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1
 
   EYES AND IDEAS
 
    
 
   Harsh daylight burned through my eyelids. I opened my eyes. 
 
   A beach. A bleak, barren beach. Bodies lay all around, sodden and dead. I scrambled to my feet and began searching. Familiar faces, all of them, from the flight from the Vatican. Bane, where’s Bane… I couldn’t be the only one alive. Jon, oh Lord! He couldn’t swim, he was injured… but he had a life jacket. Bane… Bane, where are you…
 
   Running now, running along the beach, my eyes scanning the sand for coal black hair… I ran and ran ‘til I tripped and fell – sat up, panting in terror. A woodland glade. Dappling sunlight. Beautiful. But I had to find my way back to the beach and Bane…
 
   Someone was blundering through the trees – my heart rose in an absurd wave of hope.
 
   “Bane?” 
 
   But the slender figure who stumbled into the glade had blond, blood-soaked hair. Not Bane.
 
   The man turned empty eye sockets to me and rage choked my heart.
 
   Major Everington.
 
   “Is there someone there?” he asked politely.
 
   The rage prisoned me and the cold, angry, not-Margaret who suddenly controlled my tongue made no reply.
 
   “I’m looking for my eyes,” said the bedraggled blind man. “I don’t suppose you’ve seen them?”
 
   Not-Margaret looked down. My hands held two slick round things. When I opened my fingers emerald green pupils stared up at me like reflections of my own.
 
   “Please? Have you seen them anywhere? I really need them back.”
 
   I wanted to give them to him. Wanted it so much. But trapped in the back of my head, I couldn’t.
 
   Not-Margaret eyed the Major with cruel eyes.
 
   “Sorry,” I heard myself say, “I haven’t seen them.”
 
   My hands closed viciously around those precious orbs. They burst, liquid dripping over my fingers as agony exploded in my eye sockets and the world went black as night. I reeled, slimy hands clutching my slimy face. I could see nothing…
 
   A hand brushed my arm, gripped it.
 
   “I hear soldiers!” The Major’s voice – an urgent hiss. “We should go.”
 
   He wanted me to lead us to safety. Inside, I moaned in horror, floundering in the darkness, helpless as he was, but not-Margaret laughed in my head and didn’t move. She wanted him to be caught.
 
   “Please? Let’s go…” A thread of fear finally touched his calm voice.
 
   I felt myself shake him off, heard myself say, “Burn in hell!”
 
   “Who are you?” His voice moved as though he’d stepped back suddenly.
 
   Heavy boots rushed into the clearing all around us, harsh hands wrestled me to the ground, my cheek pressing into soft grass – beside me the horrible, horrible sounds of a man being beaten to death with rifle butts... on and on... and finally... silence. 
 
   Something struck me – on the back of the head – blackness swallowed me…
 
   …I could see again! Laudamus Domine! But… 
 
   I lay on a gurney.
 
   ...My lungs were heaving in enough air for a scream that would easily wake the whole corridor – I’d proved that often enough already. Grabbing the pillow, I buried my face in it and managed to let out the breath in more of a shuddering moan. 
 
   My lungs promptly began dragging air in for another try.
 
   Silly little whimpering sounds crawling from my throat, I grabbed my dressing gown and bolted out into the passage, darting past Jon’s door and grabbing the handle of the next without doing more than brush my knuckles against the wood.
 
   Moonlight streamed through carelessly drawn curtains and I saw Bane start upright, his hand, even after several weeks of blissful – comparative – safety, slipping underneath his pillow.
 
   “Who… Margo? Ouf…” 
 
   I’d just launched myself on him, flattening him against his pillows and burying my face against his chest, still fighting back those screams. His arms wrapped around me.
 
   “It’s okay, Margo, it’s okay. Just a nightmare. Nothing’s going to hurt you.”
 
   He held me, and rocked me, and rubbed my back, and I began to cry. Quieter than screaming, at least. Turned out there’d been unexpected advantages to being too hungry and exhausted to remember my dreams. 
 
   Bane went on pouring quiet comfort into my ear until my tears trailed off into smothered gulps, then groped for his dressing gown.
 
   “Come on,” he said. “Let’s go to the TV room and I’ll get you a hot drink from the kitchenette.”
 
    
 
   ...Voices in the corridor. I blinked in the morning light.
 
   “Seen Margaret, Jon?” Father Mark.
 
   “Nope. Not ever.”
 
   “Ah… you know what I mean.”
 
   “Wasn’t in Mass, was she? I’m guessing she’s in here, then.” 
 
   Oh bother. There was a cushion under my cheek, not a pillow – I was in the TV room. Bane was slumped in the armchair opposite, just raising his head – and my alarm was back in my own room, unheard. 
 
   Jon’s head appeared around the door. “Margo?”
 
   Thanks, Jon. You could’ve just said, I’ll let her know you’re looking for her…
 
   Father Mark looked around the door as well, glanced at Bane and raised one eyebrow. More in an appeal for caution than in censure.
 
   Blushing, I scrambled off the sofa and headed for the door, tying my dressing gown cord, but Bane made it into the passage ahead of me and punched Jon in the arm hard enough to make him drop his ‘long eye’.
 
   “Ow! What was that for?” Fully dressed and leaning heavily on the thicker stick in his left hand, Jon poked around rather ineffectively with his foot.
 
   Father Mark retrieved the thin stick for him, laughing. 
 
   “Margo’s parish priest just caught her spending the night in a room with a young man not yet her husband and you have to ask?”
 
   Jon pulled a face.
 
   “It’s not like they’re doing anything.”
 
   “Your faith in their self-control is touching and, ah… potentially rather optimistic, I imagine. Anyway, the Holy Father would like to see you three.”
 
   “Right now?” I said, aghast.
 
   “Well, I think that’s what he had in mind. Of course, I’m sure he thought you were dressed already. So let’s just say a.s.a.p.”
 
   “Aargh!” I headed along the corridor towards my room.
 
   “Is it about my idea?” demanded Bane.
 
   “I suspect so,” replied Father Mark emotionlessly. “He said I might want to sit in on the meeting.”
 
   Only one of his skill sets made Father Mark speak in that tone. I shut my door behind me and hastily scrambled into my clothes. Light cotton things, it was so hot here. When I hurried back out Bane had beaten me to it. We headed off along the passage at Jon’s slow pace, my stomach rumbling audibly.
 
   “You two go on ahead and grab something from the canteen,” said Jon. “You’ll still be there before me.”
 
   True.
 
   “Okay, see you there.”
 
   Bane and I quickly left Jon and Father Mark behind. The bullet hole in Jon’s leg was almost healed – the one in his side had a bit further to go. He was getting around, now, slowly and painfully. At least the Citadel was tiny.
 
   Munching on Mediterranean sausage slapped between two slices of bread, we caught them up again as they crossed the sunken square. The little cathedral towered on our right, facing the wall and the gates at the lower end. Behind us was the old chapter house, now being used as living quarters for the staff of this miniaturised Holy See; ahead loomed the ancient Law Courts and administrative buildings of the former island state, being used by us for much the same purpose – the second purpose, anyway.
 
   “Not too bruised, Jon?” I asked him.
 
   “I’m fine. Was a little tactless of me, wasn’t it?”
 
   “A little.” I gave him my arm as we started up the steps on the other side of the square. Bane took his other arm and he didn’t protest, pausing at the top and leaning on the rail, breathing hard. 
 
   “Okay?” I checked.
 
   “Fine. Fine. Let’s go.”
 
   We trooped along the walkway and in through the main entrance. Two Swiss guards stood on either side just within, recognisable only by their ramrod-straight poise. Their cheerful red, orange and blue uniforms were packed away somewhere – Eduardo didn’t want anything bright or distinctive on show – even excessive loitering out of doors was discouraged. 
 
   Father Mark slipped off the long light-weight coat he’d thrown on over his cassock and hung it on a hook with several others, waiting to be used by people going back the other way. Sooner or later the EuroGov would figure out that the mother lode of the Vatican State hadn’t arrived in Africa and satellite pictures were one of the first things they’d be scrutinising.
 
   Pushing the EuroGov to the back of my mind, I’d just eaten my last few bites of breakfast when we reached Pope Cornelius’s office. He rose to greet us as we entered, smiling. An energetic seventy-odd, he had kindly blue eyes and almost a complete head of snow-white hair.
 
   “Margaret, you look tired,” he said, fixing those eyes on me now. 
 
   Tired. He could talk. The few weeks since the loss of his old friend Cardinal Hans had graven extra lines onto his weathered face.
 
   “I just didn’t sleep very well, Your Holiness.”
 
   “Nightmares again?”
 
   He slept one floor up, but nothing was secret in a community of barely sixty people.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Well, I pray they go away soon. Oh my, Jonathan. I’m a fool, I should’ve come across to you…”
 
   “I’m fine.” Jon lowered himself into the nearest chair. “The exercise is good for me. And now I know where your office is.”
 
   “Well, you’re here now. Bane, Mark, good to see you, sit down, everyone.”
 
   Pope Cornelius settled himself behind his desk as I took a seat in front of it. Bane and Father Mark grabbed Jon’s chair and had moved it forward before he could finish protesting again just how all right he was, then pulled up chairs and sat as well.
 
   “So, Bane,” said the Holy Father. “We’ve been so busy getting set up here – and you three definitely needed some recuperation time – but I hope you didn’t think I’d forgotten about the idea you so briefly laid out on board the Freedom II. Emptying Facilities?”
 
   “That’s right,” said Bane. Jon and Father Mark listened without surprise. Bane had spent most of the last couple of weeks discussing the idea with anyone who could conceivably help, intellectually or practically. 
 
   Pope Cornelius spread his hands invitingly, so Bane took a deep breath. 
 
   “Right. Well. Way I see it, the thing we need above all is for people’s consciences to be stirred up enough for them to actually act on them. And I noticed as we crossed Europe that emptying Salperton Facility to save Margo had pricked rather a lot of consciences. 
 
   “But everyone will be saying to themselves, ah, yes, but he had a Resistance cell in his pocket. So we need to do it again. As many times as possible. Without any Resistance cell. Prove if you want to save someone enough, you can.”
 
   “And if we start doing it,” I put in, “it will spread hope. And that will end the silent acceptance of Sorting almost overnight.”
 
   “And that will hugely undermine the EuroGov,” said Jon. “The EuroGov and the EuroBloc Genetics Department are pretty much one and the same, after all.”
 
   Pope Cornelius listened attentively and now nodded slowly.
 
   “Yes. This is how I see it as well. Eduardo too. So the question is, how will you do it?”
 
   Talk about cutting to the difficult questions.
 
   “We’ll need nonLethals,” said Bane firmly. “Margo is adamant we mustn’t injure any guards if we can possibly help it and I think she’s right. We can’t go around hurting people’s sons, husbands and fathers for doing something all of society is responsible for. Actually, I think we could, morally, to save innocents – unless I’m misunderstanding you people’s ideas – but it won’t help overthrow the EuroGov, will it?”
 
   The Holy Father raised a hand, palm downwards, and tilted it from side to side.
 
   “You could, with a strict application of the duty to save the lives of the innocent, make a case for killing or injuring Facility guards in that cause. But with the social situation I would find it an unpalatable interpretation – harming the guards would be too like harming innocents in itself. And the practical-political reason for using nonlethal force is indisputable. So how will you acquire these weapons?”
 
   “I think we know someone who can help. Mostly with advice – we’re not killing anyone to get the weapons either. His name’s Luciano Viscenti and he’s the leader of the Milan Resistance.”
 
   “You really think he’ll help us? The Italian Resistance haven’t exactly distinguished themselves recently.”
 
   “The Roman cell got in bed with the EuroGov, not the Milanese. Luciano tried to stop them.”
 
   “Ah, this is the man who brought you to Rome? I still think this is a totally different kettle of fish. They don’t like us, they don’t understand us and they don’t do nonlethal.”
 
   “I won’t say Luciano loves us ‘cause he doesn’t, but he’s got a heck of a lot more appreciation for… uh… our methods than most of his lot. I reckon he might just consider helping us to get suitably equipped worth a little time and effort.”
 
   Pope Cornelius shrugged.
 
   “Well, providing we are all agreed on the nonviolent nature of this enterprise, I’ve no objection to you getting in touch with the man. So, where do you plan on getting these weapons?”
 
   Bane opened his mouth to reply – hesitated, as though spotting an unexpected fly in his ointment.
 
   “Well, um, I think the only way is to take them from the EuroGov.”
 
   “You mean steal them from the EuroGov.” 
 
   Bane spread his hands.
 
   “They own the factories. We can’t buy them.”
 
   “Actually,” put in Father Mark, “we can’t arrange a purchase. But we’re still sending the EuroGov monthly invoices for the Forbidden Square tours and rent on all the Church property they’ve occupied throughout the EuroBloc, aren’t we?”
 
   “Yes,” said Pope Cornelius dryly, “and they’re shredding them and using them as bedding for their children’s pet hamsters, for all the response we’re getting.”
 
   Father Mark shrugged.
 
   “So add the rent for Vatican State as planned – and once we’ve helped ourselves to what nonLees we need, deduct the value, taking into account any damages caused acquiring them, print it up on the invoice, nice and official, and send it to them. Then it’s not stealing. Just an unofficial transaction.”
 
   Pope Cornelius smiled slightly.
 
   “That… might be acceptable. I will pray about it. But I think the answer will be yes. So make your plans accordingly.”
 
   Bane had his permission to proceed. Part of me was more sorry than glad. But Bane was saying thanks, eyes gleaming with excitement, and we were all getting up to go.
 
