
		
			[image: LegendCover.jpg] 

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			THE LEGEND

			book three of the legacy trilogy

			Melissa Delport

			[image: TMPLogoBlack.psd] 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			First published by Tracey McDonald Publishers, 2015

			Office: 5 Quelea Street, Fourways, Johannesburg, South Africa, 2191

			 

			www.traceymcdonaldpublishers.com

			 

			Copyright text © Melissa Delport 2015

			All rights reserved

			 

			 

			The moral right of the author has been asserted

			 

			 

			ISBN 978-0-620-62494-7

			e-ISBN (ePUB) 978-0-620-62495-4

			e-ISBN (PDF) 978-0-620-62496-1

			 

			 

			Text design and typesetting by Reneé Naude

			Cover design by Apple Pie Graphics

			Printed and bound by Paarl Media, Paarl

			 

			 

			Except in the United States of America, this book is sold subject to the

			condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, resold,

			hired out or otherwise circulated without the publisher’s prior consent in

			any form of binding other than that in which it is published and without a

			similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent

			purchaser.

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			To everyone who has loved this trilogy – 
this final book is for you

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			leg·end n.

			One who inspires legends or achieves legendary fame.

			 

			 

			 

			 

			“There is a moment in every person’s life when you crave the darkness, and want to give in to the void. It is in that very moment, when your soul has been cleaved apart, that only the bonds forged in the crucible of war can bring you back.” 

			Melissa Delport

			 

			 

		

	
		
			 

			prologue

			I can hear them. I can hear every word, every sigh, every pleading whisper of my name. The conversations come and go, I hear them all, and yet I cannot bring myself to wake up. 

			“Is there any change?” The General’s booming voice is louder than the others.

			“No,” my father replies, his own voice weary.

			“Is there nothing you can do?” 

			General Ross addresses someone else in the room and I hear Henry reply. “I already told you, no. She will wake up when she’s ready.”

			“You’re sure of that?”

			“I’m not sure of anything.”

			“Don’t look at me like that, Jeffrey, we need her information.”

			“My daughter may die, Harrison! I don’t give a damn about the information she might have.” My father’s pain hurts me, but not nearly as much as it should. An eerie numbness has settled over me and I’m not ready to relinquish it yet.

			“There is still a war going on out there.” The General’s voice is softer. “A war she believed in. And I, for one, intend to see it through.”

			“Get out,” I hear the answering hiss and the room falls silent.

			“You’ve been here long enough,” Reed speaks, and I feel the hand that is holding mine tighten involuntarily.

			“I’m not going anywhere, McCoy.” I recognise Aidan’s voice. Aidan’s hand is holding mine.

			“Go and get some rest, son,” Henry urges. “You’ve been here all day.”

			“I’m not leaving her.”

			“Don’t make me make you.” Reed’s drawl is menacing.

			“Enough! You heard Jeffrey. You can’t both be in here – your fighting does her no good. Aidan, you’ve been here for hours. Go and get some rest; let Reed sit with her for a while.” Aidan sighs his unwilling agreement.

			The creaking of bed springs is followed by the gentle scraping of a chair being pushed back. 

			“I’ll give you some time alone,” Henry murmurs from across the room, and I hear two sets of footfalls moving away. A bigger, rougher hand takes mine, and another brushes my hair off my face. I can smell soap and a hint of leather. Reed.

			“Ah, Tiny.” His voice stirs up so many memories, but it’s as if I am seeing them through a veil – seeing, but not feeling. “You’ve really done it now. I knew you’d break my heart in the end, but I always assumed it would be because you went back to him. Not like this. Not like this . . .” His voice breaks and he rests his head on the edge of my bed, still holding my hand, but he says nothing more.

			“What exactly is wrong with her?” Reed demands, what feels like hours later.

			“Nothing.” Henry is frustrated and I don’t blame him. The questions are endless. “There is nothing physically wrong with her, not that I can tell. She has healed, perfectly – her heart rate is strong – there is no physiological reason why she can’t wake up. I’ve told you this before.”

			“Yeah, you also said it’s all in her head.” Typical Reed, hiding his fear with sarcasm.

			“It is, Reed. It’s psychological. Her body is trying to protect her mind. The trauma that she’s been through . . . she’s not ready to deal with it.”

			“And if she’s never ready to deal with it?”

			“I think we all have to face the possibility that Rebecca might never wake up.” A low hiss emanates from Reed, but Henry ignores it. “You must understand that we cannot sustain her on a drip forever. She has already lost too much weight, and she will weaken over time.”

			Reed runs his hand over my abdomen and I want to shrink away from his touch, but I cannot move.

			“How long?” he asks.

			“It’s hard to say.”

			“Hazard a guess, then.”

			“A month . . . maybe a little longer.” 

			Reed stands up abruptly and even with my eyes closed I can sense that his legendary temper is spinning out of control. The door slams violently against the wall as he strikes it, but I barely notice, and I am only grateful for the quiet of his absence. 

			He returns sooner than I expected.

			“You bring her back,” he growls, and I hear the sounds of a struggle.

			“Get your hands off me!” Aidan roars.

			“Sit.” Aidan falls heavily into the chair beside me, and I can only assume that Reed has forced him into it. “You bring her back, Braveheart.” Reed’s voice breaks. “Rebecca will not die, do you understand me?” Then there is silence. 

			Why won’t they leave me alone? I can feel the warmth of Aidan’s grasp again, but rather than finding it comforting it makes me ill at ease. The slight dampness as my palm begins to sweat isn’t pleasant. Why won’t they leave me alone? All I can focus on is that hand, the warmth, the sweat. Leave me alone! Desperately, I snatch my hand away, and I hear the collective intake of breath.

			“Did you see that?” Aidan’s voice.

			“Yes!” Henry sounds more animated than I have heard him in weeks. To my dismay, Aidan snatches up my hand again, squeezing it tightly. 

			“Rebecca,” he calls, his voice in my ear. I can feel his warm breath on my face. “Rebecca, can you hear me?” I don’t answer. I don’t want to talk to him. I don’t want to talk to anyone. I just want to be left alone. 

			The others come, each more annoying than the last. Reed, my father, Kwan, the General. Adam, Morgan, Archer, Michael. Alex is the hardest to ignore. His voice is the only one that strikes a chord – that makes me feel anything. But, even for him, I cannot wake up. There is something flitting at the very edge of my consciousness, something I do not want to face.

			Eventually, they give up and my visitors dwindle. Peace, I think. Finally. 

			And then one day I am entirely on my own. Not a soul in the room to irritate me, no voices to focus on. Nothing. Something must have happened – they would never leave me alone. I have what I have been desperately craving. Silence, and solitude. For the first time I am alone with my thoughts. And, like a floodgate opening, the memories return. 

			Kenneth Williams, spittle flying from his lips. A dagger piercing my flesh. Logan smashing his heavy fist into my face. Mason punching me brutally in the stomach. And the blood . . . so much blood. The crimson spreads across my vision. And then, with a surge of agony and rage, I remember. The baby. My baby is dead. They killed my baby. I can feel my heart rate accelerating and an anger so black and so hateful rises like a beast in my chest, spreading through my body like a cancer. They killed my baby. 

			And, just like that, I finally wake up.

			 

		

	
		
			 

			chapter 1

			“You’re awake!” Henry’s voice rings out as he bustles into the room. He makes his way immediately to my bedside and lifts my arm, checks my heart rate. I try to speak, but my throat is dry and my voice is nothing more than a hoarse whisper. I clear my throat painfully and Henry quickly pours me a glass of water from a pitcher on the bedside table, lifting it carefully to my lips. I take a few sips and then sink back onto the pillows. I stare down at the drip in my arm and follow the tube to a small IV bag hanging from a hook on the wall. The plaster around it has cracked and chipped, it was obviously mounted in a hurry. Drawing in a deep breath, I clear my throat again and am pleased to find that this time I am at least audible. 

			“How long have I been out?” 

			Henry doesn’t answer immediately, checking his wristwatch as he measures my pulse. Finally, he places my hand gently back on the bed, watching me thoughtfully. 

			“Almost four weeks. They brought you back here just over three weeks ago. You didn’t regain consciousness during the journey.” I understand “they” to mean Kwan and Reed. I vaguely remember Reed’s arms lifting me gently and Kwan yelling amidst the chaos of death and destruction and blood. They had rescued me from the prison, saved me from Kenneth Williams’ torture. But they had been too late to save my baby. 

			I sit upright and scratch at the adhesive bandage taped over the drip needle in my arm. 

			“What on earth do you think you’re doing?” Henry wrestles my arm away. To my frustration the tape is still firmly in place. My hands look far too pale – they look dead. 

			“I’m fine, Henry,” I snap, snatching my arm away and getting unsteadily to my feet. I’ll take the drip with me if I have to.

			“You shouldn’t be up,” he scolds. 

			“I said, I’m fine,” I repeat, swaying slightly on the spot. “I’ve been in this bed for long enough.”

			“You’re weak,” he points out, and I feel an irrational wave of anger at the word, but as I open my mouth to retort, a wave of dizziness overcomes me and I slump back on the bed. Henry gives me a pointed look.

			“I’ll get Jeffrey,” he mutters.

			“No!” The word comes out far louder than I had intended. “Harrison,” I say, much more softly now, “I need you to fetch General Ross.”

			“Rebecca, your father . . .”

			“. . .  can wait,” I instruct. “Please, Henry, I wouldn’t ask if it weren’t important. My father can wait.” 

			He looks about to argue, but then seems to think better of it. He moves around the bed to another table, busying himself with something, and returns with a bowl of what looks like tinned peaches and a white plastic spoon.

			“Eat this,” he orders before leaving the room.

			I manage only a few spoonfuls before my stomach churns. I lean across to set the bowl on the bedside table and curse as it clatters to the floor, peaches sliding in all directions. Vertigo overwhelms me and I slump back, waiting for the nausea to subside. 

			“Miss Davis,” the General barely bothers to lower his voice as he strides into the small makeshift ward, “welcome back.” To my surprise, he looks genuinely pleased, and I consider for a moment that he is perhaps more fond of me than he likes to let on.

			“General,” I nod curtly, and then I get down to business. Unlike Henry, the General is quite unfazed by my weakened state and is happy for me to proceed. 

			“Kenneth Williams has taken control of NUSA.” 

			Admittedly, it comes out a lot more abruptly than I intended, but I do not have the strength to mince words. The General’s shocked reaction is nothing less than I would expect. He opens his mouth to protest, closes it again, and then sits heavily on the chair beside my bed. I wait patiently for him to process this startling revelation.

			“You . . . you’re sure?” he asks eventually, and I can see him silently pleading with me to deny the accusation, to reassure him that Kenneth Williams is the kind, Resistance-sympathetic man he has believed him to be for almost thirty years. Unfortunately, I don’t have time to beat around the bush. 

			“He did this to me,” I gesture at my weakened body and the General averts his eyes uncomfortably, “so, yeah, I’m pretty damned sure.”

			Henry granted my request, but he also wasted no time in doing what he felt was the right thing. I have only ten minutes to debrief General Ross before my father bursts through the door to my room, his face ashen. As his gaze falls on me, a flood of colour rises on his cheeks, and his eyes crinkle as he tries not to betray the extent of his emotion. 

			“Bex!” he rushes to my side, snatching my hand from the sheets and squeezing it in his own. “How are you feeling?” 

			“I’m fine,” I insist, smiling indulgently at his concern. “Really, Dad, I’m fine. But I’m afraid I have some bad news.” Looking at his expectant face, I find that I do not want to be the one to tell him. I don’t want to deal with the aftermath of his learning the truth about the man he has spent his life protecting. 

			“What is it?” he prompts, a troubled frown creasing his forehead. 

			“Actually, I’m feeling a bit weak.” I change course abruptly. “Perhaps the General would be so kind as to fill you in . . . I think I need to rest.”

			“Of course,” Harrison Ross gets to his feet and jerks his head in the direction of the door. 

			“I’ll be back in a minute,” my dad promises, kissing my forehead before following his friend out of the room. 

			I close my eyes, feigning sleep. The black caustic hatred is festering – I can feel it pumping through my blood and my resolve hardens. I made a promise – a promise to Kenneth Williams and his deputy Mason. I promised that I would kill them both, and I intend to keep my word.

			“Bex.” My father’s voice is a gentle murmur and reluctantly I open my eyes. His grey eyes, so like my own, are glistening with unshed tears and the pain of guilt. “I am so sorry,” he continues, his voice breaking slightly, and I shift uncomfortably in the narrow bed. 

			I know why he feels guilty. Kenneth Williams was his friend and he would have died to protect the Vice-President. My father had trusted him implicitly, had neglected his own family to keep him safe. And Kenneth Williams had betrayed him – had betrayed us all, but my father the most. He had tortured me, his only child, to within an inch of my life. And he had murdered my unborn child. I give a small shake of my head, determined not to think about the baby. 

			“It’s okay, Dad, it’s not your fault. You couldn’t have known . . .”

			“I should have!” he argues vehemently. “I was a fool! And you have paid the price . . .” He tries visibly to calm himself and I say nothing.

			“What is going on out there?” I ask eventually. “What progress have we made with the raids?” 

			My father eyes me quizzically, but he doesn’t answer. Instead, he brings up a subject I have been dreading.

			“I would have thought that your first question would concern Alex.” 

			Of course Alex had been my first conscious thought, but there was a part of me that wanted to put off seeing him. I wanted to hold on to the anger that was consuming me and giving me purpose. I also knew that seeing Alex meant seeing Aidan, and I wanted to avoid him too. Ironically, I am saved from having to reply by the very thing I fear.

			“Mom!” Alex shrieks the second he comes through the door. He throws himself into my arms and I squeeze him back tightly for a moment, before holding him at arm’s-length.

			“Let me get a look at you.” I scrutinise every inch of him. He seems healthy and happy, his delighted smile tugging at my conscience. Over his head I glimpse a movement in the doorway, and Aidan appears, a blazing expression on his face. 

			“Bex,” he strides towards me, his eyes never leaving mine, and then he swoops me into his arms in a bone-crushing hug. “God, I thought I had lost you,” he murmurs into my hair, so that only I can hear him. I remain awkwardly impassive in his embrace and am relieved when he finally lets me go. He doesn’t seem to notice my detachment and Alex is beaming up at the two of us, but my father, who has stepped away from my bedside, is wearing the same guarded expression as he watches my every move. 

			“Mom, guess what?” I force a smile and take Alex’s hand.

			“What?”

			“Dad remembers!” Alex shrieks happily, and I feel the air whoosh from my body. “He remembers everything, don’t you, Dad?” I meet Aidan’s eyes, warm, brown and staring at me with all the love I remember in the depths of his gaze. He does remember, finally. And yet I feel empty, and I couldn’t care less.

			“That’s wonderful,” I smile, “truly wonderful. You must be relieved.” His own answering smile falters and I can see the resignation come over him. Aidan knows Reed and I were together when his memory was gone. He now believes that my anticlimactic reaction to this revelation is because of my feelings for Reed, and I am happy to let him believe that for now – it saves me having to deal with him. 

			“Yeah,” he nods, averting his gaze and taking a few steps backwards. 

			“I’m feeling a bit tired,” I apologise and Aidan takes the hint, allowing Alex one last hug and then, without another word, he shepherds him out of the room. 

			“What?” I snap, sensing my father’s bewilderment.

			“Nothing,” he replies softly. “I’ll see you later, Bex.”

			It takes longer than I expected before Reed steps into the confined space. His green eyes are red-ringed, with dark shadows beneath them as though he has not slept for days. He has also lost weight and his sandy blond hair is darker than I remember and almost long enough to pull back into a ponytail. 

			“Hi,” he drawls, taking in every inch of me. 

			“Hi,” I force a smile that feels as uncomfortable as it is insincere. 

			Reed doesn’t rush across the room, or take me in his arms. He remains standing in the doorway, seemingly unsure of his reception. The silence stretches between us and I clear my throat awkwardly.

			“You okay?” he asks eventually.

			“Yeah, fine.” I smooth down the blanket, for want of something to do. I don’t want him here – I don’t want to do this.

			“No, you’re not,” he sighs. He takes a hesitant step into the room, and his gaze comes to rest on my flat stomach. “I’m sorry, Rebecca.”

			“For what? You saved my life.” 

			He ignores me. “Why didn’t you tell me . . . about the baby?” 

			I had expected him to be angry, but there is only guilt and regret in his tone. 

			“What difference would it have made?”

			“What difference? Seriously? Do you think I would ever have left you if I had known?” 

			And then it registers. Reed blames himself for what happened to me. He blames himself for leaving me unprotected. Thinking back to the invasion of our Las Vegas headquarters, I know this is not true. There was nothing he could have done to change what happened. In fact, he probably would have got himself killed trying to stop them from taking me, and more people might have been hurt.

			“It doesn’t matter now.”

			“Of course it matters! This is my fault!”

			“There was nothing you could have done.”

			“You don’t know that.”

			“Actually, I do.”

			“But . . . the baby . . .” his voice rises and he takes a deep breath, trying to regain control of his emotions.

			“I don’t blame you, Reed.” 

			He ponders this for a minute and then his eyes meet mine, a lingering question burning in their depths. “How do you feel about me?” 

			The question catches me off guard. Before I was captured by NUSA, when Aidan had no memory of me, Reed and I had been a couple. I had been happy. Reed was my equal in every way and he challenged me, pushed me, while at the same time being fiercely protective. But that was before. What Kenneth Williams had done had changed me. He had killed not just my unborn child, but that part of me that loved, that laughed, that lived for a better world. All I wanted now was vengeance. I couldn’t think any further than that. 

			All these thoughts swirl around my head as I try to find the words to explain, but my silence speaks volumes. A terrible sadness emanates off him as he watches me and, before I can utter a word, he speaks again.

			“It’s him, isn’t it? It’s always been him.” 

			That is so far off the mark that I want to laugh. I have no desire to run into Aidan’s open arms. I have no intention of any romance, with either of them – my capacity for love has been damaged beyond repair – but there are no words to make him understand and so I don’t say anything. He nods abruptly, acceptingly, and then he rubs his hand over his unshaven face. 

			“I’ll see you later, Tiny.”

		

	
		
			 

			chapter 2

			For the next two days I lie in that bed feeling increasingly frustrated. Henry removed my drip on day two, once I started eating and drinking again on my own. He also asked Veronica to give me a bed bath, which I refused out of sheer stubborn pride. The kind doctor has limited my visitors to a select few, and Alex is the most frequent. He is in excellent spirits now that he knows I am going to be okay, and he regales me with stories about school and his friends. From the frequent mention of her name, I gather that he has been spending most of his time with Brooke, the young girl we saved on our travels to the west coast. Alex also seems to take for granted that his father and I are back together now that Aidan has recovered his memory. I do not have the heart to correct this assumption. Aidan and Reed are conspicuous by their absence and, although this surprises me, I am grateful that I don’t have to deal with the cloying claustrophobia of their attention. 

			In the early hours of the morning on day three, true to her nature, Jenna sneaks into my room. 

			“Becca girl!” Oblivious of my fragile state, she throws her arms around me and squeezes me far too tightly for someone who is so incredibly petite. 

			“Jenna,” I wheeze, and she releases me, pulling up the chair and draping herself over it like a cover girl. She is wearing a short fuchsia pink skirt and a white tank top – singularly inappropriate attire for the Rebeldom. But then Jenna has never been practical with her wardrobe, always choosing form over function. 

			“You gave us all quite a scare,” she announces accusingly, as if I might have done it on purpose. 

			“Sorry.”

			“I knew you’d pull through; you always do.”

			“Thanks,” I laugh despite myself. “Your confidence in me is inspiring.”

			“So,” she lowers her voice conspiratorially, “Aidan’s memory is back.” She waggles her perfectly groomed eyebrows.

			“Yeah,” I sigh.

			“Well, that answers a question I’ve been dying to ask you. What are you going to do?” Typically, Jenna’s first question has to do with my romantic involvements.

			“Nothing.”

			“Nothing?”

			“I just . . . I can’t deal with them right now, Jen. There’s just too much . . . I have bigger things to worry about.”

			“Oh, yeah. I overheard your dad talking,” she presses. “He said your abilities aren’t working?”

			“They’ll come back.”

			“How can you be sure?”

			“I’ve seen it before.” Reed was also temporarily robbed of his abilities after he had been shot trying to save Aidan’s life. Any life-threatening injury seems to strip us temporarily of our abilities.

			“And if they don’t?” Jenna will not let it go, and she is eyeing me closely, watching my reaction. 

			“They will.” I am adamant. I will have my procedures again if I have to. I have a score to settle.

			Jenna drops the subject and we chat for a few more minutes, but I barely take in a word of what she is saying. The second she is out of the room, I throw off my blankets.

			“You shouldn’t be out of bed,” Henry scolds when he enters a moment later carrying a glass of orange juice and what looks like porridge for my breakfast. 

			“Just get me some clothes,” I snap.

			He grudgingly fetches me a pair of grey sweatpants and a blue V-necked jersey, along with a pair of slippers. He beats a hasty retreat as I start to undress, tossing the cotton nightshirt aside, but he re-enters as soon as I am done. 

			“I need shoes,” I point out. 

			“I don’t have any here, but I can get someone to fetch you a pair.” He pauses, and then tries again. “You should rest.”

			“I’ve rested enough.” Declining his help, I make my way from the room and head down the passageway. I don’t recognise my surroundings at all. 

			“Are you insane?” Reed roars, catching me as I fall. I made it only halfway down the corridor unaided. “What the hell are you doing out of bed?” I knock aside his arm, which has encircled my waist, supporting me. 

			“I’m going home,” I reply cuttingly. “I’m going to have a shower, clean myself up, and then I want everyone in the Gold Room in an hour.”

			Like Aidan, Reed eyes me quizzically, finally sensing the change in me. A look of comprehension flits across his face, followed by something I can’t identify. Relief? Fear? Understanding? Unlike Aidan, however, Reed fights fire with fire.

			“Okay. Firstly, as much as I agree with you getting cleaned up because I don’t actually think anyone can stand the smell any more, you can’t go home. Because home is almost two thousand miles away. No Gold Room either,” he adds sarcastically.

			“Where the hell are we?” I narrow my eyes in confusion.

			“Gainesville, Georgia, love,” he smiles, his green eyes sparkling with amusement.

			Unbelievably, our entire community had travelled over two thousand miles through the Rebeldom to get here. I learn that they left the morning after I had been captured by NUSA – General Ross and my father had overseen the entire operation. It had been Kwan who had fetched Reed and the two of them had come to my rescue, while the others had travelled across the country to find a new home for our people. Nevada was no longer safe, now that NUSA had discovered the location of our headquarters. It was a devastating blow and we had lost resources it had taken the Resistance years to accumulate. 

			Reed regards me steadily, an unreadable expression on his face. His hair has fallen into his eyes, and it irritates me far more than usual. 

			“You’re really going to be okay,” he murmurs, almost to himself, and I can hear the underlying relief in his voice as he lets his guard down. 

			“I’m fine,” I insist, feeling uncomfortable, “and I’m not going back to bed.” 

			In the end he consents to helping me through to the new meeting room and orders me to stay put while he rounds up the council. 

			My father is the first to arrive.

			“You feeling okay?” he asks, but I notice he stays on the opposite side of the table.

			“Where exactly are we?” I ask, changing the subject and glancing around the room. It is very grand – all cream walls and oak panelling, albeit a little rundown. The long table in the centre seats eighteen people, the cracked leather chairs a faded cerulean blue. 

			“Lakeside Military Academy,” my father replies. “It’s our new base of operations. Two hundred and six acres nestled in the foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains on the shores of Lake Lanier.”

			“Our entire community is here?” I ask incredulously. There were a little less than two thousand people living in Nevada.

			“No,” my dad shakes his head. “The Legion is here, a few civilians, and of course Adam and his men. The rest are in town. Norman and Cathy – my cousins – have been helping them settle in and finding room for everyone. There are probably about three hundred of us here on campus.”

			“Where is everyone staying?”

			“The dorms in the barracks complex. I understand that in its day the school housed over four hundred and fifty students, so we have plenty of space. We do, however, have a few of the former students to contend with.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“A few of the boys who attended here in 2016. They stayed and, even more surprisingly, they survived. We’ve had a bit of trouble convincing them to give up what they feel is their rightful home.”

			“Let Adam deal with them.” I brush off this insignificant little problem. There is no way a few stubborn, overprotective men are going to stand in my way. 

			“Nice to see you up and around, Rebecca,” Adam’s soft voice sounds to my left and I glance across to see him standing in the doorway. Archer, Crackerjack and Aidan follow right behind him. Adam, with his dark skin and pale eyes, looks as though he has aged ten years since I last saw him. Deep lines are etched around his mouth and there is a hollow, haunted look about him that could only be the result of Hope’s death. Adam’s daughter Hope was another victim of Kenneth Williams; she had been murdered by one of his NUSA soldiers when they attacked our Las Vegas headquarters. 

			“Adam,” I nod at the older man and then avert my eyes as the others file into the room. 

			Michael is the next to arrive, followed by the General, David, and Veronica and Jethro. I notice that Veronica quickly drops Jethro’s hand as they enter, and he gives her a small knowing smile. Veronica has always been terrified of the General. Embarrassed by the emotional greetings, I am relieved when everyone finally takes their seats, all of them glancing at me expectantly. All except Aidan, whose eyes are downcast. Aidan was a temporary member of the Ordinary when he had amnesia, and I wonder idly why he is permitted a seat on the council. Reed saunters in a moment later and takes his usual position on my right. The General is on my left. 

			“Where are Kwan and Morgan?” I ask, panicking as I suddenly notice their absence. 

			Relief courses through me when Michael answers, trying to disguise the concern in his own voice.

			“They haven’t come back from their raid. They were due back a few hours ago.”

			“I’m sure your sister is fine, son,” my dad soothes. “She can take care of herself. You know sometimes there are delays getting back. I wouldn’t worry about it just yet.”

			I notice that most of the faces around me are pale with dark circles under their eyes. Archer yawns widely and Jethro is slouched in his chair as if he is about to fall asleep any second. 

			“Have you all been on raids today?” I ask.

			“Most of them.” It’s my father who answers. “A few just got back.”

			“How are they going?” I hate that I have been out of the loop for so long. I have no idea what is going on with my own army. I look to Reed, but he shrugs his massive shoulders.

			“Don’t ask me, I have no idea.”

			“What do you mean?” I ask, registering Aidan’s malevolent glare at Reed.

			“Reed hasn’t been on any of the raids yet, Bex,” my father interrupts softly, warning me to let it go. 

			“Oh.” It dawns on me that the only reason he wouldn’t be fighting with the Legion is because he wouldn’t leave my side. In the uncomfortable silence that follows this, I cast around for a change of subject, but am mercifully saved by the arrival of Kwan Lee and Morgan Kelly. Kwan looks much the same, although a little tired, but Morgan’s right cheek is sporting a large blackening bruise, and her left hand is bandaged.

			“Morgan!” Michael yelps, leaping to his feet and bounding over to his sister. “What happened?”

			“Nothing,” she shakes her head, dismissing his concern. “I’m fine. I’m sorry we’re late,” she adds, addressing the room in general.

			“Rebecca,” Kwan makes his way around the table and rests his hand briefly on my shoulder. “It’s good to see you.”

			“You too,” I smile. “What kept you?”

			“It looks like NUSA has finally cottoned on to our plan and are taking preventative measures. There were a few more guards than we had anticipated. Nothing serious, but they managed to pin Morgan down. I couldn’t get to her quickly enough.” 

			I can see it, the guilt simmering just below the surface. Kwan is very fond of his protégée, and I can only imagine how hard it was for him to watch her suffering and not be able to do anything about it.

			“I’m fine,” Morgan insists from across the table. Morgan hates being treated any differently from the other Legion soldiers. There are not many women in our army, and certainly none that have Morgan’s exceptional skills. She takes her training very seriously. 

			“I’m just glad I was there this time,” Kwan grins. 

			“What do you mean, this time?” I interrupt.

			“Well, usually we have our own teams but a few soldiers needed to rest, so we joined forces today.”

			“Morgan has her own team?” I ask incredulously, oblivious to the fact that Morgan’s eyes are narrowing dangerously. 

			“Yes,” she calls haughtily, defying me to challenge this. To be honest, although the thought does occur to me, I am too shocked to argue. 

			“She’s not a child.” Reed seems to sense exactly what I’m thinking. His words are barely more than a whisper, but they carry a low warning.

			“We’ll get to that later. So, how are the raids going?” 

			“We’ve been following the same strategy you proposed before . . . before you were hurt,” Kwan seems to struggle with the words. “We’ve been targeting small sections of the boundary fences at a time and taking out ten to twenty guards before retreating and making our way back. As I mentioned, NUSA seems to be taking countermeasures – there were over thirty guards at the raid today.”

			“At the last count we had taken out a hundred and fifty NUSA soldiers, so I guess we can bring that up to one hundred and eighty,” the General waves a beefy hand in Veronica’s direction and she quickly scribbles this down on her clipboard. 

			“How long have you been raiding?” I am hungry for information, having missed out on so much.

			“Two weeks. We started shortly after we arrived, but it takes time to travel back to the States.”

			I do a quick mental calculation. Even at an average of twenty soldiers per raid, it seems unlikely that they have carried out nine raids in as little as two weeks. 

			It is Kwan who notices my puzzled expression and he adds quietly, “The one hundred and eighty includes about sixty soldiers that we disposed of at Cook County last month.”

			A hushed silence follows these words. Reed. Reed and Kwan killed those soldiers when they got me out of Chicago. A memory fills my head of Reed, beautiful and bloodthirsty, his face a mask of unadulterated fury, as he stormed into the cell I was being held in, seeking vengeance.

			“That makes sense then,” I state, keeping my voice light.

			“It wasn’t enough,” Aidan bites out from across the table, although there is reluctant admiration in his voice.

			“Agreed,” Reed replies. “But I’m not done yet.”

			 

		

	
		
			 

			chapter 3

			“When does the next raid set out?” I ask the room at large. The General consults his notes, but Archer is too quick for him. 

			“Tomorrow, early morning. I’m in that team,” he adds by way of explanation. 

			This makes a lot of sense. Archer, as his name implies, is formidable with his bow, although he has not been Gifted. A former member of Adam’s Ordinary, Archer informally transferred his allegiance to the Legion before I was captured by NUSA. He would be a valuable asset on any raid, being able to debilitate countless NUSA soldiers from a distance, without even getting his hands dirty. Eric Dane, my late husband and the former NUSA President, had abolished guns and weaponry and as a result most of the fighting between us is hand-to-hand combat. Gifted soldiers are the ultimate weapon. Archer is the exception and, not for the first time, I am grateful to have him on our side. He continues, oblivious of my private musings.

			“So far we’ve been focusing on the Indiana fences, but we’ve already done a few raids there and they seem to be expecting it. We’re going to start targeting Missouri instead. We’re avoiding Illinois for the moment – those fences are the most heavily guarded.” 

			“They would be,” I nod thoughtfully. Chicago is NUSA’s capital city and it stands to reason that it would be most heavily protected, and even more so since we managed to infiltrate the city and blow up NUSA’s only genetics lab, ensuring that they could not produce any more Gifted soldiers. Making a lightning decision, I add, “I’m going with you tomorrow.”

			“Not happening, Tiny,” Reed’s calm proclamation is so true to form that I laugh scathingly.

			“Don’t presume to tell me what I can and cannot do.”

			“You’re hardly in a condition to be of any help to us out there,” he growls. 

			“He’s right, Bex,” my father interjects, trying to defuse the situation. “You need to get your strength back first.”

			“You couldn’t make it ten feet on your own earlier today,” Reed reminds me and my face flushes unbecomingly.

			“I’m not asking anyone’s permission.”

			“Okay,” Reed drawls, sounding bored. “I’ll tell you what. Kwan’s been training all our new recruits. He decides when a soldier is fit for active duty. When we’re done here, why don’t you head across to the dojo and show him what you’re made of. If he agrees you’re ready, I won’t dispute it.” He raises his eyebrows mockingly. “Sound fair to you?” I can hardly argue – it would be pure hypocrisy if I failed to abide by our own rules.

			“Fine,” I smile smugly, but Reed looks unconcerned. I am hiding my apprehension well, but we both know that my Gifts have not returned. Not wanting to discuss it any further, I change the subject once more.

			“Where are we with Gifting our own people?” 

			“I’m not sure I follow?” the General replies.

			“How many more soldiers do we have?” I ask, wondering why he doesn’t understand the question. 

			“Bex . . . we left Nevada in a hurry,” my father explains gently. “There was no time to move our laboratory.” 

			“What are you saying?” I ask, aghast at what he is implying.

			“We had to destroy the lab – we couldn’t risk NUSA getting hold of our equipment, not after all the trouble you went to to destroy their own lab.”

			This is a monumental blow. We are ridiculously outnumbered, and with no hope of Gifting any new soldiers that is not about to change. The raiding may be reducing NUSA’s force, but not nearly enough. 

			“Could we build a new lab?” I ask, but I already know the answer. Our laboratory had taken years to build, and that was while my father was still working for Eric Dane. He had smuggled most of the equipment out of the States. Building a new lab is not possible. The only upside is that without my father’s technological know-how, Kenneth Williams will also not be able to replace the lab that we destroyed.

			The meeting draws on and I can feel my head starting to spin. A wave of dizziness washes over me and I fight the urge to be sick, but even I cannot deny that I need to rest. 

			“I think that’s everything, for now,” I call the meeting to a close. “I need to speak to you alone,” I add, turning to Jethro, who is already making his way over to Veronica. “And you,” I add, catching Kwan’s eye. 

			“I’ll wait outside,” he nods, following the others out. Reed joins Morgan as they exit the room, but Aidan hesitates in the doorway, giving me a long look before a defeated expression comes over his face and he disappears through the double oak doors.

			Jethro turns to me, puzzled as to why I would want to speak to him alone. There is no easy way to tell him, but I had wanted him to hear it from me, which is why I never mentioned it to the General.

			“Jethro, the man who was working for Kenneth Williams – the man who did this to me,” I gesture at my concave stomach and he seems to understand – “it was Mason.” 

			Jethro’s eyes bulge and he immediately shakes his head in denial. 

			“No, it can’t have been. My brother is dead. He died undergoing his procedure.”

			“He didn’t,” I assure him. “He is alive and well, and working for NUSA. He tortured me, seemed to enjoy it too. And he . . . he’s the one who killed my baby.”

			“But . . . that makes no sense. Why would he let me believe he was dead? We’re close – we’re twins, for God’s sake!”

			“I know and I’m sorry. It seems to be a NUSA strategy.” I have seen this before. Kwan’s wife, Nina Lee, also abandoned her family and let them believe her to be dead when in fact she was working for Eric Dane. “There’s more,” I continue. “Your brother has been Gifted with the Power of Three.”

			This revelation is too much for Jethro and he leaps to his feet, his eyes wide.

			“That’s impossible!”

			“It’s not. Mason is just as powerful as Reed and me.”

			“We need to find him. I need to speak to him, he’ll listen to me. They probably told him the same thing they told me – that I was dead . . .”

			“No, Jethro,” I interrupt, “they didn’t. I told Mason about you – I told him we were on the same side. He wasn’t surprised, and he didn’t care.”

			“You’re wrong.” 

			“I’m sorry,” I repeat. “I just thought you should hear it from me. I also thought it only fair to let you know I plan on killing Mason the very first chance I get.” His head jerks up at that, his brow narrowing in outrage. 

			“Your brother tortured me,” I explain calmly. “He tortured me and he murdered my unborn child. He deserves to be punished.” Disgusted, unsure how to deal with this overload of information, Jethro shoves his chair back and stalks out of the room, slamming the door behind him.

			“What was that about?” Kwan asks as he enters a moment later. 

			“Jethro’s twin brother Mason is alive and working for NUSA,” I remark drily. Kwan takes this in his stride, probably because it is not that far of a stretch for him, given that Nina had done the same thing. 

			“What did you want to speak to me about? And please don’t tell me that you expect me to declare you fit for battle because we both know that’s not going to happen. Reed is right – you need to get your strength back.”

			“We’ll see about that,” I brush aside his concern. “But that’s not why I asked you to stay. As you know, we’re outnumbered. I want all this to be over. This war will end soon, one way or another, but our chances are not promising. NUSA will overcome us with the sheer force of their numbers.” Kwan shifts uncomfortably in his chair, sensing where the conversation is headed. “I need to know,” I finish, “I need to know where you got your ability.”

			Kwan Lee and the Kellys had been Gifted at an undisclosed location. Michael and Morgan could not remember much about their own procedures, but Kwan would. I have never pushed him on this issue before, because I never needed to know. Now, however, I need the location of that lab – it is the only remaining lab in the country that could turn ordinary men into super soldiers.

			“I knew it would be only a matter of time before you asked,” Kwan muses. 

			“You understand why I need to know.”

			“I do,” he nods. “And, to be fair, you have never pressed me for the information before. I appreciate that. I’ll tell you where the lab is, Rebecca, but it’s not going to be of much use.”

			“Why not?”

			“Because it’s in Missouri.” 

			I groan as I register what it is he is trying to tell me.

			“The lab is inside the New United States.”

			 

		

	
		
			 

			chapter 4

			“Jupiter? Are you sure? I mean, what kind of a name is that?” Reed sneers. 

			“That’s what Kwan said. Apparently this Jupiter person has a black market lab and will Gift a person . . . for a price.”

			“What price?”

			“I have no idea, I didn’t ask. But Kwan did say that even if we manage to get into Missouri and track Jupiter down, he won’t help us.”

			“Why not?”

			“Because we have nothing he wants.”

			“We’ll figure something out.” By that, I take it Reed intends on resorting to brute force to coerce Jupiter into working with us.

			“You don’t have to come along, you know,” I try once more to dissuade him. Reed had insisted on accompanying me to Kwan’s dojo after the meeting – he had been waiting outside in the hall when Kwan and I had finished our conversation.

			“Oh yes, I do,” his smug smile assures me that he will take great pleasure in being proved right when I fail Kwan’s trial. 

			“Where is the dojo?” I ask as we cross yet another pristine courtyard. 

			“In the gymnasium.”

			The more I see of it, the more I appreciate that the Lakeside Military Academy is the ideal base of operations. There are the barracks complexes, which have enough dorms for all our people, the alumni dining hall which seats over five hundred, an enormous library and multiple classrooms which are being used for the education of the children residing with us. There is also a theatre hall which is used for mass training demonstrations, and an indoor and outdoor track field. 

			“I can’t believe Kwan put Michael in charge of track training,” I muse aloud.

			“He needed something to do,” Reed shrugs, rounding the corner of yet another building, “and he’s the most qualified person for the job. The kid can outrun practically everyone here.” 

			Including me at the moment, I think despairingly.

			The dojo is empty save for Kwan and, to my annoyance, Morgan Kelly. Morgan and I have always had a tumultuous relationship and there is no doubt in my mind she would love to see me fall flat on my face. She has a grudging respect for me, but she doesn’t like me one bit. 

			“Rebecca’s been filling me in on the mysterious Jupiter,” Reed announces as we draw nearer. 

			“He won’t help us,” Kwan repeats. “He’s into everything black market, and he’s driven by money, not power. He doesn’t care who’s in charge, and he’s very crafty. He was never discovered by Eric Dane and I’m fairly sure he’ll always stay one step ahead of NUSA.”

			“How did you pay him?” Reed asks.

			“I spent six months training his Gifted soldiers.” 

			My jaw drops. All this time I had thought there were only two armies – my Legion and the NUSA militia. 

			“You’re telling us that there is another army running around?” Reed growls. “And you didn’t think to mention it before now?” There goes his brute force plan, I think wryly. 

			Kwan shakes his head. “Jupiter’s men are not an army. They have no quarrel with anyone – they exist simply for his protection.”

			“Nobody would volunteer for these procedures without incentive,” Reed counters. I tend to agree with him. Risking your life to become a bodyguard hardly seems worth it. Every member of the Legion believes in the Resistance’s cause – they want to see a change, to save people and bring down the fences. 

			“They don’t volunteer,” Kwan explains calmly, rearranging a few weapons on a nearby shelf. I notice he does not select any for this training session. Weapons are used in advanced training only. I longingly eye the Bo staff resting against the shelf but, feeling faint already, I wonder if I would even be able to lift it. “I told you, Jupiter will give you nothing for nothing,” Kwan continues. “The men who serve him owe him a debt that they cannot repay through financial means.”

			“They sell their souls?” Morgan interrupts, sounding disgusted. 

			“You could put it that way,” Kwan steps back, away from the shelf, and stares at me. “You ready?” he asks, and I nod. I wish Morgan would leave but Kwan signals her forward. Oh great, that’s why she’s here. My sparring partner. 

			Under ordinary circumstances, Morgan would hardly be an ideal candidate as my training opponent. With my exceptional Gifts, she could never stand against me. Only Reed is able to compete on my level. To my excruciating humiliation, however, within three seconds of Kwan lowering his arm, Morgan has me pinned on my back. I didn’t even land one blow. The force of her knocking me over, albeit far more gently than she would ordinarily have attacked me, expels all the air from my body. Winded, I gasp for breath, and stars burst in my vision. 

			As my sight clears, I look up to see Reed grinning. Kwan is frowning, and Morgan looks momentarily stunned. She turns to her mentor, a look of abject horror on her face and a question bursts from her lips.

			“Will she get it back?” 

			Nobody answers her. I am not so easily fooled as to believe that Morgan’s interest lies in my own welfare, but we are all acutely aware of the fact that if I do not regain my abilities it will be a critical loss for the Legion. Reed’s grin fades from his lips and they all regard me sombrely. Finally, Reed steps forward, offering me his hand to help me to my feet. I brush his arm aside, blinking back tears of frustration and clumsily get to my feet. A twinge of pain shoots up my spine and I bite back a cry of helplessness. Waving aside their offers of help, I limp slowly out of the dojo.

			I do not get very far before nausea overcomes me and I duck behind a bush to empty what little remains in my stomach. I am not sure I can even make it back to my depressing little room. 

			“Rebecca?” Jenna’s voice pierces the quiet and I slump my shoulders, mortified. I emerge back into the courtyard and freeze as I catch sight of her. She is standing arm in arm with Chase Crawford. 

			“Are you okay?” he asks, sounding sincerely concerned. 

			“What the hell are you doing?” I demand of Jenna.

			“I beg your pardon?” she frowns.

			“What is he doing walking around? He should be in custody!”

			“What?” Chase snaps, anger replacing his concern. 

			“Becca! Chase is a part of our community now. You were the one who took him out of his holding cell back in Vegas – you sent him to the hostel.”

			“Yes, but that was when I had scouts at every exit, Jenna! When I knew for absolute certain he couldn’t escape!”

			“Escape?” Chase’s eyes widen incredulously. “I could’ve escaped a hundred times over since we left Vegas, Rebecca. I don’t want to.”

			“Chase . . . Chase is with me now,” Jenna adds, by way of explanation, as if this will set my mind at ease. “I told you all about it this morning when I visited.” I had not listened to half of what Jenna had said, but now I wish I had been paying more attention.

			“Judging by your taste in men, that’s hardly comforting,” I snarl, my embarrassment at being so weak and helpless fuelling my anger. 

			“What’s going on here?” Reed has caught up with us and he sees right through my bravado. Taking me firmly by the elbow, he starts to lead me back in the direction we came from earlier. 

			“I want him locked up!” I yell, attracting the attention of a few of the cadets walking around the grounds. “He’s a threat to the safety of everyone here!”

			“Shut up!” Reed hisses, clamping a hand over my mouth. I pull away furiously but spots are already appearing around the very edge of my vision. I stumble and he bends his knees, lifting me up and hoisting me over his shoulder. The blood rushing to my head is too much and I pass out.

			 

		

	
		
			 

			chapter 5

			I wake up in a different room to the makeshift hospital ward that has been my lodging for the past few weeks. It is still light outside but judging by the muted rays of sunlight filtering through the yellowing venetian blind, it will be dark soon. This room is far more inviting than my previous accommodation, and the practical decor tells me that it must be one of the standard dorm rooms. I am lying on a single bed made up with white linen and a navy blue blanket emblazoned with the word “Lakeside”. There is a small matching blue rug on the floor beside the bed, a chest of drawers in the opposite corner, and a small, neat desk by the window. 

			I ease my legs out of the blankets and make my way across to the desk, taking a seat on the rickety chair and watching the sun setting behind a copse of trees as I reflect on what happened today. I am angry – angry that Chase is wandering around arm-in-arm with Jenna when he poses such a danger to our people, angry that my father destroyed our lab without a thought to the consequences, angry that my abilities have failed me and that Morgan bested me so easily this morning. I am angry too with Reed and Kwan, who have always been my fiercest allies. They don’t understand. Neither of them seems to grasp how desperately I need to get back into the States and make Kenneth Williams pay for what he has done. And if they won’t help me, I will do it alone. I have to get better, I need to be strong again. Randomly, I trace the pattern of names gouged into the wooden desk – names of previous occupants of this room. Students of the Academy, all of whom are probably long dead.

			A knock at the door interrupts my reverie.

			“Come in,” I call, swivelling in my chair to face it as it opens. Aidan steps into the room, shutting the door behind him. I suddenly wish I had still been asleep when he arrived. 

			“How are you feeling?” he asks, walking over to sit on the unmade bed, dropping his hands between his knees and getting comfortable. “I heard you collapsed?”

			“It was nothing, just a head rush.”

			“You should be in bed.”

			“I was. I just needed to think.” The fading sunlight through the blinds highlights the blonder streaks in his hair. “Where’s Alex?” 

			“He’s with your dad. He wanted to come and see you, but I told him to wait until tomorrow. He’s staying with me,” he adds. “I hope you don’t mind?”

			“Of course not,” I smile. I am hardly in any position to be taking care of Alex right now, either physically or emotionally.

			“I still can’t believe it was Kenneth who did this to you,” he murmurs. “He was always so caring, so honourable.”

			“He’s neither of those things. He’s a monster.”

			“It’s just hard to believe.” I recall that Aidan and Kenneth had become close when Aidan was living in the Rebeldom. In fact, it had been Kenneth who had comforted me when Aidan was kidnapped by Eric. 

			“What were you thinking about?” Momentarily distracted, I don’t understand his question.

			“What?” 

			“You said you needed to think. What were you thinking about?”

			“My abilities,” I admit. There is no point in denying it any longer.

			“You’re worried they might not come back?” he asks, and I nod. “Would that be such a bad thing?” His voice is so low I have to strain to hear him. “You almost died,” he continues, his voice stronger now. “These Gifts . . . they’ve brought you nothing but pain and heartache. Without them you would never have been taken, never been tortured. You would never have left us . . .” 

			I know now that he is talking about a lot more than just my recent ordeal. Aidan is bringing up what happened four years ago when I left him and Alex to infiltrate Eric Dane’s organisation, and everything in between. 

			“If your father had never found you we could have stayed in Michigan,” he continues, powerless to stop himself, like a train that has been derailed. “We would never have been any the wiser, and we could have grown old together.”

			“What are you saying?” I am frowning now.

			“That ignorance is bliss.” He lifts his head and a lifetime of regret passes between us.

			“We can’t change the past.” 

			“But if your abilities don’t come back,” he persists, “you’ll have to accept that your part in this war is over.”

			“I am the leader of the Legion!” My voice rises in outrage. “My part in this war will not be over until NUSA is defeated. Gifts or no Gifts, Aidan, I will fight!”

			“Then you will die!” 

			“So be it!” 

			At this, he gets to his feet angrily and stalks over to stand before me. “I lost my father to this war, Rebecca. I will not lose you too.” 

			“Oh Aidan,” I bite my tongue as my resolve weakens, and I force myself to think only of Kenneth Williams, “I’m not yours to lose.”

			A myriad of emotions passes over his face – shock, hurt and embarrassment among them. His hands ball into fists and he takes a deep breath through gritted teeth. 

			“I guess I already knew that,” he murmurs. “I’m too late. I pushed you right into his arms, didn’t I?” He gives a harsh, scornful laugh. It was true. When Aidan’s memory was lost, he had told me categorically that I meant nothing to him – he had even gone so far as to encourage my relationship with Reed. By the time he had started to feel something for me, I had made my decision. 

			“This has got nothing to do with him.” I don’t know what makes me say it, but I cannot let him think I have chosen Reed over him. I am sick of their petty fighting, their constant power struggle. “I don’t want to be with either of you,” I add coldly. 

			Aidan considers this. “Is that supposed to make me feel better?”

			“Doesn’t it?”

			“If you think that, you don’t know me as well as I thought you did.” He turns around and walks the short distance to the door. Swinging it open, he turns back to stare at me, his hand resting on the doorknob. “What happened to you?” he whispers, and the next moment he is gone. The door slams shut and I am left alone in the semi-darkness, pondering the meaning of his question. 

			I cannot get back to sleep. Guilt is tugging at my conscience. In my self-absorption, I had forgotten that Aidan did not know that his father Jonathan had been killed protecting our son Alex. I had kept it from him when he was suffering from amnesia, but someone must have told him when he got his memory back. I had wanted to be the one to tell him. Thinking about Jonathan – the only father I had known for nineteen years – threatens to break my resolve and, unbidden, a memory of a time long past sweeps me away from my lonely room.

			“They’ll kill us if they catch us,” I whispered, casting terrified glances over my shoulder. 

			“They won’t catch us,” Aidan murmured, with all the confidence of a twelve-year-old boy. 

			“What if they do?”

			“They won’t! Just take this.” He shoved a torch into my outstretched hand and got to his feet, a coil of rope looped over his arms. 

			Under the cover of darkness, we made our way two blocks downtown to the construction site. I eyed the warning signs warily. 

			“Aidan, I don’t think we should . . .”

			“Bex, stop worrying. You sound like my dad,” he whined. We were standing beneath the scaffolding, and I had to crane my neck to see the top of it. 

			“Are you sure I won’t fall?”

			“Are you scared, scaredy cat?” he taunted. “You can stay here if you want – it’s not your fault I’m braver than you!”

			“Am not!” As if to prove it, I reached up and grabbed the horizontal bar, pulling myself up. Aidan started to climb too, and he passed me easily. 

			“Slowcoach!” he called, goading me, and I picked up my pace, snatching at the next bar. Suddenly, my foot slipped off the beam below and I gave a shriek of terror. I was hanging by my arms, my feet scissoring below me, trying to find my footing. I could see Aidan streaking down towards me, and I could hear him urging me to hang on, but I couldn’t, my arms were burning with the effort of holding my weight and my hands were already slipping. I knew I was not going to be able to hold on even as his face appeared above me.

			“Aidan!” I yelled as I fell, hitting the bar below me painfully, and then I collided with the ground, landing hard on my left arm. 

			It took him only a minute to get back down, landing like a cat beside me in the dirt.

			“Bex! Are you okay?” 

			I didn’t answer, my elbow hurt too badly to speak. Crying and clutching my arm, I let him help me to my feet and we shuffled all the way home. 

			“Do you think you’ll be able to hide it?” he asked as we neared the house, and I shook my head pitifully, doubling over with renewed sobbing. “Okay, wait here.” Gathering himself together, he released me, opened the swing door and disappeared into the dark house. 

			Through my tears, I saw Jonathan emerge a minute or two later, bending low to avoid hitting his head on the door frame. I knew I should be frightened, but instead all I felt was relief. Jonathan would fix everything, he always did. He had always made me feel safe, for as long as I could remember. His giant hands were warm as he gently lifted my arm. I gave a cry of pain, and he scooped me up into his arms and carried me into the house, Aidan following silently behind us. 

			The next afternoon Jonathan took us for a walk. My mother had barely spoken a word since we left the doctor’s room that morning. Nervously, I picked at the plaster cast on my left arm. Aidan couldn’t seem to bear the sight of it and he studiously avoided looking at me. I thought it was because I had got him into trouble. When we reached the orchards, Jonathan bent down, placing one knee on the grass so that he was able to look Aidan in the eye. I expected the dressing-down of a lifetime, but instead his voice remained calm as he took me gently by the shoulders and drew me forward so that Aidan could see me clearly. He grimaced as Jonathan lifted my plaster cast up and under his nose.

			“Do you want to see Becca get hurt?” Jonathan asked, and Aidan shook his head. “She looks up to you, Aidan. You are older, and you should set an example. You’re not doing that.”

			“It’s not my fault she fell off – it’s her tiny twig arms! She’s too little to try stuff, she should just have stayed at home.”

			“You’re not the boss of me!” I snapped in petulant outrage.

			“Is that what you really want?” Jonathan asked his son. “Have you outgrown Becca? Because if you have, you should play with the other kids your age, and let her play with girls her own age.”

			“No,” Aidan answered before Jonathan had even finished. “They’re mean to her.”

			“Then she is your responsibility,” Jonathan continued in his deep melodic voice and I flushed in embarrassment. I hated it when they talked about me like this – as if I was an incompetent child. “You need to look out for her – keep her safe. Can I trust you to do that?” 

			Aidan looked at me then, as though seeing me for the first time. Then he nodded slowly. 

			The day my cast came off, I raced to the orchard to find Aidan.

			“When are we going to try again?” I whispered, keeping a close eye on our parents.

			“We’re not,” he answered firmly.

			“But . . .”

			“But nothing, Bex. We’re not doing it again. It was a stupid idea.” He stalked off, and I sat down on the soft grass, scratching my arm and sulking. I was so caught up in my dour mood that I didn’t notice Jonathan’s small satisfied smile.

			My room has fallen dark and I push the memories away. I had forgotten Aidan’s recklessness. He had been the trouble-seeker, the daredevil, until that night. After that, he had steered us clear of danger, keeping me out of mischief. I goaded him incessantly, missing our adventures, but eventually I had simply let it be and followed his lead.

			The evening is balmy, and a sheen of sweat covers my body. I lift my dark hair off my shoulders and then I tug on my pants and my shoes and head outside, desperate to escape the hot, stifling quiet. I don’t want to think. I make my way to the dining hall. Only Veronica and Jethro are there, Veronica tidying up in that quiet, contented way of hers. Jethro is sitting with his feet up on one of the tables, chatting amiably to her. He is so like Mason with his olive skin and his dark hair. It is only the birthmark on the left side of Mason’s face that sets them apart.

			“Rebecca,” Veronica smiles shyly when she catches sight of me. “Are you hungry?”

			“A bit,” I admit, taking a seat opposite Jethro. He doesn’t look at me at first, keeping his eyes fixed on the table. I refuse to apologise for what I said earlier about Mason. It is the truth – Mason did those terrible things to me and he is going to be punished. 

			Veronica returns with a bowl of steaming stew and I eat quickly, desperate to be gone. The scalding liquid burns my mouth as I scoop up spoonful after spoonful. Veronica tries to make conversation but gives up after only a few moments, sensing the tension in the air.

			“Thank you.” Picking up my bowl, I get to my feet but she waves me away. 

			“I’ll get that,” she offers kindly. I hesitate, wondering if I should speak now, if I should explain to Jethro exactly what happened back at the prison, but I don’t. 

			I creep into the gymnasium, making as little noise as possible. I need to be away from prying eyes to do this. There are only a few lights on at the far end of the room and I make my way to the shelf where Kwan keeps his weapons. Ignoring my beloved Bo staff, I select a Hanbo. The Hanbo is only half the length of the Bo and is much lighter, making it easier to manoeuvre. Confident of my decision, I move away from the shelves into the centre of the gymnasium. Taking a deep breath, I lift the Hanbo and test the weight in my hand, bouncing it up and down. The smooth wood feels at once both strange and familiar. I take hold of it in both hands, gripping it firmly, and I jab it forward, throwing all my weight onto my front leg. The movement is fluid enough, but it lacks the strength behind it to be effective if I were actually attacking someone. I try again, and again, feeling more frustrated at each weak attempt. I lift it above my head and start to spin it, one hand crossing the other. I have trained extensively with these weapons and, again, my technique is flawless but the movements are slow and unimpressive. Disgusted with myself, I drop the staff in a loud clatter to the floor.

			“You need to train your primary weapon before you move on to others,” Kwan’s voice emanates from the darkness near the door. I can just make him out, a tall shadow breaking apart from the others and advancing towards me. “Your body,” he explains when he gets nearer, “your body is your primary weapon. Focus on that. The rest will come.”

			“How do you propose I do that?”

			“Training,” he replies simply. “Tomorrow I want you on the track field at 6.30.”

			I return the Hanbo to the corner and run my hand longingly down the Bo staff.

			“It will come back to you, Rebecca.” Kwan is right beside me. “Give it time.”

			“I don’t have time! Kenneth Williams wants our community gone, he won’t stop until he destroys us all and eliminates the opposition.”

			“He won’t find us here any time soon,” he reassures me. “But I don’t believe that is the real reason you are in such a hurry.”

			“I want him gone.”

			“Because of what he did to you?”

			“Yes!”

			“Revenge is no way to win a war.”

