    ‘Have you ever been happy, Nate?’  
 
    Nate smiled to himself. He wondered if he was really so grim that people didn’t think he had ever been cheerful. He had always thought of himself as the playful brother, the sarcastic and flippant, upbeat one. He had changed so much in so short a time that he had not even been aware of it. ‘Of course, darling. I was always happy with Tommy. I was happy in the company of my friends; in the UC. I was happy for those brief moments of reunion with Tommy and Kitty before everything went to shit. I think happiness is fleeting. It’s not a state of being, it’s moments. Contentment is better to strive for as a state of being. But I can be none of those things now.’ 
 
    Not without Tommy. 
 
    ‘Have you ever been content, then?’  
 
    ‘I’m trying,’ he murmured. ‘There was one occasion – it was so long ago. Before Redwater. I was … twenty? Perhaps a little younger. Tommy and Kitty would have been about seventeen. Matty was gone on a trip to Kritown and Tommy suggested we go to the winter house for the weekend. It was one of the few occasions where Kitty and I didn’t have a fight. The three of us filled the house with smoke, drank and ate everything of my father’s that we could find, and watched old reels. We didn’t actually do much of anything except exist together. When I think of contentment or happiness – that’s what I think of. The three of us. And now …’ He put his head in his hands. Now everything was colourless and wrong.  
 
    Tove put an arm around his shoulders. ‘You have people that would die for you, people that would kill for you; no matter how many terrible things have happened, Kit loves you. When you were in prison, she talked about you every day. She cried herself to sleep at night. It’s not happiness that we need to live, it’s trust and love and friendship. We have that. Maybe we lost Thom and Evan. But we haven’t lost.’ 
 
    Nate said nothing. Thoughts of Kitty overtook thoughts of Tommy. He wanted to tell Tove that he ached unendingly for Kitty. He wanted to tell her that his entire body felt wrong when he wasn’t touching her. He wanted to tell her that he felt sick knowing there was nothing he could do to help. That he wanted to smash down every tree in the forest that surrounded them in frustration and anger and anguish. He wanted to say all of this and more, but he said nothing. She could have guessed that already, and speaking it would somehow have made it seem cheap or dramatic, so he sat there, holding her hand and listening to the rain, and thought of how many people he yearned to kill for putting them through this.  
 
    ‘Nate,’ she whispered after a time. ‘Have you talked to Kitty much about Gabriel?’  
 
    His heart instantly began to hammer. ‘No, not in agonising detail. I didn’t think I ought to. I know he raped her. It was more than enough reason for me to kill him.’  
 
    ‘Oh, right.’   
 
    ‘Is there something I should know?’ he asked carefully, lighting a fresh tocker and gazing at her face in the darkness. He could see the hesitation in her eyes and his heart beat a little faster. His stomach began to twist, as if an angry cobra was trying to get out. 
 
    ‘I’m sure she’ll tell you in her own time,’ said Tove, just as careful with her words. Evidently, whatever it was that he didn’t know was something he wholeheartedly would not enjoy hearing. His throat threatened to close. She continued, ‘In fairness, even I don’t know much of what happened. She didn’t like to talk about it. She wouldn’t let me tell Ciara. Just … you don’t know. Remember that, all right? You don’t know. There’s many and more things she hasn’t told you. Don’t press her on it. You just need to know there’s a lot that you don’t want to know. And I’m really scared for her. Even now.’ 
 
    His chest shook and he blew out a cloud of smoke. 
 
    Her next words felt like a blow to the stomach. ‘Anais is one of the few places in the world where scars can be erased by creams and lotions. I hate that I know that now. I hate that I’ve seen how many things can be erased, as if they never happened. As if the damage was all a dream.’ 
 
    After several minutes of silence, Nate kissed her forehead and closed his eyes, tears sliding down his cheeks without sound. For everything good, for everything wonderful and pure, there seemed an equal and increasingly insurmountable foe lying in wait to do them harm.  
 
    He wanted to scream. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The following morning brought more bad news, although not the kind Nate had imagined. The morning broadcast told of the first noble death in years of the Plague. And in Cutta of all places. 
 
    ‘I thought all Anaitians were inoculated?’ said Kitty, reading over the paper.  
 
    ‘He was Lowtian,’ said Nate, reading further ahead. ‘Only noble by Complementation.’  
 
    ‘They say no one knows how it started,’ said Zoe, tossing the leaflets onto the table.  
 
    Ciara shook her head. ‘One of Adil’s contacts in Cutta says that they know how it started, but it’s top secret information. No one outside of the Council is allowed to know. It’s probably a fresh outbreak they’re not equipped for. No one’s going to react well to learning they have no antidote. I’ve made an appointment for Adil and the baby to get inoculated in Anais next week but if it will even work is clearly not guaranteed.’  
 
    Nate had been reading the leaflets with great concentration, combing over each piece of information with a critical eye.  
 
    ‘I bet the Council’s responsible,’ said Kitty quietly. ‘They’ve been testing that shit for years. We know that. But I think they engineered it to begin with. I think the Plague isn’t some leftover thing from the Devastation like they told us. I think they made it.’  
 
    Everyone stared at her. 
 
    ‘Why do you say that?’ asked Zoe, brow furrowed in thought. ‘Not that I doubt it could be true.’ 
 
    ‘We found a vial of it in the scientist’s things. I don’t think it was an enemy combatant or animal borne disease at all. It was manmade and manufactured.’  
 
    ‘Are you sure?’ Ciara paled. 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ said Kitty. ‘I looked into it when I was in Timberview. They call it P52. Grigory stole some of it from the Diseases Department, though I’ve no idea why. I’d show you the vial but I don’t have it anymore.’  
 
    Ciara raised an eyebrow. ‘What happened to it?’  
 
    ‘I left it at Timberview. The guards probably have it.’   
 
    Everything inside Nate went cold with dread as he realised what he had done. 
 
    Whilst Tove, Ciara and Zoe continued their conversation, Nate stood to make coffee, and pulled a tocker out of his pocket. He placed the kettle on the heating pad and walked over to Kitty. ‘Fancy stepping outside for some fresh air, darling?’  
 
    She nodded. ‘Yeah, I could use some.’  
 
    Nate kicked the door shut behind them and they wandered slowly down the leaf-strewn path. The rain had left the forest smelling clean and damp, and the air felt crisp for the looming summer. 
 
    ‘Why’d you lie?’  
 
    ‘Did you lose it?’  
 
    ‘No. I jammed it into that prick’s mouth.’  
 
    Kitty’s eyebrows shot up. ‘That wouldn’t have been my first guess.’  
 
    Nate turned down a small path and found a good spot a moment later. They sat cross-legged against a tree. He appraised her. ‘You still feeling like shit?’  
 
    ‘Oh, yeah.’ 
 
    ‘How long does this last?’  
 
    ‘I don’t have the delights of modern medication this time. Who knows?’  
 
    It was hardly the comforting answer he had been seeking. Lighting the tocker, he breathed the earthy smoke into his lungs. ‘What did you think happened to the vial?’  
 
    ‘I thought you dropped it when we rescued Zoe. Why leave it in his mouth?’  
 
    ‘I wanted them to be afraid.’ 
 
    ‘If it’s any consolation, I think you succeeded.’  
 
    Nate shook his head and tried to keep the bile from rising in his throat. ‘I might have a thousand deaths or more on my hands now. I don’t even know how to feel.’  
 
    ‘You didn’t mean to do it.’ 
 
    ‘It still happened.’ 
 
    ‘Isn’t intent everything?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know.’  
 
    ‘To me it is.’ 
 
    He handed her the tocker, hoping it would make her feel better as well, and waited for her to continue.  
 
    A bluebird flew onto a low branch several paces away, its belly several shades lighter than its wings. It looked fat and happy. Nate’s heart ached with jealousy as he watched the bird take flight and disappear.  
 
    Kitty looked at him, her eyes so open and genuine that he felt like he’d just been run over. The tattoo on her face had long stopped reminding him of Gabriel. The most beautiful thing in the world to him now bore the thing he most desired to be. It was impossible not to adore that.  
 
    ‘You’re beautiful,’ he said. 
 
    She smiled crookedly and rested her head on her knees. ‘You look good. I don’t know if I said it, but you look good. Like you should.’ 
 
    ‘It took a while.’ 
 
    ‘It’s nice to see.’ 
 
    ‘Did you really miss me?’ 
 
    ‘Surprised?’ 
 
    ‘A little.’ 
 
    ‘I missed you every day.’ 
 
    His chest shuddered and he found himself smiling stupidly at her words. 
 
    ‘I don’t know when I started caring about you as much as I do,’ she said suddenly. ‘I think it was a long time after I trusted you, which is funny. I think it’s meant to be the reverse for most people. I didn’t realise it until you were taken from me, but somewhere along the way I fell in love with you.’  
 
    Nate stared at her, heart hammering. Everything else fell away. ‘You love me?’  
 
    ‘That’s what I just said.’  
 
    The last time they had kissed, in the back of a blacked-out hover, on their way to Redwater, fear and foreboding had coloured the experience and made it seem like an act of desperation. A promise; an oath of some kind he had never defined.  
 
    There, in the shade of the tree, the sun peaking down between the branches, he kissed her slowly, though perhaps just as desperately, and found himself falling in love all over again.  
 
      
 
      
 
    In the days which followed, Nate grew more and more restless. Waiting for the ship was all they could do, but he hated waiting. They could not walk far from the shed, nor could they leave the forest. He was close to losing his mind to the boredom when Zoe came hurrying in through the backdoor, her face pale.  
 
    ‘Ciara’s Complement’s heading this way.’  
 
    Nate sat bolt upright, dropping the book he’d been reading. ‘Are you sure?’  
 
    ‘He’s not out duck hunting.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll deal with him.’ 
 
    Kitty stood quickly. ‘Nate, he’s Ciara’s Complement.’  
 
    ‘I’m not going to kill him,’ he said, rolling his eyes even as he checked his gun. ‘Hide.’   
 
    Zoe was already ushering Tove out the door, her gun in hand, and she grabbed Kitty by the wrist and dragged her outside. Nate slipped his gun into the back of his trousers and glanced through the parting of the curtains. Adil was less than ten paces away, face grim and tense.  
 
    ‘Fuck,’ he hissed. There was nothing for it. He opened the door just as Adil reached for the knob. ‘Good afternoon,’ he said to the stunned man. ‘How can I help you?’  
 
    Adil was a tall man with black hair and a rather impressive beard. He had the unmarked face of a life of privilege, and his arms looked like they were meant for dancing rather than for sparring. That was somewhat comforting. He also looked ill and was sweating noticeably.  
 
    In his hand was one of the newer connector models, sleek and shiny, his finger far too close to the emergency button for Nate’s liking.  
 
    ‘Nate,’ said Adil, fear and hatred darkening his face. 
 
    ‘Adil,’ replied Nate, leaning against the doorframe, his eye keen on the device in Adil’s hand. ‘What is it you have there? Are you going to turn me in, Mister Khan?’  
 
    ‘You’re a criminal,’ said Adil coldly. ‘And you’re trespassing.’  
 
    Nate pursed his lips. ‘I can hardly deny the former, but to the latter I assure you you’re most certainly mistaken.’  
 
    ‘Am I?’ 
 
    ‘I’m here at Ciara’s invitation. Didn’t she tell you?’  
 
    Adil paled. ‘You’re lying.’  
 
    ‘Were you going to conn the guards, Mister Khan? I’d advise against it. I’d go straight to the gallows with Ciara beside me. And then what would you do? What would you tell your children?’ Nate lowered his voice conspiratorially. He wondered how Adil had learned of their presence in the first place, or if he even knew there was more than just Nate. Perhaps one of the groundskeepers had said they saw someone in the forest and he’d come out to investigate. Whatever the cause, Nate had no intention of mentioning the women. ‘I hardly think they’d appreciate their father sending their mother to her death, do you?’  
 
    Adil glared at him. ‘Why are you here?’  
 
    ‘I needed a place to sleep,’ said Nate. ‘Why else would I be here?’  
 
    ‘Are you sleeping with her?’  
 
    Laughter tore out of Nate’s throat before he could stop himself. ‘Am I bedding Ciara? My friend, let me inform you – with the utmost respect – that I have never given any thought as to doing such a thing. I would quite honestly rather fuck a horse.’  
 
    Adil punched him before Nate could duck. It wasn’t a hard blow, and he managed to keep from recoiling. Still, it filled him with a little more appreciation for the man. Perhaps he had some bite after all.  
 
    ‘Do not insult my Complement,’ warned Adil. 
 
    ‘Apologies,’ said Nate. This time he spoke with no mockery. He understood where Adil was coming from. Nate had knocked out more than a few men who had insulted Matty. ‘My dislike of her took the best of me for a moment there. I should not have said what I did.’  
 
    There was a long, tense pause as the two men glared at each other, both wondering just how much strength would be required to destroy the man in front of him. 
 
    ‘If you’re not here because you’re with Ciara, and I know for a fact that you haven’t an old acquaintanceship, why –’ Comprehension dawned on Adil’s face. ‘Catherine. Catherine Taenia is here, isn’t she? She’s the woman my servant saw. Bloody God, that bloody woman really ought to desist.’  
 
    Nate kept his face blank, although the urge to bash the man’s face in rose rapidly in his veins. ‘Why would Lord Gabriel’s Complement be in Middletown?’  
 
    Adil sneered at him. ‘Don’t insult me, Anteros. You’re the man accused of slaughtering Gabriel in his sleep.’  
 
    ‘He wasn’t sleeping,’ said Nate, no longer caring if he gave himself away. Adil had put the pieces together. It only remained to be seen what he would do now that he had them. The look of fearful surprise on Adil’s face sent a wave of satisfaction through Nate. He smirked, adding, ‘The leech was wide awake and whimpering.’ 
 
    ‘Why did you kill him?’  
 
    ‘Why do you want to know?’  
 
    ‘General curiosity,’ said Adil. ‘A jealous lover or something else? The whole Kingdom believes that you got your brother killed and made off with Taenia. It hardly seems a stretch that you murdered Gabriel to get her back.’  
 
    ‘I needn’t have murdered anyone to get her back,’ said Nate coolly. ‘I killed him for my own reasons.’  
 
    Adil raised an eyebrow. ‘Enlighten me.’  
 
    ‘Why should I do that?’  
 
    ‘You’re on my property, eating my food, and putting my whole future in peril. The least you could do is entertain my curiosities.’  
 
    Nate glared at him pointedly. ‘He put his hands on what he shouldn’t’ve and paid the price.’  
 
    ‘Catherine was his to bed.’ 
 
    ‘She was not.’  
 
    ‘So she’s yours?’  
 
    ‘As I’m hers. Any more questions or are you simply here to annoy me to death?’  
 
    Adil made to push past him and Nate held up a hand, pressing firmly into his chest. It was taking every bit of patience he possessed to keep calm.  
 
    ‘Do you mean to stop me entering my own property?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Move.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll send for the guards.’ 
 
    ‘You won’t live to tell them why.’ 
 
    Adil froze. ‘Are you threatening me?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ Nate pushed him backwards and stood in the centre of the doorway. ‘I’m sorry I’m on your property. I mean you no harm unless you give me cause. Know that I will kill you if you force my hand. You won’t be the first man I’ve killed, and you’ll undoubtedly not be the last.’  
 
    Adil turned red with fury. ‘Just go.’  
 
    ‘Mister Khan, do you not think that if I had the ability to leave I would have done so already? I have no wish to linger on your property any more than you. Don’t be stupid. I have an entire Kingdom hunting me. What possible enjoyment would I get in remaining? I’m leaving the second it’s possible.’  
 
    To that Adil had no answer. He cursed violently and held up a finger in warning. ‘I want you gone,’ he said. ‘Leave tonight and that’ll be the end of it.’  
 
    ‘Fine,’ said Nate. ‘Now leave me to gather my things.’  
 
    Nate watched Adil stride off angrily and let out a sigh. They would have to leave. Adil didn’t seem like the sort to let things lie, and he’d most likely try and contact the guards thinking he could outsmart them.  
 
    Nate closed the door and began throwing together their belongings. 
 
    The others returned a minute later. 
 
    Zoe took in the sight quickly. ‘What did you say to him?’  
 
    ‘I didn’t have to say much,’ he admitted. ‘No amount of threats on my part are going to prevent him from acting – at least not for very long. We’ve already long outstayed our welcome and I’m not going to risk our last chance for freedom on the hope that Ciara can appeal to a man that was Assigned to her. Adil has no love for her outside of obligation.’  
 
    There was no more discussion after that. Even if Kitty felt terrible, they had to keep going. It took several trips, but by dusk Ciara’s second hover was fully loaded and they were ready to go.  
 
    Ciara appeared just as they were bolting the shed door, her face tear streaked. ‘Cat!’ she cried, slamming into her friend and hugging her tightly. ‘I’m so, so sorry!’  
 
    ‘It’s not your fault,’ said Kitty, her voice muffled against Ciara’s neck.  
 
    ‘I convinced him not to conn the guards but he’s furious,’ she explained. ‘He says I’ve betrayed him.’  
 
    Nate felt suddenly sorry for her. The thought of leaving anyone to the Kingdom’s mercy – to the mercy of a fate they had no say in – left a sour taste in his mouth. ‘Are you going to be all right?’ he asked. ‘You can come.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll be fine,’ she replied, giving him the weakest of smiles. ‘Thanks.’  
 
    ‘If you’re worried—’ 
 
    ‘I’m not,’ she assured him. ‘Adil’s angry, but he’s not violent. He never has been. The most he’ll do is ignore me for a few weeks and then pretend it never happened. I’m more worried about you four than I am about myself. I was in town today and the reports of Plague are getting worse. Someone caught it in Gather.’  
 
    Kitty gaped at her. ‘That’s only a ten-minute drive from here.’  
 
    ‘I know. It’s good you’re leaving now.’  
 
    Nate exchanged a worried look with Zoe before glancing back at Ciara. ‘You should come with us. I mean it. The Plague’s spreading and it’s only going to get worse. Come with us. Get out of this bloody Kingdom.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t go. I have children—’ 
 
    ‘You have a hover and you have endless supplies,’ he urged. ‘Bring them. If the Plague reaches Middletown and they all die, what will you do then? Come with us.’  
 
    ‘And Adil?’  
 
    Nate shrugged. ‘If he’s an arsehole about the whole thing, leave him. If not, bring him. We could always use more hands.’  
 
    ‘He wouldn’t come in a million years.’ 
 
    ‘Then leave him. If you want to join us, we’ll be in Muntenia in a few days. We can wait for you there but we won’t wait long. It’s up to you.’  
 
    He had no intention of bringing Kitty into the Outlands as sick as she was, which meant they could be waiting a while, but he was making no promises. Even if James would take them in without question, their presence was a death sentence for anyone caught with them. He couldn’t do that to James. The poor man had been through enough. 
 
    Kitty turned excitedly to Ciara. ‘Please come, Ci! We can help you with the children and you’ll be safe. You’ll never have to be anyone’s Complement ever again. You don’t have to be with a man if you don’t want to. No one will tell us what to do or who to be.’  
 
    The wonder on her face clued him in to just how unhappy Ciara was with her position. She twisted her hands together. ‘Look, I’ll think about it. The baby’s got a fever and hasn’t eaten in two days. If he’s sick, I can’t go anywhere. I’ll think about it,’ she emphasised. ‘I’ll do the best I can.’  
 
    ‘Please,’ said Kitty imploringly.  
 
    Ciara kissed her on the cheek. ‘Go, quickly. Before I start crying again.’  
 
    The four fugitives clambered into the hover and Nate started the engine, overjoyed when it purred quietly to life. It was a beautiful, expensive model, and he doubted they would be noticed in it unless Adil reported that it was missing.  
 
    ‘Please come,’ said Kitty, leaning out the window. ‘We always wanted adventures, didn’t we?’  
 
    ‘I’ll try,’ said Ciara again. ‘Good luck!’  
 
    ‘Goodbye!’ Tove and Zoe called from the back.  
 
    Kitty fixed her best friend with a pointed look. ‘Don’t stay, Ciara. I will be so mad at you if you do. Imagine all the places we could go over the Wall. No fear of Plague or Crown or Council.’  
 
    Ciara laughed. It was somewhat edged with hysteria. ‘I promise I’ll try, all right?’ 
 
    ‘Be careful,’ said Nate before raising the hover a few metres off the ground and driving off down the road towards the gate. It opened before he even got there – no doubt Ciara’s doing – and they were on the main road in moments.  
 
    ‘Do you think she’ll come?’ asked Tove, leaning forwards.  
 
    ‘I hope so,’ said Kitty.  
 
    ‘If she’s brave,’ said Nate, raising the hover as high as it would go and heading for the road which would take them to the northern coast. He had no plans to stop driving until they reached it.  
 
    His fingers tapped on the wooden box beside him. 

  

 
   
    PART THREE 
 
    Journey 
 
      
 
      
 
    Muntenia hadn’t changed much since Nate had last visited. More a city-state than a country, the majority of the citizens lived within the city limits. Only a few outliers – the agriculturalists, the farmers, the warehouse workers, the fighting houses and arenas, as well as a few villages here and there – littered the mountains and valleys of the small northern country. Nestled on the other side of a mountain, just above the sea, it was a wealthy urban locale and saw a great deal of tourism. The inner city housed so many people that no one looked at anyone twice, and it was one of the few places he knew would be safe enough to walk on the main roads. The Muntenese also had a code – problems within the country were sorted out within the country. 
 
    Everyone was exhausted and cranky by the time they arrived, and Kitty had been sick a few times on the flight. He parked in one of the high-rise buildings and looked at the others.  
 
    ‘I shouldn’t be more than an hour,’ he said. ‘If I take too long, don’t wait around. Move the hover and head for Brickton Road. There’s a blue house there. Ask for a man called Naoise Greyback. Tell him I’ve sent you.’  
 
    Kitty’s brow furrowed. ‘Why wouldn’t you come back?’  
 
    ‘I’m sure I will, darling. Naoise’s just a good backup.’  
 
    ‘Do you trust him?’  
 
    ‘He likes me and men too much for you to worry,’ he promised. ‘Give him a thousand cuttans and he’ll do anything for you. There’s money from Ciara in the compartment. He’ll help you either way, but it’s good to have extra.’ 
 
    ‘But you’ll be back before then, won’t you?’  
 
    ‘I’m going to try.’ He leaned over and kissed her. ‘I’ll be fine, darling.’  
 