   “Keep me up to date,” appealed the Holy Father. “And be careful.”
 
   “Of course,” said Bane. How many times had I heard that?
 
   “He won’t,” said Jon, “but we will.”
 
   “I will,” objected Bane.
 
   “Well, there’s a first time for everything,” said Father Mark, holding the door open.
 
    
 
   Bane and I left Jon to make his way to a suitable, empty phone room, whilst we went down the stairs to the basement room where Eduardo had made his lair.
 
   “Can we make an external call, Eduardo?” asked Bane from the doorway. No point making plans ‘til we knew if Luciano would help and no one made calls out-of-state without the Head of Security’s permission.
 
   “Yes.” Eduardo picked up a code card from the desk and held it out without looking up from his screen. Bane crossed the room and took it.
 
   “Well, that’s very obliging of you. Who shall we ring, Margo?”
 
   “If it’s the one you just discussed with the Holy Father,” clarified Eduardo, still busy with his screen.
 
   “Have you got the place bugged, or something?”
 
   “The Holy Father called down to me already, not that it’s any of your business. Go and make your call.”
 
   “Oh. Right.”
 
   “Is there any news about Juwan and Doms?” I asked.
 
   Eduardo turned from the screen at last.
 
   “Nothing yet. They’re still being held in Reims Detention Facility until the boy Louis recovers enough to testify against them.”
 
   “Will he?”
 
   Eduardo grimaced.
 
   “I’m sorry, but they do seem to think he will. Sooner or later.”
 
   I bit my lip. Bane’s plan wouldn’t help. Not at once, anyway. First we needed the weapons. And then… well, a Detention Facility really was a different kettle of fish.
 
   “I’m monitoring the situation as a priority,” said Eduardo softly, and turned back to his work.
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “Yeah, thanks,” said Bane seriously.
 
   When we’d joined Jon, Bane went straight to the phone and typed in the number from the code card, then the phone number he’d retrieved from his old omniSIM. He put it onto speaker setting so we could all hear, but it rang and rang and rang. Luciano might not have his phone on him, might have it on silent whilst he went about his bloody work. We’d have to try again later…
 
   “Si? ” A woman’s voice.
 
   “Uh, who is that?” asked Bane in Esperanto.
 
   “Who’s that ?” snapped the voice in the same language. “And why are you calling this phone?”
 
   “Carla,” Jon mouthed at Bane, who nodded.
 
   “Carla?”
 
   “Who is it?” she asked more warily. 
 
   “Bane.”
 
   A long silence.
 
   “What the hell do you want?”
 
   “We want to speak to Luciano.”
 
   “You can’t.”
 
   “Oh, come on, is he there?”
 
   “No, she means can’t, not won’t let you,” said a male voice – Carla had the phone on speaker too.
 
   “Francesco? Why not?”
 
   Silence from the phone, then Carla spoke in a hard, tight voice. 
 
   “He’s dead.”
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2
 
   THE TWO HEADED SNAKE
 
    
 
   “What?” I gasped. Okay, so Luciano and the others, like all the Resistance – and many of the Underground, come to that – were on a fastTrac to the grave, but to have reached it in the brief time since we parted in Rome? “What happened?”
 
   “Ah, Signorina Silver-tongue,” Carla hissed. “You might well ask what happened.”
 
   “Gino stabbed him,” said Francesco flatly.
 
   “Straight in the heart. He didn’t even have a chance to defend himself.”
 
   Oh no… Ice was forming in my stomach – I could hardly get the next word out.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Why do you think, you stupid Pregatora. Gino wanted to turn you three in, bastardo, and Luciano wouldn’t let him. Stalled for so long Gino lost it and went for the phone by force – Luciano ripped the cord out of the wall, flung the thing across the room, and wham, Gino killed him.”
 
   I swallowed, picturing those great steel gates closing.
 
   “I think he saved our lives.”
 
   “What?” 
 
   “By stalling so long. They shut the gates to the square just after our coach went in. If Gino had called the EuroGov even a minute sooner – we’d have been caught.”
 
   “Well, at least he didn’t die completely for nothing!”
 
   “He wouldn’t have died for nothing!” Francesco’s voice was sharp. “Gino was about to betray everything we stand for. Luciano died opposing that. That’s not nothing.” 
 
   Carla was silent for a moment, then went on bitterly, “If that’s how it happened. It’s the version we had from those mewling vigliacchi – I guess it is true, Luciano having that little streak of you lot’s weakness – seeing the best in people. He’d never have expected it.”
 
   I hadn’t known Luciano well, but I knew what she meant. He’d have trusted his own – just like me and Bane and Jon, he’d have expected blows, but never a knife. My mind wallowed in that sense of ringing shock you get when you hear something terrible has happened. Luciano, dead. Brave, clever, passionate, reasonable Luciano, killed by one of his own side.
 
   “I’m so sorry,” I said at last. “We never imagined any harm might befall him.”
 
   “Have a bit of a fistfight, perhaps,” said Bane grimly, “and get stuffed back in that taxi.”
 
   “Gino was on his side...” Jon sounded stunned.
 
   “Gino had the self-control of a rabid wolverine and the honour of a dead dog,” said Carla. “Only reason he was still in command was because no one wanted to be the one to tell him he was demoted.”
 
   “And he was good at raids, I suppose,” Francesco added grudgingly. “Very good at those.”
 
   “Pah,” spat Carla. “Well, he’s very good food for the Tiber fishes, now. And his mewling cronies with him.”
 
   “What?” I said.
 
   “What ?” mimicked Carla. “We’re in Rome, as if it’s any of your business. We were very, very happy to be part of the clean-up squad sent to deal with this vile and outrageous offence to everything honourable. Anyone who collaborated is dead, end of. We made it pretty quick for most of them, but not for Gino. Got a problem with that?”
 
   I swallowed.
 
   “Could you just hold on one moment?”
 
   I pressed the mute button.
 
   “Bane, I don't care how much we need their help, they have to come over to us for this. Luciano was different but they’re not. It's too like making a deal with the devil.”
 
   “That's going a bit far,” objected Bane.
 
   “No. It’s not. The Eurobloc and the Resistance are two heads on the same bloody snake, and you know it. Deep down, you do.” 
 
   Bane was silent for a moment, then glanced at Jon, who was frowning. He sensed Bane’s gaze.
 
   “We can’t work with these two, Bane. I won’t, okay? We didn’t have much choice before and Luciano was just that little bit different, but Margo’s right, they’re not. No joint mission. They have to join us for this.”
 
   “Or nothing doing,” I said.
 
   Bane sighed and rubbed his forehead, the struggle visible on his face, ideals wrestling with need.
 
   “Okay,” he sighed at last. “The Eurobloc and the Resistance are two bloody heads on the same bloody snake – I know it. Happy?”
 
   I reached out and squeezed his hand briefly, then sat back in my chair as he reached for the mute button.
 
   “Hi, are you still there? Sorry about that.”
 
   “Mopped up Signorina Silver-tongue’s tears over worthless Gino and his craven comrades?” asked Carla mockingly.
 
   “I don’t give a damn about Gino,” I snarled into the mic, the truth, alas, “but torturing people is always wrong. It doesn’t matter what they’ve done. It. Is. Wrong.”
 
   Bane glared at me and put a finger to his lips.
 
   “Look,” snapped Carla, “what do you three want? Tell me quick before I hang up.”
 
   “We were actually hoping you might join us for a little enterprise,” said Bane calmly.
 
   A deafening snort from Carla and the line went dead.
 
   We looked glumly at each other.
 
   “Call back,” said Jon.
 
   “She just laughed in our faces and hung up,” I pointed out.
 
   “Yes, but… well, I didn’t get to know them as well as you, but it seems to me Carla always acts first and thinks afterwards. And Francesco was always more ready to listen, wasn’t he?”
 
   “Jon’s got a point,” said Bane. He dialled again. Francesco picked up almost at once.
 
   “Say that again?”
 
   “We were hoping you might join us for something.”
 
   “Join you. Carla can’t decide if she finds the idea more amusing or more offensive and I know how she feels.”
 
   “Look, we’d like you to join us in something that will cause the EuroGov untold amounts of trouble. We mostly want you in an advisory capacity. We’re not going to line up EuroGov employees in front of you and not let you kill them – I think that would be stressful for all concerned.”
 
   “What is this enterprise?”
 
   “We’re not discussing that over the phone, are we.”
 
   A long silence, broken only by angry mutters of Italian from Carla.
 
   “Untold amounts of trouble for the EuroGov, you say?”
 
   “Think of the sort of trouble they’ve had since Margo escaped and times it by, ooh, ten, say.”
 
   “Hmm.” Silence. “We’ll give you a hearing, at least.”
 
   “We will not!” Carla.
 
   “I’ll give you a hearing, then,” said Francesco. “When can you be in Rome?”
 
   “Could you come to Ostia, or preferably Naples? Or Civitavecchia?” All ports.
 
   “Civitavecchia, then.”
 
   “Thank you. I appreciate that.”
 
   The hair was standing up on my arms. I’d known this was coming, ‘cause no one talked details over a phone. Untraceable wasn’t the same as uninterceptable and the Ministry for Internal Affairs had the best decryption computers in the world. But I’d not been letting the knowledge pop to the surface.
 
   “Don’t bring the silver-tongued witch,” snarled Carla, “and I’ll listen to you. Just you.”
 
   “Margo isn’t going anywhere,” said Bane firmly. “She’s far too recognisable.”
 
   My hand rose to my forehead, tracing the cross-shaped scar, a little memento from Major Everington. Doctor Frederick said it would be years before it faded, if it ever did. At this moment, I could almost be grateful for it. Except… Bane was talking about going off alone, into EuroGov territory.
 
   “Can’t he bring anyone?” I asked.
 
   “He can bring anyone,” said Carla nastily, “he just can’t bring you or the eyeless wonder.”
 
   Francesco muttered something in Italian that sounded like the Latin for, ‘Be nice’ – Carla snorted and went quiet again.
 
   “Don’t worry,” said Jon dryly, “I have absolutely no desire to come and visit you.”
 
   “Seems to be mutual,” murmured Francesco. “Okay, when?”
 
   “Three days,” said Bane. He’d thought this all through already.
 
   “Okay. In the main square in Civitavecchia there’s a central statue. I’ll be there at midday. If it’s safe, I’ll be wearing a shirt the colour of the sofas in the house at Milan. If this call’s been picked up and they’re waiting for you, I’ll be wearing a shirt the colour of the kitchen curtains. Remember the colours?”
 
   “Yes.” Sensible precautions.
 
   “Okay. Walk past me and chuck a cent in the fountain if it’s safe, or don’t chuck one if you think you’re being followed and we’ll see if we can do anything about it. I’ll stroll off, you follow. I’ll take you somewhere where we can talk. Okay?”
 
   “Yes. Is there a better number to use now?”
 
   Francesco hesitated. 
 
   “No, use this one. We won’t put the phone away again.” No wonder it’d taken them a while to answer the first time – a painful reminder of Luciano, they’d probably buried the phone in the bottom of a suitcase or something. Good job it was modern enough to have autoOn.
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Wednesday, statue in Civitavecchia central square. See you there.” Francesco hung up.
 
   I sat very still, feeling like an ancient alarm clock ready to scatter its springs everywhere if knocked.
 
   “Margo?” Bane sounded wary. “You, uh, knew this would be necessary, right?”
 
   I nodded. Couldn’t look at him. I stared at the wall, fighting to hold myself together. Why did I seem to be made of jelly these days?
 
   “It’ll be okay, Margo,” said Jon. “You know Eduardo will make him a fake ID, programme it into the EuroGov system and everything.”
 
   “With a safe ID, I can go anywhere,” said Bane lightly. “Takes away at least ninety-five percent of the risk. Safe as houses.” 
 
   He slipped an arm around me and I turned, my fingers twisting into his shirt. Rested my forehead against his neck and drew in deep, deep breaths. Wasn’t going to cry. Not again. 
 
   With safe IDs, the three of us could’ve travelled across Europe by train in twenty-four hours. Bane was right. A day trip to Civitavecchia was no cause for alarm. 
 
    
 
   The next day was so busy with planning and preparations it went in a flash, each minute crawling by like an eternity. We went over every possible argument for Carla and Francesco joining us, but the biggest fear was that they wouldn’t think it worth doing anything involving nonLees – for anyone or for any reason.
 
   “This should help,” said Bane on Monday evening, flicking the ID card declaring him to be Michael Walters from York.
 
   “How?” I went over all the useful things laid out on the sitting room table yet again. Penknife, wallet full of eurons, omniPhone – not as good as Bane’s old one…
 
   “Well, as a last, last resort, Eduardo cleared me to offer them both one.”
 
   Jon whistled.
 
   “New IDs. Now that really might tempt them – they’re almost impossible to fake, unless you can access the EuroGov system. Eduardo must be keen on this project.”
 
   “Yes, I think he is.” Bane glanced at me. “It’s all there, Margo, seriously, sit down and relax, hmm?”
 
   Settling on the sofa beside him, I cuddled close, though I’d not had much time to sit around thinking today and didn’t really want to start now. Bane was leaving in the morning. Alone – if the EuroGov caught him or the Resistance turned on him, an extra person would just be an extra corpse.
 
   After a wholly sleepless night, I went down to Mass with Jon as though it was just a normal day. Bane came too.
 
   “Make sure I set off calm, anyway,” he said airily, as we headed to breakfast afterwards. 
 
   Jack and another young VSS agent caught us up in the corridor – we greeted them cheerfully. We already counted our fellow Brit as a friend.
 