			“I’m not in the mood for your ancient philosophies right now, old friend.” I turn back to the Bo staff.

			“You are in a dark place, Rebecca. I can see it. I hear you told Jethro you intend to kill his brother.”

			“His brother almost killed me. It’s nothing less than he deserves.”

			“That may be true,” he concedes, “but did you consider the fact that Jethro may need some time to come to terms with it?”

			“You’re saying I should have softened the blow? Been more sensitive to his feelings?”

			“Yes.”

			“You’re not listening to me. I don’t have time to tiptoe around everybody’s feelings.”

			“That includes Reed and Aidan, I’m guessing.”

			“I don’t want to talk about them.”

			“Of course you don’t. But tell me, Rebecca, how do you propose to win this war without Reed?”

			“Reed will fight. He believes in the cause.”

			“He believes in you,” he corrects. “As we all do. Without you, the Legion would fall apart. How can you expect them to follow you when they don’t even like you?” 

			“Who’s being insensitive now?” I raise my eyebrows. 

			“You need to let go of your fear, only then will you make peace with what has happened. There is a darkness in you, Rebecca. It will fester and grow and, if you allow it to, it will consume you. Stop holding on to it or it will destroy everything you have worked for.”

			“I’m not afraid. Are you going to help me or not?”

			“Tomorrow,” he sighs. “At 6.30.”

			 

		

	
		
			 

			chapter 6

			The following morning I am waiting on the outdoor track field when Kwan arrives. Michael is with him. 

			“Hi, Rebecca!” Michael calls, cheerful as ever. He is completely impervious to my grey mood. 

			“Hey,” I raise my brows in question at Kwan.

			“Michael trains track,” he replies nonchalantly. “And I’m needed in the dojo. You’re in good hands.”

			“So, shall we get to it?” Michael rubs his hands together to ward off the cold. 

			Twenty minutes later I want to scream with frustration. Michael is running circles around me, all the while keeping up a running commentary of encouragement. I am slow, far too slow. I could probably still outrun Jenna, and my natural fitness is resurfacing, but my abilities are nowhere to be seen. Michael has always challenged me, determined to best me in a race, but even he seems disappointed by the lack of competition.

			“So, you really took a knock, huh?” He runs his hands through his tousled blond hair and gives me the kind of look you reserve for someone’s deathbed. I scowl, and he quickly rearranges his features into a carefree, goofy grin. “It’ll come back, of course. I bet I’ll be eating your dust in no time. And you did really well, considering,” he adds graciously.

			I avert my eyes from the sympathy of his kind gaze, and a movement on the other side of the track catches my attention. I shield my eyes and discern five grubby looking men crouched on the stands, watching us intently.

			“Who are they?” I ask, and Michael swings around to look. 

			“The Lakeside Five,” he answers. “They were here when we arrived, put up a bit of a fuss when they realised we were staying. Adam and Kwan usually deal with them.”

			“I can’t see that they would pose much of a threat.”

			“They were armed when we arrived. I doubt they have much ammo – they were probably hoping to intimidate us into leaving.”

			“What happened?”

			“Kwan took their guns off them before they even knew what was happening. He gave them back though, shortly afterwards. Once they had seen what the Legion was capable of they backed off, but they stick to themselves. You’d think they would be grateful, considering how much food the town is supplying us now. Adam’s been explaining things to them – he seems to think he’s making progress, but I don’t see it.” 

			I stare up at the five men thoughtfully. As far as I can tell they are unarmed. “Do they still carry their guns?”

			“Nah. I think they keep them down in the marksmanship centre.” 

			“I’d better go. I’ll see you later, Michael.” I jog back towards the dining hall, my muscles aching in protest. My father is engaged in conversation near the east wall, but I head straight for the serving centre. I am ravenous but as I reach for a plate I spot Jenna and Chase sitting a few tables away with their heads together. Dropping my plate with a loud clatter, I march over to my father. Surprisingly, he looks weary as he notices my approach.

			“I want him out of here,” I point across at Chase. 

			“Forget your manners, Tiny?” I turn to find Reed glaring at me, his eyes bright with annoyance. “We were in the middle of a conversation,” he continues, gesturing between my father and himself. 

			“What? Oh, right, sorry. I want Chase locked up again.”

			“Bex,” my father sighs placatingly.

			“No,” Reed cuts across him, shaking his shaggy blond head. “That’s quite enough, Jeffrey. Stop indulging her.”

			“Excuse me,” I sneer, my lip curling. “Stay out of this, Reed. I was speaking to my father.”

			“Correction,” he drawls. “I was speaking to your father until you so rudely interrupted. No,” he snaps, as my dad starts to step between us, trying to defuse the situation, “stop protecting her. You,” he points his finger in my face, so close that I take a step back, “you stop behaving like some goddamned prima donna. You’ve been awake, what, not even forty-eight hours and you’ve managed to piss off every person who has ever helped you. Stop behaving like a brat, Rebecca, and grow up.” 

			I open my mouth to lash out at him, to retaliate, but he turns his back on me and states in a loud voice, “Now, Jeffrey, where were we?”

			Red-faced and humiliated, I become acutely aware that every eye in the room is fixed on us. Vowing that I will have it out with Reed later, that this conversation is not over, I beat a hasty retreat. It is only when I am back out in the open air that I realise I have nowhere to go. Without thinking, I smash my fist into the brick wall beside me. There is a sickening crunch as three of my knuckles break, and I give a howl of anguish. 

			“Mom?” I turn to see Alex watching me apprehensively. 

			“That was a silly thing to do,” another youthful voice pipes up and I catch sight of Brooke standing right behind my son, her green eyes narrowed reprovingly.

			“It was,” I agree, mortified. I bend down and ruffle Alex’s hair, grinning at Brooke over his shoulder. Brooke was in a very bad way when we found her; her mother had died and she had collapsed on the street, no match for the coyote that had attacked her. Henry had not rated her chances of survival very highly but, astonishingly, she had pulled through and made a full recovery. We discovered that Brooke possessed the ability to heal. What we don’t know, is the why or the how – my father had performed extensive tests and concluded that Brooke had never been Gifted through any procedure. He theorised she may have inherited her ability, but this didn’t make any sense. As far as we know, no other child, with the exception of Alex, has ever inherited their parent’s abilities, but when I pointed this out my father had simply maintained that evolution could not be explained. Idly, I wonder if my dad is mistaken, and if Brooke’s mother may have known the elusive Jupiter. A clever and confident little girl, she and Alex have become firm friends, the fact that they are the only two Gifted children in our community making them ideal playmates.

			“What are you two up to?” I ask. “No school today?”

			“Mom, it’s Saturday!” Alex rolls his eyes at me. 

			“Indeed it is,” I grin. “So, what would you like to do?” Anything to distract him from what he has just witnessed.

			“Play ball?” 

			“You got it.”

			Galloping around the field, I forget for a moment the difficulties I am facing. Like a breath of fresh air, the two children revitalise me. Thankful that I don’t need to use my hands to play, I am relieved when the familiar tingling starts in my fingers. My healing, at least, is working. But even without my abilities, I am still a hero to the children, and Alex whoops with glee as he scores yet another goal. He and Brooke high-five each other and then get back into position. I am so caught up in the moment that I don’t notice when Aidan strolls onto the field, until he scoops Alex up from behind. Alex goes into peals of laughter and kicks his legs vigorously, trying to escape his father’s clutches. 

			“Be on my team, Dad?” he hollers when his feet finally touch the ground. 

			Aidan nods. “The girls don’t stand a chance, champ,” he grins mischievously.

			“We’ll see about that,” I retort, calling Brooke over to my side.

			I can’t help but laugh as our competition intensifies. Unlike this morning with Michael, it doesn’t matter now if I win or lose. Alex’s delight is infectious and Aidan is relaxed and happy, stealing the ball away from right under my nose and running up towards their goal. I sprint after him, trying unsuccessfully to swipe the ball back, but I trip over my own feet and he grabs my arm as I stumble. Looking up into his warm brown eyes, his words come back to me. This is what my life would be like if I had never been Gifted, if I had chosen a different path. A lifetime of laughter and happy memories, with Aidan always by my side. Playing football with my family without the weight of the world on my shoulders. Frozen in the moment, our eyes locked, neither of us notices when Alex sneaks the ball away and speeds towards his goal. 

			And then reality asserts itself, and I wrench my arm away from Aidan as though he has burned me. 

			“Rebecca,” he groans as I pull away, sounding exhausted. 

			“I think we’re tied,” I say, deliberately looking back to where Alex is still dribbling the ball. Brooke, standing beside him with her hands on her hips, looks petulant.

			“Don’t do this, don’t pull away from me,” he pleads, but I ignore him and jog over to give Alex a squeeze and console Brooke over their recent goal. 

			“We’ve got them on the run, Brooke,” I grin at her. Her startling green eyes crinkle at the corners as she realises we are still playing.

			Later, I swallow my pride and pay the good doctor a visit.

			“I still don’t understand why my abilities aren’t working, Henry.” 

			“Not working?” he scoffs. “Three days ago you were in a coma, Rebecca. Today you were playing football with your son. I’d say your healing is definitely working.”

			“What about my speed, my strength?”

			“Give it time.” 

			I am sick to death of hearing these words, but I thank him and leave his practice room, which was no doubt the old infirmary. As I round the first corner, I come face to face with Sofia heading in the opposite direction.

			“Hi,” I greet her, feeling slightly uncomfortable. 

			Before I was injured, when Aidan was suffering from amnesia, he and Sofia were becoming close. I can only assume, from what I heard before I woke up, that their budding relationship ended abruptly when Aidan got his memory back and realised he was still in love with me. Even before that, the dynamics of their relationship had shifted as Aidan’s affection for me grew, but Sofia had stuck closer than a barnacle and had refused to consider that Aidan might transfer his attention to me, intact memory or not. The look on her face confirms my suspicions. Sofia looks embarrassed, and a Morgan-like scowl of dislike mars her exotically pretty face.

			“Hello, Rebecca,” she replies stiltedly, her English accent a sharp contrast to her dark Mexican looks. Sofia was raised by Henry and as a result picked up his pronounced intonation. She keeps walking, and I can practically hear her praying that I don’t strike up a conversation. Sympathetic to her broken heart and wounded pride, I simply nod and continue on my way.

			If Sofia’s love life is deteriorating, her father Henry’s is just the opposite. I learn that he and Archer’s mother Sienna are planning on getting married. Here in the Rebeldom there is no legal way to get married or divorced, but the two are planning a small ceremony anyway. I knew that they were getting close, but I am still surprised.

			“The older you get, the more you realise that time is precious,” my dad explains as I watch Archer and Sofia helping them set up a makeshift wedding arch on the grass of the family park pavilion. “You shouldn’t waste a minute of it. If you find love, you have to grab hold of it with both hands and never let it go. When I met your mother, I just knew that she was the one for me. We didn’t wait long either.”

			“You want to get to your point?” I ask, knowing that there is far more to his words than a simple conversation. 

			“I don’t want you to have any regrets. I know your mother didn’t.” If he thinks that bringing up my mother is going to sway me from my mission, he is wrong.

			“My mother didn’t have a war to win,” I remind him bluntly.

			The day of the ceremony dawns and if the weather is any indication, the gods are smiling down on the soon-to-be newly-weds. There is not a cloud in the sky and no breeze rustles the leaves. Everyone in the Academy is attending, much to my chagrin, because it means I have no excuse not to go. Without Jenna to help me with my outfit, I settle on a pair of black pants and a pretty grey chiffon blouse with a beaded sash that ties around the neck to hold it up. It is the first time I have ever worn it, and I feel ridiculous. To my amazement, three hundred of the wooden dining hall chairs have been ferried all the way out here and lined up in perfect rows on the grass. I am late, and most seats are already occupied but my dad waves his arm, indicating an empty chair beside him a few rows from the front. It is only when I take my seat between him and Alex that I notice that Reed is on his other side, and Aidan is next to Alex, with Brooke sitting on his lap so she can see over the heads of those in front of us.

			“Good thing this isn’t awkward,” I mumble, folding my hands in my lap and keeping my eyes on the wedding arch which has been transformed into a thing of beauty by the intricate weaving of flowers. No doubt Sienna’s work. Henry has rustled up an old suit, which has been lovingly pressed, and the smile creasing his old face makes him look years younger. Archer stands proudly beside him as the best man. Sienna, tall and regal in a simple cream dress, coaxes a collective sigh from the guests as she sweeps up the aisle, walking slightly too fast for the shorter Sofia who is tripping along behind her. As usual, Sofia looks astonishingly pretty with her dark hair swept off her face in a low bun, from which loose tendrils are already escaping. She manages to smile at Aidan while simultaneously scowling at me as she passes our row.

			The service itself is short and sweet, and I join the throng making their way to the dining hall for lunch-cum-reception. 

			“Did you have a wedding, Mom?” Alex asks, linking arms with me. He is holding Aidan’s hand on his other side and over his head I meet Aidan’s gaze.

			“Yes,” I answer, smiling down at him and a look of disgust crosses over Aidan’s face. Aidan and I never got married, not legally. But I did marry Eric Dane in a lavish ceremony fit for the First Family. What I don’t add is that I would have traded that extravagant affair for the simple, sincere ceremony I had just witnessed, in a heartbeat.

			 

		

	
		
			 

			chapter 7

			Mercifully, with each day that passes, I can feel my body becoming stronger. Michael is delighted with my progress on the track field, not letting me miss a day’s training. He is getting far too into character, bossing me around like a drill sergeant. We are not deterred even when it rains, moving instead to the indoor track in the Field House. Kwan is slowly putting me through the motions of my original Taekwondo training and I am pleased that while I am nowhere near my former capability, it now takes Morgan at least ten seconds before she pins me to the floor. 

			I spend more time with Alex, and only with him do I let my guard down. Alex is my son, and I will not let my hatred of Kenneth Williams and NUSA destroy the one good thing left in my life. My relationship with Aidan, on the other hand, is deteriorating rapidly. I find that I am distancing myself from him more and more as the days go by, for numerous reasons. For the first time Aidan’s weakness becomes apparent. Although Gifted with the ability to heal, Aidan is neither strong nor fast, and he is no fighter. I need to surround myself with only the strong and the powerful if I am to have any hope of winning this war. I am also irrationally starting to blame Aidan for my abilities not returning, as if he is rubbing off on me. Whenever I spend time with him, which is sometimes unavoidable because of Alex, I feel that he is weakening me, slowly breaking down my resolve. Being around Aidan makes me softer, more compassionate, and these are not qualities that will help me defeat NUSA. In fact, they are just the opposite – they could likely be my downfall.

			Every now and then I catch sight of the Lakeside Five on the grounds, but they avoid us as far as possible. Adam tells me that they have their own section of the Academy and seldom venture out of it. 

			“They’ll be glad to see the back of us,” he adds.

			“When we take back the States they can have the Academy back, all to themselves.” 

			He sighs at this. “I just wish I could get through to them.”

			“Why?” I ask.

			“Because they’re people, Rebecca. Just like us. And we weren’t designed to be alone. The Deranged are proof of that – look at what being abandoned and isolated has reduced them to. It’s a slow descent into madness.”

			“You can’t force them to accept us, or to become a part of our community.”

			“No, I can’t. But hopefully I can convince them.”

			Personally, I think that Adam is wasting his time, but I keep that to myself. 

			The raids continue but I barely monitor their progress, leaving this to the General. I have become obsessed with only one immediate goal: to find Jupiter and his lab, and convince him to Gift all our willing soldiers. Unfortunately, there is no way I can guarantee my success in reaching him if my Gifts do not return. David who, despite his strength, is more brains than brawn, with the added benefit of having been a chief engineer in the town planning office when he was still working undercover in Chicago, is working on a few ideas as to how we can access the States. I have a few ideas of my own that I have not yet shared with the others, but everything depends on how quickly I recover. Morgan suggested they head to Missouri without me, but I rebuked her loudly for undermining my authority.

			“Bex,” my father’s voice interrupts my musings. I am sitting alone in the dining hall, my empty plate on the table in front of me. I ignore the implication as my father glances around the crowded room and then at the empty chairs beside me. “Eating alone?” 

			“I’m meeting Kwan at the dojo in a few minutes,” I reply so that he knows that I am in a hurry.

			“I’ll be quick, then.” He takes a seat. “I wanted to talk to you about this morning’s meeting.”

			“What about it?” Nothing of particular interest had arisen this morning as far as I could recall. I narrow my eyes as I catch sight of Jenna and Chase entering the hall and my father swivels in his chair to find the source of my irritation. 

			“He hasn’t done anything to intimate he can’t be trusted.” His voice is reproachful.

			“He hasn’t done anything to prove otherwise either,” I retort. “But he can stay where he is for now. I have plans for Chase . . .” 

			“I don’t even want to know.” My father shakes his head. “Now, about this morning. I wanted to talk to you about your conscription proposal.”

			“What about it?” I am curious.

			“Well, I think it’s a bit extreme, for one thing.”

			“We’re at war, Dad, not a tea party.” 

			It is inevitable that he would disagree with my idea to force members of our community to enlist in the Legion. In fact, a few months ago I was dead set against the idea myself. The General thought of it first, but in my stubborn naivety I had refused even to consider his suggestion. The thought of forcing people to risk their lives appalled and disgusted me. But that was then. Now I know better. Without more Gifted soldiers we are doomed to fail – a few deaths are an acceptable collateral in order to save thousands.

			“It’s hypocrisy, Bex, plain and simple!” He raises his voice. Although I am not surprised that he disagrees with me, I am surprised by the level of anger radiating off him. “One of the basic premises that the Resistance is based on is free will. It was taken from us, and we want it back. How is forcing people against their will any different to what Eric Dane did . . . to what Kenneth is doing now?”

			“Don’t you dare compare me to that son of a bitch!” I hiss, my lip curled as my own anger threatens to boil over. 

			“Don’t lose sight of our values, then.”

			“The General agrees with me,” I say smugly. 

			“The General has always wanted us to take this line,” he snaps back, “which is precisely why he has never been in charge.” The implication of his words is like being doused in icy water.

			“You’re saying I’m not fit to lead the Legion?” My chest swells in outrage. 

			“I’m saying that your beliefs and values have always been what makes you the best person to lead us. My concern is that those values have changed, and if they have, where does that leave our people?”

			“I will do what is best for everybody. I have to go. I’m late,” I add dismissively, getting to my feet.

			Looking back, I should have known that I was being driven by pure primal instinct. Hate had replaced love as my primary motive, and anger was raging inside me. Nobody understood what I had been through, nobody had done more for the Resistance than I had, and yet here they all were, judging me, pointing out my flaws. Selfishly, I wanted to feel better. And I knew exactly what would make me.

			“Tiny,” Reed opens the door and glances past me into the hallway. “What are you doing . . .?” 

			I don’t allow him to finish the question. I didn’t come here to talk. I grab fistfuls of his hair and pull him down towards me, at the same time forcing him back into the small dorm room, and kicking the door shut behind me. His jaw drops open in astonishment and I seize the opportunity to kiss him as hard as I can, letting the heady sensation fill my senses and drive out everything else. I can feel the moment that he hesitates, pushing me gently away, so I leap up and wrap my legs around him, pressing myself against his hard, lean body and tugging his shirt up his back. He stops resisting and the next few minutes are wild and fierce, punctuated by heat and sweat, and an almost animal-like frenzy. It is all over in a matter of minutes, my weakened body sore but sated. 

			Abruptly, I push myself off Reed, who for once seems at a loss for words. Unabashedly, I make my way around the room, retrieving my discarded clothing, and his eyes follow my every move. I am buttoning up my jeans when he finally finds his tongue.

			“Not that I’m complaining, but do you mind telling me what that was about?”

			“It was nothing.” I pull my vest down over my bare torso and his gaze finally lifts to meet my eyes, comprehension dawning.

			“Nothing?” His voice is lower and I can hear the anger simmering just below his outward control. “I see . . . So I assume, then, that you don’t want me mentioning this little episode to Braveheart?”

			“If it would make you feel better, go right ahead,” I shrug, tying my sneakers. I feel rejuvenated, and I want to head down to the dojo to practise.

			“Have you completely lost your mind?” I glance up at that, at the disbelief in his tone. “What game are you playing, Rebecca?”

			“I’m not playing any game.”

			“You’ve got the two of us dangling by a goddamned string,” he counters. “You say you don’t want to be with either of us . . .”

			“Aidan’s been sneaking,” I snigger, recalling that I said this only to Aidan, but Reed continues, ignoring me.

			“And yet you rock up at my door for a booty call.”

			“You’re over-thinking it.”

			“We just made love!” I had given no thought to what he would make of my passionate assault, but obviously he is reading far more into it than I intended. I don’t want to hurt him, but I also don’t want him to make something of nothing. What I say next is intended to push him away, but it is still one of the worst things I have ever done.

			“No, we didn’t, Cowboy. I had an itch. You scratched it.”

			Faster than ever, he launches himself from the bed and grabs me roughly by the shoulders. 

			“You little bitch,” he hisses, his hot breath on my face. 

			“Take your hands off me.” I meet his gaze head on, refusing to be intimidated. “That’s an order.” 

			Looking disgusted, he drops his arms to his sides. “Is that what I am to you? Just another soldier in your Legion?”

			“No,” I reply honestly, “you’re more than that. I can’t win this war without you.” 

			He nods sadly. “Your greatest asset.” 

			They are the same words he once teased me with when we were a couple. “Well, in that case, let me prove my worth.” He pulls on his jeans and T-shirt and then grabs me by my arm, his fingers biting into my skin, and marches me from the room.

			“Where the hell are we going?” I grumble, as we emerge into a courtyard. 

			“The dojo.”

			“What for? Ouch!” I add as he jerks me to the left, steering me around a corner.

			“Well, seeing as all you care about is this war, the fact that you’re about as much use to us as Sofia is something of a problem.” He uses Sofia as an example out of pure malice, trying to rile me. “I’m joining your training today,” he continues pleasantly, as the gymnasium comes into view. “Let’s see if we can’t make you ever so slightly less pathetic.” 

			 

		

	
		
			 

			chapter 8

			“That’s enough,” Kwan warns, as I hit the ground for the third time, this time with such force I almost black out. “You’re going to hurt her, Reed.” 

			“Aw, I don’t know about that. Can someone with no feelings get hurt?” 

			I have never seen Reed like this before, so brutally harsh, but I refuse to react.

			“I said enough,” Kwan repeats. 

			“Yeah, you’re right,” Reed brushes his hair out of his eyes. “It is enough. I’m joining the next raid, I’d better get going.” Without so much as offering me a hand to help me up, he walks out.

			Kwan kneels beside me, and I pull myself into a sitting position.

			“What did you do?” he asks seriously.

			“Nothing!” I wince as pain shoots across my lower back. “He’s just being melodramatic.”

			“I don’t believe that for a second. He’s not that way inclined. Unlike you, he rarely shows his emotions.”

			“You want me to feel sorry for him? My baby died – I think I’ve earned a little self-indulgence.”

			“You seem to have forgotten that the child you lost belonged to him too.”

			“I didn’t lose her! She was murdered!” Kwan looks startled at my assumption that the child was a girl, but I pay no heed.

			“He lost her too,” he continues calmly, ignoring my outburst. “And, worse still, he lost you.”

			I get to my feet, collecting the Bo staff from its usual position next to the weapons shelves. 

			“Do you think you’re ready for that?” Kwan asks, dropping the subject. Up until now, I have been practising with the Hanbo only.

			“There’s only one way to find out.”

			I stand with my legs slightly apart, holding the Bo in both hands. Kwan is watching intently, and I close my eyes, wishing I was alone. Slowly, infinitely slowly, I start to twirl the Bo, the natural rhythm feeling comfortable and familiar. I focus only on the Bo, forgetting about everything else. Kenneth Williams’ face is the hardest to force from my mind, but I grit my teeth and keep trying. I know I am allowing him to poison my life, even with so many miles between us. He is still controlling me, destroying me. 

			“No,” I hiss, “get out of my head!” Finally, he is gone and I feel a surge of relief. I have barely a second to appreciate it when Kwan gives a whoop of delight. I open my eyes and the Bo clatters to the floor, but not before I register that the long staff was whirling above me faster than my eyes could track. 

			“You did it!” Kwan picks up the Bo.

			“I did it,” I breathe, conflicting emotions coursing through me. 

			Three days later, I only just make it to the meeting room in time, having left the dojo later than I anticipated. I am frustrated. My abilities are erratic – some days I am operating on full strength and others there is nothing but ordinary human capabilities. 

			“Kenneth has declared himself,” the General’s voice oozes disdain and disappointment. “Joseph Hale has stepped down and Kenneth has officially been sworn in as President of the New United States.”

			“I wonder what changed his mind,” my father muses.

			“Well, obviously there’s no point in hiding any more,” I bite out, “now that we know of his involvement. He was only ever trying to keep his identity from us to ensure that the Legion would not act against him. He wanted me to convince our army to join him so that he would be uncontested. Obviously, I refused.”

			“Why couldn’t we have joined forces?” Morgan asks. “Surely Kenneth can’t be all bad – he was one of us for a long time. Why couldn’t we have worked together?” 

			Michael rounds on his sister in astonishment. “Um . . . have you forgotten that he tortured Rebecca and almost killed her? He’s a sicko!”

			As gratifying as Michael’s indignation on my behalf is, I explain it to Morgan.

			“Kenneth wanted only the Legion, Morgan. Only our soldiers were valuable to him, because only they could ever oppose him. He wanted the rest of our community destroyed in order to protect the resources in the States and prevent our ideology spreading through NUSA.”

			“Destroyed?” the General barks across the table and I nod in confirmation. Everyone else looks disgusted. It is the first time I have shared this piece of information with the council. 

			“Where is his new base?” I ask. I had destroyed the lab at the Dane Corp Plaza, and I doubted that Kenneth would operate from there now that the building had been structurally compromised. 

			“The Willis Tower, according to our sources,” the General replies. “But that’s not the worst of it. One of our people has discovered intel that Williams wants to start up a new technology department specialising in weapons engineering.”

			“But that’s illegal! Eric Dane abolished traditional weapons when he created NUSA!”

			“I doubt that Kenneth’s plan is public knowledge,” my father interjects, “and besides, Bex, NUSA is an autocratic state – all the power rests in the hands of the President. Those who speak out will simply be exiled. Kenneth is going for the easier option. It would take years for him to rebuild the lab, whereas weapons will give him the same power, but in a faster time frame. Fortunately, it will take some months before he is ready to start testing.” 

			This is hardly comforting. As it is, we are outmanned by NUSA, but if Kenneth succeeds in creating military weapons, we will stand no chance.

			“Where’s McCoy?” the General asks, only now noticing Reed’s absence.

			“He’s gone on a raid,” Kwan answers, studiously avoiding my eyes.

			“When will he be back?”

			“With any luck by this evening.” 

			“You mentioned you had a plan, Miss Davis?” The General finally addresses the reason that I called this meeting.

			“Yes,” I affirm. “I’m going to take a team to Missouri to meet with Jupiter. I’m going to try to convince him to help us.” 

			It is a mark of how badly the General wants to increase the Legion’s numbers that he does not press me for any details, save one.

			“How do you plan on getting through the fences?”

			“David is working on that.” I look to David and he nods. 

			“Your abilities . . .” the General trails off, looking uncomfortable, as though the topic is too sensitive to talk about in front of the others.

			“. . . are returning slowly,” I finish his sentence. 

			“You’ll need them if you plan on entering the States,” he points out wryly.

			As I am leaving the meeting room I stop David near the door. 

			“Do you really think you can find us a way in?” I ask. Thus far he had not been very positive, although he has not let on to the council.

			“I don’t know,” he replies. “They’ll be watching the rivers and waterways, now that they know they’re a weak point.” Our last excursion into the States had been made via the Ottawa River. “I honestly don’t know,” he mumbles again, deep in thought. 

			Disappointed, I turn to leave and then, on second thoughts, I round on him again. “David, I’ve been meaning to tell you – I want you in Kwan’s training programme.”

			“Why?” He looks startled. David has been Gifted with strength, but his physical fitness is severely lacking. 

			“Because you’re out of shape,” I state bluntly, poking him in the soft spread of flesh around his middle. He flushes unbecomingly, but I do not apologise. There is no place on our team for David if he is not at his full physical potential. 

			I pop in to fetch Alex on my way to the track field. Unsurprisingly, Brooke is with him and she trails along.

			“Can I train too?” Alex asks as he bounds along beside me. I agree, not really paying him much attention. Aidan’s face at the door when I had collected Alex was darker than thunder, and he barely greeted me, seemingly preoccupied with something. I wonder idly if Reed mentioned what happened between us.

			Michael is a few minutes late, so Alex, Brooke and I jog slowly around the track, warming up. Alex has learned to control his speed and is able to switch it on and off, unless he gets overexcited. When his speed had manifested, he hadn’t been able to resist using it at school and initially some of the other children had reacted – teasing and taunting him out of jealousy and spite. Alex had tried to curb his Gifts and, surprisingly, it was Reed’s significant presence in our lives that had helped him settle. Reed had spent a lot of time with Alex and provided a male figure that he could look up to, both of them having the Power of Three. Alex also paces himself so that Brooke can keep up. The two are inseparable, a poignant reminder of Aidan and me at that age.

			By the time Michael arrives, Alex has reached the limit of his self-control and he immediately challenges Michael to a proper race. I laugh them away, focusing on my own running and forcing my body to test its own limits. With every circuit, I increase my pace slightly, keeping my eyes planted on the track before me. I keep doing this, over and over, delighted with the progress I am making but knowing that I have yet to reach my peak. Faster and faster, the ground streaking beneath my feet. 

			It is only when I hear Michael’s pounding footsteps beside me that I look up. Michael’s usual grin is nowhere to be seen. Instead, he has a look of fierce determination on his face, his cheeks are red, his eyes narrowed. He pumps his arms even harder at his sides and, like a lightning bolt, it hits me that Michael is struggling to keep up. Now I glance past him towards the stands which are nothing but a blur as I rocket past them. Laughing, I increase my pace again, and Michael falls behind, his frustrated yell echoing behind me. I am as fast as I ever was! My speed is back, finally.

			After a few laps, I head for the stands to watch Alex and the others. My euphoria is a welcome change as I take a seat, a ridiculously smug grin on my face. Alex still has far too much energy to burn and Michael is sitting cross legged in the centre of the track, issuing instructions. Brooke is following Alex’s lead, a few lanes across. I am so engrossed in the return of my speed that at first I miss it. It is only when Michael leaps to his feet that I realise something has happened. I follow the direction of his gaze to see Alex sprinting around the far track, so fast that he is almost impossible to discern. He is moving incredibly quickly but I still can’t understand the gobsmacked expression on Michael’s face. Until Alex takes my hand and squeezes it.

			I glance down in bewilderment.

			“She’s doing good, isn’t she, Mom?” he chirps, and suddenly the reason for Michael’s shock becomes crystal clear. It’s not Alex sprinting around the track. It’s Brooke. 

			 

		

	
		
			 

			chapter 9

			Brooke is about a year younger than Alex. Not knowing her real birth date, I had simply chosen a random date in the same month as Alex’s birthday for her. They had turned five and six respectively last month, while I was still unconscious. 

			I hasten down the stands and cross the track to stand beside Michael. 

			“Can you explain it?” he asks, wide-eyed.

			“No,” I shake my head, still watching.

			“But she has the Power of Three?” he prompts.

			“Not yet. But two out of three is a pretty big indication that she will.” 

			Alex’s abilities manifested in the order: strength, speed and, finally, healing. Brooke’s healing was already integrated when we found her on the street – it was how she had survived the coyote attack – and speed is obviously her second. Random orders, I muse, wondering if there is any logic in it. I am also fairly certain that if Brooke’s abilities are manifesting she must have inherited them from one of her parents. My father was right all along.

			When she finally comes to a stop, she has barely broken a sweat and looks incredibly pleased with herself.

			“Wanna race, Alex?” she grins, her green eyes alight with mischief. 

			Before I can stop them, they speed off in the opposite direction, the sound of their laughter carried back to me on the wind. In that instant, my heart constricts with the agony of what will never be, and for a fleeting second the walls that I have so carefully built are stripped away. As Michael races after the two giggling children, my eyes well with tears. I trail my fingertips over my concave stomach and my jaw trembles as I push back the agony of her loss. It crept up on me during my time in the prison when losing her became a real fear, and when it dawned on me that I might never get to know her. And I knew, somehow, that the child I carried would have been a girl. A little girl with startling green eyes, just like her daddy’s. 

			Oh my God!

			“Michael!” I yell across the space between us and his blond head whips around. Seeing the panic on his handsome young face, I try to calm my voice. “I have to do something, it’s urgent. Could you take these two back to Aidan’s for me?” He nods immediately and I hurry back towards the main building. 

			I search the dining hall and his office to no avail but finally I track my father down in the library. He is sitting in a comfortable looking armchair reading a book called The Great Gatsby. 

			“Dad!” As I rush over he gets to his feet, dropping the book onto the chair behind him.

			“What is it, Bex? What’s wrong?”

			“It’s Brooke,” I quickly correct his assumption that there is something the matter with me. “She’s fast – her speed has just manifested.” My father’s eyes open even wider. 

			“The Power of Three?” he shakes his head. “Then she must have . . .”

			“. . . inherited her abilities,” I finish. “Just like Alex.”

			“I knew it!” His excitement is mounting. “It makes sense. That’s why she doesn’t remember.”

			“I feel bad for believing her mother to be a monster who would allow her child to undergo a life-threatening procedure.” In my head I take back every horrible thought I had ever had of Brooke’s mother, who had died of dehydration a few hours before we found her daughter.

			“Ouch,” my dad remarks wryly and I smile despite myself. 

			“I volunteered, remember?”

			It doesn’t take long for my father’s natural scientific curiosity to emerge. 

			“I wonder if it came from her father or her mother,” he muses. “You said her mother died?” His brow wrinkles as he considers this. “It couldn’t have been from her then – if she was as exceptionally Gifted as you are, she would never have been overcome by something as simple as dehydration.”

			“It was her father,” I say softly.

			“Yes, I believe you’re right, it’s the only logical explanation. I wonder if he was perhaps one of Dane’s men . . .”

			“No,” I shake my head, “he wasn’t. Brooke’s father wasn’t with NUSA. He was out here in the Rebeldom, all along.” 

			“Who . . .”

			“Think about it, Dad,” I smile. “Think about her. Who does Brooke look like?” I can see the moment the truth dawns on him and I nod. 

			“She’s Reed’s child. I’d bet my life on it.” I speak with absolute conviction.

			“Reed’s not back until later tonight,” he mutters, lost in thought. “I’d have to perform a blood test to be sure.”

			“Do it. But until we get the results I think we should keep this between us.”

			I can’t believe I didn’t see it before. With her dirty blonde hair and startling green eyes, Brooke is the spitting image of Reed. Reed had travelled extensively in the Rebeldom over the years and it is no secret that he was a ladies’ man. Brooke’s mother must have been a lover of his a few years back, and she had conceived his child. I wonder idly if she had ever gone in search of her daughter’s father. Was that what she had been doing when we found her? The thought isn’t a pleasant one and I figure it best not to share any of this with Reed until I can make some sense of it myself. 

			“Rebecca,” Aidan’s voice interrupts and I turn to find him standing in the library between Alex and Brooke, a small frown on his face. “What are you doing here?” he asks, and I am slightly taken aback. 

			“What are you doing here?” I counter.

			“I came to see your father.” A strange look passes between them. 

			“What’s going on?” 

			“Not really your business,” Aidan retorts, reminding me strikingly of Reed. Both of them are cutting me off now. 

			“Fine,” I raise my hands and push past them towards the door. 

			“Um, Rebecca,” Aidan stops me. “Could you be something other than a soldier for an evening?”

			“I beg your pardon?”

			“I need you to take care of Alex and Brooke tonight. And tomorrow morning. I have things I need to do.”

			“Yeah, sure.” Disconcerted, I grab Alex’s hand and smile down at Brooke, whose green eyes once again confirm everything I have just learned. As we reach the door, it swings open from the opposite side. 

			“Sorry I’m late,” Sofia’s breathless voice calls out. The most awkward silence follows, no one saying a word. Sofia looks almost apologetic, but glancing back at Aidan I can see that there is a resolute set to his jaw. 

			“Let’s go, kids,” I smile, passing Sofia and walking out of the library.

			We hold another meeting the following afternoon. I am inexplicably irritated that when I went to drop Alex and Brooke with Aidan at lunchtime his dorm room was empty, and I have not seen him or Sofia the whole day. In desperation, I had dropped the children with Jenna, rather than be late for the meeting. Despite our current differences, Jenna has always adored Alex.

			“We’ll leave at the end of the week,” I say, focusing on the task at hand. 

			“I assume David has found a way into the States?” General Ross asks. 

			“Not exactly,” I answer vaguely. “We’re going to sneak in under cover of one of the raids.”

			“Not exactly a stealthy plan. What if they see you?”

			“They shouldn’t, but even if they do, they won’t stop us.”

			The General, being the frank person that he is, voices what everyone else is too polite to say.

			“Don’t you think you are becoming a little reckless, Miss Davis?” Always Miss Davis when he is taking me to task, I think, fighting the urge to roll my eyes. “We can’t just barge our way in and hope for the best.”

			“The time for hesitation has come and gone,” I reply, just as candidly. “Unlike Eric Dane, Kenneth Williams knows about us, about our community. He knows we want him defeated. Do you really think he will simply wait for us to come to him?” A murmur of dissent goes up around the table. “Exactly,” I say. “Kenneth will be scouring the Rebeldom trying to find us. And how long do you think it will be before he puts two and two together? He knows you have family in Georgia,” I address my father and he nods in affirmation. 

			Of course Kenneth knows this – he knows everything about us, my father in particular. They were very close for a very long time. The only upside is that Georgia is not the only place with a connection to the Legion, and Kenneth will not expect our entire community to have travelled so far. He will search closer to Vegas first.

			“Anyway, I do have a plan,” I relent slightly. “It involves Chase Crawford.” 

			Jupiter and his lab are situated in the state of Missouri, the same state where I had found Michael and Morgan Kelly. I had visited there often with Eric – one of his associates, a man named Richard Carlisle, resided there with his wife Lucy. Lucy Carlisle was an annoying, spoilt woman, with whom I had feigned friendship. Utterly selfish, Lucy had always had a roving eye and had set Eric in her sights for a time, until she had come to realise that, if nothing else, Eric was a faithful husband. At the time I had half-hoped that he would take Lucy up on her obvious advances, allowing me more free time to sneak around and carry out my Resistance duties but, alas, he had not and Lucy had soon turned her attention to another attractive man. A man who was currently living amongst us: Chase Crawford.

			“You cannot take a civilian into the States on a mission of this magnitude,” the General is practically apoplectic.

			“I can and I will,” I correct him. “I need him. And I need the Kellys too. Both of them,” I clarify as Morgan’s eyes widen in alarm at the same moment that Michael’s widen in delight. “Kansas City, Missouri is your hometown and it’s not far from where we’re going,” I explain to Morgan, who has always been vehement that Michael will not actively participate in the Legion’s missions. Up until a few weeks ago I wholeheartedly agreed with her, but circumstances have changed; I have changed. I know now that war comes at a great cost, and sometimes you have to do things that you don’t want to, for the greater good.

			“Why Michael?” she challenges. “I know our hometown better than he does, you don’t need him.”

			“I do, in case something happens to you.” A deafening hush meets this statement and Morgan looks as though I have slapped her across the face. “I’m just being realistic,” I snap, frowning at the horrified faces. 

			“Who else?” the General asks brusquely. 

			“Jethro.” He remains impassive, barely noticing I have called his name. “Archer,” I continue, but Archer is gazing at Morgan with something akin to adoration in his eyes. That brings me up short. I had not even suspected that the bowman had feelings for Morgan. Judging by her sullen indifference, she has not noticed either, unless she simply doesn’t feel the same way. “Reed,” I find my voice, “and Kwan, obviously.” Kwan is the link to Jupiter – I will need him to facilitate the meeting. 

			“Archer does not have any of your Gifts,” Adam speaks for the first time, and I turn to him questioningly. Adam is still fond of and protective towards his old friend. 

			“I need someone I can trust as a watchman,” I explain, “and Archer’s skills with the bow will come in useful.”

			“Count me in,” Archer agrees, glancing again at Morgan.

			“Well, that’s settled then.” General Ross recovers first and I recall that he would have drafted Michael into the Legion a long time ago if I hadn’t opposed it. Even so, I catch him staring at me as though trying to establish whether I have a hidden agenda. 

			“We’ll wait for Reed to return, and then we’ll begin preparations.” 

			Morgan pushes her chair back furiously, and strides out of the room before I have even called the meeting to a close. 

			“In case you haven’t noticed,” she sneers from the doorway, her blue eyes boring into me, “the raid team that was due back last night hasn’t returned. Reed was with them.”

			 

		

	
		
			 

			chapter 10

			I try to get some much needed sleep, but Morgan’s words echo over and over in my head. Of course I knew the raid team wasn’t back yet, but I had not been particularly concerned. Delays were a common problem, and Reed could take care of himself. Now, however, I was starting to fear for his safety. What if something had gone wrong? Over and over I play every possible scenario out in my head until, mercifully, I fall asleep.

			My fears are unfounded. In the morning, Reed is back laughing and jesting in the dining hall, recounting dramatic tales of his successful raid. I notice Elizabeth, our local school teacher, eyeing him with obvious adoration. Elizabeth has always had a crush on Reed. Jenna is grinning nearby, Chase beside her. I filled Chase in on our plan last night after the meeting. He was surprisingly agreeable, his only concern being that he would not be able to convince Lucy of his sincerity. 

			“You underestimate yourself, Chase. You can be exceptionally charming.” His chest swells with pride. “Just look how you have everyone here convinced,” I continue spitefully, and he deflates instantly. 

			Jenna, on the other hand, is not quite so agreeable.

			“You can’t take him back there!” she objects. “It’s too dangerous.”

			“It’s a chance we have to take, Jen.”

			“That’s easy for you to say.” She is uncharacteristically tetchy. “You can’t get hurt!” I don’t answer, and after a moment the fight goes out of her. “I’m sorry . . . I didn’t think . . .”

			“It’s fine.” I turn back to Chase. “Be ready to leave on Friday.”

			I enter the dojo, a black cloud over my head. Jenna’s words had cut more deeply than I was letting on, and Reed’s parading around this morning had irked me. 

			“I hear you’re recruiting juveniles these days,” he drawls as I approach where he, Morgan, Michael, Jethro and Kwan are gathered near the weapons shelves. Morgan glares at me hatefully. 

			“Stay out of it,” I snap. “Where do you want me?” I ask Kwan, and he nods at the centre of the dojo while Reed mutters something under his breath that sounds suspiciously like “anywhere but here”. Morgan steps forward at Kwan’s signal. Normally, I would question this decision. Now that my abilities have begun to return, Reed is the only worthy opponent present, but since my strength has been somewhat erratic, coupled with the fact that he and I are barely on speaking terms, it hardly makes much of a difference. 

			“Have you had your blood test yet?” Reed asks Kwan as we get into position, and I cast a nervous glance at them.

			“What blood test?” Kwan replies, bewildered. 

			“I had mine this morning,” I lie. “I think it’s just a few of us – routine health check.”

			“I’m healthy as a horse,” Reed drawls, grinning at Kwan. I ignore him, relieved that the tense moment has passed. 

			I raise my hands and before I have even braced my legs, Morgan lunges at me, her fist connecting with my chin, the impact jolting right through me. I shake my head as stars burst in my vision, but before I can even get back into position, she hits me again from the other side. 

			“Can’t say you didn’t ask for it,” Reed announces casually.

			Morgan keeps coming, one blow after another, and I am so preoccupied trying to defend myself that I barely have a chance to fight back. Reed keeps up a running commentary until even Kwan and Jethro are chuckling, and my face flushes in mortification. Angry and embarrassed, I launch myself at Morgan, dodging her incoming fist, and tackling her around the waist. In a blind rage, I raise my arm and pound it into her face, not even registering that in this moment my strength is working perfectly. I hit her again and the laughter comes to an abrupt halt but I barely notice as I raise my arm once more. This time I hear the crunch of bone beneath my fingers and I smile sadistically. I have never before experienced such a complete loss of control but in that moment I don’t care. Morgan is just another opponent, someone like Kenneth, who has hurt me and deserves to be punished. I hear Michael yelling and then feel an ineffectual tugging on my arm. Ignoring both, I raise my arm yet again but before I can punch Morgan one more time I am knocked sideways by the force of a moving car. 

			Snarling, I get to my feet and face Reed. His green eyes are narrow and furious, and he has the air of an enraged bull.

			“What the hell are you doing?” he roars, gesturing at Morgan who is unconscious. Michael, Kwan and Jethro are all crouching beside her and then Jethro gets slowly to his feet and comes to stand beside Reed, facing me, but saying nothing. 

			“She hit me first!” I scoff. “You saw her!”

			“Seriously? You’re going to justify that?” Reed points at her again. “You have the Power of Three. It was never a fair fight.”

			“She hit me first!” I repeat.

			“She’s supposed to! That’s what sparring is about!”

			“Exactly!” I snatch at the comparison. “We were sparring. I’m supposed to retaliate. It’s kind of the point!”

			“You’ve lost your mind,” he shakes his head in wonderment. Jethro is silent at his side.

			“Are you two staging a coup?” I laugh at the absurdity of it.

			“Apologise,” Reed hisses, his demeanour changing. A muscle is twitching in his jaw and his hands ball into fists as I watch.

			“Not a chance,” I goad him. 

			I expect it, so when he flies towards me I manage to sidestep and use his own weight against him. He crashes heavily to the ground and slides across the dojo floor on his stomach.

			“Don’t you even think about it,” I hiss, holding up my right hand as Jethro takes a step towards me. He hesitates, indecisive, but a second later Reed is back, tackling me from behind and barging me straight into the concrete wall on the other side of the room. At the last minute I shove both hands out in front of me to take the impact, and I yelp as my left wrist snaps. 

			The force of the impact affects Reed too, and he staggers back a few feet, which gives me the room I need to manoeuvre. My left hand is useless so, tucking my body in tightly, I leap into the air, swinging my leg in a roundhouse kick which catches his jaw. Blood sprays from his mouth as he spins almost three hundred and sixty degrees before finding his footing. I jump again, bringing my leg up in a front kick, but he anticipates it and shoves my leg aside before it makes impact. 

			Reed’s chest is heaving with emotion, his body tensed for the fight. I ram his chest as hard as I can with my right hand and he takes a few steps backwards, trying to recover his balance. Only his eyes show the extent of his suffering and the pain this is causing him, but he lifts his arms regardless, preparing for further combat. I am about to grab him and bring my knee up into his stomach, but in the second it takes me to reach forward, Aidan appears between us, his face unreadable yet terrifying. 

			“Enough!” 

			“Get out of my way.” My wrist is still hanging limply, but to my relief I can feel the tingling sensation that signals that my healing ability is working. Reed’s mouth has already stopped bleeding. Aidan ignores me, his eyes as hard as flint. 

			“Go,” he mutters over his shoulder at Reed and the others. “I’ve got this, just go.”

			To my surprise, Reed complies immediately. 

			“She’s all yours,” he growls. I watch as he makes his way over to Morgan, lifting her infinitely gently in his arms and carrying her from the dojo. Kwan, Jethro and Michael follow in his wake. Slowly coming to my senses, I am relieved to see that Morgan is stirring as they leave.

			Wordlessly, Aidan turns his back on me and fetches the first aid box from a cupboard in the corner of the room. Digging through its contents he pulls out a bandage. When he lifts my hand I stiffen, but he ignores me and starts to bind my wrist. His silence is unnerving and I watch him warily. After a long while, I can’t take it any more.

			“I suppose you also think I was too hard on her?” 

			Aidan doesn’t answer, he simply raises my hand higher to make it easier to bandage. With his back to the light, his face is cast in shadow and his brown eyes look almost black. 

			“How was your evening?” I continue, the stifling silence making me feel claustrophobic. Still no answer is forthcoming, and I snatch my hand away, grabbing the bandage as I do. “I can do it myself.”

			Aidan doesn’t react and he calmly packs up the first aid box and returns it to the cupboard.

			“So you have absolutely nothing to say to me?” 

			He walks over, coming to stand a few feet away from me. 

			“I have plenty to say, Bex, but I’m pretty sure you wouldn’t listen anyway.”

			“I’m doing the best I can,” I rationalise, hating that I feel like I owe him an apology.

			“No, you’re not. You’re behaving like a child. An angry, impulsive child. You have fallen so far that your ideas of right and wrong have been warped to the point of lunacy.”

			“You sound like Kwan. Maybe you should go into motivational speaking.”

			“Do you think that’s funny?” he spreads his arms questioningly. “Do you think that you’re so clever and perfect that whatever you say or do goes without consequences? You left me and Alex a long time ago for a cause that I didn’t understand. Now I do understand and I have accepted that it was worth it. And yet, here you are – a long way from finished and falling apart.”

			“I’m not . . .”

			“You’re not? Not falling apart? Rebecca, you are losing everyone. You’re treating people like shit, and you are in such a bad place that I’m starting to wonder if you will ever be able to claw your way back.”

			“I will,” I vow, “the second NUSA is defeated.”

			“If you continue as you are now,” he sighs, “I have my doubts you’ll ever defeat NUSA. You’re completely out of control. It’s like watching a train wreck and being powerless to stop it.”

			“So what, Aidan? Are you going to save me? Is Reed? I know you two have been talking about me, whispering behind my back.”

			“Listen to yourself,” he answers calmly. “Do you even hear what you are saying? We’re not in high school any more. Yes, Reed and I both care for you and, yes, we would do anything to protect you, but even we have our limits. I will always love you, Rebecca, I won’t deny it. But sometimes even love is not enough. And I will not waste my time trying to save somebody who doesn’t want to be saved.”

			“So you don’t want to help me, is that it?”

			“Do you want to be helped?” he counters. “You just attacked a man you claim to love. Physically attacked him. Would you do that to me if I disagreed with you?”

			“You don’t . . . it’s different . . . Reed is strong, I didn’t hurt him.” 

			“There is worse pain than the physical. You think you didn’t hurt him? Really?” 

			Unable to stand the intensity of his gaze any longer I get to my feet. 

			“Okay, I get it! I get it! I’m dark and ugly and none of you want anything to do with me. But none of you have any idea what I have been through! You weren’t there, you weren’t in that cell, being beaten, and tortured, and stabbed. Feeling the blood slowly drain from your body, and seeing only a blackness so dark that it terrified you!” 

			“I have been there. I was tortured and beaten by Nina. I was shot, I almost died. Morgan was betrayed by her own father; Kwan by his wife. Reed, well, he lost a child, just like you, but he lives with a different anguish – the guilt that it may have been his fault. That he wasn’t there to protect either of you. We all live with pain, Rebecca. It’s how we choose to deal with it that makes us who we are.”

			“I don’t know how to deal with it,” I finally admit, my voice breaking as Kwan’s words come back to me: “Let go of the fear and peace will follow.”

			As I brush angrily at the unbidden tears trickling down my cheeks, I see a glimmer of hope and unexpected warmth in Aidan’s eyes. 

			“Crying is probably a good way to start,” he murmurs.

			 

		

	
		
			 

			chapter 11

			He had left me then, alone in the dojo, with nothing but my emotions for company. The more I thought about it, the more I felt the sting of remorse. I had hurt Morgan – really hurt her. And I had tried my utmost to do the same to Reed . . . Reed, of all people! The one person who has stood by me, supported me all this time. And I had pushed Aidan right back into Sofia’s arms. I hadn’t wanted to choose, and instead I had lost them both. I have let Kenneth Williams’ actions poison my mind. Aidan is right, I am becoming a monster. I don’t know how to let go of the dark, black anger that is my driving force, but I cannot let Kenneth win. I wonder if I am losing my mind – the constant struggle between being who I want to be, and who I have become, is driving me crazy. As I leave the dojo I am filled with disgust at the way I have been behaving, and fear that I might not be able to stop.

			I lie low for the next two days, spending half of my time training and the other half with Alex. Early in the morning on the day of our departure, as we are packing the vehicles for Missouri, my dad seeks me out. 

			“The DNA matches,” he murmurs. “Reed is Brooke’s father.”

			“I knew it.” I glance across to where Reed is loading fuel into one of the military Humvees we had stolen from a NUSA convoy a few months ago. “Don’t tell him now,” I add. “He’s got enough on his plate. We’ll do it when we get back.” My dad nods curtly and then turns away.

			“Dad,” I grab his arm and pull him back, hugging him tightly. “I’m sorry for how I have been acting. I . . . when I get back, I’m going to make it up to everyone.” 

			He ruffles my hair fondly. “You just be safe, Bex.”

			Kneeling, I squeeze Alex so hard that he grumbles in my ear. 

			“I love you,” I smile and he tells me he loves me too. No matter how many times I leave him, it never gets any easier. Aidan is standing beside him, and I get to my feet to face him. 

			“Thank you.” I want to say something more, to tell him that he got through to me, that I am determined to be better, but the words die on my lips. “I’ll see you both soon,” I murmur, and then I get into the driver’s seat of my Discovery.

			Adam and a few of his Ordinary are also packing up two of our older Jeeps. Adam is still scouring the barren lands for survivors, determined to save as many people as he can. He is good at it. Last week he returned with three men and an old woman, who are being cared for and rehabilitated. Apparently he has recruited my father’s cousin Cathy, and she is assisting him in integrating the Deranged that he rescues into the Gainesville community. I have not yet ventured beyond the Academy grounds, but there is a large population residing in the area. They have been here since the war, and it was in this very town that Reed grew up.

			Reed’s long denim-clad legs disappear into the Humvee and then the enormous vehicle emits a deep, rumbling growl as it pulls out of the drive. We have not spoken since our fight two days ago and everything that happened is weighing heavily on my heart. I vow that despite the dark place I succumbed to, I will make amends. Morgan, Michael and Jethro are travelling with Reed, along with four members of the raid team who will distract the guards at the fences. I have Chase, Archer and Kwan with me. The balance of the raid team is travelling in the second Humvee that pulls out behind me – eight men, including Quinn, Kenneth Williams’ nephew. I had expressed my reservations about using Quinn in this raid, given his prior loyalty to his uncle, but Reed had been with Quinn on the last raid and he assured me that Quinn’s allegiance was with the Legion. If anything, Quinn was even more angry about Kenneth’s deception, given that he is family. The raid team consists of twelve men, the largest team to date, but we will need every single one of them to take down a section of the fence large enough to sneak our group through. With any luck, by the time it’s over the NUSA guards will believe it was just another raid to take out a few soldiers and then retreat.

			We drive through the day, covering over four hundred miles before nightfall. The Unit Nine camp is a small rebel camp in Jackson, Tennessee. Tomorrow we will cross the Mississippi into Arkansas, and then head north to attack the Missouri boundary fence. We cannot simply cross over from Tennessee because the Mississippi River acts as a natural boundary and we would be seen by the NUSA scouts patrolling there. We will cross the river out in the Rebeldom and then enter Missouri from the south.

			The Unit Nine camp, like all the rebel bases, is rustic but practical. Having driven all day, with only a few restroom stops, my legs are cramping and it feels good to stretch them. We check through the camp, lighting a few lanterns as we go. This site is not as isolated as some of our others, being in the town itself, and we station eight guards at four lookout points, two per point, to keep an eye out. They will take the first shift and then others will replace them. I am due to go on watch only in a few hours’ time and after a hasty meal that lacks all of Veronica’s cooking prowess I bid a brief goodnight to the men and make my way to my allocated room. I have managed to avoid Reed up until now, but I can feel his eyes on my back as I walk away. 

			I almost expect him to follow me, as he has done so many times before. In truth, I am not sure if I want him to or not. My remorse over my actions the other day is growing and I feel ashamed at the way I behaved. I don’t deserve his forgiveness, but I do crave it. As the time passes and my eyes grow heavy, I resign myself to the fact that he is not coming. I have pushed him too far.

			“Rebecca.” Quinn shakes me awake. “We should get going.” I blink to find that I can see him perfectly in the light of day. I have slept through my watch.

			“Why didn’t anyone wake me?” 

			“McCoy said to leave you. He took the watch on his own.”

			I dress quickly and tie my hair back into a ponytail before going in search of Reed. 

			“Look, I know you don’t want to be around me, but you can’t jeopardise the safety of this camp because of our personal issues. You could just have paired me off with someone else.”

			“You see any takers?” He raises his brow and I cast a quick look around. Nobody will meet my eyes. “Anyway,” he changes the subject abruptly, “I have no problem standing guard with you, Rebecca, but you looked pretty shattered when we arrived last night. I thought you could use the rest.” I cannot tell if he is being sincere or making excuses, but I assume it’s the latter.