    Kitty forced a smile. ‘Come back to me, all right?’  
 
    Tove sat forwards and gave him a tight hug. ‘Be careful.’  
 
    Nate met Zoe’s gaze over Tove’s shoulder and she nodded. He didn’t trust Kitty or Tove to make the hard decision to leave him behind. He knew Zoe would if need be. He was counting on it.  
 
    Outside the hover, it was warm and humid, and he could feel sweat beading on his brow before he was even to the other end of the hover park. Jumping over the railing and onto the platform, he pressed the button and held onto the handle as it shot several storeys down to the ground. His stomach flipped and he had to shake his head hard to stave off the dizziness. A moment later, his feet were on solid ground and he felt infinitely better. Brushing long strands of hair from his eyes, he glanced around, found a street sign, and took off up the main road, eyes peeled for the old familiar building.  
 
    He had fond memories of the city, its hectic pace and bustling crowds. The air smelled of fumes, sweat, animals and foods, each scent more pungent and assaulting than the last. He loved the chaos of it. The streets were filled with people, and the air was filled with hovers, gliders and flyboards, obscuring much of the sunshine and view. Those who could pay for it lived on the outer rim of the city and only came in for business; the poorer classes, the lower in society, lived amidst the chaos and confusion, and long ago learned to revel in it.  
 
    That said, Muntenia, like all places in the Kingdom, had its share of dark underbelly. The slave markets were a well-known secret and had long been the focus of the Muntenese faction of the Underground Club. Convicts, the children of convicts born inside the workcamps, prison and rehabilitation clinics, and the children of the desperate or cruel, who traded their sons and daughters for food or money or reward were all sold. It was disgusting, but hardly the most horrific thing the Kingdom conjured up, and that small portion did not take away from everything the city had to offer.  
 
    Cuzak Square appeared before him, its domes and arches a welcome sight, and the great park stretched out just ahead. Glancing around, he saw a hundred people in just a second’s look. None of them bothered to register his face. Hurrying across the road, pleased to be blending in so well, he darted through the beautiful park with its large trees and glistening ponds, across an adjacent road, coming out on Green Street. After a minute of searching, his eyes rested on the black door with the gold handle, nestled snuggly between a timekeeper repair shop and a fruit seller.  
 
    He knocked once and waited for the buzz of the codebox beside the doorway.  
 
    James Huang’s voice floated out through the speaker. ‘Who is it?’  
 
    ‘Rusty,’ he said, smiling broadly to himself. The prospect of seeing his Club again made his whole body feel light.  
 
    There was a long pause. 
 
    ‘Rusty who?’ James’ tone was now teasing.  
 
    ‘The handsome fucker you owe five thousand cuttans to.’ 
 
    ‘Not good enough. Loads of handsome fuckers are owed my money.’  
 
    Nate chuckled. He missed the Club so much sometimes, even now. ‘Answer the door or Sarah’s going to find out what exactly her brother was doing up at Brack’s –’ 
 
    The buzzer sounded and the lock popped. Grinning, Nate wrenched the door open and slipped inside, bolting it behind him. The dim corridor stopped him short and he had to blink rapidly several times to adjust to the haze. The place smelled of eucalyptus and cannabis, a strange and overwhelming mix that cleared up any potential allergies he might otherwise have had.  
 
    In the sitting room he found James, his sister Sarah, and David Gold, her Complement and James’ best friend. Their children, like many in Muntenia, went to school full time and only returned at the end of each month for a few days of break before going back. And as Club members, they had always preferred to keep their children well clear of their exploits. 
 
    ‘My God, it’s really you!’ James shot to his side and embraced him, clapping him hard on the back. ‘I thought you were in hiding! Bloody fantastic what you’ve got away with so far! That escape, man – that fucking escape! I’m so proud – more impressed – I’m proud and impressed. Jealous. A little jealous.’ James was almost vibrating with excitement.  
 
    ‘Good to see you, Nate,’ said Sarah, standing and pushing James aside to give Nate a hug. ‘We’ve missed you. Want some tea?’  
 
    ‘I’d love some,’ said Nate as he turned to embrace David. ‘I need a place to stay and I need transport to get my friends across the town. No one’s going to notice me; together we’re a bit more obvious.’  
 
    James nodded. ‘Sure, sure. Who’s with you?’  
 
    ‘Three others. And we’re waiting to see if another shows up.’  
 
    David whistled. ‘Quite the crew, Natey.’  
 
    ‘They’re all right.’ Nate winked at him. ‘What do you say?’  
 
    ‘Of course,’ said James, clapping his hands together. ‘You know you’re always welcome. No Blaise this time? Shame. Not heard from him in a while.’  
 
    ‘Oh?’ said Nate, slightly worried. He hadn’t heard from Blaise since Anais. He swallowed hard. ‘Any reason?’  
 
    James and David exchanged a look.  
 
    Sarah handed Nate his cup of tea and smiled uncomfortably. ‘Blaise was in a fit about your father.’  
 
    Nate raised his eyebrows. ‘My father? Why?’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t you hear?’  
 
    ‘That he was pressing for my execution? Yeah, I’ve been told.’  
 
    James sighed heavily. ‘He’s a right pile of horse shit, Nate. I’ve always said it. You know I’ve always said it. And it’s not like the rest of us aren’t mad – we are – it’s just that we don’t have the Club to fund us anymore. Blaise covered everything for a while but he loaned money to someone and hasn’t been able to help as much as he used to. Bet you anything he got in trouble with Nads again. So everyone’s more or less stopped. Without you bank-rolling us, it got hard. And Archie – oh, man, you don’t know, do you? Archie’s gone, brother. It must have happened soon after you left because he never got back to Blaise.’  
 
    Nate stared at him. It had never crossed his mind that the Club would learn about Archie’s death. The incident felt so isolated to him and Kitty.  
 
    ‘I’m really sorry, Nate,’ said James, taking his shock for grief. ‘I know how much he was like a father to you.’  
 
    Nate’s throat felt thick and his eyes began to burn.  
 
    James added, ‘We got two of the Club to head down to Cretan’s Valley. The whole place was burned to a crisp. The reports said it was an accident but Ophelia hacked into the records. It was arson. We’ll find out who did it, Nate. We’ll settle Archie’s debt. I promise.’  
 
    Nate nodded. ‘Give them my regards when you do.’  
 
    ‘Where are you heading?’ asked Sarah, taking his hand and squeezing her sympathies.  
 
    ‘The Outlands, darling,’ he said. ‘Where else?’  
 
    ‘Same old Nate,’ said David fondly. ‘Should we go get your friends before they start to worry?’ 
 
    ‘If we can. I don’t like leaving them alone for long.’  
 
    ‘We’ll come with,’ said Sarah. ‘We can each take someone and split up. Less obvious.’  
 
    Nate smiled at the three of them. Taking another sip of the bitter tea, he placed it on the table and followed David out the back where four cheap gliders were waiting. They each climbed onto one, strapping their feet in securely before rising into the air and flying over the rooftops.  
 
    In Muntenia, hovers had to fly at twenty metres, gliders had to fly at ten, and all flyboards had to stay at five or three. It was the only way to prevent crashing, but not everywhere followed the rule, and flying was hazardous. 
 
    They turned another corner and the high-rise hover park came into view. They dropped onto the lift and stepped off the gliders.  
 
    ‘So, Nate,’ said David, nudging him. ‘Who are we picking up?’  
 
    Nate winked and stepped off the lift as it reached the top. His heart wouldn’t stop racing and he was relieved to see the outlines of the women in the hover at the other end.  
 
    They clambered out before he reached them.  
 
    ‘All good?’ said Kitty. 
 
    ‘So far,’ said Nate. He turned to his old friends. ‘David, Sarah, James meet Kitty, Tove, and Zoe.’  
 
    James stepped forwards. ‘Fellow convicts?’  
 
    ‘Just the way God made me,’ said Kitty. 
 
    It was hard not to smirk. Only a year ago Kitty had looked aghast every time he did anything of questionable legality.  
 
    ‘You’re prettier in person, Lady Catherine,’ said James, kissing her hand and giving her a cheeky bow.  
 
    Kitty’s nose wrinkled. ‘Just Kitty.’  
 
    ‘Let’s get out of here,’ Zoe interjected. ‘I don’t want to stand on this roof for longer than necessary.’  
 
    ‘She’s right,’ said David. ‘Let’s go. Who’s flying with me?’  
 
    ‘I will,’ said Zoe. 
 
    Sarah smiled at Tove. ‘Would you like to ride with me?’  
 
    ‘Sure!’ Tove looked delighted at the prospect, and Nate had to smother a smile. Sarah was ridiculously pretty. The sort of woman who looked like she’d been carved from stone. Impossibly perfect. With oval eyes and shiny black hair, always composed and gracious, it was unlikely for anyone seeing her for the first time not to fall in love just a little bit.  
 
    They grabbed two bags each and strapped the rest to James’ glider – which could carry more weight as it had only one rider – and set off. The flight was short and uneventful, but Nate was glad when they landed and were safely inside. 
 
    After stowing their supplies, they were directed to the two spare rooms. One was in the top of the house, which he and Kitty ended up in, and the other was in the basement, where Tove and Zoe went. Sarah and David told them they’d make food whilst everyone cleaned up, and James went out to buy extra supplies as they had little in the house for guests.  
 
    It looked the same as the last time Nate had been there and the comforting feeling of being in a place he knew, a place he trusted, warmed him.  
 
    ‘Do you want the first or second shower, darling?’ he asked when the bedroom door was closed behind them.  
 
    Kitty, who had walked over to the window, glanced back, her arms folded protectively over her chest. ‘We could shower together. I don’t – I mean, I’m not ready, but …’ 
 
    A bolt of excitement shot through Nate’s body. He swallowed hard. ‘Come on, then.’ 
 
    It took only a moment to strip himself of his clothes and he stood, completely naked, waiting for Kitty to do the same. She undressed more slowly, her amber eyes fixed on him.  
 
    He stared at her, drinking in the sight of her bathed in light. She was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen. 
 
    ‘Come here,’ he said thickly.  
 
    She walked over to him and took his hand. He led her into the bathroom and turned on the shower. The water felt soothing on his skin, but he wasn’t focused on getting clean any longer. He watched Kitty. His eyes travelled over her body and everything in him ached to the point of madness. 
 
    When he kissed her, his entire body felt like it had been set on fire. Nothing had ever felt so perfectly overpowering. Yet it was clear she was nervous, hesitant, uncertain, and he drew back, breathing heavily, and gave her a small smile.  
 
    And then she said, ‘I’m going to enjoy it again someday, aren’t I?’ and he felt like someone was twisting a knife in his gut.  
 
    Nate lifted her chin. Much as he wanted her, he knew it could wait. ‘I will make it my sole aim in life, darling.’ 
 
    ‘I hate that you know how it feels,’ she murmured. ‘But I’m glad, too. Is that awful of me?’  
 
    He knew what she meant. Telling someone who didn’t know was near impossible. It was Nadia who he had finally felt compelled to tell the night before he left. Only she could have understood, for not even Blaise knew her secret.  
 
    ‘No,’ he said. ‘It’s not something you can ever explain to someone who doesn’t know. Like death or killing, membership in that club is something no one wants.’ 
 
    He kissed her again before grabbing a bottle of soap and squirting a large dollop onto her chest.  
 
    ‘Hoy!’  
 
    The bad spell broke and they messed around under the water for almost half an hour, throwing suds and bubbles at each other. At one point, Nate slipped on the marble, almost knocking himself out, and they both stopped messing.   
 
    ‘It would be so depressing to have made it this far and die whilst taking a shower,’ he said with a snort, stepping onto the rug and wrapping a towel around his waist.  
 
    Kitty giggled. ‘Can you imagine?’  
 
    ‘My father would get a great laugh out of it.’ The thought of his father pressing for his execution was not surprising or unbelievable. Never in his wildest dreams would Nate have believed his father on his side. Still, there was a small part of him, in the very depths of his soul, that clenched at the knowledge that Hamish wanted him hanged. 
 
    He tossed his towel at Kitty to distract himself and stepped out into the warm room, searching through the drawers for clean garments. David was far too small for them to share the same clothes but James was near enough his size, and he found a clean white shirt and comfortable trousers in the wardrobe. Pulling a cigarette out of his dirty trousers, he tucked it into his pocket and brushed his wet, curling hair from his eyes.  
 
    Kitty had more trouble finding clothes. Sarah’s tiny outfits were too small for her, but after a few minutes of searching, Nate discovered a trunk of Deepika’s old garments, and gestured for Kitty to look through it. 
 
    ‘How’d she die?’ she asked, pulling on a pair of trousers. 
 
    Nate glanced at the box. ‘She killed herself.’ 
 
    ‘That’s awful.’  
 
    He nodded. It wasn’t a moment he felt compelled to recall, either. ‘I don’t think Jamie’s been quite right since.’  
 
    ‘I can imagine.’  
 
    ‘She was a deeply unhappy person. Being bound to Jamie didn’t really help matters – I think she was in love with someone else from her childhood.’  
 
    Silence fell between them then, but after a beat Kitty held her hand out to him. ‘Let’s get some food. I’m hungry.’  
 
    By the time they got downstairs, James had returned and glorious smells emanated from the kitchen. Nate sat down at the table, bowing his head in gratitude when David passed him a glass of iced rum. He lit his cigarette and leaned back in the chair, finally allowing himself a deep breath. Every muscle in his body felt tight with tension and his head had been aching continually for days. 
 
    ‘Better?’ said David. He was a short man with bright blonde hair and almost invisible eyebrows, and always seemed just a little cheeky. Nate didn’t love him like he did James, but he was a good man. 
 
    ‘I’ll let you know.’  
 
    The night passed in good company. Kitty seemed to have a brighter flush to her cheeks and the medicine Ciara had packed was keeping her on her feet. Tove ogled Sarah, and Nate found himself unable to stop grinning at the sight of her blatant flirting. Sarah began talking about the latest fashions of Muntenia at one point, and when she offered to let Tove try on all of her outfits, Tove’s face lit up like the sun and they disappeared for a solid hour.  
 
    Zoe sat quietly in the corner, her eyes keen on everything. Always watching. Nate wasn’t sure if she would ever let her guard down, and wondered if maybe she blamed herself for Evander’s death. He didn’t ponder the thought for long, however. David seemed ready to drink, and Nate matched him glass for glass, wanting to drown the memories of the last months from his head and think of nothing.  
 
    Somewhere between Sarah handing him a piece of cake for dessert and James turning up the music and pulling Kitty into a jaunty dance, Nate lost all sense of time. He was vaguely aware of David heaving him up the stairs behind James who was talking to Kitty about something, and then nothing. Just the calm blackness of sleep.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The stark reds and dull greys of Redwater prison blurred in the nightmare and he suddenly found himself once more on the bright green field. It wasn’t Kitty he saw, or the mutant he believed to be real. There, only a short distance away, stood Tommy.  
 
    ‘Am I dreaming?’ he said, voice distorted in the strange world. ‘Is this a dream?’  
 
    Tommy said nothing. He opened his mouth but no sounds came out.  
 
    ‘Are you real?’ He reached out for his brother. ‘Are you here?’ 
 
    The Tommy before him was different from the Tommy he had last seen in Anais. This Tommy had grown into himself. He was muscular, with wrinkles around his eyes which had not been there the last time. He was sharper, more angular.  
 
    Was it Nate’s imagination? Was it all a trick?  
 
    ‘Nate? Nate?’  
 
    It wasn’t Tommy’s voice, but Kitty’s. He looked around. The voice was not coming from the field.  
 
    ‘Nate?’  
 
    He opened his eyes, the image of Tommy disappearing with the field.  
 
    ‘Nate, are you awake?’  
 
    ‘I am now.’   
 
    ‘Can I ask you something?’  
 
    Nate made a noise of affirmation, still thinking of Tommy. 
 
    ‘You said you would do anything for me,’ whispered Kitty. ‘Is that true?’ 
 
    Nate rolled over, blinking sleep from his eyes. ‘What do you want me to do?’ 
 
    She hesitated, mulling over whatever she was about to ask him. Where Nate still felt slightly drunk, it was clear that Kitty was stone sober. ‘Promise me something first?’ 
 
    ‘What?’  
 
    ‘What I’m going to ask you to do – you’re not allowed to ask me about it or protest. If you say you’ll do anything for me, just do it, all right?’  
 
    Nate sat up and brushed his hair from his eyes. ‘You’re not going to ask me to kill you, are you?’ he queried, only half-joking.  
 
    ‘No,’ said Kitty, her voice not very reassuring. ‘Do you remember when we were in Archie’s? You’d torn skin from bone and I was able to heal it like it had never happened.’  
 
    ‘Yes …’  
 
    ‘I want it out of me. I want you to do it and I want you to heal me after.’  
 
    If there was anything that could strip the last vestiges of sleep from his mind, it was that.  
 
    They stared at each other, neither moving a muscle. She had clearly been thinking about it for a long time. Kitty was not rash. She did not do things simply on a whim. Kitty, like Tommy, only acted after much deliberation. He knew if she was asking it was only because she had considered every other option. Somehow that didn’t make him feel any better.  
 
    He ran a hand through his hair and around his jaw, pressing his mouth into his palm, trying not to say all the things he wanted to say. All the useless alternatives they didn’t know would work. Asking her to wait, to let him find something, was asking her to endure more pain. Something he could not physically do. 
 
    ‘I, ah … are you sure?’  
 
    ‘Yes.’ Kitty reached over and turned the lamp on. The sudden illumination made small black suns flare in front of his eyes. She picked up her knife and cut it deeply across her hand, which she held out to Nate. He touched her palm and watched as the skin stitched itself back together. ‘See?’ she prompted. ‘I’ll be fine.’  
 
    ‘I’m not sure I can do it.’ 
 
    ‘I need some say in what happens to me, Nate. I can’t wait around and hope that my body rejects it this time. I know it’s a lot to ask, but you’re the only person I can ask. I trust you.’  
 
    ‘Kitty …’ He swallowed hard and nodded. ‘All right.’ 
 
    It was almost perfunctory. Kitty stood and walked into the bathroom. After a moment’s deliberation, Nate followed, knife in hand. She stripped and stepped into the bathing stall.  
 
    Nate hesitated before joining her.  
 
    ‘Are you sure about this?’ he asked. His stomach was twisting viciously and his legs were not sturdy.  
 
    Kitty nodded resolutely. ‘I am.’  
 
    ‘I’m not.’  
 
    ‘Heal me quickly and it won’t be much of a problem.’  
 
    ‘Stabbing you in the stomach is definitely something I have a problem with, no matter how easily I can heal you.’ Somewhere in the back of Nate’s mind he wondered about the what ifs and maybes.  
 
    What if this time he couldn’t heal her? What if this was a fatal mistake? 
 
    ‘I promise I won’t cry.’ 
 
    ‘That does not make it better.’  
 
    ‘Please.’ Standing there, arms folded across her chest, naked and shivering, Kitty seemed so small and fragile. But the look on her face was more fearsome than a lion. He had always known her defiance burned brighter than most. She wasn’t like him. He ran when damaged. She fought back even harder.  
 
    He forced himself to swallow, forced himself to breathe. It felt like something had taken up residence in his throat and chest. Every single instinct inside him rebelled against the idea of causing her harm, even if only temporarily. But he could not ignore her request, nor could he be the reason she continued on in pain for any longer. It was not his favourite position to be in.   
 
    ‘What if I cut too deep and you die?’ 
 
    ‘You won’t,’ she said firmly. ‘I trust you.’  
 
    ‘I don’t trust me.’  
 
    ‘Then it’s a good thing you’re not stabbing yourself, isn’t it?’ Kitty forced a smile and dropped her arms. ‘The sooner you do it, the sooner it’s over with and we can go back to sleep.’  
 
    ‘I’m not going to be able to sleep for a year,’ he muttered. Nevertheless, he readjusted his grip on the knife and steeled his stammering nerves. He hesitated. ‘You’re sure?’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure.’  
 
    His jaw was clenched so tightly it began to ache. Stepping closer to her, he put one arm around her shoulders, feeling somewhat reassured by the warm healing sensation which spread out from his skin into hers, and aligned the knife with her lower abdomen. The skin was taut, unblemished, beautiful. There was no indication that there was anything inside of her which was cutting her apart, but he had heard her cries and had seen the heartbreak and pain in her eyes. He took a deep breath.  
 
    What if?  
 
    ‘I—I can’t,’ he said. His hand was trembling so badly the knife shook in his grip. ‘I can’t do it, darling.’   
 
    Kitty reached out and placed one of her much smaller hands over his. ‘It’ll heal in seconds,’ she promised. ‘You know it will.’  
 
    ‘What if it doesn’t? Maybe it won’t. Maybe I’ll have killed you. What if I kill you? God’s wrath, Kitty. I can’t do this. What if I kill you?’   
 
    ‘You’re not killing me, Nate. You’re saving me.’ And before he could even process what was happening, her fingers closed around his hand and she propelled the knife into her stomach with remarkable strength.  
 
    He stared in horror as blood began to drip down the blade; her legs buckled and she fell against him, the knife sliding in deeper. It was lucky she was mere weeks along or not even this option would be available to them.  
 
    Closing his eyes and praying, Nate turned the blade and cut it across the length of her stomach before dropping it in revulsion.  
 
    Blood covered his hands; it dripped down her skin like paint. He could feel the nightmares already taking root as he pressed a hand tightly against her abdomen, willing it to heal. Kitty was sweating profusely, her lips gone white where her teeth dug into them to keep from screaming. Tears poured from her eyes. She had said once she was good with pain. It frightened him how silent she was. 
 
    It was the very worst thing he had ever seen or done. 
 
    ‘Please God,’ he prayed aloud, staring into her eyes. ‘Please God, let this work.’  
 
    The seconds were endless and brutal. The blood stained his clothes and skin. The shower stall transformed from cheerful, shimmering white to a bloodbath.  
 
    And then, in less than a minute, the bleeding slowed, the look of pain eased on Kitty’s face, and she let out a trembling breath. ‘Th – that wasn’t so bad.’  
 
    A hysterical sound escaped Nate’s lips; half-sob, half-laugh. ‘Speak for yourself.’  
 
    They cleaned themselves up thoroughly, and Nate noticed that Kitty seemed almost renewed. After five minutes, there was only a mark on her stomach where the knife had gone in.  
 
    Exhaustion settled into his bones as the adrenaline left, and once they were both clean and dry, Nate collapsed on the bed without a word. Kitty curled against him, her head on his chest, her breathing even.  
 