   “Hi,” Jack echoed. “I was hoping to catch you before Bane left. Eduardo wondered if you’d like to sign this.” He offered me the clipboard he was carrying.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “It’s a petition got up by a Human Rights organisation based in the United States of South America calling for the retrial of Major Lucas Everington and an investigation into the original trial.”
 
   Took a moment for that to penetrate the Bane-obsessed haze of worry that enveloped me – then I plucked the pen from its mount at once.
 
   “Yeah, I’ll sign it.”
 
   “The boss doesn’t think for a moment the EuroGov are going to pay the blindest bit of attention,” said the other agent quickly, as I started filling in the top line of the form, “Unicorn forgot to mention that little fact...”
 
   “I didn’t forget, Snail,” said Jack. “I just thought pointing it out was redundant – oh, leave the address blank, obviously – I mean, did you think this petition was going to miraculously save the man, Margo?”
 
   I pulled a face.
 
   “Well, no. I still want to sign it.”
 
   “Do we have to sign it?” Bane waggled his eyebrows and added, “...Unicorn?”
 
   Jack groaned and waved to the guy next to him.
 
   “I should introduce you. This is Jacques. Which is dead confusing for everyone. So they gave us both nicknames. He’s from France, as you can probably hear, so he’s Snail. I got stuck with Unicorn. Why, I cannot imagine.”
 
   “He’s so modest,” smirked Jacques/Snail. “I’m sure they can guess.”
 
   I could, and from Jon’s slight smile he got it too. Jack was a bit posher than most people I’d known in my life but very... well... pure-hearted. You wouldn’t catch his eyes lingering on my bum for even a moment... well, actually... when we’d first met he’d directed that look of unconscious appreciation guys sometimes give me at Bane, so it wasn’t my bum you wouldn’t catch him checking out, but. He could give me lessons in chastity, any day. Could use some, right now...
 
   Bane looked blank, though.
 
   “Unicorns are very pure animals that can only be captured by virgins,” I explained.
 
   He glanced at Jack.
 
   “Oh, right.”
 
   “So, Snail, you’re saying you couldn’t capture a unicorn, are you?” teased Jack, clearly embarrassed.
 
   Snail went brick red.
 
   “That wasn’t what I meant... Of course I... I’m quite sure everyone here could... Er...” he broke off abruptly and shot an awkward look at Bane, who went red too and said nothing. He didn’t need to say anything, he wasn’t that sort of nonBeliever... but I accidentally caught his eye. 
 
   Bane went even redder, but slipped his hand into mine and said, “Bring on the unicorns. But not now, I’ve somewhere to be...”
 
   He tried to lead me across the entrance hall to the canteen – I resisted.
 
   “You haven’t signed this yet!”
 
   “Margo...”
 
   “Go on! It’s a complete travesty of justice and you know it!”
 
   “Fine!” Bane scribbled quickly on the form and handed it to Jon. “Here, by my finger...” he kept his fingertip beside the next empty line. Jon sighed, but wrote carefully.
 
   “Thanks,” said Jack and Jacques cheerfully, stopping by the canteen door, no doubt to ambush the unwary as they tried to reach their breakfast.
 
   We headed on in to eat. Then all too soon we were back in the entrance hall, empty now – Jack and Jacques had gone – and Bane was shouldering his rucksack ready to go out to the jeep waiting to drive him to the harbour. Be strong, Margo, just be strong… Bane clasped hands quickly with Jon and Father Mark and turned to me with similar briskness. 
 
   “I’ll be back tomorrow or Thursday, Margo; you’ll hardly know I was gone.” He hugged me and placed a gentle kiss on my lips. 
 
   And drew away. To go. Back into the EuroBloc.
 
   I broke.
 
   I clung to him. I cried. I sobbed. And yes, I begged him not to go, to forget the whole thing. To stay.
 
   He hugged me and kissed my hair and told me over and over it would be okay – I fought to get hold of myself and shut up, but much like my horrible dream I just couldn’t seem to control myself, couldn’t stop weeping, couldn’t let go of him, couldn’t be strong...
 
   “Bane…” Eduardo’s voice eventually broke in on my hysterics. “Boat to catch, remember?”
 
   “Yes, yes, okay, I know…” He sounded upset, damnit. And I just couldn’t, couldn’t seem to… “Margo, I’m coming back, okay? Tomorrow, hopefully – two nights at most… but I’ve got to go now, okay?” 
 
   He tried to ease out of my grasp and my arms tightened around him of their own volition. I fought for control – Bane was going to go whether I liked it or not.
 
   “You come back,” I choked. “You come back, d’you hear me? Come back…”
 
   I couldn’t let go, but he took my words as a kind of permission. Kissing me once more – so tenderly – he pried me from him and pushed me gently into the clutches of Jon and Father Mark – walked backwards a few steps towards the door, then stopped, looking at me. The distress on his face only made me feel worse.
 
   “If you’re going to go, then go!” I cried, yanking free of Jon and Father Mark and running, running up the stairs and away, ‘cause I couldn’t, just couldn’t watch him walk out of that door. 
 
   Reaching my room, I went to the window and looked out. Off to the right the steep ramp-like road came up to the gates; the jeep sat waiting under a discreet awning. Bane strode out, head down and shoulders hunched as though he could still hear me weeping. He got into the vehicle and away it went down into the ruins of the all but abandoned capital. 
 
   When the last whirl of dust faded on the horizon I crumpled onto the window seat and cried until I could barely think or feel or move.
 
   Eventually Jon’s hand on my shoulder drew me from my excesses.
 
   “He’s gone?” Observation – Bane had gone out the front door – and question – had I seen Bane drive off?
 
   I drew in a massive gulp of air, tears finally exhausted, stupidly nodded, then managed to get my brain operating enough to say, “Yes. He’s gone.”
 
   “It’s okay,” Jon said gently. “He’ll be back. This is really very safe.”
 
   “I know it is. I’m being so silly. I was going to be strong. And I have to go and have a total meltdown and I don’t know why !”
 
   Jon sat beside me and slipped an arm around my shoulders.
 
   “Because you know if they catch him, he dies. Simple as.” No trace of recrimination in his voice. “After the last few months, I’m not surprised you can’t bear to let him out of your sight. The only wonder is that he’s prepared to leave you.”
 
   “Well, I’m not in danger, am I? Well… I’m as safe as everyone else here. Oh damnit,” I half sobbed, “I wasn’t going to make it hard for him…”
 
   “It’s okay. Shss...” 
 
   I rested my head on his shoulder and soaked up his calming presence.
 
   Father Mark stuck his head around the door after a while.
 
   “Feeling better?”
 
   I nodded. Couldn’t look at him – so ashamed of myself. I didn’t hear him approach, but a mug appeared under my nose. Hot chocolate. Hot, Mediterranean chocolate.
 
   “I think they’re missing an angel in heaven,” I joked weakly, accepting it. 
 
   “Just what the doctor ordered,” said Jon, sniffing appreciatively, as another mug touched his hands. “Thanks.”
 
   “You’re welcome,” smiled Father Mark. He raised his own mugful in a toast. “To Bane, then. May he be back soon.”
 
   “To Bane,” I whispered.
 
   “To Bane.” Jon sipped impatiently at his chocolate and swore. We all laughed.
 
   I sipped mine more cautiously and the warmth began to soak outwards from my stomach. Lord, please watch over him... I’d survived four months in the Facility never knowing what danger Bane was putting himself in. I could manage two days. 
 
   I could.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   ***+***
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   NIGHT THOUGHTS
 
    
 
   Bane wasn’t going to contact us except in an emergency, so not hearing from him was a good sign, or so I told myself over and over. Out of respect for my ‘recuperation time’ I’d been assigned light duties only so far, but now I went to the kitchen to join the washer-uppers. Busy, soapy, wet, lots of laughter, highly distracting. 
 
   Surprisingly tiring too. Or perhaps I just wasn’t really fully recuperated yet. Still, wasn’t complaining. Being tired enough to sleep without dreaming was seriously underrated, especially when your fiancé was in mortal peril.
 
   So much for that.
 
   ...I was racing along a moonlit beach, desperately searching for Bane. Sand under my bare feet, sharp, scratchy sand, and then, oh no, my hands held two slick, round things, and I tripped and it was the forest clearing and not-Margaret was in control…
 
   I jerked awake with a gasp – then a curse. Almost the same dream as two nights ago. I ran my – dry, empty – hands through my sweat-dampened hair. Thank you, Lord, that I woke so soon. I never want to do that again.
 
   But I did. The aborted rerun brought the nightmare back full force. I could feel the goo on my hands, feel the pain in my eyes, remember the terror and anguish at committing such evil and being unable to stop.
 
   Stupid, mad, illogical night thoughts began to creep around me. How could I expect to have Bane returned to me when I could do a thing like that? I’d sealed his fate with my own two hands…
 
   “Enough, Margo!” I gasped into the darkness, grabbing my dressing gown. “It wasn’t even you !”
 
   I hurried to our corridor’s kitchenette, heated some milk and took it back to bed. Sipped slowly, trying to concentrate only on the warmth and the taste...
 
   ...“Please,” appealed Major Everington, holding out bruised, sap-stained hands, “please, just give them to me…”
 
   Not-Margaret laughed, and crushed them, and this time he screamed with us, feeling it too, and it was done, by my hands – unfixable – and the soldiers were coming…
 
   Argh! Back to the kitchenette. Coffee, not hot milk. I could sleep when Bane got back or when I fell down in a heap, whichever came sooner and please Lord it would be the former.
 
   I switched on all the lights in the TV room and turned on the TV – though not too loud. Veritas TV: Greenwich band was broadcasting again from somewhere in Africa. Night meditations, uh oh. I was terrified of nodding off again. What if my subconscious found some even worse permutation of the dream? 
 
   I flicked to EuroVee and found something fairly unobjectionable – and rather more lively. But no amount of TV or prayer or coffee could keep the nightmare out of my mind – seemed the only thing I could think about other than Bane, and thinking about Bane was worst of all.
 
   I toughed it out until the sun began to rise. Six o’clock… a marginally more civilised hour. I went back to my room and pulled my clothes on, then headed off across a stairwell and along another accommodation corridor, where, feeling horribly selfish, I knocked quietly on a door. Father Mark opened it almost at once. Apparently wide awake, but in his pyjamas – one of those people who popped out of bed in full alert mode.
 
   “Margo? What’s wrong?” Probably thought the EuroGov were on our doorstep or something...
 
   “Nothing. I mean… there’s no big crisis. It’s just… I’m sorry, I know it’s really early but… can I confess?”
 
   He gave me an involuntary look – how can you possibly need to confess this urgently when you confessed to me five days ago and Bane isn’t even here? 
 
   All he said was, “Of course. I’ll throw my clothes on and meet you on the battlements. Nice up there at this time of day and there aren’t any satellites due overhead until nine.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   He ducked back into his room – I went out of the old chapter house’s back door onto the ramparts and headed past the south-east bastion where the ancient cannons stood rusting. The Citadel of Rabat was extraordinary, a perfect little city in miniature. Clustered around the big buildings of the square were a mere four or five short, narrow streets, decked out with all the ancient sconces and balconies of old cities the Mediterranean over. Just a handful of little houses graced each tiny street, some half ruined.
 
   A patchwork of livestock enclosures divided by high stone walls and wound through by a couple of sunken lanes took up the other half of the space within the protecting walls. The lintels of rough shacks could still be seen in the corners of each enclosure. For hundreds of years, under the ever-present threat of pirates, the law of Gozo had required every man, women, child and beast to be within the Citadel from nightfall until dawn. 
 
   In satellite-free hours the aptly named prickly pear bushes had been chopped down – Bane and I had done a few stints and been far from sorry to be chased off to ‘rest’ – and camouflage netting rigged across the enclosures and thatched with prickly pear branches to create a safe camouflaged zone for outdoor exercise and relaxation. Deserted at this hour, of course. A gentle breeze failed to flap the tightly stretched netting below as I stopped and sat on the battlements, looking down at the dizzying drop. 
 
   The island stretched out all around, bleak and arid and bare. And tiny – the sea visible in several directions. When the reForestation elsewhere had failed to save the island from drying out, Gozo was left destitute and gradually the people moved to Malta, which had raised the funds to build a desalination plant. 
 
   But there were still a couple of hundred Gozitans left on the island, growing crops with what little water still welled up from struggling springs, or extracting freshwater from the sea with homemade desalination apparatus, stubbornly eking a living from their beloved home. Undoubtedly they all knew we were here, but were happy to pretend we weren’t, pleased to see daily Masses in their ancient cathedral once again, and to welcome the African registered speed boats that docked in the night, loaded with supplies and as many barrels of water as they could carry…
 
   A movement at the corner of my eye – Father Mark approaching already. He sat on a bit of wall – actually, on an Anti-Aircraft Lattice camouflaged to look like a bit of wall. It wasn’t switched on – we couldn’t put up a dome of electromagnetic interference without telling people. But they’d been set up just in case our hideout was discovered… okay, not thinking about that right now…
 
   Father Mark took a length of purple wool from his pocket – a stealth-stole – he probably didn’t own a real set. Murmuring the prayer of preparation, he kissed it and placed it around his neck, then looked at me.
 
   “Okay? In the name of the Father, and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.”
 
   I made the sign of the cross with him, then... In broad daylight, no longer alone, a little distracted by my thoughts about the fascinating history of our new home, the desperate need had eased its grip. I couldn’t think how to begin. There was no way to begin.
 
   “Aagh.” I put my face in my hands. “I haven’t done anything! It was a dream... it’s not even me, anyway, it’s someone in control of me, not really me at all... I’m sorry, I’m being stupid and you should be in bed.”
 