			By eight o’clock we are on the road again, and by ten we reach the old Harahan Bridge. The broad expanse of the Mississippi River stretches before us. We can see the Memphis and Arkansas Bridge four hundred feet south of us and, between them, the smaller Frisco Bridge. 

			“What do you think?” I ask Reed, both of us staring at the small group of Deranged clustered somewhere near the middle of the Harahan Bridge. 

			“Let’s go around, take that one.” He indicates the bridge further south. The Deranged are no match for our abilities, but Adam has made us view them differently. We will not hurt any Deranged if we can help it. 

			“Do you think it’s sound?”

			“Probably more so than this one, it’s bigger and it looks a lot newer.”

			“I’ll go across first,” I tell the gathered group a few minutes later. “If anything happens, we’ll go back and try the other one. After you fish me out, of course.” I make a feeble attempt at humour that nobody finds remotely funny. The drop into the river below is probably about a hundred feet. With my exceptional Gifts I would probably survive the fall, but I doubt I would remain conscious long enough to haul myself out of the Discovery. 

			Reed heads around to the passenger side. 

			“Should I even try and argue with you on this?” I have known Reed long enough to know that he is coming along, no matter what I say. 

			“Nope,” he slams the door. 

			“I’ll follow you on foot,” Kwan steps forward. “I’ll keep a safe distance. If anything goes wrong, I’ll get you out.”

			“I’ll join you.” Jethro steps in line beside him.

			“Thanks,” I nod, climbing in beside Reed.

			The Memphis and Arkansas Bridge spans a distance of over five thousand feet and I drive infinitely slowly across it, on high alert for any sign that the bridge might give way. 

			“The Humvee is a lot heavier,” Reed points out unnecessarily.

			“I figure it’ll hold,” I reply. “There doesn’t seem to be any structural hazard. This bridge will probably still be standing in another hundred years. But rather safe than sorry.”

			“I didn’t think that word featured in your vocabulary,” he remarks.

			“What, safe?” I tease.

			“Sorry.”

			“I know what you meant.”

			We both stiffen as the bridge emits a small creak. In the side mirrors I can see Kwan and Jethro walking on the sidewalk, on the other side of the concrete barriers that separate the sidewalks from the traffic lanes. 

			“It’s only the joins between the spans,” Reed offers after a minute of silence. 

			“Good to know.”

			I focus on the road and we lapse into an awkward silence. 

			“It is in my vocabulary,” I say eventually.

			“Hmmm?” He seems to pull himself back from far away.

			“Sorry – it is in my vocabulary.”

			“Maybe you should use it more often.”

			“Don’t you think I know that? I do, Reed, but I can’t snap myself out of this . . . this place that I’m in. I can’t think of anything else right now but revenge. I want to kill them all, and I want them to suffer for what they did.” It feels good to finally admit it to someone. 

			“Believe me, we’re on the same page. They will suffer for what they did to you.” He meets my eyes and in that brief moment I see my own anger reflected in the green. With startling clarity it dawns on me that he is just as angry as I am – he simply hides it better. “But you need to focus, Rebecca. Channel that anger and use it. Distancing yourself from your own people isn’t going to get you any closer to your end goal. You need them. You need me,” he adds, without a trace of arrogance. It’s the truth, after all. We both know that he is my ultimate soldier.

			“I do need you,” I admit, “but I don’t want to be with you. I just can’t have any distractions at the moment.”

			“You know what I think? I think that being torn between the two of us is only fuelling your frustration. I think it’s a big part of why you are in this place you’re in.”

			“That’s ridiculous.”

			“Really? Think about it – could you choose? If faced with an ultimatum, forced to choose between us. Could you do it?” A fleeting truth occurs to me, but I shove it out of my mind so quickly that I could have imagined it and I remain silent. “You couldn’t, could you?” 

			“I made my choice, I chose you. But that was before . . . I’m not the same person now.”

			“I’m no fool, Rebecca. Why do you think I left you? You chose me, but your heart was torn between us from the moment he walked through that crowd and you realised he was alive. Before that, even.” I have never heard him speak with such earnestness. 

			“Is this what you two have been discussing behind my back?” I smile, trying to lighten the atmosphere. 

			“We don’t talk about you as much as you seem to think,” he mocks, “but he’s not as bad as I thought.”

			“So, did you tell him? About the other day?” The day I jumped your bones, I add in my head.

			“A gentleman doesn’t kiss and tell, Rebecca. That would be playing dirty.”

			“You once said you would fight dirty to keep me.”

			“That was when you had me believing I wouldn’t need to.”

			“I’m sorry,” I blurt out, turning to look at him. He waits patiently. “I’m sorry I made you feel that you had to leave. I’m sorry for how I’ve been acting – for what I did to Morgan. I’m sorry for what I said to you. I’m sorry for taking advantage of you . . .” I flush scarlet but he interrupts. 

			“You really don’t have to apologise for that last one, Tiny. I wasn’t complaining,” he drawls but I refuse to be sidetracked. 

			“And I’m sorry about the baby. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you and I’m so, so sorry that I couldn’t save . . .”

			“No!” he yells, so loudly that I give a start of fright and slam on the brakes. We are both thrown forward and I hit the horn with my chest. Reed quickly eases himself through his open window and yells to Jethro and Kwan, who are now running towards us.

			“It’s fine, everything is fine! Woman driver!” he concludes, and I can see them laughing as they slow to a walk. 

			I wait for him to get back in his seat and then I ease my foot back on the gas. 

			“Let me make this very simple, Tiny.” His voice is low and serious. “You don’t ever apologise for that. The rest, yes – you’ve been a super bitch and you owe a lot of people an apology – but that? That’s on me.”

			I can feel the heat in my face and my emotions are spinning wildly, but rather than get into an argument, I keep my thoughts to myself. 

		

	
		
			 

			chapter 12

			We make it across the bridge without incident and I watch as the first Humvee moves onto the other side, a minuscule black shape in the distance.

			Jethro and Kwan are talking amiably with Reed, and I shield my eyes against the sun as I stand with my back to the three of them. Twenty minutes later we are once again on our way.

			“We should make Corning just after lunch.” Archer is consulting the map. Corning, a city in Clay County, Arkansas, is only seven miles from the Missouri border boundary fences, which run along the old State Line Road. Our plan is to attack the fence tonight, under the cover of darkness. That leaves us the afternoon to prepare. “Or not,” Archer adds a moment later and I brake as the Humvee comes to a halt. I groan in frustration at the yellow and black signage strewn around us. 

			“You have got to be kidding me.” I get out of the car and Kwan joins me as we walk over to the Humvee.

			“It’s a construction site,” Reed says as he leans out of the window. “Must have been in the middle of some major roadworks before the bombs went off and everything went to hell.”

			“Can we get through?” I ask, casting dubious glances at the heavy construction vehicles blocking our path. “It could go on for miles; maybe we should try to find a way around?”

			“Nah, we’ll get through,” he grins, gunning the powerful engine.

			Our progress is painstakingly slow as we manoeuvre around numerous blockades and navigate the half-complete site. Reed, who is nudging objects out of our way, is the only one who is having fun. I watch the digital clock on the dash and curse as the minutes stretch into hours, all hopes of our attacking the fences tonight disappearing. We finally hit clear road again shortly before nightfall. It is only another hour’s drive to Corning, but it is too late to prepare, which means we lose another full day tomorrow. 

			“Damn it,” I mutter.

			“Things happen for a reason, Rebecca,” Chase mumbles from the back seat. He has been dozing on and off for the past few hours. 

			There is no Rebel camp in Corning – it would have been foolish to set up a base so close to the boundary fences. This would not have presented a problem if we hadn’t been delayed, but now we need to find somewhere to rest for the night. I follow Reed’s Humvee as we make our way through the city, heading north. When we reach the outskirts, the houses are few and far between and eventually Reed pulls into the drive of a large, double-storey house. Chase wakes with a start as we come to a standstill, and he yawns widely as Archer opens his door and gets out of the Discovery. Chase follows right behind him, but as Kwan makes to open his own door beside me, I put a hand on his arm.

			“We need to talk,” I explain, and he settles back in his seat, turning slightly to face me. “I want to apologise for how I’ve been acting. I know that an apology doesn’t fix everything, but you and I have been friends for a long time. I disrespected you, and your teaching, and I wanted to say that I’m sorry.” There really is nothing more I can say, and I hold my breath as he regards me solemnly. 

			“It always feels good to be right,” he smiles. “I knew he would get through to you.” I glance up to find Reed watching us from beside the Humvee. “I have seen you at your best, Rebecca, and I have seen you at your worst. At your best, you can accomplish anything. But at your worst your capacity for destruction is terrifying.” 

			The words are cryptic and offer me no clue as to whether or not he accepts my apology, but before I can question this he opens his door and steps out onto the paved drive. “Michael shouldn’t be here,” he adds quietly before closing the door.

			I take the first watch, along with Archer, Jethro and Kwan. The house itself is spacious, but thick layers of dust cover every surface. There are twenty of us, but everyone finds a place to sleep. Reed refuses to share a room and he stretches out on the floor in the back of his beloved Humvee. I shake my head in the dark as I pass by it on one of my patrols and hear the soft sound of his snores. Kwan, Jethro and Archer are on watch further out, away from the house. 

			As I make my way around to the backyard, I glance at my watch. Only another half-hour until I can wake Quinn to relieve me. My body is stiff and I click my neck, stifling a yawn. A second later I am fully alert when I hear the sound of a twig breaking to my right. I peer into the darkness, adrenalin pumping. I relax slightly when I see Jethro approaching, but my relief is short-lived. As he gets closer, I notice his body is arched at an unnatural angle, and then he is near enough that I can clearly make out the man behind him holding a knife to his neck. 

			My initial thought is that he may be Deranged but on closer inspection he looks too civilised, and as he steps closer into the light I make out that he is wearing the navy blue uniform synonymous with NUSA and, judging by the way he is restraining Jethro, he is obviously strength-Gifted. This doesn’t make any sense – if NUSA has found us, we would be overwhelmed with soldiers.

			“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” I murmur, keeping my voice low. But my head is spinning, wondering where the other Legion scouts are. I need to keep Jethro’s captor calm until reinforcements arrive. I am fast, but even so this stranger could slit Jethro’s throat before I could get anywhere near them. Discomfited, I wonder how he managed to capture Jethro in the first place? Jethro is Gifted with speed, and he is also highly trained. 

			“Luckily, you’re not me,” the stranger replies, pushing Jethro forward until they are standing only a few yards in front of me. In the dim light I can make out that he is tall – taller than Jethro, and pale-skinned, with a mop of unruly hair that looks black in the moonlight. “The name’s Heath, by the way, Heath Lyle. What’s yours?”

			“Lucy,” I lie softly, not wanting to reveal my identity. I am probably the most wanted person in NUSA. “Why don’t you just let him go? There are more of us, and you’re barking up the wrong tree.”

			“You came into my town,” he corrects. “And surely you don’t think I’m fool enough to be acting alone?” He jerks the hand holding the knife and I follow the direction of his gesture to see Kwan and Archer being herded towards me in the same fashion, each with a knife at their necks. I wish they had approached from the front of the house, where Reed is no doubt still snoring in the Humvee. 

			I shift my foot ever so slightly to the left, hoping to edge close enough to Heath, who is still holding Jethro, to disarm him. Unfortunately, Heath doesn’t miss a trick. 

			“Don’t even think about it,” he warns, twisting Jethro’s arm viciously. To Jethro’s credit, he doesn’t react. 

			“What do you want?” I ask, getting to the point. I don’t give any indication that I am aware of his connection to NUSA.

			“I told you – you’re in my town. And we don’t take kindly to strangers.”

			“We’re just passing through, we’ll be gone by morning.” 

			“Why should I believe that?”

			“It’s the truth,” I snap. I am distracted because Jethro has caught my eye and I can see that he is trying to tell me something, but I cannot figure out what it is. 

			“There are only three of you,” I point out. “There are a lot more of us. This won’t end well for you.” 

			He laughs, the sound louder than I expect. “There are twenty of you,” he sneers. “In fact, let’s go and fetch the other one.” He yanks at Jethro and then pushes him to walk around the side of the house. 

			They must have been watching us since we arrived if they know how many of us are on the property. Worse still, their leader is dragging Jethro straight towards the Humvee. He obviously knows that Reed is inside. 

			“Open the door,” he hisses, beckoning me forward and I hesitate for only a second. They have the upper hand, there is nothing else for it. I yank open the door and step aside. 

			“Where is he?” Heath demands, and I peer into the Humvee. Reed is gone. 

			“Let them go,” I repeat, feeling more confident. Heath and his companions are unnerved by Reed’s disappearance. I glance around but it is impossible to see anything through the gloomy darkness.

			“What’s going on?” Quinn’s voice calls from the direction of the house and we all turn to see him standing on the porch steps, his eyes wide with shock at the unexpected sight before him.

			“Don’t move,” Heath says, louder than before. Woken by the sound of voices, the other members of the Legion file out behind him. Heath emits a low, shrill whistle and the hair on the back of my neck stands up as I anticipate an army moving through the trees towards us. I almost laugh out loud when a solitary figure emerges from the night to stand behind Heath. 

			“Four?” I ask incredulously. “There are only four of you?” His eyes narrow at the disdain in my voice. “Didn’t anyone ever teach you to count?” 

			The words are barely out of my mouth when a dark shape rockets in from the left. A second later, Reed has his arm around Heath’s neck, and Jethro is standing alone a few feet away, stunned by the unexpected turn of events. 

			“Never bring a knife to a gunfight,” Reed hisses in Heath’s ear. 

			“Put your weapons down,” I urge Heath’s companions, who are nervous enough that they might easily hurt one of my own. Archer and Kwan are held firmly in their grip, proof that these are no ordinary men. Kwan is speed-Gifted, but he is also a deadly warrior. The fact that he is being pinned so easily leads me to believe that the man restraining him must be incredibly strong.

			“Every one of my men is Gifted,” I call across to Heath. I would bet money, if I had any, on the fact that he thought we were ordinary outcasts when he decided to attack us, but once he realised the lookouts he had taken hostage were Gifted, there was not much else he could do but continue. Heath doesn’t answer, but he looks a little nervous.

			The silence is broken by a sudden scuffle as Heath tries to wrest himself from Reed’s grip. He slams his fist up into Reed’s face and twists violently. It is an impressive effort, but a second later Reed has him pinned again. The look on Heath’s face is priceless – no doubt he has never come up against an opponent with the Power of Three. 

			“Let my men go and you will come to no harm,” I say.

			“Who are you people?” 

			“It doesn’t matter who we are. The point is we’re stronger and you, my friend, are seriously outnumbered.”

			The man holding Kwan suddenly lifts his right arm and points at me, an expression of shock and recognition dawning over his face. 

			“It’s her!” he gasps, drawing the attention of his team mates. “It’s Rebecca Dane!” His surprise is his undoing. Taking full advantage of his loosened hold, Kwan strikes like a cobra, twisting in his fragile grasp and bringing a knife hand to the back of his neck. The man drops like a stone, knocked unconscious. 

			The last man holding a knife drops it with a dull thud at his feet and steps away from Archer as Heath gazes down at his fallen comrade.

			“He’ll be fine,” I assure him.

			“Oliver has never been the brightest,” he remarks drily. “So, is it true?” He turns to face me. “Are you Rebecca Dane?” 

			 

		

	
		
			 

			chapter 13

			I lean back against the Humvee trying to establish whether Heath is telling the truth. Reed slouches beside me, his face giving nothing away.

			“You expect me to believe you’ve been looking for me?” I repeat for what feels like the tenth time. 

			“Yes!” He sounds exasperated. “I told you, we snuck out of the States about a month ago; we want to join the Resistance.”

			“You snuck out a month ago, and yet you’re still only seven miles from the boundary fence?” Reed scoffs. “Not moving very quickly, are you?” 

			Heath looks embarrassed. “We . . . ah . . . we were a bit worried about entering the barren lands.” 

			I laugh at that. “Worried the Rados might get you? Scared of the Deranged?”

			“They’re dangerous,” he points out earnestly.

			“They’re not, not to you.” I am referring of course to his Gift of strength. “You just bought into Eric Dane’s bullshit, like everyone else.”

			“Why did you want to find Rebecca?” Reed asks, his eyes narrowed.

			“Rumour has it she’s leading a movement against NUSA,” he explains. “We want in.”

			“Why?”

			“Seriously, dude, you have to ask me that?” Reed doesn’t take kindly to the “dude” and Heath quickly continues. “I worked for NUSA, man. For five years. In the beginning, I thought that Eric was a good guy, I mean he always treated me well, and the perks were pretty decent.”

			“So what changed?” My curiosity is piqued. 

			“About a year ago he had me working the boundary fences up in South Dakota. It was boring, but he needed a few extra recruits up that way. We heard there was some Rebel activity in the area and he wanted extra manpower on the fences in case of attack.” He trails off, lost in thought.

			“And?” I prompt and he shakes his head, a look of revulsion coming over him.

			“There wasn’t anything wrong with those people,” he grimaces and in a moment of clarity I understand what must have happened. I had seen it myself, years ago, when a helpless girl had approached the boundary fence in Michigan, seeking sanctuary. She had been bludgeoned to death by a NUSA soldier on patrol. Adam had hinted that Eric was not behind the attacks, but it hardly mattered. The fact remained that NUSA was tainted – things happened that the nation had no idea about. Awful things.

			For the first time, I am almost convinced by Heath.

			“Well, you found me,” I point out, “or, more accurately, I found you. So now what?”

			“You’re really gonna bring down those fences?”

			“Yes.”

			“We’d like to help. Oliver, he’s got some family that were exiled a few years ago, he’s hoping you might be able to help us find them?”

			“Not my forte,” I remark, “but I do know someone who can assist – he’s back at our base. When we’re finished here, you can come back with us. If that’s what you really want?” 

			I let the question hang in the air – a true test of his claim. Most inhabitants of the States are terrified of the barren lands – Chase Crawford is the perfect example. When we kidnapped him and brought him out into the Rebeldom he had been terrified, until he saw with his own eyes that he had been deceived by Eric’s propaganda. 

			Heath considers my offer for a moment and then he nods determinedly. 

			“We’ll come,” he affirms, sounding more confident than he looks. 

			“Deal.”

			Reed takes over the second watch and I take his place in the Humvee, determined to finally get some sleep. Heath, Oliver and the other two ex-NUSA soldiers, Matt and Rory, all find a spot inside the house and settle down quickly, not in the least bit fazed that they are sleeping amongst people whose lives they threatened less than an hour ago. I know my Legion. They will not all sleep; they will make sure that the newcomers are watched over at all times. Kwan, Archer and Jethro have also retired to get some rest after a long night and their trying ordeal. I fall asleep to the sound of leaves crunching underfoot as the guards patrol, confident that we will be safe until morning.

			After breakfast, we all gather around on the front lawn to go over the plan. There are now twenty-four of us, far too many to be accommodated in one room in the house. I stand as everyone sits down, forming a circle around me as I outline the basic plan.

			“We’d like to help,” Heath interrupts, and I turn to Reed, who shrugs. 

			“The more the merrier,” he drawls.

			I am not in the least bit concerned that they might turn on us. Heath and his group are defectors – they are no more welcome in the States than we are. We are bound by a common enemy.

			“Fine,” I reply. “Your men will help the raid team. It’s imperative that they don’t see us entering, and we’ll need as much distraction as we can get. Once we’re in, you follow the raid team’s lead and get out of there. You’ll rendezvous back here and then head straight back to base. The border guards may well follow you, or try to track the team, so no waiting around.”

			“Got it,” he nods. “How many of you are going in?”

			“Seven,” I reply. 

			“You mean eight,” Michael grins and I turn to him apologetically.

			“No, I mean seven, Michael. I’m sorry, but your sister was right. You shouldn’t be here.”

			“What?” his outrage is not unexpected, but at least Morgan’s tight-lipped relief is palpable, and she looks as though the weight of the world has just been lifted from her shoulders. “That’s bullshit!” Michael continues, and I raise my brows in surprise. 

			Michael has never agreed with being left out of the action, but he usually takes it with nothing more than a grumble and a few mutterings under his breath. He has never been so outspoken before, and certainly never confronted me or called me out on a direct order. Then again, he is getting older and more self-assured. 

			“Michael,” Kwan rebukes the younger man. Kwan has always been close to the siblings and is even more so now that Michael is assisting him in the training of our cadets. 

			“It is!” Michael retorts. “I’m not a child. I’m just as capable as Morgan, and more capable than a lot of the soldiers older than me.”

			“That may be true, Michael, but they aren’t here either. This plan is dangerous – only those with battle experience are entering the States.”

			“What about him, then?” Michael casts a disdainful look at Chase. 

			“He’s necessary. He wouldn’t be here otherwise. You may still participate in the raid itself,” I relent. “Believe me, there will be plenty of action in that alone.” Letting Michael accompany us to the fences is in itself a huge concession, and against my better judgement, but this is the least that I can do for him. He’s earned it.

			Michael looks as though he is about to object further, but then he shuts his mouth abruptly and stalks off in the direction of the house. Morgan watches him go with a thoughtful frown, but then she turns back to the group. She seems galvanised by my banning Michael from the invading party and for the first time since I announced this plan, she begins to contribute actively. Archer looks delighted by her about-turn, and he shifts a little closer to her. 

			“Good to have you back,” Reed murmurs as everyone disperses. I smile at him and am about to stand, but he places a warm hand on my leg, urging me to stay. “Where are you going?”

			“I need to . . .”

			“You need to nothing. Everything is done. You’re running away from me.”

			“I’m not. Not really,” I admit.

			“You know we were friends long before we were anything else, Tiny.”

			“I know.”

			“So stop avoiding me. I’m a big boy – I can handle it.” He lies down on the soft grass and clasps his hands together behind his head, and after a moment’s hesitation, I stretch out beside him. 

			We simply lie that way for ages, watching the clouds chase one another across the bluest of skies. 

			“The sky is the same wherever you are,” I muse out loud. 

			“Huh?” he sounds sleepy.

			“Down here, everything is different. The barrenness of the Rebeldom, the opulence of the States . . . it’s like two different worlds. But up there, it all looks the same.”

			“It will be the same down here, one day.”

			“You really think so?”

			“I have no doubt.” He rolls onto his side to face me. “You’re going to change the world, Rebecca.”

			Before I can respond, he adds, “But don’t let it go to your head, I can still kick your ass.” Leaping across, he straddles me, tickling every place he can reach. I wriggle in protest, laughing until I cry.

			“Say uncle,” he taunts, his blond hair flopping over his eyes.

			“Uncle!” I screech, feeling more like my old self than I have in ages.

			By the time evening comes, Michael is still not talking to anyone, but he dutifully climbs into the Humvee that Quinn is driving. Morgan wavers, standing between the two cars, but then she strides over to the Humvee and yanks open the door that Michael just closed. I can see her giving him an earful, and I hide a smile. 

			“I saw that,” Reed drawls, his eyes meeting mine in the rear-view mirror.

			A second later, Michael emerges from the car and gives his sister a brief stilted hug before getting back in the vehicle. Morgan stalks towards us, her curly blonde hair pulled back in a tight ponytail. She is dressed completely in black and her face has lost all traces of her teenage youthfulness. Morgan is astonishingly pretty but, more than that, she has grown into an exceptional soldier and she is a vital member of the Legion.

			The raid team is travelling between the Humvee and my trusty Discovery. My team, which will be entering the States, needs to stay together, and so the seven of us clamber into the second Humvee with Reed behind the wheel. 

			We set off in the last light of day but within minutes darkness falls and the air turns noticeably cooler. We travel until we are only a mile or so from the boundary fence, and we park the vehicles behind a storage shed. One of the biggest problems we are facing is that this stretch of boundary fence, along the old State Line Road just north of Corning, is very remote and devoid of buildings or structures that could provide cover. We continue on foot and as the boundary fences come into view Reed points to an old abandoned truck stop, just over the road from the fences. We approach it from the south, undetected by the NUSA scouts at the fence, and use the few rusted big rigs for cover. 

			“Everybody ready?” I whisper and numerous heads nod around me. “You look nervous,” I tell Heath who, even in the dim light, looks green.

			“I’m fine,” he insists, although I know he is wondering if he will come up against any of his former NUSA friends. Switching allegiances is not without consequences, I reflect.

			I peer around the tanker truck I am hiding behind. 

			“Okay, you all see that tower?” 

			There is only one tower in sight, they can hardly miss it. Fortunately, this section of the fence is not very heavily guarded. Perhaps it is the remote location, or the lack of cover on either side, but there is a quiet, sleepy feel about the few guards we can see patrolling. 

			“First team, you take out the section fifty yards to the east and work back towards it.” Quinn nods, as does Michael, both of whom are in the first team. “Team two, fifty yards west.” The other half of the raid team nods, including Heath who is in that group. “I want as much cover as possible.” 

			They know they must eliminate any soldiers in the vicinity and cause as much chaos as possible, keeping any approaching back-up occupied so that they do not see the seven of us sneaking through the centre of the stretch.

			“Archer,” I beckon the bowman forward and shove Chase towards him. “Stay close – he’s your responsibility. Do what you need to do.”

			“Keep an eye on the flanks,” Reed tells him. “The last thing we need are able-bodied soldiers getting through our ranks and living to tell the tale.” 

			Archer nods, knowing how vital it is that no one spots us and feeds the information of our entry back to Kenneth Williams. If any NUSA soldiers attempt to flee, Archer will need to take them out of the equation. 

			“We all move together on my signal,” I add to the group at large. “My team, we attack the tower. Do not leave any survivors. Once the fence is clear, keep your heads low and out of sight. And run like hell.”

			There is a brief pause as everyone prepares mentally, and then I raise my arm. 

			“On three,” I murmur. “One, two . . .”

			The sound of an enormous engine drowns out my voice and for a moment the tanker we are hiding behind is bathed in light. 

			“Shit!” I crouch low and everyone else does the same. 

			I lift my finger, warning them to be still. Risking a glance around the tanker, I see a dark SUV parked parallel to the fence nearest us. Both the driver and passenger doors are open. I glance at my watch. It is a quarter to nine and there are no scheduled guard changes at this time. I only hope that reinforcements aren’t being dropped off; I had quite liked the odds of the low number of guards on patrol. I watch through a small gap between the truck and trailer. The SUV passengers are chatting amiably with the guards at the fence – one is a tall, lanky African-American and the other is a pretty brunette. As I watch, there is an exchange of sorts, but I cannot make out what it is they are trading. A few moments later, after a guffaw of laughter, the newcomers get back into their vehicle and we crouch low as the SUV reverses, its lights once again flooding the spot where we are hiding. I breathe a sigh of relief as the sound of the engine fades away into the night. 

			We wait a few minutes, making sure that the SUV is far enough away that they cannot be called back in a hurry and then I glance at the group huddled around me. 

			“Ready?” I whisper, and I raise my hand. “One . . . two . . . three!”

			 

			 

		

	
		
			 

			chapter 14

			We surge out from behind the cover of the tanker truck, our group splitting into three precise teams, all heading in different directions. I reach the fence about a nanosecond before Reed, ignoring the yells of surprise coming from the guards on the other side. I grab the fence where it meets with one of the supporting steel poles and with a powerful jerk of my arms, it rips away. I move left, pulling the fence with me, until a gap about three yards wide is formed. Before I even have time to drop the mesh, a baton slams down on my hands, hard enough to break two knuckles in my left hand. 

			I give a yell of pain and rage and turn on the black-haired NUSA soldier who has already raised his baton for another blow. I lift both hands and slam them into the man’s chest, just as the others stampede through the gap. The soldier reels backwards but he recovers quickly and advances towards me. Morgan slams a fist into his face as she passes, and he staggers again. I can hear the yells and sounds of the others fighting and a quick study shows that both the other teams have broken through and are fanning out, preventing the soldiers from observing our movements. All the fighting is now taking place on NUSA territory and we have to hurry to ensure we get away before reinforcements arrive. 

			The soldier with the baton is olive-skinned and reminds me of Mason. A red haze comes over me and I dart forward, ignoring my aching fingers. Grabbing his baton, I lift my right leg and place my foot squarely on his chest. Simultaneously, I pull with my arm and kick out with my leg, and the baton falls from his hand. He stumbles backwards, landing on his backside. A quick blow with the baton to his temple and he slumps over, whether dead or unconscious I have no idea. As a second soldier approaches me, I catch a glimpse of Archer pulling Chase along by his collar, both of them crouched low and moving quickly away from the fences towards the nearby conservation area. To my left, one of the guards gives a cry as he spots them escaping but as he makes to follow them, I grab him by the hair and jerk him backwards. I pull him against my body, sliding the baton across his neck and pressing it against his windpipe. As I hold it in place, depriving him of oxygen, a second guard steps towards me. I move my body, keeping his companion facing him, but he keeps circling, looking for an opening to attack me without harming his friend.

			I am about to crush my captive’s windpipe and deal with the new threat, when he suddenly slumps to the ground. Reed, standing behind him, looks around. 

			“That’s it, we’re done here,” he drawls. Morgan is flexing her right hand and Jethro is limping slightly as he moves closer to her, but Kwan looks remarkably unfazed, with not so much as a hair out of place.

			“Let’s go,” I nod and we streak into the dark, leaving the fences behind us. 

			We have not gone far when we come across Archer and Chase. 

			“Are you both okay?” I ask quickly, as the last sounds of fighting in the distance come to an abrupt halt. In the sudden stillness, I can just make out the sound of running – our people are obviously retreating. I wish there was some way of knowing whether everyone made it, but we cannot risk going back to check. 

			“Fine,” Archer answers. “I didn’t even need my bow. They were far too preoccupied to notice us.” That’s not entirely true, but I don’t bother correcting him. What matters is that we have made it into the States without being detected. 

			“We need to get as far away from the fences as possible before dawn,” I murmur as I crouch behind a large boulder. 

			Without warning, the sound of a twig crunching underfoot alerts us to the presence of others. It seems we were followed after all. I get quickly to my feet, but Reed shakes his head, putting a finger to his lips. He points to himself and then in the direction of the sound, his intention clear. We should stay put. He slowly backs away to be swallowed by the murky darkness and I strain my ears, the blood rushing to my head. I signal the others to move slowly away from the approaching soldiers, and take refuge in the trees. We are sitting ducks, clustered as we are in a circle. I hesitate as I hear the sounds of a scuffle, torn between wanting to help and wanting to protect the rest of them. Before we have even moved two feet, I hear a Tarzan yell of fright followed by Reed’s furious hiss, and a moment later he bursts into the clearing, pushing Michael Kelly before him. 

			“Not now,” Reed growls as Morgan rushes forward, opening her mouth to scream at her brother. Signalling the rest of us to keep quiet, Reed shepherds us forward, moving faster than I expected. In silence, we cover about a mile before we come to a stop on a piece of flat land. 

			I round on Michael.

			“Don’t,” he warns, raising his hand. “I didn’t mean to, okay? I wasn’t even thinking about it. But in the fighting, I got pushed back, and I spotted you guys. You didn’t even notice there was a NUSA guard following you.” 

			I turn to Reed and he nods in confirmation. “Michael was right behind him. He’s not a problem any more,” he adds. 

			“We can take him back,” Morgan says. “We can take Michael back to the fences and then . . .”

			“No,” I shake my head vehemently. “It’s too late. We can’t. Michael comes with us.” 

			“He’ll be okay,” Archer soothes, but Morgan ignores him.

			We walk for what feels like for ever. The conservation area forms part of the Mark Twain National Forest, which covers an area of 3750 square miles and spans twenty-nine counties. It is the perfect place to hide, although it seems we are in the clear for now. After about three hours, we come across a cabin in the woods.

			“I think we should rest here,” I say, to the collective delight of everyone. It has been a long night and we are all exhausted, Chase particularly. He is panting heavily but overall I am pleased at his performance. He has outdone himself, considering his lack of any of our gifts, and he deserves a rest. Strangely enough, being inside NUSA’s borders is probably safer than anywhere in the Rebeldom – it’s the last place that they will think to look for us. The only trouble we may run into is a few campground officials, which won’t present much of a problem, so we head inside the cabin to get some well-deserved rest, leaving only two sentries on guard at a time.

			I take the last shift, along with Kwan. 

			“The sun will be up soon,” Kwan observes, looking up at the lightening sky.

			“Let’s push on.” I go back to the cabin and rouse the others. 

			We cut across thick forest before we emerge on the other side, about twenty miles from where we crossed the boundary fence. We take a moment to consider the best route forward. Now that we are in the belly of the beast, we need to make sure that we do not draw attention to ourselves, so stealing a car is out of the question. Richard and Lucy Carlisle live in the penthouse of an upmarket luxury apartment block in Kansas City, over three hundred miles away.

			Unexpectedly, it is Michael who comes up with a suggestion. 

			“Why don’t we just take the bus?” Nobody argues, despite the obvious dissent. It’s not like anyone has a better idea. It’s a long walk into town, and we head straight for the bus terminal. Chase pays cash for our tickets with the money he had in his wallet when we kidnapped him. 

			The bus ride takes well over five hours, taking into account all stops, and after a while, we start to relax. Rather than sticking together, we spread ourselves around the Greyhound. I watch Morgan’s blonde hair bouncing up and down as she animatedly, albeit quietly, berates Michael for his foolishness in following us. Directly in front of her, Archer tries a few times to lure her into conversation, but she will not be dissuaded. Chase falls asleep a few stops into our journey, and Kwan stares silently out of the window beside him. Jethro is right up at the front of the bus, and I can just make out his dark head through the other passengers.

			“I don’t remember the last time I travelled by bus,” Reed drawls from beside me. 

			“Aidan and I always used the bus to school,” I smile. “But when I met Eric, it was all chauffeurs and street cars. The First Lady would never have stooped to this level.”

			“Well, then, it’s a good thing you’re no lady,” he jokes and I slap his arm. “First Lady,” he corrects, chuckling, “I meant First Lady.”

			I doze on and off until Reed shakes me gently awake. 

			“Look,” he murmurs, and I follow the direction of his pointing finger to find that we are passing through a pre-war zone. 

			Thirty years ago the fallout from the nuclear war affected the entire planet. Billions of people died, and cities were left as a disconsolate shell of what they had once been. I had seen for myself the devastating effects when I had travelled to the west coast with Adam and his people in search of survivors. The opulence of the New United States that Eric had created had only really struck me then, when I had seen the worst of the war. The rebuilding that had taken place within NUSA itself was mind-blowing – most of the larger cities were so advanced and restored that it was as close to a pre-war environment that you could get. The population being only a fraction of what it was, however, meant that there were still areas that had remained untouched and undeveloped since the war. We did not need the space, and rebuilding cost time and money. Prioritising was an essential part of the process. Pre-war zones were areas that remained in the state they were left in after the war. Dilapidated, looted buildings, overgrown wilderness, abandoned cars, and dreary grey scenes were commonplace. 

			“Nice view,” Reed remarks from beside me. He is intending to be derogatory but I can hear the underlying emotion in his voice.

			“It looks like home,” I smile, resting my head against the window and watching it pass by.

			 

		

	
		
			 

			chapter 15

			We get off the bus just a few blocks from the Carlisles’ apartment and split into small groups in an attempt to be less conspicuous. We are only three hundred miles from Chicago. This is the closest I have been to Kenneth Williams since my torture, and a big part of me wants nothing more than to abandon our plan and instead hunt him down and end his life. 

			“Focus, Tiny.” Reed seems to know exactly what I’m thinking. “You’ll get your chance.”

			As we turn on to the street of the Carlisles’ apartment block, I beckon Chase over. It is early afternoon and we have only a few hours before Richard Carlisle will be home. 

			“You sure you can do this?” I ask, and he nods. 

			“Just don’t hurt them, if you can help it,” he mutters, looking slightly green. 

			“They’ll be fine, Chase. Let’s get on with it.”

			We both enter the lobby of the luxurious apartment building. Chase smiles charmingly at the man sitting behind the front desk and greets him warmly. 

			“Hello, James.”

			“Mr Crawford.” James manages to look both polite and disapproving at the same time. “I haven’t seen you in a while.”

			“I’ve been busy,” Chase brushes him off. “Is Lucy here?” 

			“Yes.” He lifts a handset from the desk. “I’ll just let her know you’re here.”

			“No need,” Chase leans over the counter and takes the handset, depositing it back in its cradle. “She’s expecting me,” he murmurs conspiratorially, and the doorman scowls but he doesn’t argue. Obviously Chase and Lucy’s cavorting around behind Richard’s back was even more frequent than I had suspected. I spare a brief flash of sympathy for Jenna, and then James’ next question brings me back to the present.

			“And you are?” he addresses me directly and I hold my breath, waiting to see if he recognises me. Admittedly, in my casual clothing with my hair tied back and wearing no make-up, I am a far cry from the former First Lady, but there is still a risk that I might be recognised. Fortunately, James gives me nothing but a contemptuous sneer.

			“I was under the impression that Mrs Carlisle pays you handsomely not to ask,” Chase reproaches, narrowing his eyes, all traces of civility gone. James squirms a little in his seat. “No need to record any of this in the visitor’s log,” Chase adds pompously as he heads for the elevators. I follow and the second the doors close on us, I round on him.

			“How many women have you brought with you on these little soireés?” I ask, shocked to the core. 

			“A few. Lucy is very adventurous. And don’t look so disapproving, Rebecca,” he adds darkly. “You’re not exactly an innocent.”

			The elevator opens up straight onto the landing of the penthouse apartment. Chase goes immediately to the door, and I move aside so that Lucy won’t see me unless she actually steps out of the apartment and onto the landing. Chase’s sharp rap on the door is met with the sound of footsteps on the other side. 

			“Lucy!” Chase holds out his arms as the door is pulled open, and he quickly steps inside, preventing her from coming out. 

			“Chase?” Lucy’s shock is palpable, even though I cannot see her face. “What on earth . . . what are you doing here?”

			“What do you think?” he asks suggestively.

			“Where have you been?” she asks, her words wary. “I heard you were taken by the Rebels. You haven’t been seen or heard from in months.” 

			An interminable silence follows her words and then I hear the sound of footsteps and glass breaking. Not wasting a second, I step around the still open doorway and into the grand entrance hall. Pausing, I watch with mild interest as Lucy struggles in Chase’s arms, her stiletto heels narrowly missing his foot as she tries desperately to stamp back at him. I follow the direction of her eyes and notice an electronic keypad on the wall opposite. Shutting the door behind me and ignoring her astonished intake of breath when she recognises me, I walk over to stand between her and her target, avoiding the shattered vase of flowers on the floor.

			“Let her go,” I instruct and Chase releases her. Lucy promptly turns on her four inch heels and slaps his face before dashing through to the sitting room. I reach the next keypad before she does, and she skids to a halt only a few feet from me. 

			“What do you want?”

			“We need your help,” I answer, and she shakes her head so hard that I fear her enormous dangling earrings might knock her out. Lucy has short, cropped dark hair, and a svelte figure that is almost always on show in skin-tight clothing. Wringing her red-taloned hands, her eyes dart backwards and forwards as she tries to come up with another plan of escape. 

			“Lucy, you can’t get out. I have no intention of hurting you unless you really make me.”

			“Richard will be home in five minutes!” she hisses.

			“Richard will be home in three hours,” I correct as Chase saunters into the room. “Courtesy of your ex-lover over here, I know your schedule practically by heart.”

			“He’s lying,” she cries in outrage, seemingly more concerned with being called adulterous than with having two intruders in her home. 

			“He’s not,” I scoff, “but if it makes you feel any better, I have no intention of telling Richard about your . . . transgressions.” 

			“Then what do you want?”

			“Just your hospitality. We need a place to stay while we’re in town. When we’re done, you can go back to your life and pretend this never happened.”

			“You’ll be caught,” she bluffs. “You’re wanted in every state. You killed Eric! Don’t think I don’t know you killed him!”

			“Of course I killed him.” I move towards her and she shrinks away, backing up until she collides with Chase. She gives a shriek of alarm and vaults over the settee, her eyes wide with fright. “Oh for God’s sake, calm down, Lucy. Before we get to it, I need you to do something. You need to call downstairs and tell James that you’re expecting company.”

			“Never!” she maintains bravely. I speed over to stand beside her, grabbing her arm and twisting it savagely behind her back. She squeaks in pain and I twist even harder. Chase looks away. 

			“I’m not playing games with you, Lucy. If you don’t do this, I will kill you. And then I will kill Richard. And then I will head over to Thomas Prep and . . .” Thomas Prep is the prestigious boarding school that Richard and Lucy’s daughter attends during the term time.

			“No!” she wails, and Chase looks nauseous. Threatening Lucy’s daughter, no matter how badly she treats her, is a low blow but it’s necessary to ensure her cooperation. I walk her over to the intercom with absolute certainty that she will oblige. 

			“Six people,” I repeat, still holding her arm behind her back. “And make it believable.”

			“Nice digs,” Reed drawls as he drops his backpack onto the cream chintz sofa. “When’s the master expected to return?”

			“A few hours.” I glance over to where Jethro is tying Lucy up in the sitting room. She’s probably enjoying it, the deviant cow. Morgan and Michael have been uncharacteristically subdued since we arrived in Kansas City. Missouri was their home, I recall. Their mother is buried not far from here, near Independence City. 

			“Why don’t you two get cleaned up?” I offer kindly and they move down the hall towards the living area. I find a dustpan and a broom in the kitchen and venture back out into the hall to clean up the vase of flowers that got knocked over in Chase and Lucy’s initial struggle.

			There is enough time to kill that we are all able to take a shower, and I feel no shame in raiding Lucy’s wardrobe for something clean to wear. We have each brought a change of clothes, but I find an almost new pair of jeans hanging in Lucy’s cupboard that fit better than anything I have worn since I left the States. I pair them with a fitted grey vest top and, to my delight, the rarest of treasures – a pair of pale grey boots made of the softest leather that are both pretty and remarkably sturdy. My newly washed hair is still wet when I return to the vast sitting room.

			“Help yourself,” Lucy sulks, as Reed lets out a low exaggerated whistle. I grin at him.

			“Thanks,” I reply, crossing to the open plan kitchen and opening the refrigerator door. 

			“Score!” Michael whoops behind me as he peers over my shoulder. He is positively glowing since he got his way after all about coming with us.

			“Think you can make us something out of that?” I ask, moving aside and he gets stuck in. 

			“You’d think someone as rich as this would have a housekeeper,” Reed remarks as he joins me at the kitchen table. Lucy cannot overhear us in here.

			“She did,” Chase interrupts, “but she got rid of her. Lucy was terrified that Richard would find her attractive.” The irony of this is not lost on us and we all laugh uproariously. Unused to being in such an opulent setting makes us all feel slightly giddy. 

			“I could get used to this,” Michael says as he takes an enormous bite of his ham sandwich, and washes it down with a glass of ice-cold Coke. 

			“You’ll be here a while,” I note. “You’re going to help Morgan keep an eye on things when we head over to SubTropolis.” 

			SubTropolis is Jupiter’s base – an enormous, supposedly abandoned 1100 acre man-made cave in the bluffs above the Missouri River which was once the world’s largest underground storage facility. Michael looks slightly crestfallen as it dawns on him that this is as far as he goes in this mission, but he shrugs acceptingly. 

			“Better than a kick in the ass, I guess.”

			Knowing that James the doorman knocks off at four o’clock and that Lucy’s cuckold husband Richard only gets home after five is a relief. James will have no opportunity to warn Richard, and by tomorrow morning, he will assume that we left after the shift change. 

			At a quarter to five everyone but Reed, Chase and me heads down the passage. The penthouse apartment is incredibly spacious and there is room for everybody, although a few people are sharing. Kwan and Jethro have disabled the security system in one of the spare bedrooms, which will be Richard and Lucy’s new sleeping quarters for the next few days. The bedroom is far too high up for them to climb to safety and, likewise, too high for them to call for help to the ground below without our hearing them. 

			Lucy’s eyes widen as we hear the front door open, almost on the dot of five o’clock. 

			“Luce, I’m home!” Richard calls, and we hear the sound of him depositing his briefcase on the floor and then riffling through the mail in the entrance hall. Reed moves to stand just behind the kitchen wall and as Richard appears in the doorway, Reed grabs him and pulls him into the room, smothering his roar of fright by placing his hand over his mouth. Richard’s eyes meet mine for a moment and his pupils dilate in shock.

			“Son of a bitch!” Reed yells a second later as Richard sinks his teeth into his palm, and without hesitation, Reed smacks him on the back of his head, hard enough to knock him out.

			We move Richard across to the sitting room and deposit him next to Lucy, who is crying crocodile tears over her husband’s prostrate body. 

			“Give it a rest, Luce,” Chase snaps. “You’re wasting it. He can’t even appreciate your wifely concern right now.” She narrows her eyes at him and her tears continue to streak silently down her cheeks. It would be almost touching if I wasn’t so acutely aware of how unfaithful she is. 

			“Piss off, Chase,” Lucy retorts. “I can’t believe you’re doing this – helping her. She’s a murderer! She murdered her own husband, for God’s sake.”

			“I never really liked Eric,” Chase shrugs, unconcerned as he watches Reed tie Richard up next to his wife. 

			 

		

	
		
			 

			chapter 16

			We wait patiently for Richard to wake up. When he does, it takes him a while to register his surroundings, but the moment he does his gaze comes to rest on me. 

			“Hello, Rebecca,” he greets me calmly, before turning to Lucy and making sure that she is unharmed. 

			“Richard,” I nod back. Richard is an astute businessman and he gets straight to the point.

			“What exactly is it that you want?” 

			“Just a few days. I have some business to attend to and I needed somewhere to use as a base.”

			“We’re honoured,” he jeers. His face is rigid with anger, but he is incredibly composed. “I’m expected in the office at eight tomorrow morning.” He lets the implication hang in the air. 

			“You’ll be calling in sick,” I confirm his implied question.

			“Richard! You have to do something! I want them out of this house!” Lucy is gobsmacked by his apparent lack of concern.

			“What would you have me do, dear?” Richard tries to move his arms, indicating the rope that is binding him in place. 

			Under the cover of Lucy’s subsequent tirade, I step closer to Kwan.

			“He seems calm enough,” Kwan murmurs.

			“Don’t let him deceive you,” I correct. “Richard is no fool, and he’s extremely cunning. He’ll be planning something. We need to keep a close eye on him.”

			“Let me handle Richard,” Chase offers and I raise my brow. I am still not entirely sure I trust him. Chase sighs dramatically.

			“Not that you care,” his voice is low and steady, “but I happen to be in love with your best friend. I want nothing more than to bring her back here and give her the life that she deserves. I know that will never happen unless you bring down the fences so, like it or not, we’re on the same side.” He meets my gaze levelly.

			“Keep an eye on both of them,” I mutter eventually, reluctantly impressed.

			Not wanting to spend any more time in the States than we possibly have to, we set off early the following morning. After a decent night’s sleep, I feel revived and positive about the outcome. In hindsight, I am glad that Michael is here. Despite Chase’s declaration of love, he could still easily join forces with Richard, who certainly has the money and the resources to get him what he wants, and I would be hesitant to leave Morgan alone to stand guard over the prisoners. 

			“We’ll be back as soon as we can,” I tell the siblings. “Just stay put and don’t let either of them out of your sight.” Morgan seems oddly distant, but she nods her blonde head and with that I have to be satisfied. 

			As we emerge on the street, I cannot shake the nagging feeling that Michael and Morgan are not equipped to deal with this on their own, and I turn to Archer. 

			“I want you to go back,” I tell him. “Keep an eye on things.” Archer doesn’t bat an eyelid, and I assume that he is delighted to be staying back with Morgan.

			“You’re sure you’ll be okay without me?”

			“We’ll be fine,” I smile reassuringly. “In fact, now we won’t have to catch another bus.” Archer is the only one of us who is not Gifted with speed, so leaving him behind means we can cover the ten mile distance easily on foot.

			Approaching SubTropolis answers a question I had about how Jupiter manages to fly beneath NUSA’s radar. The entire area is a typical example of a pre-war environment. 

			Standing before the entrance to SubTropolis, just a few miles from the opulence of the Carlisles’ apartment block, I feel as though I have stepped outside NUSA’s boundaries and back into the Rebeldom. The entrance is completely overgrown with weeds hanging from the bank above it.

			“What do we do now?” Jethro asks.

			“We wait,” Kwan replies simply.

			It doesn’t take long. After about ten minutes of standing around waiting, two men emerge from the trees on the bank above the entrance. 

			“Hello, Patrick,” Kwan calls up and the taller of the two men fixes his gaze on the Korean. 

			“You’re breaking the rules, Mr Lee,” the man named Patrick replies. His fair skin is pasty and not complemented by his red hair and ginger beard. Kwan doesn’t answer and the two men make their way down to the street below. Patrick’s associate is very nondescript – he’s short, blond-haired and blue-eyed, but with a weak chin and eyes that are slightly too close together.

			“We need to see him,” Kwan finally speaks up when they are close enough.

			“He’s not going to be happy,” Patrick gestures at me, Reed and Jethro.

			“What, no welcoming party?” Reed drawls, becoming agitated by the lack of action. Patrick scrutinises Reed, sizing up the competition, and then he smiles patronisingly as if he is not impressed by what he sees. These men are obviously Gifted, given that they work for Jupiter and the fact that they are not at all intimidated by us. 

			“Come on, then,” Patrick saunters towards the dilapidated entrance and we follow him inside SubTropolis.

			We move through a dark tunnel which is at least forty feet wide, but it is not long before the tunnels become brightly lit. The man-made cave is incredible, and we pass one impressive storage facility after another. There are massive square pillars every forty feet, which obviously support the entire structure. The street that we are walking along is paved, but the floor of the various warehouses we pass appear to be concrete. We move deeper and deeper into the structure in silence, until Patrick finally stops outside a large metal door, behind which we can hear the sound of building and activity. 

			“Wait here,” Patrick instructs as he slips through the door. His associate remains with us, surly and silent. When Patrick returns he is followed by a man who I can only assume is Jupiter. His hair is so black it looks almost blue in the fluorescent lighting, and is long enough to be tied back in a ponytail at the nape of his neck. He is incredibly dark complexioned, with a perfectly trimmed goatee of black facial hair. If it weren’t for the impeccably cut beige suit that he is wearing, I would be inclined to say that Jupiter looks somewhat like a pirate.

			He has obviously been informed of our group’s arrival, because he does not look in the least bit surprised to see us, but he does address Kwan first. Opening his arms, he steps forward and embraces the usually reserved Korean warmly. 

			“Kwan Lee,” Jupiter booms, and his voice is honeyed and welcoming. “My dear man. To what do I owe this pleasant surprise?” 

			“Jupiter,” Kwan’s voice, in comparison with the larger than life man before him, sounds barely more than a whisper. “I am sorry to intrude, but we were hoping you might be able to help us.” At the word ‘us’ Jupiter glances around again and gives a very exaggerated start as if he had not noticed us before this point. As introductions are made, he clasps both Reed’s and Jethro’s hands in turn, his sloe eyes boring into each of them. Turning at last to me, he gives me a lingering once-over, an appreciative smile pulling up the corners of his Cupid’s bow mouth.

			“And who do we have here?” he asks, his eyes never leaving my face. When Kwan speaks, I can hear the underlying amusement in his voice. 

			“That’s Rebecca Dane,” he calls me by my most recognisable title and Jupiter drops my hand as if it had suddenly been transformed into a snake. 

			“Get out,” he drops the chivalrous demeanour instantly, rounding angrily on Kwan, who looks not even a little surprised by his about-turn. “How dare you bring her here? You’ve told her about the lab, I presume?” He doesn’t wait for an answer. “A fine way to repay me after everything I have done for you! I remain neutral, Kwan, you know that. It’s part of the deal. I want no part in her petty war.” 

			“Petty?” I am so insulted that I do not even question the fact that Jupiter knows about the Resistance and its objectives. “There is nothing petty about wanting to overthrow a dictator who cares about nothing but himself!”

			“There is nothing wrong with looking out for number one,” he replies smoothly. 

			“So you agree with NUSA’s methods?”

			“Not at all. But I do understand putting oneself first. We are not all as self-sacrificing as you are,” he adds, giving me a look that makes it clear that he doesn’t see my philanthropy as admirable.

			“So you refuse to help anyone but yourself?” I am disgusted.

			“On the contrary, I help many people. Just ask Mr Lee over here,” he gestures at Kwan. “Although I think, in light of this little gathering, I should be more careful who I offer my services to in future.”

			“You are paid handsomely for your services,” I point out. “What if I offered to pay you, in return for your help?”

			“That would be an entirely different situation. But I assume that funds are scarce out in the barren lands?” We both know I have no money or wealth to offer.

			“By refusing to help me, you are effectively helping NUSA,” I say dejectedly.

			“I am above all that politics, Mrs Dane. Think of me as Switzerland.”

			“Switzerland?” 

			“I avoid all alliances that could entail military or political action. I am neutral.”

			“But you would help me if I paid you?”

			“That is different. You would be a paying customer and I would provide a service. What you do with that service after the fact is none of my concern. There would be no alliance formed. Now, I am sorry to cut this little visit short, but I’m a busy man after all, and I have work to do. So if there’s nothing else . . .” He stops at Reed’s low growl, but as Reed makes a movement towards him, I step between them. 

			“You’re going to help me,” I warn, and a short scuffle follows. Out of the corner of my eye I can see Jethro and Kwan holding Patrick and the blond man back as they try to reach me. Jupiter remains impassive. “And I am going to pay you,” I hasten to add and the men around me calm down, their curiosity piqued. 

			“You have something I want?” Jupiter asks mockingly. 

			“Yes,” I nod, playing my trump card. “I have Jeffrey Davis.”

			 

		

	
		
			 

			chapter 17

			Jupiter draws himself up to his full height, which is singularly unimpressive given that he is only an inch or two taller than I am. Reed’s eyes are narrowed in confusion, and I feel a stab of guilt that I am giving up my own father to further our cause. I had hoped not to have to resort to this, but without Jupiter’s lab we are lost and I knew he would not be able to resist the lure of the very man who founded the NUSA lab and developed the serums that are used in our Gifting procedures. 

			“Jeffrey Davis is dead,” he says, but it is more a question than a statement of fact. “He was killed in an explosion at the NUSA laboratory a few months ago.”

			“He is very much alive,” I correct, ignoring the implication that it was I who blew up the lab. “Jeffrey Davis is my father.”

			He definitely didn’t know that one. Along with his surprise, I can see his excitement mounting. For a lab like Jupiter’s, my father would be the jewel in the crown. Without any explanation, he waves off his guards, who step back and resume their previous stationary positions, and he takes my hand, linking his arm with mine. 

			“Well, why didn’t you say so?” he grins, looking more like a pirate than ever. “You have a deal, Mrs Dane.”

			“It’s Miss Davis,” I correct. “Or, better still, Rebecca.”

			Jupiter both repulses and intrigues me, and now that we have a form of payment and he has agreed to help us, he is bursting with enthusiasm to show off his set-up. We pass numerous storage facilities, every one brimming with activity. Jupiter is fascinated by technology and has a number of projects on the go. Behind me, I can hear Reed and Kwan talking, and then Reed addresses Patrick.

			“What did he do for you?” he asks, and I strain my ears to hear the answer over Jupiter’s endless, self-indulgent narrative. I am also curious about the red-headed man’s apparent fierce loyalty to Jupiter.

			“Saved my sister’s life,” Patrick replies. “She was exiled by Eric Dane for speaking out against the sterilisation law. Jupiter enabled me to get her back. In return, I serve him.”

			“And you?” Reed drawls at the second guard, but he remains stony-faced, staring straight ahead. 

			“Randall’s father didn’t make it back,” Patrick explains. Randall must have made the same deal with Jupiter – he was Gifted to enable him to rescue his exiled father, in return for a lifetime of service. Sadly, his father had not survived his exile in the barren lands, and yet Randall is still here serving Jupiter. 

			“A debt is a debt, I guess,” Reed mutters under his breath. 

			“And now,” Jupiter’s voice breaks my concentration and I refocus on him. The knowing look in his eyes leaves me in no doubt that, despite keeping up a running commentary, he heard every word of their conversation. “The pièce de résistance!” he declares, as Patrick and Randall step forward, using their combined strength to open a heavy metal door. As we step through it into open air and sunshine, Jupiter sweeps his arms before him dramatically and my jaw drops open. We have exited SubTropolis and emerged onto a massive paved yard nestled in the bluffs above the Missouri River and on the tarmac before us, magnificent in its rarity, is a commercial airliner.

			Reed recovers first, and he starts to laugh, a hearty, genuine chuckle that comes from deep in his chest.

			“Jupiter,” he remarks knowingly and I turn to him curiously. “In Roman mythology, Jupiter was the god of the sky,” he explains. 

			“And this is my queen,” Jupiter replies. “She’s a Boeing 747 – commonly known as Queen of the Skies.”

			“Does it work?” I ask, still frozen in shock. “I mean, can it fly?”