    He wanted to vomit.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Sunshine filtered through the windows and woke him gently. He rolled over and saw Kitty, sound asleep, her face relaxed and unworried. It was the first time he had seen her sleeping without a look of pain since they had been reunited. Kissing her cheek and tucking a stray strand of hair behind her ear, he climbed out of bed and crept down the stairs, grabbing a jumper on the way and dressing as he walked.  
 
    James and Zoe were already in the kitchen, drinking large cups of coffee and watching the morning broadcast.  
 
    ‘I’ve seen your beautiful face six times already,’ said James, standing and grabbing him a cup. ‘Add-ins?’ 
 
    ‘Sugar if you have it.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve got honey.’ 
 
    ‘Honey’s perfect. So I’m the main headline this morning?’ He glanced at the screen where a host was speaking about the new medications being fast-tracked in the wake of the outbreak of Plague. At the bottom of the screen his name flashed in front of Kitty’s, Lyons’, Zoe’s, Tove’s and then ‘select members of the seditious Underground Club.’ 
 
    ‘So Lyons is alive.’ It was something. 
 
    ‘I like that we’re “seditious”,’ said James, nodding to the screen. ‘It’s catchy.’  
 
    Nate sat down and pulled a cigarette out of the jar on the table. He glanced at Zoe, who looked odd in a nightshirt and thick socks. ‘Kitty’s not pregnant anymore,’ he said. ‘She’ll be fine to go soon.’ 
 
    Zoe nodded. ‘I’ll let Tove know so she doesn’t ask about it.’  
 
    ‘Thank you.’ 
 
    As they waited for the others to wake up, James began making breakfast, and Zoe and Nate set to work cleaning and mending all of their supplies. It was grimy, mindless work, and James was able to catch Nate up on the other Club members whose whereabouts he knew. 
 
    Diana had given birth to a son; Ophelia had moved in next door to Marko and Diana’s cobbler shop; Chaim and Wolfgang had moved to Rinlow; Mischa, Lazlo and Sax had volunteered for famine relief in the Southern Lands and sent frequent updates of the tragedies of the south; and Fox had died of the Thinning.  
 
    Nate listened to it all with a heavy heart. Despite how much he asked, no one had updates on Blaise or Nadia. It worried him.  
 
    ‘Nothing I can do to convince you to stay and join us again, is there?’ said James, placing a last bowl of rice on the table next to a steaming bowl of meat and vegetables, two jugs of iced pineapple juice, sugared pastries, and an even larger pot of coffee.  
 
    Nate shook his head. ‘I have to go, Jamie. This Kingdom is killing me.’ 
 
    James nodded in sad understanding before he clapped his hands together and forced a smile to his face. ‘Breakfast is ready. Shall I bellow or let the smells waft up and tempt their useless hides?’  
 
    ‘Oh, definitely bellow,’ said Nate, grinning wolfishly at Zoe, who laughed and stood to wash her hands.  
 
    James yelled for everyone to come down or risk not getting any of the food, and the three of them sat around the table and began doling out portions. Tove and Sarah appeared first, Kitty and David a moment later.  
 
    There was a noticeable change in Kitty’s demeanour. Aside from seeming physically well, there was a relaxed air that had not been there for the last couple of weeks, and she smiled brightly at Nate as she sat down beside him, drawing one leg into her chest and gulping down coffee. 
 
    ‘How’d you sleep?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘I slept,’ she said happily. ‘First time in months it feels like.’  
 
    Nate kissed her cheek before setting about shovelling food into his mouth.  
 
    ‘I was thinking,’ she added, looking around the room. ‘Does anyone want to go into town and pick up a few things?’  
 
    ‘I do!’ said Tove. 
 
    ‘What do you want to get?’  
 
    ‘Things for the Outlands,’ she said. ‘Medical supplies, sewing kits, rope, more utensils and knives, igniters, cooking supplies, camping gear and a new tent, dried food and water bottles, clothes – especially for the winter. Books and other things.’ She shrugged. ‘I don’t know. It’s the first time I’ve felt like going outside and actually doing something in months. I still have the money I brought with me. If no one’s going to recognise us, I want to make the most of it.’  
 
    ‘If we all go together, we’ll be a dead giveaway,’ said Zoe. 
 
    ‘We can go in pairs,’ said Kitty. ‘It’ll be fun.’  
 
    Nate was not remotely inclined to split up for the day and go in separate directions. It sounded like a truly disastrous idea. Nevertheless, they did need more supplies, and it was the first time Kitty had seemed like her old self since their reunion. He was hard pressed to refuse her.  
 
    ‘All right,’ he said at length. ‘Jamie, I want you with Kitty.’  
 
    Nate had seen him go head to head with two guards in the dead of night on one of their campaigns. James managed to knock them both out and disappear without getting caught. After Blaise and Zoe, James was the one Nate trusted most to do what had to be done and win.  
 
    ‘It’ll be my pleasure,’ said James, nodding to Kitty. ‘I’ll take you to the outdoor market. Everyone loves it there.’  
 
    ‘Nate, do you want to go with me?’ asked Sarah.  
 
    ‘Sure, darling.’  
 
    ‘I’ll stay here and pack,’ said Zoe. ‘I have no desire to shop. David, will you take Tove?’  
 
    ‘Of course,’ he said, winking at Tove.  
 
    Kitty borrowed one of Sarah’s wigs and put sunglasses on before following James out the door.  
 
    Trying not to worry, Nate donned a pair of James’ sunglasses and followed Sarah down the road in the opposite direction.  
 
    The bizarrely normal day felt surreal after everything they had been through. Nate and Sarah spent the day combing the shops for things which might be of use in the Outlands. He bought a smoking box filled with over a dozen substances, all with a different purpose; he bought packs of fruit and vegetable seeds, dried fruits and meats, bags of nuts and grains; he found a new blade which suited him much better than the guard’s machete, several lengths of rope, a hand knife, and more than enough igniters. He also bought books, journals and pens. 
 
    Around midday, his pack heavy and the sun high in the sky, Nate let Sarah take him to one last shop. The old man behind the desk showed him over a dozen coats before Nate found one he liked. It was heavy and thick, water and fireproof. It also hid his weapons. With the last of the money, Nate bought the coat, thanked the owner, and walked back to the house with Sarah.  
 
    ‘Are you not nervous?’ she wondered aloud as they turned up a side street. ‘About being out there?’  
 
    ‘I’ve been out there,’ said Nate. ‘On my own. It’s the only place that’s never worried me.’  
 
    ‘But what about mutants? Rabids? Wild animals?’  
 
    ‘What about guards, the Private Police, Crown and Council?’ he countered. ‘There’s danger on both sides of the Wall. The difference is that those dangers make sense to me. I’d rather live a life without law and take my chances than risk dying helpless at the hands of another human who hates me and doesn’t even know why.’  
 
    ‘Won’t you miss us?’  
 
    ‘Of course. I’ll miss everyone.’  
 
    She looked at him with great sadness. ‘Of all the people to make it out alive only to leave the Club, I never thought it would be you.’  
 
    Nate wrapped an arm around her shoulders. ‘Neither did I, darling.’  
 
    ‘I’m going to miss you.’  
 
    ‘I’m going to miss you, too.’  
 
    A light breeze picked up, scattering the leaves and rubbish around their feet. Overhead and all around them the rest of the city moved about its business. Day to day life carried on even in the midst of worry and paranoia.  
 
    ‘I thought if anyone could help us overthrow the King, it would be you,’ said Sarah, resting her head on his shoulder. ‘I truly did believe that.’  
 
    ‘I had something to fight for then.’  
 
    ‘I’m so sorry about Thom.’  
 
    Nate said nothing. They had arrived back at the house and Sarah unlocked the door, leading the way inside. Kitty and James had beat them back by twenty minutes; Tove and David arrived almost an hour later. Everyone had more than enough supplies, and it took the rest of the day and most of the night to pack it all into manageable loads.  
 
    By midnight, exhausted yet at ease, they slept without worry.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Although Nate had only intended on staying a day or two, Kitty insisted on giving Ciara a few extra days in case she changed her mind.  
 
    The same sense of disconnected peace which had settled upon them the first time they met the Ray siblings took hold in the Huang house over that week. Aware that it was likely the last time he would see any of them, and the last time any of them would be near amenities or technology for the foreseeable future, they took advantage of the time inside and watched old reels, played games – Nate taught Tove how to gamble – and ate copious amounts of food. Kitty was determined to spend the last of Gabriel’s money on something they would all enjoy, and whenever any of them had a craving, they had it delivered to the house without debate. It was as if life was suddenly on hold and they were all living out a dream.  
 
    The only thing to dampen the mood were the constant updates on the Plague’s progress, the unstoppable famine in the Southern Lands, news of rabid attacks from Nitoib and Redland, and the usual flood of general bad news the Kingdom seemed to have an endless supply of. 
 
    ‘Do you wonder if they simply find good news boring?’ asked David one afternoon.  
 
    Nate grimaced at the screen. ‘That, or there’s simply no such thing.’ 
 
    On their final night in Muntenia, Nate brought up their coming along for what seemed the tenth time. He couldn’t understand why anyone would choose to stay in the Kingdom when they knew they could leave. Fear of the unknown made sense for those who were ignorant of what they could do about their lot in life. Members of the Underground Club could hardly claim ignorance.  
 
    ‘We might,’ said David, although it was clear he was just humouring Nate. ‘But I’m not one for the wilderness.’  
 
    ‘I’m presuming you’re not one for dying, either,’ said Nate dryly, flicking the ash off the end of his tocker.  
 
    David chuckled. ‘What makes you think we’re going to die? We keep to ourselves. You know us.’  
 
    ‘Just because you’re cautious doesn’t mean you’re immune,’ Nate pointed out. They had been having this discussion for over an hour, and no matter how hard he tried, the trio seemed convinced that everything would be fine. ‘Have you seen Plague victims?’ he pressed. ‘It’s not pretty, Davi. Staying is death.’ 
 
    James handed him a cup of tea. ‘Dinner will be ready in a minute.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you,’ said Nate, accepting the tea gratefully. He turned back to David. ‘Our ship leaves first thing in the morning. We’re making for Eyre. Get off the ship at Navin’s Port and make for the mountains. If you change your mind, we’re going that way.’  
 
    ‘If we change our minds,’ said David. 
 
    ‘I think you’re being a fool,’ said Nate, stamping out the tocker and drinking the entire cup of tea in two deep gulps.  
 
    ‘This is our home,’ said Sarah, setting dishes filled with food on the table. ‘Abandoning it is not so easy for us.’  
 
    It was like his final argument with Tommy all over again. ‘No location is worth dying over,’ he argued. ‘Home can be made anywhere. Home is the people, not the place.’  
 
    ‘We’ll have to disagree with you there,’ said David. 
 
    ‘Why?’  
 
    ‘Because we’ve fought for this place. Because we’ve built our connections over a dozen years. Because we’re settled and established and tired. We’re not running from Crown and Council. We have no reason to leave.’ 
 
    ‘The Plague is reason enough.’ 
 
    ‘The Plague has come and gone before.’  
 
    ‘It took half our population with it,’ said Nate darkly. ‘Why risk your lives?’ 
 
    ‘Staying here is no more of a risk than climbing that great fucking Wall,’ said David. ‘Not only will you be at risk of un-cleared territory and wildlife that hasn’t seen humans in hundreds of years, there are God knows how many mutants crawling through the Dying Forest.’ 
 
    ‘I would rather take an enemy I can fight than a disease I cannot hope to win against,’ said Nate.  
 
    ‘Diseases come and go.’  
 
    ‘The Walls of the Kingdom have stood for quite a long time, Davi. This is a cage.’ 
 
    ‘And we’ll break it down.’  
 
    ‘Has that worked thus far?’ 
 
    ‘We’re not giving up.’  
 
    ‘You’re really frustrating.’ 
 
    ‘As are you, old friend,’ said David. ‘Now, let’s leave this argument. Let’s have dinner and forget all this.’  
 
    James, who had been out all day at work and only returned a few minutes beforehand, seemed eager to speak when they finally started eating. ‘Did you hear the news?’  
 
    ‘No, what?’ he asked.  
 
    ‘King Markas is sick with Plague,’ said James.  
 
    Sarah choked on her wine, Zoe’s mouth fell open, and David’s eyes widened as he tried to ascertain if James was having them on.  
 
    ‘Say that again,’ said Nate, his voice barely louder than a whisper.  
 
    ‘King Markas is sick and Princess Madeline has taken over as regent,’ said James. ‘The broadcasts say that Markas is being given the best treatment in the Kingdom, but word on the street is that Madeline’s already being presumed Queen.’  
 
    ‘Fuck me,’ said Nate. His mind was completely blank. It was too unfathomable to be true. He turned on the broadcast and, sure enough, the King was sick. Turning the volume down, he glanced back at James. 
 
    ‘Everything’s going to be thrown into chaos if Markas dies,’ continued James. ‘No one will be looking for you, not for a long time. And who’s to say Madeline won’t be a better ruler than her father? Why not wait it out and see what your options are before leaving?’  
 
    Nate shook his head firmly. ‘We’ve waited long enough. I’m not putting our one shot at freedom in jeopardy on the mere hope that good King Markas will die of sores and pustules. We’re leaving. I won’t discuss it further.’  
 
    ‘Is anyone watching that?’ said David suddenly, nodding to the muted screen behind them.  
 
    Nate turned around as David raised the volume on the broadcast. 
 
    ‘The killer of Hamish Anteros has been tracked leaving Cutta, aided by dissident group the Underground Club. His Majesty’s Private Police are scouting the Uncleared Zone to retrieve the soulless murderer and bring him to justice.’ 
 
    Nate stared at the screen, stunned. His father was dead. It did not seem possible. He had prayed for it for so many years and now … 
 
    ‘Who?’ he wondered aloud, not looking away from the screen. It was a live feed from the hovercars, showing Myrtus Forest and its surrounding lands. He felt unwavering loyalty to the outlaw, whomever they were. 
 
    ‘I’ll bet you fifty cuttans it’s Blaise,’ said Sarah.  
 
    ‘It’s possible,’ said James.  
 
    Before he could open his mouth, the words of the newscaster caught his attention.  
 
    ‘We are receiving word now that a man has been located in the forest. Guards are being directed to his position. Pray God this murderer is brought to justice.’ 
 
    It was darkening out and the man was obscured by the gloom. When the light of the helicopter shined on him, however, one thing was startlingly obvious.  
 
    ‘It’s definitely one of us,’ said Sarah softly. ‘Look at his arm.’  
 
    On the man’s left arm was a dark purple armband which – although Nate could not make them out – he knew bore the silver initials of the Underground Club on it.  
 
    He could remember the day they’d all received one. It was two days after his move to the new apartment. Archie had arrived at his door with a reassuring smile, Helene at his side.  
 
    Nate’s jaw had only been useable for a day and ached badly; half his face was the colour of rotten tomatoes.  
 
    ‘You look terrible,’ said Archie, reaching out and turning Nate’s head gently with his thumb, scrutinising the damage. ‘You sure you don’t want us to blow up your house?’  
 
    ‘Not with Tommy inside.’  
 
    ‘We’ll save the date, then.’ Helene winked at him. ‘You’ve lost weight. Have you been able to eat much?’  
 
    ‘At this point, I could be quite the purveyor of soups.’  
 
    ‘We’ll have something random tonight then,’ said Archie. ‘Marko conn’d. Let’s go.’ 
 
    ‘Come on,’ said Helene, taking his hand and leading him up the road, Archie falling into step beside them.  
 
    Blaise, Nadia, Jensen, Saoirse, Marko and Diana were already there when they arrived. Marko presented them each with an armband, the letters UC intertwined in silver on each. Nadia was good with a needle and thread, and no one knew leather quite like Marko; just like that, they felt formal, more powerful, more possible. Nate wore his at every meeting. Their little badges of rebellion. He had left it in Blaise’s house the day he left for Moai.  
 
    ‘Pray God he runs fast,’ said David, leaning forwards. 
 
    ‘I can’t get Blaise,’ said Sarah, a connector to her ear, her hand to her forehead. 
 
    James shook his head as he ended his own connection. ‘Sun hasn’t heard from him in days and I can’t reach Nadia.’ 
 
    Everyone’s attention was fixed on the screen, fearing for the running man. The man who had, in one swift stroke, removed the largest source of Nate’s childhood terrors. He could taste fear in his mouth as he watched the running man, transfixed.  
 
    The hovers descended at the edge of the minefield and the guards leapt out. They grew smaller as the hover’s camera stayed put.  
 
    Sarah voiced everyone’s question: ‘How’s he getting around the minefields?’ 
 
    ‘I have no idea,’ said Kitty, awe-struck.  
 
    ‘Archie and I stole the blueprints,’ whispered Nate.  
 
    The man was side-stepping around what were likely mines without missing a beat, not merely losing the guards who were clearly not wearing metal detectors, but simultaneously making for a large tumbled down section of the Wall. Massive boulders and sharp, jagged rocks littered the ground. It was an unenviable climb.  
 
    One of the guards tripped a mine and the feed was temporarily lost. When it returned, the man had made it through the minefields.  
 
    ‘Is that where the rabids are getting in?’ asked Kitty.  
 
    ‘Likely one of many,’ said Nate. ‘The Wall’s been crumbling for years.’ 
 
    ‘He’s climbing,’ said Zoe. ‘He’s almost over.’  
 
    The man was showing no sign of slowing. He was nothing but a small dot just out of their range of vision, and Nate could still not tell if it was Blaise or someone else. They watched as the man turned and seemed to shout something to the guards who refused to move any closer, confirming Nate’s belief once and for all that they were safe from Crown and Council over the Wall.  
 
    After a moment, the man turned and disappeared into the Outlands. The report continued, proclaiming him as good as dead, for if the rabids did not get him, the mutants surely would.  
 
    Nate looked over at James. ‘If that’s Blaise, where would he go?’  
 
    ‘He won’t go far from Nadia,’ said James. ‘He’ll stay near Cutta.’  
 
    Kitty squeezed his shoulder and Nate glanced up at her. ‘If we climb the Wall and head south, we might find him,’ she said.  
 
    ‘Are you sure?’ he asked, heart hammering. ‘We wouldn’t go over the Wall back into the Kingdom. We could just find him, make certain he’s all right—’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure,’ she said. ‘We’ll climb the Wall and head south. It’s as good a plan as any. He’s your friend. We ought to help him.’  
 
    She leaned down and kissed him, and Nate felt a wave of overwhelming love for her. 
 
    ‘South, then,’ he agreed. ‘To Blaise.’  
 
    He supposed it didn’t matter where in the Outlands he was. If Tommy was alive, Tommy would find him.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning, after a large breakfast and triple checking that they had all the supplies they needed, the group set off for the boat docks. Nate walked hand in hand with Kitty through the early morning fog of the city, taking in the last sights of Muntenia, mentally capturing the images in his mind’s eye. Runners, dog-walkers and other early risers passed by occasionally. But for the most part, the city remained empty. 
 
    The night before, Kitty received a one worded message from Ciara: Wait. She was unable to reach her on the conn, but as no one had the number but Ciara, and no one knew the house they were in, Nate raised little fuss.  
 
    Kitty sent back a false address for the boat and David agreed to wait and redirect her if it was Ciara who appeared. Nate hoped that if it was her, she would show up on time. Waiting out in the open on the side of the sea was not what he wanted to do first thing in the morning.  
 
    As they wound their way through the park, Nate caught sight of a tall boy with curly black hair and deep scars on his face, walking hand in hand with a girl whose short blonde hair looked like it had been hacked at with a blunt knife. Neither had tattoos on their faces and the scars on both of them gave him pause. As his eyes raked over the boy, Nate caught his eye and saw surprise and recognition in the dark eyes. The girl seemed lost in thought and hadn’t noticed. Nate held his gaze unflinchingly as he and Kitty walked past the couple, the boy watching him with wide eyes.  
 
    ‘Darling,’ he whispered as they passed, ‘I think I’ve been recognised.’  
 
    Kitty nodded, jaw clenched, and they walked a little faster through the park.   
 
    As they turned around the corner, Nate glanced over his shoulder. The boy and girl were still there, and the boy was staring directly at him. He was speaking urgently into a conn, a hand on his head. He was missing two fingers and had deep scars running up his arm. He caught the girl’s arm and nodded to Nate.  
 
    She turned and moved towards him. 
 
    ‘Run,’ said Nate.  
 
    Thankfully, they reached the docks without issue and there were no sounds of guard hovers in the air. The captain of the small ship greeted them and helped them stow their belongings, taking their money and asking no questions. He was a friend of James and knew when to keep his mouth shut.  
 
    At three minutes to leaving, Ciara arrived at the docks. Only two of her children were with her, and she was openly weeping. Dread filled Nate’s veins like poison.  
 
    Zoe took Anushka, the little girl, into her arms and told Sampson, Ciara’s eldest, to follow her. The baby was nowhere in sight.  
 
    Nate stood beside Tove, listening to Ciara’s wretched story.  
 
    The Plague had come to their home. Adil died first. Then the baby, who still had not been named. It had happened quickly. Adil had had a fever when he found out they were there and had taken to his bed the evening after they left. The baby grew sicker and sicker.  
 
    The bodymen came to the house and took them both away, declaring Ciara, Anushka and Sampson free of disease.  
 
    Perhaps it was simple chance.  
 
    Nate and Zoe took charge of the children as Kitty and Tove tried to comfort Ciara.  
 
    By the time they reached land the following day, an eerie silence had fallen over all of them. Nate didn’t have the energy to mend it. He had been horribly sick the entire time they were on-board and was too exhausted to talk to anyone.  
 
    He held Kitty’s hand and led the way through the small town to the roads which would lead them off the designated walking paths and towards the mountain in the distance.  
 
    He tried – and failed – not to think of what his role in causing this new outbreak was. Perhaps it hadn’t been him. But perhaps it had.  
 
    Guilt rose in his throat like bile and he prayed to God it was coincidence only.  
 
    The road started to crumble as they made the last turn out of town. One bridge, an old track, and then they were walking on ancient roads now covered with weeds.  
 
    The children kept up a running list of questions that Tove valiantly fielded the bulk of, leaving the others to their thoughts. Ciara to her grief, Zoe to her memories, Kitty to her quietude and intense internal battles, and Nate to his guilt and madness.  
 
      
 
      
 
    A few days into the trek – moving with children made everything slower – he and Kitty found themselves ahead of the group, cresting the switchbacks more quickly than the others.  
 