   “If something’s bothering you, I should be right here. Now, why not back up and tell me what it is you or someone else does in this dream that’s so awful?”
 
   “You can’t absolve me, can you,” I said glumly. “Not when it’s my subconscious coming up with this stuff.”
 
   “No, I can’t. But you can make a normal confession afterwards and I can absolve you for that, hmm?”
 
   I brightened slightly. Unless you’d held back a mortal sin, absolution covered all sins committed since one’s last confession whether you could remember them or not – if one was genuinely sorry – so if my subconscious thought I’d sinned, it would also think itself forgiven.
 
   “You’re right. Okay, so… I’ve had this dream – nightmare – three times now, more or less the same. I’ve had a lot of nasty dreams since my…” I swallowed. “Since my… almost-dismantling… but this one... S’pose most of the dreams have been things happening to me, but this one feels like me doing something. And in a way that’s worse.”
 
   He nodded as though this made perfect sense, so I went on, “Well, the dream starts, pretty standard nightmare stuff. I’m on a beach and the boat we came here in has sunk and I’m alive but there are bodies everywhere, everyone else who’s drowned, and I’m running, looking for Bane.” My throat tightened. Bane, don’t think about Bane right now… “It’s horrible, but it’s not the bad bit. Eventually I trip and fall and when I sit up I’m in a forest glade, all pretty-pretty, and there’s someone coming through the trees and I hope it’s Bane, only it’s not. It’s someone else. A man. An enemy.”
 
   My own voice came into my mind, squeaky with fear, saying, “I forgive you.”
 
   “No,” I corrected myself. “Not… not an enemy. But… someone I cannot love.”
 
   Father Mark nodded again, respecting my decision not to name names. I’d rather he be able to think about it objectively.
 
   I told him about the eyes, about the man asking for them, pleading for them, how much I wanted to return them to him, not-enemy or not. What it felt like to be helpless, to feel my own body, my own voice, doing and saying such vindictive things. How it felt to be so eaten up with hate I’d allow myself to be captured rather than help my not-enemy escape.
 
   “Well, that’s a stinker, isn’t it,” said Father Mark, when I’d finished. “Now, what is it that frightens you so much? That not-Margaret, as you call her, is a manifestation of your subconscious? That a part of you could actually do that?”
 
   I thought about that. Nodded.
 
   “Well, maybe,” he said simply. “There’s a part of pretty much everyone capable of doing that, if they hated someone enough and their conscience didn’t stop them. But I don’t reckon you hate this guy enough. Or you wouldn’t want to give him his sight back. Has… this guy lost his eyes?”
 
   I sighed.
 
   “No. I had a nightmare, right after I was rescued, that made perfect sense at the time, but now eight out of ten times this guy ends up in my dreams, he’s got no eyes! It’s just irritating. I seriously doubt his eyes are in any danger. Well, I mean… not on their own.”
 
   “If it makes you feel better, I think your conscience is highly visible in the dream as well.”
 
   “You mean wanting to give him…?”
 
   “I was thinking more of the fact that when you destroyed his eyes you destroyed your own. Do unto others as you would have done unto you. A not particularly subtle message from your conscience, unless I’m mistaken.”
 
   “Oh. Yes. Hadn’t thought. Just... seemed like justice.”
 
   “An eye for an eye,” said Father Mark irrepressibly. 
 
   But I felt the goo again, heard my victim scream in more than just physical pain, and gagged.
 
   “Please, it’s not funny…”
 
   “Sorry. You’re right. It’s a nasty, nasty dream. But you were right when you said you hadn’t done anything.”
 
   “I know. I just... couldn’t get it out of my head.”
 
   “Fair enough. Well, do you want to tell me a few actual sins, then I can absolve you?”
 
   “Ah… right.” Despite waking a priest at the crack of dawn specifically to confess, I’d not actually examined my conscience at all. Embarrassing but true. “Um… well, I’ve been kissing Bane again… urm, not in a chaste way.”
 
   “I had noticed. Only you can say whether it was chaste, of course. But it didn’t look very chaste.”
 
   His eyes twinkled slightly, but he looked serious as well.
 
   “It’s so hard.” The words burst from me. “Before, I could kiss him and it was just love and concern and no lust, most of the time, anyway, but now we’re here with three square meals and soft beds and chaste doesn’t get much of a look in. But how can I turn around and tell him I won’t kiss him anymore? However carefully I try to explain, I’m just not sure he’d understand. I couldn’t bear him to think that I… don’t love him any more. He’s really insecure about people loving him, though he puts on a good face – I’m sure you see that.”
 
   “Well, there is a solution, which I was under the impression you were going to take as soon as possible. I think you’ve known each other quite long enough not to need a lengthier period of engagement.”
 
   “We want to get married, we really do. I really do. But… well, I admit I’ve been stalling a little. ‘Cause I’ve got this stupid wish for my parents to be there. And I know even if they get to Africa, this place is like a secret within a secret within a secret, so…” I stumbled to a halt.
 
   “Is that… the only reason you’re stalling?”
 
   His gentle tone undid me. Tears welled, infuriatingly and unstoppably. 
 
   “No, it’s, it’s the way I feel right now,” I sobbed. “Can we stop talking about Bane? I’m like a wet tissue ! One minute I’m fine, and then I’m snapping at… at B…B…Bane, and Jon, and then I’m sobbing all over them and one minute I think everything’s going to be fine and the next I’m sure the EuroGov will be at the gates the next day and I’m a mess, I just can’t do pretty much the most important thing in my life while I’m like this and... Why am I being like this? I hate being so… so… weak.”
 
   Father Mark sighed and reached out a hand to rub my back.
 
   “It’s all right, Margaret...” When my sobbing eased a little, he added, “Look, after everything you’ve been through in the last six months, it’s perfectly natural you should be all over the place emotionally. But knowing you… can I ask… have you had your EGD contraceptive implant removed, by any chance?” 
 
   I gasped, a memory exploding into my mind. ‘Be aware you’ll be a bit up and down emotionally for a few weeks as your hormones get themselves back to the state nature intended,’ Doctor Frederick had said. Then the EuroBloc’s ultimatum and the evacuation had wiped his words from the surface of my mind.
 
   “Up and down! That’s it! My hormones are temporarily scrambled. Oh, praise the Lord! As long as I know what it is, I can just put up with it…”
 
   And very stoically, I sobbed my relief into his shoulder for a good five minutes. Hormones.
 
   “Better?” he asked, when I released him at last.
 
   “Yes. Sorry.”
 
   “My shoulder’s had worse. Any other sins that particularly leap into your mind, or shall we conclude this?”
 
   My mind was a post-weeping blur of relief.
 
   “Um… no. For these and any other sins I cannot now remember, I am truly sorry.”
 
   “Right. Well, for your penance, say the Lord’s prayer and a rosary for chastity. Oh, and seriously, try and sleep in your own room. I know you’ve all been curling up together as innocently as a litter of kittens half the way across Europe and no, there isn’t actually anything inherently sinful about two people sleeping in a room together – but when you love and desire the person it exposes you to extreme temptation. And you know what we say about temptation.”
 
   “Lead me not into...” I muttered.
 
   “Quite.”
 
   “Okay...”
 
   I made the Act of Contrition and then he spoke the words of Absolution over me and very glad of them I was too. 
 
   Even if my biggest sin… wasn’t.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   ***+***
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   THE INNER CORE
 
    
 
   After supper I shamelessly did a bunk from my washing up team and sat at my window, watching the road and failing to hear a word Jon said. According to the satellite chart in the canteen, there was a safe slot for a boat to dock between six and seven thirty tonight and the next slot wasn’t until the following afternoon. Bane would make this one if he could. 
 
   I was right. Almost seven thirty, and I was about to go back to the kitchen and see if the team were still at it. Then... a dust cloud was approaching the city… the jeep made breakneck progress through the ruined streets, tore up the ramp to the citadel and skidded to a halt under the canopy. The engine had barely died when the clock struck the half hour. They’d cut it fine.
 
   I sprang off the window seat and crossed the room in almost one leap.
 
   “I take it that was the jeep?” said Jon plaintively, from behind me. 
 
   I must’ve ignored a question… but I raced on, sliding around the corner on the shiny wooden floor and taking the stairs five at a time.
 
   Bane had just entered the entrance hall. His head came up as he heard my breakneck descent.
 
   “Careful...” Then I’d hurtled into him so hard he rocked back on his heels.
 
   “Bane, Bane, you’re back, you’re back…” I wrapped my arms around him as though trying to merge us and I kissed him and kissed him and it was all love, and love, and utter relief and nothing else. Thank you, Lord, thank you, thank you...
 
   “Yeah, I’m back.” He kissed my face all over and rested his scratchy, stubbly cheek against mine. “What did I tell you?”
 
   Crying happy, happy tears, I buried my face in his hair and held him tight. Bane, Bane, Bane… He smelt of sweat, and salt spray, and dust.
 
   “Oh dear...” He wiped away my tears with his thumb when I eased away enough to look at him. I promptly hugged him again.
 
   “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry I’m being such a... tap. I’ve realised what it is – I…” I put my mouth very close to his ear – I’d been too embarrassed to mention it before, but now… I was just so relieved. “Well, Doctor Frederick took my implant out – my contraceptive implant, y’know? And it’s left my hormones temporarily scrambled.”
 
   His hands went on rubbing my back and hair, not a twitch of embarrassment or surprise.
 
   “It’s okay.” I pulled away to look at his face again. “I, uh, I know. Um, Doctor Frederick told me. Shouldn’t have done, but thought it would be easier – for you – for me – for everyone – if I knew.”
 
   “Well, thank goodness for Doctor Frederick’s breach of confidentiality! Or you’d have had me before a shrink by now, wouldn’t you?”
 
   He smiled, a faint blush darkening his golden cheeks, and drew me in for another hug. We only eased apart when familiar puffing, tapping and pained breaths told us Jon was attempting the stairs. Before we could make any move, a familiar voice said, “Here, take hold,” Jon said, “Thanks,” and the sounds of the descent grew less strained.
 
   “You look tired, mate,” said Bane, as Kyle brought Jon safely to the bottom of the stairs.
 
   “I’m fine,” panted Jon. “You know I’ve no energy in the evenings.”
 
   “You’re not still on that crutch, are you?” cut in a harsher, female voice, in Esperanto.
 
   “Different bullet hole,” replied Jon in the same language, as I spun around, still half entangled in Bane’s arms. 
 
   Just inside the front doors stood Carla and Francesco with rucksacks over their shoulders, treating their surroundings to an unfavourable stare. Oh dear, should’ve given Bane a slightly less smitten-with-love welcome – I was quite, quite sure Carla had been in love with Luciano, pretty sure he’d liked her too, and considered it entirely possible they’d actually been a – very discreet – item. 
 
   “Oh, hello,” I said lamely. Honestly hadn’t expected them to come. “Um, welcome to the Citadel.”
 
   “Which is where?” demanded Carla.
 
   “Oh.” Of course, Bane had kept their destination secret. Carla was staring hard at a sign on the wall – memorising the word. ‘Noticeboard’ in Gozitan. She’d need only thirty seconds internet access to find out the language. And if we refused to tell them, it would put their backs up.
 
   So I said, “Malta, of course.”
 
   Not a lie – technically, we were in the Free State of Malta – unless she actually went away and looked the word up, she’d never tell the difference between Gozitan and Maltese. And if one of them let something slip, accidentally or on purpose, we’d see the EuroGov rock up to Malta and have a little warning. That was the theory. 
 
   Carla relaxed, clearly pleased. She came further into the hall, to where we stood.
 
   “Oh. Malta. Well, at least it’s sunny.”
 
   Francesco snorted as he followed, brushing at the road dust coating him.
 
   “A little too sunny.”
 
   “Well, we won’t be here for long.”
 
   “Uh… no?” I glanced at Bane. He’d made it clear about the whole, no joint mission thing, right?
 
   “It’s all right,” said Carla, with highly exaggerated patience, “Loverboy’s made it clear we’re ‘joining you’. Ugh, can’t believe the words are coming out of my mouth! We’ll just be un-joining you again as soon as you’ve got your little popguns.” Her voice dropped rapidly to its usual snarl. “Biggest waste of time I’ve ever heard of! NonLees !” She snorted derisively.
 
   “If you love the idea so much,” Couldn’t keep the sarcasm from my voice – Carla got on my nerves rather easily, “Why are you here?”
 
   “Why ?” She pulled a phone from her pocket, thumbed at the controls for a moment, thrust it into my hand and stepped back again.
 
   “I don’t think that’s…” protested Bane, but my eyes had already made sense of the photo displayed and were wishing they hadn’t.
 
   Luciano. Luciano lying on some floor, dead. The bottom of my stomach dropped in shock. Only a small patch of blood stained his shirt where the knife had gone in – Carla was right, he’d died almost instantly.
 
   “Requiescat in pace,” I muttered, though who knew what Luciano’s standing was with the Almighty? Good intentions didn’t make bad actions okay, but if our conscience was clear, the Lord did take that into account and he was very, very good at seeing the best in us…
 
   I flicked onwards… close-up of Luciano’s face. In fiction dead people’s eyes are always supposed to show shock, or fear, or peace, or whatever, but of course Luciano’s were just glassy – and dead.
 
   Close-up of the wound. Shot of a dark basement cupboard – where Gino had hidden the body? Please say Carla had already known, when she went to Rome, that Luciano was dead. That she hadn’t been hunting through that big house, yanking open door after door, hoping to find the man she loved alive. And instead finding… 
 
   Well, Carla was hard to be around, but I wouldn’t wish that on anyone.
 