			“Not yet,” he replies ruefully, “but it will. Come and have a look.”

			“What if NUSA finds it?” I ask as we cross the hot tarmac.

			“How could they?” Jupiter replies. “The only way to see it would be from directly above, and NUSA isn’t airborne. Men in charge are frequently short-sighted,” he adds disdainfully. “With all the resources available, they are still focusing on weapons.” Jupiter must be remarkably well informed if he is already privy to the information that Kenneth Williams plans to bring back weapons engineering.

			“But you’re in the States,” I persist. “What if they discover SubTropolis?”

			“They won’t.” It is Reed who answers in his husky Southern drawl. “Williams is far more interested in his own projects to worry about further rebuilding for the community. He couldn’t care less about the pre-war zones, and he certainly wouldn’t expect any citizen of the States to venture near them. Besides, any additional resources he has will no doubt be scouring the Rebeldom searching for us. It’s a good plan,” he concedes, addressing Jupiter. “Hiding in plain sight.”

			I cannot help but feel a thrill of anticipation as we climb the portable ladder and enter the airliner. 

			“Jupiter,” I ask as we enter what must have been the first class cabin, “where did you get it?” 

			When Eric had abolished air travel, what few planes remained within the States were destroyed. Hundreds had been damaged in the nuclear war, both in the air and on the ground, and those that were still operable were turned into scrap metal. 

			“Northwest Arkansas Regional Airport,” he answers proudly. 

			Jethro spins around. “You mean to tell me this plane came from outside the NUSA borders?”

			“Yes.”

			“But how did you . . .” I trail off as a tall, incredibly skinny black man boards the aircraft. 

			“Good morning, sir,” his voice is low and melodic. I recognise him instantly as the man who was trading with the guards last night at the Missouri boundary fence. 

			“What is it, Sam?” Jupiter asks kindly.

			“The parts that you were waiting for have arrived. They passed through the border about an hour ago.”

			“Marvellous.” Jupiter is visibly delighted. “Please go and intercept the delivery and make sure everything gets safely into the hangar.” Without another word, the tall man leaves. 

			“You smuggled an entire plane through the fences?” My disbelief is overshadowed by my respect for Jupiter, which has just increased exponentially. I feel a surge of excitement as a new possibility takes seed in my mind.

			“I control the Missouri border,” Jupiter states haughtily. “The New United States is a vast country. Do you really think that those at the top can keep track of everything going on in the country? And, of course, let us not forget that men are motivated by greed,” he adds enigmatically.

			“He bribes the guards?” Reed sneers. “That’s his big secret? What an anticlimax.” The four of us are huddled in a close group a few yards from the Boeing. Jupiter is standing near the doors to SubTropolis, speaking to a pretty brunette who called him from the plane only a few moments before. As with Sam, I recognise her as the other person from the SUV at the boundary fence. 

			“It’s simple and effective,” Kwan points out. “The Legion is driven by emotion and loyalty – but we can’t take for granted that the NUSA guards feel the same devotion for their leaders. Heath and his friends are proof that they aren’t all loyal to Williams, or any President before him.”

			“Which is a good thing,” Jethro adds. 

			I recall painfully that Jethro’s own brother is fanatically loyal to Kenneth Williams, but I smile back, trying to reassure him. 

			“It would appear we have a deal, Miss Davis,” Jupiter calls as he approaches. The brunette beside him gives Reed an appraising once-over. “This is Lydia,” Jupiter adds, putting his arm around her shoulders. “So, when will you be delivering your father, along with the soldiers you would like me to enhance?”

			“Actually,” I smile sweetly, “you’ll be bringing your lab to us.”

			“He’s never going to go for it,” Reed repeats for the third time as the Carlisles’ apartment block comes into view. 

			I had not backed down on my condition that Jupiter would bring his technology to us, and not the other way around, but I had given him twenty-four hours to think about it. We would get an answer tomorrow, either way. There were two reasons I had issued the ultimatum; the first was that I knew how badly Jupiter wanted my father’s expertise and not only with regard to the lab itself, but for his passion for technology in general. Before the war of 2016 my father had been Undersecretary to the Secretary of Defence in the fields of Acquisition, Technology and Logistics – there was no one on earth who possessed his knowledge in various fields of engineering, air travel included. This was the carrot that I was dangling in front of Jupiter. 

			The second reason I had suggested that we conduct our transaction on my home turf was the fact that Jupiter had revealed that the Missouri boundary fences were under his control. There was no logistical reason why he couldn’t smuggle all his equipment out of the States and into the Rebeldom. I am sure that he is regretting his arrogant imparting of the information. 

			“He’ll go for it,” I say again to Reed.

			“Good afternoon,” James greets us politely. The doorman has been far more hospitable since Reed had Richard inform him that we would be staying for a few days as his special guests. With Reed’s arm around Lucy’s throat, Richard had been very believable. 

			When we enter the apartment all is well. Richard and Lucy are still tethered beside each other on one sofa, and Chase is spreadeagled on the other, watching television. Archer is sitting at the twelve-seater dining room table, cleaning his bow. 

			“Anything to report?” I ask him, deferring automatically to the oldest, most responsible member of the Legion in the house. Morgan is technically the most experienced member of the group, but she is nowhere to be seen.

			“Nothing,” Archer doesn’t meet my eyes and I get the suspicious feeling he is hiding something from me. 

			“Where are they?” I ask, scanning the open plan room. Richard and Lucy Carlisle are pretending to watch the TV. Michael emerges from the bathroom in the hall and Morgan follows down the corridor a moment later, answering my question.

			“How did it go?” Archer asks, changing the subject. I signal them to follow me through to the kitchen, out of earshot of the Carlisles.

			“Good, I think. We’ll know soon enough.” I explain briefly what transpired this morning and then I head back to the sitting room. 

			Chase scrambles into a sitting position as I settle down on the couch beside him, opposite Richard and Lucy.

			“Rebecca,” Richard speaks the moment I lift my legs on to the couch and lean back to relax. I open one eye and peer at him. I want nothing better than to catch up on some much needed sleep. Richard steels himself and continues, regardless of my less than welcoming response. “Chase says that there are ordinary people living out there, outside the borders?” Richard asks and I nod in confirmation. “They’re not sick, they’re not crazy?” he persists. 

			Heaving a sigh, I swing my legs off the couch and sit up to look at him. “No, they’re not sick. They are hungry and desperate, but not crazy. Not all of them,” I add, thinking of the Rados that are too far gone to be saved. “Most are just in need of a community, of education and having their basic needs met. NUSA’s border policy abandoned thousands of Americans, just like you and me.” Lucy meets this proclamation with an unconvinced sneer, but Richard looks pensive. 

			“I had a sister,” he muses, lost in thought. “She was travelling with my mother when the bombs hit. I never thought, well, Eric said that everything beyond the fences was a wasteland, and I believed him. But my sister . . . do you think she might be alive?”

			My honest answer is a straight up ‘no’ although I keep this to myself. Billions of people died in the war that changed our world, and the chances that Richard’s sister had survived were slim to none. Only five per cent of the population had survived. 

			“Where was she?” 

			“New York. My mother had a conference to attend and she took my sister along to stay with our aunt. I was too young to go, so I stayed here with my dad.”

			The eastern seaboard had been heavily targeted in the war, and it was common knowledge that almost everything from Maine to Virginia was destroyed. Of course, there had been survivors. My own father was testament to this fact, but he had been high up in the government and had therefore had access to a fallout shelter at the Pentagon, which was where he was when the bombs detonated. An ordinary young girl and her mother would not have been so lucky.

			“I’m sorry, Richard, but in all likelihood, no. She wouldn’t have survived.” He looks crestfallen but accepting. “There are others, though,” I continue and he raises his head, “others just like her. People who, like your sister, were not within the borders of NUSA when the bombs went off. People who need our help.”

			“Stop making yourself out to be a saviour,” Lucy intrudes furiously. “You’re nothing but a murderer.”

			“Shut up, Lucy,” Richard snaps. “You’re hardly a saint.” 

			His words take me by surprise and I realise that Richard may not be as ignorant of his wife’s misdemeanours as she likes to think. Judging by the redness sweeping across Lucy’s pale cheeks, this has also just occurred to her, and she shuts her mouth. 

			“You did kill Eric?” Richard presses, and I nod. “Did he know? About the survivors? Did he know they were out there?” I nod again and he falls silent.

			“Rebecca,” Reed calls softly from the kitchen. “A word?” I join him in the breezy room, away from prying ears. 

			“What are you going to do if Jupiter turns you down?”

			“I don’t think he will,” I insist, “but if he does, we’ll just have to come up with a plan B.”

			“I’ve been thinking,” he leans against the pale grey wall. “We’re only a few hundred miles from Chicago. Maybe we should just . . .”

			“No,” I cut him short, knowing exactly what he is thinking. “Believe me, I would love nothing better than to get to Chicago and take Kenneth out. But he’ll be ready for it. We need information, we need soldiers. We need to prepare and plan our attack.” 

			Previously, when I had the means to dispose of Eric Dane, we had hesitated because we did not want to incite public outrage. The Resistance wanted to expose Eric for the tyrant he was and so we proceeded with caution, working behind the scenes. Now that we have seen how easily Kenneth has taken Eric’s place, we realise that the NUSA society is so conditioned to accepting what is foisted upon them, so accepting of their fate, that we can just as easily oust Kenneth and institute one of our own to take his place and bring about change. That is ultimately the plan, but I do not want to rush in blindly and attack Kenneth without any forethought or a concrete plan. There is too much at stake and Kenneth will be on high alert. 

			“You still sure about Adam?” Reed asks, reading my thoughts.

			“Definitely,” I nod. 

			We had discussed this before I had been taken by Kenneth’s men, and my opinion hadn’t changed. Adam Vincent is the logical successor to Kenneth as President of the New United States. He is kind and compassionate, and he has dedicated his life to helping those in need. How much more could he do with the wealth of NUSA’s resources at his disposal. 

			“He’s certainly the best man for the job,” Reed has always agreed with me on this point, “but have you mentioned it to him yet?”

			“No,” I grin. “Not yet.” 

			 

		

	
		
			 

			chapter 18

			We set out for Jupiter’s “lair”, as Reed calls it, at the same time the following morning. Despite my outward conviction, I do expect Jupiter to try to negotiate, so no one is more surprised than I am when the first words out of his mouth are, “You win, Miss Davis. I will accompany you into the Rebeldom.” 

			I give Reed a discreet “I told you so” look as Jupiter continues. “I am making this concession as a gesture of good faith. I do, however, expect your father to come back with me at some point and assist me with my work here. Unless you expect me to transport an entire aircraft back to your base?” I resist the urge to remind him that he probably could. 

			“Understood. And, Jupiter, I know you don’t take sides but if you help me to defeat Kenneth Williams and take back the States, my father will help you build as many aeroplanes as your heart desires.”

			Back at the Carlisles, Archer is again quiet and distant, but everything appears to be as it should. I put his sombre mood down to the fact that perhaps his courtship of Morgan is not going well. She, too, seems more pensive than usual, and more than once I catch her eyeing me thoughtfully. 

			“We leave tomorrow,” I say to the room at large, and Lucy Carlisle gives an exaggerated cry of relief. She is looking slightly the worse for wear – captivity doesn’t suit her. Her normally perfectly coiffed hair is a tousled mess, and she is wearing a slightly too baggy tracksuit. She would never survive the Rebeldom, I think bitterly. 

			“What do you mean, tomorrow?” Morgan sounds horrified. “You said we would be here at least a week.”

			“Things have progressed much faster than I expected,” I begin to explain and then I catch myself. “What’s it to you, anyway?”

			“Nothing,” she seems to regret her outburst. “It’s nothing.”

			“What’s going on, Archer?” I ask softly as she stalks out of the room.

			“Nothing,” he echoes Morgan, but I get the feeling they are both hiding something from me.

			“Rebecca,” Chase calls from the passage and I follow him into the nearest bedroom. He shuts the door behind us and turns to face me.

			“She’s been going out,” he says bluntly. “Morgan. She was gone most of the day – yesterday too.”

			“What?”

			“I don’t know where,” he explains, “but she spoke with Archer and then she left. I don’t think he wants to mention it, he doesn’t want her in trouble, but he’s definitely not happy with it.” 

			I don’t wait to hear any more. I yank the door open and stride further down the passage.

			“Morgan!” I yell, furious. All the bedrooms are empty, save for one. Kwan is lying on the neatly made bed. 

			“What’s going on?” he asks, getting to his feet.

			“I’m going to kill that girl,” I mutter.

			We search the entire house, but it’s no use. Morgan is gone.

			“Why the hell didn’t you tell me she was going out?” I am so angry I am shaking.

			“She asked me not to. She said she just needed to be by herself for a while, she needed time to think.”

			“Dammit, Archer! You have put all of us at risk! If she’s caught . . .”

			“She won’t get caught!” he insists, as though trying to convince himself.

			“She can’t have got far,” Kwan interrupts. “I’ll go and look for her.”

			“Where?” I ask, hopelessly. “She could be anywhere, we can’t search the entire city.”

			“You won’t need to,” Michael says, his voice low. “I know where she is. I didn’t think she was serious. I mean, yeah, she’s been saying stuff . . . about you,” he adds apologetically. “She kept saying that you don’t know what you’re doing and that this whole war is pointless. She thinks that you’re wrong about Kenneth Williams – she says that if he offered the Legion a place inside the boundaries, you had no right to turn him down on our behalf.”

			“He would have killed our people!” I snap. “He only wanted our soldiers.”

			“She doesn’t believe that,” Michael explains, flinching at my obvious rage. “She thinks you were mistaken. She said that you rub people up the wrong way all the time. That you make mistakes all the time . . . her words, not mine!” he adds quickly as I snarl at him.

			“Why didn’t you tell me, Michael?” I ask, pulling myself together, although I know that I am effectively asking him why he didn’t betray his sister, which is grossly unfair.

			“I didn’t think she was serious!” he insists. “You know Morgan, she loves being contrary. She’s not happy unless she’s lashing out at someone. I thought it would pass, I thought she’d calm down.”

			“Where is she?” 

			“I think she’s gone to our father.” 

			The thought that Morgan would seek out her father is shocking.

			“Your father helped Eric Dane kidnap you!” 

			“Yeah, I know, but I didn’t really come to any harm with Eric, did I? I mean, he didn’t hurt me, he never used me. He was kinda cool, actually. Not that he didn’t deserve to die,” he adds quickly.

			“The only reason Eric didn’t hurt you is because Rebecca didn’t give him the chance,” Reed reproves softly. “She got both of you out of there before Eric could hurt either of you.”

			“I know that,” Michael reminds us. “It’s Morgan who’s not convinced.”

			“I’m going after her,” I announce and Kwan steps up beside me.

			“I’m coming.” 

			I nod. Kwan has always been the one that Morgan respects the most – if anyone can get through to her, it’s him. Reed also gets to his feet, as does Michael. I am faced with a predicament. Letting Michael come with us goes against every instinct, and yet we need him to take us to his childhood home. 

			“You stay close to Reed,” I tell him. “Jethro, you stay here and keep an eye on things. And you,” I turn to Archer, “do you think you could maybe not let anyone out of the house while we’re gone?” He casts his eyes down and I take that as a yes. “Okay, let’s go.”

			Michael leads the way. Simon Kelly’s house – the same house where the siblings resided with their mother until she passed away undergoing a procedure that would give her the capacity to heal – is a small modest home with a tidy lawn and white shutters. We take cover in a nearby garden and watch for about ten minutes, but there is no movement from the house and the street remains quiet.

			“Do you think she’s in there?” Michael asks.

			“I have no idea, but there’s only one way to find out. Michael, you stay here.” I emerge onto the street, searching for any signs of danger, but all is quiet. Reed and Kwan fall into step behind me, the only sound our soft footfalls on the tarmac.

			As we draw nearer to the house, the sound of raised voices reaches us. 

			“Who were you calling?” Morgan’s voice.

			“Just a friend. I was supposed to meet him for lunch, but obviously I’m not going to make it.” A man answers, no doubt Morgan’s father. There is an interminable pause and then, “Just tell me where they are, Morgan.” 

			“Why? What does it matter?”

			“I’ve told you. We only want to talk to them – to explain. Rebecca has twisted everything. President Williams only wants to set the record straight. You know yourself how convincing she can be. It’s not fair on the others who she’s brainwashed. Maybe if we talk to them . . .”

			“I’m not going to tell you where they are. You won’t convince them. Those who are here are the ones most loyal to her. They’ll never believe you, so there’s no point in trying.” 

			I take small comfort in the fact that despite Morgan’s abandoning us she will not give him the Carlisles’ address. She obviously doesn’t trust her father entirely if she won’t divulge our location.

			“Okay,” Simon Kelly concedes defeat. “Then at least tell me where the base is. We can help the others. Don’t you want your brother to be safe?” He is targeting her weakness – her unconditional urge to protect Michael.

			“How do I know I can trust you?”

			“Morgan,” his despair is so convincing, “how can you even ask me that? I’m your father.”

			“Your own wife didn’t trust you,” Morgan reminds him, but I have heard enough. Testing the doorknob, confirming it is locked, I kick open the door and enter the house.

			The two are standing in the living room, face to face, but their heads turn at the unexpected sound and Morgan’s eyes widen in surprise.

			“This conversation is over,” I say.

			“Rebecca Dane.” Simon Kelly looks like the cat that got the cream, although a glimmer of fear sparks in his eyes. 

			“Morgan, what do you think you’re doing?” Kwan’s voice is heavy with disappointment and Morgan looks contrite for the briefest of seconds, before a determined, stubborn scowl settles on her pretty face. 

			“It’s none of your business.”

			“You’re putting all of us at risk,” I correct. “Were you actually going to tell him? Where our people are? After what you saw in Nevada?” 

			When NUSA had attacked our Las Vegas headquarters Morgan’s friend Hope had been killed by one of their soldiers. They had held our women and children hostage. 

			“That was all your fault!” she hisses, and even though we have never had the easiest relationship, I am startled by the venom in her voice. Her guilt is fuelling her anger. “They only wanted you! To put an end to your lies! And innocent people got hurt.”

			“Morgan,” Kwan begins, but he is interrupted by a younger, more fervent voice. 

			“Have you completely lost your mind?” Michael Kelly stalks into the room and stands towering above his sister. For the first time, real fear reflects in Morgan’s eyes.

			“What are you doing here, Michael?” 

			“The right thing,” he retorts scathingly, “which is obviously something you’ve forgotten. Why in the hell would you come and see this asshole?” He points his finger at his father. 

			“Now see here, boy,” Simon Kelly booms, stepping forward and Reed moves menacingly in his direction. Michael is completely unfazed, but a muscle is going in his jaw.

			“Don’t you ‘boy’ me, you filthy bastard. Morgan,” he turns back to her, “let’s go, let’s just get out of here.”

			“No,” she shakes her head. “We’ve been lied to for too long. I’m tired,” she whimpers, “tired of running, tired of fighting. I’m tired of losing the people that I love. We will be safe here, Michael.”

			“Says who? Him?” Michael glares at his father derisively. “The last time I was in this house he handed me over to Eric Dane!”

			“Eric wanted to protect you,” Simon Kelly finds his voice. “He heard that the Resistance was after you. It was the only way I could keep you safe. From her lot,” he adds, scowling at me.

			“I am her lot,” Michael replies boldly.

			“I am your father, Michael, you will abide by my . . .”

			“If you don’t shut your goddamned mouth I’m gonna shut it for you,” Reed growls, stepping towards Simon, his patience worn thin. Simon shuts up.

			“Michael,” Morgan grabs her brother by the shoulders, “you and me, we are in this together. It’s always been us against the world. You’re young, Michael, you don’t understand how the world works. You need to trust me, I’m doing what’s best for both of us.” 

			“And what’s best for you includes handing our people over to NUSA?” I ask.

			“It’s better than what you’ve done to them!” she cries, on the verge of hysteria. “You’re keeping them out there, miserable, struggling for survival. You’ve lied to all of us!”

			“Why don’t you at least let them decide for themselves,” Reed drawls from the corner of the room. “Morgan, you say you want what’s best for everybody, but how is taking away their choice the best thing for them? Do you really think Rebecca would stop any member of our community if they wanted to return to the States?”

			“Yes,” she answers automatically, but her brow narrows as she considers his question, and she convinces no one. “Of course you would take her side,” she points out defensively. “You’ve always been her most ardent follower. Waiting around for any crumbs she decides to throw you. You’re pathetic.”

			“Morgan, you’re resorting to petty name-calling because you’re scared.” Kwan steps forward and gets her undivided attention. “I understand that you’re confused. And scared. We all are. But don’t lose sight of everything we’ve worked for.”

			Kwan’s soft spoken words have more impact than anyone else’s and Morgan seems to hesitate, her face contorted in uncertainty.

			The moment is broken by the sound of tyres squealing outside, and Reed draws back the curtain.

			“They’re here,” he growls, all traces of empathy gone. “He’s turned us in. NUSA’s here.”

			“You called them?” Morgan rounds on her father in outrage. 

			“Morgan,” he says briskly, “NUSA is not our enemy. They are.” He points at where we are clustered at the window. I watch as a second Humvee pulls up behind the first and more than a dozen NUSA soldiers step out onto the street.

			“Time to go.” I move away from the window towards the other side of the house as Simon Kelly rushes to the front door to call them inside. Reed knocks him out cold as he reaches for the doorknob. 

			“Morgan, come on!” Michael pleads, dragging her by the hand as we spill out the back door and onto the neat lawn. 

			“No!” she snatches her hand away and crosses her arms over her chest. “He’s our dad, Michael. He’s telling the truth, I know he is. We’re staying here.”

			“You’re staying here,” Michael corrects sadly, following us to the fence on the far side of the lawn. Reed peers over. 

			“All clear,” he whispers.

			“Michael, you can’t!” Morgan’s gasp of astonishment echoes behind me as I vault over the fence. Kwan and Reed land beside me, as agile as two big cats, and I swing around as Morgan tries to restrain Michael. “You can’t leave me,” she pleads. 

			“Then come with us!”

			“I can’t. I can’t do it any more. I just want a normal life. You’ve seen how Rebecca’s been acting! She doesn’t care about us, Michael. She doesn’t care about anybody. She’s on a personal revenge mission. Why can’t you see that?” The sounds of voices and commotion inside the house reach us.

			“Michael,” Reed says, rocking on the balls of his feet. I completely understand his agitation – we need to leave, now. 

			“I’ll call them,” Morgan hisses through the fence. “You take my brother and I swear to God I’ll scream to high heaven. They’ll catch all of you.” Her desperation is tangible and Kwan looks pained. 

			“No, you won’t,” Michael murmurs and then the sound of a soft thud has me leaping up onto the fence. I peer over and see Michael lowering Morgan gently to the ground. Her body is limp, but she’s only unconscious. I’m stunned. Morgan has always been the stronger of the two siblings – both physically and mentally. 

			“You knocked her out?” Reed’s voice is disbelieving beside me. “I’m impressed. I’ll admit it, kid, I didn’t think you had it in you.” 

			Michael angrily brushes a tear from his eye and then without another word, he vaults over the fence and we sprint away from his father’s house. And away from his sister.

			 

		

	
		
			 

			chapter 19

			The mood back at the Carlisles is sombre. Archer is devastated by Morgan’s defection and Michael, despite the astounding strength of character he displayed earlier, is in a bad way.

			“We can’t stay here,” Kwan voices what we all know to be true. We have gathered once more in the kitchen so that the Carlisles will not overhear us. “If Morgan tells them . . .”

			“I know,” I nod, all too aware of Michael’s look of despair at the thought that his sister might betray us. “We’ll go to Jupiter’s. It’s just one night – we’re leaving early tomorrow morning.” I am enormously relieved that, because of the presence of the Carlisles, we never mentioned exactly where Jupiter’s lab is situated.

			“We’re really going to leave her here?” Archer still cannot believe it.

			“She hasn’t given us a choice.”

			“I hate to be the bearer of doom and gloom,” Reed interrupts, “but has anyone considered that if Morgan does choose to air all our dirty little secrets to daddy and co. we have a far bigger problem. What if she tells them about the base?”

			“She won’t,” Michael insists. “She’s not a bad person, you guys. She won’t give them all up. She has friends back home too, she wouldn’t betray them.”

			“I hope you’re right,” Reed replies, as I loosen Richard’s ropes, “because there’s no way we can move that many people in time to avoid any threat that might be heading their way. We’ll be lucky to make it back before NUSA does, if they discover our location.” 

			The thought is sobering but there is nothing for it. We will just have to hope and pray that Morgan isn’t going to sing from the rooftops.

			“You should be able to work your way out of those,” I tell Richard as the others head for the door. “Thank you both for your hospitality.” 

			Lucy glares at me but Richard says nothing and I am almost certain I detect a glimpse of grudging respect in his eyes as I turn away. I am almost out of the room when he calls my name. I turn back and he eyes me meditatively.

			“There’s talk that a large group of NUSA soldiers spoke out against the new presidency,” he states conversationally. “From what I hear they were exiled – sent out through the Missouri fences into the Kentucky wasteland. You didn’t have anything to do with that, did you?” 

			I am wondering why on earth he is telling me all this, but as Lucy turns to gauge my answer Richard uses her momentary distraction to give an almost imperceptible nod of his head. Richard is giving me information, I realise – information that could help me. Conscious of his wife’s confused suspicion, I shake my head exaggeratedly. 

			“No, I didn’t,” I reply, fixing him with a hard stare. There is no way to convey to him that I understand his message, so I settle for “thank you – both of you” hiding my gratitude under the guise of their hospitality. 

			The second we are out on the street I fill the others in.

			“You’re saying there’s a group of disgraced NUSA soldiers out in the Rebeldom?” Reed immediately grasps the significance of this information. “They must be pretty pissed at NUSA.” He grins.

			“How many?” Kwan is ever the voice of reason.

			“I’m not sure,” I admit, “but from the way Richard spoke, I think there are quite a few.”

			“Military men need a purpose.”

			“Yes, they do,” I agree. “And I think we can give them one.”

			If Jupiter is surprised by the arrival of seven unexpected overnight guests, he doesn’t show it, but he does do one thing that startles me.

			“Hello, Michael,” he greets him familiarly the instant he lays eyes on him. Michael looks slightly alarmed, but he meets Jupiter’s gaze coolly.

			“Do I know you?”

			“I knew your mother,” Jupiter explains. “She was an amazing woman. I’m sorry for your loss.”

			“You knew my mother?”

			“Where do you think you got your ability, son? Speed, if I recall correctly. Strength for your sister . . . where is she?” he adds, looking past us to the empty corridor behind. 

			“Not here,” I interject quickly in a tone that makes it clear it is not up for discussion.

			“You Gifted my family?” Michael asks incredulously. “Then my mother . . . she . . . she died here?”

			“Yes,” Jupiter nods. “She was strong and determined, I had a good feeling about her. Sadly, I overestimated her. Her body could not endure the process. I felt bad about it,” he adds generously, “which is why I didn’t expect you or Morgan to pay off her debt.”

			“Her debt?”

			“Gifting comes with a price here,” Kwan reminds and Michael looks shocked. 

			“My mother offered you payment?”

			“She was to serve in my personal security detail,” Jupiter replies. “She negotiated a term long enough that would ensure you and your sister safe-keeping here in SubTropolis until you both reached the age of twenty-one.”

			“And then what?”

			“I believe her intention was to find the infamous Resistance faction,” Jupiter turns his attention to me, “but it seems you managed that all on your own. You mother would be proud,” he places his hand briefly on Michael’s shoulder.

			Uncomfortable with the familiar gesture, Michael moves away, closer to Kwan. 

			“Thank you for taking us in,” I change the subject.

			Jupiter very kindly provides food and accommodation, which is comfortable if nowhere near as luxurious as the Carlisles’ apartment. As I settle into my own room, which is more a cubicle built with dry wall, Reed steps through the door, dropping his head to avoid hitting it on the low frame.

			“Think he based the modelling on his own height?” he grins, referring to Jupiter’s diminutive stature. 

			“Probably.”

			“Don’t worry, I’m not here to test your resolve,” he adds as he takes a seat on the edge of the bed. “I don’t expect you to throw any crumbs my way today.” His tone is light, but a nasty clawing in my belly reminds me of Morgan’s words earlier. “Don’t,” he drawls, as usual sensing what I am thinking. “She was just lashing out.”

			“She was right though. I have been acting just like that. Only concerned about myself, about finding Kenneth.”

			“That was only a drop in the ocean, Tiny. A knee-jerk reaction to what you had been through. We all know you’re not really like that. Even Morgan knows, deep down.”

			“I don’t know what I’m like any more. It feels like my whole life is this war. Like there’s nothing else. Like I’m not even me, any more – not really. I’m the leader of the Legion; the one who is supposed to fix everything. It defines me.”

			“No, it doesn’t. You know that’s not true. You have so much other than this war. You have Alex,” he points out and automatically I smile, just hearing Alex’s name. “You have your dad, and Kwan, and your friends.” I nod again. “You have Aidan,” he speaks without resentment and I press my lips together to keep from asking, but he senses the question. “And yes,” he admits, “you have me.” I swallow down a lump in my throat. “And, of course, you most certainly have Michael Kelly’s vote.” He breaks the tension. “The kid chose you over his entire family.”

			“I feel like I’ve failed him. Failed her. I should have seen this coming – I know Morgan, I know how impulsive and reckless she can be. I should have fixed things between us. If she hadn’t been so angry at me, she would never have gone to see her father.”

			“Maybe,” he admits. “But you have to accept that you can’t always get everything right. Making mistakes is part of being human.” I settle back onto the bed, propping my pillows behind me. 

			“Tell me about Jupiter,” I ask him.

			“He suffers from short man syndrome?” 

			I laugh out loud at that. “No, about the original version. You mentioned he was God of the Sky?” 

			“Ah,” he smiles knowingly, shifting so that his back is against the drywall and getting comfortable. Reed had once told me the story about the constellation of stars that included the Big Dipper. It had been the first moment that I had seen the sensitive side that was hidden beneath his intrepid exterior, the first time I had felt something for him other than irritation. As he tells me the story of Jupiter, his low, familiar drawl soothes me and my eyes grow heavy. I don’t know the exact moment I fall asleep, or whether I imagine it, but in the vague recesses of my mind I feel the whisper of his lips across my cheek before I fall into a fitful sleep plagued by nightmares of the people I love being hunted.

			I wake to find a familiar tanned arm slung casually across my stomach. Typical, I think to myself. I should have known he would fall asleep here, with me. We were both exhausted last night and I had been the one who asked him to stay longer to tell me the story of Jupiter. I ease my body out from under his arm and quietly leave the room. I have no idea what time it is – being underground there is no way to judge even whether or not the sun is up. 

			“Morning,” Jethro calls as, after numerous wrong turns, I finally find my way to what serves as the main kitchen. Jethro is sitting on one of the vast stainless steel counters, eating a piece of dry toast.

			“You don’t want anything on that?” I ask, amused.

			“Couldn’t be bothered looking. It took me about fifteen minutes just to find the bread, it’s over there,” he points to a far cupboard and I retrieve the bread, popping two slices in the toaster. “Was he there?” Jethro blurts out as I rummage around the cupboards. “My brother, Mason . . . was he there at the Kellys’ house?”

			“No.” I wave a jar of peanut butter at him triumphantly and pull a knife from a drawer. “I’m sorry for what I said about him. I didn’t mean it to sound so harsh. He’s still your brother; I shouldn’t have dropped the bomb on you like that.”

			“Thank you,” he accepts my apology and gives me a small smile. “I always knew he had it in him. I hero-worshipped Mason growing up, but he had a vindictive streak in him. I’m sorry for what he did to you.”

			“You don’t need to apologise for him. You’re a good man.” I pause as something occurs to me. “What will you do if you come face to face with him now?” This could pose a potential problem if Jethro hesitates at a time when one of our own’s life is on the line. 

			“I try not to think about it,” he admits. “I understand that he’s a target. If he’s Kenneth’s right hand then the chances are that he will need to be removed from the equation to get to the VP.” We all still refer to Kenneth by his previous title, none of us will acknowledge him as President. “I’ve come to terms with that. I only hope I’m not there to witness it. I’d rather be fighting nameless adversaries.”

			“Gotcha,” I hand him a slice of toast smeared with peanut butter. 

			By the time Reed saunters in, yawning widely, I have had two cups of coffee and am more than ready to get going. Jupiter seems to be a late riser and I fight the urge to track him down and pull him out of bed. I’m more worried than I want to let on that Morgan will betray us. Michael may believe she never would, but he underestimates how angry Morgan is with me and while she may not know the exact location of the lab, she certainly knows we will exit the States through the Missouri border. After what feels like hours, Jupiter emerges, strolling into the kitchen in another tailored suit, his dark hair slicked back into a low greasy ponytail. He looks like he has spent the morning at a grooming parlour.

			“You’re wearing that?” Reed asks, choking on an ill-concealed snort of laughter. 

			“What would you have me wear?” Jupiter asks pleasantly. “Some of your second-hand knock-offs?” 

			Reed is unfazed by the barb and he winks at me across the table. Reed is still infinitely more attractive, even in his faded jeans and T-shirt, and he knows it.

			“Get everyone ready and waiting outside,” I instruct, trying not to smile back. 

			“We’re going in that?” My jaw drops at the sight of the enormous eighteen-wheeler tractor-trailer truck that emerges from the depths of SubTropolis and out onto the street. 

			“You didn’t expect me to fit my lab equipment in a Chevy Spark, did you?” he points out wryly, and Lydia emits a peal of laughter. 

			I gather that Lydia and Jupiter are a couple, judging from the affection between the two, and Lydia is accompanying us back to base, as are Patrick, Randall and Sam, who form Jupiter’s private security detail. 

			“You wanna go with them?” Reed asks coolly and I grin. 

			“As if you’d really let me.” I slap his shoulder as I move past him and head for the black Subaru 4x4 parked behind the big rig. As I pass, I gape up at what I thought was a standard forty-foot container. Curious, I leap up onto one of the tyres and grab the window frame closest to me. Peering inside, I can’t believe my eyes. The back section must contain the lab equipment, but the front section has been converted into luxurious sleeping quarters. Jupiter must like to travel in style. At the far end are crates filled with foodstuffs and I can only assume that there is plenty of fuel on board. 

			“You have vehicles outside the fences, I presume?” Jupiter asks as he approaches me and I nod, jumping back down onto the road surface. 

			“Then we won’t be needing any further transportation.” He starts to wave the Subaru away. “Your people can travel with us until we reach your cars.” 

			“If you don’t mind, I’d prefer to take the 4x4,” I interject. “Two of my men have another mission when we get clear of the States. They’ll be separating from the group and we could use the extra wheels.” 

			Reed and Jethro will be going to Kentucky to try to make contact with the exiled NUSA soldiers that Richard Carlisle had spoken of. I was against their going alone and wanted to accompany them but even I can’t ignore the fact that getting the laboratory equipment back to our base is too important. There is a small rebel camp in Kentucky, complete with vehicles and fuel which they will use to ensure they can bring everyone back with them.

			“As you wish,” Jupiter replies, unconcerned. 

			Even the lure of the massive truck does not snap Michael from his melancholy, and he opts to travel in the Subaru with me, as does Kwan. Chase, Archer and Jethro climb into the converted container, but Reed clambers up into the cab itself. No doubt he has convinced Patrick to give him a turn at the wheel until we reach the Humvee. 

			 

		

	
		
			 

			chapter 20

			We travel to the fences in an intimidating convoy, but my heart is in my throat. I have never approached with so little care for the guards at the fences, and despite Jupiter’s assurances the hair on my scalp is prickling in anticipation of a problem. When we come to a stop in a cloud of dust and the screeching of the semi’s airbrakes, Sam leaps nimbly to the ground, a wad of notes in his hand. He approaches one of the guards, turning his head left and right. He seems to be looking for someone. I gnaw my lip, drumming impatiently on the dash. The guard that Sam is speaking to is shaking his head and his eyes narrow as he peers up at the truck. 

			“Something is wrong,” I murmur.

			I watch as Jupiter gets out of the container, straightening his suit collar as he descends the steps leading down to the ground. He glides towards Sam who turns as he approaches, and the expression on the black man’s face confirms all my fears. Reed, still in the semi, has sensed it too and the small group of men at the fence all turn to stare as the roar of the great engine reaches them. I know what Reed is going to do before he does it, and I pull out beside him as he rams the gas and tears through the boundary fence as though it were paper. Jupiter gives a cry of outrage and I skid to a halt beside him. Kwan already has the back door open.

			“Get in!” I yell, as the guards around the fence surge forward. “Now!”

			Kwan grabs Jupiter’s arm and hauls him into the back seat, Sam right behind him. The guard they were speaking to is so distracted by the semi that he barely notices. Michael’s body is rigid with tension beside me, and I slam on the gas before the back door is even closed. The tyres screech in protest as smoke billows up behind us, and then the Subaru surges forward, careening after the semi. 

			“Don’t stop!” Michael yells, as two of the NUSA guards step daringly into our path.

			“I wasn’t planning on it,” I reply, driving straight at them. At the last moment, they dive out of the way and the 4x4 lurches violently over a fallen post before we cross the State Line.

			“What the hell have you done?” Jupiter is gibbering with rage. 

			“I thought you paid them enough to get us through!” I snap, approaching the truck in front of us so quickly that I almost nudge it. At the back of my mind I worry that Morgan has warned them after all.

			“I do! Something must have happened.”

			“No. We happened.” I glance in the rear-view mirror and see Kwan shaking his head. “We came through this section of the fence. In fact, we’ve been targeting the Missouri fences since the day you woke up,” he reminds me and I loudly curse my own foolishness. Of course our violent entrance would have been reported to Kenneth Williams. We killed a fair number of soldiers on our way in – most of whom were no doubt on Jupiter’s payroll. Their replacements would not be so tolerant of Jupiter’s comings and goings. 

			“Do you mean to tell me I can’t get back in?” Jupiter asks after Kwan has relayed the story. His voice is incredulous. 

			“I’ll get you back in,” I promise, reflecting that I might not have to make good on that promise if we are caught. NUSA will be after us, and an eighteen-wheeler is going to be a hell of a lot harder to hide than our usual means of transport. There is no time for Jupiter to argue as the truck slows and comes to a stop outside the storage shed. I leave the engine running and join Reed and Jethro as they leap down from the semi and streak inside. 

			“Close call,” Reed drawls, unfazed as ever as he opens the driver’s door of the Humvee. Jethro is already in the car, waiting to go.

			“I can’t believe I was so stupid.” Out of the corner of my eye I see Archer leap from the trailer of the semi. He joins us a moment later.

			“None of us thought about it, Tiny. Besides, we had a lot going on.” His face darkens as the subject dances dangerously close to Morgan’s betrayal. “You’d better get going,” he adds. “We’ll see if we can make contact with the exiled group and convince them to come back with us.”

			“I doubt they’ll argue,” Archer interrupts. “It’s hardly as if they’ll have anywhere else to go.”

			“It’s more than that,” I point out. “They’ll effectively think we’re asking them to switch sides. Make it clear that they don’t have to fight – offer them a place in town at the least.” 

			Reed nods his understanding. “You’d better step on it,” he says, not bothering to hide his concern. “Get out of here as fast as you can.”

			“We’ll drive straight through,” I promise.

			“It’s over five hundred miles.”

			“We’ll take turns. Archer, I need you to stay with Chase and the others. We’re going home.” I watch as he turns back in the direction of the truck and climbs up into the passenger seat beside Patrick. Jupiter wordlessly gets into the container with Sam, joining Lydia, Randall and Chase. 

			“Be safe,” I beg, giving Reed and Jethro one last look, and then I race back towards the Subaru.

			The truck pulls out behind me, Patrick at the wheel, and a moment later I spot the Humvee emerge from the shed and turn in the opposite direction. 

			We are only a mile from the fence and it is imperative that we use the small lead we have. Kwan is poring over the maps on the back seat and he guides me on a new route, one that NUSA wouldn’t expect us to take. Our only advantage is that we know the Rebeldom better than they do. Soldiers who have lived within the States for most of their lives fear the barren lands and will proceed far more cautiously. 

			Only after an hour of non-stop weaving through long-forgotten streets do I feel safe enough to pull over to the shoulder and check on everybody in the truck. To my surprise, Jupiter is cradling a terrified Sam against his chest, his sloe-eyes hard. I have to admire his composure. I’m pretty sure he is regretting his decision to help us, but there is not much he can do about it now. 

			“Are you all okay?” I ask.

			“What do you think?” Jupiter snarls. So much for his composure.

			“I’m sorry, I didn’t expect any of this.”

			“Sorry doesn’t change anything,” he replies coldly and I sigh, hoping that this won’t complicate matters.

			“Just try to get some rest. We’ve still got a long way to go.” 

			The journey is arduous and fraught with tension. Too often, we have to backtrack because the semi is not able to navigate the rough terrain. Kwan and I take turns driving, but neither of us sleeps. We are too wound up, and one of us needs to navigate. Patrick and Randall are in a similar position – taking turns at the wheel of the big rig. I feel a pang of envy towards Jupiter’s group gathered in the container; no doubt they are sleeping by now. Michael is sprawled across the back seat of the Subaru, having traded places with Kwan when we stopped at the shed. 

			“Do you think he’ll be okay?” I ask, turning to watch him. 

			“Sleep is the best thing for him right now,” Kwan replies, making a left turn and eyeing the rear-view mirror to make sure the semi is still following.

			“What are we going to do about Morgan?”

			“There is nothing we can do.”

			“What if they hurt her?” I press. “Torture her, like they did me?”

			“I’ve been thinking about that too,” he admits, “although thankfully it hasn’t occurred to Michael yet. But I don’t think they will, at least not for now,” he adds. “They’re trying too hard to convince her that you are the bad guy, that NUSA’s slate is clean. It would be foolish for them to treat her harshly, unless they are absolutely certain she will not give you up. I think we have some time.” 

			“I hope you’re right.”

			“We forget that Morgan is no longer a child. She made a choice and, sadly, she will have to live with the consequences.”

			“You don’t think I pushed her away?” 

			To my surprise, he chuckles. “I think you give yourself far too much credit. The two of you have never had an easy relationship, but over and over you have proved that you care for them both. Deep down, she knows that.” He echoes Reed’s sentiments. “Her actions now have nothing to do with you – not really. She’s looking for a scapegoat, and you fit the bill perfectly. Morgan is incredibly strong and intrinsically brave, but every angel has their demons. Kenneth is playing on her greatest weakness – her fear for her brother’s safety.”

			“And yet here he is,” I gesture at the back seat. “And she’s stuck within the borders, not knowing what’s become of him.”

			“I said she was brave,” he replies wryly. “I didn’t say she was smart.”

			We finally lumber into the Academy grounds in the early hours of the following morning. I don’t think I have ever been so tired, and my eyes feel grainy from lack of sleep. Despite the hour, it is not long before my father comes hurrying towards us, a tired, relieved smile stretching across his crumpled face. After a brief recap of our journey, he shoves me gently in the direction of the barracks. 

			“Go,” he insists. “I’ll deal with this – you go and get some sleep. You look terrible,” he adds, but the concern in his smile softens the words. For once, I do not argue. Nodding gratefully, I make my way to my room and crash.

			Over the next few days the Academy is a hive of activity. My father and Jupiter waste no time in setting up the lab, with the General constantly barking instructions. My father, in desperation, eventually delegates the General to recruiting volunteers. I no longer have any desire to force our people into conscription. In fact, I am horrified that I had ever considered it. I cringe as I notice just how many men are prepared to risk their lives undergoing the procedures. Heath and Oliver, the NUSA Gifted soldiers we met in Corning, follow the General’s every move. Having served in the NUSA army, I can only assume that they feel comfortable reporting to another military figure. The General and I have always had a somewhat stormy relationship, but I have come to learn that he is as determined as I am to stop Kenneth, although his methods are more extreme. He is prepared to do whatever it takes, and we need someone like him to make the tough calls. 

			Jupiter and his small group are staying in their trailer, declining all our offers of accommodation. To be fair, the converted container is far more luxurious than anything we could offer them. Jupiter is still sulking, but meeting my father does rouse him temporarily from his dour mood. 

			Alex is delighted that I have returned and I make sure to spend as much time with him as my busy schedule allows. I am grateful for the distraction as my concern for Reed and Jethro mounts with each passing day. I had known that it might take some time for them to return, but each night I go to bed with a growing sense of dread. I pass Aidan a few times in and around the grounds. I want to speak to him, but he is uncharacteristically distant and with so much else going on, I can never seem to find the right moment.

			I am in a dead sleep when I hear a pounding on my door and in seconds I am dressed and yanking it open to find Michael standing in the hall, his face pale. 

			“They’re back,” he pants and, needing no further information, I follow him out into the grounds, my heart in my throat. 

			What I see is beyond even my wildest expectations. Reed and Jethro, looking grey with exhaustion but elatedly triumphant, are standing at the edge of a group of blue-clad soldiers. On closer inspection, their NUSA uniforms are streaked with dirt and dust. There must be at least forty of them. Reed is chatting to a tall woman with fiery red hair – her curls pulled back into a tight ponytail. 

			“You made it,” I smile as I approach.

			“Did you really have any doubt,” he teases, and then, gesturing me forward, “Rebecca, this is Captain Fiona Hartwell, formerly of the New United States Military. Captain, this is Rebecca Davis.”

			“Fiona, please,” she insists, offering her right hand and I shake it firmly. 

			“Strong grip you’ve got there,” I point out her obvious strength.

			“Likewise,” she quips. “It’s good to meet you, Miss Davis.”

			“Rebecca,” I grin.

			 

		

	
		
			 

			chapter 21

			Adam and Cathy are duly summoned from town, and soon all forty-two of Fiona’s soldiers are being fed, cleaned and clothed. Surprisingly, there are also three other women in her group, including Abby who is about my age and speed-Gifted. She sticks close to her captain, rarely leaving Fiona’s side. 

			“Can you tell me what happened?” I ask as we take a seat in the dining hall. Fiona refused to eat until her people were taken care of. Now, she is picking at a sandwich, keeping a wary eye on the soldiers spread throughout the hall. The exiled group has a dejected air about them, and I can understand why. Most would have had family inside the States, family that in all likelihood they would probably not see again. 

			“When Joseph Hale stepped down and Kenneth Williams took up the presidency, I smelled a rat,” Fiona begins slowly, her amber eyes scanning the room before focusing on me. She looks to be about Reed’s age, around thirty years old. “Even before that, I guess. I was never really partial to most of Eric Dane’s laws, but I understood the logic – the method behind his madness. And he did enough good that I was prepared to look the other way – abolishing traditional weapons, for one thing.” She is lost in her own thoughts for a few moments and I clear my throat to remind her that I am waiting. “I lost my entire family in the nuclear war,” she explains eventually. “I don’t think we should ever bring back weapons engineering.” It is clear from her tone that this was ultimately the disagreement she had with Kenneth. 

			“You heard about Kenneth reopening the weapons tech division?”

			“Yes,” she sighs. “It’s always been NUSA’s policy that we rely on our Gifted soldiers to protect the States. Weapons are not a defensive manoeuvre – I realised that Kenneth was preparing to go to war.”

			“With us,” I murmur, and she nods. 

			“There is no doubt that you are his intended target, yes, but who is to say it will end there? If 2016 taught us anything it is that powerful men with powerful weapons will always do more harm than good.”

			“So you spoke out?” I prompt, wanting to hear more about their exile.

			“Yes, we all did. We foolishly believed our strength lay in our numbers. We were wrong. There could have been hundreds of us, and still we would have been banished.”

			“I’m not sure if Reed has told you, but we intend to take down the President.”

			“Yes, I figured that out all on my own,” she quips, “but if I’m not mistaken you’ve tried before, and it failed to change anything. What makes you think this time would be any different?”

			“Because we will not give another tyrant any opportunity to seize control. We will instate one of our own people in Kenneth’s place, effective immediately.” 

			Fiona raises a dark red eyebrow. “You?”

			“No,” I suppress a snort of laughter at the mere thought. “I wouldn’t have the first idea how to run a country.”

			“Well, there’s something in that, at least,” she muses. “People who seek power for themselves seldom do any good. Those who want to secure it for someone else usually have an altruistic motive. But how can you be sure that this proposed replacement will be any better than the fools who have gone before him?”

			“Because that’s him over there.” I point to where Adam is handing out clothing and reassuring the new arrivals. In his quiet, humble way, Adam’s concern for these lost souls is tangible – he cares for them just as deeply as he cares for his own people, and the Deranged whom he has dedicated his life to saving. 

			Fiona regards him steadily and I hold my breath, waiting for her reaction. To my dismay, she gives no indication as to her thoughts and takes a bite of her sandwich instead. There is nothing for it but to wait – she will make up her mind when she is good and ready, and not a moment before.

			The following evening I make my way to the dojo to practise. Much to my surprise, Jupiter is there, along with Lydia and Sam. Lydia is examining the contents of a silver briefcase and as I approach I give a start of surprise at its contents. Row upon row of small, shiny daggers are nestled in the velvet casing. Lydia withdraws one and tosses it into the air, the blade spinning four times before she catches it expertly in her right hand. 

			“Punching bag,” Jupiter drawls, slinging his arm around Sam’s thin bony shoulders. Lydia doesn’t hesitate. She spins on the spot, hurling the dagger at the red punching bag a few feet from me. The silver blade whizzes past my right ear and pierces the red leather, the blade embedded in the bag. Lydia smiles benignly at me and turns back to the briefcase. 

			“Oh hello, Rebecca. I didn’t see you there,” Jupiter drawls unconvincingly. 

			“I’m sure you didn’t,” I retort, crossing the room to join them and keeping my voice light. 

			“Blue chair,” Jupiter flicks his hand lazily at the opposite end of the room and I hear the hiss of air and a soft thud as the second dagger finds its target. As if reading my thoughts, Jupiter explains. 

			“Lydia is Gifted with strength.”

			“Strength has nothing to do with her aim,” I concede, impressed. 

			“She’s been practising a long time.” 

			“Apparently.”

			“Are you here to train?” 

			“Yes.”

			“Lydia,” Jupiter beckons her over. “You don’t mind?” he adds, raising an immaculate eyebrow at me.

			“Not at all.” I take up position in the centre of the empty space and Lydia faces me. 

			Like ghosts, Patrick and Randall emerge from the shadows to watch us, and out of the corner of my eye I notice Sam snuggle even closer to Jupiter. I know that Jupiter is still seething over his loss of control of the Missouri fences and I wonder if this is some elaborate trick. I wait patiently for Lydia to make the first move but the brunette stands perfectly still, eyeing me warily and doing the same. 

			Heaving a sigh, I dart forward, grab her right arm and twist it up behind her back. She gives a gasp of pain but twists violently, freeing her arm and at the same time bringing her knee up into my stomach, winding me. I grab her leg before it touches the ground again and jerk it upwards, unbalancing her. She crashes to the ground, landing on her coccyx, and I hear Jupiter chuckle. Lydia’s eyes flash with anger and she leaps to her feet, backing up a few paces and waiting me out. 

			“You know you’re welcome to join our training programme,” I offer, but she rolls her eyes. “Kwan is the best mentor,” I add, as we start to circle each other. “He works wonders with the Legion.”

			“We are not your Legion,” Jupiter reminds me coldly. “We play no part in your war.” 

			As I turn to look at him, Lydia leaps into the air and her fist comes thundering down towards me. Faster than a cat, I dive aside, using my hands to propel myself off the ground as I sweep my legs back in an arc. As Lydia lands, I trip her up. She knocks her face on the cushioned mat and a small trickle of blood appears at the corner of her mouth. I step forward and offer her my hand, and she takes it reluctantly. I pull her to her feet and regard her thoughtfully. 

			“I’m impressed,” I concede, “but it’s not really a fair fight. Come on – I have a better idea.”

			“Ready?” I ask, holding the Bo in my hands. Lydia nods, grinning, the briefcase on the table in front of her. Even Jupiter and Sam look animated, leaning forward to watch. “Okay, go,” I say, and she flings her right arm forward, the small dagger hurtling through the air towards me. I swing the Bo to the right and knock it off its trajectory, already tracking the next, which is in mid-air. Lydia doesn’t hesitate, she throws one dagger after another. The tenth is my undoing and, unable to deflect it, I throw myself towards the ground, using the Bo as an anchor, and rolling forward in a low somersault. There is a moment’s silence and then Jupiter laughs, a low grumbling sound, and he starts to clap. Lydia bobs a small curtsy, and I get to my feet. 

			“You win,” I smile, setting the Bo staff down and picking up one of the daggers. I test the point on my fingertip and a small drop of blood blossoms on my pale skin. “Your girlfriend is more than just a pretty face,” I call over to Jupiter, testing a theory, and he gives a peal of laughter. Lydia also looks amused, but Sam scowls sulkily. 

			“Lydia is my sister,” Jupiter corrects, taking Sam’s hand and confirming my suspicions about his sexuality. 

			“Still more than just a pretty face,” I utter casually.

			I am chatting to my dad the following morning as we watch Alex playing ball with Michael. As usual, Brooke is with us and she has roped Heath and Oliver into pushing her on the swing. Heath’s group is naturally good-humoured, especially Oliver and Matt, who never stop joking amongst themselves. 

			“Higher!” Brooke screeches over her shoulder and Oliver pushes her so hard that Heath ducks in order to avoid being pulverised as she comes flying the opposite way.

			“Take it easy!” Heath grumbles, but Oliver simply shrugs.

			“I obviously don’t know my own strength,” he teases, unapologetic. Neither my dad nor I can help smiling. Oliver is well liked by everyone and he reminds me poignantly of Tim, one of my soldiers who had died after being attacked by a Deranged man when we explored the west coast.

			“I didn’t think I would ever meet anyone weirder than Adam,” I say, getting back to our conversation.

			“Nor did I,” my dad agrees. “He’s a piece of work, that Jupiter. So, Lydia is his sister and Sam his lover?”

			“Yep,” I nod in affirmation and then add timidly, “you don’t mind that I promised him your help, when this is all over?”

			“Not at all, Bex. We need his lab. And, to be honest, I’m intrigued. When this is all over I can think of nothing more exciting than helping Jupiter with his projects. I mean, air travel? Think of the possibilities.” 

			I know exactly what he means. Air travel and satellite communications would enable us to make contact with the rest of the planet, to find out what has become of the world outside America.

			“When are you going to tell Reed?” my dad asks, changing the subject, and we both watch as Brooke gets off the swing, steals the ball away from Alex and races towards her own goal. 

			“Soon.” I am dreading telling Reed the truth about Brooke. Up until now I have been fooling myself that I am waiting for the right moment, but in truth I am nervous of his reaction to the fact that I have kept it a secret for so long. I know Reed – he won’t take it lightly.

			 

		

	
		
			 

			chapter 22

			Everything seems to be even more urgent now that Morgan has defected to NUSA. We have no idea how much she will reveal to them and we are constantly vigilant. A NUSA convoy could arrive on our doorstep any day. Fiona Hartwell has been offered a place on the council, given that she is in charge of a large number of the soldiers currently residing on the Academy grounds.

			“She won’t tell them,” Michael iterates loudly, for what feels like the hundredth time. This is the second council meeting since we have been home. The General, although delighted by the progress we have made with the lab – we have already successfully Gifted seven men – is uncompromising.

			“Son, we have no idea what your sister will do. Her allegiance has shifted. We need to prepare for the worst.” 

			I don’t correct him, not even to spare Michael’s feelings. He speaks the truth. We cannot possibly predict what Morgan will do now. I can only hope that her love for her brother and her inherent desire to keep him safe will ensure her silence. I suspect that Morgan did not want to give up the Legion – that she did not want to betray us. Rather, I think she simply wanted an out, for herself and for Michael. She wanted an ordinary life, to let others continue the fight without her. I also suspect that this was more for Michael’s benefit than her own. We had all noticed Michael’s sudden urge to be involved – his recklessness, his desire to take action. It worried Morgan, I know it did. And what better way to ensure he stayed out of danger than retreating from the war altogether, and keeping him out of harm’s way?

			Unfortunately, her plan had backfired. The very thing that she was trying to prevent had resulted in her worst fears coming true. Michael had abandoned her for the cause that could get him killed. I still harbour a secret hope that Morgan will find her way back to us, but for now we can do nothing but wait.

			“Are you sure we shouldn’t move everyone to safety?” Adam voices his concern and I see Fiona’s head lift in his direction. She has had plenty of time to watch Adam and I am almost certain that his natural philanthropy is not lost on her. Adam is inspiring – to know him is to like him. He is in favour of moving our people once more until the threat is contained, but this is not possible.

			“We’ve discussed this,” the General argues, “and logistically it can’t be done. Besides, we have nowhere else to go.” 