    ‘Can I ask you something?’ she said abruptly.  
 
    Nate side-stepped a pointy plant and turned around the bend, one hand idle on his blade. ‘You can ask me anything, darling.’  
 
    Kitty wiped a strand of sweaty hair from her face and readjusted her pack, wincing slightly at the shifting weight. ‘Did – did Thom ever love me?’ she asked. Her dark eyes were open and genuine. ‘Not in the way you liked Matty or in the way I love Ciara. The way you love me.’  
 
    Nate gazed at her. He could not lie. Not to her or Tommy. Lies, to him, seemed so very pointless unless someone else’s safety was on the line. He sighed heavily, wishing she hadn’t asked. Still, he said, ‘You’re his best friend. The last time we spoke of you it was clear that he was pleased by his future. You gave him peace. You made life quiet for him and he wanted that more than he could put into words. He loves you. Just not like I do.’  
 
    Kitty nodded and swallowed hard. She seemed to be holding back tears. ‘Thank you for telling me the truth.’  
 
    Nate’s chest clenched. ‘Did I make it worse?’ 
 
    She forced a smile and waved off his concern. ‘No,’ she said, voice a tremor. ‘No, I’m not heartbroken. That’s already happened. He was my first love and he meant everything to me. Thomas and Catherine would have been pretty great together, wouldn’t they?’  
 
    ‘Yeah,’ he said thickly. ‘Really great.’ 
 
    ‘But I’m not her anymore,’ said Kitty. ‘The girl that loved Thom died somewhere along the way. The girl who loved Thom could not have survived the infection or Archie or taking care of you or Evander dying or being bound to Gabriel. The woman who survived all of that – who clawed her way through and only barely made it – well, she doesn’t have a whole lot in common with Catherine Taenia, does she?’  
 
    Nate frowned. ‘She’s still somewhere in there.’  
 
    Kitty shook her head vehemently, face screwed up with emotion. ‘She’s not. I don’t want her to be. If she was still alive then it would be too much. She’d want to know how her father and mother could let any of this happen. She’d want to know how life could be so disgustingly unfair when there’s no reason for it. She’d want to know that there was a happy ending in there for her somewhere or else she wouldn’t see the point.’ Kitty wiped her eyes and looked at him with fierce determination. ‘I don’t want her to be alive. I like the me who took her place. I’m going to live. Even if it’s only out of sheer defiance.’  
 
    ‘One day,’ said Nate, placing his hands on her hips and drawing her close. ‘One day, you’ll find a middle ground. You’ll be half of what you once were and half of who the world forced you to become. One day, you will wake up to the sound of birds in the sky and realise that you’re no longer afraid. That you’re not who you were but who you need to be, and you’ll find your way back to who you want to be.’ 
 
    ‘What does that feel like?’  
 
    ‘I’ll tell you when I’m done being what the world forced me to be. I’m hoping I stop having to be that man once we reach the Outlands.’  
 
    Kitty’s dark eyes bore deeply into his. ‘You really believe in it, don’t you?’  
 
    ‘What?’  
 
    ‘The Outlands. A better life beyond the Wall.’   
 
    Nate hesitated. ‘My tormentors, my torturers, my captors – they all feared the same thing: The Outlands. I hopped that Wall once and no one dared to follow me. And – and there’s a music to the land. I can’t explain it. It’s as if all the world inside the Wall is a fishbowl – it’s all artificial. The wildlife, the dangers, the system. It’s all manufactured to resemble an ancient way of life that led to the Devastation. Not a war. Devastation. And even though our species almost destroyed Earth, they still returned to the surface and waged war the first chance they got. One hundred and twenty-eight years since Franklin Crow crawled out of the ground and claimed to have been attacked by mutants and the only thing that’s real in the world he created around his fanaticism is the suffering. The fishbowl of the Kingdom is rotten to its core and it’s going to poison everything inside until it collapses. The rest of the world is free. You can taste it in the water, smell it on the air. Freedom is like a drug, darling, and the Outlands can become an addiction. So yes, I believe in it.’  
 
    Kitty giggled. ‘If you hadn’t convinced me to come before, that certainly would have worked.’  
 
    Nate kissed her before taking her hand and leading her up the next switchback, a fluttering in his chest as the truth of his words threatened to collapse the barrier he had put between the rebellious youth he had never thought he would stop being to the man who was barely putting one foot in front of the other and still believed his dead brother to be alive.  
 
    Perhaps he could lie a little. If only to himself. 
 
    ‘Nate?’  
 
    ‘Yeah, darling?’  
 
    ‘You said that you believed Thom might still be alive.’  
 
    Nate swallowed hard. He wondered if she could read his mind. ‘I do.’ 
 
    ‘Are we going to look for him after we find Blaise?’  
 
    Her expression was sceptical, though it was not mocking. She would follow him even if she did not believe him. He loved her so much for it. He said, ‘The Outlands stretch across the whole world. There is no way to search everywhere. We know roughly where Blaise will be. That’s where we’re heading. If Tommy’s alive, we’ll find each other.’  
 
    ‘Just like that?’  
 
    ‘Do you think I’m mad?’  
 
    Kitty’s lips twitched. ‘A little madness isn’t a bad thing. I think madness is what’s kept us all going.’  
 
    The weight of the bird around his neck was more noticeable than ever, and Nate’s hand went to it automatically. ‘I feel him.’ 
 
    ‘I know.’   
 
    But it was clear that despite her words, Kitty didn’t understand what he meant. Nate wasn’t entirely sure he knew what he meant either, much as he believed every word he said.  
 
    Tommy was alive. Tommy was waiting for him.  
 
    Please God.  
 
      
 
      
 
    It was a very long walk through the Cleared Zone, into the Uncleared Zone, and then on towards the distant Wall, and Nate found himself lost in memories of Nitoib and that long walk he had taken with Kitty in his arms. What seemed like another lifetime had not been so very long ago at all, and Nate became trapped in melancholic musings of the rapid freefall his life had taken since that first night.  
 
    Fortunately, the walk required a fair bit of concentration. Endless passes led up through the mountains and several places led to dead ends. A trail that seemed to be going in the right direction would lead them directly to the edge of a cliff and they’d be forced to double back and try another route. No one had been so far into Eyre in years, and the rockslides and overflowing creek beds, raging rivers and slippery rocks, threatened mishap at every turn.  
 
    Initially apprehensive of travelling with small children, Nate soon found that they were hardy travellers and rarely complained. Anushka was quiet and clutched her mother’s hand for much of the walk; Sampson would run ahead and cartwheel, or throw rocks and stones, trying to make them skip across puddles and ponds. He was bursting with energy, and Nate found himself growing quite attached to the little boy. Sampson had all the innocence of childhood and Nate earnestly hoped that he would have it for many years to come. The Plague did not seem to have affected them, at least. 
 
    The weather, far from the security of the cities and their high walls and strong buildings, was rougher and more difficult to endure. Several times they found themselves battling rainstorms which threatened to wash them away, or harsh winds intent upon blowing them sky high. And then the sun peered out from behind the clouds and warmed their skins, calming their nerves and giving their hearts gumption.  
 
    It was all a matter of putting one foot in front of the other.  
 
    How Kitty herself was faring with everything, Nate was unsure, and they rarely had a moment to themselves. Overall, he thought she seemed better. She was calmer, smiled more, laughed. During the day, she would talk to all of them, finding determination and patience where none of the rest of them could find it after a long day’s walk. During the night, she drank and smoked and ate, but Nate would watch her when she thought no one was looking, gazing into the fire with a faraway look on her face that he could not discern. It worried him.  
 
    It had taken him months, years even, to feel like he could breathe after Redwater. Even now he dreamed of hands and pain and blood every night. Kitty, he knew, had not even begun to heal. 
 
    What Tove had said to him in the shed at Ciara’s still played in his head, but he did not know if or when he could ask. When Kitty had tried to directly question him about Blake, he had changed the subject with absolutely no subtlety; he was hardly in a position to tell her that talking would help. Still, he found that not knowing bothered him immensely.  
 
    When the Wall at last appeared in the distance before them, it was hard to believe it was real. Higher than they could even see over, it ran the full width of the land in front of them.  
 
    It was once patrolled perpetually, the guards staring with fear over the other side to see if mutants were drawing near, but lack of funds, lack of care, meant the patrols slowed and then eventually discontinued. By the looks of it, no one had bothered to walk the Wall in at least a decade.  
 
    ‘Where does the minefield start?’ said Zoe, squinting at the distant ground.  
 
    Nate bent down and picked up a rock. Most of the mines had been buried hurriedly during the war as the Wall was constructed as fast as possible, fuelled by the fear instilled in the followers of the leading Crow. His eyes fell on where a small slab of black disrupted an otherwise brown area. Nate aimed carefully and lobbed the rock at the mine.  
 
    The mine blew high into the air, dirt and grasses flying with it.  
 
    ‘How are we going to get past that?’ said Kitty, looking much less confident than she had a moment ago.  
 
    ‘Put your foot exactly where I put my foot,’ he said. ‘And no one let the kids walk.’  
 
    Step by step, collectively holding their breath, everyone fell in behind Nate who carefully picked his way across the minefield. He had known the layout of the mines for years and even now it was like a blueprint spread out before him.  
 
    The first time he had done it, he had hardly cared what would happen to him and was almost reckless. The second time he had managed to bypass most of them by coming through where half the Wall had come down and exploded them months before. This time, with everyone relying on him, he felt much more nervous than he had the first time. Yet his senses were better, his eyesight perfect, and after what felt like half the day, they reached the bottom of the Wall.  
 
    Everyone laughed weakly in relief.  
 
    Tove looked at him. ‘How are we going to get over?’  
 
    ‘With a rope,’ said Nate. 
 
    Ciara looked at him, completely put-off; Kitty smirked and raised an eyebrow, clearly eager to watch him try; Zoe just walked back and forth in front of it, glancing for cracks or holes that time might have made.  
 
    ‘We’re climbing?’ Ciara’s eyes were saucers of fright.  
 
    ‘Be grateful you’re not going first,’ said Nate. He removed his packs and spent a minute rotating his shoulders so that proper feeling returned to them. When that happened, he reached into one of the bags and pulled out a length of climbing rope. He knotted it to around his torso and then moved towards the Wall.  
 
    Kitty followed him. ‘Are you climbing?’ 
 
    ‘Unless you want to go first?’  
 
    ‘If you’re scared?’  
 
    ‘It is an awfully long way to fall.’  
 
    ‘Hand the rope over, then.’  
 
    Nate spotted a good starting point and walked over to it. He turned, one hand on the Wall, and pulled Kitty towards him with his other. ‘We’re almost free, darling.’  
 
    ‘Almost.’  
 
    Nate kissed her once, twice, and then started his ascent.  
 
    When he was younger, it was hard for him to sit still and focus. Everything had been so exciting and interesting. He had spent most of his childhood outside. When running from place to place lost its uniqueness, he’d started climbing up and over things. He had been doing it for so long, fallen so many times, that at this point he trusted his toes and grip more than he trusted the soles of his feet. He had taught Tommy to climb as a child, and they had spent a weekend mountain climbing in Rinlow, camping on the side of the cliff-face.  
 
    The higher he went, the stronger the wind roared in his ears, threatening to knock him off. There were too many places where the holes could not fit his toes or there was nothing to support himself on and he had to climb nearly halfway up with just his hands supporting him. 
 
    Soaked in sweat and arms shaking, Nate stopped when his foot finally found a small ledge and he was able to pause for a moment. Keeping a tight grip with one hand, he took turns shaking each of his hands hard in an attempt to restore feeling.  
 
    It took another minute to convince himself to move again. Then, just like that, he was climbing once more. He moved faster now, burning his last reserves of adrenaline. He had climbed this Wall before and it looked much larger from the ground than it felt to climb. He knew that.  
 
    Nate forced himself upwards, higher and higher, until at last his hand reached up and there was nothing. He pulled himself onto the top and rolled over on his back, gasping and shaking from the exertion.  
 
    The sky above was filled with birds from both sides, mingling without fear or hatred. He could see the yellow striped birds of the Outlands surf the winds in circles around the black birds of the Kingdom; green mixed with dark red, yellow and black mixed with grey. It was a beautiful blur of colour and dance and he felt himself gazing at the birds for far longer than he meant to, an ache in his heart. 
 
    Eventually, he managed to sit up. To his left, Eyre stretched out vast and bleak, the land disappearing into the sea miles away; to his right, the Outlands stretched out endless and mysterious, the foliage obscuring most everything from view. 
 
    He tied the rope around his waist. It was heavy and dug into his skin almost immediately, despite the garments between rope and flesh. He dropped it to the ground and secured himself as far from the side he’d climbed as he could. Planting his feet, he threw the rope down. When he felt someone far below tug lightly on it, he jerked twice on the rope. Someone small was tied to the end, and he guessed it was one of the children.  
 
    Sampson was very easy to lift to the top; Anushka was even easier. He sat them down and told them to wait quietly before he threw the rope back down. It was someone heavier but good at climbing. The endeavour went very quickly as the person tied to the rope all but scaled the Wall. It was Tove. 
 
    The last three took all of his energy and by the time Zoe was up, Nate was so tired he would happily have rolled off the other side just so that he wouldn’t have to climb any more.  
 
    They took an hour’s break on the top of the Wall, eating and taking in the view. Even Ciara was snapped out of her sorrows for long enough to appreciate the beauty of being so high above the world.  
 
    Nate wasn’t sure about the rest of them, but he was certainly having trouble realising that they had made it. They had escaped the Kingdom of Cutta and were mere seconds from freedom. It was impossible.  
 
    Yet, it wasn’t.  
 
    Freedom was there for those who sought it. They had lost more than their share along the way, and the unfairness of that would never be rectified, but freedom stood wide open and welcoming, and he felt faint at the sight of it.  
 
    The grasses on the other side of the Wall were vast and thick until they reached the Dying Forest. The stalks and stems looked taller than any man, and Nate knew for a fact that they were. The underbrush looked savagely overgrown, and the flowers bloomed in vivid contrasts. In the distance, an unnamed mountain range rose majestically, its snowy peaks disappearing into the clouds.  
 
    ‘All that’s ours?’ said Sampson.  
 
    Nate grinned at the little boy. ‘For the rest of our lives.’  
 
    ‘Look!’ Tove was pointing at something further on, and Nate followed the line of her finger and saw, in the distance, a small pack of dun coloured ponies, their coats thick and fluffy, their manes long and untamed. ‘They’re amazing!’  
 
    ‘I wonder if you could ride them,’ said Zoe.  
 
    ‘Perhaps,’ said Nate, smiling at the sight of the hardy creatures. ‘Perhaps not. I’d ask permission first.’  
 
    Tove snickered. ‘You can’t ask a horse for permission.’  
 
    ‘Of course you can,’ he said, raising an eyebrow at her. ‘Not everything needs to be conquered.’  
 
    Her brow furrowed as she considered that. ‘How do you ask?’  
 
    ‘I’m sure we’ll figure it out. Shall we?’  
 
    Everyone stood and Nate helped them down one by one until at last he was alone on the Wall.  
 
    He looked southwest where he knew Cutta was. He hoped that someday, someone braver and more selfless than he would rise up and bring Crown and Council to their knees. He hoped that the good people would survive the Plague and start anew. He hoped that those who wanted to leave realised that they could – if they wanted it enough. That the only thing stopping them was fear. But fear wasn’t so frightening, really. Fear was something that, if embraced, if acknowledged, became a constant source of courage and a desire to never let it win.  
 
    And with that, he nodded once to the Kingdom, tied the rope around his waist and began the slow, careful climb to the bottom where Kitty and the others waited for him.  
 
    He dropped the last few feet to the ground and turned, taking in the Outlands before him. 
 
    It was impossible not to stare at the grass that grew lushly in shades of green, white and red; or the trees in bizarre shapes, some rounded, some jagged, some with bright yellow leaves; others in green or white or reddish hues.  
 
    There were no buildings, no hovers or roads. Nate could feel the untainted air instantly and he breathed in, intoxicated by the sudden arrival of freedom. Not even the King would come over the Wall. They would be presumed dead if they were ever tracked to the Wall and no one would follow them over.  
 
    Nate looked over at Kitty, grinning. She was smiling just as broadly.  
 
    Sampson whooped and started running circles around them. Tove bent down and picked up a handful of flowers. She blew the petals at Kitty.  
 
    ‘Freedom smells all right,’ said Zoe. 
 
    They set off down the first clear path through the trees that they found. Nate walked beside Kitty. Tove and Zoe followed, with Tove all but running around in circles in excitement and curiosity. Ciara came last, holding her children’s hands.  
 
    Nate stopped them when they reached a river and everyone sat down to rest. They felt in no great hurry to go anywhere now. Sticky and uncomfortable after days walking through the mountains, Nate stripped out of his clothes and jumped into the water. Red, white and orange fish, some larger than his thigh, swam in the water peacefully around him.  
 
    ‘How’s it feel?’ called Kitty. She was standing at the water’s edge, arms folded, watching him with a smirk.  
 
    ‘Feels fucking free!’ he shouted. He dove under the surface and swam back to the bank, coming up directly in front of Kitty. He spit a stream of water at her, hitting her square in the chest.  
 
    ‘Ah, come on!’ she squealed, holding her arms up. 
 
    ‘Get in the water, darling!’  
 
    Kitty rolled her eyes before stripping out of her clothes and diving in beside him. He ducked beneath the surface and poked her in the side before swimming away, fish fanning out around him. He felt Kitty grab at his foot and resurfaced.  
 
    ‘Come here,’ she said with a laugh. Her black hair fanned out around her in the water, almost straight from the wet weight. She smiled widely and wrapped her arms around his neck when he reached her.  
 
    He treaded water somewhat successfully, mostly touching off the bottom to keep himself afloat. So long as he didn’t have to do much in the way of swimming and only had to keep his head above water, it wasn’t so bad.  
 
    ‘We made it,’ she said. ‘I still can’t believe it.’ 
 
    ‘I promised you we would.’  
 
    She kissed him then, and it seemed so impossible that she was in his arms, alive and whole, and he would never have to let her go again.  
 
    He smiled against her lips.  
 
    The others eventually joined them and for over an hour they splashed and swam and bathed until at last, hungry and worn out, they laid out blankets on the thick grass and ate contentedly.  
 
    ‘Do you think we’re safe?’ asked Tove later that night just before they fell asleep.  
 
    Nate, who had been staring up at the starry night, glanced over at her.  
 
    ‘We’re free,’ he said. ‘That’s better.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the morning, they walked along the river until they found a crossing and then waded to the other side. None of them suggested stopping outside of a break or meal, and all of them seemed excited by this strange new land. Nate was glad. He wanted to make south as fast as possible. 
 
    Around noon on the third day, they were forced to stop when a horrible shrieking sound alerted them to a strange creature that appeared further up the mountain. Everyone stopped and stood very still, hoping that the wolf-like animal wouldn’t sense them.  
 
    Its coat was a strange dun colour and its teeth were far longer than Nate felt a wolf’s teeth ought to be. Its eyes were bright yellow and its paws looked different to the wild dogs which had roamed the Kingdom since their release from the underground. Most had escaped during the war and bred within the Wall, becoming wilder with each generation. Everyone inside the Wall called them wolves because they had gone savage, but those mutts had nothing on the mutated wolf before them. It was rounder somehow; thicker. It could have been half cat, but it was definitely more wolf than anything else. 
 
    Sampson started to cry and Nate quickly put a hand over his mouth, beckoning everyone back as the wolf’s head turned just as they slipped behind the trees.  
 
    It howled its ghastly shriek and another two appeared from the thicket.  
 
    From their hiding place, the seven outsiders watched the wolves descend suddenly upon a herd of deer off the path, tearing apart three of them without effort.  
 
    With the wolves occupied, Nate waved the others in the opposite direction and they gave the wolves a wide berth.  
 
    ‘I hope there aren’t more of those,’ said Kitty. ‘Awful things.’  
 
    ‘Can’t say I’m a fan of mutant wolves,’ he agreed, taking her hand and hurrying through the trees, the others close behind. 
 
    It was the first time he had seen them up close. He had spent most of his time up trees or in caves.  
 
    They began setting up camp near the water’s edge. It seemed like a good idea. With a fire to one side and water on the other, they were well guarded.  
 
    None of them factored in the water monsters.  
 
    Nothing had ever given Nate such a fright as the morning he woke up and saw a great black snake, larger than a tree, slithering out of the river, up the bank and straight towards them. It had reared up, opening its great mouth – which Nate was still convinced was large enough to swallow him whole – and died just as it lunged for Nate. Zoe’s dagger stuck stiffly out the top of its head.  
 
    They didn’t sleep as close to the water’s edge after that. 
 
    One evening, as the sun was setting, painting the sky with vibrant colours, Nate headed off into the forest alone to find decent firewood. The clearing they found was home mostly to soft, wet grasses, and small twigs and vines, not dry logs that would keep a fire burning merrily for a few hours.  
 
    It took Nate over an hour to find a decent source of kindling. As he was collecting the last of it, someone called his name.  
 
    He looked over his shoulder in surprise. ‘Ciara? That you?’ 
 
    ‘Nate, have you seen Ana?’  
 
    He jogged back to the front of the thicket and saw Ciara standing near the growing pile of wood, a worried expression on her face. He placed the log he was carrying on the ground and wiped his hands. ‘No, I haven’t.’ 
 
    Ciara put her hand to her mouth. She looked ready to be sick. ‘I can’t find her. Cat hasn’t seen her. Zoe and Tove haven’t either.’  
 
    He gaped at her. ‘Why does someone always have to wander off?’  
 
    ‘She’s a child, Nate!’ 
 
    Not in the mood to argue with Ciara about the necessity of keeping an eye on children, he sighed and grabbed his knife from the ground before following her back to the camp.  
 
    ‘Where’s Sammy?’  
 
    ‘He’s with Tove,’ said Ciara. A clap of thunder sounded in the distance, warning of oncoming rain. It did nothing for either of their tempers. ‘I went off to – you know – and told Anushka to go over to Tove, and when I got back she was gone.’  
 
    ‘Let’s not panic yet,’ said Nate. They rounded the corner and found the others.  
 
    Kitty darted over to them. ‘We’ve checked most of the area. We can’t find her.’  
 
    ‘Fuck,’ cursed Nate, grabbing his coat.  
 
    A light rain began to fall as they hurried. Nate tried not to think about how much harder finding a small child in the rain was going to be. 
 
    ‘Where do you think she’s gone?’ said Ciara. 
 