   When I made to flick on again, Bane firmly removed the phone from my hands. Had Carla documented the entire retribution mission, perchance? And made Bane look already?
 
   “That was unnecessary.” He shoved the phone back at Carla.
 
   “Oh, I don’t think so,” said Carla. “She should see what she did.”
 
   I saw red. I was halfway to her when Bane grabbed me round the waist, so I made do with waving my finger at her, spitting the words in my sudden rage.
 
   “No! You cannot blame me for this! Luciano made his own decisions, he wasn’t a puppet ! Don’t you dare take away his free will like that!”
 
   Carla had moved towards me, scowling – Bane looked alarmed. But now she stopped and scowled at me. Bit her lip and pocketed the phone.
 
   “Never thought of it like that...”
 
   Bane let go of me and, fury evaporated – gah, hormones ! – I sought to get the conversation back onto friendlier lines.
 
   “Um… so, why are you here?”
 
   Carla eyed me balefully, no other word for it.
 
   “Because I reckon Luciano would’ve wanted this done. Stupid and ridiculous as it may be. And I didn’t always understand all his crazy plans, but they usually turned out pretty good.”
 
   “Well, we’re, er, glad to have you. Would you like to get unpacked…” 
 
   I trailed off, because someone had come into the hall behind me and I’d lost Carla’s and Francesco’s attention completely. If they’d been dogs their hackles would’ve risen...
 
   I turned. Just Father Mark. Father Mark eyeing them in a similarly disturbing manner. If they started circling each other I was going to call for the guards! 
 
   But they made do with dissecting one another with their eyes. Father Mark folded his arms and said nothing. Hated having them here, it was obvious. But if we were going to break into a factory or warehouse and steal – sorry, forcibly purchase – a large quantity of cutting edge weaponry without any of us getting killed, we needed their expertise.
 
   Carla and Francesco gradually relaxed.
 
   “You’ve got yourselves a collared jackal, I see,” said Carla mockingly, jackal being the common slang for a serious operative in the Resistance.
 
   “We’ve got a jolly good priest,” I said, when Father Mark showed no sign of responding. Didn’t trust himself to speak to them? “Now, shall we get you two settled?”
 
   “Stuff that. We can do it later. Sooner we get these popguns, sooner we can clear off. So let’s get started.”
 
   I glanced at Bane. He shrugged. 
 
   “Fine by me. We can make a start, I suppose. We ate on the boat,” he added, as I opened my mouth.
 
   “Oh. That’s okay, then. We’d better a find a meeting room.”
 
   Kyle and Father Mark took coats from the pegs to cover their cassocks and we all trooped out and down into the square, heading for the administrative block. Carla ended up beside me. Awkward. I mean, what’d I been going to do, slap her? Embarrassing. She’d probably have stabbed me, but still.
 
   “Um, sorry about that. I’m a little… er… temperamental, at the mo.”
 
   She looked me up and down, her gaze finishing on my waist.
 
   “Knocked up, are you?”
 
   “She is not!” snapped Kyle.
 
   Carla looked taken aback.
 
   “What’s got your petticoats in a twist? Who the hell are you, anyway?”
 
   “I think that’s big bro, by the look of him,” said Francesco. “And I don’t think what you said counts as very polite, round here. They’re supposed to get hitched first.”
 
   “Uuur-huh. What is wrong with you, then?”
 
   Silence. My cheeks caught fire. Kyle and Francesco and Jon all listening... My tongue tied itself in a knot.
 
   “Female issues,” said Bane bravely, rescuing me from this pit of pure mortification, oh bless him!
 
   “Oh.” Carla clearly heard the wordless, ‘ask her when she’s on her own and I dare say she’ll tell you’. Francesco’s expression suggested ‘female issues’ was far more answer than he’d ever require but Jon didn’t bat an eyelid, so Doctor Frederick’s little confidentiality breech had obviously travelled a little further than Bane. An anxious flick of his eyes to me and Kyle became rather interested in the towering cathedral façade – hope he didn’t now think I was pregnant. Gah!
 
   We took over an empty conference room, Carla and Francesco leaning their rucksacks against the wall. More trustingly, Bane had left his in the entrance hall of the accommodation block.
 
   “Without meaning to rock the boat,” said Jon, just as we were all settled. “Hadn’t you better take our guests to Eduardo?”
 
   “Oh, it’ll wait an hour or two, surely?” said Bane. “It’s not like he sleeps, that I’ve noticed.” He glanced at Father Mark.
 
   “They’re not exactly roaming the place unaccompanied, are they?” agreed Father Mark. 
 
   “Good. Well, I think everyone here knows what we’re trying to do.”
 
   “Is everyone in here in the need-to-know?” interrupted Carla.
 
   “Yes, I think so. Uh, Father Mark, Kyle, this is Carla and Francesco. Carla, Francesco, this is Father Mark, and that’s Kyle. He’s not a priest yet, he’s a deacon, if that means anything to you.”
 
   “Have you been assigned to this, Kyle?” asked Father Mark.
 
   “I’m not actually too sure what you’re doing here in Malta, now I think about it,” I couldn’t help remarking. “Aren’t you supposed to be studying?” 
 
   He’d stayed at the Vatican as Deaconal Representative after the rest of the seminary were evacuated – but this place was so secret he wouldn’t be in contact with his classmates any more, so the whole representative thing had had it.
 
   “He begged very hard to come,” said Father Mark dryly. “Help you settle in. Like you haven’t enough people for that.”
 
   “I didn’t beg,” said Kyle. “I asked nicely. Six months sabbatical from studies to make myself useful here. And yes, I’ve been assigned to this project.”
 
   “So yes, Carla,” said Bane, “I s’pose this is going to be the inner core.”
 
   “Let’s get started then.”
 
   “Okay. So our objective is to – without killing anyone – acquire enough nonLethal weaponry to arm say, ten strike teams.”
 
   “Ten?” My surprise was mirrored on Jon’s and Kyle’s faces. “That many?”
 
   “Every time we identify a method of getting into a Facility, we’ll only be able to use it once – they’re not completely stupid. So we should coordinate as many simultaneous operations as we can. Ten would be good. Eduardo’s having some likely people shipped over here. 
 
   “Anyway, as I think you all know, we invited Carla and Francesco to join us to act as advisors for this first stage. And they kindly agreed.”
 
   “To hell with kindly,” said Carla. “Thank Luciano’s weird ideas. Even so, we wouldn’t have come if we didn’t happen to know exactly how to pull this stupid thing off.”
 
   “But you do this sort of thing all the time, don’t you?” I remarked.
 
   “Not without killing anyone.” Carla smiled nastily. “Don’t you even understand how much more difficult that makes it? We don’t kill everyone we kill just because they deserve it, y’know.”
 
   “Some of them actually deserve it?” Father Mark spoke almost under his breath.
 
   Francesco gave him a long look, but just said, “If you want zero casualties on either side, well, normally I’d have said impossible and left it at that. But a bit of information was circulated among the Europe-wide cells a week or so back that puts it in a different light.”
 
   “A useless piece of information,” said Carla. “That’s what we thought until loverboy here turned up with his softie plan.”
 
   “We’re listening.” Bane was clearly determined to ignore the whole ‘loverboy’ thing.
 
   “A cell in Norway derailed a weapons train,” said Francesco. “Among the stuff in the cab they found a confidential document with ‘on no account remove this document from the compound’ stamped all over it. Luckily for you lot the idiot driver took it into the cab with him regardless. Now, has it ever occurred to you how they stop a munitions train?”
 
   The lights were supposed to be green for the entire length of their journey, but munitions trains didn’t stop for red lights, full stop – everyone knew that – too easy for the Resistance to short circuit or fake a signal.
 
   “Never thought about it,” said Bane. “But they’d want to be able to stop them, wouldn’t they? If one of those trains hit something hard enough, there’d be a whopping crater.”
 
   “Exactly. Well, they have a flashing sequence of red and green lights. Only changed once a year because the drivers have to recognise it instantly in an emergency. And this document…”
 
   “It’s got the sequence on!” Several people spoke at once.
 
   “That’s right. Not due to change for another two months. And the code wasn’t supposed to be on that train, so the EuroGov don’t know it’s compromised. Now, none of us will bother messing around with it – so much simpler to polish off half the guards in a derailment and the stuff ’s packed well enough it doesn’t usually go off just from being rolled over a few times. But it might be exactly what you lot need.”
 
   Everyone started talking at once. Bane was just calling for quiet again when there was a knock at the door and a Vatican policeman looked in.
 
   “The visitors are requested to report to Security,” he announced in Latin.
 
   Eduardo obviously couldn’t bear it any longer.
 
   “What did he say?” asked Carla in Esperanto. “Is it a security alert?”
 
   “You two are the security alert,” said Bane, glancing around the table as the policeman withdrew.
 
   Jon looked half-asleep where he sat, and after that awful night, I was no better. Kyle and Father Mark looked perky enough, but Bane said, “Look, I think we’d better call it a night. In here, after breakfast tomorrow?”
 
   Murmuring agreement, everyone got up to leave.
 
    
 
   “A whole train, huh?” I whispered to Bane, when we found ourselves snuggled up together on the window seat of my room. Alone... Well, this loving snuggling wasn’t actually unchaste – at the moment. Oh, if my hormones would level out, we could plan the wedding! Not that we wanted anything over the top, the way Registration parties often were, but something a little more than simply grabbing the nearest priest and heading into the cathedral – tempting though that was. 
 
   Though… we were probably going to be too busy hijacking trains for a bit, weren’t we? Bother-bother.
 
   “That seems to be the target,” agreed Bane. 
 
   “Well, if the entire cargo’s made up of nonLethals, you should be able to arm your ten teams.”
 
   “Could arm a hundred. But we won’t be able to organise more than about ten, I reckon. But it won’t be a bad thing to get the Underground thoroughly equipped with weapons it can use.”
 
   “Reckon Eduardo agrees.”
 
   “Oh, yeah.”
 
   “I notice it’s all ‘us’ and ‘our’ when you talk about the Underground, these days,” I teased gently.
 
   “Well, I reckon this is the side I want to fight for,” he said seriously. “Even if I’m not quite one of you.”
 
   My arms tightened around him and I pressed my cheek to his chest.
 
   “Makes me so happy to hear you say that.”
 
   He kissed the top of my head and didn’t try to reply. After a moment I spoke my secret fear into his chest. 
 
   “I just hope we can pull this off without any of us getting shot.” 
 
   Because Carla was wrong, I did know how much harder it was to do this… ethically.
 
   Bane went rigid.
 
   “You’re not coming, Margo!”
 
   I put my fists on his chest and pushed myself up, staring into his moonlit face.
 
   “Yes, I am.” My voice shook slightly, but my resolution didn’t. Been thinking about this the whole time he was away. Well… since I’d managed to lay the nightmare to rest, anyway.
 
   “It’s too dangerous.”
 
   “It’s no more dangerous for me than for you.”
 
   “Yes, it is! If they catch me, I’ll just get standard dismantled. If they catch you, they’ll… y’know.”
 
   Happily he hadn’t said the words, because if he said those words to me very often, I probably would change my mind. But I didn’t want to. Lord, lend me Your strength...
 
   “Look, Bane, why d’you think I came here? I came here to fight them. This is the best way to do that. And I’m a good shot. You need good shots.”
 
   “I’m quite sure Eduardo can find me some good shots! He’s only got the Swiss guard, the Vatican Police and the VSS to draw on!”
 
   “Bane…” I twisted my fingers in his shirt and rested my forehead against his chest. ‘Cause this was difficult, really difficult and I was terrified, but also quite certain. “Bane, I don’t want to spend the rest of my life too afraid to be any use to anyone, okay? When I left the Freedom II, I didn’t quite realise at the time, but I made that decision. Not to let that happen.”
 
   “You won’t be no use to anyone if you stay here! After publishing that book, the simple fact you’re still free and alive is an enormous blow to the EuroGov. The fact that the papers will soon figure out you’re still kicking around in the EuroBloc, or next thing to it, is an enormous blow to the EuroGov. You don’t have to go over there to prove anything.”
 
   “You proposing I should rest on my laurels for the rest of my life? Still alive, nah-nah-na-nah-na? That’s going to get old pretty quickly, Bane.”
 
   “Then write something else!”
 
   “Actions speak louder than words. How can I call on other people to resist the EuroGov if I’m too scared to do anything myself?”
 
   “You’ve already done…”
 
   “No…” I put a finger to his lips and leant close. “None of the greatest events of history ever happened because people did a bit and thought that was enough. Seriously, should I sit around and pat myself on the back for resisting the EuroGov for six months of my life and call it a day? Or should I go out and try to make a world in which you and I can raise children without being afraid one day they’ll be taken from us and murdered?”
 
   Bane’s hand came to rest on my stomach, tenderly.
 
   “Oh God, Margo, why do you have to be so good?” he whispered, his lips almost touching mine. “And… so right. I can’t stop you doing this, but I wish I could.”
 
   He gathered me in his arms and rocked me and hugged me – I think the couple of tears he dropped on my scalp were tears of pure fear. 
 
   Mine certainly were.
 
    
 
   Everyone settled around the table in the morning with mugs of coffee in hand. I sipped mine with more appreciation than need. I’d had a very good night’s sleep, despite the grave conversation preceding it.
 
   Carla yawned ‘til her jaw almost cracked, then looked at me. “I take it loverboy’s in charge?”
 
   “Like you’d take orders from me. This is Bane’s thing, anyway.”
 
   “Just so we all know the chain of command.” She showed her teeth in a mock smile.
 