			“He’s right, Adam,” I respond. “But I do think we should get everyone who is not required to be here at the Academy off the premises. We can send them all into town. If,” I meet Michael’s agitated glance, “if Morgan does spill, she will tell them about the Academy – not the town. Her gripe is with me, not our civilians.”

			Everyone agrees, although it dawns on me that Alex and Aidan will be leaving too. My heart sinks at the thought, but Adam is right – it is too risky for them to remain here. 

			“The children will be moved tomorrow,” my father speaks out and then, catching my eye, he continues, “all of them.” 

			I nod, understanding his underlying message.

			I try to follow Reed as everyone files out of the room, summoning the courage to tell him the truth about Brooke, but I am intercepted by Fiona.

			“You have my full support,” she begins briskly. “Just tell us what you want us to do.”

			“Thank you,” I reply gratefully. “I can’t tell you how much that means to us.”

			“I would like to ask if my men can join the training programme,” she continues, barely acknowledging my gratitude.

			“Absolutely – you can arrange everything with Kwan.” Fiona and Kwan seem to get along well, perhaps because they are so much alike. Fiona is also serious and disciplined. She gives me a perfunctory nod and strides down the corridor. 

			I follow after her and soon enough I come across Reed, who has stopped to chat to Crackerjack and Little Chef – two of Adam’s Ordinary. To my surprise, he is heading towards the library. I watch from just inside the door as he walks between the shelves. He seems very familiar with the set-up and strides purposefully to one shelf in particular where he lifts up a thick book and then settles down on the floor to read. I move along the adjacent row, peeping at him through the neatly stacked books. When I am directly opposite him, I come to a halt, content just to watch as he leans back against the wall of books behind him, his legs stretched out before him, crossed at the ankles. I can just make out the cover of the book and I press my lips together to keep from smiling. 

			“You gonna say what you want to say, or you gonna stalk me for the rest of the day?” he drawls suddenly, not even bothering to look up from his book. 

			“You know, I always thought your knowledge of the stars was impressive,” I reply, making my way around the shelf. “Now I know why.” I stop beside him, nodding my head at the astronomy book he is holding. 

			“You learn something new every day,” he grins, but his next words remind me of the unpleasant task at hand. “What’s up?”

			I don’t answer immediately and he drops the book onto the floor, gets to his feet and scans my face. “What is it, Tiny?” he repeats, concern etching a slight frown on his brow. 

			“Reed,” I touch his arm lightly and he glances down at my hand. I feel the warmth of his skin beneath my fingers and my heart flip-flops in my chest. Those wicked green eyes lock on mine and I deliberately take a step back and break the contact. “There’s something you need to know, it’s about Brooke.” 

			His smile falters, a look of bewilderment replacing it. “What about her?”

			“She has the Power of Three.”

			“Yeah, I heard about that. She’s a lucky kid – not many people would survive all three procedures. Present company excluded, of course. Who would risk their child’s life like that, though?” 

			Just as I did, Reed immediately assumes Brooke’s parents must have forced her to undergo the life-threatening process of being Gifted.

			“Her mother didn’t risk her life. Brooke has never undergone any procedures.”

			“That’s impossible.”

			“It’s not. We’re sure.”

			“How can you know that?” 

			“We ran some tests . . .” There is no easy way to say what I am about to, so I just come out with it. “She’s yours.”

			“What?” his smile is back, disbelieving and suspicious, as if he is waiting for the punchline to some joke I am playing.

			“She’s your child. You’re her father.”

			“No way!” he interrupts, shaking his shaggy blond head. “I would know if . . .”

			“Would you?” I press. “I mean, would you really? It’s not like you didn’t . . .” I can’t bring myself to finish the sentence. 

			It’s no secret that Reed is a ladies’ man, his past is peppered with women who had loved and lost. He must be thinking along the same lines, because he stops arguing abruptly. His face drains of colour and he looks almost pleading. He knows I would never lie to him, and I would never make such a bold statement unless I was absolutely sure.

			“She has your eyes,” I say gently. He gives a half-laugh, half-hysterical gasp, and runs his hands through his hair. 

			“You’re sure?”

			“We performed a blood test.” This brings him up short and Ican practically see his brain whirring as he processes this information and puts two and two together, realising that his blood test was a farce.

			“Rebecca, that was weeks ago,” he states flatly, and I can do nothing but nod meekly. “You mean to tell me that you and Jeffrey went behind my back, took my blood, and have known about this for weeks?”

			“I only found out the day we were leaving for Missouri. I didn’t think it was the right time to drop it all on you.”

			“That wasn’t your call to make! Who the hell put you in charge of my life?” 

			“No one! I wasn’t . . . I just didn’t know how to . . .” I cast around for the right words but he beats me to it.

			“So, why are you telling me now?” 

			“I thought . . . it’s been so hard, what with losing the baby, and I thought . . .”

			“You’re kidding, right?” he cuts across me again. “What? You thought that you’d offer me a replacement? Are you fucking crazy?” I flinch at the hostility, opening my mouth to try to explain. 

			“Her mother,” he interrupts, his abrupt change of subject leaving me reeling, “what did she look like?”

			“I never saw her,” I admit, thinking back to the day we found Brooke in the alley. “Jethro is the only one . . . he found her body.” Reed turns on his heel and I stumble after him. “He said she died of dehydration. Can we at least talk about this?” I ask desperately as we emerge into the sunshine.

			“Not now,” he snarls. “Get out of my way.”

			With Reed not talking to me, and the imminent departure of Alex and Aidan who will be moving into town with all other non-military personnel, I don’t think my day can possibly get any worse. As it turns out, I am wrong. After lunch Kwan seeks me out in the dining hall. 

			“It’s Oliver,” he murmurs, his eyes hollow as I hasten after him towards the lab. “Your father’s pretty cut up about it,” Kwan adds as we enter the cold, clinical room. My father is among the small group huddled around the bed. 

			“How did this happen?” I ask, rounding on the General who I suspect is the main culprit. 

			“He volunteered,” my father explains, looking anguished. 

			“We agreed,” I insist, “we agreed that we would never risk it again!” A quiet sob emanates from the corner of the room and I notice Sofia sitting near Oliver’s bedside. Henry is rubbing her shoulder, his own face etched with grief. Worse is the sight of Heath, standing stock-still beside Oliver’s body.

			“The boy knew the risks,” the General intervenes bluntly. 

			“It’s too dangerous! And now you have proof of it. Oliver is dead.” My gut twists when I think of the good-natured man who had pushed Brooke on her swing only days before.

			“With all due respect, Miss Davis, as usual you are letting your emotions get in the way of your leadership. Having soldiers with the Power of Three will give us the edge we need to actually win this war!”

			“Really?” I stride across the room and pull back the sheet covering Oliver’s face. He is as white as the fabric itself, his eyes closed. He could be sleeping, but Oliver will never wake up. “Tell him that,” I say scathingly. “Oliver left NUSA to find his family and to fight for us. And now, thanks to your actions, we have lost a valuable member of our army. How many will die before you succeed?”

			“You and McCoy survived,” he says, pointedly. 

			“We were fools!” I hiss. “Reckless and stupid, and just plain lucky!”

			“She’s right,” my dad intones. “I told you we shouldn’t attempt it, Harrison.”

			“What’s going on?” Reed enters the room and with one look at Oliver’s lifeless body he pieces it together. “Poor bastard,” he shakes his head ruefully. 

			“Never again,” I insist, meeting the General’s defiant face. Neither my father nor Henry will meet my eye. “That’s an order.”

			 

		

	
		
			 

			chapter 23

			Over the past few weeks I have spent a lot of time with Alex and Brooke and I cannot help but notice that Aidan is conspicuous by his absence, which is why I am stunned when he shows up at my door long after dinner one evening.

			“Hi,” I greet him shyly, not quite able to repress the memory of our last conversation in the dojo. I am also acutely aware of the fact that he has been spending time with Sofia and I am surprised by how much it bothers me. I step aside so he can enter, and I shut the door behind him, tugging at the bottom of my oversized T-shirt, which falls an inch above mid-thigh. It is a humid and muggy evening and I discarded my pants earlier.

			“What’s up?” I ask casually. “I haven’t seen you around lately.”

			“I’ve been busy,” he answers cryptically and I can’t think of anything else to say, so I take a seat on the edge of the bed, surreptitiously arranging the blankets over the expanse of bare flesh. 

			“Do you remember your prom?” he asks suddenly. 

			Of course I remember my prom. I had worked myself up into a frenzy, grand delusions of being miraculously transformed into Cinderella and finally coming out of societal hibernation. It was only a few days before that I suddenly realised I didn’t have a date and, unable to bear the rejection of asking any of the boys in class, I had announced that I wouldn’t be going after all. I had tried to keep my voice light and pretend it was no big deal, but Aidan had seen right through me. 

			“It’s your prom, Bex, you can’t miss it.”

			“Why not?”

			“It’s a rite of passage, you’ll regret it if you don’t go.”

			“How would you know?”

			“Because I’m older and wiser than you are.” His brown eyes met mine and I felt an embarrassing red flush rising on my cheeks.

			“Who will I go with, though?” I asked, not wanting to meet his gaze, but able to confess to him what I couldn’t to our parents. “I’m scared to ask anyone . . . what if they say no?”

			 “You’re going with me,” he announced immediately, turning serious, and the way that he said it made my heart beat a little faster, although I didn’t understand why at the time. 

			“You bought me my dress,” I murmur, answering his question as I snap myself back to the small dorm room. 

			“You looked so beautiful,” he turns from the window to look at me. “Everyone was staring at you.”

			“Oh please,” I disagree. “They were probably staring at you – you were far too popular for your own good.”

			“They were staring at you,” he repeats, ignoring me, and then: “I was jealous as hell.”

			“You never said anything.”

			“I didn’t think it mattered. Until that night you snuck into my bedroom, I never suspected you felt the same way I did.” 

			I flush slightly as I recall the night, shortly after I had my procedures, that I had crept into Aidan’s bedroom and started something that had lasted two beautiful, bittersweet years. I had grown up with Aidan, and had so many opportunities, but I had never realised how deeply I felt for him until I stood on the brink of losing him for ever.

			“How stupid we were, to waste so much time,” I admit, before I can stop myself. Aidan pulls out the chair from my desk and turns it around, taking a seat facing me, his arms draped over the back.

			“It’s better this way. If we had been together longer I might never have let you go.”

			“Maybe that would’ve been better. None of this would have happened. Life would be simple.”

			“You don’t mean that,” he shakes his head. “I know you, Bex. This cause is your life.” 

			The irony that this conversation is almost the exact opposite of the one we had when I first woke up is not lost on me. Then he had been trying to convince me that the Resistance had brought me nothing but pain, and I had been the one defending it. So much has changed since that first conversation. I have let go of my anger, but Aidan’s reaction surprises me. It is not a resigned acceptance in his voice, but rather a fierce combination of pride and conviction.

			“This cause has cost me dearly,” I sigh.

			“In what way?”

			“You know the answer to that question.” 

			Even though things are better, I still feel as if I have lost both Aidan and Reed through a combination of circumstance and my own foolish actions.

			“You know you haven’t really lost either of us. In case you haven’t noticed, we’re both still here.”

			“Things will never be the same,” I murmur, thinking of Sofia, and of Brooke. Both men have different priorities now. I should be grateful, but instead a feeling of bitterness has settled in the pit of my stomach.

			“Maybe not,” he agrees, “but we’re already making progress. A few weeks ago you wouldn’t even talk to either of us. I wondered if you ever would.”

			“I behaved atrociously. Neither of you deserved it. I’m sorry.”

			“You lost a child, Rebecca,” he excuses me without any reservation.

			“So did Reed,” I say hollowly and the silence that follows speaks volumes.

			“What did you come here for?” I ask eventually. Steeling himself, he gets off the chair and pushes it back into place. In just two strides he is towering above me and he takes my hands, pulling me to my feet.

			“I came to tell you goodbye,” he murmurs. I blink, feeling the sting of unbidden tears prickling at my eyelids and willing myself not to cry. I don’t respond when he lowers his head and kisses me gently on the mouth, and I clench my hands into fists, fighting the urge to grab hold of him and never let him go.

			“He was right,” he whispers cryptically as he reaches the door and I peer at him in the soft light. “You are one in a million, Bex. Don’t ever forget that.”

			The following morning I have to contend with Alex, who is protesting about having to leave the Academy grounds.

			“I don’t want to go, Mom,” he whines, hopping from one foot to the other. 

			“You have to,” I insist, looking around for Aidan, who should be here to say goodbye. “All the kids are going. It won’t be for long.”

			“Is Brooke coming?” he asks, scanning the crowd milling around us. 

			“Yes.” I spot her with Reed, who is racing her up and down the length of the courtyard. Alex spots them too and rushes off to join in, his feigned sulk forgotten. The past few days Reed has been spending time with Brooke and when they are together like this it strikes me as impossible that we didn’t notice the similarity before. Brooke is Reed’s double, from her dark-blonde hair to her mischievous green eyes. She even has his dimples.

			“Has he told her?” I ask Kwan who is standing nearby, watching. Reed is still not talking to me.

			“No,” he replies. “I think he’s worried about confusing her, and he doesn’t want her to know until the fighting is over. Just in case. He doesn’t want her ever to have to go through losing another parent.” 

			“She won’t,” I insist.

			“The sooner this war is over, the better.”

			As we wait for Adam and his Ordinary to assemble everyone and organise the mass exodus of the men, women and children who are being moved to the relative safety of the town, I lean back against the cold brick of the administration block and content myself with watching Reed and the children playing. I do not notice Henry until he stops next to Reed, his face ashen. I stand upright, a cold dread trickling down my spine, and watch as Reed gestures frantically, his eyes widening as Henry talks. In the instant that his green eyes lift to meet mine, I know that something is terribly wrong. The noise around me fades to nothing as Reed calls Michael over, pointing at Alex and Brooke, and then he is moving towards me with unprecedented speed. In a flash, he is at my side, taking hold of my elbow and jostling me through the crowd. 

			“What is it?” I ask as we race towards the main building.

			“It’s Aidan,” he breathes, shoving Chase out of our way. If it weren’t for the vice-like grip he has on my arm, my legs would have crumpled beneath me. Sensing this, Reed slips his arm around my waist and with him supporting most of my body weight, we finally break free of the crowd. 

			As he steers us in the direction of the lab, my worst fears are confirmed and I give a howl of anguish, breaking free from him and hurtling towards the stairs. 

			“Rebecca!” Reed yells after me, but I ignore him. I burst through the door of the outer office of the lab, knocking over a small desk, and my father leaps up from where he is slumped in a blue backed metal chair. Without thinking, I grab him by the collar of his shirt and ram him bodily into the wall behind him.

			“You son of a bitch!” I scream, shaking him so hard that his head bangs against the concrete and his glasses fall to the ground. 

			“Rebecca!” Reed tugs futilely at my arms. 

			I hear a door open and at the sight of Harrison Ross’s weathered face, my rage takes a different turn. I drop my father, who lands painfully at my feet, and throw myself on the General, ramming aside a small steel trolley in the process. The sight of the dislodged medical apparatus spinning in all directions only serves to fuel my anger, and I grab hold of a scalpel, drawing it up over my head as I pin the General to the ground with my legs.

			“No!” Reed’s voice echoes around the room and as the scalpel flies down towards the General’s chest, two strong arms hoist me up into the air, so that the blade only just scratches the surface of the older man’s chest, leaving a thin red slit behind. Reed knocks the scalpel from my hand and forces me against the opposite wall, his forearm against my throat. Even with his incredible strength, the muscles in his tanned arm are bulging with the effort of restraining me. 

			“What the hell were you thinking?” he roars, not at me, but at the small group behind him. “Rebecca,” he continues more gently, forcing me to look at him. “Calm down.”

			“It’s Aidan!” I screech, the sound raspy against the pressure exerted on my windpipe. My eyes are wild and darting everywhere, the blood pumping in my head making me both dizzy and desperate. “It’s Aidan,” I repeat hoarsely, squeezing my eyes shut, the pain unbearable. When I open my eyes again, a myriad of emotions crosses his face. Concern, sympathy, shock and, lastly, the most painful realisation. 

			“Rebecca,” my father approaches cautiously, peering at me over Reed’s rigid shoulder. His words, when they come, turn me weak with relief. “It’s going to be okay. He survived. Aidan’s alive.”

			Reed slowly eases his hold and I sink to the ground, my head in my hands. The floor is cold but I barely notice and I can hear the activity all around me – Henry tending the General’s wound, Sofia returning the items to the trolley and setting the furniture back in place. 

			“Bex,” my father’s voice is close to me, and I feel his hand on my shoulder. I raise my head grudgingly and gaze at him. 

			“I’m sorry,” he murmurs. “I didn’t want to do it. Truly, I didn’t. I agree with you – it’s too great a risk. But Aidan insisted.”

			“You should have said no,” I bite out scathingly. 

			“I did, initially, but he went behind my back. He’s been training with Kwan, and he and Sofia have been running all sorts of tests, trying to establish if he was strong enough to go through with it.”

			I think back to the evening in the library, when Aidan had left with Sofia. So that’s what he had been up to. My relief at the fact that nothing romantic was going on is overshadowed only by my anger that he could be so incredibly stupid. 

			“What did you do to him?” I ask, changing the subject. “Strength or speed?”

			“Both.” The answer is not unexpected.

			“He’s an idiot.” I shake my head. “Why would he do this?”

			“Why do you think?” My dad smiles sadly, but Reed clears his throat.

			“I think I might have the answer to that question.” It is Reed who answers, and I look up to find him standing beside us. I am too drained to get up and he slides down the wall to sit beside me. My father discreetly moves away and ushers the others out. The General casts a long, lingering look over his shoulder as he leaves, his eyes cold as ice. 

			“What happened?” I croak.

			“I goaded him,” Reed admits ruefully. “Just after you and I . . . well, after that night.” I cringe as I recall how I threw myself at him in his bedroom. “You were so cold, so detached. I suspected that Aidan would be the one to get through to you, so I went to see him.”

			“And?”

			“And he said he had a plan, but that it would be dangerous.” He pauses and I raise my brows, waiting. “I told him that if it meant bringing you back I didn’t give a damn how dangerous it was. I mighta mentioned that his life meant nothing compared with yours.”

			“Reed,” I groan.

			“I didn’t for one second think that this would be his big plan, I didn’t think he was that much of an idiot.” His face turns serious. “I swear, Tiny, I would never have let him go through with it.”

			“Bex,” my father’s voice calls softly from the door to the lab, “he’s awake.”

			“What the hell were you thinking?” I ask as I reach Aidan’s bedside. He looks the same, and yet different, somehow. Despite his recent procedure he is glowing with good health. 

			“I was tired of you and Alex kicking my ass at football,” he jokes. 

			I don’t laugh, and he quickly composes himself, taking on an expression of serious contriteness that is nowhere near believable. 

			“You could have died, Aidan. It’s not funny. How did you expect me to tell Alex, again, if something had happened to you? Oliver died just a few days ago attempting exactly the same thing.”

			“I had to,” he meets my gaze levelly. 

			“For me?” I ask. “Do you really think that this is what I wanted? That this would bring me back to you?”

			“Don’t flatter yourself, Bex,” he chuckles mirthlessly. “Not everything is about you.”

			“Then why?”

			“Because I want this war over just as much as you do. Regardless of what happens afterwards, I’m tired of living in this limbo. I want to get on with my life . . . I want to play ball with Alex without the threat of a NUSA invasion. But it’s even more than that. I want to make a difference because it’s the right thing to do. Somewhere along the line I started believing . . . really believing, in here,” he thumps his hand over his heart. “And yeah, I want to help you – to be able to protect you – like he does.” 

			I sit down on the bed beside him and take his hand. 

			“I don’t know what I would have done if anything had happened to you.”

			“Well, that’s just an added bonus,” he grins. 

			“I don’t suppose I can convince you to stay out of this?”

			“Not a chance. Besides, I can’t wait to kick McCoy’s ass.”

			I take Alex to the lab to say goodbye to his father, and then I lead him back to where Jenna and Chase are waiting with Brooke. Reed’s expression is guarded as he hugs her goodbye. 

			“You ready?” Jenna asks, and Alex mumbles an indiscernible, “Yeah.”

			“I’ll see you soon,” I hold him tightly for a moment and then I surprise Jenna with a bear hug. 

			“You’re the best, Jen.”

			“I know,” she replies airily, squeezing me back. “And best you don’t forget it again.” She pulls a face and I can’t help but laugh at how easily she has forgiven me for what she now refers to as my “dark” period.

			 

			 

		

	
		
			 

			chapter 24

			The absence of the children acts as a catalyst, and with their departure our training knows no bounds. Without our loved ones to offer any distraction, there is nothing else to do but hone our skills. Between our alliances with Heath’s and Fiona’s groups, and the successful Gifting of our own soldiers in the new lab, our numbers have increased beyond our most optimistic forecast and it has galvanised our army. There is finally a crackling of electricity in the air that stems from the presence of true hope. 

			Henry declares Aidan well enough to be discharged from the lab the following day. Much to his chagrin, Kwan wants him to rest for a few days before he can begin training, but nothing can keep him from spectating our sessions. He is itching to get involved and I marvel at how much his confidence has grown. Reed watches him with amusement, and grudging respect. 

			Kwan is pushing the Legion harder than ever before and I can’t help but wonder if he is subconsciously competing with Fiona, who shows her own men no mercy. Michael too, seems to be channelling all his emotions over Morgan’s defection into his own training and is improving by the day. Archer, on the other hand, is not coping well. I underestimated his feelings for Morgan, and his despair at her absence. I suspect he is also harbouring a lot of guilt that he allowed her out of the Carlisles’ apartment and enabled her to make contact with her father. I watch as he practises with his bow, missing the target more often than he hits it. Lydia is standing beside him, sharing the same target. Unlike Archer’s arrows, her small daggers fly straight and true every time. 

			“I’m worried about him,” Adam murmurs from beside me. He is also watching Archer rather than the defensive demonstration that Kwan is giving. Many of Adam’s men participate in the training programme, despite their lack of superhuman ability, and there are a fair number of competent fighters in his group. “You need to talk to him, Rebecca.” Archer had transferred his loyalty from the Ordinary to the Legion shortly after we had met. Adam had accepted this willingly, being the pragmatic person that he is, but this also meant that I was now responsible for Archer.

			“I will,” I reply and he smiles in that enigmatic way of his. 

			“There’s no time like the present.” 

			“Adam,” I figure that he is right, and now is as good a time as any to enlighten him to my plans, “I want to instate you as President when this is all over.” He doesn’t look surprised or shocked, but instead nods his head thoughtfully.

			“I thought you might.”

			“You’re the best of us all,” I explain. “You are the most selfless, the most compassionate, the most philanthropic. You can’t deny you would make a fine leader.”

			“Perhaps,” he smiles. “I am honoured, truly, but I need to give it some thought. Instating me would hardly be the most democratic solution.” I don’t say anything else. I know Adam too well to try to convince him. He will let me know his answer when he is ready, but I have an inkling that he will accede. 

			I wait a few more minutes until Lydia leaves and then I make my way over to Archer.

			“How’s your mom?” I ask, distracting him from his latest miss. 

			“She’s good. She’s gone into town with the others. She and Henry are helping Norman and Cathy in the orchards. The two of them are behaving like a couple of newly-weds.”

			“They are newly-weds,” I point out wryly.

			“Yeah, but I don’t really want to be witnessing it first hand,” he retorts.

			“I’m sure you miss her,” I probe.

			“Yeah, but at least I see her now, far more than I did before.” Archer had left his mother in his teen years and had only reconciled with her years later when he joined Adam’s Ordinary. “How’s Alex?”

			“Fine. Full of excuses why he shouldn’t be going to school.”

			“Situation normal then,” he smiles, drawing back his bow again. I notice how his smile doesn’t reach his eyes and that there are dark shadows below them.

			“Archer, about Morgan . . . it wasn’t your fault.” He releases the bow string and the arrow whizzes two feet shy of its target. With a moan of frustration he drops the bow onto the table beside us.

			“Morgan has always been headstrong,” I continue but he cuts me off.

			“I let her go. Not you, not anyone else. If I hadn’t, she would be here right now.”

			“Morgan left because of me,” I insist firmly. I would rather Archer blamed me than himself, even if technically neither reason is correct. Kwan was right – Morgan is an adult and accountable for her own actions. Being so close to Morgan emotionally, Archer will not understand this, so I give him a plausible alternative. “I pushed her away. This is on me, and all I can do now is apologise and make sure it never happens again.”

			“You think I’m going to run off and abandon the Legion because you were hard on me?” he asks dubiously, a ghost of a smile playing about his lips. 

			“No,” I shake my head, “but I do need you to stop moping around and actually hit that.” I point at the target. He stares at it for a moment, and then picks up his bow with a sigh of resignation. 

			“You know, Adam would have been far more sensitive to my feelings,” he murmurs, pulling the bow back, his thumb resting against his cheek. Letting the bow fly, we both watch as the arrow torpedoes into the centre of the board. 

			“It’s a good thing I’m not Adam, then,” I say simply. 

			Our laughter reaches the others and Adam looks approving. Even Reed cracks a slow smile. As soon as David and Jethro finish their spar, Kwan makes his way over to me. 

			“I want to move the training into the auditorium,” he says.

			“Why?”

			“It’s easier for the others to watch, and I can point out mistakes from the stage.”

			“Isn’t the auditorium Lakeside Five territory?”

			“Yeah, but Adam seems to be making headway with them. He’s going to ask if we can work out a schedule of designated training times.”

			“Okay, sure,” I nod. “Whatever you think is best. How are we coming along?”

			“Well,” he muses, “I think we’re as ready as we’re ever going to be.”

			“And Aidan?”

			“He starts training tomorrow,” he hesitates and then, “there’s something you should know. I was training him before.”

			“I know,” I reassure him. “He told me. I also know that you weren’t aware of his plan to go through with the procedures.”

			“Well, that aside, you should know he’s pretty good already. We covered a lot of the basics. I don’t think it’ll take him long to learn.”

			“I can’t say I’m looking forward to it,” I admit. “Look, I’d better go. I want to see the General before the meeting starts.”

			“You’re heading up there now?” he asks and I nod. “Good luck,” he whistles sympathetically as he turns back to the others.

			As I reach the door I pass David.

			“Hi,” I greet him fondly. His answering greeting is not quite as warm. “I wanted to say I’m sorry for what I said about your . . . well, your fitness.”

			“Or lack thereof?” he raises his brow.

			“Well, yeah. That. I was out of line – you’ve helped me immeasurably in the past and you didn’t deserve it.” He looks pensive but gives no indication that he accepts my apology. “If it makes you feel better, I was a bitch to everyone,” I point out, and at that he cracks an unwilling smile. 

			“I’m glad I got into the programme,” he concedes eventually. “Kwan is a hard taskmaster but for the first time in my life I have abs.”

			“So this worked out well, then,” I grin, clapping his shoulder as I emerge into the sunshine.

			Five minutes later the elated feeling at having been forgiven evaporates as I knock on the old wooden door. While I wait, I wonder idly how many more apologies I will be making today.

			“Come in,” a gruff voice barks and I open the door and step inside. Harrison Ross regards me over his enormous mahogany desk. 

			“General, I wanted to apologise,” I begin, making my way to the seat opposite him. “I shouldn’t have attacked you like that.” I gesture at his chest.

			“Miss Davis, I saw more combat than you ever will.” He gets heavily to his feet. “I’ve been shot twice, and I still have grenade shrapnel in my left calf. Do you really think this tiny scratch would bother me?” He rocks on the balls of his feet.

			“I . . .” I am not sure whether his question is rhetorical or not and I flounder around for something to say. 

			“You know, Miss Davis, that I have always questioned your leadership of this army. Women are not meant for war. They lack the gumption, the hunger, the . . . well, for want of a better word, the balls.” I raise my eyebrows, but he continues regardless. “I have always doubted that you will be able to finish off Kenneth Williams. Your natural maternal instinct is a weakness and he is, after all, an old man – vulnerable and slightly pathetic.” The General’s disdain for his former friend is obvious. 

			“General, we have been over this,” I begin, but he raises his hand, calling for me to be quiet. I bite my lip to stop myself speaking.

			“Until this happened,” he points at his chest. “The way that you attacked me – let’s just say, I am no longer in any doubt. You are capable of murder.” I blink in surprise at the tone of respect. “And I couldn’t be prouder.” 

			“Thank you,” I mumble, not sure if he has just paid me a compliment or insulted my character. 

			“You are the rightful leader of this army,” he concedes, sitting back down and clasping his hands together, “and you have my full and utter support. Now,” he adds brusquely, “don’t we have a council meeting to attend?”

			As everyone files into the boardroom, I call Veronica aside. 

			“How is Jethro?” I ask, making sure the others aren’t listening. Veronica and Jethro have been seeing each other for some time now. 

			“He’s okay,” she smiles at the mention of his name.

			“How’s he coping after learning about Mason?”

			“He’s getting there,” she admits. 

			“You’ll let me know if there’s anything I can do?” I touch her arm, which is uncharacteristic of me and she looks taken aback but pleased. 

			“I will,” she promises, hastening inside before the General notices her lateness.

			We start the meeting, as always, by discussing the Gifting of our soldiers. Adam shares some surprising information – a few of his men want to undergo the procedures, including some of the recently rehabilitated Deranged. 

			“You’re sure?” I ask. The members of Adam’s Ordinary have always been more interested in saving survivors of the holocaust than in fighting against NUSA, regardless of how involved in Kwan’s training they are. 

			“They have not forgotten Hope,” he replies, and I spare a thought for Adam’s brave, feckless daughter who lost her life when NUSA invaded our Nevada camp. 

			“I have their names,” Adam adds and hands the General a sheet of paper. 

			“Unfortunately, many of your previously disadvantaged people lack the good health to survive the procedures,” my father points out gently. “Their years of living in the barren lands cannot be overlooked. Poor diet and perpetual dehydration have permanent effects on the immune system.”

			“Understood,” Adam acknowledges. “But I promised only that I would deliver their names. You have the final word – they understand that.”

			“So,” the General defers to me, “what is our plan, Miss Davis?” 

			“You still think Kenneth will have men scouring the Rebeldom for us?” I reply, and he nods grimly. 

			“More so than ever, I would think,” Reed drawls, “after the Missouri episode.”

			“It won’t be long before they find us,” my father adds. “Kenneth knows my connection to Georgia, he’ll send them here eventually to check it out, with or without Morgan’s input.”

			“If he’s expecting to find the entire Legion army, he’ll expect one hell of a battle,” I point out. “He’ll send a lot of men.”

			“Plenty,” the General agrees. “I doubt he would make the journey himself – he knows he is our main target. He’ll be nestled in the safety of Chicago’s fortress.”

			“Except Chicago won’t be quite as safe as he expects. With so many NUSA resources out of the States, Williams will be more vulnerable than ever before.” 

			“The NUSA army will be divided,” the General has already guessed where I am going with this. “He won’t risk sending a small squadron after us – he wouldn’t take the chance, he could too easily lose too many men. He’ll send a formidable army.”

			“Then I say we wait and let him come to us,” I press, hearing Veronica’s gasp of horror. “It won’t be like before,” I assure her. “This time we’ll be ready for them. And it will be on our own turf.”

			“What about Kenneth?” my dad asks.

			“We hit him when he least expects it,” I reply. “Kenneth will never expect us to attack while our people are in danger. He will assume all our resources will be focused on defence, not offence.”

			“It’s clever,” Kwan concedes, “but dangerous.”

			“It’s war,” I point out.

			 

		

	
		
			 

			chapter 25

			When I explain my plan further, Reed’s outburst is only the first dissent. My father and Aidan also vehemently oppose my idea, and Veronica looks as though she might throw up. 

			“No way I’m going along with that,” Reed insists. 

			“For once, we agree,” Aidan echoes his denial.

			“I’m not asking either of you, I’m telling you.” 

			I knew that they would disagree the moment Reed realised he and I would be separated. I can understand it – the last time we were apart tragedy struck, but I cannot let his guilt influence my decision, which is strategic and necessary.

			The General waits for silence before asking, “Who would you take?” 

			“Kwan and Quinn,” I announce confidently. “And Michael,” I add, smiling encouragingly at him. “Plus, I want Heath and the other two NUSA soldiers who were travelling with him and Oliver. That leaves Reed and Jethro here, in charge of the Legion.” 

			“Not happening,” Reed echoes, but I ignore him. 

			I know that my choices are unexpected but I have thought this through. I am also certain that Mason will not leave Kenneth’s side, and I will not put Jethro anywhere near his traitorous brother. Quinn, I have come to learn, has no such scruples. Taking Michael into the States is also a smokescreen. I do not want him involved in the fighting at all, and I plan to leave him somewhere safe before we launch our attack on Kenneth. 

			“Why the NUSA soldiers?” Kwan murmurs and I strain to hear him over the argument that has broken out at the table. “Why not a team of your own men?”

			“Because they’re defectors. I’m hoping that with any luck they can convince a few more NUSA guards to jump ship. At the very least, Kenneth’s men might hesitate when faced with fighting their own.” 

			Heath had sought me out the day after Oliver’s death to thank me for intervening and calling the General out on his actions. His previous loyalty to the General has cooled drastically. While devastated by the loss of his friend, he had affectionately pointed out Oliver’s lack of intellect, and he did not blame us for what had happened, although he appreciated my defence of his fallen comrade.

			“If it’s esprit de corps you’re after, you’ll need me,” Fiona interrupts, and we all turn to look at her. “I was a captain in the NUSA army and I specialised in training our recruits. There are a lot of men inside who see me as a mentor.”

			“I want Fiona,” I declare immediately, and a few people at the table chuckle. 

			“What about me?” Aidan demands and the table falls silent at his raised voice.

			“What about you?” I ask, meeting his gaze levelly. I will not be swayed.

			“What part do I play in this plan?”

			“Unless Kwan declares you ready for battle, you’ll do nothing. If you do happen to get through your training in time, you will stay here and protect our people. I will need some soldiers in the town itself in case any NUSA soldiers decide to expand their search outside the Academy.”

			“I want to go into the States.”

			“What you want is irrelevant.” My tone leaves no room for argument. “If you are a member of this army you take instruction from me.”

			“How will we ensure they don’t enter the town first?” My father changes the subject.

			“We’re going to lure them in.”

			“You’re going to lead them straight here?” he asks and I nod. 

			“When they get close enough to Gainesville we’ll send out bait. We need to make sure they head straight for us and bypass the town.” I shudder as I think of all the women and children we have sent into town. There is no way we can allow NUSA anywhere near them. 

			The General has stationed men at various points throughout the neighbouring cities so that we will have advance notice if and when Kenneth’s convoy is heading our way. In the meantime, there is nothing left to do but wait. If I thought Kwan was pushing us hard before, it is nothing to the gruelling training he is subjecting us to now. Morgan’s defection has affected all of us, but Kwan particularly. Morgan is his protégée, he has always felt bound to protect her, an almost paternal affection. NUSA had taken his wife, and now Morgan too. Heath and his two friends – Matt and Rory – are also feeling the burn of Kwan’s training. They are not unfit, given that NUSA insists on regular physicals, but they are also not used to spending so many hours a day undergoing intense, relentless exercise. Matt in particular is often heard moaning in the dining hall after a session with Kwan.

			As I make my way to the dojo for Aidan’s first official training session, my mind is so caught up in other things that I do not notice Jenna until she is standing right in front of me, a no-nonsense expression on her face. She is holding a shamefaced Alex by the hand.

			“I’ve just spent over an hour looking for him,” Jenna explains as Alex squirms, trying to break her hold on him, “only to find that he had sneaked up here. He was playing in the park when I found him.”

			“Alex!” My gasp of outrage is completely genuine. The thought of Alex sneaking back into Lakeside, unbeknownst to me, when we are potentially facing a full NUSA military strike makes me feel faint. Even the fact that he would travel the distance from town all alone is worrying. Then it dawns on me that Alex is never alone. 

			“Where is she?” I snap furiously.

			Brooke is hiding near one of the old water fountains not far from the park. She emerges sheepishly when I call her name.

			“Sorry,” Alex mumbles his apology at ratting her out.

			“You shouldn’t be sorry,” I admonish. “It’s not safe here. It’s dangerous, and it’s even more dangerous for you two to be travelling here on your own. I forbid it, do you hear me?” 

			“Yes, Mom.”

			“Say it like you mean it, Alex.”

			“Yes, Mom.” His voice is softer now and a little shaky, as if he might burst into tears, but his eyes are anything but apologetic. If I didn’t know better I would say he looks almost defiant.

			“Brooke is your responsibility.” I drop my own voice to a murmur as I repeat the same words Jonathan Moore spoke to Aidan all those years ago. “You need to look out for her, to keep her safe. Can I trust you to do that?”

			“Yes, Mom,” he utters for the third time, only such is his sincerity that it’s the first time that I am convinced.

			I walk the three of them back to the main gates and I hug both children tightly.

			“Don’t forget – you are only allowed to leave town if Jenna brings you, or if your father or I come and fetch you.”

			“But you don’t!” Alex yells, catching me off guard. His face reddens in embarrassment at his outburst but his jaw is stubbornly set. 

			“What do you mean?” I ask, bewildered.

			“You don’t fetch me! You just leave me there on my own. Why can’t Dad stay with me, if you can’t?” 

			I had never really thought of Alex as a true casualty of our war until this moment, and the sadness that accompanies this realisation prevents me from saying anything to begin with. I know that Alex misses us, that my duties keep me away from him far more than I would like, but he has always taken it so well it has never occurred to me that he might be feeling emotionally abandoned. I had taken for granted that he was simply a well-adjusted and easy child. 

			“Alex,” I get down on my knees and take hold of his shoulders. “Your father and I . . . we have work to do. We . . .”

			“I know!” he snaps. “You have to win, you have to fight. It’s all you ever do. And now it’s all Dad does, too.” 

			It has in fact been only a few days since Alex was moved to town, but it is easy to forget how slowly time passes for a child who is suffering the pangs of loneliness. I am mortified that I didn’t see it before – see the hurt and the pain shining so blatantly in his eyes. Have I really been so focused on my goals that I have neglected my own son? I thought that I had hidden from Alex the darkness that had consumed me after losing the baby, but apparently that was not the case. I think back to the day that Alex and Brooke witnessed me punching a wall, and it dawns on me that he hasn’t been the same since. My actions had unsettled him – had made him insecure and angry. I know that he had expected Aidan and me to get back together, and when that hadn’t happened he had seemed distant but had never mentioned it. Now I see that he hadn’t moved on at all – he has simply kept everything bottled up, festering inside his little soul.

			Jenna has led Brooke away from us, giving us some privacy, but I can see from her expression that this outburst is not entirely unexpected. 

			“Alex, listen to me. I know it seems that way to you, but this won’t last forever. We are very nearly finished, and then it will be over. For good. We’ll be together and nothing will ever take me away from you again.”

			“I don’t believe you,” he gulps, fighting back the tears. 

			“I promise. And I promise I’ll come and see you as often as I can until then. You’re happy in town, aren’t you? With Jenna and the others?”

			“Yes,” he admits reluctantly. “But I miss you. And I miss Dad.”

			“I know you do, baby. We miss you too. I just need you to be strong for a little while longer. Can you do that for me?” 

			He doesn’t answer and it cuts me to the core, but I am the parent and I cannot afford to fall apart. I need to be strong for him. Not wanting to show him how affected I am, I stand and drop a kiss on his head. 

			“I’ll see you soon, baby,” I murmur, but before I can say anything else, he scampers off to stand beside Brooke, refusing to look at me.

			Jenna makes her way back to me, sympathy reflected in her bright blue eyes.

			“I’ll keep a stricter eye on them,” she promises.

			“Thanks,” I nod, embarrassed. I know it’s not her fault the children ended up here. Even without Alex’s abandonment issues, they would have come back. Those two are more like Aidan and me than I ever realised.

			“He’ll be okay,” she murmurs, squeezing my hand. “Everything will be okay.”

			“I hope so, Jen. I really hope so.”

			 

		

	
		
			 

			chapter 26

			“Of course he’s affected,” Aidan insists when I finally reach the dojo. “He’s a little boy.” 

			I had quickly filled Aidan in on what had happened with Alex earlier, but despite my own emotional state, he appears unconcerned.

			“You didn’t hear him, Aidan. He’s hurting . . . really hurting. I’m worried about him. What if he sneaks back here again?”

			“I’ll talk to him.”

			“But . . .”

			“No buts. We are the parents. The best thing we can do is to act like nothing happened.”

			“You didn’t see his face.”

			“I’ve seen it a hundred times,” he corrects. “Every time he didn’t get his own way in the last six years. But, trust me, if you react he will only get worse.” 

			I know that Aidan knows better than I how to deal with Alex, having raised him single-handedly for so many years, but it goes against every maternal instinct I have to ignore Alex’s pain.

			“He will have forgotten about it already,” Aidan murmurs, as though reading my thoughts. “Just remember to act as though nothing is wrong – he needs us to set the boundaries. If we act as though it’s not a big deal, he will believe it’s not.”

			“It is kind of a big deal, though,” I reply.

			“Just don’t let him know that.” 

			“I don’t like it.”

			“Of course you don’t. It’s hardly my ideal solution either, but what else can we do?” he asks helplessly. “We can’t leave the Academy, and there’s no way Alex can stay here. We just have to endure it until this is over. Alex will be fine,” he tries to reassure me, and I try to remind myself that he knows Alex best, but every nerve in my body is aching to mend things with my son. “He’ll cool off, Rebecca, trust me.” 

			Aidan lowers his voice as the others file in and I am forced to drop the subject. As I turn away from Aidan, I spot Reed standing in the shadows nearby, watching us intently.

			I am nervous as I watch Aidan sparring for the first time, a part of me hoping that he will not make the grade. My anxiety keeps me quiet, and I watch in utter silence as Kwan calls Aidan up to take his turn opposite David. David has been in the training programme for a few weeks. His physical fitness has improved dramatically under Kwan’s tutelage, but despite the newfound abs he is still a far cry from the average Legion soldier. It makes sense that he is a good person for Aidan, who is also new at this, to face first. 

			Much to my surprise, and reluctant pride, Aidan beats David easily – too easily. The Power of Three is remarkable, even in its most raw state. Unbelievably, even Jethro is next to succumb to Aidan’s superior strength, although it takes a lot longer. Out of the corner of my eye I see Reed watching, a mixture of emotions on his handsome face as Aidan helps Jethro to his feet. Aidan is not triumphant or cocky, he is dead serious, his focus undeniable. I catch Kwan’s eye and he doesn’t need to speak for me to know what he is thinking. Aidan needs to be pushed, and there are only two people in the room capable of doing so. Nodding, I get to my feet.

			Aidan doesn’t argue or dispute me as his new opponent. I bow low, maintaining eye contact, and then I circle to my left. Aidan mimics my actions. A hush has fallen over the room, every eye fixed on us.

			I stop suddenly and feint to the left, but Aidan stands perfectly still, not falling for my ruse. I circle the other way, and he marks my every move. 

			“Smarty pants,” I smile, beginning to enjoy myself. Aidan doesn’t reply, but the corner of his mouth twitches. Seizing his momentary distraction, I blur forward, leaping into the air and thundering down towards him, my arm pulled back, but by the time I hit the ground he is gone. I turn around to find him standing in the precise spot I just vacated, regarding me curiously.

			“Scared?” I tease.

			“Of those little twig arms?” he scoffs. “Not likely.”

			I lunge forward, delivering a series of perfectly executed Taekwondo blows. Aidan blocks all of them, but he doesn’t expect the knee to his groin and as I make impact he drops to his knees, clutching the afflicted area. I hear Reed’s groan of sympathy behind me. Aidan’s face is visibly pained as he staggers to his feet but he quickly resumes his fighting stance.

			“More?” I raise my eyebrow.

			This time, Aidan goes on the offensive and he charges straight at me. It is hardly an ingenious strategy but I am surprised, and it takes me a second longer than it should to react. Aidan manages to grab hold of my hair, pulling it painfully and twisting my body to bring his arm up around my neck. No one is more surprised than he is when he manages to lock me in a choke hold, and I use his apparent shock to my own advantage. I hear Reed drawl “bad move, Braveheart” as I bend at the knees, arching my back and throwing my weight forward. Aidan catapults over my head, completing a three hundred and sixty degree tumble before landing on his back. I place my sneakered foot over his neck and Kwan calls us back to position.

			“Still think I have twig arms?” I call and he nods.

			“It’s not her arms you should be worrying about,” Reed chuckles. 

			I circle again, slowly closing the distance between us until we are only a few feet apart. Reed would never fall for this, but Aidan misjudges the distance between us as safe, thinking I can’t reach him. I launch my attack by jumping straight up into the air, sweeping my leg around in a roundhouse kick which knocks him off balance. As he stumbles backwards, I jump again, bringing up first my right and then my left foot, both connecting just below his jaw. It’s a risky move because I invariably end up on my back, but Aidan flies backwards, landing again with an audible thud on the wooden floor. By the time he has opened his eyes, I’m standing above him.

			“I tried to warn you,” Reed laughs.

			“Reed,” Kwan calls, amused, “seeing you’re such an expert, why don’t you show us all how it’s done?” Reed swaggers towards us and Aidan grins as they pass each other. 

			I click my neck left and right and jump on the spot, shaking out my arms. Sparring with Reed is always a tough challenge – I lose as often as I win. 

			“All right, Tiny,” he drawls, extending a long arm and beckoning me with one finger. “Let’s dance.”

			We go at it for almost twenty minutes, neither of us able to pin the other down. My chest is heaving and despite the coolness of the air, I can feel the sweat trickling down my chest and between my breasts. Desperate to end it, and against my better judgement, I try the same roundhouse kick that had been Aidan’s undoing, but Reed throws out his arm faster than I can track, and knocks me aside. Unable to correct myself, I land heavily on my right ankle, which gives an ominous crack as I collapse to the floor.

			“Tiny!” Reed crouches beside me, his face pale. “I’m sorry!” He is so contrite that I laugh even as tears of pain spring to my eyes. 

			“Not your fault,” I gasp, breathing slowly through my mouth. 

			“Is it broken?” Aidan bends down beside us, gingerly reaching for my ankle and turning it infinitely gently to the left. I give a yelp of pain and Reed rolls his eyes. 

			“I’d say so,” he murmurs. Surprisingly, he excuses himself immediately, claiming he has something he needs to do. 

			“I guess chivalry is well and truly dead,” I remark drily as I watch his departing figure. “It’ll be healed by morning,” I add as Aidan helps me to my feet. 

			“I know,” he replies lightly, “but you can’t walk on it, so I figure the least I can do is help you home.” His smile is dazzling. 

			“It suits you,” I say truthfully, “the Power of Three. You’re not as uptight as you used to be.”

			“I’ll take that as a compliment.” He removes one arm from around my waist to open my door and we shuffle inside. 

			“It is.” I wait while he pulls back the covers and then I slump onto the bed. He lifts my legs gently and then pulls the covers over me. “You’ve changed, Aidan.”

			“Look who’s talking,” he counters. 

			“Alex needs one of us to stay alive. He needs one of us always to be here for him – to take care of him.” 

			There, I said it. This is the crux of my concerns. I have always known that I may not survive this war. But Aidan . . . Aidan was supposed to be safe. He and Alex were the reason I started this in the first place.

			“Alex will have us both, Bex. I promise you that.”

			“You shouldn’t make promises you can’t keep.”

			“I don’t. And,” he smiles mischievously, “I promise that I will kick your ass the next time we go head to head.”

			“You’re delusional.”

			“McCoy is pretty good,” he points out grudgingly.

			“He’s the best,” I speak without thinking, but Aidan only smiles.

			“That’s funny . . . he says the same about you.”

			I shift uncomfortably and he steers the conversation back to a safer topic.

			“How’s your leg?”

			“Already tingling. I’ll be good as new before the sun is up tomorrow.”

			“Get some rest.”

			“It’s the middle of the day.”

			“You have a point. Give me a minute.” He leaves abruptly, but is back a short while later.

			“Backgammon?” I laugh, catching sight of the board under his arm. Aidan had tried to teach me to play when we were kids. I was never really any good at it.

			“Now, this is something we both know I can beat you at,” he brags, settling down at the foot of the bed.

		

	
		
			 

			chapter 27

			In the morning, as expected, my ankle is perfectly healed. I dress quickly, determined to make a trip into town to visit Alex before our council meeting this afternoon. I have taken Aidan’s words to heart and will not bring it up with Alex again, but I need to see him – to make sure that he is as “fine” as Aidan claims he will be. As I exit the gates of the Academy, Reed catches up to me.

			“You going to visit Alex?” he asks, falling into step beside me. 

			“Yeah.” I cannot stifle the sigh that escapes my lips. 

			“You’re worried about him.” It is a statement, not a question, and there is no point denying it – Reed overheard my entire conversation with Aidan yesterday.

			“I just didn’t realise how badly this was affecting him. He always seemed so resilient.” 

			Reed says nothing, and I turn to see him chewing his bottom lip.

			“What?” I ask bluntly. I know him well enough to know that look. He has something to say but is wondering whether he should.

			“I . . . well, I did a bit of research yesterday.”

			“Research?”

			“Yeah, research. I asked around, gathered some information I thought you should know.”

			“And?”

			“Fiona – she’s got a daughter called Emily. She’s seven years old.” I come to a standstill, staring at him in utter bewilderment. 

			“I’m not following,” I state plainly.

			“Fiona hasn’t seen Emily since she was exiled.” I wonder if perhaps he is trying to tell me to be grateful for the fact that Alex is here, when suddenly he continues in a rush.

			“Abby – Fiona’s second-in-command – has twin brothers who are only thirteen. Her mother died a few years back and she has taken care of them ever since. Gareth has a son, Declan – he’s two – and Franco’s daughter is not even six months old. Peter’s daughter had her prom last weekend, but Peter obviously couldn’t make it . . .” He trails off when I clap my hand over my mouth as comprehension dawns. I am stunned and humbled by what he has done. 

			“Enough.” I press my lips together tightly, my jaw aching with the effort of trying to suppress the flood of emotion washing over me. In so many ways, Reed knows me better than anyone else. 

			“My point,” he drawls, “is that there are twenty-seven children who believe that they will never see their parents again. Twenty-seven kids, just like Alex, who need your help, who need you to bring their parents home. I know that Alex is infinitely more important to you than anyone else – hell, he’s important to me too – but I thought you might like to know that while he is angry with you right now, it is a small price to pay for the joy you will bring so many other young souls. And Alex will forgive you,” he adds, his eyes earnest and sincere.

			“Thank you,” I murmur, trying to inject all my gratitude and the depth of my emotion into that insignificant expression. 

			“It’s my pleasure,” he smiles, and I know he understands how much this means to me. Feeling buoyed by his revelations, I continue on towards the town with a renewed spring in my step.

			“So, is that what you were doing yesterday when you should have been apologising for breaking my ankle?” I ask coyly.

			“Yep. I figured your heart hurt worse than your foot, and flowers were too clichéd, so I thought I’d bring you something better. How’d I do?”

			“You did good.” I squeeze his hand. “So . . . did you follow me just to tell me all this, or are you going into town to visit anyone in particular?” I pose the obvious question.

			“I’m going to see Brooke,” he admits.

			“You still haven’t told her?”

			“Nah. I don’t think it’s a good idea, at least until after . . .” 

			I get why he is hesitant to tell her. He doesn’t want her to know the truth until he is sure he will be around for a long time, and we will only be sure of that when NUSA is defeated.

			“How’s your foot, by the way?” he changes the subject.

			“Fine.”

			“I don’t know . . . it looked pretty bad yesterday,” he drawls. “I think Aidan has a point. You’re a delicate little thing. You might want to take it easy on yourself and those tiny little bones.” 

			I punch him playfully on the arm.

			“At least I’m not operating on tortoise time like you,” I tease, breaking into a run. Reed takes up the challenge and pounds after me, his sneakers making almost no noise in the dirt. I push myself harder and the distance between us increases. There’s no way he can catch me, although it certainly doesn’t stop him from trying. As I enter the town, I skid to a stop and lean casually up against one of the buildings. He screeches to a halt beside me only seconds later, but I still make a point of examining my nails. 

			“What took you so long?” 

			He rolls his eyes. “Hilarious.”

			Despite the early hour, there is already activity in the streets. Reed moves comfortably through the community, greeting people along the way. 

			“Hi, Reed,” a sexy, grubby looking woman calls as we pass, her eyes making a meal of him.

			“Hey, Tricia,” he waves.

			“Friend of yours?” It is intended as a light barb, but even I can hear the underlying jealousy in my voice and he turns to face me with a smug, self-satisfied smirk.

			“Does it bother you?”

			“A little,” I admit. “And this being your home town I guess I have a whole legion of your admirers to contend with.” 

			As if to prove my point a cluster of women smile as he walks by. I deliberately avert my eyes and focus on the ground in front of me.

			“C’mon, I want to show you something.” He takes my arm and leads me down a small alleyway.

			“Where are we going?”

			“You’ll see. It won’t take long,” he adds, sensing my desire to see Alex.

			About halfway down the alley we stop outside a dilapidated building with a rusted sign hanging over the door. Reed climbs the few ramshackle steps and opens the door, gesturing me inside. Curious, I duck under his arm and step into what must once have been a joinery shop. An old man is bent over a small table which he is sanding down. When Reed lets the door close behind us, he glances up, peering at us over the object he is restoring.

			“Reed,” he greets fondly, getting to his feet and dusting his hands off on his apron. “Nice to see you, son.”

			“Uncle Norman,” Reed pulls me forward, “this is Rebecca.”

			My dad’s cousin takes both my hands, his kind bloodshot eyes surprisingly alert. 

			“You look just like your mama,” he smiles, “but you have your daddy’s eyes.”

			“It’s nice to meet you, finally,” I reply. I have met Norman’s wife Cathy, who has been helping Adam integrate the Deranged into the Gainesville community, but not her husband. 

			“I wanted to show Rebecca the storeroom,” Reed gets to the purpose of our visit and Norman nods. 

			“You know where it is. Mind you don’t touch anything in the kitchen; Cathy’s been organising again.” 

			Reed nods and I follow him through the makeshift workshop and a moth-eaten curtain into the most cluttered kitchen I have ever seen. Mountains of produce and foodstuffs adorn every available counter, and the floor is piled high with blankets and used clothing. Boxes are stacked almost to the ceiling against the opposite wall, partially obscuring the bay window.

			“Reed!” Cathy’s low melodious voice calls as we reach the foot of the stairs. She hurries down to meet us and hugs Reed fondly before patting my cheek. “You here to help me take this stuff over to the hall?” she hints.

			“I’ll give you a hand if you can wait a few minutes.” 

			“No need.” She waves him away. “Just bring a load over when you can. You two take care, now,” she adds as she hastens into the kitchen.

			“Adam’s last supply run must have been successful,” I remark drily, watching as the older woman hoists a basket off the old scrubbed table, but Reed isn’t listening. 

			“It’s down here,” he opens a door opposite the stairs, pulling a kerosene lantern off a hook on the wall and lighting it. 

			I follow him down the musty stairwell and into the basement. Surprisingly, when we get to the bottom I notice that the room is much lighter than I anticipated, the sun’s light filtering through two small street-facing windows. I didn’t notice them when we first arrived, but they must be near the door we used when we entered the house.

			“What are we doing down here?” I ask, intrigued.

			In answer, Reed bends down between the windows and pulls a large tool-trolley from underneath the wall-to-wall shelving. It emits an unearthly screech as the metal scrapes across the concrete floor.

			“Sorry,” he winces. He crosses the room and bends down, feeling underneath the old drier and withdrawing a small silver key which he uses to unlock the tool trolley. 

			I don’t know what I expected, but it certainly wasn’t that he would pull out a handgun. I take a seat on the bench nearby as he hands me the gun. The metal is cold and unfriendly in my hand. As I turn it over to examine the wooden handle, he pulls out another gun – a small, black, marginally friendlier looking weapon.

			“This is known as a pocket pistol,” he grins, holding it up to show me. It is an apt name for it, given its size. “That one’s a revolver,” he indicates the gun in my hand. “See the cylinder?” I nod.

			“Do these all belong to Norman?” I ask, peering over his shoulder. The open drawer is filled with firearms. 

			“A couple of them were his. Others he’s collected, or people in town have surrendered them to him. They know he likes to collect them, and his furniture restorations are highly coveted.”

			“You mean to tell me they hand over guns in exchange for sanding a table?”

			“They hand over empty guns,” he corrects. “Most of these are useless – no ammunition.”

			In the chaos and looting that followed World War Three, people turned to their weapons to secure their homes, their food, their lives. Some used weapons as a means to take resources from others. It wasn’t long before people ran out of ammunition, and what guns remained in the Rebeldom became worthless. Within the New United States itself all guns and ammunition were destroyed.

			“So . . . these are all useless?” I ask, handing back the revolver. 