    ‘Did she say anything to you about wanting to explore?’  
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    Nate picked up his pace. They fanned out when they got to the edge of where the others had already searched. Zoe went one way; Tove, Ciara and Sampson went another; and Kitty went with Nate. 
 
    ‘I can’t imagine she’d get far on her own,’ said Nate quietly as they hurried through the tall grass, looking in every direction for the little girl. ‘She’s got tiny legs.’ 
 
    They were close to running now. Nate leapt up an embankment and stared down at the woodland area. He could see the others below him, spread out like pieces on a board.  
 
    ‘Ana!’ he roared. His voice echoed all around them and a flock of birds took to the skies in surprise. Beneath him, the others looked up. He could almost feel the hope and fear radiating from Ciara. Shaking his head, he turned from her crestfallen gaze and continued looking around.  
 
    For almost five minutes he stood, clutching onto the branch of a tree, straining his eyes for any signs of small life. His vision was perfect in the darkness, better even than in the light, but still it was hard to spot tiny things like children in hiding in the rain. His head was just starting to pound when he caught sight of something that was definitely not part of the surrounding habitat.  
 
    ‘Zoe!’ He raised his hand and pointed. ‘By that tree!’  
 
    Zoe followed his line of sight and Nate leapt down, racing past Kitty and into the tall grass. They ran as fast as the uneven and overgrown terrain would allow.  
 
    Nate reached Zoe a fraction of a second before Kitty. Zoe was holding Anushka’s bright yellow shoe. There was no blood, although he wasn’t certain why he thought there might be. She may have just lost it after all. 
 
    ‘Tracks,’ said Tove, pointing at the ground.  
 
    ‘After you,’ said Nate, his hand gripping his blade so tightly his knuckles had gone white.  
 
    Tove in the lead, her eyes fixed on the ground, the others followed her down an unseen trail. They were getting further and further from camp, but none of them wanted to return without Anushka.  
 
    Suddenly, Tove stopped. Nate stepped up beside her and felt his stomach drop.  
 
    Spread out like stars in the night sky, campfires lit up the valley below.  
 
    Mutants.

  

 
   
    PART FOUR 
 
    Demons 
 
      
 
      
 
    The bright light of the setting sun stung Engus’ eyes and he looked away. He could smell the rain on the air and knew the storm would be upon them soon. He prayed for its fast arrival. The grey skies and damp air were infinitely preferable to the hot humidity or dry aridness which always seemed to hang heavy this time of year. His coat was long since discarded and the sun baked down on his skin, coating him in a sheen of perspiration.  
 
    It had been a long night, and an even longer day, and he could not stop thinking about the demons. Word had come in the night that there were intruders in the Riverlands. Five of their best hunters had gone to see who, or what, had come over the great wall. It had been many years since anything had posed a threat to Joro, the land around the demon kingdom.  
 
    Engus had never feared the demons the way the rest of his kin did, and he found himself restless to see what had come of the tidings.  
 
    Part of him could not help but wonder if this was God’s plan all along. He had met the demon in the dreamworld more than once and he knew it to be no figment or manifestation of his mind. The demon was real and could communicate with him. Such a thing was not supposed to be possible, and Engus had kept the discovery to himself. He yearned to tell Riddle, his older brother, about the incidents, but the words had not come. He wanted to trust the red-haired demon and there was no justification which would satisfy Riddle. For that matter, no explanation had been able to satisfy Engus.  
 
    He was more than confused – although that confusion had not yet lent itself to fear. Unless there was agreement on both sides after physical interaction, the dreamworld was reserved only for those who shared bloodlines. What magic the demon had used perplexed him, and he felt a surge of intense curiosity at the prospect of who and what the creature was. 
 
    The sudden call of the hunters pulled him from his thoughts and Engus left his perch in the trees, dropping easily onto the ground. Already a small crowd of inquisitive faces was gathering.  
 
    He slipped between the others and made his way over to the hunters. They were by one of the pens. His brother was at the head of the group, his short black hair slick with sweat, his brow furrowed with agitation. As the tall wooden fence came into view and Engus looked properly over to see what was inside, he felt a bolt of surprise course through him.  
 
    There, in the dirt, was a tiny demon.  
 
    Engus stared. Its skin was a strange colour, like the skin of a chestnut. There were white areas around its eyes which looked wholly unnatural. He had never seen such a strange, fascinating sight before. Not outside of the demon in his dreams.  
 
    ‘There are others,’ said Riddle. ‘I counted five at least.’  
 
    Engus looked at his older brother. He wondered if the demon he had dreamt of was amongst them. A surge of curious excitement sent his pulse racing. ‘Is the abomination impaired?’ he asked instead. ‘Are more coming?’  
 
    Riddle shook his head. ‘We have reports from the other communities that there is no breakthrough. Most likely they are rogue demons.’  
 
    A shudder ran through the crowd but no one spoke, waiting to hear what news would come of their ancient enemies.  
 
    ‘My hope is that we now have secured our protection.’ Riddle looked from face to nervous face. ‘Whatever they want, we believe that they will seek the return of their youngling. If they leave us be, we will return it unharmed.’  
 
    ‘We cannot keep it here!’ said Kaye. ‘It’ll kill us all.’  
 
    ‘It’s only a youngling,’ said Riddle calmly. ‘It won’t do anything.’ 
 
    ‘Can we take the risk?’ said Rian.  
 
    ‘None of you will bear any risk,’ said Riddle. He gave them all smiles of assurance. Only from Riddle could that promise be believable. ‘The demon will be watched on the edge of the meadow by the hunters until we are able to contact the demons.’  
 
    Rian wasn’t convinced. ‘What will you say to them?’  
 
    ‘Demons do not speak our language,’ reasoned Riddle. We will make our intentions known in other ways. Now everyone, please, don’t fret. The demon will not be in your presence long. Go about your day. It’s late and I’m sure everyone has much to do.’  
 
    The crowd dispersed in an explosion of nervous whispering. Engus walked around the pen to where the other hunters stood. Everyone was staring at the demon curiously.  
 
    ‘Do you see its eyes?’ asked Aison. ‘They’re such a strange colour.’  
 
    Engus frowned. ‘What if they attack you for stealing it?’  
 
    ‘There are only five of them,’ said Riddle confidently. ‘We will go at night-time and have the advantage—’  
 
    Suddenly, the tiny demon started to howl. It was a shrill, horrible sound. All of the hunters grimaced and stepped back, staring down at the little demon that was starting to turn red as it howled. 
 
    ‘It keeps doing that,’ said Riddle, his face screwed up in discomfort as the howling wail grew louder and louder. 
 
    Engus stared at the demon. ‘Perhaps it wants its mother.’ 
 
    ‘Demons do not have mothers,’ said Riddle. ‘Demons only create new evil. There is no familial connection. They reproduce only for power gain.’  
 
    ‘Then why do you think they will come for it?’ 
 
    ‘Because they are few and need all the power they can get.’ 
 
    Engus’ ears were starting to ache. ‘Will someone please do something about its noise?’  
 
    ‘I’m not going near it,’ said Liem. ‘There’s not a chance.’  
 
    Engus looked at the other hunters. All shook their heads. He arched an eyebrow at Riddle. ‘Will you not make it cease?’  
 
    ‘It’ll cease shortly,’ said Riddle. ‘It’s done this a few times already.’  
 
    ‘My head feels like it’s being split open,’ said Cara irritably.  
 
    Engus grabbed the protective gear that Riddle had discarded and yanked it on. All of his skin covered in the thick hide, he walked into the pen and strode towards the demon.  
 
    ‘Quiet!’  
 
    The demon howled louder. 
 
    ‘Quiet!’  
 
    ‘That’s clearly working, brother; very good,’ Riddle crowed.  
 
    Engus moved closer to the demon. He half-expected it to lash out at him or run at him or do something ominous. The demon did none of those things. It stared at him with such large, strange eyes, its long subfusc hair falling in front of them. He walked closer and it abruptly stopped howling. 
 
    Pleased that the screaming had stopped, Engus turned to walk back out, when the shrieking started all over again.  
 
    He marched towards the demon and glared down at it. It stared at Engus curiously and then held up its arms towards him. 
 
    Engus looked over his shoulder at Riddle. ‘Do you know if demons attack when they’re young?’ 
 
    ‘I have no idea,’ said Riddle, his hand on the hilt of his sword. ‘Be mindful, Engus. Demons will do anything to manipulate you.’  
 
    Engus turned back to the demon. It was still holding its arms out to him, water streaming from its eyes. He stared. ‘Brother,’ he called. ‘The demon weeps.’  
 
    A hush fell over the hunters and within a second they were standing near him, gazing at the demon.  
 
    ‘Dear God,’ said Aison. ‘It does.’  
 
    ‘Perhaps it’s not a demon?’ suggested Engus. ‘Perhaps it’s something else.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a demon,’ said Riddle. ‘Perhaps in their youth demons possess some level of goodness. They are able to cross into our world, after all. Perhaps they are only half of what live in the Depths.’  
 
    ‘Is it poisonous, do you think?’  
 
    ‘I am not even remotely interested in testing that, brother.’ 
 
    The demon opened its mouth to start howling once more and Engus stepped towards it carefully. Glad that his brother was there with a sword and a full quiver of arrows, Engus bent down before the small demon and held out a thickly covered hand.  
 
    ‘Brother …’ Riddle’s tone held a great amount of caution and Engus could hear him raising his bow in anticipation. Aison and Alik stepped in a wide circle, both with drawn blades. 
 
    Engus eyed the demon, his hand shaking slightly. It stared at him for a few seconds before it got to its feet and shuffled towards him, grasping his hand with its tiny one. The hide protected Engus for a short while, although he could feel his skin heating slightly as if it was held above a furl of smoke. 
 
    He pulled the demon carefully towards him and patted it awkwardly on the back. The wails stopped and all the hunters watched in nervous fascination as he tried to communicate with the demon.  
 
    ‘What do you want?’  
 
    It stared at him. 
 
    ‘What do you want?’ he tried again.  
 
    It said something that made no sense. Engus looked at the hunters who all shook their heads. He turned back to the demon and raised his arms into the air the way he had seen mothers and fathers do for their children before the gift of speech was granted to them.  
 
    The demon cocked its head to the side. 
 
    Engus raised his arms again.  
 
    The demon put a hand to its stomach and rubbed hard, speaking in that strange language which Engus could not discern. The gesture, nonetheless, was clear enough. 
 
    ‘Food,’ he deduced. ‘I think the demon child wants dinner.’  
 
    ‘What do demons eat?’ asked Riddle.  
 
    ‘Fetch some deer,’ said Engus. ‘Everyone eats deer.’  
 
    ‘We’re God’s children,’ said Cara. ‘Of course we will eat those that are provided for us. Demons eat only souls.’  
 
    Engus looked down at the small demon. ‘I don’t think it wants souls, Cara. I think it wants something to eat.’ His mind drifted to the demon he had seen in his dreamworld, the demon who had insisted himself human. One of the long dead children of God.  
 
    Not fool enough to announce that he was sharing his mind with demons, Engus nevertheless felt a strong pull to help the little creature. It did not seem evil. No evil being could ever be so helpless and – although he would never utter it aloud – rather adorable.  
 
    The Elders spoke of a coming turn, a great change in the order of things. Perhaps the dreams of the demon had been omens of the change. This small creature could be the second sign. 
 
    ‘Are you defending a demon, Engus?’ asked Alik.  
 
    ‘Our duty is to do God’s will,’ said Engus, feeling a burgeoning flare of irritation at his clan’s determined refusal to even allow for the possibility that the tiny thing before them was only a child. ‘To weep is a holy act. We cannot reject the demon when it offers us an act of God.’  
 
    ‘Engus speaks the truth,’ said Riddle at length. ‘We will give this demon something to eat. If it does not eat, then at least we did our duty.’  
 
    Aison left to fetch some deer meat and Engus looked down at the demon. He put a hand to his mouth and nodded his head. 
 
    The demon tugged at its garments and stamped a small foot. Engus raised an eyebrow. ‘Brother, the demon wears only one shoe.’  
 
    ‘It kicked one off as we walked,’ said Riddle. ‘Strange looking item.’ 
 
    ‘Very yellow,’ said Engus thoughtfully, staring at its foot. ‘Do you think demons like bright colours?’  
 
    ‘Unnatural colours. And I have no doubt.’  
 
    ‘What is it made of?’ asked Alik. He was watching the tiny demon suspiciously.  
 
    ‘The shoe or the demon?’ 
 
    ‘Either.’  
 
    Aison appeared at the opening of the pen and came forwards with a small wooden bowl. He handed it to Engus and stepped back beside the other hunters.  
 
    Engus pushed the bowl towards the demon. He wondered if it would simply suck the blood from the meat. The consumption of blood was something he had only ever seen done by the Outcasts, the tainted few who had embraced the evils which God had intended them to reject.  
 
    Everyone watched in anticipation as the demon tottered over to the bowl, stuck its hand in, and munched happily on the piece of meat, grease smearing across its face. 
 
    Engus looked at his brother. ‘I believe God has spoken.’  
 
    The hunters exchanged glances and Alik began to laugh.  
 
    ‘What do we do in the meantime?’ said Liem. His son, Merry, was standing beside him, eyes wide and fascinated by the strange sight. ‘We can hardly mind the creature until we’re descended upon by its creators.’  
 
    Engus looked at his brother. ‘Could we leave a sign so that they know where to come?’  
 
    Riddle thought a moment. ‘I will have to confer with the Elders. The caves are a day’s ride. Someone must watch it until my return.’ 
 
    ‘I will,’ said Engus.  
 
    ‘Be careful, brother. I can see in your eyes that you desire to help, but that is how the demons work. They worm their way into your heart and turn it dark.’  
 
    Engus nodded and bowed his head as his brother left the pen, the rest of the hunters falling in behind him. Riddle was not their leader, but he was right so often, most of the clan deferred to him. 
 
    The demon child made a squawking sound and held up its hands to Engus. He stared at it, utterly bewildered.  
 
    ‘What do you want, demon?’ he asked. ‘What is it that makes you cry?’  
 
    The demon pointed to its throat and said words that did not make any sense. 
 
    Engus tried to repeat it.  
 
    The demon nodded happily.  
 
    Engus tried the word carefully, thinking hard as to what it could mean. The Flayed Ones had taken down as many languages of the First Men as could be accounted for and remembered. In those days, when the skin fell off their arms and the sky raged black and deadly, the Flayed Ones had been only able to speak and recount, and few were able to write.  
 
    Since those days, the Chosen People had created their own tongue from the leftovers of the First Men, and as Engus listened to the demon child, he was surprised to suddenly realise what it wanted. The word sounded ancient, old. The years of teaching he had undertaken, taught by Hemp, his favourite Elder, had given him a wide pool of knowledge, and he knew many of the ancient words.  
 
    ‘Water,’ he concluded, holding out the opo that was strapped around his waist.  
 
    The demon reached out and grabbed onto the opo with tiny hands and drank greedily, water pouring down its face and neck.  
 
    Engus laughed in surprise.  
 
    The demon giggled. 
 
    Engus stared. It was the most alarming and fascinating thing he had ever heard.  
 
    Did evil creatures laugh?  
 
    At that moment, the demon waddled towards him and wrapped its tiny arms around his legs. Engus shoved it off hurriedly, wincing as the burn flared up through his legs. The demon began to cry; it looked terribly offended and confused. 
 
    ‘Son of spirits,’ he muttered, rolling his eyes. For whatever reason, he could not believe that such a small creature wished him harm. 
 
    When his parents had spoken to him of demons, he had been horribly frightened of them. He still was. The truth was that the demons had risen from the Depths and slaughtered half of their ancestors. There was no forgiving or forgetting that. Nevertheless, Engus firmly believed that all creatures were somehow the embodiment of something God desired, and he couldn’t fathom why God would send them such a thing only to have it be a lie. God was omnipotent, omniscient and above all benevolent. God had spared them, hadn’t She? God had kept them alive. First the demon in his dreamworld, and now the little creature. Surely it meant something of import.  
 
    Engus stepped away from the demon child and walked over to corner of the centrehold where more armour was strewn on the ground. He covered his legs carefully with hide and, once he was certain no skin was showing, walked back to the demon child. He bent down and held out his arms. Perhaps this demon did not wish to be evil. Perhaps it had turned away from its predestined path. The light of God could guide a demon from the darkness, after all.  
 
    The demon walked into his arms and wrapped its tiny hands around his neck. The thick collar of the armour protected his skin, and Engus hoped that the little creature wouldn’t try and grab his ears. He lifted the demon easily, it was so light, and he carried it as he would one of the children of his people.  
 
    ‘Please don’t eat my soul,’ he said.  
 
    The demon clapped its hands together as if to assure him that it would never do such a thing. 
 
    ‘My God,’ said Mauve. ‘You carry a demon.’  
 
    ‘The demon wants redemption,’ said Engus. ‘God has sent it to us so that it may be shown the true path.’  
 
    Mauve eyed him cautiously. ‘How can you be sure?’  
 
    ‘The demon cries,’ said Engus. ‘Demons cannot shed holy water. It is a miracle.’  
 
    ‘Indeed,’ said Kaye. ‘What do you intend to do with it whilst we wait for a trade?’ 
 
    Engus placed a covered hand on the demon’s back and appraised it. ‘If the demon was sent to us for protection, how can we return it to the path of evil?’  
 
    ‘We will not bring violence and bloodshed down upon our people,’ said Piku. ‘We are not risking our fragile peace for one demon’s redemption.’  
 
    Engus glared at her. ‘Then we’re not God’s people. We live to bring the word of God to all who walk and crawl. How can we do so if we reject one who offers itself so willingly?’ 
 
    From his other side, Liem sighed. ‘I find myself wholly uncomfortable with the proximity of the demon’s flesh to my own, but we cannot reject those who want to be better. It’s young. Perhaps it wandered off for a reason.’  
 
    ‘The First Child was a demon also,’ said Rian. ‘Elsa the Good. Let’s not forget that.’ 
 
    ‘Precisely,’ said Engus. He looked at the small demon in his arms. ‘For now, we wear protective gear until the demon is taught not to touch us.’ 
 
    ‘Not all are so devout as you,’ said Piku sharply. ‘Most of us wish for peace and solitude. We don’t seek to redeem rogue demons.’ 
 
    ‘Then I shall take the demon to the river camps,’ said Engus. ‘I will not fail God in this.’  
 
    ‘I’ll accompany you,’ said Liem. ‘I don’t trust the demon child, but I will do my duty to God.’ 
 
    ‘As will I,’ said Mauve.  
 
    Alik nudged him. ‘Riddle and Aison would butcher me if I let you go alone.’  
 
    Engus smiled gratefully at them. ‘Then it is settled.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    The walk to the river camp took the better part of two days. Engus watched the demon child most of the time – as he felt it his duty – but Mauve, Liem and Alik were equally as attentive. 
 
    The river camp had ten small shacks hidden amongst the leaves and branches, each one blending into its background. They took the most protected and well-stocked shack beside the river and set up. Mauve and Alik went off to hunt, and Liem busied himself with fishing. Engus prepared a fire and watched the demon child play in the muddy bank beside the river, delighting in the messiness.  
 
    Engus smiled as he worked. Many things about the demon reminded him of the Radiant children, and each time he saw a mirror action his belief that the demon wasn’t actually a demon only increased.  
 
    ‘Demon,’ he called as it splashed in the water. ‘Do you have a name?’  
 
    The demon stared at him, its head to the side. 
 
    He pointed to himself. ‘Engus.’ He pointed to the demon. ‘And you are called …’ 
 
    The demon made a strange noise. 
 
    He pointed to himself again. ‘Engus.’ 
 
    The demon made the same strange sound and walked over to him. It pointed to him and said, ‘Engus.’  
 
    Engus almost fell over in astonishment. ‘Yes, Engus. That’s my name. What is yours?’  
 
    It made another noise and he listened hard, trying to pronounce it.  
 
    ‘Ashka?’  
 
    The demon shook its head and repeated the word, pointing to itself.  
 
    ‘Anushka?’ he guessed. 
 
    The demon nodded happily and pointed at him. ‘Engus.’ It pointed to itself. ‘Anushka.’  
 
    Engus smiled. So the demon had a name. It was not so different, really.  
 
    He pointed towards the river. ‘Are you thirsty?’  
 
    Anushka stared at him.  
 
    Engus sighed. It was incredibly difficult trying to communicate with a demon that could not speak their tongue. He pointed to the water, then to his throat, then to his stomach.  
 
    Anushka shook its head and made wide sweeping gestures with its arms.  
 
    ‘Swimming?’ he guessed. He pointed towards the river and made a swimming motion with his arms. ‘Do you want to swim?’  
 
    Anushka turned and ran towards the water, splashing into the waves and flailing about in the shallows.  
 
    ‘Swimming,’ he concluded with a small laugh, looking back to the fire.  
 
    He had grown up knowing how to swim. They were born beside the water and were placed in it to be bathed in the holiness of life after their birth. He was feeling less and less inclined to return Anushka to its demon family when Riddle returned.  
 
    Soon the fire was blazing and he looked back to the demon to see if it was still playing in the waves.  
 
    It was gone. 
 
    Engus stood quickly, looking around.  
 
    ‘Liem!’ he called. ‘Liem, where is Anushka?’  
 
    Liem swam towards him. ‘You’ve lost the demon?’  
 
    ‘It was swimming!’ 
 
    ‘Do you think it drowned?’ 
 
    A sudden, shrill sound burst through the silence of the forest and Engus stared running, Liem at his side. Just around the bend of the river, the demon was crawling away from a large snake, tears falling like rain from its eyes.  
 
    Liem threw his knife with ease and it sliced through the snake, killing it instantly.  
 
    Engus darted over to the demon and picked it up. ‘Hush now,’ he said, cradling it carefully so that none of the demon’s skin would touch his face or neck, the only unprotected parts of his body. ‘Hush now, it was only a snake.’ 
 
    Anushka stared at him, its large eyes terrified, and Engus felt a surge of protectiveness towards the demon. He looked at Liem who was picking up the snake carcass and heaving it over his back. It would make a good evening meal.  
 
    ‘God has sent me a demon to redeem and I almost let it be consumed by a snake.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be so hard on yourself,’ said Liem. ‘The demon ran off. It happens.’ 
 
    ‘It has a name,’ said Engus. They started to walk back towards the campfire. ‘It told me.’  
 
    Liem raised an eyebrow. ‘What’s its name?’  
 
    ‘Anushka,’ he said. 
 