   “Let’s start,” said Bane hastily. “So, we’re all agreed we’re going to proceed on the assumption we’ll be using the EuroGov’s own emergency stop signal?”
 
   A chorus of agreement.
 
   “Right. We’ll have to fake the signal or get the real lights to operate, we can look at that in more detail later. So we get this train stopped. How many guards and defences do we have to deal with?”
 
   “Look, just let me talk,” said Carla impatiently. “There’ll be two guards at the back, two at the front, and four in the locomotive, including the driver. All armed with rifles, nothing else to speak of. The guards on the outside will be easy to deal with, if you’ve any nonLees at all – assuming you can shoot straight. Obviously they’ll shoot you if they see you, so strike the instant the train’s stopped; should be pretty safe. Impossible to do this with no risk at all.”
 
   “I know.” Bane’s eyes flicked unconsciously to me. “And yes, we have a few nonLees.”
 
   “Fine, no need to worry about those guards, then. The four in the locomotive are the problem. They’ll stop when they see the signal, but they’ll immediately get on the phone to base and it will only be minutes, at most, before they’re told EuroTrac know nothing about an emergency signal. At which point they’ll slam the throttle wide open and get the hell out of there. So to avoid that, I suggest you blow the track in front and behind as soon as they’re stopped. Happy with that?”
 
   Bane glanced around the table.
 
   “That’s fine. We’re happy to blow up inanimate objects, as the EuroGov have reason to know.”
 
   “You only threatened to blow up the Vatican. No one knew if you were really serious.”
 
   “The EuroGov obviously thought so,” remarked Jon.
 
   Carla made a dismissive gesture.
 
   “Anyway, you’ll have to be really, really fast getting what you want, because the EuroArmy will have a helicopter en route within minutes.”
 
   Bane glanced at Father Mark.
 
   “D’you think Eduardo’s got anything to jam phone signals?”
 
   “Wouldn’t be surprised. That would take a lot of pressure off. Hard to see how we can actually empty an entire train, otherwise. It’s a lot of risk just to grab a few boxes.”
 
   “You see why it’s easier if you kill them all. Dead men don’t tell tales until you’re well away.” All the same, Carla looked green with envy at the suggestion of a signalJammer.
 
   “Anyway…” said Bane, meaningfully.
 
   “Fine. Anyway, back to the matter of the guards in the locomotive. The thing’s entirely enclosed, so the problem’s getting the door open to get to them.”
 
   “Do we need to get to them?” I remarked.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Well, can they do anything to us if they’re in there? Couldn’t we find some way to stop them getting out, rather than try and get ourselves shot getting in.”
 
   Carla stared at me for a moment.
 
   “The windows don’t open,” said Francesco thoughtfully.
 
   “No, they don’t, do they. Signorina Silver-tongue may have hit it. Not getting to guards just isn’t usually something we consider.”
 
   “I hate to be negative…” said Jon.
 
   “What are you doing in here, anyway?” Carla interrupted him. “You’re not going to be hijacking any train.”
 
    
 
   Jon closed his eyes for a moment, then went on as though she hadn’t spoken.
 
   “…What do we do if they don’t stop?”
 
   “Simple. You rig the track to blow as far ahead of the signal as visibility allows. They don’t stop, blow it and they have to stop.”
 
   “So why do we need the signal thing at all?”
 
   “Because those trains travel very fast and finding a spot in the forest where there’s enough visibility for them to actually stop in time would be very difficult. Especially a spot that fulfils all your other requirements – access for vehicles, well away from civilisation and army bases and so on. Being near signals will further limit your choices, so it’s certain to result in a gentle sort of derailment.”
 
   “Then we’ll decide about that when we can judge how gentle the derailment would really be,” said Bane.
 
   Everyone nodded agreement.
 
   “So now we’ve a rough idea how to do it,” Bane went on, “where are we going to do it?”
 
   “I suggest the Milan region,” said Francesco. “If you want to take full advantage of your advisors.”
 
   “Surely it’s going to depend mostly on where trains full of nonLees are actually to be found?”
 
   “Si, but there’s a factory partway between Milan and Bologna. Most of the nonLees bound for the rest of Europe go over the Alps via Milan.”
 
   “That sounds promising, then. Y’know, I bet the guards on trains carrying nonLees are careless as. Have you guys ever bothered them?”
 
   “Nah. We may have taken pot shots at the guards now and then just for the hell of it. But we’ve never made them the subject of a full scale raid. Why’d we want to?”
 
   “Good. They may be a lot slower to realise what’s going on. Anyway, Carla, you said you brought some useful stuff?”
 
   “Yeah, yeah.” Carla opened the tough zip up folder in front of her and began to put things on the table. “Here, copy of the notification about the emergency signal. Plans of the commonest types of munitions trains. Resistance pamphlet on blowing tracks, though I reckon you don’t
 
   need that.” She looked pointedly at Father Mark.
 
   “Good,” said Bane again. “Let’s get stuck in, then.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   ***+***
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

5
 
   THE TRAIN
 
    
 
   Clouds hung heavy with rain overhead and the night was dark. With the trees looming around and the train tracks failing to gleam in front, there was a slight feeling of déjà-vu.
 
   Everything was different, though. I held a fully charged nonLee and wore the bulletproof vest Bane and Eduardo had forced me into – it felt much like wearing an ancient corset. ‘Why me?’ I’d protested, since there weren’t any more, but they’d ignored me. Nasty feeling it might be the Holy Father’s spare, or something.
 
   Silent and resigned, Jon had stayed in the Citadel. Carla and Francesco were with him – safer for the train guards if not for Jon. Avoided known Resistance members being caught with us if this all went pear-shaped, more importantly.
 
   Pear-shaped. My hands were shaking. I wrapped them more tightly around the butt of the nonLee. The plan was sound. Father Mark thought so. Carla thought so. Francesco thought so. Eduardo thought so. And Bane thought so. I thought so too.
 
   All along the hundred metres of track before the signals lay our team, two by two, over half of them unarmed – Eduardo could only spare ten nonLees. Those lying where the front and rear carriages should stop had the guns, but the others all had their jobs.
 
   My mouth was going dry. My hands still shook. Bane lay there beside me in the blackness. Despite agreeing in principle, he’d refused point blank to allow me to come unless my hormones had settled down. But I’d managed four days now without bursting into tears or throwing myself at Carla’s throat, so here I was.
 
   A dark shape suddenly sprang up from where it’d been using a non-electric rail as a pillow and ran up the opposite slope, lay down and was magically absorbed by the deep shadows.
 
   “Little Lion can hear a moth,” came Father Mark’s voice on my earpiece.
 
   The train was coming.
 
   “Postmen, the package is in the post,” murmured Bane into his little radio mic. “Postmen, last check. Cuckoo,” he finished, saying his code name to confirm his own readiness.
 
   “Brown Bird,” I said. “Command, check.” Not that I was command, that was Bane.
 
   “Trout,” the Swiss Guard several metres to my left said through my earpiece, and his partner immediately followed with, “Salmon. Fish, check.”
 
   “Hippo.”
 
   “Alligator. Aquatics, check.” That was Jack...
 
   “Gecko.” And that was Kyle...
 
   “Grass snake. Reptiles, check.”
 
   “Pussycat.”
 
   “Gerbil. Pets, check.” 
 
   “Fox One.” 
 
   “Fox Two. Foxes, check”
 
   “Hyena.”
 
   “Little Lion. Meat Eaters, check.” Father Mark, of course.
 
   “Giraffe.”
 
   “Elephant. African, check.”
 
   “Snail.” Jacques...
 
   “Bumblebee. Bugs, check.”
 
   “Dove.”
 
   “Pigeon. Birds, check.”
 
   “All postmen…” A cough from the thing in my ear. Probably Pussycat, aka Sister Krayj. “All post persons ready,” murmured Bane dryly, though he’d been merciless in drilling the quips off the airwaves – all the commands were phrased humorously instead. “Postal service, final check.” 
 
   The drivers – Stamp, Letter, Envelope, Frank, Airmail and Boyracer – all signed in. The trucks were waiting only a very short distance into the forest.
 
   “Postal service ready,” confirmed Bane. “Pay attention, everyone, this is it. Sorting office, ready?”
 
   “Red, check.”
 
   “Green, check.”
 
   The train was audible now, over the sound of the wind in the trees.
 
   “Okay, Red and Green, get sorting.”
 
   With perfect coordination the signal glowing green above us in the darkness disappeared and a flashing red and green one materialised, just a fraction to its left. 
 
   The train was approaching; any moment now it would come around that bend and see that fake signal. We’d decided against Carla’s idea of a ‘gentle’ derailment, so if they didn’t stop, it was over.
 
   A moment ago I’d been shivering with cold from lying here so long, now my hands were slippery with sweat. I clicked off the safety catch and drew slow, deep breaths to keep my concentration. Lord, don’t let me miss...
 
   There… Light blazed as the train came into sight. I squeezed my eyes mostly shut. Nearer, nearer… oh, Lord, no, it wasn’t stopping… 
 
   Screech. Ear-splittingly, the brakes engaged. Thank God – they’d just been too half asleep to immediately notice something so extraordinary as a stop signal – or beating their brains to recall if the complicated sequence of red and green flashes was correct…
 
   Slowing, the train closed the remaining distance. Yes, stopping in about the right place... I raised the nonLee a fraction and waited. The nose of the locomotive passed me, the first carriage was juddering to a halt in front of us, but I could scarcely make out the guards in the even pitchier darkness left by the passage of the headlight.
 
   “Fish and Foxes, now,” breathed Bane.
 
   Click. Lights – appropriately dim out of consideration for our dark-adapted vision – flooded the train. There! Two guards, almost immediately in front of me, just throwing their hands up to their eyes.
 
   I took one long, deliberate second to aim at the one on the left and squeezed the trigger. Just once… The guard dropped, the other followed. If any of us had missed, only Bane and Father Mark – Little Lion – would’ve fired a second time. 
 
   The locomotive’s engine roared – they’d seen the lights…
 
   “Bugs and Reptiles,” snapped Bane.
 
   Flash. Bang. 
 
   A flash of slightly greenish flame from just ahead of the train’s nose and the sound of a second explosion from the rear…
 
   Screech.
 
   The brakes locked, and the train shuddered to a halt again. Probably better not to think about how the guards in the locomotive must be feeling right now… Too late.
 
   “African and Birds, go…”
 
   Two dark shadows moved into the lights on our side of the train – Dove and Pigeon. Pigeon had his nonLee – indistinguishable from a Lethal in this light – trained on the locomotive door to discourage anyone from opening it. On the other side, Giraffe should be doing the same. Dove darted in close to spray a thick layer of flashDry rock glue all around the edges of the sliding door. The rescue party would get it open fast enough, but no one would be getting out for now. 
 
   “Egg laid,” confirmed Dove, as they backed away again.
 
   “My trunk’s done the job,” said Elephant from the other side of the train.
 
   “Postal service, come and get your packages,” said Bane. “Aquatics, Fish, Birds, lay your eggs, please.”
 
   Six figures hurried forward, appeared to fiddle for a moment with the doors at each end of the three coaches, then jogged back up the bank.
 
   “Aquatics, clear.”
 
   “Fish, clear.”
 
   “Birds, clear.”
 
   “Hatching time,” said Bane.
 
   Bang. Crack.
 
   The charges went off almost in unison.
 
   “Okay, Aquatics, Fish, Birds, get it unwrapped.”
 
   The same six figures raced down again and began to haul the doors open.
 
   “Anyone having trouble unwrapping the gifts?”
 
   Silence. Good. All the doors were open.
 
   The noise of the trucks was audible now over the soft hum of the locomotive. With astonishing swiftness, even considering all the drills, they manoeuvred into the narrow space between track and trees, leaving almost no gap between coach doors and truck tailgates.
 
   “Pussycat, Brown Bird, Cuckoo, moving positions now. Keep your eyes peeled,” said Bane. “Everyone else, transfer those packages.”
 
   We scrambled to our feet and hurried down the slope, Bane slipping a small device into my hand before heading off along the train. I climbed the ladder quickly to the roof, lying down on my stomach to reduce my silhouette. Looking down into the observation platform at the two unconscious guards, I could also see both of the locomotive doors. We didn’t dare shoot the guards again to make sure – just possible one could’ve been hit three times already.
 
   Pussycat would be doing the same at the other end of the train. Sister Krayj was here for her shooting abilities, like me. She was the only other girl. Woman. About Father Mark’s age, she clearly had a similar history. One of the criteria for the selection of everyone else had been their ability to shift a large amount of stuff in a very short time. Bane, recently recovered from starvation and a sprained arm, was sensibly watching and overseeing from the roof of the middle carriage – no doubt hating not being able to help.
 
   I glanced at the thing in my hand. A green light glowed steadily. All phone transmissions in a five hundred metre radius were still jammed. Red, Green, Snail and Bumblebee raced past below me, towards the loot, having faked the train’s passage through the signal sensor. As far as EuroTrac knew, the train was simply running about thirty seconds late. 
 
   The other guys were already getting to work, four to each locked metal crate – designed for fork lift trucks, of course – their grunts of exertion were audible even over all the engines. How many of the things were there in each carriage? Carla said to allow one truck per half carriage. But we’d only half an hour, then we were leaving, ‘cause that’s how long before the train was due at the next signals – and the next sensor. We wanted to be long gone before the search party arrived, since it would probably be in the form of a helicopter armed with air to ground missiles.
 
   Five minutes. The light glowed green. The guys grunted.
 
   Ten minutes. Green light still. Grunts turning to groans.
 