			“Most of them. Some still have one or two rounds – like this little baby,” he waves the pocket pistol and I duck instinctively. “The safety’s on, see?” He shows me the small lever. “It can’t fire.”

			“That gun is older than you are,” I reply. “Forgive me if I don’t entirely trust that it won’t malfunction.”

			“Norman’s a collector, so he keeps them in pristine condition, regardless of the lack of ammo.”

			I take the small pistol from him, testing its weight in my hands. 

			“It feels strange,” I murmur. “Such an insignificant thing that can cause so much damage.”

			“You should know better than anyone that dynamite comes in small packages,” he counters. “You’re the most dangerous of us all, and yet . . .”

			“If you say the word ‘tiny’ I’m going to kick your ass.”

			“Promises, promises.”

			Laden with blankets, clothing, and boxes filled with food, we say goodbye to Norman and emerge back onto the street. Reed can barely see where he is going over the stack of boxes he is carrying but he makes his way confidently over to the school hall that is serving as a shelter and distribution centre. Reed lived in this town most of his life – he could probably get around it blindfolded. 

			At the shelter we find Adam, Sofia and members of the Ordinary handing out parcels. Sofia eyes our arrival with mild curiosity. No doubt she is hoping that Reed and I are getting back together, leaving Aidan a free agent. Spotting my mother’s sister Jessie across the room, I dump the clothes and blankets on a diminishing pile in the corner and make my way over to her.

			“Hi, Aunt Jessie.” I hug her, averting my head to avoid the alcohol fumes. 

			“I see you finally woke up.” Her voice is gravelly and her eyes are bloodshot. 

			“I did,” I smile.

			“Yet you didn’t feel any need to come and visit?” she counters, wobbling slightly. I try to help her into a nearby chair but she waves me away.

			“I’m not an invalid,” she snaps.

			“How have you been?” I ask politely.

			“Fair to shit.”

			“Right. Anything I can do?”

			“Yes, actually, there is. You can tell that lot,” she jerks her thumbs in the direction of Cathy and Adam, “that I don’t need minding. I’m not a child.”

			I press my lips together to keep from smiling. Jessie is such a lush she is a hazard to herself and requires constant watching. She’s a dear old thing, despite her cantankerous nature, so rather than fight her on it we simply make sure she is taken care of. I will never forget that Jessie raised me after my mother’s death. Having no children of her own she was not naturally maternal, but she did the best she could. She and Jonathan had provided us with a family and cared for Aidan and me until the day I left home. I have always suspected that Jessie had feelings for Jonathan, feelings she had never acted upon. In turn, I believe that Jonathan loved my mother Cara. Jessie had never validated this, but she certainly started drinking far more heavily after Jonathan’s death. Everyone finds their own way to cope, I guess.

			“Ungrateful old bat,” Reed drawls as I rejoin him. “I had to give her a fireman’s lift home the other night, she was completely out of it. When I finally got her into bed, she thanked me by slapping my face and accusing me of trying to fondle her ‘lady’ bits.” He shudders involuntarily.

			“Jessie was a Vegas showgirl,” I remark drily. “She could probably teach you a trick or two.” I chuckle at the look of horror on his face and then I recall what he has just said. 

			“What were you doing here last week?”

			“I came for a drink.”

			“A drink?”

			“Yeah, Tiny. A drink. You got a problem with that?”

			“No,” I brush it off lightly, but in truth I am wondering who he met. I know that there is a small tavern in town. Jessie is a regular customer. “Who did you meet?” I ask casually.

			“That would be telling,” he replies shrewdly, seeing straight through my unconcerned ruse. “We’d better get going,” he adds.

			“Hi, Rebecca!” Crackerjack, a close friend of Aidan’s, calls out as we pass his table. 

			“Hey, Crackerjack! How are things going?”

			“Good,” he nods, checking items off a list. “Busy . . . Adam is like a man possessed. I swear he won’t rest until he finds every single lost soul in the country.”

			“He won’t have much time for that when we install him as President of the New United States.”

			“Oh, he’ll find time,” Crackerjack differs. “There’s nothing more important to him.”

			“Well, at least we can get him better resources,” I smile. “Just imagine what he could do with the might of NUSA behind him.”

			“You ready to go?” Reed interrupts and I nod, all thoughts of Adam and NUSA fleeing in my excitement at seeing my son. 

			“Lizzie,” I pop my head around the classroom door and get Alex’s teacher’s attention. School started a few minutes ago. “Do you mind if we borrow Brooke and Alex?”

			“Not at all.” She smooths her long braid nervously, blushing as red as her hair as Reed gives her a dazzling grin. 

			The minute Alex reaches me he throws his small arms around my legs.

			“I’m sorry, Mom,” he murmurs thickly into my stomach, sounding much more like the Alex I know and love.

			“That’s okay, champ.” I rub his back, relieved. It seems Aidan was right – Alex has already moved on and there is no trace of the angry, sullen child of yesterday.

			Alex and Brooke are delighted to be getting out of lessons, and they scamper ahead of us towards the park.

			“Norman keeps it in good working order for the children,” Reed explains, as I express my wonder at the beauty of the park. “He has done since I was a kid, I think he feels it’s the least the children in town deserve . . .” He stops talking and gazes down at the little girl who has taken his hand. 

			“Wanna come on the merry-go-round with me?” Brooke asks, and the emotion on Reed’s face is so touching that I feel as though I am intruding on an intensely private moment. That is, until Brooke grabs my hand too. 

			“C’mon, Mom!” Alex hollers, spinning on the merry-go-round. “I’ll push you!” 

			Round and round we spin, the children’s laughter echoing through the park. It is a rare and beautiful moment, the sun warming our skin and the infectious good spirits of Alex and Brooke allowing me to forget everything else. Alex is completely back to normal, and I am delighted that his outburst yesterday was a rare exception to his usually happy disposition.

			“Thank God for that,” Reed drawls as the children finally tire of pushing us and dart over to the swing set. “I thought I was going to be sick.” He trails his foot over the edge of the merry-go-round, slowly bringing us to a complete standstill. I lie back on the warm wood and close my eyes.

			“She’s just like you, you know,” I murmur sleepily.

			“How so?” He doesn’t need to ask who I am referring to.

			“She’s brave, loyal, and fiercely protective. Elizabeth told me she kicked another boy in the shin for calling Alex a liar.” I peek through one slitty eye and smile at the expression of pride on his face. 

			“Why’d he call Alex a liar?” he asks suddenly.

			“Because Alex said he’d been to the moon.” 

			His rumbling laughter sets me off, and I chuckle too. “She shouldn’t have done it, then,” he points out. “Kid was right.”

			“She doesn’t care. Right or wrong, she’ll defend Alex. I told you – she’s just like you.”

			“You know, I might not defend you if you were wrong, Tiny. You’re being presumptuous.”

			“You would,” I reply with absolute certainty, but without a trace of arrogance. “What was it like, growing up here?” 

			“I guess like anywhere else in the Rebeldom – hard. We went hungry a lot in the beginning. It got worse when Eric Dane took over. A lot of people out here thought he would be our saviour. When he built the fences, many lost all hope.”

			“Eric was a monster,” I sit up, leaning back against the metal bars, “but I don’t think he intended to do harm. He believed he was doing what was best – that he was ensuring mankind’s survival. Sacrificing a few to save many.”

			“Actually, he sacrificed many to save a few.”

			“He didn’t see it that way.”

			“You believe that?”

			“No . . . but he did.”

			“What was it like being married to him?” Reed has never questioned me about my time with Eric and I squirm a little under his intense scrutiny. 

			“It wasn’t all bad,” I admit. “I certainly never wanted for anything. Growing up in Michigan was much like everywhere else – food was scarce, people got sick . . . they died . . .” I trail off, remembering my mother. “That all changed when Eric created NUSA. Things got better. We were finally assured that we would survive, so long as the radiation was kept out – that the Deranged and the Rados were kept away. It was easier to believe than to argue. When we got married, I lived a fairy tale. Anything I wanted – food, clothes, luxuries – it was all too readily available. Had I never learned the truth, I would have believed I was the luckiest girl in the world. Instead, everything I had was a reminder of how lost and needy those living out in the Rebeldom were. It made me angry, and made me hate him even more.”

			“Do you think he loved you?” 

			“With hindsight, yes, I do. Eric didn’t trust easily, he was naturally suspicious and very guarded. Getting into his good graces was one of the hardest things I’ve ever had to do.”

			“So he didn’t just fall for you, like the rest of us mere mortals?” He opens his eyes wide in mock disbelief. 

			“No,” I laugh. “I spent months researching Eric – his likes, his dislikes. I knew exactly what to say, and how to attract his attention. Even then, I wasn’t sure I would succeed.”

			“Would have been a bit of a disaster if you’d failed.”

			“I almost did. There was another woman vying for his affections. Truth be told, I think ultimately he would have chosen her over me. She certainly loved him more.”

			“So, what changed?”

			“She was caught with another man – a good friend of Eric’s.”

			“Really?” 

			“The Resistance did what it always did. It removed the threat and took her out of the equation. A lot of people who may have stood between me and Eric were strategically dealt with.”

			“I never realised how much planning must have gone into it.”

			“You assumed he simply fell for me, like the rest of you mere mortals?” I grin. 

			“Not that far of a reach,” he replies, absolutely serious. 

			 

		

	
		
			 

			chapter 28

			It is mid-morning when we take the children back to class. Reed hugs Alex warmly, which gives him an excuse to hug Brooke too. I notice how he buries his face in her neck, rubbing her back, and I smile sadly. Alex says goodbye quite unconcernedly, and I make sure to treat him exactly as I usually would. There is no point in trying to mollycoddle him or to treat him with kid gloves. As much as I need him to know that I love him, I also do not want him mistaking my empathy for weakness. He needs to know that I mean business.

			“The sooner this is over, the better,” I muse as we jog back towards the Academy. “You need to be able to be her father.”

			“I don’t know. Don’t you think it’s too much to burden her with? Maybe she’s better off not knowing. She’s coping so well, adapting – why rock the apple cart?”

			“Because she deserves to know,” I insist, speaking from experience. Discovering that my own father was alive after nineteen years of believing him dead was a shock, yes, but it was still one of the best things that had ever happened to me. Learning that I had real family out there, blood relatives, went some way to alleviating the pain of my mother’s loss. 

			“What if she’s disappointed?” 

			I slow to a walk. We are almost back at the Academy gates. “How could she be? You’re the bravest, smartest, sexiest man I know.” 

			He looks serious for just a moment before reverting to his usual flippancy. “I don’t know if she’ll really agree with you on that last one.”

			“Yeah, probably not. Doesn’t stop it being true, though.”

			“If I’m all that, why do I feel like I’m losing you to the competition?” he asks suddenly and I am brought up short.

			“Is that what you think? It’s not true, Reed.” I take half a step towards him and then catch myself. “I would never . . . he’s not . . . you’re both very important to me,” I finish lamely. 

			“Very eloquent, Tiny.” He lets me off the hook. “Why don’t you try to negotiate with NUSA? With those skills we could probably end this war over a cup of tea.”

			I pull a face, relieved at the light turnabout in conversation, but before I can retort Reed’s eyes narrow in alarm at something over my shoulder. 

			“Oh shit,” he curses and I spin around looking for the cause of his distress. I see nothing – no one is approaching from the road and a quick scan of the area reveals nothing but a few thunderheads rolling in from the south. 

			“What?” I ask.

			“We’re in for a storm.”

			“So?” I look at the clouds in the distance. They are irregular, a shelf-like, anvil shaped dome rising above the cloud bank. “They’re just clouds,” I mutter.

			“You ain’t lived in Georgia, Tiny. Those aren’t just any clouds. There’s a superstorm headed our way.”

			“What, like a tornado?” I ask in disbelief, my heart beating faster. A tornado would definitely be something to worry about. 

			“No,” he scoffs, giving me a look that plainly states I should spend more time in the library. “But we’re going to be in for rain. A lot of rain.”

			“I don’t mind getting a little wet,” I reply nonchalantly.

			The storm hits us a few hours later, and I suddenly find that I do mind. I have never seen rain like this – it pelts down in an icy deluge, so dense that it is almost impossible to venture outdoors. If the torrential rain isn’t enough to deal with, the wind is almost as destructive. We hole up inside the Academy buildings and for the first time I truly understand how poorly equipped we are in the Rebeldom. Being without power and having limited supplies is bad enough, but the lack of maintenance becomes apparent as large portions of the Academy start to leak as a result of the violent downpour. The rain seeps through the ceilings, flooding much of our living space. Despite the fires we have lit, it is excruciatingly cold and everything is damp. 

			As people start to gather in the main buildings, seeking the comfort of a crowd, I make my way through the deluge to Jupiter’s semi. Leaping up onto the footboard, I open the door without knocking and shut it behind me. Jupiter is reading a manual, apparently unconcerned by the heavy rain. He has one arm lounging along the back of the sofa, and his legs are crossed at the knee. Sam is huddled beside him, dozing. 

			“Where’s Lydia?” I ask.

			“She’s with your lot, I presume,” Jupiter states, as if that should be obvious. Patrick and Randall are nowhere to be seen either, but I assume they must be in the truck cab.

			“Are you two okay?” I ask.

			Jupiter looks up at me, and then his gaze fixes on the water streaming off me and pooling on the floor at my feet.

			“Obviously, we’re fine,” he replies coolly, “or we would have come looking for you.” The insinuation is clear – I am not welcome right now.

			“Well, you’re both welcome to join us inside,” I offer, thinking that the chance of that is unlikely. They are far better off here than in the dilapidated buildings of the Academy.

			“Thank you,” Jupiter goes back to his reading and with nothing left to say, I head back into the rain.

			One by one, the buildings start to flood and we are forced out into the elements to try to dig trenches to divert the rainwater away from the doorways, and to move our belongings to safer territory. Through it all, my concern for Alex mounts until I cannot take it any longer.

			“I need to get to town,” I tell my father. “The damn radios aren’t working.” 

			We have a few two-way radios that we use to communicate with the town in case of emergency, but the storm’s interference is giving us nothing but static. A few of us are holed up in the library, trying in vain to dry off. I am soaked through, having just returned from outside. We had moved all our dry foodstuffs into the dining hall when it was discovered that the storage room had developed a large leak. It has been only a few hours and the rain shows no sign of abating any time soon; if anything, it is getting worse. 

			“They will be fine, Bex,” he soothes. 

			“But what if it floods . . .”

			“They’ve seen enough of these storms over the years,” my dad interrupts. “In fact, they’re better prepared than we are. Alex will be safe and sound – Cathy and the others will make sure of it.” 

			“He’s right,” Reed adds, addressing both me and Aidan, who is pacing up and down in front of us, his own concern for Alex making it impossible for him to settle down. Reed, on the other hand, is lounging against a desk near the fire. 

			“You really think so?” 

			“I know so. Like your dad said, the townsfolk are very prepared. I’d rather be down there than here.”

			“Have you ever seen a storm this bad?” I ask and he lifts his eyes to the ceiling.

			“This is a big one but, yeah, I’ve seen worse.”

			“And you’re sure they’ll . . .”

			“They will be fine,” he cuts across me. “I promise.”

			I try to settle down, keeping a wary eye on Aidan, who is probably going to wear down the faded tiles with his relentless pacing. He understands, I think to myself, because he also has a child down there. Then, with a pang of guilt, I remember Brooke and my anxiety eases slightly. There must be some truth in his words because Reed would never stay away if she were in any real danger.

			A commotion at the door distracts us, and we all turn as Jethro enters, shaking the water from his dark hair.

			“The bank near the drive is sliding away,” he tells us immediately. “We need to move the cars.”

			Grateful for something to do to keep my mind off Alex, I join the others as we rush towards the door.

			“Jupiter!” I bang on the side of the container, and his head appears at the door above me. “You’re going to have to move – the bank is being washed away.” He nods, making to move down the steps, but I wave him back inside. “I’ll tell them!” I yell, as the incessant rain runs into my mouth. There is no point Jupiter getting soaked too. 

			“Thank you!” he yells against the wind and I move to the front of the truck as he closes the door. As I suspected, Patrick and Randall are inside the cab. 

			“You need to move away from this bank.” I point down to it. “It’s eroding pretty quickly. Find somewhere safer to park.” Patrick nods grimly and Randall starts the engine as I leap down to the ground and race back to the others.

			It doesn’t take long, but every second out in the deluge is agony. I feel only relief when my body finally becomes too numb to register the cold, but getting my fingers to work is torture, and I can barely manage the gear shift as I move a Range Rover out of harm’s way. As soon as the cars are moved to higher ground, we turn our attention to the bank itself. The incessant rain is eroding the soil, and half of the bank has already cleaved away. Ignoring the water dripping from my nose and chin, I look around for something to support it. The bank itself is of no concern but without it the entire top section of the drive could wash away. 

			“Rocks!” David shouts in my ear, trying to be heard above the raging storm. “We need rocks! It won’t stop it, but it might slow it down. There is some old mesh fencing around the tennis courts that we can use to make a gabion.”

			I nod, signalling a few of the others to go with David in search of the mesh and then I call Reed and Aidan over. 

			“We need rocks!” I yell, helplessly. Where the hell does David expect me to find rocks in this weather?

			“What about the lake?” Aidan offers, but Reed shakes his head. 

			“It’s too far, we’ll never bring enough back in time.” 

			“What is it?” I ask. I know that look in his eye – it usually means he is about to do something crazy.

			“I’m sorry about your car,” he yells at Jethro, whose eyes widen in surprise. 

			“What about my car?” Jethro says, but Reed is already sprinting back towards one of the stolen NUSA Humvees.

			“Oh, he wouldn’t!” Jethro groans, as the sound of the engine reaches us through the howling wind. Reeds guns the engine and then turns the Humvee to the left, lurching forward and heading straight for one of the smaller ablution blocks that we seldom make use of. 

			“He’s insane! He . . .” Aidan shouts, but I do not hear the rest because the Humvee collides with the side of the small brick building with an almighty bang, much harder than I had anticipated, and the nose of the Humvee goes straight through, causing a mini avalanche of brick and rubble to roll down over the black hood. 

			Reed emerges through the back window; the front doors have been wedged closed by the debris surrounding the front of the car. He appears unscathed, but as I draw closer I spot a nasty gash on his temple and he sways slightly, grabbing the window frame for support.

			“You are an asshole!” I shriek, shaking my head. 

			“You wanted rocks, Sexy Bex, you got rocks.”

			He’s right, of course, and there is no time to lecture him. Instead, I bend and lift a large chunk of broken brick and plaster and carry it back towards the bank.

			It is back-breaking work and steam rises from our bodies as sweat mingles with the rainwater soaking us through. Michael in particular is struggling, his speed no use to him in this situation, but he moves steadily back and forth, carrying smaller stones which are being used to fill the spaces between the larger boulders. We work laboriously, not stopping to rest as we carry heavy load after heavy load across to David who has his own team, including Kwan, working on constructing the gabion. One by one, they create square-like mounds of rubble, which they secure in the mesh cages. David is angling the gabion baskets towards the slope of the bank, and then one by one they are pushed against it. Aidan leaps down to assist, adding his strength to help shift the heavy cages. The next layer is stepped back towards the slope rather than being stacked vertically. I can see the genius of the design – the gabions are supporting the bank while still allowing for drainage so that the water doesn’t dam up against them. They are effective, though rudimentary, but considering the terrible conditions we are working in, I am amazed.

			The rain does not let up and my fingers are so numb with cold that every touch burns, and they cramp painfully as I curl them underneath the heavy debris. My hair is slicked against my face, whipping painfully into my eyes every time the wind howls, and my jaw aches from incessant chattering. 

			Reed, despite his injury – which I am starting to suspect might be a mild concussion – is still able to carry more than any of us. He has always been the strongest of us all, and apparently his brain in no way affects his brawn. 

			“Please go inside,” I plead as I pass him heading back to the pile of rubble.

			“No,” he snaps, as if the very idea is absurd. 

			Eventually David declares that we have done enough and, with a sigh of relief, I drop the boulder I am holding. 

			“You,” I grab Reed by his sleeve, “you’re coming with me.” As I steer him in the direction of the library he bends over and throws up.

			“Whoops!” he stares at the ground in confusion. 

			“Oh my God, you are concussed. Come on!” 

			I yank him forward as Aidan appears on his other side. Between the two of us we support him all the way back to the library, where I make him lie down right beside the fire. The gash on his head has stopped bleeding, but he is incredibly pale. 

			“I think he has a mild concussion,” I tell my father who helps me to prop Reed’s head up. “He threw up and he seems confused.”

			My dad turns Reed’s face towards the fire and stares into his eyes for a moment.

			“His pupils aren’t equal either. I think you’re right. How’s your head, big guy?” he asks Reed in a loud, clear voice. Reed winces as if the sound is too much to bear and claps a hand to his temple. 

			“Definitely a concussion,” my dad chuckles. “But it’s mild. His healing would’ve kicked in already if he hadn’t exerted himself. Let him sleep it off.”

			“Okay. Can you fetch him something dry to wear and a blanket?” He nods and moves away past Aidan who is standing in the shadows a few feet away, his expression unreadable in the dark. “No!” I instruct, as Jethro comes through the door, a look of determination on his tanned face. “Not now!”

			“Why didn’t he take his car?” he hisses petulantly and I try to hide my smile. 

			“You can deal with him tomorrow.”

			My father returns in no time with a jersey and a Lakeside blanket, and he helps me lift Reed off the floor to pull off his wet shirt, replacing it with the dry one. I tuck the blanket around him and smooth his hair away from his face, feeling the day-old stubble on his jaw. 

			“You are an idiot,” I announce, although his soft snores assure me that he cannot hear me. 

			I head for my room, determined to get into dry clothes myself while I still have the use of my arms and legs, even if they are only going to get soaked again. I just want to feel warm for a few minutes. My body is so numb with cold I am surprised I haven’t sprouted icicles from my limbs. Aidan obviously has the same idea, and instinctively I follow him to his room instead. 

			“Here.” He throws me a T-shirt and I quickly strip off my sodden jersey and pull it over my head. It is a mark of how cold it is that he doesn’t even take advantage of the view, turning his back immediately to get his own dry shirt from the drawers.

			“I still think we should make a run for town,” he announces the second he is dressed. Now that we are out of the cold, all either of us can think of is Alex.

			“No,” I shake my head. “They wouldn’t lie about it. He’s safe. It would be stupid to risk it. We have no idea what state the roads are in, and it’s pitch black outside.”

			“I just feel so helpless.”

			“I know. Me too.” My teeth are chattering so hard that I can barely get the words out. Fortunately, the Gift of healing does work against common illnesses and there is no chance either of us will catch cold. 

			I sit down heavily on his bed, pulling the covers over me. My sweatpants are saturated, but there is no point in changing them until the worst of the storm has passed. The bed covers will be soaked through too, but that is the least of our concerns. At least the dry shirt has made me more comfortable. 

			“Have you ever seen rain like this?” I ask, the thought occurring to me as he takes a seat beside me. 

			“Not this bad.”

			“How long do you think it’ll last?”

			“I have no idea. But if it doesn’t let up soon we could be in real trouble. This place is going to flood.” 

			Seeing the tense line of his jaw and the fear in his eyes for Alex, I reach over and take his hand.

			“He’ll be okay,” I insist, wishing I believed it. 

			“Yeah,” he squeezes my hand, sounding unconvinced. “I’m sure he’ll be fine.”

			We sit like that for a few minutes, united in our mutual concern, and then Aidan heaves a sigh and gets to his feet. There is work to be done, but in the quiet solitude of that moment I feel just a little bit better.

			 

		

	
		
			 

			chapter 29

			It rains solidly for three days. Many of the lower level buildings are flooded, as Aidan predicted. When it finally stops, it leaves a trail of chaos in its wake. Selfishly, I do not join the masses of Academy occupants that form the clean-up crew. Instead, Aidan and I leave at first light with a fully recovered Reed in tow. As we navigate the debris down the drive, I notice the Lakeside Five joining the ranks, working meticulously yet separately from the others, and I wonder idly how many times they have done this by themselves in the years they have been here. 

			The town, although obviously in a bad way, seems to have fared far better than us after all, and a deep breath escapes me as we drive down the main road. 

			“I did tell you,” Reed muses from the back seat. We stop outside the small townhouse where Jenna has taken up residence, and she opens the door before I have even reached the top step.

			“I thought I might see you this morning,” she smiles. She looks paler than usual and, even more shockingly, she is wearing tracksuit pants and a faded blue fleece jersey. I never thought I would see the day that Jenna Larsen looked scruffy. “He’s inside,” she adds before I can ask.

			Alex comes pounding down the steps as I put my foot on the first, Brooke hot on his heels.

			“Mom!” he yells at the top of his voice. “It’s been raining for days! We couldn’t even go outside. It was wild!”

			I can’t help but laugh as he vaults into my open arms and I spin him in the air, holding him close.

			“Was it scary?”

			“Nah,” he lifts his head from my shoulder to look solemnly down at me. “But Brookie cried when the water came through the back door.”

			I bend down to scoop Brooke up, but Reed beats me to it. He hoists her onto his hip and she hides her face in his arm. 

			“I don’t believe it,” he tells Alex. “You didn’t cry, did you, Brooke?”

			“I did,” she murmurs, the words barely audible.

			“Were you scared?” Reed keeps his voice light, but I can hear the heartbreak beneath the surface. 

			“Welcome to the papahood,” Aidan murmurs under his breath, stepping up beside Reed and resting his hand briefly on his shoulder. I am surprised that Aidan obviously knows Reed’s secret. Reed must have told him because my father and I haven’t mentioned it to anyone. It isn’t our secret to share. “Oh my God!” Aidan adds, averting his eyes as Chase appears at the top of the stairs, dressed only in the briefest of boxer shorts. His hair is sticking up at all angles and he looks mortified to find such an audience gaping up at him.

			“For God sakes, put it away, Crawford,” Reed drawls. “There are children present.”

			Jenna smiles sleepily as she makes tea and I help her get breakfast ready. 

			“Everything went okay, then?” I ask, although obviously it all went fine. 

			“Brooke got a bit worked up when the water levels started rising,” she replies, “but Alex was a trouper. He distracted her, and she slept in his bed – I hope you don’t mind. It was all that would calm her . . .”

			“I don’t mind at all,” I reply, thinking of how I had slept soundly as a child curled up against Aidan’s back. 

			“How’s everything up at the Academy?”

			“Not so good. I guess the Lakeside Five haven’t had the manpower the town has, and with little maintenance over the years, the place is a mess.”

			“Anything serious?”

			“Nothing that can’t be fixed, but we got lucky. I don’t think it would’ve lasted another day with that rain.”

			“Good. And how are you holding up?”

			“Okay,” I stifle a yawn. 

			“Exhausted, no doubt,” she scolds. “Why don’t you go and lie down? I’m sure Alex and Brooke will entertain the others for a few hours.”

			I decline her offer because I want to spend time with Alex. Instead, I take a seat on the sofa and listen to the children regaling us with stories of their evening. Despite my insistence, my eyes grow heavy and soon enough I fall asleep. I have barely slept for three days. 

			When I wake up, I am covered in a stiff but very warm blanket. Jenna is reading an old magazine on the sofa opposite me, her tanned legs curled beneath her. Sensing that I am awake she drops the magazine on the table beside her. 

			“Feel better?” she asks. All traces of the messy urchin of this morning are gone – she is once again impeccably dressed and her blonde pixie crop is perfectly styled. 

			“Where is everybody?” I ask, stretching.

			“They headed over to the town hall. Everyone’s checking on everyone else. Except me,” she adds, grinning. “I’m on Rebecca watch.”

			“Worried you might break a nail?” I tease, knowing how she loathes manual labour, and gesturing at the discarded magazine.

			“You know me too well.”

			I get to my feet and she stands, following me to the door. 

			“I’m going to stay. I need to catch up on some sleep myself.”

			“See you later.” I hug her. “Thank you for looking after Alex. And Brooke, I know she’s not your responsibility.”

			“He’s not exactly in a position to be taking care of her himself,” she points out and I round on her in surprise.

			“You know?”

			“I’m not an idiot,” she points out. “She’s his double. And even if she weren’t, his behaviour towards her is a dead giveaway.”

			“You won’t mention it to anyone?”

			“You should know me better than that,” she pouts.

			“I do,” I smile. “See you later.”

			I find the others at the town hall which is abuzz with people who have only just managed to leave their homes now that the rain has stopped. Adam is moving from group to group checking that everyone is all right and attending to their various needs. He treats every individual problem with the same compassionate conscientiousness, regardless of how big or small, and is allocating groups of able-bodied men to assist with repairing and restoring homes that were affected. In his quiet, calm, meticulous way, he is getting more done than anyone else. 

			“Where’s Jessie?” I ask, suddenly noticing she is not among the crowd. Reed glances up and quickly scans the room. 

			“I haven’t seen her,” he murmurs, and Aidan catches my eye. I try to hide my fear as I turn back to the children. 

			“You stay here with Reed,” I tell Alex, and then Aidan and I set off for Jessie’s flat.

			When we reach Jessie’s place, my fear for her safety turns to panic. The roof of the house has partially collapsed, and I streak inside, calling her name. When I hear her voice from the next room, I could weep with relief.

			“Jessie!” I turn into the kitchen, and the sight that greets me is both unexpected and a revelation. 

			Jessie is sitting slumped on the floor near a mountain of rubble and wood, sobbing pitifully. I would probably feel more sympathetic if the source of her grief wasn’t a stockpile of broken liquor bottles that were smashed amidst the wreckage. Aidan appears beside me and takes one look. Then an amused expression lifts the corners of his mouth.

			“Well, that explains a lot,” he says quietly.

			We have finally discovered where Jessie hides her alcohol – in the ceiling of her small kitchen. Sadly, when it collapsed her entire stash had shattered, which is the only reason that she is in such a state of mourning.

			“Come on,” I smile, lifting her gently by the elbow and helping her up. She is unhurt, no doubt she was passed out, safely in bed when the ceiling collapsed.

			“Gone,” she mewls despairingly, “the whole lot.”

			“It’s probably for the best,” Aidan declares soberly, and I give him a stern look as he starts to laugh.

			Over the course of the next few days all our efforts are focused on rebuilding and repairing the damage inflicted by the flood, both at the Academy and in the town itself. In a way, this disaster has brought us all together, even closer than we were before. The separate groups – the Legion, the Ordinary, Fiona’s people, Heath’s men and even the Lakeside Five – are united in a common goal and the differences among us blur as unlikely friendships are formed. 

			This place is our home, and for the first time we are a true community and taking care of one another. The Legion’s strength goes a long way to speeding up the process, and the Gainesville community is both impressed and appreciative, looking to us as their protectors. I smile as I hear an elderly woman call David her guardian angel simply because he single-handedly lifted an old electrical pole that had fallen across her front lawn, barring access to her property. With so much socialising between the predominantly male community of the Academy and the single women in town, romance is blossoming all over the place. A few of Fiona’s men seem to have attracted the attention of the local ladies and they never miss an opportunity to head into town. Elizabeth, who is helping Cathy attend to the sick, seems to have developed a soft spot for Heath’s friend Matt, who has a bad chest cold. For the first time ever, she doesn’t blush when Reed speaks to her, but she flushes magenta when Matt commends her on her chicken soup. 

			School has been temporarily suspended because the school building was flooded, much to Alex and Brooke’s unashamed delight and the two cause havoc trying to help, getting under everybody’s feet, until eventually Reed enlists them to help him clear the debris out of the park.

			Many of those without the power of healing are laid low with colds – my father among them – and Elizabeth and Veronica are both needed in the infirmary to assist Henry and Sofia. Surprisingly, I find Jessie tending to my dad, gruffly admonishing him for not finishing his lunch. 

			“An absolute waste!” she declares reprovingly as I take a seat next to his bed.

			“I’m not hungry.” He sounds tired, as if he has repeated this too many times already.

			“Well, you’ll be no use to anyone if you waste away to nothing, Jeffrey.” She looks to me for corroboration. I am so startled by the fact that, for the first time since I can remember, her usually blood-shot brown eyes are perfectly clear, that I agree immediately. 

			“Don’t encourage her,” my dad moans as she nods primly and bustles off, leaving the tray in front of him.

			“I’m sorry,” I chuckle. “She caught me off guard. It’s just so surreal seeing her sober.”

			“Well, don’t let her newfound righteousness fool you.” He grins. “You never saw her perform.” 

			I can’t say that I would want to see Jessie in a corset and suspenders, so I don’t argue.

			“Do you think she’ll start drinking again?”

			“That depends.”

			“On what?”

			“On whether she can get her hands on any booze,” he replies, deadpan, and I burst out laughing.

			“Henry says you only have to stay one more night.”

			“We both know I’m not sick enough to be here,” he counters, “but I’d just as soon not argue with Henry and Adam. It’s only a cold.” 

			I know that there is truth in his words – I can see for myself that he is not really that sick, but seeing him lying here in bed brings back memories of my mother. When she became ill it started the same way – the coughing and the fevers. We had thought it was just another chest cold. Then she had started to deteriorate rapidly and by the time we realised it was something more serious, it was too late. That had been before Eric Dane’s rise to power, before he had rebuilt and revolutionised our entire society. If my mother had fallen ill just a few years later she would have been treated in a hospital, medicine and technology would have been available to save her. But instead she had died at home in her bed, with only the four of us to mourn her.

			My father seems to know what I am thinking.

			“I am going to be fine, Bex,” he soothes gently, snapping me back to the present.

			“I know.” I smile and kiss his forehead, which is reassuringly cool beneath my lips. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” It only dawns on me when I am halfway back to Jenna’s that Jessie must have made the same comparison and her snappy irritation suddenly makes more sense.

			Archer’s mother Sienna has enlisted a large group to address the mayhem in the fields and orchards which took a brutal knock in the torrential rain. I overhear her telling Adam that we may be in for a food shortage, which would be disastrous. Adam, however, keeps everyone busy, and it is not long before any evidence of the storm’s devastation is gone, and we are back to business as usual. 

			 

		

	
		
			 

			chapter 30

			Reed and I are on our way back from a visit to town one afternoon when I stop at the main gate to check the integrity of the fence. The flooding caused a lot of erosion and we are concerned that the boundary may have been compromised. 

			“Rebecca!” Reed’s low urgent voice attracts my attention and I spin around to see Jethro waving frantically at us. Immediately, Reed and I speed over to him. Standing in the shadow of the main building, he tells us what has happened.

			“It’s Morgan. She made contact with one of the southern scouts a few hours ago. She’s in Cumming, about thirty miles out. She wants to meet you at dawn tomorrow – she says she’s alone.” 

			“Did the scout see anyone else?” 

			“No,” he shakes his head. “But it could be a trap.”

			“Where does she want to meet?”

			“A cemetery on Old Atlanta Road.”

			“Well, that’s pleasant. Where’s Michael?”

			“No idea. Last I saw he was headed down to the outdoor track field. I think he’s running a few training exercises.”

			“Not a word to him,” I instruct, “or anyone else. I want to keep this quiet.”

			“I haven’t told anyone,” he affirms.

			“Who did she make contact with?”

			“Anderson. He told the General, and the General told me to find you.”

			“I want him in the boardroom in five minutes.” 

			As Jethro rushes off, Reed turns to me. “He’s right. It could be a trap.”

			“I know. But I have to go. If it is a trap and I don’t go, she might bring them here.”

			“I thought that was the plan.”

			“I prefer to give her the benefit of the doubt. I don’t want to believe that Morgan would betray us. She may want to come back.”

			“If she wanted to come back, she’d be back,” he points out rationally.

			“I have to go.”

			“I know. I’m coming with you.” 

			I don’t argue. “Meet me in the boardroom. I’m going to get Kwan – he’s more likely to get through to her.” 

			“Cumming is only thirty miles from here,” the General points out unnecessarily, as Kwan and I walk through the door.

			“I know.” If Morgan has betrayed us, it means that there could be a NUSA convoy practically on our doorstep. I had wanted NUSA to find us, but now that there was a likely possibility they had, I wasn’t so sure. We weren’t ready. 

			“When are you leaving?” 

			“Tomorrow. In the early hours of the morning. It’ll take us less than an hour to get there, but I want to survey the area before daybreak.”

			“You see anything we should be worrying about, you leave the girl and head straight back. We’ll need the warning. McCoy’s going with you?”

			“Yes, and Kwan,” I add. “Make sure no one says a word about this. The last thing we need is for people to panic.”

			“Or the boy setting out in search of his sister.” He voices what I have been thinking.

			“Exactly.”

			“Good luck, Miss Davis.” 

			We set out in the dark early the following morning. It is cold enough that I zip up my fleece hoodie and pull it up over my head. Even Reed is wearing a leather jacket over his familiar T-shirt, and he never feels the cold. 

			“You drive like a madman, you know that?” I hiss, after my jaws bang painfully together for the third time. Reed smirks as if I have just paid him a compliment. I turn to look in the back and notice Kwan’s knuckles are white from gripping his seat. I am almost sure he was on the opposite side of the car when we started out. “You should let me drive,” I add, but Reed fixes me with a stern look.

			“This is my car,” he points out territorially. I have never understood his fascination with the NUSA Humvees, but there is no point in arguing with him.

			We make it to Cumming with plenty of time to spare. There is not even a tinge of pink on the horizon yet. Reed parks a few miles from the cemetery and we journey the rest of the way on foot. 

			“It’s just up there,” Reed whispers when we get close, and we glance around for some place where we can get a good vantage point.

			“Up there,” Kwan points towards a large abandoned factory that overlooks the eastern section of the cemetery. Like ghosts, we slip inside and climb the dilapidated stairs to the second floor, making our way across to the filthy windows. We push them open as quietly as possible, the rusted metal hinges making it more difficult, and then we peer through the gloom.

			“You’re not going to see much with those,” I say as Reed takes out his binoculars. “It’s dark.”

			“Thanks for pointing that out, I would never have known.” I can sense his eye-roll, even if I can’t see it in the dark. “The sun will be up soon,” he adds.

			The night is ominously still as we wait for the light of daybreak. A faint pink hue is the first sign of the impending dawn, and together we scan the surrounding area. There is no sign of life.

			“I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” Reed murmurs. 

			“There’s nothing out there,” I point out.

			“Not that we can see.”

			“She wouldn’t betray us,” Kwan interjects. “Morgan has a good heart, she just . . .”

			“Quiet!” Reed hisses, lifting the binoculars and peering through them. “There,” he points down at the street, in the direction of the cemetery. “What’s that?” 

			I focus as hard as I can, my eyes peering through the faint light. I curse the instant I recognise the lone figure making his way cautiously down the street.

			“I’m going to kill that boy!” I rush from the window and down the stairs, my heart in my throat.

			“Michael!” I call as I speed up behind him. “What the hell do you think you’re doing here?” He looks anything but contrite; in fact, just the opposite.

			“And how in God’s name did you get here?” Reed adds over my shoulder. 

			“I walked,” he answers the easier question first. “I left last night – I heard Jethro telling you where the meeting would take place.”

			“You can’t be here. You shouldn’t even know about this.”

			“I heard you,” he bites out. “But she’s my sister. You can’t keep me from her.”

			“I wasn’t trying to!” I moan in frustration. “It’s not about keeping you from Morgan – I just need to establish that she doesn’t pose a threat to us.”

			“She’s coming home,” he persists, not even acknowledging my point, which intimates that Morgan may still betray us. “Today. I’m not leaving here without her. Just let me talk to her.”

			“Michael, please, listen to me! I need you to go . . . now. As soon as it’s safe, I’ll . . .”

			“Too late,” Reed mutters and I follow his gaze to see a curly blonde head moving between the headstones. My sigh of relief is short lived as I spot a second, taller figure walking behind her. 

			“She’s not alone.” I turn to Reed to ask him to get Michael out of here, but the question dies on my lips as Michael bounds forward, running straight towards his sister.

			We stampede after him, reaching Morgan and her father only a second after he does. Michael envelops Morgan in a bear hug, but I notice he eyes his father warily. 

			“Morgan,” I step forward, putting myself between Michael and the others, “you said you wanted to talk to me?”

			“Yes,” she nods defiantly. “I want you to release my brother and let him return with us.”

			My heart sinks. Morgan doesn’t want to return at all. She wants what she wanted from the beginning – for Michael to join her. Simon Kelly seems nervous, although I hardly blame him, and he tugs compulsively at the edge of his checked shirt. 

			“That’s crazy,” Michael answers before I find my voice. “I’m not going to NUSA. You’re being stupid, Morgan. Just come back with us, you know it’s where you belong.”

			“She belongs with me,” Simon Kelly’s hateful voice interrupts. “As do you, son.”

			“I’m not your son,” Michael sneers. “You stopped being my father the day you let Eric Dane take me from our house.”

			“You were never in any danger, Michael,” Simon manages to inject just the right amount of outraged hurt into his voice. “Do you really think I would have let you go with them if you were? You didn’t come to any harm with Eric, did you?”

			I can practically hear the cogs of Michael’s brain turning. Dear God, don’t let him be taken in by his father’s lies too, as Morgan so obviously has been. 

			“All Eric Dane wanted was to ensure that you were taken care of – to protect you from the Resistance. He didn’t want them using you.” Simon’s voice is almost hypnotic. “You’ve been fed lies by the Resistance – by this woman,” he eyes me with disgust. “Your sister and I want you to come home, son.”

			I am so flabbergasted by his hypocrisy that I am speechless, and a long pregnant pause follows his words. Morgan’s haughty expression makes it clear that her father’s logic has her fooled, and I fear that I am about to lose Michael too.

			“You know,” Michael begins, speaking slowly but steadily, “that would make a lot of sense, if you hadn’t forced me to go against my will. If NUSA wanted to protect us, why didn’t they just ask? I don’t believe your lies,” he spits, “and I told you, don’t call me son.”

			“Michael!” I hear Morgan’s wail of protest but I am too focused on her father to pay any attention. Not only does he not look surprised, but he looks almost expectant . . . as though he is waiting for something. Unconsciously, he tugs at his shirt again, and my body goes rigid with understanding. 

			I dart forward, grabbing him by the shoulders and spinning him around. As I do, I jerk up the back of his shirt and expose a small black device clipped on to his belt. A single red light is flashing ominously on the display.

			“What is that?” Even Morgan is too stunned to react to my manhandling her father. 

			“It’s a tracking device,” I reply, pushing Simon away from me. “You son of a bitch.”

			“No . . . it can’t . . . you promised me!” Morgan’s voice rings with disbelief. “You promised that we were just here to talk. You said we would go back, with or without Michael, and let them be!”

			“Morgan,” Kwan groans, “your father has betrayed you, just like before. I know you’re confused and angry, but he’s not what you think.”

			“You people are terrorists,” Simon retorts furiously. “My children may not understand it, but you need to be brought to justice.”

			“The only reason I’m not going to rip your head off, you sick fucker, is because you actually believe that,” Reed growls at him, before grabbing my shoulder. “We gotta move, Tiny. They’ll be here any second.”

			“They already are,” Kwan says, as a fleet of black vehicles surrounds the cemetery before screeching to a halt. 

			“Definitely time to go!” Reed roars. I grab Michael’s arm, pushing him towards Kwan. 

			“Morgan,” I plead, my fear for their safety outweighing everything else, “please!” 

			With one last disgusted look at her father, she takes a hesitant step towards me. Simon Kelly reaches out to take hold of her, but I meet his eye over her shoulder.

			“You lay one finger on her and I swear to God it’ll be the last thing you ever do.”

			We sprint to the left, where the guards are slightly less concentrated, but there is no way we will get past them without a fight. Desperately, I throw myself into the fray, unleashing all my training. To my horror, Kenneth Williams seems to have abandoned all hope of securing the Legion’s loyalty and has ordered his men to kill us, not simply to apprehend us. There is no hesitation about the brute force being unleashed upon us. This is a fight to the death. I slam my fists into too many faces to count, Reed’s war cries rending the air around me. I have lost track of the others, overwhelmed by the NUSA guards who have clustered around us, hemming us in. I am jostled this way and that, but slowly I am making my way towards the edge of the throng of bodies. 

			Amidst the chaos I hear Simon Kelly screaming at the top of his lungs. Michael and Morgan are somewhere in this melee, fighting for their lives. No doubt when Kenneth enlisted Simon’s services, he failed to mention that Michael and Morgan’s lives would be at risk. Too late, I think coldly, as I hear his desperate pleas for the guards to leave his children alone. 

			If Simon Kelly’s yells have no effect on me, Morgan’s sudden howl of despair is just the opposite. Her ear-splitting howl of utter desolation freezes the blood in my veins. There is only one thing in the world that would elicit such a raw, primeval reaction from the strong, pig-headed girl.

			I move frantically in the direction of her screams – blood-curdling, spine-chilling shrieks that go on and on without ceasing. Finally I spot her blonde hair through the crush. She is not even attempting to fight; she is standing perfectly still, her hands over her eyes, her body racked with sobs, while Kwan and Reed fight an army around her.

			I meet Reed’s eye, and time stands still. The hollow anguish in his gaze confirms what I see for myself a second later. And the world implodes around me. I wish I was dead, gone, anywhere but here. Because I cannot allow myself to believe that Michael Kelly is lying dead on the ground.

			 

		

	
		
			 

			chapter 31

			A blunt blow to the back of my head sends me reeling forward and I stumble over Michael’s lifeless body. 

			“Rebecca!” Reed’s desperate cry urges me to my feet and I turn my back so that he, Kwan and I are forming a protective triangle around Morgan’s pathetic figure. It brings back memories of when we fought the same way in the lobby of my former residence, trying to save Aidan. We had failed then, but I would not let Morgan die. The black rage that I have worked so hard to let go of, rears its ugly head and I let it consume me, fuelling my body. 

			Never have I fought so long and so viciously. I can imagine that this is how Reed felt when he saved me from the prison, and suddenly his killing sixty men is not that hard to believe. Clustered as we are, the guards cannot overwhelm us, coming at us only one or two at a time. And one or two guards are no match for the Power of Three. Even Kwan has lost complete control, and I hear his own roar of rage resound through the air. 

			Slowly, the NUSA numbers are reduced, one fallen enemy at a time. 

			“We should make a run for it,” Reed roars, when few enough remain that we could storm our way through.

			“No!” I yell back, landing a front kick straight to a NUSA soldier’s abdomen. “We’re not leaving him here.” There is no way I will leave Michael’s body out here in the middle of nowhere. Morgan needs to bury her brother.

			Eventually, I turn to face my next opponent and there is none. Not a single NUSA soldier remains to contest us. My hands are bruised and bleeding, and I have at least three cracked ribs. My right eye is also swollen and a trickle of blood down the nape of my neck proves that my head is bleeding. I turn slowly to face the others and they are not much better off. Both Kwan and Reed are covered in blood, both their own and that of the men they defeated. 

			Unwillingly I drop my gaze, no longer able to avoid looking. Morgan is slumped over her brother’s body and the terrible mewling sounds she is making barely sound human. Her grief is palpable and I flash back to the day long ago when I found her in a similar state in a cemetery in Missouri. On that occasion Michael had been taken by Eric’s henchmen, when Eric was searching for Gifted individuals. I had reassured her then that he would be fine, but there is nothing I can say now to ease her pain. Michael is gone. The brave, loyal boy who made us all laugh, and who never doubted the Legion, is gone.

			Kwan bends down, throwing his arms around Morgan’s heaving shoulders and holding her tightly. I feel the wetness on my own face, but I do not wipe the tears away. I am not ashamed of mourning Michael. Reed’s own eyes are glistening with unshed tears, and he turns away, walking unsteadily towards a large tombstone. I flinch as I hear his fist connect with the stone and the marble cleaves in two, a huge section of it crumbling to the ground. 

			“Michael!” 

			I had all but forgotten Simon Kelly, but suddenly he is standing over Michael’s body, his face devoid of colour. He looks as though he is going to throw up. I step forward to restrain him, but Morgan is too quick for me. Launching herself to her feet, she throws herself at her father and starts pummelling his chest. 

			“This is your fault!” she screams, spittle flying from her lips. “You did this! You called them here! And now Michael . . .” 

			She convulses in sobs again, unable to finish her sentence, and then brings her arm up in a brutal blow to Simon’s face. He reels backwards, his arms windmilling at his sides, and lands heavily on a gravestone. 

			His face crumples, and he shakes his head from side to side like a man possessed. 

			“I thought . . . he said you would both be safe if I . . . Oh my God, my son, my son . . .” his pathetic lament means nothing to me. Morgan is right: Simon must be held accountable for the death of his son. 

			“You are responsible for this,” I say coldly, stepping forward and looming over him. “You put your faith in the wrong person, and Michael has paid the price. I am taking your daughter . . .”

			“No, please! She’s all I have left!”

			“You have nothing,” I continue, ignoring him. “You have lost your wife, your son, and Morgan – all because you were too much of a coward to do the right thing.”

			“Then kill me,” he whimpers, a forlorn, pathetic mess.

			“No,” I shake my head in disgust. “You don’t deserve to die – that would be too easy. You will live with what you have done. Go,” I add cruelly, “go back to the States. And give Kenneth Williams a message. Tell him he failed to kill me, again. Tell him I’ll see him soon.”

			Simon collapses on the ground, his knees giving way, and he covers his face in his hands and we all turn our backs on him.

			“Close your eyes, Morgan,” Reed croons softly, pulling her into his arms. She buries her face in his shoulder as Kwan gingerly lifts Michael’s body. We take one of the NUSA cars back to where we parked the Humvee, and then we transfer the body to the back, insisting that Morgan sit in the front with Reed. I close Michael’s eyes and cover him with a blanket, unable to bear the sight of the fallen hero. 

			Morgan has finally stopped crying, but the dazed stupor that she has fallen into is even more worrying. She is completely still, her eyes lifeless and lacklustre. She doesn’t move, she just stares straight ahead. She looks like a corpse herself.

			I watch as Reed reaches over and takes her hand, squeezing it gently, trying to console her. Morgan doesn’t react; she doesn’t even acknowledge his touch. 

			We make it back to the Academy after lunch. We were gone only a few short hours and yet in that small space of time everything has changed. The whole world has shifted off its axis. Nothing will ever be the same. As I get out of the car I stumble, my knees giving way. I land hard on the tarmac and I do not get up. 

			“Bex?” my father’s voice sounds muted as I gaze up at him. “Bex!” he shouts again, louder this time as he catches sight of my injuries and my battered face. I wave him towards the Humvee, and he deliberates only a second before climbing up into the vehicle. Reed helps Morgan out of the car, supporting practically her entire weight. I watch as Archer races towards us, his face morphing into a delighted smile at the sight of her. I can see the second he registers that something is terribly wrong, and he staggers forward, his expression full of concern. 

			“Bex.” My dad kneels down in front of me, his kind face creased with sadness. “Are you okay?” 

			I nod, my jaw aching as I try not to break down. I feel dizzy, and I lift my hand to my head before bringing it right under my nose. My fingers are scarlet – I’m still bleeding. 

			“She’s hurt, and in shock . . . Michael Kelly didn’t make it.” I hear my father addressing someone nearby. “Take her to her room, she should rest.” 

			I blink twice, and then I feel the warmth of human contact as a pair of arms slips around me and lifts me effortlessly into the air. 

			“I’ve got you,” Aidan murmurs gently and I slump against his chest, letting the rocking motion as he carries me soothe my broken soul.

			Michael’s funeral is held the next day. I slept for sixteen hours straight, and when I woke up I knew I needed to be strong for Morgan.

			Even so, the sight of the freshly dug earth opposite the track field that Michael loved so much is almost too much to bear. Gritting my teeth, I join the large group clustered around it, and come to stand just behind Morgan. Her shoulders are weighed down with grief, and as my father steps forward to speak she seems to crumple like a paper doll, coming to rest on the edge of the soft mound of soil that will cover Michael’s body. Kwan sits beside her, cradling her as she clings to his arm, her soft sobs breaking the silence. 

			My father clears his throat and begins again, his grey eyes shining. There is not a dry eye in sight – Michael was much loved by everyone in our community. Fiona’s group watches with a solemn unity, Fiona supporting Abby, who is crying silently. I recall that she has teenage brothers not much younger than Michael. All too quickly, the eulogy is over and there is nothing left to say. Kwan and Archer gently lower Michael’s blanket-wrapped body into the grave.

			“Morgan,” my father prompts gently, and she lifts her tear-streaked face. “It’s time,” he murmurs, and she exhales deeply, closing her eyes and taking a minute to compose herself. Then, infinitely slowly, as if she may not be able to go through with it, she takes a fistful of soil and gets to her feet. Moving towards the edge of the pit, she stares down into it, swaying on the spot as her emotions overcome her once more. I take a step forward, worried she may fall, but Archer takes her by the elbow and holds her steady. Suddenly, she opens her hands and a gust of wind sweeps most of the dirt away, but a few dark specks land on the white blanket below. Stifling a sob, Morgan turns and buries her face in Archer’s shoulder as the rest of us each take up our own handful of dirt. 

			When it is done, Reed and Jethro step forward with shovels and fill in the hole, covering up the body of the sweetest boy I have ever known.

			 

		

	
		
			 

			chapter 32

			“How is she?” I ask Archer the second he comes through the boardroom door. 

			“She’s sleeping,” he replies. “She cried herself out. I didn’t think she’d ever stop.” 

			I look at him sympathetically, knowing the toll Morgan’s heartbreak is taking on him.

			“We’re all here, then?” the General barks, stern as ever. No doubt trying to eradicate from our minds the uncontrollable, sobbing mess he presented at the funeral this morning. 

			I get wearily to my feet. “It won’t be long before Kenneth finds us. Cumming is only thirty miles from here and he’ll put two and two together soon, if he hasn’t already. He knows we have family in Georgia,” I nod at my dad and Reed. 

			“So, what do we do?” 

			“Exactly what we planned. We lead them here, to the Academy. And then we annihilate them.”

			“You still plan on going after Kenneth?” the General asks.

			“Now more than ever.”

			“Good . . . good.” He clasps his hands in front of him. “Now, as to the fortification of this site – how do you plan on beating a NUSA army that will no doubt ridiculously outnumber us?”

			“We’re going to booby trap the whole facility.”

			“We’re going to what?” He looks alarmed. 

			“Gabe Hunter is in town. He was moved down there with the rest of our civilians. I want him brought back immediately.” Gabe is a ballistics expert. His best friend Marcus was killed in an accidental explosion when we destroyed the NUSA lab in Chicago. “And Crackerjack,” I add. Aidan’s head pops up at the mention of his friend. “Crackerjack is highly intelligent,” I offer by way of explanation. “I want his opinion. He’ll soon spot any holes in our plans.”

			“So, we’re going to rig explosives?” The General gets straight back to the topic.

			“Yes. And Archer will also be stationed high to take out any stragglers. By the time they figure out we’ve booby trapped the area, hopefully the damage will be done. It should reduce their numbers significantly and give us a fighting chance.”

			“Lydia will join me,” Archer states.

			“Really?” My startled surprise is genuine. “What does Jupiter have to say about that?” 

			Jupiter’s policy of neutrality is unwavering. I can’t imagine he’d be pleased that his own sister is willing to fight for the Legion.

			“I have no idea,” Archer shrugs, unconcerned, and I make a mental note to speak to Lydia myself.

			Gabe returns to the Academy before the afternoon is out. 

			“How are you?” I ask, sincerely. I have the utmost respect for Gabe, and I know he has never quite recovered from the loss of his oldest friend. He and Marcus had grown up together and without Marcus Gabe had been trying to find his place in our community.

			“All good, thanks,” he smiles. Then, getting down to business, “You want to tell me what I’m doing here?” 

			I explain about my idea of setting traps around the grounds. 

			“I assume you want maximum damage? With no concern to the facility itself?”

			“If NUSA defeats us here, this facility will be worthless anyway. I would rather we destroy it than they do.”

			“Give me a day or two and I’ll see what I can come up with. I’ll need to stay on site,” he adds.

			“Absolutely. I’ll show you to your room.”

			I am on my way back from the barracks when I hear my name called. 

			“Rebecca!” Steeling myself, I turn around to face an incandescent and yet oddly composed Jupiter. 

			“Yes?”

			“How dare you? After everything I have done for you, how could you involve my sister in this ridiculous war?”

			“Okay. Firstly, Jupiter, this war is anything but ridiculous. Secondly, I didn’t involve Lydia. Today was the first I heard of it. And as far as I can gather, she volunteered.”

			“Well, I forbid it.”

			“Okay,” I shrug. “That’s fine.” My casual agreement deflates him slightly.

			“So, you’ll tell her? That she’s not allowed to participate in any fighting?” The word drips out of his mouth disdainfully.

			“No,” I scoff. “You tell her that.”

			“It needs to come from you.”

			“You honestly expect me to tell a grown woman that she’s not allowed to join my army?”

			“Yes.”

			“I’ll tell you what,” I concede, trying not to laugh, “I’ll mention to Lydia that I don’t think it’s a good idea. How’s that?” 