    The demon smiled widely at him. ‘Engus.’ 
 
    Liem chuckled. ‘You’re teaching it our language?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve hardly any desire to use hand motions forever.’ 
 
    They arrived back at the camp and Liem went about gutting the fish and snake, and setting the meat out in neat piles for cooking.  
 
    As Engus cut the vegetables into small pieces with his knife, Anushka came and sat down beside him. 
 
    He held out a large carrot and a knife. ‘Small cuts,’ he said.  
 
    Anushka looked at him in confusion.  
 
    He pointed to his pile of cuts, then demonstrated what he meant. As he watched, Anushka used both its hands to cut the carrot into uneven, jagged pieces. He smiled. ‘Very good.’ 
 
    The rest of the evening passed with the three of them cooking. Liem decided he was going to teach Anushka more words and spent hours holding up different objects and saying their name so that it would know what everything was called.  
 
    By the time Mauve and Alik returned, Anushka could say snake, fish, knife, fire, forest, river and many others. It was undoubtedly a quick learner.  
 
    Alik sat down beside Engus as Mauve went about gutting the deer they had slain. ‘Do you think it will betray us?’ he enquired, brow furrowed in thought. 
 
    ‘It was almost killed by a snake,’ said Liem. ‘I don’t think it has much strength.’  
 
    ‘Anushka wants to be redeemed,’ said Engus confidently. He held a piece of meat out to the little demon who took it happily and munched away. ‘See? It means no harm. Like all of God’s creatures, the demon is not inclined towards ill. Such evils are taught by the makers not the made.’  
 
    Alik nodded. ‘I think you’re right. Still, we must remain vigilant.’  
 
    ‘I agree,’ said Liem. ‘But it is rather sweet, don’t you agree?’ 
 
    Engus held another strip of meat out to the demon. ‘Undoubtedly.’  
 
      
 
      
 
    The strange charm of their small group could not have lasted forever, but it ended far sooner than Engus anticipated. From across the river, he could see the demons. There were three of them. Each a different colour, each holding a different weapon.  
 
    Liem and Alik raised their bows; Mauve held her great sword. Engus carried Anushka, his grip firm on his dagger.  
 
    As Engus stared through the darkness, appraising the demons, he realised with a wave of shock that he recognised the one in the middle. It was the demon who had come to him in his dreams.  
 
    The large demon shouted something, but the only part of it that Engus understood was the little demon’s name. Anushka cried loudly and said something back to the demon.  
 
    As one, the group backed away from the camp, weapons raised, eyes wary on the demons across the water. Just as they turned to leave, one of the demons raised a weapon into the air. A loud, unearthly crack echoed through the surrounding wood. Chills raced down Engus’ spine. 
 
    Engus looked once at Alik, knowing exactly where he would run and what he was thinking, before bolting down the riverbank away from his kin.  
 
    The sun was setting fast and his sight was becoming keener by the second. Soon he could see all individual stones on the ground, see where the water had slicked the ground and where it had been long dry; he could hear the sounds of the animals over a mile away, and the sounds of the demons chasing him.  
 
    Engus felt his fear ebb as he ran. Demons were children of the light and the darkness was for the Radiants. They had risen strong at the end of the world and had been blessed because of it.  
 
    He knew at least one demon was still trailing him, although the other two had fallen far behind. The Elders told stories of demons that were quick, but most used tools to enhance themselves. Strange creations that could fly or run faster than any animal had any right to.  
 
    Engus suddenly stopped, listening hard. The demon was changing course. He turned around curiously. It was now going wide, over him. Engus glanced up. There was a rock face to his left of him, but it was very high above him.  
 
    He shook his head and started running again.  
 
    It was almost night, the last of the sun was hiding behind the clouds, the sky exploding with pinks and reds and yellows. Ahead of him, the river stretched out. Engus picked up his speed and rounded the corner.  
 
    He almost fell over he stopped so quickly. 
 
    The demon was standing in front of him, Liem’s bow in its grip.  
 
    They did not need to share a language to understand each other.  
 
    Engus stared at the bow, horrified by the knowledge that Liem was dead. 
 
    The demon spoke again, louder this time. 
 
    Anushka began to cry in his arms. A test or gift, Engus could not know, but he knew that he would not hand the demon over to its maker.  
 
    Engus tightened his grip on the blade in his hand. 
 
    The demon fired.  
 
    Engus stepped to one side, head cocked. The arrow fell to the ground where he had just been standing. The demon had good aim, but Engus had better sight. He lowered Anushka to the ground, eyes on the demon.  
 
    Without missing a beat, he threw his blade at the demon. But he did not throw to kill; for some reason, he could not.  
 
    He wanted to know more. He had to know more. 
 
    He watched as the demon loosed an arrow just in time, hitting the blade out of the air. The weapons spiralled into the river.  
 
    ‘You cannot beat me in the dark,’ he warned.  
 
    The demon said something in reply, now almost in front of him.  
 
    Engus leapt into the air and kicked out, catching the demon in the chin, and landing once again on his feet as the demon was propelled backwards, blood flying from its mouth. But the demon was skilled and caught itself, loosing an arrow without faltering.  
 
    The arrow flew under Engus as he leapt again, this time coming down on top of the demon. The demon’s hands connected with the sides of his head. Engus leapt back, the fear of burning coiling through him, and then ceased all movement.  
 
    He stared at the demon.  
 
    The demon stared back at him, confusion evident.  
 
    Engus felt the side of his head. There were no burns.  
 
    Was it not a demon? Anushka’s touch burned through the hides if held long enough. This demon had touched his skin directly.  
 
    ‘It cannot be,’ he said, mind reeling. He had always believed in the prophecy; had always wanted to believe in it. To be confronted by something he had meditated on and prayed for over so many years was almost inconceivable.  
 
    Curious, Engus walked over to Anushka and removed the glove, touching its arm quickly. Pain laced through his fingers and he hissed in pain, clutching his hand to his chest.  
 
    The demon from his dreams regarded him warily, but did not raise its weapon again.   
 
    ‘Are you a demon?’ asked Engus, walking a wide berth around it. The thing certainly looked like a demon.  
 
    It said something that he could not understand.  
 
    He moved closer. If its touch did not burn him, then he had nothing to fear. One thing he had great faith in was his ability to win a fight. He stopped in front of the demon and, reaching out, touched the demon’s chest.  
 
    It did not burn.  
 
    Engus moved his hand up to the demon’s face. The demon stiffened.  
 
    ‘What in the name of God are you?’  
 
    Again, the demon said something he could not understand.  
 
    He pointed to himself. ‘Engus.’  
 
    The demon pointed to him. ‘Engus?’  
 
    He pointed to the demon.  
 
    ‘Nate,’ said the demon, pointing to itself.   
 
    ‘What are you?’ he asked Nate. It had called itself human in the dreamworld, but Engus was still unsure. 
 
    He raised his hand slowly, nodding to Nate as he did so. He did not want his actions to be wrongly interpreted. Nate nodded and raised a hand as well.  
 
    They touched slowly, both tense.  
 
    There was no burning, no pain.  
 
    Engus stared at the pale hand. Anushka was a slightly darker colour, like one of the demons he had seen across the river; the last of the three darker still, almost black. Engus had always thought that demons would be identical. The Radiants all differed from each other, each with their own defining trait. No one was similar, no one was anything but completely their own. It was said that God had a need for each to be different. But demons did not follow God.  
 
    It was then that Engus realised the burns on his fingers from Anushka were healing. Nate was looking at their hands as well. The skin that had been angry and red from the burn was slowly fading into its natural honey colour. The cuts on Nate’s face were healing, too.  
 
    ‘My God,’ said Engus. 
 
    ‘God?’ The word it spoke was not one of its own tongue. It was the language of the Radiants, and Nate seemed to know exactly what it meant.  
 
    Engus stared at Nate. He was certain now. No demon could speak the name of God. This was something else entirely. A messenger of some kind. A halfblood that was transporting the demon child. But how Nate was healing him, Engus could not fathom. Only those who shared bloodlines could heal. Not even mates were able to, else he would have been able to save Illyria.  
 
    ‘God,’ said Engus and looked up at the skies above him. He glanced back down at the halfblood. He stepped back, allowing Nate to take Anushka off the ground.  
 
    Anushka wrapped its arms happily around Nate and smiled at Engus. He smiled back, completely bewildered.  
 
    Nate bowed his head to Engus and said something that Engus could not understand.  
 
    He nodded and let Nate turn and walk off, Anushka safe in his arms.  
 
    Engus waited only a minute before he started after the halfblood, keeping to the shadows and moving without sound. He was too curious now. There was something very intriguing about the halfblood and his pursuit of the demon child, and the very fact that Nate could be touched baffled Engus.  
 
    The longer they walked, the closer they came to Alik’s hiding place, but Engus moved past silently. He did not want Alik to know about Liem yet. If Alik knew, he would hunt down the intruders until they were all destroyed, and Engus, despite his grief, wanted to learn more before that happened. They had never had demons in their midst, not in all his memory or in the last several generations, and to have both weeping demons and halfbloods at one time was something Engus could not ignore.  
 
    And so he followed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The stars were bright in the sky when Nate finally reached the other two. They raced towards each other. The dark one took Anushka whilst Nate wrapped his arms around the third.  
 
    Engus moved closer, intrigued.  
 
    Nate was much taller than the creature he was embracing. This one was darker, its skin the colour of coffee, its hair as black as night; its body was so thin and small that Engus wondered if it was undernourished. A strange depiction of a bird stood out starkly on its cheek. The demon now holding Anushka was very tall, its arms thicker than the starving one, muscular and strong. This one had a flower on its face. Engus wondered if the marks indicated something in particular, or if they were merely decorative. He rather liked them. 
 
    The group spoke to each other and Engus noted that Nate did not move from the smaller demon’s side as they began to walk. And Nate’s fast feet, which had managed to keep up with Engus, slowed fractionally for the smaller one that he seemed to guard more closely than even the demon child he risked his life for.  
 
    Engus wondered if the smaller one was a halfblood as well. If it was she.  
 
    He breathed in deeply, smelling the four individually. He knew Anushka’s scent. Like water in an underground spring. The tall one beside Nate smelled of the same. Was that what demons smelled like? Engus wondered. He had never smelled them before, but now, as he trailed them back across the river, Engus could smell very clearly the difference between the four. Demons seemed to smell of water; Nate and the other, who he was now certain was also a halfblood, smelled like air. Cold winter air that came before a frost. The Chosen People had their own scent, one that could be barely detected, so similar was it to earth.  
 
    The more observations Engus made, the more excited he became. He followed the demons and halfbloods for several hours until they came upon a small camp where others awaited them.  
 
    He climbed into the branches of the overhanging trees and crawled out on a limb to observe them far below.  
 
    He spent the night watching them in fascination.   
 
      
 
      
 
    Just before dawn, Engus left his perch. He had observed the demons and halfbloods throughout the night and felt more confused than ever. The demons did not seem evil in the slightest. Anushka had bawled when the demon with the oak branch on its face had held her. The strong one had sat down beside another, smaller version of itself; Nate had gone with the bird-marked one into the tent. 
 
    Engus had listened to everything they said, memorising the strange sounds and phrases. He could remember Anushka’s words as well and hoped to hear more. The demon language that the halfbloods spoke had an interesting sound, a way of curving the tongue that Engus had never heard before and he found he wanted to master it.  
 
    Instead of returning to the river, he carried on to the community where he found that his brother was newly returned and had been made aware of the events. 
 
    ‘Brother,’ said Riddle, noticeably relieved. He stood and walked over to Engus, checking him over for injuries. ‘You are unharmed?’  
 
    ‘I am,’ said Engus. Nate had healed him completely. He looked to Mauve. ‘Are you all right?’ 
 
    ‘Eli healed me,’ she said. ‘Minor damage.’ 
 
    Engus sat down beside the fire, removing the protective hides that he had donned since Anushka’s arrival. The others sat down around him. ‘They’re not all demons,’ he explained. ‘The one I fought did not burn like the child.’ 
 
    Riddle and Cara gaped at him.  
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ said Cara. 
 
    ‘I could touch the one who tracked me. We fought and I did not burn. I think he believed that I would. The shock on his face was clear. But he did not attack me once he knew he had the upper hand. He healed me.’  
 
    Riddle dropped the pot. It shattered into several pieces but he paid it no mind. He turned towards his brother. ‘It healed you?’  
 
    ‘Yes,’ said Engus. ‘I cannot explain how.’  
 
    ‘How curious,’ said Cara.  
 
    ‘Indeed,’ said Riddle.  
 
    ‘Do you remember the prophecy Fen told us about all those years ago?’ 
 
    Riddle and Cara glanced at each other. Neither of them believed as ardently as he did and it was often frustrating convincing them of Her plan.  
 
    ‘There could be many reasons his touch did not burn.’  
 
    ‘I was in his dreamworld, brother.’  
 
    Riddle frowned at this before glancing over his shoulder. ‘I wonder what’s taking Liem so long. The sun is high.’  
 
    Engus shook his head and took a steadying breath before looking at Kaye. Liem’s twin. ‘Liem is gone.’  
 
    Her eyes filled with tears of anguish. The cries of his sons quickly followed.  
 
    His heart broke for them. 
 
    Riddle’s long fingers curled in fury. ‘Which one killed him?’  
 
    ‘I’m not sure,’ said Engus. He could not have explained why he falsified the truth, but he felt oddly protective of Nate. 
 
    ‘This will not go unpunished,’ said Riddle. ‘The demons must pay.’  
 
    ‘The demons come in small numbers with two halfbloods and a weeping creature,’ he argued. ‘We stole one of their fellows. They killed Liem out of defence, just as we would have.’  
 
    ‘You defend demons, brother?’  
 
    ‘I defend the mysterious acts of God,’ said Engus firmly. ‘We have been presented with half-demons, creatures whose touch does not burn. Perhaps they have fled the demon world for ours for a reason. I do not think they have come to harm us.’ 
 
    It was evident from the looks on his comrades’ faces that they did not share his sympathies.  
 
    ‘Liem is dead and you deny me vengeance?’ Kaye was mutinous. ‘Is this a joke?’ 
 
    ‘If attacked, all creatures will fight back,’ he countered. ‘That doesn’t mean they wish us ill.’ 
 
    ‘I agree,’ said Alik. ‘And Liem would, too.’ 
 
    Engus smiled gratefully at him.  
 
    Clearly not convinced, Riddle raised an eyebrow. ‘You speak as if you know them intimately, brother.’  
 
    Engus sighed and held out his hands. ‘I have touched one and did not burn. I have learned the names of two. Of all we know of demons, this is unusual. This must be examined before we act. Allow me to observe them.’  
 
    Riddle and Cara exchanged a look.  
 
    ‘It’s not safe,’ said Riddle.  
 
    ‘It’s death,’ said Dana. 
 
    ‘It’s stupidity,’ said Kaye.  
 
    Engus looked at her beseechingly. If she agreed, the rest would. ‘Please, I have to try. At the first sign of attack, I will help you kill them all.’ 
 
    All eyes fell on Kaye, who stood and walked away, enraged.  
 
    ‘I will speak to her,’ said Dana, hurrying after her mate. 
 
    The rest of the day passed without event. All of them were spent from the evening’s activities, but none of them could sleep. It was the first time they had ever come across such creatures. It was the first time there was solid proof that demons were more than just myth and legend. Engus wondered how much of what they knew was true and how much was conjecture and superstition.  
 
    At dusk, they left to retrieve Liem’s body. They found him just upriver from where the fight had been the night before. His neck had been cut.  
 
    Riddle lifted him easily in his arms, and they began the walk back.  
 
    Liem’s body was received by Kaye and his two children, Merry and Prose, also twins, who had lost their mother years before. Riddle spoke of his bravery and strength, his kindness and wisdom.  
 
    And it was only then, in the sad quiet of the evening, that Kaye agreed.  
 
      
 
      
 
    With so much to do for Liem’s family, it was nearly two days before Engus was able to slip away to the halfbloods again. It took him half the day to find their new camp, but they could not mask their scent and spoke astonishingly loudly for intelligent beings. 
 
    Engus spotted Nate almost instantly. The halfblood was sitting by the fire, gutting fish. Engus watched as he hooked the knife in and pulled quickly.  
 
    Nate suddenly looked up and turned around, his eyes searching the gloom. Engus was shrouded in shadow and leaves, but it was as if Nate knew he was there. He frowned and stood, moving closer towards the edge of the campsite, his grip tightening on the knife. 
 
    ‘Nate?’  
 
    He turned his head towards a tent and said something that Engus could not understand, but he stored the phrase in his mind to remember.  
 
    The small bird-marked one crawled out of the tent. She was beautiful, and Engus found himself staring at her, captivated. Surely demons could not be beautiful? 
 
    Engus could not understand the conversation that ensued, but he noticed the tension of one and the desperation of the other.  
 
    Night had well and truly set in when the bird-marked one left with one of the demons, and Nate was alone. Engus appraised him. He was a striking creature, whatever he was. Sharp eyes, quick hands and quicker feet, and if the racing of his heart – so loud Engus’ ears almost hurt – was any indication, then he was extraordinarily good at knowing when to act. It was hardly surprising that Liem had died.  
 
    Nate stood and walked directly towards him. He picked something off the ground and threw it straight at Engus’ chest.  
 
    Engus leapt into the air, but it hit his torso, cutting him slightly. He stepped out in front of Nate, curious to see what the halfblood would do.  
 
    ‘Nate,’ he said.  
 
    The halfblood raised an eyebrow. ‘Engus.’  
 
    ‘What are you?’ asked Engus. 
 
    It was clear Nate did not understand. Engus stepped closer, thinking over everything he had heard between the intruders. The demon word for what sounded so strange to his ears that he had to say it several times before it came out properly.   
 
    ‘What?’ repeated Nate. ‘What am I?’  
 
    Engus shook his head. He didn’t know what the other two words meant.  
 
    Nate pointed to its chest. ‘What?’  
 
    Engus nodded.  
 
    ‘Human.’ 
 
    Engus repeated the word. It was such a strange sounding utterance.  
 
    Nate pointed at Engus. ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Radiant.’  
 
    They looked at each other, repeating the new words. Engus could feel a strange draw to the halfblood, the way he felt when one of his kin was near. The desire to trust and protect that was innate to all his people. He moved closer and reached a long finger out; he ran it down the side of Nate’s face. 
 
    Nate stiffened. 
 
    ‘You are no demon,’ said Engus. ‘I know that much is true.’  
 
    He lifted his other hand and placed one on either side of Nate’s head. It might not work, but Engus had a very peculiar feeling, and he wanted to know for certain.  
 
    Suddenly, he was standing in the middle of a wide green field, Nate directly in front of him.  
 
    ‘You are one of us,’ said Engus, awed. 
 
    Nate stared at him. ‘What is this? This place? I keep seeing it.’  
 
    ‘This is my mind,’ said Engus. ‘It is the dreamworld.’  
 
    ‘The dreamworld …’ Nate nodded several times, as if this answer was acceptable. He grinned. ‘What is it for?’   
 
    ‘Souls have their own journeys to take without the body’s weight to drag them down,’ said Engus. ‘When your body slumbers, your soul takes flight into the dreamworld so that it may live a separate life and grow. Do demons not have dreams?’  
 
    ‘I’m not a demon,’ said Nate. ‘I’m a human.’   
 
    ‘You speak very strangely,’ said Engus. ‘And the humans are dead. We are their descendants.’  
 
    ‘And you speak very stiffly,’ said Nate with a smirk. ‘So what are you?’ 
 
    ‘I am one of God’s creatures,’ said Engus. ‘A descendant of the last man. A Radiant.’  
 
    Nate eyed him thoughtfully. ‘You’re a descendant of man. I’ll give you that much.’  
 
    ‘The end of the world changes all. We alone were allowed to live.’ 
 
    ‘Radiant? Radiation?’  
 
    ‘Indeed.’  
 
    ‘I’m sorry.’  
 
    Engus cocked his head. ‘For what reason do you apologise? We were born of fire and the long dead winter. We are God’s chosen children.’  
 
    Nate shook his head. ‘Your ancestors were just unlucky. Horribly, awfully, terribly unlucky. They were left to rot and die because my ancestors were the worst sort of people. But some of you lived – perhaps that’s God’s doing. I’ll ask someday.’ 
 
    Engus felt a strange curiosity ignite within him. ‘May I look inside your mind?’  
 
    Nate baulked and stepped back. ‘Excuse me?’  
 
    ‘We are in the dreamworld, Nate. Your mind will open to me, if consented. I cannot see unless you allow it. I should like to.’  
 
    ‘What would it do?’ 
 
    ‘It would mean I see all your memories, all your knowledge. I would know your language as if it were my own. There would be no lies or uncertainty between us.’ 
 
    Nate hesitated, but he didn’t seem afraid. ‘Can I see inside your mind?’ 
 
    ‘If you wish.’  
 
    At length, Nate stepped back in front of him and nodded. ‘I will if you will. But I should tell you, you won’t like half of what you see.’  
 
    ‘Why is that?’  
 
    Nate’s jaw clenched. ‘My life isn’t what most people would want to experience for themselves.’  
 
    ‘Then it is a token of great faith for you to share it with me,’ said Engus. ‘I will not take it lightly.’  
 
    ‘All right,’ said Nate. ‘But if you get to, I get to.’ 
 
    Engus reached out, heart hammering with curious excitement, and placed one hand over Nate’s heart and one around his head. ‘You must do the same,’ he explained. ‘Else this will only go one way.’  
 
    Nate copied his actions and Engus bowed their heads together. Slowly, the way a flame catches, images began to fill his mind: Nate as a little boy, standing in a group watching a man die; Nate and another boy, almost identical if not for their hair, running through a field of sunflowers; Nate, still young, screaming at a man with black hair, his face badly bruised; Nate, lying on the floor, blood pooling out of his mouth, his brother, only a child, aiming a weapon at the man with black hair. Their father.  
 
    The images came faster then. Nate, tied to a pole in the middle of a yard, beaten almost to death, skin hanging off his back in ghastly strips before one of the enemy stepped up and saved him; a bright white cell filled with despair and a man opening the door, his mouth twisting in a sick, frightening leer as he approached; Nate, standing outside a wall of metal, filled with joy at the sight of his brother; and then Nate, glancing up as the bird-marked one, looking much different, walked in behind his brother, glaring at him, and a strange shift in feeling that was dizzying.  
 