   Fifteen minutes. Green light. Groans becoming moans.
 
   Twenty minutes. Green. Gasping, whooping inhalations.
 
   Twenty-five minutes…
 
   “This is Little Lion, the parcels are all loaded...” Father Mark sounded like he could barely speak.
 
   “Loaders, mount up,” ordered Bane, at once. The guys scrambled aboard the trucks, mostly into the cabs, but a few into the backs. “Okay, Pussycat, Brown Bird, in we get.”
 
   Shoving the nonLee into my waistband and clutching the priceless jammer in my sweaty hand, with one last glance at the sleeping guards I scrambled down the ladder and ran for the trucks. Clumsy and slow in the bulletproof vest, I reached the nearest one and Bane reached out and hauled me up into the cab, just like in the practices. Well, I’d mostly climbed in by myself in the practices…
 
   “Full check,” said Bane. Everyone signed in, postmen, postal service and sorting office. Only when everyone was accounted for, did Bane say, “Right, express delivery, let’s go.”
 
   The drivers pulled off smoothly into an instant convoy, snaking back into the forest and heading off along a Resistance-maintained track, the trucks bouncing and jouncing. It was a three hour drive back to the port of Genoa – or rather, to a small fishing village nearby – and we needed to make it by three o’clock, or a EuroFriendly satellite would come over the boats before they reached Gozo. Camouflaged though the trucks would be, we didn’t want three boats to be observed arriving at a supposedly dusty and almost uninhabited rock. 
 
   But before that, we had to reach an abandoned railway tunnel by midnight, so we could hide from the EuroGov satellite until one o’clock. Coming up to eleven, now, so we were just about on target – no time to spare.
 
   Jolt. Jolt. Jolt. Bounce. Jolt…
 
   ...Eerie stillness and pitch blackness. I raised a hand to my face – couldn’t see it. Silence except for two sets of breathing – one more like snoring. My head lay in someone’s lap.
 
   “Bane?”
 
   “Awake, Margo?”
 
   “No, I’m sleep talking, numpty,” I teased. “Are we in the tunnel?”
 
   “Yep. Made it with three minutes to spare. Too close – must allow more travel time in future.”
 
   “What time is it now?”
 
   The phone glowed in the darkness as he took it from his pocket – our driver, ‘Boyracer’, was slumped over his steering wheel, deeply asleep.
 
   “Twenty past twelve.”
 
   Darkness settled over the cab again as he put the phone away. At least I’d slept through part of the wait.
 
   “The loading go okay?”
 
   “Yeah, I’m well impressed. Those things were heavy.”
 
   “I was afraid the guys were all going to collapse or something.”
 
   “Perhaps we should’ve had a few spares to swap in, but there’s enough of us as it is. Well, the next operation’s going to be totally different, anyway.”
 
   We sat in silence after that, though we could probably have sung at the top of our voices without waking the driver. I was dozing when Bane’s voice jerked me fully awake again.
 
   “Okay, everyone, the Eye of Sauron has passed over.” Not a code name, that, just the Vatican slang for the EuroBloc satellite. “Time for some more express delivery, let’s move…”
 
   Engines roared and headlights blazed dazzlingly into life. Within minutes we’d left the tunnel behind us and were bouncing through the forest once more. 
 
   I didn’t fall asleep again. Tension was tying my stomach in a knot. Relax, Margo. Having failed to locate us with the satellite, it would surely take them some time to get over their assumption that this was a – albeit peculiarly bloodless – Resistance raid, and the Resistance had no interest in ports. Near the coast is the last place they’ll look... Right, Lord?
 
   The forest began to clear. Suddenly the sea spread out below us, a moonlit expanse. The road sloped down ahead to where a shadowy fishing village nestled in a cove.
 
   “All stop,” said Bane. “Snuff your candles.”
 
   The trucks pulled in behind one another and the headlights were switched off. 
 
   “Ten minutes,” added Bane. “Stamp and Letter, stand by.”
 
   Those ten minutes felt every bit as long as the hour in the tunnel, despite the stunningly beautiful moonlit scene spread out on either side of the truck-in-front’s tailgate. Finally my earpiece spoke again.
 
   “This is Stamp, I see White Water One, permission to go surfing.”
 
   “Stamp, Letter, go ride some waves.”
 
   The two front trucks set off down the hill, acting as much like casual civilian vehicles as two four-ton canvas-roofed military-type lorries could. The rest of us crept forward without turning on our headlights, so Envelope had a good view of the jetty. And waited some more.
 
   “This is Envelope, White Water One is heading for home. White Water Two is in sight.”
 
   “Envelope and Frank, surfing time, off you go.”
 
   Two more trucks did the vehicular equivalent of saunter off down the road. You’d think at three in the morning you could do something like this unseen, but someone would probably look out the window.
 
   Only two of us left, now. We inched forward again. Stopped. Waited. My ears strained for Airmail’s voice. Come on… come one… surely it’s taking longer than last time? What if there’s a problem with White Water Three? What if…”
 
   “This is Airmail, White Water Two is heading for home. I have White Water Three in sight.”
 
   “Let’s go surfing,” said Bane, but I felt the long breath he let out first. 
 
   Boyracer’s teeth gleamed in the darkness as he grinned. 
 
   Thank you, Lord...
 
   Cruising through the village, we stopped for the amount of time it took Airmail to drive along the narrow jetty and onto the boat, then followed. The gangplank rumbled and shifted alarmingly, but somehow we manoeuvred into the implausibly small amount of space remaining on the deck.
 
   By the time Boyracer cut the engine, the boat was already turning sharply to clear the rocks and heading out to sea, beginning to rise and fall alarmingly. Putting the truck in gear, he hauled on the handbrake as tightly as he could, then we all piled out to help the sailors slip great hooks over the axles and lash it down, then rig up the camouflage ‘netting’ of padded sacks. Untidy deck cargos of food did actually dock at Gozo from time to time – though hopefully we’d be there before the satellite got a look.
 
   That done, we allowed the sailors to usher us below to eat, sleep, and crash out. So far, so good.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   ***+***
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

6
 
   SCHOOLBOYS IN A SWEET SHOP
 
    
 
   All three White Waters made such good speed that by the time Airmail and ourselves pulled up to the base of the Citadel, Stamp and Letter were coming down the ramp, unloaded already. 
 
   “We’re taking these big babies to their kennels.” Stamp spoke on the earpiece, rather than wind down his window and get a cab full of dust. “Envelope and Frank are being unloaded now. If you go and wait halfway up the ramp, you can get in there as soon as they come out. Eduardo thinks we can get it all unloaded now if we don’t waste a second.”
 
   On they drove. Twenty of the closer ruined houses were each now home to a truck, though we’d only needed six of them for this mission.
 
   The engine bellowed as we crawled upwards. We were heavily laden. Only minutes later Envelope and Frank came through the Citadel gates, wheel arches noticeably higher. There must be many willing hands inside. 
 
   Folding our mirrors in, we inched carefully through the narrow arch behind Airmail and the willing hands practically swamped us. With eight people to a crate, each was slid quickly down a board laid from tailgate to ground and borne off into the Administrative block. Bane and I could hardly get to help and our driver was told to stay in the cab.
 
   “Clear!” Eduardo banged on the truck side as the tailgate was flipped up and latched. “Get this thing out of here, double quick.”
 
   The satellite was due in about five minutes... The trucks inched back through the arch and tore off down the hill, bouncing jauntily on their unburdened springs. The last crate vanished inside and Eduardo herded everyone after it.
 
   “Clear the square, looks like a carnival out here. Inside, everyone… Team members only to the main conference room.”
 
   Ah yes, time to open the goodies. Bane made to head that way, but... A tired-looking figure sat at the base of the cathedral steps with two sticks resting in the crook of his arm.
 
   “Bane…” I nodded to the steps. “Let’s get Jon.”
 
   “Are you actually planning on getting better any time soon, mate?” demanded Bane, heading that way. “’Cause you look worse every time I see you.”
 
   “Ha ha,” said Jon wearily. “I’ll leave you with those two for a couple of days and see what you look like, shall I?”
 
   “That bad?” I said sympathetically.
 
   “Oh yes. And the worst thing is I have to keep pretending I don’t want an arm, but I really do. Could I have an arm, please?”
 
   We took his arms and heaved him to his feet.
 
   “Ah, thanks.”
 
   “So where are the terrible two?” asked Bane.
 
   “Gone.”
 
   “Already?”
 
   “Yeah, as soon as they heard the mission was a complete success, they looked at the Sat chart and the next safe slot’s not until late tonight, so they were off to the harbour at once to catch this one. Asked me to say, ‘we did it for Luciano so don’t thank us,’ and ‘no, thank you, we don’t want any of the toy guns’. Which I’ve now said. So let’s forget about them.”
 
   A moment of silence and he added abruptly, “Praise the Lord, I’m so glad you’re back safe.” Flung his arms around us each in turn and hugged us, burying his face in my hair for slightly too long. Bane pretended not to notice. Jon looked that washed out.
 
   Jon let go of me at last and, as we headed on across the square, I was struck by a strange realisation... if someone came up to me right now and told me my parents had been killed, I’d be terribly upset, but if something happened to Bane or Jon, I’d be devastated. They’d become my immediate family. My… pack. 
 
   “So how was it, Margo?” Jon dragged me from chewing on this guilt-inducing truth. “Were you okay?”
 
   After all the waterworks in the last month... fair enough question.
 
   “Fine, actually. I’m not saying actually getting on the boat wasn’t one of the hardest things I’ve ever done in my life, but… once I was on it… certainly once it was too late to go back, well, we just spent three months in EuroBloc territory, didn’t we? Seems I’m actually kind of used to it. Though I think I was getting a false sense of security from being with a whole group of super confident guys too stupid to be frightened, but there we are.”
 
   “Thank you,” said Bane, in mock offence.
 
   “I wasn’t actually referring to you. But I swear some of those young guards actually think it’s dead cool to be risking martyrdom like the priests and sisters always do.” The EuroGov didn’t lay its hands on Swiss guards very often, but when they did they tended to treat them as though their very existence ‘incited and promoted superstition’.
 
   “As far as I’m aware,” Bane was trying to keep a straight face, “all those ‘young guards’ are several years older than us.”
 
   “Oh, Lord help me, you’re right.” I clapped a hand over my mouth. “When did I get middle-aged?” Jon sniggered, so I gave him a gentle poke with my elbow. “Anyway, it was much better than I expected.”
 
   “Good,” said Jon. “That’s good. Any chance you’ll stay at home next time?”
 
   “What, now I’ve proved I can do it?” I tried not to get annoyed. “That’s not the point, Jon. And no.”
 
   “Smooth, Jon, very smooth,” said Bane.
 
   “Well, you can’t blame me for trying.”
 
   “With all the subtlety of a pickaxe.”
 
   “Oh, like you’re going to do any better!”
 
   I ignored them and concentrated on getting Jon up the steps. By the time we reached the top, all six members of the postal service were jogging through the gates, trucks put to bed. They beat us to the main conference room, where the army of helpers had stacked the crates in piles according to what was stamped on the sides. With one of each type arranged along a wall, the team waited impatiently in what little space remained.
 
   “Uh, is everyone else here?” asked Bane. “Full check, please.”
 
   We all gave our code name in sequence – everyone who’d risked their life deserved to be here for this.
 
   “Have we got a can opener?” asked Bane. Father Mark held up a handful of small flat cylindrical things and placed one on the lock of the first crate. “Uh, we’re quite positive there’s nothing explosive in there, right?” Bane edged in front of me slightly, as though that would help if we accidentally set off a whole crate of explosives.
 
   Eduardo waved his networkAccessor. 
 
   “Nothing explosive anywhere on the train’s manifest and the codes on the side of the boxes correspond to nonLethal tech. Let’s crack them open.”
 
   “Okay.” Bane nodded to Father Mark and everyone moved away and turned their backs.
 
   Crack.
 
   Fox One and Fox Two wrestled the lid up and everyone crowded forward as though they’d never seen a nonLee before. Father Mark pulled aside a rectangle of foam to reveal… actually, worth a look. Rows of gleaming, brand new nonLethal pistols, a newer model than any I’d seen. Better still, two spare power magazines nestled beside each one.
 
   “Wow, look at these.” Fox Two picked one up. “Sleek.”
 
   “Brilliant.” Bane handed one to Jon to feel.
 
   “Shiny, aren’t they.” Jon ran his hands over it appreciatively, making no move to get up from his crate seat.
 
   “Better than shiny!” said Kyle.
 
   Father Mark examined one with a mixture of professional interest and personal distaste. Not keen on any type of weapon. But he knew what to do with them.
 
   “I like these.” Eduardo actually cracked a small smile, sighting down the barrel at the wall. “Look like they should be more accurate.” 
 
   Father Mark gave a slight grunt of agreement, then got back to passing them out so everyone had one to look at.
 
   “They’re probably not charged, but if anyone fires one of these things, they’ll still be on extra sentry duty for a month,” warned Eduardo.
 
   “What about those of us who don’t do sentry duty?” asked Sister Krayj sweetly.
 
   “Pretty much anyone in here who isn’t liable for extra sentry duty, I trust not to play with the safety catch.”
 
   Most of the people in here were under orders of the military kind. Hyena was a layman, but the Foxes, the Fish, Gerbil, the Birds and Giraffe were all Swiss Guards, whilst Hippo and Elephant were Vatican Police. Like Alligator (Jack) and Snail (Jacques!), Grass Snake and Bumblebee were VSS, Eduardo’s men. Bane had rescued Jack from official re-Christening as ‘Unicorn’ by saying that mythical beasts must be kept in reserve as code names for a future team. Jack had promptly picked Alligator, probably because it was the least similar animal imaginable!
 