			“You know, there is nothing stopping me from taking my equipment from this place right now and going back to the States,” he threatens. 

			“Give the guards at the fences my regards,” I retort, calling his bluff. We both know that he cannot go anywhere. 

			Thanks to Jupiter’s equipment, we have already successfully Gifted more than two thirds of our volunteers. Combined with Fiona’s large group, Kwan has far too many soldiers to train, and has intimated that he needs assistance. I have my sights set on Morgan who was trained by Kwan and could certainly use the distraction, but I don’t say anything just yet. I would like to talk to her first.

			I barely sleep that night. Michael’s death haunts me, and I replay everything that happened over and over in my mind trying to figure out if there was anything we could have done to prevent it. 

			Grateful for the first light of dawn, I get dressed and make my way to the dining hall, bleary eyed and yawning widely.

			“Catching flies, Tiny?”

			“Bite me.”

			After breakfast we have a massive group training session in the auditorium. Much to my embarrassment, Kwan has taken to using Reed, Aidan and me for demonstration, and I try to avoid looking at the packed seats as I oblige one request after another. 

			Fiona and her soldiers are a formidable force. They work in such harmony, in perfect unison, seeming to anticipate one another’s movements. They take their training far more seriously than Heath’s group who are the jokers in our pack. I wonder if it’s because, like us, Fiona’s group has a score to settle. Heath, Oliver, Matt and Rory left the States of their own accord, whereas Fiona’s soldiers were banished. Their exit was not voluntary, and they are angry. Even so, they fight with their heads and not their hearts – able to rise above their emotional ire and focus on the task at hand. Kwan watches them intently, almost enviously, a thoughtful expression on his face, and I know that he is trying to figure out how to bring out the same fluid movements and synchronisation in our own soldiers.

			Aidan is improving by the day, tackling his training with the same focus and steadfast determination he showed as a headstrong boy. 

			When Kwan finally allows me to sit, I head down the stairs and take a seat beside Heath. Matt and Rory are sitting on his other side. These three men, together with Quinn and Kwan, will be my companions when we make our way back to NUSA on our mission to eliminate Kenneth Williams. My original plan included Michael, but he no longer needs to be kept safe. Fiona and five of her own will also accompany us, while the balance of her men will stay behind to protect our fortress.

			“Matt, why don’t you go up there and challenge them?” I tease, gesturing at the stage where Aidan and Reed are sparring. Despite Aidan’s best efforts and vast improvement, Reed is pinning him, although not as easily as before.

			“You must be mad,” he laughs. “I’m not taking on the Power of Three.” 

			“Heath tells us that Kwan is setting up an obstacle course on the outer field?” Rory asks.

			“So I hear,” I shrug. “It should be ready tomorrow.” 

			“I’m going to be sick tomorrow,” Matt quips and I laugh for the first time since Michael’s death.

			Straight after training I cross the grounds to one of the old storage facilities located as far from the main building as possible. Premature detonation is a hazard of attempting to create any improvised explosive. I find Gabe and Crackerjack seated at a table, sorting through a mountain of nails, broken glass and other junk. 

			“So, I take it we’re going with shrapnel this time around?” I ask, picking up a rusted nail and examining it before tossing it back on the pile. When we blew up the NUSA lab, we had decided against loading the pipe bombs with shrapnel in order to contain the damage to the lab itself and avoid injuring any innocent personnel.

			“Maximum damage . . . your words,” Gabe replies.

			“So, do we have a concrete plan yet?”

			“There’s no problem setting up explosives around the perimeter,” Gabe explains, “but we need to know where the targets will be in order for the detonations to have any impact. The grounds are too vast – there’s no point rigging anything if the NUSA soldiers are too far away.”

			“We need to use bait,” Crackerjack offers. 

			“Bait?” 

			“Yes – we need to herd them – force them to go where we want them to.”

			“There’s nothing NUSA wants as badly as me,” I point out. It’s true, I am the perfect bait. I am their primary target.

			“Don’t you need to be heading for the States by the time NUSA arrives here?” 

			“I’ll have some time. A convoy that size isn’t going to make it back before I do. I can lead them in, and then I’ll slip away when the fighting starts.”

			“Are you going to be able to do that?” Gabe asks, but he doesn’t mean it in the literal sense. My reputation for never abandoning my friends when they are in trouble precedes me. 

			“I’ll have to. Now, where is the best place to rig the explosives?”

			Crackerjack points out that the best way to draw NUSA in is to lead them right through the front gates. We have Lake Lanier at our back – the water acting as a natural barrier – but there are still far too many places along the perimeter where NUSA could access the Academy. 

			“Bring them right in the front door,” Gabe nods thoughtfully. “It could work.”

			“You’re okay to prepare the bombs?” I ask. To my knowledge Gabe hasn’t handled any explosives since that disastrous night in Chicago.

			“I’ll be fine,” he smiles as though he knows exactly what I’m thinking. “Crackerjack’s going to help me.”

			“You’ll need more hands, even if just for the preparation work, and certainly for concealing the bombs outside. There’s a lot of physical labour involved – you can’t do it all. I’ll send over a few people to help. How do you plan on detonating?” 

			“Fuses. Not ideal, but it’s all we have. What I wouldn’t give for a remote detonator.”

			“I might be able to help you with that,” Crackerjack interrupts, and I recall that Crackerjack is something of a whizz-kid with electronics.

			“I’ll leave you to it.” I wave and close the door firmly behind me, relieved that all the civilians are safe in town. 

			Checking around to make sure no one is watching, I make my way towards the main gates. There is something else I need to do, away from prying eyes.

		

	
		
			 

			chapter 33

			I am back in time for dinner and I immediately call on David and a few of his friends to assist Gabe and Crackerjack. They promise to head over to the workshop as soon as they have finished eating. Spotting Morgan alone a few tables away, I use the opportunity to speak to her. She looks terrible, her eyes are red and puffy and her hair is a dirty knotted mass of curls. 

			“Morgan, you should eat something.” I take a seat opposite her, eyeing her untouched plate. She picks a small piece of potato from her plate and chews it slowly. I hate seeing her like this. I never thought I would miss the sassy, pig-headed version.

			“You want to talk?” I ask warily. To my surprise, she takes a deep breath and leans forward in her chair.

			“Actually, yeah, I do.” There is an infinitesimal pause and then the words pour out of her, each running into the last. “I made a mistake. I was wrong – I thought you . . . I didn’t trust that you had our best interests at heart. I knew my father was a liar, but I convinced myself that he wouldn’t let us come to any harm. You,” she stops, clenching her jaw in an effort to keep back the tears, “you protected us with your life in that cemetery.”

			“I didn’t protect Michael,” I correct sadly.

			“You tried. You’ve always looked out for us. I just didn’t see it before – I was too busy hating you, I guess.” She shrugs. “NUSA . . . my father . . . they’re the real monsters.”

			“Morgan, your father didn’t expect you or your brother to come to any harm.”

			“Don’t defend him, Rebecca. He’s not worth it. None of us are worth it. The only good to come out of the Kelly family are gone. My mother . . . and now Michael . . .”

			“No,” my voice is louder now, “you are a good person, Morgan. You’ve always been a good person. You made a mistake, believe me, I get that. But all you wanted was to protect your brother. Don’t let the guilt eat at you, it’ll change you into something you’re not. Trust me, I know. You have to let it go.”

			“How?” she gulps, the desperation in her voice impossible to ignore. “How do I do that? My brother is dead.”

			“Well, firstly, let us help you. Let your friends comfort you. We’re your family now, Morgan.” I catch Archer’s eye across the room and note the pained expression on his face. “You have people here who love you. If you just open yourself up to that, it can change everything.” 

			She follows the direction of my gaze and gives a watery smile. 

			“He’s been so kind, but I’m not sure I will ever feel the same way.” 

			“Well, that answers a question I’ve been dying to ask you,” I grin and, to my delight, she looks amused. Then her face falls again.

			“I don’t want to fight any more.” 

			I expected this and I let her off the hook kindly. “You don’t have to. When the time comes, you will go into town with the others.”

			“Thank you,” she sounds relieved. “I just feel so lost. What do I do now . . . to keep my mind off everything?”

			“Actually, I’ve been wanting to ask a favour of you. Kwan is struggling to keep up with the training. The lab is producing more soldiers than we ever dreamed possible, and our soldiers need mentors.”

			“What good will I do? I don’t know the first thing about training soldiers.”

			“Morgan, don’t underestimate yourself. You’re the youngest member of the Legion, yes, but you’ve already fought more battles than most of our men, and you’ve had team leader experience.”

			“I thought you felt it was a mistake that I was a raid leader?” she remarks drily. 

			“That was my mistake,” I admit. “So, will you help him? Kwan really needs you.”

			“That was Michael’s job,” she smiles dejectedly, but I can see she has made up her mind to do it.

			“And now it’s yours.” I get to my feet, offering a hovering Archer my chair. 

			“Norman tells me you went into town yesterday?” Reed mentions as we make our way down to the field for Kwan’s new obstacle programme. 

			“I went to see Alex,” I reply automatically. “I didn’t see Norman,” I add, frowning. Had Norman seen me? I had been so sure that I had managed to escape detection in town.

			“Well, he saw you,” he confirms, and then glances at me suspiciously. “There something you want to tell me, Sexy Bex?”

			“We’re back to that now, are we?” I roll my eyes and try to change the subject.

			“Avoiding the topic?” 

			“No. Oh, my God.” I don’t need to feign surprise as I gaze out over the previously empty field. It has been completely transformed – high wooden walls, rope climbs and criss-crossing beams pepper the yellowing grass.

			“What the hell is that supposed to be?” Reed points to a savage looking mass of barbed wire, underneath which is what looks like a pool of mud. 

			“I have no idea, but I’m guessing we go under it.” I cringe at the thought.

			“This is a joke, right,” Reed adds as Jethro draws up beside us, his arms crossed over his chest.

			“I doubt it. Kwan’s been working on this for days. The way he talks about it, you’d swear it was his first-born child.”

			The entire population of the Academy has shown up to watch. I’m hardly surprised – we have very little entertainment out in the Rebeldom, and this looks to be as good a show as any. 

			I spot Kwan laughing with Aidan and my father, and then he moves quietly to the edge of the field, an expression of fierce pride blazing across his face. Reed, Jethro and I make our way towards him, as do most of the soldiers who will be participating in today’s events. 

			“I’m splitting you into teams,” Kwan calls, and the crowd falls silent. “The first exercise is to make it around the track. Whichever teams wins, wins,” he adds simply. “Team One: Rebecca, Quinn, Heath, Matt and Rory.” It makes perfect sense that he would pair me with the team I have selected for our attack on Kenneth. Fiona and her five men will no doubt be on a different team. “Team two,” Kwan continues, “Reed, Jethro, Archer, Morgan and Aidan.”

			“What?” I splutter, rounding on him indignantly. “How is that fair? Reed and Aidan both have the Power of Three!”

			“Yes, but Archer has no skills,” Reed drawls, “not without his bow. No offence,” he adds, and Archer grins. Kwan hands out scraps of fabric – blue for my team and red for the other team. 

			“Tie them around your wrists,” he prompts as we all stand there, holding our coloured rags in confusion. 

			“Have you been researching this in the library?” Reed narrows his eyes suspiciously. 

			“Take up your positions,” Kwan barks.

			As we line up at one end of the field my heartbeat quickens in anticipation of the thrill of competition. 

			“You are going down, Tiny,” Reed taunts.

			“Way down,” Aidan echoes, winking at me over Reed’s shoulder. I ignore them both, bending my knees and waiting for Kwan’s signal. 

			As his hand drops, I accelerate forward, flying towards a vertical ladder. I reach it only a second before Reed, but it’s enough. I scuttle up the rungs like a crab, my smaller frame making it easier for me to manoeuvre. I am only a few rungs up when I hear someone else hit the base, and I don’t need to look down to know that it is Aidan. No one else would have caught up so quickly. As I feel Reed’s hands grab the rung near my knee, I deliberately put my boot down on his fingers.

			“Sorry,” I croon sweetly, beginning to enjoy myself. As I vault over the top and start scrambling down, I come face to face with Reed.

			“Do try to keep up.” His reply is anything but chivalrous. Not wanting to waste any time, I let go of the rung only about a third of the way down, and land nimbly twelve feet below. I turn immediately towards the next obstacle, which consists of a balancing beam with a set of rudely crafted steps on either side. Hurtling towards it, I hear Kwan bellowing across the field.

			“If you fall, you go back!”

			“I hope you’re listening, boys!” I scream gleefully over my shoulder. I daren’t risk looking back, knowing the others will be right behind me. I stampede up the steps and place one foot on the balancing beam. It is about twenty feet long and consists of a single circular wooden post, barely six inches wide. I start to make my way across, teetering dangerously to the left. There is no advantage to the Gifted in this exercise and I start to sway, my arms out at my sides as I move as quickly as I can. About halfway across, I feel the pole shift beneath my feet.

			“Don’t slip,” Reed’s low voice calls tauntingly. Trying to increase my pace is my undoing, and for a heart-stopping moment I flail desperately, and then I topple off the pole and land in a heap on the ground. Reed’s guffaw of laughter is cut short as he, too, tumbles to the ground. I rush past as he is getting back to his feet, climbing the steps just behind Jethro. Aidan is already halfway across.

			“Why did I get all the slowpokes?” I yell, and then, spotting Matt screeching to a halt at the base of the stairs, “Oh thank God . . . it’s about time!” Matt is the only other member of my team who is speed-Gifted. 

			One by one we slip and slide, none of us able to make it across the beam. Reed’s language is deteriorating. Archer, Morgan and Rory have all reached the steps, and I file in behind them. 

			“Pile up on the highway!” my dad calls, as Heath and Quinn join the end of the line. Nobody is more shocked than Reed when Archer is the first person to make it across the balance beam. 

			“You want to knock my skills now, McCoy?” he whoops, running towards the barbed wire mud pond. 

			“I always told you he’s like a freaking cat!” Reed grins up at me. He and Aidan are in line right behind me. 

			Galvanised by Archer’s success, Morgan makes it across on her first attempt, and to my relieved surprise, so does Rory. Determined not to embarrass myself again, I take my time, moving slowly and cautiously, and I give a triumphant whoop of joy when my foot touches the first step on the opposite end. I don’t turn to monitor Reed’s progress, but sprint towards the mud pool instead. Archer is already scrambling out the opposite side, completely covered in mud, and I can see Morgan and Rory leopard crawling beneath the knotted mass of barbed wire. 

			“Here goes nothing,” I murmur, dropping to my knees and then down onto my belly. I slither forward, keeping a wary eye on the barbed wire canopy above my head. 

			The cold wet mud seeps in everywhere, saturating my clothing. It smells vile, and I keep my head as high as I can, breathing through my mouth. I am almost through the canopy and my right hand is actually touching the firmer ground at the edge of the pit when I feel a firm hand grab hold of my ankle and I am yanked backwards.

			“Reed!” I scream in frustration and then my face is submerged in mud. I lift my head, frantically wiping the filth from my face as Reed wriggles forward beside me. 

			I make it out of the canopy just after he does and we both run hell for leather towards the next obstacle. The point of this next challenge is much like the monkey bars I have seen in Alex’s playground, except double the height and at least ten times the distance. While the balance beam required agility, the monkey bars test upper body strength. The objective is to move from bar to bar so that your hands are carrying your entire body weight. The stronger soldiers have an advantage, and suddenly my strength-heavy team doesn’t seem like such a disadvantage, although I know that Reed, with his staggering strength, will probably beat me. The bars are wide enough apart that two people at a time can pass under them. Morgan and Archer are moving along, but Archer is struggling, falling behind Morgan. I race after Reed, overtaking him just feet from the bars, and I swiftly sidestep, positioning myself behind Morgan. Reed gives a groan of frustration, knowing he will be hindered by Archer. 

			I grab hold of the bars and swing my legs, working up a rhythm as I monkey from one bar to the next. Reed gets ahead of me, but soon enough he is impeded by Archer and I move ahead, my eyes still smarting from the mud caking my face. 

			I drop lithely to the ground at the last rung and turn for the second to last obstacle. The rope net bridge is simple enough, and I clamber up the side, climbing over the vertical bar and moving on all fours towards the opposite end. The rope sags heavily towards the centre, and I proceed with caution. Morgan, sensing that I am gaining on her, uses this to her advantage, and she lets go of the rope, throwing herself forward and rolling down to the middle, before snatching up the rope again and moving like a spider up the other side. I contemplate imitating her actions, but I am already nearing the centre, so I figure it’s best just to keep going as I am. The net leaps in my hands as someone else climbs onto it, and I turn to find Reed clambering over the vertical beam, Aidan right behind him. Of course, Reed is heavier than Morgan and the net bounces with every move he makes, threatening to unhinge me and making it far harder to move across. Relieved, my hand finds the beam on the opposite end, and I vault over it, slithering down the net. 

			My relief is short lived. Running at the final obstacle, I realise too late that the only way over the fifteen foot sheer wooden wall is to take it at a run. As I stand in its shadow, Morgan scrabbling futilely at the smooth surface beside me, I curse my mistake. I sprint back towards the net bridge and then take the wall again at a run, leaping into the air and flying towards it. My fingers close over the top at exactly the same moment that I hear Reed’s Tarzan yell and he slams into the wall beside me, his grip far more secure than mine. Because he was behind me, he had seen my mistake and known exactly how to make it over the wall. No doubt Aidan would be right behind us. 

			I pull myself up, my fingers cramping with the effort. Reed gets his left leg over before I do, and I am furious that he is going to beat me, but the instant before he drops over the other side, I hear Morgan’s cry of “Reed!” We both glance down to where she is standing at the base of the wall, her fingers still trying to find purchase on the wooden wall. Morgan is too short to make the jump, and without speed to use as a run-up, she has no chance of making it over. Reed hesitates, and I press my feet firmly into the wood, pushing up with my legs. As I get my arms over, Reed leans back down towards Morgan, offering her his hand.

			“See ya!” I call as I swing my legs over and drop down the other side. I race across the finish line, exhilarated, and fist-punch the air. Reed scowls at me from atop the wall where he is helping Morgan. Seeing no reason to rush now that I have won, he helps Aidan up too, as Matt appears beside them, sitting astride the wall and waiting for the balance of our team mates. 

			“What took you so long?” I ask, as Morgan and Aidan jog up beside me, Quinn right behind them. 

			Archer is the last of Reed’s team to reach the wall, and the two lope dejectedly towards us, Archer uncharacteristically red-faced. 

			“Well done,” Morgan concedes, noticing his dejected expression. 

			While Matt is helping Heath and Rory, Kwan breaks away from the cheering crowd. I smile expectantly, but he walks right past me, coming to stand beside Reed. 

			“Congratulations,” he grins, stretching out his hand. Reed takes it automatically, but his brow is narrowed in confusion.

			“In case you didn’t notice, I got here first,” I point out wryly.

			“Yes,” Kwan faces me, “but the rules were that whichever team crossed the line first would win. That would be the red team.”

			“But . . .” I gape at him, as Reed lets out a whoop of delight.

			“You didn’t even know that!” I snap at the smug expression on his face.

			“Doesn’t change the fact that I won,” he retorts.

			 

			 

		

	
		
			 

			chapter 34

			“You’re pouting,” Reed remarks pointedly as we take a break before the next exercise, and Aidan chuckles beside him. Oh, so now they’re best friends, I think petulantly. Another two teams are out on the field, going through the same obstacle course. Fiona’s team consists of four women, including Abby, and only one man – a strength-Gifted soldier named Clint. It is the same team she has selected for our mission into the States. I had questioned her choice of a team almost exclusively comprising women, who are generally naturally weaker than their male counterparts, but her explanation had made sense. All her people used to work alongside NUSA’s soldiers, but the women in particular would draw sympathy from the predominantly male NUSA army. No man likes to hit a girl, particularly one they have known and trusted. 

			Fiona’s counsel over the past few days has enlightened me. I have always thought of the NUSA army as the enemy – each and every nameless soldier an extension of Kenneth, and Eric before him. Now I have come to understand that the NUSA army is made up of people. People with families and friends and opinions of their own. Both Heath’s and Fiona’s groups are testament to the fact that not all of NUSA’s people are convinced, and that change is occurring within the boundaries, even without our interference. The Presidents of NUSA have made one fatal mistake – they believed that ruling by force would ensure loyalty. I am hoping that this mistake will be Kenneth’s undoing.

			Turning my attention back to the field I see that despite the Legion team’s best efforts, Fiona’s team has pulled ahead of them easily, their superior teamwork and persistence paying off. Both teams are taking extra care that all their members make it through each obstacle, shouting words of encouragement as they move through the challenges.

			“See what a good example I set?” Reed ribs. 

			“Put a sock in it,” I reply. My own team is sitting slumped on the grass behind me. 

			“Has she always been such a sore loser?” Reed asks Aidan.

			“She used to be worse.” 

			As frustrated as I am, I understand Kwan’s lesson. He is trying to unite the teams, to bring us together with a common goal, while at the same time making us aware of one another’s strengths and weaknesses. My team in particular will have to learn to work as a unit if we are going to access the States and destroy Kenneth.

			I take full responsibility for my group’s loss, but I am determined to make it up to them. I rally us into a huddle as Kwan leads the crowd onto the empty adjacent field.

			“I’m sorry, you guys. I behaved like an idiot. We’re in this together, so let’s get our heads in the game.”

			“They have Reed and Aidan,” Matt points out, “not to mention Morgan, who’s practically as good. They’re going to annihilate us.” 

			I feel a surge of pride that these men have so much respect for Morgan, and make a mental note to tell her so, but only after the competition. 

			“No, they’re not,” I argue, “because I have a plan.”

			Despite our apparent shortcomings, there is one advantage I have over the other team. I know them – I know how they think, and how they fight. They don’t have the same insight into my men.

			We gather on opposite ends of the empty field, our blue and red rags so caked with mud that they are barely visible. The aim of this task is simple. One member of each team is handed a wooden baton. The instant the first baton crosses the line at the opposite end of the field, the challenge is over and that team is declared the winner.

			“Don’t forget,” I nod at Matt and Rory, “harass the hell out of Morgan. Archer won’t be able to help himself – he’ll come to her aid.” Archer’s lack of abilities may not have hindered him much in the first challenge but it would certainly count against him in this one, going head to head with Gifted soldiers. “You two,” I turn to Quinn and Heath, “I want you to stick to Reed like a rash. He’ll take the baton. Peg him in.”

			“What about Aidan and Jethro?” Rory asks.

			“I’ll deal with them,” I grin. 

			Kwan drops his hand and, as expected, the red team swarms onto the field – Reed holding the baton and the others forming a protective circle around him. Midway across the field, our teams collide and, as instructed, Matt and Rory separate Morgan from the fold, pegging her in and annoying her until she screams in frustration. Quinn and Heath manage to get to Reed, and they hang on to him for all they are worth. Despite their efforts he is still moving, dragging them reluctantly across the grass. His progress is slow but I know he will deal with them soon when his patience runs out.

			As I slip through the melee, Aidan and Jethro advance towards me. I dart left and right, trying to find an opening, but they stand directly in my path, their arms outstretched, blocking my way forward. I can’t allow them to get too close and I start to retreat, moving farther away from them, in the wrong direction. Archer is not engaging, which I expected. Reed, as team leader, would not ask him to confront anyone, given that he has no Gifted abilities. Reed is betting on the fact that the combination of his and Aidan’s advanced abilities will even the odds of five against four. 

			I cast an anxious glance at Quinn and Heath, who are having a hard time controlling Reed. They are trying to wrest the baton from his hand, which is helping in that in order to keep hold of it he is limited to warding them off with only his left hand. Even so, I know that I have just a few seconds before he breaks free. 

			Aidan smiles as he and Jethro take another step towards me. Without hesitation, I burst into a sprint, heading straight for them. Momentarily stunned, they hold their positions, shock dawning on their faces. They didn’t expect me to try to break right through their defence. Which, of course, I don’t. A few yards away, I launch off the ground, using the same impulsion I used to scale the wall in the obstacle course. They are too stunned even to reach for me as I coast over their heads, my legs pumping even in mid-air before I land on the grass behind them. As my feet hit the ground, I hear Quinn’s yell of “Run!” and I know that Reed has finally broken free. I sprint towards the line, as the crowd screams in excitement. It is a race to the finish and my adrenalin skyrockets. I am moving so fast that it takes me at least ten yards to skid to a standstill, and I whirl around to see Reed cruise to a stop on the opposite side. All heads on the sidelines are swivelling left and right, not sure who crossed the line first. As one, we all turn to face Kwan, who is standing on the sideline, midfield. He raises his left hand and I give a whoop of pure, unadulterated glee. We won!

			“How the hell did you do that?” Aidan asks good-humouredly as we all converge in the middle of the field to shake hands. “Nobody told me jumping was one of our hidden talents. You guys have been holding out on me.”

			“That was the whole point of the exercise,” Kwan interjects. “The first course was to teach you to work as a team. The second was so evenly matched that the only way to win was to think outside the box and test the limits of your capabilities. Well done, Rebecca,” he adds, squeezing my shoulder proudly. 

			My team is in such good spirits that I am sure nothing could temper my good mood. As it turns out, I am wrong. We are watching Fiona’s team compete in the same exercise when Morgan interrupts.

			“Rebecca,” I turn at the sound of her solemn voice to find her holding a squirming Alex by the sleeve. Brooke is hiding her face in Morgan’s legs. “I found them in the trees over there.” She jerks her head towards a copse of trees adjacent to the fields, near the Academy’s border.

			“Alex!” I roar furiously, attracting Aidan’s attention. As he lays eyes on Alex, he heads straight over. 

			“Aw, Mom!” Alex’s eyes widen in fear as he catches sight of his father’s grim expression. 

			“What are you doing here, Alex?” Aidan demands as soon as he draws up beside me. 

			“We just wanted to watch . . . Jenna was telling Uncle Norman all about the ‘stopicle’ course at breakfast and we wanted to see.”

			“Alex,” I glance up as Reed appears behind the children, his expression unreadable. “I told you,” I glance up and catch Reed’s eye and he gives an imperceptible nod of his head, “both of you,” I add, turning on Brooke, “that you are not allowed here unless your father or I bring you. You’re not allowed out of town. You know that!”

			“I know, but . . .”

			“No buts, Alex!” I yell, losing my temper. The thought of Alex and Brooke travelling alone after my implicit instruction to the contrary, makes my hair stand on end, particularly given that we are setting explosive charges around the grounds in anticipation of a NUSA attack. Every person inside the Academy has been warned not to venture near the “red” zones, as Crackerjack calls them. The whole purpose of the children being in town is to keep them safe.

			“Alex,” Aidan intervenes, kneeling in front of them and getting their undivided attention, “your mother gave you an instruction. There is nothing you can say that will make this okay. And you, young lady,” he rounds on Brooke, “you also know the rules.” Brooke looks as if she is on the brink of tears, but I am not fooled. Brooke can be very manipulative – she is, after all, Reed’s child. Apparently Aidan is not fooled either, because he continues regardless. “You know how dangerous the Rebeldom can be.” Brooke nods her head three times in quick succession. 

			“What do you have to say for yourselves?”

			“Sorry,” Alex whines and Brooke mumbles something unintelligible. 

			“As impressive as that was, I’ve heard it before,” I say, my temper barely in check. “Apparently you two think you are above the rules.”

			“We don’t!” Alex insists, sensing trouble.

			“Maybe they should be separated.” I address Aidan, and he meets my gaze, playing along, while Reed looks thunderstruck, thinking that we are being serious.

			“That might be a good idea,” Aidan replies levelly. We both studiously avoid looking at the children, although I can tell by their stunned silence that this particular form of punishment hadn’t occurred to them.

			“Brooke can go and stay with Henry and Sofia,” I propose, and I hear her gasp of horror. 

			“Mom, no!” Alex is hysterical. “I promise we won’t do it again. We just thought . . .”

			“That you wouldn’t get caught?” I prompt, raising an eyebrow.

			“Yes! I mean no! Mom . . . you’re confusing me! We’re sorry, aren’t we?” He turns to Brooke, who is on the verge of real tears. She bobs her head, her eyes swimming.

			“I promise,” she whispers.

			“I’ll think about it. Now both of you go and get something to eat – I’ll take you back after lunch.”

			“But . . .”

			“I said I’ll think about it, Alex. Now go.”

			As they scamper off, whispering to each other, Aidan’s face creases in a broad smile. 

			“Good job.” 

			“I’ve still got my poker face,” I grin back.

			“Wait a minute,” Reed intrudes. “You mean, you guys were bluffing?”

			“Of course we were!” I exclaim. “You don’t really think we could keep those two apart, do you?”

			“They don’t know that, though,” Aidan explains, “and it would be the worst punishment in the world. Our parents used to threaten us all the time exactly the same way.”

			“It was the only thing that would make us behave ourselves,” I add. “Well, for at least a day.”

			“How long do you think they’ll take heed?” Reed asks, a strange expression on his face as he looks between the two of us.

			“Probably a day or two,” I reply. Alex and Brooke are as headstrong as Aidan and I ever were. 

			“I have so much to learn,” Reed groans. 

			“It comes easier than you think,” Aidan reassures him.

			 

			 

		

	
		
			 

			chapter 35

			Reed offers to walk with me when I take the children back to town after lunch. It didn’t take long for them to drop the repentant charade and they are happily bounding along ahead of us. Reed is soon chasing after them, throwing them into the air to much gleeful squealing. I watch with mixed emotions. My heart aches for his reassuring presence in my life. I have never felt safer than when I was with Reed – in the short time that we were together I felt that I could take on the whole world. He makes me better, makes me stronger, and makes me feel more alive than anyone else. I cannot deny the fact that I love him any more than I can deny loving Aidan. And my inability to choose will cost me both of them, because I would rather live a lifetime alone than hurt either one of them.

			We drop the children at Jenna’s.

			“So, Chase has moved in then, I presume?” I ask, taking in the man’s jacket hanging over a dining room chair and the shoes in the hall. Jenna has never been the best housekeeper, but the uncharacteristic tidiness of her living area suggests that Chase may well be.

			“Yeah,” she grins. “We figured it was simpler this way.”

			“I’m sure you did.” I waggle my brows suggestively and she laughs. “Just don’t scar the kids,” I add.

			“Shut up.” She smiles good-naturedly as we make our way to the kitchen. I can see Reed playing hide and seek with Alex and Brooke in the small garden. He’s terrible at it – hiding in plain sight – but the sounds of their laughter is proof that the children haven’t noticed.

			“He gets sexier every time I see him,” Jenna muses, following my gaze. I quickly avert my eyes and fetch cups from the sink. 

			“I bet he doesn’t do dishes as well as this, though,” I retort, holding up two sparkling mugs.

			“Yes, Chase has his uses.”

			“Using my name in vain?” Chase calls as he enters the kitchen. Unabashed, he walks straight over to Jenna and plants a kiss full on her mouth. “How are you, Rebecca?” he asks, squeezing Jenna’s waist before switching on the gas. 

			“Fine, thanks.” I watch, amused, as he swiftly takes over the making of our tea and I mull over the fact that, despite my initial reservations, Chase is perfect for Jenna. He indulges her almost as much as she indulges herself. 

			“Thanks,” I gratefully accept the steaming mug from him. 

			“No problem. I went up to the Academy today, watched your exercises. It’s amazing what you guys are capable of.”

			“Don’t even think about it,” Jenna warns, a completely out of character scowl settling on her angelic face. 

			“Think about what?” I look from one to the other as a silent message seems to pass between them.

			“Chase is being utterly ridiculous,” Jenna snaps, but I can hear the underlying fear in her voice. Jenna and I have known each other for a very long time – there is very little she can hide from me.

			“It’s not ridiculous,” he replies gently, stepping towards her, but she quickly moves away from him. “I’ve been considering volunteering,” he turns to me with a sigh, “for the procedures.”

			“You want to join the Legion?” I almost drop my mug in surprise.

			“I want to be able to protect her,” he corrects. 

			“That’s what the Legion is for,” Jenna interrupts. “All I need from you is to be here, to be alive. You’re no use to me dead.” Her fear is making her lash out.

			“She’s right,” I point out. “I admire your courage, Chase, but we can handle this. The only reason for anyone to become Gifted would be to enlist in our army.”

			“Well, I could,” he murmurs, and Jenna gives a small shriek of outrage. “I could help, it’s the least I can do after everything you’ve done for me.”

			“What exactly have I done for you?” I smile, remembering that I have done nothing but give Chase hell since we arrived in Georgia.

			“You freed me,” he replies, with utmost sincerity. “You enlightened me to the truth, you opened my eyes. Never mind the fact that you introduced me to Jen,” he grins across at her. She doesn’t smile back and he falters. “The point is, I want to help.”

			“You are helping,” I state, setting my mug down on the counter beside me. “The two of you are taking care of our children, which is the only reason we can focus on this war.” My eyes find Reed again through the window, this time he is crouched behind a bush that barely conceals his legs. “That is the most important job of all, believe me.” 

			Chase looks less than appeased but he moves to the back door and joins Reed outside. 

			“Thank you,” Jenna says, with a ridiculously smug look on her face.

			“Just do me a favour, Jen. Don’t let Chase anywhere near the General, okay?” Harrison would have Chase Gifted in a heartbeat.

			Reed is covered in grass and leaves as we make our way back home.

			“So there really isn’t any chance you would separate them, is there?” he asks.

			“No, really there isn’t, but they don’t know that.”

			“You sure had me fooled. Aidan’s a good dad.” I can hear the underlying doubt in his voice, but he underestimates himself. 

			“So are you,” I point out sincerely. Brooke adores Reed already, even without the knowledge of his real identity.

			“You think I’ll ever be able to do that? What he did? Act instinctively as a father? I wouldn’t know the first thing about raising a child.”

			“Nor did Aidan when we first had Alex. He’s only so good at it because he’s had years of practice. He raised Alex alone, and he did it well because he had to. Give it time – you’re going to be a great dad. Trust me, I know.”

			“What makes you so sure?”

			“Because I know you. You’re brave and strong and beautiful. And despite your cocky, devil-may-care attitude, you actually care very deeply. You would sacrifice yourself in a heartbeat to save any one of us.”

			“Probably not David,” he jests, but his eyes are serious. He takes a step closer to me and I draw in a shaky breath.

			“Yes, even David,” it comes out barely more than a whisper. “You’re that good.”

			“I love you.” 

			The words ring out in the quiet stillness, so out of the blue and yet not unexpected. We have both been avoiding the topic for weeks, tiptoeing around each other and pretending that everything is fine. Now, I cannot tear my gaze away from his hypnotic green eyes.

			“Reed, please . . . don’t . . .” 

			“I’m not expecting anything,” he replies, moving closer and shadowing the sun. When his mouth touches mine a jolt of longing courses through my body, so powerful that my knees go weak. I lose myself in that kiss, my body reacting instinctively to his touch and when he pulls away, I feel empty and hollow. Reed closes his eyes and rests his forehead against mine. “Just answer me one thing . . .” he begins, but I cut him off immediately.

			“Yes,” I answer, already knowing the question. “Yes, I love you. You know I do. I always have, I always will.”

			He nods slowly and acceptingly. He knows that this changes nothing. He knows that I love Aidan too. And he knows that I will die before I choose between them. He once vowed that he would fight for me, even if he had to fight dirty, but there is no point. It would only hurt us all.

			He presses his lips against my forehead, and I instinctively wrap my arms around him, burying my face in his chest and wishing that he would never let me go. 

			“We’re going to be late,” I point out after a long moment and he nods. We have an important council meeting this afternoon. Adam has agreed to be instated as President if we manage to overthrow Kenneth and we need to discuss the process. We have given very little thought to what would come after that but Adam, being the philanthropist that he is, is insistent that we come up with a plan to win the people over. I personally don’t think much winning over will be necessary – given that the citizens of the States have been so accepting of the changes made already, but I am so thrilled that Adam has agreed that I keep my thoughts to myself.

			We all take our seats around the large wooden table. I sit beside Aidan, who gives Reed and me a contemplative look as we sit down, almost as if he can sense something has happened. I keep my eyes on Adam who is the focus of the meeting.

			“As I have already told Rebecca,” he begins, in his quiet, melodious voice, “I am prepared to stand in as President when Kenneth Williams is removed from his seat.”

			“You mean when we kill him,” Reed interjects.

			“Yes,” Adam accedes, “when you kill him – if it comes to that.”

			“Oh, it’ll come to that,” Reed remarks seriously.

			“I will not act alone, though,” Adam continues. “If I am instated I will need a cabinet.”

			“A cabinet?” I ask, having no idea what he is referring to.

			“A body of advisers to the President,” my father informs me. “They assist the President in decision making.”

			“The President has sole authority over any law making,” I counter.

			“Only since the war, Bex,” my dad smiles fondly, reminding me that the world I grew up in is very different to how it was before.

			“Giving one man that level of power is dangerous,” Adam warns. 

			“Even if that man is you?” Reed asks.

			“Even if that man is me,” he replies simply. 

			“Okay, a cabinet,” I agree. “How will you select the cabinet members?”

			“We will vote them in. All of us.”

			“Done. What else?”

			“What we need to decide is the best course of action to introduce the changes that we will be making to the citizens of NUSA.”

			“The citizens have been accepting of the changes made so far,” I say. “I don’t see there being much of a problem.” 

			It has been a long time since I shared their mindset, but I can still recall how easily we accepted whatever the President proposed. The fear of the unknown keeps NUSA’s population much like sheep – they do not think for themselves as long as the boundary fences are protecting them from the savages out in the barren lands. Eric’s propaganda made sure of that. 

			“Fiona and her people are proof that change is occurring,” Adam reproves. “You can only subdue the human spirit for so long. Also, we are talking about a change that challenges everything that the citizens of NUSA have been taught. We are going to bring down the fences.”

			This brings me up short because Adam has a point. The very fear that has kept the people within the States bound to the tyrannical rule over them is the single thing that could turn them against us.

			“You’re saying the fences should stay up?” I ask incredulously.

			“Not at all,” Adam assures me. “What I’m saying is that we will need to address the nation – to enlighten them, and educate them.”

			“How?”

			“Through a series of public speeches aimed at reassuring them and instilling confidence in the new leadership. Their fear of the unknown is the single biggest obstacle we will face. We cannot afford a riot. Anarchy could result if we don’t handle this properly. First and foremost, we need to show them that the Deranged are not dangerous. What do you think I’ve been doing all this time in town?” he smiles. “I may not be much physical use to the Legion, but I can make our transition into NUSA easier. I’ve already selected twenty previously Deranged and am personally attending to their education. They are the worst of NUSA’s fears. Add to that the number of ordinary people we have in our community, who are perfectly civilised, and we should be able to convince NUSA of the truth – that they have been fed nothing but lies.”

			“What about the Rados?” I say. “There’s no way you can convince NUSA they’re not dangerous. They are – and we all know it.” 

			“Sadly, I must agree with you. But as dangerous as they are, they are also still human, and deserve to be treated humanely. They are unable to reproduce and not many of them will make it into old age so they will not be a long-term problem. I propose we open a secure, specialised facility to care for them – not only to protect the general population, but also to prevent them from doing harm to themselves. We cannot rehabilitate them, but we can certainly make them more comfortable.”

			“I doubt it will be that easy,” I point out.

			“Nothing worth while ever is,” he replies enigmatically. “But leave the details to me. All I want from you is confirmation that you will support my strategy. If you want me to take up the mantle of President you need to respect my decisions and trust that I will act in the best interests of not only our community, but the country that I am obligated to serve.”

			A hush falls over the table at his words, which are spoken with absolute conviction. I am amazed at Adam’s natural leadership, and even more convinced that he is the right man for the job.

			“Your father would be proud of you, Adam,” my dad breaks the silence. “God rest his soul.”

			 

		

	
		
			 

			chapter 36

			The following morning I see Fiona standing by herself on the lawn and I make my way over to join her, a steaming mug of coffee in my hand.

			“Morning,” I call from a few yards away, alerting her to my presence.

			“Morning,” she greets me pleasantly enough but she doesn’t turn around. We stand in companionable silence for a few minutes before she finally turns to face me.

			“I couldn’t help but overhear the row you had with your son yesterday,” she murmurs and I flush guiltily, despite knowing that I had handled it properly.

			“Don’t feel too bad about Alex,” she soothes. “You dealt with it well. He’ll have forgotten already – children are so forgiving, they don’t hold grudges.”

			“You sound like Aidan.” It occurs to me that I have no mother friends – no other women I can relate to when it comes to things concerning Alex. Fiona and I have a lot in common. We are both remarkable soldiers – leaders with great responsibilities – but we are also mothers, a fact that is easy for those who look to us for guidance to forget. “It’s nice to have another mother around – someone who gets it.”

			“That’s what makes us good leaders,” she replies, with no trace of arrogance, just a self-assured certainty. “We have someone to fight for.” 

			“Reed told me about your daughter.”

			“Emily,” she nods, a proud smile lifting the corners of her mouth. 

			“Where is she now?” I probe, wondering if she will open up to me. 

			“I assume she’s safe at home with her father.” She smiles at my look of incredulity. “My husband,” she clarifies. 

			“I’m sorry,” I stutter, “I just assumed . . .”

			“That I was a single mom?”

			“No,” I blush. “I actually assumed that Clint . . .” Fiona and Clint, one of her soldiers, had seemed close and I automatically assumed that he and Fiona were an item. Fiona laughs out loud at that.

			“Heavens, no!” she says. “Clint is a very dear friend, but he’s not my husband.”

			“So . . . your husband didn’t get caught when you protested against Kenneth?”

			“My husband is in banking,” she replies, amused. “He had nothing to do with it. The worst part is that I didn’t get to say goodbye – to either of them.” Her melancholy is starting to make more sense and I know now why she is standing out here alone, so lost in thought.

			“It’s term time now . . . I missed Emily’s first day at school.”

			“I’m sorry.” It is such an insignificant response, but I don’t know what else to say. 

			“I’ll see her again soon.”

			“You will, Fiona. I promise you.” Suddenly Alex being just a few minutes away in town doesn’t seem like such a hardship compared with those who have no way of communicating with their families inside the States.

			“I’ve been watching Adam,” she changes the subject. “You’re right – he’s amazing. I couldn’t think of anyone better suited to bring our country back to its former greatness. We will definitely support his inauguration.”

			“Thank you. He won’t let us down.”

			She merely nods agreeably and so I leave her to her thoughts. On my way back to the dining hall I spot Gabe and Crackerjack down the drive. They are issuing instructions to David and the other strength-Gifted soldiers who have been assisting them. Aidan is there too, laughing at something Crackerjack is saying. Reed is slightly further along, scrutinising a recently covered trench. 

			“How is it going?” I ask, and Gabe wipes his brow. 

			“Good. I think we should have all the explosives rigged before lunch. Thanks for sending this lot over,” he adds, gesturing at the men who are digging. “We would never have got it all done without their help.”

			“And the detonators?” I ask.

			“Remote,” Gabe grins.

			“Really?” I round on Crackerjack, who shrugs nonchalantly. “You are a genius!” 

			“I know,” he replies, deadpan, as if I am merely stating the obvious.

			“How far away do you have to be to detonate?”

			“Not too far. We thought we should take the high ground with Archer and Lydia, and detonate from there.” Archer and Lydia will be in the relative safety of the second floor when the time comes, so that they can inflict as much damage as possible without being easy targets themselves.

			“Good idea,” I grin, oblivious of the danger that was, at that very moment, heading our way.

			Sometimes in war timing is everything – the difference between success and failure. Had America known what was coming, perhaps she would have been able to save herself, to better prepare for the nuclear attack that came out of the blue all those years ago. Likewise, had I known what would unfold, I might have made a different decision that would have changed the tragic and devastating outcome of what happened next. But there are no ‘what-ifs’ in this life, only the heart-rending acceptance that you cannot change the past, no matter how desperately you may wish it. The one thing I know for certain is that no matter how carefully you plan, no matter how hard you try or how bravely you fight, every war demands a sacrifice. 

			“Rebecca!” The wind carries the high, reedy voice up to us and I turn, the smile still lingering on my face. I vaguely recall the mousy-haired soldier who is hurtling towards us as one of the western scouts. “They’re here,” he gasps, his shoulders heaving with exertion. “NUSA. They’re only about three miles southwest of the town.”

			I turn back to the others, a look of abject horror replacing the smile of only seconds ago. 

			“It’s too soon,” I breathe, as everything seems to move more slowly, and yet far too quickly at the same time. I had known that it wouldn’t be much longer before NUSA found us – Simon Kelly’s tracking device would have alerted them to the general vicinity, and Kenneth would have put two and two together to pinpoint Gainesville, given that my father has family here, but I thought that it would take much longer for him to mobilise his army. I assumed we would have at least another week or two. 

			“Fill it in!” Reed roars at the men still finishing off the trenches. “Cover them up and get out of here!”

			“Gabe! Please tell me we can be ready?” I plead. Lunch is still a few hours away and we no longer have that much time.

			“I’ll need at least half an hour to finish up, if we move it.” Gabe’s face is ashen with shock. 

			“I can get you that,” I nod. “Reed,” I turn to him and he seems to know exactly what I’m thinking.

			“No, Tiny . . .”

			“You need to warn everyone – get them into position.”

			“You can do that. I’ll go out there and lead them back.”

			“I have to see the convoy, Reed,” I argue. “I need to see how big it is so that I can decide whether it’s worth while heading back to the States.” We are banking on Kenneth sending enough of his soldiers out here that the States will be relatively unprotected. “There is no time,” I plead, and Reed runs his hands through his hair in frustration. He knows that I’m right – this is the best course for us to follow.

			“You’re not going out there alone.”

			“She won’t be alone,” Aidan steps forward.

			“Tell my teams to be ready to go. And I want Archer and Lydia, if she’s willing, upstairs. You two join them as soon as you can.” I tell Gabe and Crackerjack. “You,” I turn to the scout, “you get to the town. Find my father and Adam Vincent, and tell them what is happening. You tell only them, do you understand me?” He nods briskly. “Tell them to get everyone out of town and into hiding.” 

			If everything goes according to plan, the town won’t be compromised, but we can’t risk it. We also can’t afford to have the townspeople panicking. Between Adam and my father, they should be able to keep everyone calm and assure them that it’s just a precaution. The scout hurtles off and I head in the opposite direction towards the Academy, Aidan and Reed right behind me. 

			“Be careful,” is all Reed says as I yank open the door of the Range Rover. 

			“Get everyone ready,” I reply. “I’ll bring those bastards right through the front door.” 

			 

		

	
		
			 

			chapter 37 

			“What exactly is the plan?” Aidan asks, lurching forward in the passenger seat as I yank the steering wheel hard to the left to avoid a massive pothole and mount the kerb in the process. 

			“We have to lead them west of town, straight to the Academy.”

			“And what if they catch us before we get there?”

			“They won’t,” I risk a quick glance across at him and I am pleasantly surprised that he doesn’t look at all fearful. Instead, a grim determination has come over him. “The NUSA vehicles are bigger and slower than this” – I indicate our own Range Rover – “and they are also moving as a convoy. It slows them down and makes it hard for them to manoeuvre. Basically, we’re lighter and faster.”

			“Well, that’s comforting,” he drawls, sounding remarkably like Reed.

			It doesn’t take us long before we catch sight of them. Hurtling down a narrow road, I spot a flash of black to my left as we cross through an intersection and, without warning, I screech into the empty drive of an abandoned office block. We fly from the car and I break the rusted lock of a side door with one brutal kick. Four floors up, we race across the faded carpeted floor to the filthy windows overlooking the street opposite.

			“Holy shit.”

			I can hardly blame Aidan for his dismayed outburst. Down in the street below there is a line of black military vehicles, two abreast, stretching further back than we can see. Cursing, I turn my head to the east. 

			“Come on!” I grab his arm. “We need to get ahead of them.”

			We hurtle back to the street and the tyres squeal in protest as I execute a one hundred and eighty degree turn, racing back in the opposite direction.

			I keep looking to my left until we pass an intersection that is clear and at the next stop I turn hard left, flooring the gas. 

			“Hold on!” I warn as we reach the street ahead and I yank the wheel hard right, a cloud of smoke billowing up behind us. It takes a few seconds before visibility returns but when it does, I see the leading NUSA vehicles in my rear-view mirror. I tramp even harder on the gas pedal and the Range Rover surges forward. 

			“Come on,” I moan, keeping my eye trained on the mirror, and I heave a sigh of relief when the approaching mass speeds up. The chase has begun.

			It doesn’t take long for the four leading Humvees to break away from the convoy in order to pursue us properly. NUSA have advanced communications between their vehicles and no doubt the leading vehicles will keep in contact with the rest and will be directing them. We deliberately lure them through back roads, weaving left and right, trying to arrest their progress to give those back at the Academy more time. 

			“I hope they’ve got those explosives ready,” Aidan murmurs as we edge closer to home. 

			“They’ll be ready . . . Oh shit! No, no, no!” I gaze helplessly at the abandoned trailer parked haphazardly across the road ahead of us, partially blocking our way.

			“Just nudge it,” Aidan advises, casting a nervous glance over his shoulder. 

			“It’s too heavy, we’ll burn this piece of shit out!” But I veer left anyway, the gap impossibly small. There is an awful screeching sound as the front of the Range Rover makes contact with the edge of the metal trailer, and our tyres start to smoke as they rotate helplessly on the hot tarmac. I slowly increase pressure on the gas, and mercifully, the trailer starts to move. 

			“Too slow!” I shout, as the rear-view mirror is consumed by the shiny black of the NUSA vehicles, and a second later the monstrous Humvee rams the back of our car. We are both propelled forward, stopped just inches from the dash by our seat belts. The Humvee rams us again, harder, and once more we are thrown forward like a couple of rag dolls. I give a yell of frustration, but Aidan points at the trailer.

			“Look!” The superior engine power of the Humvee is doing what the Range Rover couldn’t, and the trailer has shifted, the gap widening. More worrying are the blue-clad men who have disembarked from a vehicle further back and are approaching us from behind. 

			“They’re ramming us to stop us getting out and making a run for it!” I hiss. It’s a clever ploy – keeping us contained in the car until they can surround it. 

			“One more good push and we should get through,” he mutters, unclipping his seat belt and reaching for his door handle, but a second later it comes and I tramp the gas, even as I am flung forward by the force of the impact. Aidan, without his belt, bangs his head painfully on the dash. Both sides of the Range Rover grate between the trailer and the brick wall opposite, and for a heart-stopping moment as I watch the sparks flying, I fear that we will be wedged in. Then we are clear and Aidan gives a whoop of triumph. 

			“What were you doing?” I ask as he presses his hand to his head. There is no blood, but already a bruised lump is darkening on his forehead. 

			“Nothing,” he mutters.

			“You were going to get out?” I ask incredulously.

			“You have to make it back,” he replies grimly, confirming my suspicions. Aidan would have sacrificed himself to hold the foot soldiers back and buy me the time needed to make it through. 

			“Don’t do that again,” I snap.

			Behind us, the might of the Humvees proves itself once again as with one tiny push, the trailer is cast aside completely, and one by one, they move through the gap and continue their pursuit. As their Humvee passes, the men who were approaching on foot quickly leap back into their seats.

			“Is it just me, or are they moving faster?” Aidan asks after a few minutes of silence. 

			“I think we’re moving slower,” I admit, trying to ignore the ominous knocking noise emanating from our engine. The temperature gauge is also rising, and a waft of steam is billowing from the hood. 

			“Come on!” I bang the steering wheel. 

			“What happened to us being faster and lighter?”

			“We’re definitely still lighter!” I point out wryly.

			We are almost at the gates and the leaders of the convoy are hot on our heels. 

			“Maybe we should get out and make a run for it?” Aidan asks. He has a point, we could probably outrun the Range Rover right now. 

			“No, we need to make it over the charges.” I grit my teeth and floor it as the gate comes into view. With a moan of protest, the Range Rover surges forward, up the drive and through the gates. I spot a familiar figure in the window on the second floor of the main building as we pass below it, and I heave a sigh of relief. If Gabe is up there, we’re ready. 

			Aidan and I have our doors open even before the Range Rover has come to a stop and we race hell for leather towards the courtyard, through the doors and up the stairs. 

			“They’re here,” I say as Reed rushes to meet us.

			“We noticed.” He raises an eyebrow but I have already turned to Gabe.

			“You ready?”

			“Yes,” he nods, a black device clutched in his hands. The remote is bigger than I expected it to be, with a row of levers down the front. We turn to face the gate where the convoy has slowed to a crawl, the four frontrunners waiting for the rest to catch up, no doubt anticipating an ambush. 

			“At least they haven’t stopped,” Crackerjack points out. The Humvees stop. “Oh,” he looks crestfallen.

			“They’re waiting for the others,” I explain.

			“How many are there?” Reed asks, and I meet his questioning look.

			“Too many.”

			“I sent Morgan, your father, the General and all remaining civilians to town,” Reed tells me and I nod gratefully. That means that everyone who remains at the Academy is a trained member of the Legion. “Everyone else is in position.” 

			We had decided that the best strategy would be to divide NUSA’s forces, rather than facing them head on as we had done in the past. Our people would work in teams, in locations all over the facility. This is our home and we know it better than they do, and we aim to use their confusion to our advantage.

			“Jesus,” Reed breathes as the convoy comes into view and joins the ranks behind the four stationary vehicles. “You weren’t kidding.”

			We hold our breath as the first few Humvees enter the gates and slow almost to a standstill, and then we exhale with relief as they decide to proceed, no doubt preferring to remain in the safety of their vehicles until they figure out our plan. I watch as the first car passes a place where I know explosives are buried. Gabe’s face is contorted with concentration as the next two vehicles move over the same spot. 

			One by one they enter the Academy, moving forward slowly but deliberately. Charges have been set up the entire length of the drive and we wait until the first Humvee has passed the last barely concealed trench, before Gabe flips four of the levers on the remote in his hand. There is a second’s delay and my heart sinks as I think the charges have failed, but then an almighty explosion rends the air followed immediately by another, and another, until the noise is almost deafening. At least ten Humvees are blown into the air, most of them burnt beyond recognition. Two men erupt from one about halfway down the drive, screaming in agony, but the remaining nine are completely still.

			Reed lets out a bellow of triumph which echoes around the grounds, and then there is absolute silence. I turn to the others.

			“It’ll take them a while to venture out of their cars. Are you two ready?” I ask and Archer and Lydia nod in unison. Lydia looks uncharacteristically unsure of herself. 

			“Where’s your brother?” I ask, concerned.

			“He went into town with the others.” If the look on her face is any indication, they didn’t part on good terms. No doubt Jupiter was furious with Lydia’s decision to stay and help us. The truth be told, I do not understand it myself – Lydia has nothing to gain by fighting with the Legion, and everything to lose. I guess it is just in some people’s nature to fight against oppression – to do the right thing – and I admire her bravery.

			“Good,” I reply gently. “He’ll be safe there. Now, just empty everything you have into anyone who comes down that drive. Do not leave this floor for anything, you understand? Get out of here only when it is safe and head for town.” They both nod. “You and Crackerjack stay up here too,” I add, addressing Gabe. “Set off the balance of the bombs if you get the opportunity, but don’t detonate if any of our people are within range.” We have buried explosives in random areas all around the campus in the hope that we can eliminate a sizeable portion of the NUSA force once they are on foot. 

			“Got it,” Gabe agrees.

			“Where’s my team?” I ask Reed.

			“They’re waiting near the old aquatics centre. Fiona and her men are near the east courtyard.” 

			“Thanks.” I turn to go.

			“Wait,” he grabs my arm. “Where are you going?”

			“I need to get some things from my room. I won’t be long – I’ll be back before the trouble starts.” Reed eyes me curiously, but I break into a run before he can question me any further.

			 

		

	
		
			 

			chapter 38

			It takes me only five minutes. As an afterthought, I throw on a jacket and then head to the aquatics centre. As expected, Kwan, Quinn, Heath, Matt and Rory are huddled together just inside the door. Reed is standing slightly apart, clenching and unclenching his hands, his need for action making him tetchy. 

			“Kwan,” I get his attention. “There are too many of them. I’m going to need you to stay here.” 

			Apart from Reed, Kwan is the soldier I trust most in the world. He is so good that despite not having the Power of Three, he is still more effective than ten ordinary Gifted soldiers. 

			“How many?” he asks solemnly, not questioning my decision.

			“Too many,” I repeat, meeting his eyes. He doesn’t bat an eyelid, not betraying his emotions, but he does rest his hand briefly on my shoulder. 

			“Good luck, Rebecca.”

			“You too,” I smile, and then he is gone, racing off to help the others. 

			“You guys ready?” I ask my motley crew and they nod as one. 

			“You should go now,” Reed warns, and it is a measure of his concern for our people that he doesn’t argue about my decision to leave Kwan behind. “It’ll give you a good lead if things go badly here.”