    The rest of the images followed swiftly, and Engus felt overwhelmed. Every single memory Nate possessed filled his mind and he knew the terror humans did to each other, the fear that Nate had nursed since boyhood which had only grown more fearsome, and on top of it all, the love he felt for the halfblood woman and his brother. Engus had never felt such love.  
 
    It was crippling.  
 
    Engus dropped his hands and stepped back, panting slightly from the exertion. Nate was staring at Engus with an understanding he had never known from another, not Riddle nor Illyria.  
 
    No one had ever known him so well.  
 
    ‘All right,’ said Nate, ‘I trust you.’  
 
    ‘And I you,’ said Engus.  
 
    They smiled at each other. 

  

 
   
    PART FIVE 
 
    Instinct 
 
      
 
      
 
    The further south they walked, the stranger and more wonderful the land proved to be. Their interaction with the Radiants had given Nate a new-found sense of security, although it was not one widely shared by the others. Kitty especially was disinclined to trust anyone. He didn’t blame her for being wary, but he trusted Engus implicitly.  
 
    The late summer sun beat down on them as they walked south. The walking seemed to cure many ills, even ones they had not known they bore. The constant climbing up and down ravines, picking their way carefully through forests, swimming across shallow rivers, sleeping in caves, on cliff sides, or in a dense thicket of trees, reminded them that whilst they were not safe from harm or animals, they were at least safe from Crown and Council.  
 
    Ciara found the idea of Queen Madeline a topic of great interest and brought it up frequently. Her grief seemed to have reached a new phase and although she had moments of sudden tears, or times where she stared off into space looking lost and alone, she was also returning more to her former self.  
 
    And she wasn’t alone. 
 
    Tove’s determination to leave seemed to have morphed into an enthusiasm regarding the prospect of a new ruler, and both wondered aloud if perhaps things might improve within Cutta enough for them to possibly return home one day. Nate said nothing on the matter. He harboured absolutely no inclination to ever return to society.  
 
    The first few times Ciara brought it up, he listened intently for Kitty’s response, but she gave none, her face drawn and concentrated on the task at hand. Zoe quashed the suggestion entirely when Tove put it to her and said that their old life was dead to them and they would never return to the land stained with the blood of their family. The children, for their part, seemed delighted by the forest and the adventures it held, and each time Ciara brought up home, they shouted their delight about not having to be inside and follow the rules of their nanny.  
 
    The flora and fauna seemed to change by the day and the group kept a running count of all the creatures they saw. Some were clearly mutated: great butterflies twice the size of Nate’s hand; horse-like animals with paws instead of hooves, half the size of the normal looking horses ridden by the Radiants; cats the size of a hover that seemed to have an innate and horrifying ability to climb, but were easily distracted by smaller, less evasive prey; gigantic elephants with great tusks that seemed as harmless as their smaller cousins. There were bats which flew out at night the size of eagles, insects which stayed hidden until dusk and then crawled out, seeking food. Some were the size of Nate’s calf and the first night they say them, everyone jumped in the river, shrieking. They were, however, entirely harmless.  
 
    There were river dolphins which they only saw once, when they came upon a wide river with no possible way to cross and were forced to detour several days upriver until they found a fallen tree to crawl across. There were birds with great, colourful plumage that soared through the skies in a rainbow of colour, and primates which taunted them from the canopy or attempted to follow them until boredom set in.  
 
    The bees were twice the size of the ones kept below ground with the humans, and the ones here were large, striped orange and black; the rats had a keen climbing ability but were repelled by fire and cinnamon, which they discovered by accident one evening whilst trying to keep the rodents from their tent.  
 
    One evening, the moon high in the sky, blazing orange and shining its light down upon them, Zoe sat down beside him and held out a handful of gigantic berries. 
 
    He took a few and popped them into his mouth, the tangy juice wetting his dry throat. With Engus’ added knowledge, they’d been able to source food they would otherwise have avoided.  
 
    ‘Evander would have loved it here,’ she murmured, staring at the fire. ‘He always loved being in the fields and forests back home.’ 
 
    Nate ran his free hand through Kitty’s hair absently. She had fallen asleep in his arms and he had no desire to move. ‘Tell me about your home.’ 
 
    ‘I’m from a small town not far from the capital. Greenriver. It’s a poor town. I think we had a population of perhaps a hundred and fifty. We all knew each other. All grew up together. There’s a good sense of community there. At least most of my memories are good until the famine.’  
 
    ‘I envy you that, although I know I oughtn’t to,’ he said. ‘A childhood without my father would have been infinitely better.’  
 
    Zoe looked over at him. ‘Was there no reprieve from him?’  
 
    Nate lit a tocker and blew out a cloud of smoke before replying. ‘Tommy did what he could. He was good at deflecting his anger. He was good at steering him in other directions. Sometimes it worked. Sometimes it didn’t.’  
 
    ‘You’re glad he’s dead.’  
 
    Nate flicked the finished tocker into the fire. ‘Yes.’  
 
    Zoe pursed her lips and nodded. She didn’t pry. Instead, she said, ‘Evander always dreamed of a life without laws to worry about breaking. He spent so many nights awake trying to take care of us. And it wasn’t always just us three. We had two other siblings. But it was so long ago, Tove barely remembers them.’  
 
    ‘What were their names?’  
 
    ‘Myra and Malia,’ she said. ‘Evander was the only son.’  
 
    ‘No one could have asked for a better one.’  
 
    Zoe smiled. ‘It was why he was so close to Charles. You’d like him. He’s kind of like you, actually. Always had a fight in him. Always hated the Kingdom. He loved Southern, though. Evander was always the quieter, more thoughtful of the two. Charles was wild and filled with adventure and curiosity. He became like a second son in our household. As we had little enough money, we traded spare crops to their family, and we got meat in exchange. At week’s end, every week until the famine, Charles and his family would come to our farm and we would sit in the barn and eat together. It was quiet. Simple. Lovely.’ 
 
    ‘That sounds amazing,’ said Nate. His chest clenched. It was people like them he had started the Club for. ‘But then the famine?’ 
 
    ‘But then the famine,’ she concurred. ‘Everyone started dying. After Evander killed Lee, we left as fast as we could. None of us could lose anything else.’  
 
    Tove sat up, clearly not having been asleep, and said, ‘Don’t we have an obligation to help the rest of Cutta be free? You have the Club and there are hundreds of others who say nothing but think the same as us. They dream of a better world without Crown and Council just as we do. Shouldn’t we help them?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not a soldier,’ he said quietly. ‘I don’t have it in me to fight.’  
 
    ‘You’ve been a dissenter from birth.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, and look at where it’s got me. Look at what we’ve lost.’ Nate shook his head and kissed Kitty’s forehead, glad she hadn’t stirred. ‘Once upon a time, yes, I would have said that going back and fighting was the right thing to do. But not now. I’ve done my time. If another comes up and wages war, then I wish them nothing but the best. I can’t do it myself.’ 
 
    Tove raised an eyebrow. ‘I thought you’d want to fight. Once we find Blaise and Thom. I thought you’d want to go back.’ 
 
    Nate shrugged. If Tommy had still been alive, he might have felt differently. With his brother at his side, the whole world had seemed conquerable. Nothing had felt impossible. Without him, Nate had no conviction or determination. Without Tommy, he did not see much point in any of it.  
 
    He reached up and held the bird hanging around his neck.  
 
    All he could think was that Tommy had still not found him. The facts laid out before him were becoming harder and harder to deny, and as the nights passed, he spent the dark hours staring at the stars, counting absently and praying, wondering if the denial was madness or hope.  
 
    If there was even a difference.  
 
      
 
      
 
    One afternoon, hours into a hunt, the group learned that there was something else to fear in the Outlands. They had seen rabids on three occasions already and had managed to avoid confrontation, but the rabids were not the only humanoids which posed a threat. 
 
    Zoe had remained behind with Ciara and the children, safe and guarded in a hidden grotto surrounded by fruit trees, and near enough to a source of water that there was little to no reason to worry about venturing out without backup.  
 
    Nate, Kitty and Tove picked up a trail of deer heading west and set off after them. The fruits, vegetables, nuts, seeds and fungi the forest provided kept them well fed but all ached for a proper meal of meat, so the decision was made to put the journey on hold for a day or two so that they might hunt properly.  
 
    As they crested a rise, following Tove’s keen hunting sense, Nate felt eyes on him. He stepped closer to Kitty, his grip tightening on his dagger.  
 
    She glanced at him. ‘You all right?’  
 
    ‘We’re being followed.’ 
 
    Tove looked at him, fear flashing across her young face.  
 
    ‘Keep moving,’ he whispered.  
 
    An urgency that had not propelled them until then suddenly forced them on faster, and soon they were running full tilt out of the forest and into the valley. He could see the deer further ahead, and, knowing Tove had seen them as well, Nate glanced back, his eyes searching through the rains for signs of someone following them.  
 
    He saw something move through the trees, but it may have been an animal.  
 
    ‘Do you think it’s a Radiant?’ said Kitty, searching the trees just like him.  
 
    ‘Well, it’s not a human.’   
 
    ‘Why would they be hunting us?’  
 
    ‘For all they know, we’ve come to kill them like the last humans.’  
 
    ‘Bloody Crow.’ 
 
    ‘He really did muck up life for generations to come. How’s Tove getting on with our dinner?’  
 
    ‘She’s got the deer,’ said Kitty, glancing to their right. ‘She’s dragging it over.’  
 
    Nate nodded and stepped back. ‘Watch the treeline. I’ll grab the hart. There’s no chance of Tove being able to carry it back on her own.’  
 
    Kitty raised both knives, her hands steady on the blades as Nate moved at an angle towards Tove.  
 
    ‘Get to Kitty,’ he said. ‘Go, now.’  
 
    He heaved the hart over his back and followed her as quickly as he could, weighed down by the dead animal.  
 
    They made their way back across the field towards the woods where whomever was watching them was no doubt waiting. Kitty and Tove kept close beside him as they hurried up the incline into the shelter of the forest, the overhang keeping off the worst of the bitter rain.  
 
    A large snake slithered across the ground just ahead of them and the trio froze, petrified of the great beast, but it paid them no mind. Once its tail had disappeared, they carried on, Tove finding the way back without difficulty.  
 
    Less than a mile into the forest, an arrow sailed through the air towards Nate. He leapt backwards just in time, and the arrow stuck hard into the moss.  
 
    Kitty and Tove raised their blades, and Nate dropped the hart on the ground. He stepped between the women, straining to see through the rain.  
 
    A flash blurred through the trees and Nate raised his dagger.  
 
    Tove looked at him. ‘What do we do?’  
 
    ‘Depends …’ 
 
    ‘On what?’ said Kitty.  
 
    ‘On how many of them are out there.’  
 
    It was so hard to see anything through the rain. His hair was cold and dripping, and he was frozen to the bone.  
 
    Another arrow sailed through the air. Tove flung a dagger at it just in time to veer it off-course, but their concentration had been moved from the treeline towards the arrow, and in that moment the Radiant struck.  
 
    Nate missed the second arrow and it tore through his arm as if his skin was made of butter. He let out a cry of surprised pain and spun around in time to see the Radiant running towards him, knife in hand. He caught the blade just as it swung down at his face and he shoved the Radiant back.  
 
    Before Nate could even register the bloody handprint on their attacker’s face, he was gone.  
 
    ‘Nate! Are you all right?’ Kitty was at his side, examining the wound.  
 
    ‘We have to get out of here,’ he said through gritted teeth. ‘We’re hanged if we stay.’  
 
    ‘What about the deer?’  
 
    Nate yanked the arrow of his arm, the shock of it turning his stomach.  
 
    ‘We have to go,’ he said, wiping his face and nodding to Kitty that he would be all right. Before he could move, she grabbed him and pressed her fingers to his wound. Time seemed to slow in those few seconds as they watched his wound knit itself together. Soon it looked like a week-old wound, close to healing. He grabbed the hart and they set off, weapons raised and eyes-wide, wondering when the next attack would come.  
 
    It didn’t take long. 
 
    Two Radiants appeared just ahead of them. Their long fingers delicately holding weapons, their amber eyes glinting in the rain. One of them, exceptionally tall, with shock-white hair and a bloody handprint on the left side of his face, caught Nate’s eye just before disappearing. He recognised him instantly from Engus’ memories. 
 
    Fury and fear that was not his own burned through Nate. 
 
    But Quen was gone. 
 
    Only his fellows remained.  
 
    Nate dropped the hart and raised his blade. If the Radiants never came in touching distance, there was little chance they could fight them hand-to-hand, and they would not win if it was a shooting contest. The Radiants had bows and throwing spears and full quivers. They were much faster, more agile, and infinitely better suited to this environment than Nate, Kitty and Tove. 
 
    The Radiants moved forwards, their long legs graceful and poised, every movement looking light and purposeful; they split apart and came at the humans from the side.  
 
    Without the leftover gifts from the infection, Nate would not have been able to see it coming. He turned just in time to deflect the spear flung directly at his head; he caught it deftly and hurled it back, catching the Radiant in the side and eliciting a roar of pain.  
 
    Tove threw a knife. It went wide, missing the Radiant completely, and another spear soared past Nate’s head straight towards her. He turned in horror as it connected with her shoulder and pinned her to the ground.  
 
    The cry of fury didn’t sound like it belonged to him.  
 
    Kitty dropped to Tove’s side but before Nate could help, he saw something move out of the corner of his eye and dropped to his knees as an arrow sped past his head.  
 
    Leaping to his feet, Nate glared into the trees, his eyes flicking from blank space to blank space. One … two … three … four … 
 
    A flash of skin and Nate sprang, slamming into the Radiant with all his might. It was liking hitting stone.  
 
    They toppled to the ground and Nate wrestled the blade out of the Radiant’s hand. The Radiant scratched at his face, eyes wide and brimming with rage and confusion.  
 
    Nate dug a knee into his chest, fingers closing around his neck –  
 
    Pain laced through him as a second Radiant wrenched him off and threw him into a tree. He hit the trunk hard, spots appearing in front of his eyes.  
 
    It was the sound of Kitty’s yells that forced him to his feet. She was holding a blade aloft and trying to protect Tove at the same time. He darted forwards and slammed into the Radiant that was advancing on them.  
 
    They rolled down a slight incline, the Radiant ending up beneath him.  
 
    Nate plunged his knife into the Radiant’s chest and blood covered his hands. With a grimace, Nate stood and raced back up the hill. Kitty was crouched over Tove, a blade in her hand, staring at the second Radiant, who was advancing on them menacingly. 
 
    Nate raced up behind him and slashed the knife across his throat. As the Radiant fell, Nate dropped down beside Kitty.   
 
    Tove’s young face was contorted in pain and she was crying hard, her hands balled into fists. The spear stuck out of her shoulder at a distorted angle. It was in upsettingly deep. He clenched his teeth and looked at Kitty. ‘We don’t have any medical supplies for something like this.’  
 
    ‘Fuck!’ Kitty moved to Tove’s side and held her hand. ‘We can’t—Nate, we can’t—’ 
 
    ‘I know! I know! Let me think!’ He took off his coat and wrapped it around Tove, racking his brains for a solution.  
 
    After several moments of forced concentration, he was able to recall dozens of occasions where the Radiants had been saved by their trained healers when touch alone had failed them. They would know how to save Tove.  
 
    ‘Engus,’ he said.  
 
    Kitty hesitated and then nodded. ‘Can we reach them in time?’  
 
    ‘We don’t have a choice.’  
 
      
 
      
 
    By the following day, the situation had not improved. They’d taken a shortcut Nate pulled from Engus’ memories back towards the Riverlands Clan, but the trails had flooded fast and they were lost. They didn’t even know which way would bring them back to Zoe and the others. And Tove was only getting worse.  
 
    Nate and Kitty had been mulling over their options for over an hour when she cleared her throat. He looked away from Tove and raised an eyebrow.  
 
    ‘What about the dreamworld?’  
 
    ‘What about it?’  
 
    ‘You said you spoke to Engus in your sleep.’  
 
    ‘I did.’  
 
    ‘What if you try and speak to him again? Perhaps he’ll come to us. Bring a horse for Tove.’ 
 
    Nate pursed his lips in thought. ‘I suppose it’s worth a try.’  
 
    As Kitty set about making a fire to keep them warm, and wrapping what little they could over Tove’s shaking form, Nate closed his eyes and leaned back against the tree, sucked into the darkness without much effort, so exhausted and dizzy was he.  
 
    At first, he dreamed. Kitty was laid out before him, naked and glistening, it was impossible not to be drawn towards her. He had a vague, distant awareness that there was something he ought to be doing, but he could not look away from her, could not pull himself for the wonderful dream. He held her in his arms, kissing her slowly, and she gasped.  
 
    The sound jolted him to awareness and he drew back, focusing on the field, on Engus. His head began to pound as he forced the dream to shift. And then, in the blink of an eye, he was in the field.  
 
    The field was as green and vibrant and warm as ever.  
 
    ‘Engus!’ he yelled, looking wildly around. ‘Engus! I need your help!’  
 
    Minutes passed and still there was no sign of him. Cursing in frustration, Nate sat down and glared at the horizon. He didn’t want to waste time waiting around. Tove was dying and spending the time dreaming seemed wrong.  
 
    ‘Nate?’  
 
    Nate sprang to his feet. Engus was standing a few paces away. ‘My friend was wounded by Outcasts. She’s dying. I don’t think she’ll live.’  
 
    Engus stepped forwards and extended an elongated finger. ‘Do not move,’ he advised. He placed his finger carefully at Nate’s temple, and a myriad of images flashed past Nate’s eyes, dizzying him.  
 
    When Engus’ fingers left his face, Nate fell forwards, disorientated, and Engus caught him. ‘I will come,’ he said. ‘Do not lose faith.’  
 
    And, as if pushed, Nate was suddenly wide awake, coughing and clutching his now pounding head.  
 
    Kitty moved to his side. ‘Did you see him?’  
 
    Nate nodded. He wrapped an arm around her and kissed her forehead.  
 
    They slept on and off as the day passed by with ever-increasing rain. It was well past nightfall when movement caught his eye and he forced himself to his feet. Kitty followed suit.  
 
    Engus appeared from the shadows, and he was not alone.  
 
    The female Radiant beside him – it took Nate a moment to recall Cara’s name from Engus’ memories – pulled on thick gloves before kneeling beside Tove. She set to work cleaning the wound and covering it with a thick green paste.  
 
    When Cara forced something down Tove’s throat, she spluttered and coughed. But then Tove seemed to relax, and Cara lifted her easily onto one of the horses. 
 
    They rode back to the Radiants’ camp in the dark and Engus showed them into a tent. Nate was dazed and exhausted and took no notice of the camp as he stumbled after Engus, holding Kitty’s hand.  
 
    Inside, Engus handed him a flask of something to drink that he downed without hesitation. The drink tasted sweet and thick, and Nate’s body felt warm almost instantly.  
 
    Engus gestured to an empty bed and Nate dropped down, bone-weary and spent. When Kitty curled up beside him, Engus covered them with a thick animal hide, and as Nate drifted off, he realised that he felt completely safe. 
 
    For the first time in his entire life.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Pain in his hand pulled Nate from sleep and he opened his eyes, gasping at the sensation. His left hand ached badly and he raised it, inspecting it carefully for damage. At first glance, he thought it was mangled, the fingers broken in odd positions, skin torn from bone, blood dripping down his wrist. He blinked and it was gone. There was nothing.  
 
    He rubbed his hand, not entirely convinced he wasn’t hallucinating, and looked around, only to find that he was in a place completely unknown to him. It was a large room, filled with pots, cauldrons, dried herbs and flowers, and shelves with a menagerie of things he was too sleepy to try and identify.  
 
    He sat up and rubbed his eyes. Kitty was sound asleep beside him, and after a second of looking around, he spotted Tove in a corner. Relief swept through him.  
 
    ‘Nate.’  
 
    He glanced up and smiled at Engus.  
 
    ‘Hungry?’ 
 
    ‘Starving.’  
 
    Engus walked over to him and held out a bowl. The stew was filled with thick chunks of meat, carrots, spinach, rice, tomatoes, green beans and black beans, sweet peas and chickpeas, parsley, onions and maize. The soup would have been a full meal on its own, but days without eating had left a gnawing in Nate’s stomach, and he ate two bowls, several hunks of bread and cheese, and then washed it all down with three cups of a strange brown liquid that he knew without question to be fermented.  
 
    After an hour or so, Kitty stirred and Engus brought her food as well.  
 
    Once they had both filled their stomachs, Nate suddenly realised that there was no way of knowing just how long has passed since they’d been in the Radiant dwellings. He stood and waved Engus to follow him as Kitty went over to check on Tove.  
 
    ‘We have to return to our people,’ he said. ‘They’ll be worried.’  
 
    ‘Of course,’ said Engus. ‘I have sent Riddle already.’  
 
    Nate shook his head. ‘Zoe won’t trust him.’  
 
    ‘He brought the girl’s bracelet and I have taught him some of your language. Riddle is a master of them.’ 
 
    ‘Ah.’ Now able to think, he eyed Engus thoughtfully. ‘How is it we saw each other before we ever met? You said that unless you’re related, you have to meet the person first and let them in your mind. We didn’t do that.’ 
 
    Engus nodded, his brow furrowed. ‘I have given the matter a great deal of thought as well. For a long while I could not make sense of it.’ 
 
    ‘And now?’  
 
    ‘I spoke to the Elders after our first meeting,’ he continued. ‘They are much older than we, much older than any others I know of. One, Hemp, revealed that before I was born – long, long before – when my grandfather was only a child, he was taken by the Demon King who built the abomination over which you came.’  
 
    Of all the things Nate had been expecting, that was not one. He nodded in understanding, feeling slightly hollow. ‘Your grandfather was experimented upon.’  
 
    ‘Yes.’ Engus looked at him with large, sad eyes. ‘I never knew.’  
 
    Nate thought a moment, trying to work out the science in his head. ‘What does that make us?’  
 
    ‘I believe you were drawn to us instinctively, the way Riddle and I are drawn together. You could have gone in any direction upon arrival, you could have come across any clan of my kind, yet you found mine. God wished for us to be united.’  
 
    Nate smiled at his words. ‘But if we’ve got the same Radiant blood in us, why did I never see Riddle? Why did Kitty never see you?’  
 
    ‘You wanted to believe, Nate,’ said Engus sagely. ‘And she does not trust easily. Riddle is much the same. He would never be trusting enough to open his mind to others. We have never shared our minds as you and I have. I know how much you wished to be here, for I have felt what you have felt. I know that, more than anything, you crave the family you have always been denied. Much as I have. Perhaps I am wrong, perhaps there is another explanation altogether, but this is what I believe.’  
 
    ‘It makes more sense than anything I’ve come up with,’ said Nate. It was hard to remember they’d only just met. That they hadn’t known each other all their lives.  
 
    They stood in companionable silence, until Kitty appeared from inside the tent and waved him over. 
 
    ‘She’s awake.’  
 
    ‘Ah, our dying darling,’ he said, stepping into the tent and walking over to Tove. ‘How are you feeling, Tovy?’  
 
    ‘All right,’ said Tove weakly. ‘I think a turtle would best me in a race at the moment.’  
 
    ‘Not to fret,’ said Nate, scooping her up carefully. ‘Light as a feather.’  
 
    ‘Nate just likes carrying people,’ said Kitty, winking at Tove. ‘He carried me for almost two days once.’  
 
    ‘Purely for selfish reasons, darling,’ he said, pausing to kiss Kitty on the cheek as he carried Tove out of the tent. ‘Zoe will be here soon,’ he added, setting Tove on the grass.  
 
    As Tove dozed in the sunshine, he and Kitty walked about aimlessly. The Radiants left them alone, occupied with tasks around the camp.  
 
    ‘I’m so glad it’s stopped raining,’ she said. ‘I thought I was going to have to become half fish.’  
 
    He gazed at her with ever-mounting adoration. ‘I think you’d be better suited to being half bird.’  
 
    ‘Is that so?’  
 
    ‘Definitely, darling,’ he said. ‘Two of my favourite things – you and birds.’  
 
    Kitty arched an eyebrow quizzically. ‘Which part of the bird, exactly?’ 
 
    ‘The beak,’ he teased.  
 
    ‘Then the scaly legs for you.’  
 
    ‘The wings,’ he said with a low chuckle. ‘I think you would look wonderful with wings.’  
 
    She smiled and nudged him with her elbow. ‘You know the only reason I don’t hate this tattoo on my face is because I know how much you love birds.’  
 
    ‘I like to pretend that you have it as a testament to me, rather than a binding to that rotting corpse,’ he said. They paused at the edge of the camp and he leaned against a tree. ‘I’m still so angry that I didn’t kill Grigory when I had the chance. I should have never let him leave.’  
 
    ‘You couldn’t have known he would betray us.’  
 
    ‘Kitty, we were wanted by Crown and Council, it was foolish to think that we wouldn’t be turned in. The second he finished helping us, I should have cut his throat. If we are ever in a similar situation, I will not be so terribly stupid.’  
 
    ‘I’m surprised your mother couldn’t have guessed what he would do,’ said Kitty softly. ‘She’s the one who brought him to us. I assumed that because of that, he would not betray us. You’re not the only one who feels duped. After Archie …’  
 
    Nate looked at her, concern rising in his chest. ‘Do you think of him often?’  
 
    ‘I used to,’ she said. ‘I used to think of him every day. Thoughts and fears of him were replaced by ones of Gabriel. Between the miscarriages and … Some people are just evil, I guess. I didn’t used to think so. I always thought everyone was inherently good, working towards the benefit of everyone.’  
 
    He swallowed the lump in his throat. ‘I wish you’d never been shown elsewise.’  
 
    ‘I thought you wanted me to hate everything as much as you do.’  
 
    Her words bowled him over and Nate found himself gaping at her. It was exactly what he had wanted once. He wanted someone who hated and feared everything as vehemently as he did. He wanted someone who burned with fury. Now that Kitty did, now that she was marked and haunted by everything, Nate found that he hated himself for ever wanting such a thing for her. Kitty ought to have had a life of blissful contentment, far removed from the life he had almost volunteered for. 
 
    ‘It was selfish to ever want this life for you,’ he admitted.  
 
    ‘It’s not selfish to want the one you love to want the life you love.’ She reached out and took his hand. ‘I’m not the same person I was when you met me in Anais, or the woman you carried through Nitoib, and I’m not the same girl who grew up worshiping the ground her father walked on and found no fault with any of his actions. I’ve changed.’  
 
    ‘Kitty …’ He swallowed hard. ‘You oughtn’t to have had to change so much in just a year.’  
 
    ‘But I did,’ she said. ‘No one, not even me, had a say in it. I know now that sometimes violence is necessary, that sometimes death is a justifiable punishment. That for every decent creature there is a cruel and evil one to rival it.’  
 
    ‘Lessons no one should have to learn,’ he protested. ‘I wish to God I still had the ignorance I had when I was a little boy. Before any of this happened. Before I knew my father hated me.’  
 
    ‘Lessons I’m glad I learned,’ she snapped, letting go of his hand. ‘Stop wishing I’d go back in time. If I was the girl I once was, I wouldn’t love you as I do.’  
 
    Nate looked at her sharply. She raised an eyebrow at him, challenging him to question her words, and he found himself unable to speak. She nodded and walked back over to Tove.  
 
    He felt a strange bitterness in his chest. He had loved her when she was Tommy’s and she saw the world as a lawful, purposeful place that catered to her every whim simply because she was born lucky. He loved her all the more when her certainty had been ripped from her and she was left with nothing but the will to survive and cure him, if only for the memory of his brother that she would always hold dear.  
 
    Kitty had only learned to love him over time, through pain and anger and sorrow. She had not loved him as he once was, and there was no guarantee that she would love him to the end of time as he knew he would love her. It stung. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Zoe, Ciara and the children arrived with Riddle and the hunters the following morning. The day passed pleasantly, with everyone trying to get to know one another without the ease of language or shared culture or anything other than sheer determination that they all work together.  
 
    It was when night set in and everyone began to drink that the tension finally broke. Even Kitty seemed light of foot by the time the moon was high in the sky; Radiants danced around the fire in a hypnotic dance, their long bodies mesmerising and ethereal.  
 
    Nate watched them from the log where he sat drinking, soaking in a culture that could not have been more different – yet was infinitely preferable – from the one he had been born into.  
 
    ‘What troubles your mind, Nate Halfblood?’  
 
    He looked up at Engus and smiled. The Radiant language sounded familiar now, and not strange at all, although he knew the others couldn’t understand a word. Phrases and pronunciations that he had never learned tumbled past his lips without effort, and he was left wondering what other gifts and skills the Radiants possessed that they had yet to learn about.  
 
    ‘Nothing,’ he said. ‘Just very drunk. They’re good dancers.’  
 
    Engus sat beside him. ‘There is no better way to relax, ease tension or lighten the soul than dancing.’  
 
    Nate held up his cup. ‘Amen.’  
 
    ‘Amen? Have we shared a prayer?’  
 
    ‘A prayer for better things,’ said Nate, winking at him. ‘You’re supposed to tap your cup against mine.’  
 
    Engus seemed greatly amused as he touched cups with Nate. He took a sip before nodding his head towards the fire. ‘Your mate seems more at ease now that she dances her sorrows away.’  
 
    Nate looked over to where Kitty and Zoe were spinning in silly circles, their arms linked, heads thrown back in laughter. It was the happiest he had seen her look in a long while and he smiled at the sight. Both women had far too much to blacken their souls. They deserved laughter. They deserved better than what they had endured. 
 
    ‘I like that,’ he said, watching Kitty. ‘Mate sounds better than Complement somehow.’  
 
    ‘Complement?’ Engus nodded. ‘Yes, I know this word. I do not fully understand the meaning, even knowing what you know.’  
 
    ‘It’s what our people call those we are bound to.’  
 
    Engus frowned. ‘You were bound to each other?’  
 
    Nate took another long drink and scratched his beard in thought. ‘It’s a ritual of sorts, a ceremony for want of a better term. It was devised perhaps fifty years ago or more. A way to ensure that humans would not die out. Men and women are paired by affluence, fertility, necessity, and potentiality of good, hardy offspring. We have no say. We are simply meant to do our duty and produce life for the Kingdom.’ He snorted bitterly. ‘Life on the other side of the Wall is not nice.’  
 
    His words seemed to baffle Engus. ‘You mean to say that you have no choice in your mate?’  
 
    ‘None.’ 
 
    ‘That is a great sin indeed,’ said Engus. ‘And yet you were lucky, it seems. You love her. Your soul sings her praises.’  
 
    Nate smiled bitterly. ‘She wasn’t mine and I wasn’t hers. She was paired with my brother. When he … left, we fled the Kingdom. Somewhere along the way we became us.’ 
 
    ‘Brought together by tragedy. Perhaps there’s something of a legend in you.’ Engus picked up a full bottle of drink and filled their cups to the brim. ‘Although I believe that much was true already. You are the first halfbloods we have ever met, perhaps the first in existence.’ 
 
    ‘We’re not,’ said Nate. ‘There were two others that we know of. Killed by those beyond the Wall. The man who did it called them Carmilla and Shai.’  
 
    ‘Then we shall honour them as well,’ said Engus.  
 
    Nate tapped their cups together again before he looked away. He watched the flames dance their contortions, watched the sparks snap into pieces and float away on the wind, and wished that Tommy could be there. None of it felt wholly enjoyable without Tommy.  
 
    ‘What troubles you, my friend?’ said Engus. ‘The air around you is thick with disquiet.’  
 
    ‘My brother,’ said Nate.  
 
    ‘He is lost to you?’  
 
    Nate shook his head, brow furrowed in thought. ‘By all logic and common sense, by the will of Crown and Council. But I don’t – I don’t feel it. I don’t know how it can be true. I see him all the time in my dreams.’ 
 
    ‘Those who share our souls are with us in every life,’ said Engus wisely. ‘Perhaps he lives within you still. There is much She does not tell us.’  
 
    Nate hated how even words of comfort sounded like a confirmation of death. ‘There have been very few times in my life when it was Tommy who needed help. Of course there were schoolyard bullies and upsets and scuffles – and those I took care of – but in most respects Tommy never needed saving. I was his protector and he made my job so easy.’ Nate glared at the fire, the brightness and heat of the flames burned his eyes. ‘But somehow I could always tell even the most minor of problems when it came to him. I just knew. He didn’t even have to be near. I could feel it. He broke his arm falling out of a tree when he was playing. Something inside me went off. I knew exactly where to run. I found him before he even got out his connector to contact me.’  
 
    Engus smiled understandingly. ‘It is similar with our own kind. Are you sure you were not born with our blood in your veins?’  
 
    ‘I’m sure,’ said Nate wryly. ‘That would make it make sense.’  
 
    ‘Why must it make sense?’  
 
    ‘If it made sense I could grieve him.’ Nate let out a trembling sigh. ‘I can’t move on. I can’t accept it. And there’s nothing I can do. I’m just … waiting for him to find me.’ 
 
    Engus handed him a cup of the strong drink. ‘If you cannot grieve him, there is a reason why. There is always more to our story than we know.’  
 
    The burgeoning friendship between them felt even stronger after that night.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The dream Nate found himself in was unlike any he had had before. It was not Redwater. There was no green field. He did not see Kitty or Engus. Instead he saw a dark room, only dimly illuminated by torchlight.  
 
    He felt like he was suffocating and tried to claw at his throat, but his hands were bound. Several seconds of panic passed and he kept trying to remind himself that this was a dream. Only a dream. Dreams were not real.  
 
    The flap in front of him opened and a great figure stepped into view, eyes glinting in the darkness, teeth stained with blood.  
 
    Nate opened his mouth to scream and woke with a start.  
 
    He felt Kitty’s hand on his back, her voice distantly soothing him. It was impossible to concentrate on her voice, much as he wanted to. A fear inside his chest he could not identify threatened to choke him; the racing of his heart made the blood pound in his ears and he felt dizzy and sick. At last, managing to drag air into his protesting lungs, he looked over at Kitty.  
 
    Her face was drawn with concern. ‘Are you all right?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ he rasped, forcefully clearing his throat. ‘I don’t know what that was.’  
 
    ‘You don’t remember it?’  
 
    ‘I do. I just don’t know what it was.’  
 
    Kitty kissed his temple and stroked the back of his neck. ‘Sometimes nightmares are just terrifying. There doesn’t have to be a reason. Come here.’  
 
    Nate rested his head on her chest and stared blindly into the darkness, only vaguely aware of Kitty singing him an old lullaby to soothe him back to sleep. The acrid taste of fear was bitter in his mouth.  
 
    Sleep must have overcome him at some point, for next he knew it was daybreak and Kitty was sitting up and stretching beside him. She raised her eyebrow in question and he nodded, smile tight. He was shaken, but he could not have explained why. 
 
    It was still bothering Nate when Riddle and his hunters returned.  
 
    ‘Quen has a captive for the Ritual of Moonlight,’ he said when he reached Engus. There was an edge to his voice. 
 
    ‘Another of the Elephant Riders?’ said Engus, face drawn angrily. ‘We must help if we’re able.’  
 
    Riddle shook his head and gestured to Nate. ‘One of them.’  
 
    Nate stiffened. The others, who had been watching him to see what was being said, raised their eyebrows. Nate held up a hand, glancing at Engus. It took a minute to remember the words in Radian. ‘They have a human? What is the Ritual of Moonlight?’  
 
    Engus looked grim. ‘The Outcasts have their own laws and religion. Their beliefs are not our own, shall we say? Four times a year, as the seasons change, they give an offering to, what they purport, are the gods of the forest.’  
 
    ‘It is blasphemy,’ said Riddle sharply. ‘They have stolen and killed many of our kin.’  
 
    ‘And now they have a human?’ said Nate, apprehension and adrenaline rising up within him. ‘Did you see him?’  
 
    Riddle inclined his head. ‘He was bound to the pole in the centre of the village but they’ll move him inside for the night. They will spend the week preparing him. If he lasts that long.’  
 
    Nate stared at him. ‘What does that mean?’  
 
    ‘They will each ask for something and make their mark upon him.’ Engus placed a hand on Nate’s shoulder. ‘If it is your friend, we still have time.’  
 
    ‘It’s Blaise,’ said Nate firmly.  
 
    Kitty stepped over to him. ‘What’s happening?’ 
 
    Nate kept forgetting that he was the only one of his group who could actually communicate with the Radiants.  
 
    ‘The Outcasts have a human,’ he said, turning to her. The others leaned in to listen. ‘He’s being tortured. They’re going to sacrifice him.’  
 
    Tove’s eyes were round as saucers. ‘Why?’  
 
    ‘No idea. There are psychos on either side of the Wall.’ 
 
    ‘Oh dear God,’ said Kitty. ‘Are we going?’  
 
    Nate nodded. He glanced back to Engus. He knew without asking that Engus would back them up.  
 
    An anger that was not his own burned through his veins. He could see Illyria, strong and beautiful in Engus’ eyes, lying on the ground, mutilated and only just dead. It was strange to hate someone he had never encountered, but he felt a mushrooming bloodlust in the pit of his stomach.  
 
    He thought of Blaise in the village being tortured and his whole body burned to do something. Blaise would not know that there was someone coming to rescue him and therefore might be close to despair. Nate knew what that felt like.  
 
    The weather was cool and slightly rainy, but not harsh enough to slow their progress or hinder them in any way. If anything, the rain drops made for a pleasant enough ride, and by the time Riddle held up an arm, signalling them all to halt, the riders’ cloaks and coats were so flecked with rain drops the entire group was scintillating in the morning light.  
 
    From where they stood at the top of the hill, the Outcast village looked like any other. Small huts with roofs made of closely knitted straw and reeds. Their number was smaller than Nate would have expected.  
 
    He appraised the village with a frown. ‘Where would they be keeping Blaise?’  
 
    Engus raised his arm and extended a long finger at the far corner of the village where a small hut was located, a spiked fence around it. ‘If it is your friend, he will be in there.’  
 
    Riddle called Cara – who had been lagging behind with Zoe, teaching her the Radian language with great care – and Aison – who had been scouting the woods – over to his side.  
 
    Riddle raised his dagger with a wolfish grin and gestured towards the other side of the village. ‘We will draw the Outcasts out,’ he said. ‘You can make your way around the village and retrieve the captive from the hut.’  
 
    With a nod to the Radiants, Nate followed Engus down the hill, Kitty just behind.  
 
    When they reached the trees, Engus began to run, and both Nate and Kitty increased their pace to keep up with him. The inhuman speed would have been exhilarating if Nate wasn’t so focused on finding Blaise. Too much time had passed from when the broadcast aired in Muntenia to that morning, and Nate was boiling over with anticipation. He wanted to see his friend. He wanted to know why Blaise had killed his father. He wanted to kiss him for doing so.  
 
    Much of the underbrush had been cleared from the surrounding forest, evidence of the Outcasts’ long stay in the area. There were large footprints everywhere. Drag marks, too. And though the trees gave them some cover, Nate did not have high hopes of them maintaining their air of secrecy for long.  
 
    It took only a few minutes of running to reach the large fence around the hut. Engus pulled up sharply, and Nate and Kitty skidded to a halt.  
 
    ‘I cannot touch your human friend,’ said Engus in Cuttish. ‘You must fetch them. Go inside. I will stand watch and defend you should anyone come.’  
 
    ‘Do you think Riddle’s got everyone distracted?’  
 
    Engus nodded.  
 
    ‘I almost feel bad for them,’ said Kitty. ‘Riddle looks like he could do serious damage.’ 
 
    ‘Do not,’ said Engus. ‘You know nothing of their crimes.’ 
 
    Nate withdrew his knife and crept past Engus and around the curve of the fence. He glanced up the hill and saw no sign of any others.  
 
    He nodded to Kitty before scurrying through the opening of the fence and into the hut. 
 
    It was stuffy and hot and smelled terrible. He wrinkled his nose as his eyesight adjusted to the darkness. Kitty appeared at his side, a hand over her nose.  
 
    In the centre of the room, a large pole stood erect, attached to the beams in the roof and disappearing into the earth at the other end. It was gnarled and rotting in places, clearly yanked from the forest floor at random, picked for its size. There were insects crawling up and down it. Flies flitted about hungrily.  
 
    Tied to the pole, a cloth bag over his head, was a man so heavily caked in dirt and muck and blood it was hard to determine anything about him except that he had been tortured. Extensively. His arms and torso were scarred and his left hand was in ruins, swollen and disfigured. Likely he would be crippled for the rest of his life. The skin had been torn from bone and blood had dried and congealed where it had dripped down his wrist; one of his feet was at a radical angle.  
 
    Some of the scars were old and faded, yes, yet had clearly once been deep, likely almost the death of him. And none had been there when last Nate had seen him. It made no sense. Had Blaise been tortured in Cutta? Was that why no one had seen him?  
 
    After exchanging looks of horror, Nate gestured for Kitty to stay by the door and moved carefully, not wanting to frighten him.  
 
    ‘It’s all right,’ he soothed as he bent down. Blaise twitched. ‘We’re here to help you, all right? Don’t scream, elsewise we’ll all be dead. I’m just going to take the bag off. I’m not one of them, I swear. It’s Nate. I came for you, brother. Like I always said I would.’  
 
    Blaise nodded once, slowly, and let out a muffled groaning sound.  
 
    Nate reached out and pulled the bag off gently. He put a hand on either side of Blaise’s face and raised his head. 
 
    What Nate saw tore the air from his lungs without warning. It was like looking into a distorted mirror in a nightmare. Bright blue eyes, more piercing than the sky, stared at him with cloudy shock.  
 
    Nate heard Kitty’s cry from behind him but did not turn around to look at her. He was transfixed by the man before him, hardly able to breathe as he pulled the gag down from the captive’s mouth, his hands shaking. The skin beneath his hands was burning with fever and infection; so incredibly, wonderfully real that Nate wondered if this was the moment he truly lost his mind.  
 
    He had been right. He had known it from the start.  
 
    ‘Tommy?’ It came out like a prayer. Like salvation.  
 
    ‘Nasim,’ croaked his brother, voice hoarse and barely more than a whisper. He sounded wrecked and wretched, yet so very, very much alive. ‘I’ve been looking for you.’

  

 
   
    EPILOGUE 
 
    The Body and the Vial 
 
      
 
    TWO MONTHS AGO 
 
      
 
      
 
    The corpse had been cold for hours by the time the bodymen and guards and investigators arrived. The King came well after dark to find everyone who worked at the palace assembled in the grand dining hall for questioning. The Captain of the Private Police, Agent Tellerman, had already spoken to half of them, but all were to be detained.  
 
    One of the bodymen approached him.  
 
    ‘What have you to report?’ asked the King. 
 
    ‘Lord Gabriel was murdered sometime this morning,’ said the bodyman. ‘He was stabbed through the throat.’  
 
    Markas grimaced. He had not cared for Gabriel much. His sister’s son had always been a useless, lecherous wretch. One of the reasons he had given Gabriel Catherine Taenia was so he might wash his hands of both.  
 
    He had not counted on Nathanial Anteros.  
 
    Markas smiled ruefully to himself as he thought of the tall, angry man he had watched carefully over the years.  
 
    In another lifetime, Markas would have been comforted knowing he was leaving his Kingdom to Nate. A man who could scale his father’s Wall, who could survive Redwater and the Outlands and Serum 23; a man who could look him in the eye and refuse to beg for his life, even when he believed the end was just around the corner. Nate Anteros was a man Markas would have been proud to leave his Kingdom to. But such things were for children’s stories.  
 
    ‘There is something else,’ said the bodyman. He lifted a tightly sealed bag up to the light. A small glass vial was inside. 
 
    Markas recognised the symbol instantly. He raised an eyebrow. ‘How in the name of God did Anteros get his hands on that?’  
 
    ‘He couldn’t have,’ said the bodyman. ‘He was strip-searched in Redwater. All he had on him was the necklace you said he was permitted to keep.’  
 
    ‘Taenia, then.’ Markas thought about the Hangman’s daughter for a moment. He could not see why his bastard son was so taken with her. Why Thomas Anteros had fought so hard to keep her alive. She was nothing but a fly. A pest. She wasn’t even pretty enough for it to be worth it. 
 
    Stephania Kostos stepped towards him then. He had never liked her much, but she was useful. Sly. Cruel, but loyal to the Crown and the power he could give her.  
 
    ‘My King,’ she said, ‘I have a thought.’  
 
    ‘Speak it.’  
 
    ‘The rumours of rebellion are only increasing as the famine does. The Kingdom is growing too bold. They forget who rules them. This vial is a gift. An opportunity.’  
 
    ‘For?’ 
 
    ‘If Taenia wants to send a message, let’s send one right back.’ 
 
    Markas eyed her for a moment, a smile playing on his lips. ‘That’s a very interesting idea …’ 
 
      
 
    finis 
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