			“I’ll leave soon,” I promise.

			“How are we going to get out of here?” Heath asks.

			“I took one of the old Ford pickups out of the grounds just after you left,” Quinn answers. “We should all fit, although it’s going to be a bit of a rough ride for those sitting in the bed. Might also be a bit of a squeeze once Fiona’s team joins us, but anyway it’s got a full tank of gas. I figured once those bombs went off we might have a little trouble getting out of here.”

			“Good thinking.”

			We skirt back towards the other side of campus wanting to keep an eye on the approaching soldiers. I can see Fiona’s group huddled behind one of the smaller buildings and I signal to her to be ready. It has already been at least fifteen minutes since the explosions, but there is not a whisper of movement from the end of the drive. 

			“I think they need a little incentive,” Aidan murmurs, and without any further warning, he runs out to stand in plain sight at the top of the drive. 

			“Aidan!” I hiss.

			“Well, I’ll be damned if he has all the fun,” Reed drawls a moment later and he runs over to stand beside Aidan.

			“This is the stupidest idea ever,” I grumble as I go to stand between them. The sight of the three of us, particularly me – their number one target – is too much for the cautious soldiers and one by one they begin to emerge, flocking up from the street and forming an intimidating mass of dark blue. 

			“You should go,” Aidan murmurs, “before it starts. This is all for nothing if Kenneth survives.”

			“He won’t.”

			We wait until the first soldiers are near enough, and then we turn and sprint into the grounds, zigzagging left and right, leading the invading army into the Academy, into unfamiliar territory. Legion members are hiding all over the grounds, their aim to divide NUSA’s force, to separate them around the maze of the school. Jethro’s group will follow at the rear, picking soldiers off from behind. The sound of a scuffle breaks out behind us and I turn to see Kwan and a group of Fiona’s men doing battle with a squadron of NUSA soldiers. More fighting breaks out as we keep heading around the campus, most of the pursuing men staying with us, so determined are they to see me dead. 

			It doesn’t take long before we are back where we started and as soon as I spot Quinn, Heath and the rest of my group, still crouched where we left them, I swivel around to face the oncoming charge. We are joined almost immediately by Fiona and her four team mates. The abrupt change unsettles the attacking army and a few of the tailing men bump into the frontrunners as they come to a halt. Then one man takes a step towards us and I hear the hiss of displaced air as a silver dagger streaks past me and buries itself in his chest. I grin up at Lydia, and as the men glance frantically around for the source of the new danger, arrows and daggers alike rain down from the sky. At least fifty men drop to the ground before it is over, and the balance are crouched as low as possible, trying to avoid the expert aim of our snipers.

			As one, our group surges towards them, using their defensive position against them. I leap into the air, bringing my elbow down on the base of one man’s neck, and then grab another by his head and twist it savagely. Nearby, Aidan brings his knee up to crush his still kneeling opponent’s nose. Another NUSA man scrambles to his feet and grabs him from behind, his arm encompassing Aidan’s neck. I feel a moment of fear and then, with a superb display of Kwan’s training, Aidan jumps up and throws his weight back, crashing down onto the man’s body, which cushions his own fall. With a grunt of pain, the man releases him, and Aidan twists around to punch him in the face. 

			“The Power of Three,” Reed grins across at me, duelling three men at once. I grab the closest, twisting his arm up and behind him until I hear the satisfying snap of bone, and then I toss him aside, moving on to my next target. “You take all the fun out of it,” I hear Reed grumble as I engage a new adversary.

			Despite our skill, we are slowly being consumed by the sheer numbers of the NUSA army, and we are eventually pressed together in a tight circle, back-to-back. It reminds me painfully of our fight in the cemetery, but the memory of Michael’s death only fuels my bloodlust and, one by one, any soldier who ventures within arm’s length is despatched. 

			“You have to get out of here,” Reed hisses back to me. 

			“Kind of busy right now,” I reply as I kick out at another soldier. I am completely hemmed in, and it doesn’t seem likely that I will be able to break free any time soon, let alone get my entire team through the crush.

			“Dammit, Rebecca,” Aidan snarls, his momentary distraction costing him a brutal blow to the jaw, “I told you to go!”

			There is nothing but blue as far as I can see and below still more NUSA soldiers are making their way up the drive. How the hell are we going to get out of here? Aidan was right – I should have left when I had the chance. 

			And then, just like that, I hear a deafening crack, so loud it makes my ears ring and blood blossoms on the chest of the NUSA soldier nearest me. Dumb-founded, I turn in search of the source and I see Archer and the others waving frantically through an open window on the second floor. Beside them, at two adjacent windows, the Lakeside Five are crouched low, each holding a rifle. I can hardly believe my eyes, and I send up a silent thank you to Adam and his persistence. It seems he got through to them after all.

			“Stay still!” I warn the others as more shots ring out and all hell breaks loose. I grab Rory’s arm as he prepares to make a run for it. “Don’t break formation.” The last thing I need is my own people getting shot by mistake.

			The Lakeside Five are either expert marksmen or very reckless, I think hysterically, as I continue to fight anyone I can reach. They are bringing men down far too close to us for my liking. 

			“She needs an open path!” Aidan yells up to Archer in a short intermission of gunfire and we can only hope that he has heard.

			I know for a fact that their ammunition is limited, but even the sporadic shooting is working. It is so unexpected that the NUSA men, who have never faced the cold onslaught of bullets, are unravelling, their training and strategy going to hell as their fear overrides everything else. As more men fall, many abandon the attack and run for the cover of the surrounding buildings. Finally, I can make it through and I yell to the others to follow me. I shove my way through the dispersing crowd, determined to head for the car, when something catches my eye in my peripheral vision and I slam on anchors, skidding to a stop. 

			Jethro is heading towards the door that leads into the main building. I quickly shade my eyes and peer up to the top floor where Archer and the others are still crouched at the windows, wondering if they are in trouble. Jethro pauses at the door, glancing around, and like a knife to my gut I recognise the birthmark. Mason! It is almost impossible to believe – I had been so certain that Kenneth would keep his ultimate soldier close to him for protection. In the instant that this registers, two things become crystal clear. First, that Kenneth is certain of victory – he believes, with absolute certainty, that everyone who opposes him will die here in Georgia. Second, and even more important, is that Kenneth Williams has never been as vulnerable as he is right now.

			“Mason!” The word rings out and I wonder if I yelled his name without realising it, until I see the real Jethro standing behind Mason. Reed’s head jerks up at the name and as his green eyes come to rest on Mason it is as if his whole body has turned to stone. A snarl of hatred twists his mouth into a grim line, and he balls his hands into tight fists. The sound of gunfire has ceased, and I can only assume that the Lakeside Five are finally out of ammunition.

			Mason turns around slowly to face his brother, and an ugly leer crosses his swarthy face. Jethro runs straight at him in a blatant, uncoordinated attack, and I redouble my efforts to shake off the soldiers that have swarmed around me once more. I can hear Reed doing the same a few yards away. All I can think about is getting to Mason, and even through the haze of the ongoing attack, I keep my eyes fixed on the duelling brothers. 

			There are only a few soldiers between me and them when it happens. Helpless, I watch as Mason lifts Jethro into the air as though he weighs nothing, and then slams his body to the ground, head first. Jethro’s neck twists violently, his back bending at an unnatural angle, and then he goes completely still.

			It is as if time has stood still, and my eyes are drawn to Reed. As our gazes lock, amidst the chaos, a silent message passes between us. Mason took everything from us – he tortured me, murdered our unborn child, and almost destroyed any relationship we had. These thoughts flash through my mind and I know without a doubt that Reed is thinking exactly the same thing. And then we are running, swiping NUSA soldiers aside like bowling pins as Mason disappears through the door. There is only one reason he would be heading up there – to eliminate those who are hindering NUSA’s progress, the ordinary, innocent people that I had sent up there in the first place. The black fury is back, a rage so powerful that it seems to fill me like a dark, hideous, liquid wrath, threatening to boil over. Reed reaches the door only a second after me and I slip inside first, pounding up the stairs and praying we are not too late.

			 

		

	
		
			 

			chapter 39

			I hear a terrified scream as I burst into the room and I give a cry of rage as I watch helplessly as Mason throws Lydia bodily out of the window. I am on top of him before he can reach for any of the others and I land a savage uppercut to his jaw as he kicks out at me, his steel-capped boot driving the wind from my lungs and sending me flying halfway across the room. Reed steps between us, grabbing at Mason’s throat, but Mason side-steps and drops to the floor, sweeping his leg out and unbalancing Reed, who crashes heavily to the ground.

			Archer, Crackerjack and Gabe are scuttling around the room, trying to avoid getting in the way, and I put myself between them and Mason as I move in on him again. 

			“Jethro was your brother,” I hiss in disgust. 

			“My brother was weak,” he replies without any trace of remorse.

			“Your brother was ten times the man you can ever hope to be, you son of a bitch.” 

			Mason raises his fists, the sadistic smile on his face is pure evil. I feint forward and as he lifts his arms to deflect the blow, I throw all my weight into a front kick, perfectly timed so that my foot connects brutally with his jaw. Mason staggers backwards and without even thinking about it, I body slam him, both my arms going around his waist, and launching both of us through the open window.

			We hit the ground hard, and even with Mason’s body cushioning my fall, I am temporarily dazed. I roll off him, gasping for breath, aware that every part of my body hurts like hell. I have barely managed to pull myself into a sitting position when Mason grabs my hair and, despite his weakened state, he slams my face into the tarmac. Stars explode in my vision, and the pain is excruciating. I brace myself as he yanks at my hair again, but then Reed is upon him, hauling him off me, Mason taking a fistful of my hair with him. 

			I stagger to my feet, spitting out blood and sand, and I shake my head as I try to clear my vision. Reed punches Mason so hard that he spins towards me, and I sweep my leg up and across, my foot coming up to meet his cheek and sending him spinning in the opposite direction. Reed lifts his leg and brings his heel down hard on Mason’s kneecap, the audible crunch of bone shattering like music to my ears. I land two brutal blows to his lower back, directly over each kidney and then Reed lifts his arm high above his shoulder. It snaps forward as though on a rubber band and his open palm slaps Mason’s face so hard that his head whips halfway around to face me. Mason, despite the beating he has taken, tries to take a step towards Reed. I kick out at his knees and he collapses at Reed’s feet. 

			I step forward, plunging my fingers into his dark hair and then, viciously snatching handfuls of it, I yank his head back, bringing my lips to his ear. 

			“I made you a promise, Mason,” I hiss, my eyes locking with Reed’s as I look up at him. He nods encouragingly, not a trace of mercy on his face and I move my hands down over Mason’s head. “I always keep my promises,” I finish and, without any remorse, or any emotion at all, I snap his neck.

			Mason’s death concludes a personal vendetta, and it eliminates Kenneth’s ultimate weapon, but there are still too many NUSA soldiers swarming all over the Academy. Kwan and his team come backing around the corner, overwhelmed by the number of men attacking them and being slowly pushed back. 

			“Rebecca!” I hear Aidan yell, and I turn to see him fighting half a dozen men, the front of his shirt stained red with blood. He is in bad shape, but still fighting with all the intensity of the Power of Three. I take a step towards him to help, but he fends me off with his next word. “Go!”

			“Go,” Reed echoes, appearing beside me. “Find Kenneth. Finish it.”

			“There’re too many of them,” I insist. “You need us here.”

			“We will deal with them.” He turns and backhands a soldier who had been trying to sneak up behind him. “Now go!”

			I falter, torn between my desire to find Kenneth and my fear that even if I succeed I will have nothing to come back to. That they will all perish in my absence, when we are so very close to the end. My eyes automatically find Aidan, and in a flash I have an awful premonition of him lying dead on the ground, his brown eyes cold and lifeless. My whole body feels the anguish of that vision, and I fight the urge to cry out. 

			“Rebecca,” Reed waves his hand in front of my face, breaking the spell. This is what it comes down to. I am the leader of the Legion, and our sole purpose is to defeat NUSA. It is the reason this army was formed in the first place. The fences must come down, and it is my responsibility to ensure that happens. I am the Resistance’s ultimate weapon, and their only hope.

			“You stay alive,” I reply, turning to face Reed. “You keep them all alive. That’s an order.” Without waiting for a response, I start running, finally completely embracing my duty. 

			“Quinn! Heath!” I yell as I run and, sure enough, the two men rush to meet me, Matt and Rory with them. Fiona, Abby and the others bring up the rear as we storm down the drive.

			We encounter very little resistance as we leave the Academy grounds. There are a few NUSA soldiers loitering near the cluster of abandoned Humvees on the street, but it takes only a couple of minutes to dispose of them. 

			“Why don’t we just take one of these?” Matt asks, gesturing one of the NUSA vehicles, but I shake my head.

			“They’re all rigged with tracking devices. It wouldn’t do us any good if Kenneth figures out we’re coming.” A lone vehicle returning to the States at high speed would give us away in a heartbeat. 

			As I turn to follow Quinn, who is leading the way to our transportation, I see a familiar-looking mob making their way up the street. The Ordinary, armed with their crude weapons, are joining the fight, no doubt most of them are those who volunteered for the Gifting procedures and were denied. There is no time to question Adam’s decision in allowing them to enter the fray – he leads his men, not me. Soon enough, we reach the dark blue double-cab pickup and are on our way back to the States. The journey is over seven hundred miles, and we drive all day, taking turns at the wheel and stopping only for restroom breaks and to refuel. 

			About a mile from the fences, I pull over and Quinn takes the wheel. Quinn is an excellent driver; in fact, he was our official driver when I was still married to Eric. 

			“Drive straight through the fences,” I remind him and he nods. 

			“Do you really think it’s a good idea to barge right in?” Abby asks from the back seat.

			“Yes,” I turn to face her, Fiona and Heath, who are sitting on the back seat. “We need them to know that we’re here, but we can’t afford to get caught. It’s the only way to find out where Kenneth is.”

			“How exactly do we find him, again?” Heath asks, the plan making no sense to him.

			“We follow the cavalry.”

			As Quinn pulls off, Fiona opens the small window between the back seat and the bed. 

			“Hold on to something,” she cautions the five soldiers huddled in the bin. “It’s about to get bumpy.”

			We reach the fences under the cloak of a pitch black sky. 

			“Go straight through,” I instruct Quinn and he tramps harder on the gas. Unsurprisingly, the fences are much less heavily guarded than usual, Kenneth having sent so many soldiers into the Rebeldom to destroy the Legion for once and for all. We smash through the fence, the giant engine growling as we steamroll over a few discarded poles, and I spare a moment’s sympathy for the men and women being thrown around in the bin. And then we are through and racing into the States. Quinn’s focus is incredible and he never wavers, making hairpin bends and lightning turns as we shake off our pursuers and weave deeper into NUSA territory. Soon enough we start to see signs of traffic and, as we shoot past a gas station, Quinn turns up a side road, kills the lights and we abandon the car.

			Keeping to the shadows, we make our way back towards the gas station and watch. Luck is on our side and within a few minutes a minivan pulls out, heading in our direction. I step out into the street directly in its path and it skids to a stop. As I yank open the driver’s door, the others pile into the back. There is barely enough room, but Abby and Fiona clamber over the seats into the trunk, making way for the others. A terrified young man stares up at me from the driver’s seat, his hands in the air.

			“Move over,” I yell. He stares at me, bewildered. “Move, now!” I repeat, and he scrambles across to the passenger seat. 

			“Don’t even think about it,” I warn, hitting the gas as he reaches for the door handle.

			“Are you going to kill me?” the youth asks after a few minutes. 

			“No,” I reply, signalling left and making the turn. “But I can’t risk you reporting me, so you’re coming along for the ride.”

			“What do you want?”

			“If I told you, I’d have to kill you,” I state solemnly, and then I grin at the petrified expression on his youthful face. “I just need your car – that’s all you need to know,” I say gently and he relaxes slightly.

			“It’s not mine, it’s my mom’s. Oh man, she’s going to kill me.”

			“I’m pretty sure she won’t hold you responsible.”

			“She didn’t give me permission to take it.”

			“Oh . . . well, yeah, then you’re in a whole heap of trouble.” He reminds me of Michael. “What’s your name?”

			“Jensen.”

			“Jensen, I promise you I will do everything I can to make sure you get this car home in one piece, okay?” He nods sceptically. 

			We drive for half an hour, heading for Chicago.

			“Where are they?” Matt sounds frustrated.

			Another ten minutes pass uneventfully and then Quinn’s voice breaks the silence, making Jensen jump almost a foot off his seat.

			“There!” Quinn points and I glance down to see three black vehicles on the highway below us, red lights flashing. 

			I tramp on the gas, making a sharp right turn and taking the first glide-on to the highway. It takes a minute or two to catch them, the minivan shuddering in protest at the high speed, and then the expensive black sedans come into view. 

			“Definitely NUSA,” Fiona murmurs from the back.

			“You think they’ll take us to my uncle?” Quinn ponders.

			“I don’t see where else they would be going in such a hurry.” This had been my plan all along – to access the States and get Kenneth on high alert, which would mean calling in as many guards as possible to protect himself. Kenneth apparently has a number of residences that he makes use of, being so distrustful of Resistance spies, and not even Fiona could tell us exactly where he would be.

			I keep a fair distance between us and the three sedans, tailing them without being obvious. It is after midnight and the roads are quiet, hardly ideal for going unnoticed. I just have to hope that they don’t suspect anything. 

			Soon the terrain around us becomes remarkably familiar. We are heading towards the same area where Eric and I had lived. As we enter the affluent neighbourhood I wonder for a second whether Kenneth is arrogant enough to have taken up residence in my old home, but then the trio ahead take a left turn. It seems Kenneth isn’t that foolish after all. We cruise slowly past as they turn into a sweeping drive. The brief glimpse of the house at the top shows a palatial home, complete with palm trees lining the drive and an ostentatious water fountain at the top. The lawn is teeming with NUSA guards, all in uniform. I am fast beginning to hate the colour blue.

			“I would never have found him,” Fiona calls from the back. “I’ve never seen this residence. It must be a new safe house.” 

			“Jensen,” I say, as we cruise past the house and pull over to the kerb about a half mile away, “I think it’s safe to say that you will get your mom’s car back in one piece.” 

			My team clambers out the back sliding door as I toss him the keys. He catches them clumsily, and then gawks at me, unable to believe that I am simply going to let him go. 

			“That’s it?” he stammers. “I can go?”

			“I told you, I just needed your car. I hope you don’t get into too much trouble.” I slam the door and join the others on the sidewalk. 

			“Are you all ready?” They nod in unison. 

			“We’ll keep your path as clear as possible,” Quinn promises.

			We stride up the street, not bothering to keep out of sight. There are ten of us, too many to try to conceal. They will see us when they see us, and there is not much we can do about it. We are taking the offensive. Let them defend for a change. 

			 

		

	
		
			 

			chapter 40

			The guards nearest the gate are so busy talking amongst themselves that at first they fail to notice when I step right up to the bars. When they do, every face adopts an expression of complete and utter shock. 

			“Hi,” I smile sweetly, disarming them for a second, and then I vault the eight-foot gate and land like a cat on the other side. The others land beside me before the guards have regained control of their faculties, although I hear the astonished gasps of a few who recognise Fiona and her team. I don’t wait for them to recover. Instead I sprint through them, moving so quickly that even those closest to me cannot grab hold as I pass. I can hear the moment the fighting starts behind me, but I keep my head down, moving towards the house looming ahead of me.

			I burst through the front door into a large, circular hall. Grand staircases sweep up from left and right and I dash to the left as guards swarm down towards me. Knocking over the first two like bowling pins, I grab the third and throw him bodily over the banister. I am completely outnumbered, and in desperation I cast around for some sort of weapon. Spotting the NUSA flags displayed at the bottom of each stairway, I vault over the banister and grab the closest one, lifting it from its base, and spinning it in my hands. The pole is slightly smaller than a Bo staff, and not as heavy, but it will have to do. I backtrack, moving to the centre of the hall and watching as men spill down the stairs on either side of me. No one has followed me from outside and I take this as a good sign, assuming my people are managing to keep the guards at bay.

			Wary of my utter calm, the guards approach cautiously, not quite sure what I am planning with the flag pole. I wait patiently, lulling them into a false sense of security, until they are close enough for my weapon to be effective. Turning abruptly to the left, I spin the staff above my head and then bring it hurtling down on a soldier’s head. There is a loud crack and he drops to the ground at my feet but I am already lunging forward, and I thrust the staff into the next man’s abdomen, winding him instantly. The flag whips through the air, making a humming noise, and I spin it twice, using the momentum to turn my body and face the opposite way. 

			The staff connects with the next man’s neck, and the third takes such a powerful blow to the kneecap that it shatters. His screams of pain fill the cavernous hall, and the soldiers between me and the stairs on the left back away. I take advantage of their hesitation and race towards the staircase. I will not be able to manoeuvre the makeshift Bo once I reach the stairs, so the second my foot hits the first step I cast it aside, throwing it into an approaching soldier’s face. 

			On the opposite stairwell, a few guards are retreating, moving back up to intersect me at the top. I crouch low as another guard looming above me on the stairs tries to seize hold of me, and his hands clutch thin air. I twist my body, sweeping him off balance and he catapults over me, tumbling to the bottom. 

			On the landing, I hesitate, not sure whether to go left or right. I hear the thumping of heavy footfalls, and five guards approach from the left. 

			“Follow the cavalry,” I mutter, running towards them instead of away, as a large cluster of men hurtle after me. Adrenalin is pumping through my veins as I let my fists fly, tossing soldiers aside almost too easily. I have always relied on Reed or Kwan or another Legion soldier to back me up in these situations and as a result I have never had to realise my full potential. As I duck and twist, moving faster than ever before and raining blows down on each new opponent, it dawns on me that the Power of Three is truly incredible. No ordinary soldier can stand in my way. One by one, the force around me is diminishing, allowing me more room to manoeuvre and, like a runaway train, I seem to be gaining momentum the longer I fight.

			Suddenly three men grab me from behind, trapping my arms, and I drop to a crouch, throwing my arms forward with all my strength. Two of the men slide past me over the tiled floor, and the other lands heavily to my left. I bend my arm and bring it down in a punishing blow to the top of his head. 

			Then I am up again and running down a long corridor. Every door but one is open. I focus on the closed door, wondering fleetingly if Fiona and her team are okay. I turn around to find that only a few soldiers remain, but they are not even attempting to follow me. With a sense of disquiet, I kick open the locked door, wondering if I am walking into a trap.

			The room itself is the epitome of arrogance and grandeur. It is enormous and there is a large, open space before a crackling fire, above which hangs a portrait of Kenneth looking refined and dignified. It seems our former ally has wasted no time in adjusting to a presidential way of life. There is a drinks trolley against the far wall, and a massive panoramic window overlooks the rolling gardens at the back of the house. It takes me a few seconds to take this in, but all the while I am conscious only of the man that I came here to kill – the man who has nowhere left to hide.

			Kenneth Williams is sitting at a large oak desk, a pair of glasses perched on the end of his nose. He looks younger and more able than I have ever seen him. His hair is neat and the suit that he is wearing is expensive and impeccably cut. A quick scan of the room reveals only two NUSA guards, one on each side of his pretentious presidential desk. I know instinctively that the two guards are Gifted with the Power of Three. Kenneth would not be so calm if these men were ordinary Gifted soldiers. That is why he sent Mason after me, because he had two replacements to remain behind and protect him. Still, I am only mildly concerned. After everything we have been through to get to this point, I will not give up now. 

			I take one step forward and the two guards move in unison, positioning themselves between me and Kenneth. Kenneth remains seated, eyeing the scene before him with bland curiosity. 

			“Get out of my way,” I warn his guards. “You don’t have to do this.”

			“We’re sworn to protect the President,” the nearest one, a tall, dark-haired man announces.

			“I’ll get you a new one by tomorrow,” I mock. “In case you haven’t noticed, Presidents are a dime a dozen these days.”

			The second man, shorter, stockier, with arms the size of my thighs, smiles at that, but it doesn’t reach his eyes. The first guard moves towards me.

			“Winston,” Kenneth calls, halting him in his tracks. “Rebecca,” he sighs as I walk purposefully into the room, away from the open door, “it would seem I have underestimated you.” To his credit, he is remarkably composed for a man who is about to die.

			“I made you a promise,” I remind him casually. “Surely you didn’t think I wouldn’t come looking for you?”

			“Actually I presumed you would stay behind and perish with your so-called Legion, who are no doubt being slaughtered by my men as we speak.” A chill runs through me. Since the moment we left, I have forced myself not to think about what might be happening at Lakeside. “I guess you’re more like me than I thought,” he adds conversationally, “far more interested in saving your own skin.”

			“The Legion will not go down without a fight,” I retort. “And as for my skin – it’s your own you should be worrying about.”

			“Ah, because you’re here to kill me, I assume.”

			“Well, I certainly didn’t come for a catch-up.”

			“Let’s get on with it then, shall we?” he smiles, opening his arms in invitation. “Although you might want to greet our guest first.” 

			I hear the creak of the door behind me and as it slowly swings shut to reveal the man standing behind it, I give a gasp of shock and horror.

			“No,” I shake my head desperately, not wanting to believe my own eyes.

			“Yes,” Kenneth counters gleefully, “I thought you might be surprised.” It makes sense now, why there were so few guards blocking my path. Kenneth had no reason to be afraid – he had three unbeatable soldiers right here in this room. 

			Aidan must have left the Academy just after we did. That was why he was so forceful in getting me to go – so that I wouldn’t notice his own departure. It had taken us a while to find the convoy heading for Kenneth’s hideout, but he would have known exactly where to go, and he had got here first.

			“Aidan?” I plead, meeting the brown eyes that I have known my whole life, but finding no warmth within their gaze. “Why?” There are a million questions, but that one word is all I can manage as my throat seizes up, his betrayal more debilitating than a hundred soldiers with the Power of Three.

			“Why?” he asks coldly, stepping forward and spreading his arms incredulously. “Why, Rebecca? Why do you think? You may put the well-being of countless strangers before our own son, but I won’t . . . I will protect Alex, even if you refuse to.”

			“But that’s what I’m doing!” I cry. “This has all been to protect Alex – to give him the life that he deserves.”

			“Are you even hearing yourself?” he sneers. “You have spent over a year in the midst of an unwinnable war. You’ve failed – you’ve failed me, Reed, your precious Legion. And Alex. How many times has Alex’s life been in danger because of your foolish pride?”

			“He tried to kill me,” I stammer hysterically, gesturing at Kenneth. “You’ve made a deal with the devil!”

			“I made a deal to keep my son safe,” he replies, his voice thick with disdain. “Sometimes you have to do the unthinkable.”

			The look on Kenneth’s face is so smug and so spiteful, and the truth of Aidan’s betrayal so cripplingly painful that for a moment I think I might black out. Somewhere in the fuzzy recesses of my mind, I recall that Aidan knew Kenneth very well – they had both lived with the Resistance while I was ensconced in the States with Eric. Kenneth had been genuinely concerned when Eric had kidnapped Aidan. Somehow, Aidan must have reached out to him and made a deal to secure his and Alex’s future, at the expense of the rest of us. It is so completely unbelievable that it can only be true, and I force myself not to give in to the sudden emptiness that threatens to consume me. 

			Drawing in a steadying breath, I will my hands to stop shaking and I tap into the darkness that I have learned to keep at bay. With grim determination I swivel slowly to face Kenneth.

			“You think that by corrupting the man I love, you’ve won?” I growl, my voice low and deadly. “That I will let you live?” I give a maniacal shriek of mirthless laughter and the two guards on either side of him step forward. “It might have worked,” I concede, locking my gaze on Kenneth’s weathered face. “Except that you chose the wrong man.” 

			I don’t wait for a response. Instead, I spin on the spot and kick Aidan in the chest, instinctively knowing that he moved towards me while my back was turned. I hold nothing back, not allowing my heart to override my head. I hear the dull thud as he slams into the wall behind him but I have already swivelled around to face the two guards, who have darted forward. I deflect two blows aimed at my face and kick out at the guard called Winston as he reaches for me. Winston staggers backwards, but he recovers before I have time to blink and before I can strike out at him again the shorter, stockier of the two men grabs me in a ruthless headlock. 

			I struggle against him, clawing at his arm, but a second later Winston grabs both my hands and pins them behind my back, twisting my arm sadistically in the process. Warily, I watch as Aidan approaches from the front, his eyes never leaving my face. He is rubbing his chest, and he winces slightly. I am pretty sure I broke a few ribs with that kick. Nobody says a word as he stops in front of me, an unreadable expression on his face. 

			“Give it up, Rebecca.” He shakes his head pityingly and it dawns on me that his face will probably be the last thing I ever see. I close my eyes, drawing on an image of Alex, of his beautiful, youthful face, and despite everything I take comfort in the fact that at least he will survive. “It’s over,” Aidan murmurs cruelly. “Even you can’t defeat two soldiers with the Power of Three.”

			And in that moment, hope burgeons in my chest, the warmth of a thousand suns filling my entire body. In a split second, everything becomes clear to me – the real reason that Aidan went through with his procedures, and why he had been so intent on his training. He knew this would happen – he had already set his alliance with Kenneth in motion and ensured that he would be here when I finally came head to head with our most dangerous enemy. And Kenneth has absolutely no idea that Aidan has been Gifted with the Power of Three. 

			 

			 

		

	
		
			 

			chapter 41

			Unable to stop myself, I grin up at Aidan, and then I throw myself aside as he lunges forward and grabs Winston by the throat. I hear Kenneth’s yell of surprise as I land heavily on the shorter soldier, the panic in his voice impossible to miss. Filled with renewed confidence, I roll to the left and scissor my legs, bringing my heel down hard on my opponent’s trachea. He automatically rolls away, clutching his throat and seized by a bout of convulsive coughing. I leap nimbly to my feet, and am only a foot away from him when I am knocked aside by Aidan, who has been thrown bodily across the room. 

			We land sprawled on the floor near the door and before we can scramble to our feet a tall shadow looms over us. Winston sneers down at the two of us, his face a hateful mask. Bending, he tries to grab me, but Aidan throws himself between us at the last minute and the two are soon locked in deadly combat once more. I scan the room quickly. Kenneth is still behind his desk, unable to escape with us so close to the door. His smug arrogance is gone and an expression of genuine fear has replaced it. I feel a thrill of satisfaction that Aidan has foiled Kenneth’s best-laid plans. The shorter guard is back on his feet, his gaze flickering between me and the President, not certain whether to attack or defend. 

			Speeding across the room, I force his hand, and he engages me to thwart my obvious intention of attacking Kenneth. Over and over, he attempts to strike, but I block every blow. We are very evenly matched, but one thing becomes clear as I slowly force him backwards – Reed is truly the strongest man alive. I have fought others with the Power of Three, and yet none of them have come close to his strength. And sparring with him has made me almost as powerful. Taking the offensive, I start to fight back and soon the NUSA soldier is the one trying to dodge my onslaught of punches. A particularly brutal uppercut just clips his jaw, but it is all the leverage I need. It slows his reflexes and I power through his next block, slamming my fist into his left cheek. As his head whips around, I leap up and bring my elbow down between his shoulders, the force knocking him to his knees. Before he can react, I bring both arms down, my thumbs tucked in and I land a knife hand strike to each side of his neck in perfect unison. He slumps to the ground, and I round on Kenneth furiously, but a yell of pain near the door diverts my attention. 

			Winston has Aidan in a choke hold and judging by the colour of his face and the glazed look in his eyes, Aidan is almost out of oxygen. I propel myself forward, taking the few short steps at a run, and then I launch myself into the air towards them, catching Winston around the neck as I sail over him, suspended upside down above him for a second before my legs flip over and then I am arching back down to the ground, my body falling fast, taking Winston over with me. I land on my feet, Winston now behind me, my grip on his neck tightening as I use my momentum and all the strength in my arms to fling his body over, hearing the audible crack in my ear as his neck snaps. I release him and turn to face Kenneth before Winston’s body has even hit the ground.

			Kenneth’s eyes are as round as saucers and as I move towards him he lets out a whimper of genuine terror. 

			“Rebecca, please,” he stammers, looking so like his frail former self that anyone else might doubt his intentions. Unfortunately for Kenneth, his pathetic display invokes no compassion in me. 

			“Are you okay?” I rest a hand on Aidan’s heaving shoulder as I pass, my eyes never leaving Kenneth’s.

			“Fine,” he croaks, getting unsteadily to his feet.

			I step closer to Kenneth, stopping about three yards from where he is cowering behind his desk.

			“Any last words?” 

			“You can’t do this!” he hisses. “I am the President of the New United States of America!”

			“The New United States as you know it will cease to exist from this day forward,” I correct him. “The fences will fall, with you.”

			“Guards!” Kenneth shrieks in panic. “Guards!”

			“No one’s coming,” I point out. “You sent them all out to kill me, and left yourself defenceless. You underestimated us, Kenneth.”

			“You wouldn’t kill me,” he pleads. “You know me. Your father spent his life protecting me. I made a terrible mistake. Please . . . forgive me.”

			“Now you’re underestimating me,” I murmur, without emotion.

			I reach into my jacket and withdraw the pocket pistol I had taken from Norman’s basement. There is only one bullet in the chamber, but that is all I need. I raise the gun and point it straight at Kenneth.

			“The war is over,” I declare as I squeeze the trigger.

			 

		

	
		
			 

			chapter 42 

			It was only fitting that Kenneth should die by the very weapon he was so eager to bring back. I have killed many men, but I didn’t want his dirty blood on my hands. I didn’t want to be tainted by his evil. I had killed Eric, but Eric had been different. Despite his wrongdoings, he had truly believed that what he was doing was in the best interests of the people. He was power hungry and did terrible things, but he had a cause, no matter how twisted. Kenneth was a different breed of monster – he had not cared about a single soul other than himself. He wanted dominion over everything and everyone, at any price. It was men like Kenneth who had destroyed our planet to begin with, and it was only fitting that his death marked the end of the violence. 

			I stand frozen in time, in the moment, still holding the gun at shoulder height, barely able to comprehend that I have finally, finally finished what I started all those years ago. I barely hear the footsteps as the room fills with people; whether friend or foe, I have no idea. Amidst the yelling and the chaos, one voice rises above the others. 

			“Rebecca!” Aidan’s face swims before me, his expression one of triumph and pride. “You did it!” His voice breaks and he seizes hold of me, pulling me towards him and enveloping me in a bone-crushing hug. I barely have a moment to respond when we are forced apart and I glance around in bewilderment to find what must be the entire Chicago police department surrounding us, batons in hand. 

			“You’re under arrest!” The chief officer steps forward. A few men are trying to revive Kenneth, but I am unconcerned. Kenneth is dead, he has gone where he can never hurt anybody ever again. 

			Aidan meets my gaze, waiting for my instruction, but I shake my head, dropping the gun and offering both my hands. These men are not NUSA soldiers, they have no extraordinary capabilities. They are officers of the state, and they do not deserve to be punished. 

			“Aidan,” I call, as they march him out of the room and he turns back to look at me, two policemen bumping into his back. “I didn’t mean it,” I admit, my emotions flooding through me. I need him to know the truth, after all this time. “It was always you.”

			I lied to Kenneth, but I cannot lie to Aidan – to the boy who became a man, who became my equal without my even realising it. The perfect man for me. His face creases into a smile that is both broken and infinitely beautiful. 

			“I know,” he admits, and a million unspoken words pass between us. He opens his mouth to speak again but it is too late – the cops are already pushing him out of the door.

			I am ushered down the stairs and out into the first light of a new dawn. To my relief, I see a small group of my own people standing amidst a crowd of blue. It looks like Fiona’s plan worked. They managed to convince a few of their former allies to cease and desist. Soldiers are people, after all, not machines. It is a lot harder to take on a friend than an enemy. Fiona is, to these men, what Kwan is to me. My teacher, mentor, friend. And I would certainly never attack Kwan, at least not without stopping to listen. The sky is tinged with pink, and I appreciate its beauty for a moment before I am shoved roughly forward and escorted into a waiting police car. As we pull out of the drive, I spot Fiona standing to one side, and as we pass, she lifts her hand to her temple in a silent salute. 

			I am locked inside a prison cell, but left to my own devices. The Chicago police are no doubt unsure what to do with me – they are ill-equipped to handle this situation. There is hardly any crime inside NUSA, and punishment is usually decided by the President. I can see how that might pose a problem.

			The cell is not really that uncomfortable, and I am eternally grateful for the window on the far wall, or I might have found myself recalling the last time I was incarcerated when Kenneth had tortured me. That had been an awful, inhumane, windowless room, whereas the cell I am currently occupying has a decent bed and a working, private toilet. The food is also good, considering what I am used to eating, but the solitude works on my nerves. With nothing else to do, I find that I agonise obsessively about my people. I am desperate for news, particularly of Alex, and I pray constantly that someone, anyone, will come and find me.

			It is late in the afternoon on the third day of my incarceration when I hear a commotion in the outer office, and I peer curiously through the bars. A lone figure walks through the gate and comes to stand before my cell.

			“Took you long enough,” I grin, as Adam unlocks the cell gate.

			“You have been pardoned,” he smiles.

			“By whom?” I ask, although I already know the answer.

			“By the President of the United States of America,” he replies, confirming that NUSA is no more. “By me,” he adds, and I give a whoop of euphoria as I hug him tightly. 

			“Is everyone okay? What happened, did the others make it? Did the convoy get into town? Where’s Alex?” The questions stream from my mouth in quick succession and Adam holds up a hand to halt the flow.

			“There’s someone else who will answer your questions,” he promises. “Wait here.”

			“But . . .” I watch his retreating figure and a hollow dread settles in the pit of my stomach. A second later Aidan appears. He rushes to my side and wraps his arms around me. 

			“You’re okay,” he sighs deeply, relief emanating off him.

			“Aidan, where’s Alex?” I swallow, my throat suddenly dry.

			“He’s fine,” he takes hold of both my shoulders. “Most of our people are fine – they’re already being brought into the States. But some people . . . some people didn’t make it.”

			“What are you . . .” I cannot finish the sentence because I already know what he is going to say. 

			“Reed . . .” he begins.

			“No!” I cut him short, the blood draining from my face. “No,no,no,no,no . . .” I shake my head in denial.

			“He saved Alex,” Aidan’s voice breaks and I see tears shining in his eyes. “He saved all of them.”

			“No.” My own tears spill over and course down my cheeks. “No, no, please no!” I collapse as my knees give way, a rolling fog of grey clouding my vision and filling my mind. “No!” I scream, and then the small, cold confines echo with the sound as I scream over and over, clawing at my face. If it weren’t for Alex, I would wish with all my heart that I had not lived through this.

			 

		

	
		
			 

			chapter 43

			The next few days are a haze. Henry, who has taken up residence in a nearby hospital, keeps me sedated. My grief is so consuming that I am a danger to myself, I hear him telling my father. I learn that of my team only Rory didn’t make it. Apparently Heath, Quinn and the others managed to fight their way through the guards in the grounds of Kenneth Williams’ house and, better still, they had managed to convince some of them to stop fighting. Fiona was far more effective. Her entire team were previous NUSA soldiers, and they had known some of the guards at Kenneth’s home which had allowed them to reason with them. In fact some NUSA soldiers had turned on their own and fought alongside Fiona and her people. Clint is pretty beaten up, but he should make a full recovery. It is not lost on me that Fiona had been right in saying that Kenneth’s men would be less likely to attack the women. Clint had certainly taken the most hammering. 

			Adam lost many members of his Ordinary who had come to the Legion’s aid in Gainesville, and the Legion’s losses have been heavy. Countless soldiers had fallen in the battle, including David, who I had come to consider a friend. Neither Gabe nor Crackerjack had made it out of the Academy alive. Fiona had lost twelve of her men. Jupiter is devastated by the loss of his sister, and it dawns on me that even with his policy of non-involvement, he too ultimately lost someone dear to him in the name of freedom. Most shocking is the news of the General’s death – Harrison Ross had been one of the founders of the Resistance, and he would never know of its triumph. It was almost inconceivable that he had perished, given that he was supposed to be safely in town but, like a ship’s captain and unbeknownst to the rest of us, the General had simply refused to leave the Academy before the attack. 

			Jethro, despite what I had witnessed, has survived, but is confined to a wheelchair. Mason had broken Jethro’s back, not his neck as I had thought. Jethro is paralysed from the waist down, but Adam is ensuring that he is in the best medical hands. It is too early to tell whether he will regain movement or be able to walk again. The specialists need to wait for the swelling to subside before they can make a full diagnosis, but we are all praying that some function will return. Veronica does not leave Jethro’s side and makes every effort to keep him positive. I had not known that Veronica, too, had stayed on the Academy grounds when the fighting began. She had managed to elude the NUSA soldiers, and had pulled three wounded Legion soldiers to safety and given them medical assistance which, according to Henry, had saved their lives.

			And then there was Reed. Beautiful, brave, reckless Reed. Kwan and Morgan had watched it happen, and they are the ones who relay the story, as gently as they can. I wouldn’t have believed it if it hadn’t come from them. Alerted by the gunfire, Alex and Brooke had snuck out of town again. I cannot even bring myself to reprimand the children after the horrors of what they had seen. Morgan, who had been watching over them, had searched everywhere before the dreadful realisation had hit her and despite wanting to stay out of the fighting, she had raced to the Academy to look for them. She had fought her way through the crowd and alerted Reed and Kwan, who had immediately set off to find the children. Alex and Brooke had been making their way from the edge of the grounds when a NUSA Humvee had careened through the fence not far from them. 

			Reed had driven his own Humvee straight into the NUSA vehicle as it sped towards where the frozen, terrified children were standing and the two cars had collided directly over one of Gabe’s explosive traps. 

			The children escaped unscathed and Morgan delivered them back to town safely, but Reed was the true hero. Like Jonathan before him, he had sacrificed himself to save my son and his precious daughter who would now never have the opportunity to know him as a father. 

			“Elizabeth didn’t make it either,” Kwan adds, his face contorted with misery. 

			“What do you mean?” I gasp, unable to take any more.

			“She also came up to the Academy to help look for Alex and Brooke,” Morgan explains gently. “She didn’t make it back.” Kind, gentle Elizabeth who couldn’t bring herself to use her own ability. She was not a fighter, and the thought that anyone had hurt her is unbearable.

			There are so many casualties that we hold a mass memorial service to bury our dead. Adam had enlisted Jupiter’s semi to transport the bodies so that they could be buried here in Chicago. The day before the funeral I insist that Henry stop giving me the meds. I will not dishonour the memory of Reed and the others by being too numb to feel it. 

			Adam’s role of new leader has been greeted with mixed emotions from the populace, but his sincerity and his solid plans seem to be paying off. He has already held a press conference, and will be travelling to each and every state as soon as possible to do the same – visiting the communities personally, and answering any questions they might have. As expected, the biggest contention is the removal of the boundary fences, but the reformed Deranged he has enlisted have gone a long way towards reassuring the people. The Legion and the NUSA soldiers will be combined into a United States Army to protect us from the Rados and any other threat we may encounter. The army is no longer employed solely to protect the President; they will now protect the people – each and every citizen.

			It also helps that many of the older citizens of the States remembered Adam’s father with much fondness. It is surprising just how many people wanted change but were too afraid to fight for it. Adam, however, is insistent that his Presidency is only a temporary arrangement and has decreed that we hold the first fair and democratic vote since the war of 2016. It doesn’t concern me – with the strong display of support he has already received, this election is only a formality. Adam Vincent will lead us into a new era.

			Aidan supports me as we make our way to the cemetery where our fallen comrades are to be buried and I lean on him heavily. I no longer feel the need to be the strong one. I have served my purpose, now I need to mourn the man without whom none of this would have been possible. 

			Adam’s voice rings out loud and clear as he delivers the eulogy, and I stand beside Reed’s white coffin in a black dress that Jenna had brought me, a single white rose in my hand. I cannot stem the flow of tears that stream down my cheeks, dripping off my chin and onto my chest until the black fabric is soaked through. Aidan squeezes my hand, offering silent support, and I am grateful for his presence although I know that I will never recover. 

			Adam mentions each and every person who lost their life in the final battle, paying respect individually. It is a long process but nobody moves, nobody fidgets or shuffles as you might expect. We hang on to every word, Adam’s beautiful speech resonating in all of us. I wait with a heavy heart, but he does not mention Reed’s name. 

			“Rebecca,” he calls finally, his voice soft, and I raise my tear-streaked face. “Would you like to say something?” he invites and I nod quickly, releasing Aidan’s hand and touching the smooth wood beneath my fingers. Taking a deep breath, I start to speak, softly at first and then louder as I pay homage to the bravest man I have ever known. 

			“Reed McCoy lived through World War Three, as many of us did but, unlike some of us, he refused to lie down and give in. He never once considered that life had dealt him a bad hand. He was the strongest of us all . . . the bravest . . . the best,” my voice breaks and I take a moment to compose myself. “Reed died saving the lives of others. That is just who he was – he sacrificed everything for the cause that he believed in . . . for our cause. I will not forget, and nor should you.” I look up and gaze across the sea of faces swimming before me. “You owe this man your lives. Everything that happens now is because of the sacrifice that he made. Honour him, as I will. For ever.” 

			I step towards Adam and take from him the beautifully pressed American Flag that Morgan had brought me the day before. Kwan, my father, Adam and I drape it over the white coffin, fresh tears dripping onto the beautiful fabric. In the Rebeldom we buried our dead in cloth and rags, and the opulence of the coffins around us is a stark contrast. I place the white rose over the flag, and others step forward to do the same until the fabric is covered in the rare, beautiful flowers. Eric once procured two for me as a token of his love. For Reed, we had amassed hundreds.

			As the others move away out of respect for my grief, I drop to my knees in the dirt, my hand pressed against the side of the coffin. It is surreal, I think, as I gaze up at the flag hanging over the edge, haunted by his memory. The smell of the roses is almost overpowering, and it makes me feel sick that something so beautiful could be associated with something so awful. I can still barely believe what has happened. 

			“Thank you,” I whisper, gazing hollowly up at the glossy side. “I lied to them, but you know that already. You didn’t do this for them – you did it for me. Everything you did was for me. You made me whole and gave me the courage to carry on even when I didn’t think I could. Without you I would be lost . . . Without you I am lost . . .” 

			I cannot continue and I let myself go, giving in to the pain of his loss, which cripples me, holding me locked in place. My sobbing is mewling and pitiful, and I curl up in the freshly dug earth and weep until I think I might die right here beside him. 

			It is Aidan who pulls me up, what feels like hours later. He carries me away from the quiet stillness of the cemetery, through the busy street and up into a waiting car. Laying me gently on the back seat, he drives us through town, and then carries me inside. I do not recognise my surroundings, and Aidan offers no explanation. I cannot speak, and I do not ask. He strips off my filthy black dress, and fetches a warm towel, wiping me down as I perch on the edge of a comfortable bed, staring at nothing. 

			“I can’t imagine what you’re going through,” he says eventually, tossing the towel aside and crouching down in front of me so that our eyes are on the same level. “But I want you to know that I am here for you.”

			“Thank you.” I stare into his familiar warm brown eyes and see the love and sympathy reflected in them, and I take his hand, holding on to it as if it is a lifeline. I know eventually I will be okay – because he is here to protect me, to support me, to love me.

			“We did it,” I sob. “It’s really over.”

			“You did it. You saved us all. Our world will change, all because of you – because you refused to give up. God, Bex, you’ve been so strong and so brave. I’m so proud of you.”

			“I couldn’t have done it without him.” 

			“I would agree.”

			“I loved him,” I croak, feeling no guilt at the admission.

			“I know you did.” He brushes my dark hair out of my face. “He loved you too, he loved all of us.”

			“What will happen to Brooke?” I ask. It had crept up on me at the funeral – the young girl who reminded me so much of myself at that age.

			“We will take care of her,” he replies simply. “She’s part of our family now.” I smile weakly through my exhaustion, and then I lean forward and rest my forehead against his.

			Eventually, he lifts my legs up and onto the bed, covers me with a warm blanket and kisses my forehead. 

			“Sleep,” he murmurs, and I close my eyes. 

			Henry puts me back on the medication immediately, and I don’t argue. He will wean me off it as he sees fit, but for now he advises that it will help me to cope – with Reed’s death, with adjusting to my new life, with everything. It is time for me to be the mother I have always wanted to be, to take comfort in the fact that we have achieved the impossible. We have brought about change, and the world will be a better place for it. Alex will have everything I always dreamed of, without the threat of a dictatorship hanging over us. Aidan is my rock and for the first time I am leaning on someone else for strength. I have come full circle and, despite the loss and the grief, I know deep down that it was all worth it. 

			This journey has been a rollercoaster. I have loved and I have lost, but I have also learned so much. I have learned that mankind’s capacity for cruelty knows no bounds. That we are capable of death, and destruction, and hatred. But I have also learned that in the presence of hope, we are capable of the most courageous acts. And I have learned that one person can change the world.

			My name is Rebecca Davis. I am twenty-eight years old and the saviour of thousands but, more than that, I am finally, truly, a member of a community. I am one face in the crowd, one opinion, one vote. I will join a nation where every voice counts, where every single citizen has a choice. I am nobody, and yet I am somebody – just like everyone else. My war is over, but my life is just beginning.

			 

		

	
		
			 

			kwan 

			Walking through the woods on the outskirts of the park, I reflect on the journey that brought us here. Yesterday I travelled to the State Line, and it was almost impossible to discern where the boundary fence once stood, barring entry to those in need, those seeking sanctuary. Adam had removed the Illinois fences first and already teams are working around the clock to take down the rest. There will be no more fences, no more segregation. Adam will see to that. There is talk of a new contender, a powerful businessman who plans to run against Adam in the upcoming election, but no one is taking him very seriously. The people of our nation are not as naive as they once were – they will not be taken in by propaganda and lies. 

			Adam has already selected elite teams whose sole purpose is to scour the barren lands for the lost – with all the resources of the United States behind them. Countless lives will still be saved. 

			In a surprise move, he has put Jupiter and Jeffrey Davis jointly in charge of technology. Jupiter’s dream of air travel will likely be realised far sooner than he expected. Adam has abolished weapons engineering as well as prohibiting the Gifting procedures. There will be no more super soldiers. Humanity will have to rely on its natural wit and intellect to resolve conflict from now on. 

			It is hard to believe that it is only a little over two weeks since Kenneth Williams’ death. So much has changed, and yet much is still the same. Rebecca has changed the most. Her fight ended with the fall of NUSA and for the first time she has allowed her vulnerability to surface, spending quiet hours with Aidan and the children, and mourning Reed. I watch from the shelter of the trees for a few minutes as she sits on the soft grass nearby watching Alex and Brooke climbing all over the playground equipment. Aidan is beside her, watching over them all. She turned down Adam’s offer to continue leading the Legion – the United States official defence force. I have no doubt that while NUSA has fallen, a new threat will emerge in time. There will come a time in the future when we will need to protect our country from another enemy, an external foe. History has a way of repeating itself. Adam gave me the job instead, but I have a feeling that Rebecca will one day join me. She has a fire in her that will not be extinguished for long.

			I move further into the trees, stopping in a small glade under a canopy of trees, enjoying the warming sunlight on my face, waiting expectantly. I do not have long to wait. I hear the leaves crunching underfoot and I turn to see them approaching.

			“What took you so long?” 

			“The bowman here is slower than Henry, I hope he doesn’t hold me back,” Reed replies, in his familiar Southern drawl. Archer grins indulgently across at Morgan, who rolls her eyes. “How was my funeral?” Reed continues.

			“Awful. She’s broken.”

			“I know – I was watching.” His voice is lower than I have ever heard it, tinged with regret and his own sorrow. “Who’s lying in my grave?”

			“The NUSA soldier who really did die in that explosion. Nobody will ever know – he was burned so badly.” I recall how Morgan and I watched as Reed launched himself from the speeding vehicle just seconds before the crash. 

			“Good,” he feigns approval, but he looks slightly nauseous. 

			“I still think this is cruel,” I say. He knows exactly what I mean and despite his bravado I know that he has been watching her as closely as I have. He is very affected by her presence, although he refuses to show it.

			“You gave me your word,” he reminds me, as if I could forget. Reed had sworn me to secrecy and no one but the five of us would ever know that he had survived the explosion. Only Adam, other than the four of us standing here, knows this. Reed will accompany Archer and Morgan as one of the elite teams Adam has chosen to search for survivors. They will be gone a very long time, and Reed will never return to our community.

			“I will never reveal your secret, Reed, but I wonder if you will not regret the choice that you are making. You love her. To leave her will destroy you.” I can see the toll this is taking on him. His face is grey with exhaustion and his eyes have a hollow, haunted look that only losing her could invoke. I never thought I would see the day that Reed would look weak but, despite his efforts, I can see that the man standing next to me is in absolute agony. 

			“To stay would destroy us both,” he murmurs, almost to himself. He cannot restrain himself any longer and he turns to watch Rebecca, just visible through the trees. 

			“I don’t understand why, after everything, you would leave without a fight,” I muse. 

			He answers without taking his eyes off her. “You forget that I fell in love with Rebecca long before this war made her what she is today. I fooled myself for a while that she loved me back, but I was only ever intimate with the woman who had already been hurt beyond repair by the cause that she believed in. The girl that I fell in love with – the real Rebecca beneath it all – she never loved me. Her heart belonged to him the whole time. She just locked it up, buried it in the deepest part of her – the part that could only return when her mission was complete. Aidan is the one.” He smiles, the saddest smile I have ever seen. “And yet, despite everything, Rebecca will never be able to choose. She cannot bear to hurt either of us, it goes against her very nature. She is too good, too selfless. It will tear her up inside, and ultimately destroy us all.” 

			“How can you be so sure?”

			“Because I know her better than she knows herself.” His voice drops to barely more than a whisper and I can see the tendons in his neck flex with the effort of keeping his emotions in check. “And,” he admits, “I asked her once if she could choose. She tried to hide it, but in that moment I saw the truth.” 

			I say nothing, because to contradict him would be to disagree and in my heart I know that he is right.

			“She has done enough. She has sacrificed enough.” He visibly pulls himself together, resolute. “It’s time for her to be happy. With Alex, and with him.” He turns back to gaze at where Rebecca is sitting cross-legged on the edge of the playing field. 

			“She will take a long time to heal,” I point out, “to get over the anguish of losing you. She is not coping well.”

			“But she will get over it,” he replies pointedly.

			“What about Brooke? She is, after all, your child.” 

			He smiles without mirth, knowing exactly what I am trying to do and seeing straight through me. 

			“She will stay behind. She doesn’t know who I am and she is happiest here, with them. To take her with me would be a purely selfish act and I won’t do that to her, no matter how difficult the alternative. Besides, Rebecca will take care of her.” He smiles genuinely for the first time, and I catch a glimpse of his old, confident, sarcastic self. “It’s my final punishment for Braveheart over there,” he jests, knowing full well that Aidan is far too intrinsically good to be anything less than the best substitute father Brooke could hope for. “Brooke is the part of me that I leave behind,” he murmurs, and I am no longer sure if he is talking to me, or to himself, “the part of me that she will always love and hold dear to her heart.” 

			There is nothing left to say and I step forward, offering him my hand.

			“It has been an honour and a privilege to know you.”

			“Same here,” he drawls, taking my hand and shaking it. “I hope our paths cross again some day. Take care of her,” he adds, pausing, as though he cannot bring himself to move away.

			“She can take care of herself,” I point out wryly.

			“That ain’t no lie,” he agrees, taking one last look at the woman he loves.

			I shake Archer’s hand and they walk away, away from our new home, away from Rebecca. 

			Morgan steps towards me and, after a moment’s hesitation, she throws her arms around me, hiding her tears in my chest.

			“Thank you, for everything,” she says softly, and I stroke her back. 

			“You look after yourself,” I reply, gazing down at her. Morgan has grown so much since the day she first walked into my dojo as a sullen, rebellious teenager. Even more since Michael’s death. She is no longer as quick to speak her mind, and she carries her own scars. I will miss her, but I am glad that she is leaving with Archer, who adores her, and Reed, who will protect her with his life.

			“All right, all right, let’s get this show on the road!” Reed calls, suddenly impatient. He winks at me over Morgan’s shoulder, but I am not fooled. He is not okay either. This is wrong, I think to myself, so very wrong. Rebecca and Reed are like fire and ice, but they are also stronger together, and are drawn to each other like magnets. She may belong with Aidan, but Reed is her equal. If only they could remain friends – but he could never stand that, and it would be unfair to ask. 

			“Come on, Trouble!” Reed teases Morgan, and she quickly releases me and jogs after them.

			As I watch Reed’s tall figure departing, I can think of only one way to describe him – he is a living legend. But then, so are we all. Each and every one of us who contributed to bringing down the tyranny that had prevailed for too long. We are all legends, but Rebecca is the one who will be most remembered. Her legacy will live on in all of us.

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			THE END 
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