   “Let’s have them back, then,” Bane was saying. “And look in the next one.”
 
   The pistols were replaced, the lid forced down again, and Father Mark repeated his trick with another ‘can opener’. Again the Foxes dragged the lid up and removed the foam. A short, delighted silence from everyone.
 
   “Oh yes!” said Bane, “These are the things!”
 
   Everyone reached for one at once, crowding forward. 
 
   “Just pass them round,” urged Father Mark. “Or we’ll have to unpack the whole crate.”
 
   One arrived in my hands at last and I examined it. A rifle. A nonLee rifle. Very cutting edge. Very expensive. I raised the butt to my shoulder and looked through the sights – nothing far enough away for it to focus on.
 
   “These are the things,” I agreed. Actually, our whole plan rested on these. If there’d been none on the train, it would’ve been very, very disappointing.
 
   The gleaming rifles were eventually reclaimed from their admiring fans and we moved on to the second to last crate. This time the awed silence went on for several moments.
 
   “Oh yes!” exulted Bane, snatching up one of the long, elegant sniper rifles. “This is the thing for you, Brown Bird.” He deposited the small fortune of military technology in my hands.
 
   I looked it over. Much like the rifles, just longer and sleeker in every way. A much more serious telescopic sight on top. The range would be considerably longer. Hence why Bane wanted to give me one. Keep me further from the machine guns.
 
   “I’ll be happy to use one if I’m the best person.”
 
   “You are. Here, Pussycat, take a look.” He passed one to Sister Krayj, as well. 
 
   I shot Father Mark an appealing look, afraid Bane was letting his heart overrule his tactical sense. But Father Mark just smiled slightly.
 
   “He’s right. You’re two of our best shots, neither of you would be here otherwise. And you certainly can’t go hand to hand with anyone, Margo, so until the guards are neutralised, you’re the logical choice to be far away with that thing.”
 
   I shrugged and passed the rifle on to Snail and Bumblebee, who were trying to look like suave Vatican Secret Servicemen and not hop up and down with eagerness. Certainly I’d no excuse not to hit the target with one of those.
 
   “Only half a carriage of those,” Eduardo told Bane. “But we’ve a good number.”
 
   The guys drooled over the sniper rifles for ages. Sister Krayj and I sat down on either side of Jon and began yawning. Father Mark joined us and helped me struggle out of the boa constrictor vest. 
 
   “That one didn’t really feel much different from the one before.” Jon sounded bemused.
 
   “Oh, to be a fly on the wall when the EuroGov get that invoice.” Father Mark smiled rather less pleasantly than usual.
 
   “How much do you think this little lot’s going to come to?” I asked.
 
   “Goodness knows. Millions of Eurons.”
 
   “How much credit have we got?”
 
   Father Mark burst out laughing.
 
   “Drop in the ocean, this will be. They really, really owe us a lot of money.”
 
   “It’s going to be one gracious reconciliation gesture if and when we finally have peace and the Holy Father lets them off that debt,” said Sister Krayj.
 
   “You think it’ll never be paid?” I said.
 
   “How could it possibly be paid? They’ve spent it all. They’d have to wring it out of their innocent – fairly innocent – citizens, and insisting on that’s just not our style, is it.”
 
   “True.”
 
   “Useful to have the credit now, you must admit,” said Father Mark. “Whoa… you’d better catch Jon…”
 
   I hastily slipped an arm around Jon and sat him up. He stirred enough to nestle his cheek against my shoulder and nodded straight off again. Guessing he’d not got much more sleep than we had.
 
   “Hey, guys!” Sister Krayj raised her voice. “It’s a rifle. It’s a really good rifle. End of story. Now I don’t know about you but I’d like to get some shut eye so shall we take a look in that last crate?”
 
   Reluctantly, the sniper rifles were passed back and put away. The final crate was opened. Everyone stared in bewilderment.
 
   “What are they?” asked Jack.
 
   Father Mark lifted out a cylindrical object he could just touch finger to thumb around and examined it. 
 
   “Looks like a grenade. But there’s no pin.”
 
   “There aren’t supposed to be any explosives!” Eduardo began to stab rather indignantly at his networkAccessor with his stylus. 
 
   Father Mark dug around in the layers of foam at one end of the crate and pulled out something like a machine gun mated with an ancient crossbow.
 
   “Grenade launcher. NonLethal grenades, is my best guess.”
 
   Eduardo lowered his networkAccessor again.
 
   “I’ve heard about those in the pipeline. Could be very useful – but if they’re too early in the development process they might be pretty unreliable. It’s not easy to get into the Top Secret military files, but I’ll get on it right away.”
 
   A mutter of disappointment as Father Mark replaced everything carefully in the crate and rammed the lid down...
 
   “No.” Father Mark sounded equal parts humorous and exasperated. “We are not messing around with potentially unstable early prototypes of a weapon we aren’t sure what is and have no idea how to use. Are we?”
 
   An embarrassed shuffling of feet.
 
   “Okay, you crazy lot.” Bane wore an amusingly similar look of adult disapproval. “That’s all for now. We’ve got what we need, so we’re on for tonight. Get rested, get fed, briefing at nineteen hundred, departure at twenty hundred. We’ll have plenty of time to zero the new guns under cover of the French forest tomorrow. Any questions?”
 
   “What’s zeroing?” asked a voice from near the door.
 
   Bane glanced that way and started slightly – all the guards in the room leapt to attention with such enthusiasm Giraffe’s head scored a direct hit on a dangling strip light.
 
   “Oh, your holiness, I didn’t see you. Uh, zeroing means adjusting the sights according to each person’s aim so they’ll hit what they’re shooting at.”
 
   “Oh, I see. Have I missed all the fun?”
 
   “Of course not,” said Eduardo. “We’ll find something for you to look at.”
 
   Grinning gleefully, the Foxes yanked up the lid of the sniper rifle crate and Fox Two deposited one of the rifles in Pope Cornelius’s hands.
 
   “Oh, I say.” While the Holy Father was looking at it as though he wasn’t even sure which way around it went, Bane snapped a picture on his omniPhone, to a chorus of delighted cheers.
 
   “All right, you got me,” smiled Pope Cornelius.
 
   “Perhaps we should send a copy with the invoice,” murmured Sister Krayj.
 
   “Tempting, my dear, but you must admit, not very tactful. Well, this thing looks very, hmm… dangerous.”
 
   “Dangerous to the EuroGov, but not to life,” said Eduardo. “At least if used responsibly. You’re holding the pride of our new arsenal.” 
 
   “Well, er, thank you for showing it to me. Does someone want…” At least six people leapt to relieve him of it, then tried to pretend they hadn’t.
 
   “You all look shattered,” went on the Holy Father. “I’ll go away and let you get on.” 
 
   The Swiss guards all leapt to attention again as he left, with a Crash-Clatter and several hisses of, “For pity’s sake, Giraffe! ”
 
   “Okay...” Bane was still grinning at his phone screen – must’ve got a good shot. “Dismissed.” Everyone trooped after the Holy Father. “Right, Father Mark, let’s get these things counted and charging…”
 
   “I’ll deal with that,” said Eduardo. “The correct number will be charged and waiting for you by seven tonight, and ample power mags. You two sleep, eat and go over the plan for any last minute changes to take into account the sniper rifles.”
 
   “Don’t think I’m going to make any changes,” said Bane. “All I’ll do is instruct our main shooters to stay right back in the forestline. They won’t need to risk crawling to the top of the bank. Never was happy about that.”
 
   “Very wise. Off you go, then. Get rested.”
 
   Bane and I woke Jon and steered him back to the accommodation block, and our beds. Despite our almost wholly sleepless night, with midmorning light flooding around the curtains it was a long time before I fell asleep. The train, whilst the lynchpin of our whole operation, had kind of been the easy bit. 
 
   Tonight our team, and nine others, were taking advantage of the satellite-free slot to head to the southern French department. Strike before the EuroGov – if they’d even come to suspect us yet – had time to re-evaluate what would surely be their first assumption – that we were planning to re-take Vatican State. 
 
   They wouldn’t have to think about it long to realise we weren’t suicidal and we must be up to something else. So we were going to liberate at least ten Facilities – all in the same region, for ease of logistics – tomorrow night, before they figured it out. That was the plan. No further operations planned – we’d so far only thought of one way to get in…
 
    
 
   ...A knocking at the door. I blinked sleepily in the late afternoon light. Must’ve been tired, I’d slept without dreaming.
 
   “Margo?” Bane.
 
   “I’m awake.”
 
   “Are you coming to eat?”
 
   “Yes.” 
 
   My watch said six o’clock. An hour before the briefing. I wasn’t going to think about it until then. Wasn’t going to think about the fact I was going back to a Facility. Voluntarily. I shuddered, rolled out of bed and began to pull on my clothes.
 
   Outside the canteen, a crowd of people were gathered around the front page of a newspaper which Jack was just pinning to the noticeboard.
 
   “What d’you think that’s about?” I asked Bane. He shrugged.
 
   Jack caught sight of us and grinned.
 
   “Hey, let Margo through...”
 
   Huh? For some reason everyone complied with a will – I moved forward, saw the headline... oh.
 
    
 
   MARGARET V. DEMANDS:
 
   RE-TRY EVERINGTON
 
    
 
   I went right up to read the small print... The petition had just been delivered to the EuroGov, and the Human Rights group had made very sure the press knew about it. A large photo showed the page of the petition contributed by our little community, my name at the top, sharply in focus.
 
   “Won’t help,” I couldn’t help saying, with a sigh. A less pleasant thought struck me... “Oh no, won’t people be more likely to believe the charges if I’m standing up for him? I didn’t think of that...”
 
   “It was never going to help him, with or without your name,” said Jack. “Having you on the front page helps us, though.”
 
   “How’d we get the newspaper?”
 
   “Eduardo’s looking into getting them regularly. The enterprising Gozitan who brings the post and papers over daily in his little motor boat is in the Underground and it looks like he can be trusted.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   I yielded my place in front of the newspaper to the curious throng and headed into the canteen with Bane.
 
   We were back in that conference room all too soon. The crates were gone, moved to our new expanded armoury, wherever that might be. The room was packed, mostly guys, a few women. Lots of over-excited young guardsmen – uh, guardsmen, anyway – some older more serious-faced individuals. A handful of other laypeople, a handful of priests and religious sisters and brothers. Several more of the less dilapidated houses had been packed full of bunks to house the extra guards – one whole street was now known as the Barracks, less tongue-breaking than the Gozitan street name. The others had been fitted into the main accommodation block.
 
   Twenty to a team, plus two drivers. Ten teams. Two hundred and twenty people. Even I could work that out. All hand picked, approached and shipped over by Eduardo whilst we were working on the early stages of planning the train hijack. ‘Animal’ team had worked hardest, drilling for two operations simultaneously. 
 
   Most of our guys – giddy as schoolboys in a sweet shop earlier – now stood, looking all grave-faced and battle-hardened in front of their unblooded comrades. I tried not to smile, but Sister Krayj caught my eye and did a slightly too accurate imitation and a laugh spluttered from me.
 
   “Oh, hi, Brown Bird.” Giraffe stared down at me solemnly, oblivious to the strip light his friends had edged him under. “Looking forward to going into action again?”
 
   Anyone who looked forward to going into this sort of situation was a nutter, in my opinion, but I just said, “Of course,” managing not to smile too broadly at the looks of silent admiration Giraffe had won with his casual ‘again’.
 
   “Ready, Sis?” Kyle, dressed in black/grey/green camo like the rest of us, though like Father Mark his dog collar showed under his open jacket – a small symbol of defiance requiring a lot of courage. 
 
   “Oh, hi, Deacon Gecko. Are you ready?”
 
   We were supposed to use only code names whilst on operation. Though we weren’t hiding our identities like most of the Resistance, Carla had insisted on the grounds it encouraged professional behaviour or something.
 
   “Of course. Went well last night, didn’t it?”
 
   “That was the easy bit.”
 
   “Oh come on, allow yourself just a teensy bit of optimism.”
 
   “I was being factual.”
 
   “Pessimist.”
 
   “Realist.”
 
   “Whatever. It’s a sound plan.”
 
   “It is a sound plan,” said Jon. “But if it goes right at all ten Facilities, we’ll be doing very well.”
 
   “You haven’t talked them into letting you come, have you?” 
 
   “No, I’m just seeing you off. I’m on the planning committee, I’m allowed to be here.”
 
   “I never said you weren’t, I was just afraid you’d make rather a good target, limping around walking into walls.”
 
   “Kyle,” I objected.
 
   “That’s why I’m not going, isn’t it!” snarled Jon.
 
   “Okay, okay…” Kyle held up his hands in surrender and backed away to join his partner, Grass Snake.
 
   “Ignore him,” I muttered to Jon. “He didn’t used to be that much of a tactless clot.”
 
   “He’s right, though, isn’t he? I could be completely free of holes and you still wouldn’t want me along. The eyeless wonder, why would you…”
 
   Seizing his hands atop his sticks, I squeezed them firmly.
 
   “I think eyeless wonder is a good name for you. Who saved us from the bear? Who stopped us stepping on an electric rail? Who heard the dogs in time for us to get into the stream and out of sight? That’s three times you saved our lives, just which leap straight to mind, so don’t you dare listen to what Carla says!”
 
   Jon looked at the ground.
 
   “You still don’t want me along.”
 
   “Jon…” I couldn’t keep the distress from my voice. “Of course we’d like you along. But it’s not that simple…” Surely he understood…
 
   He turned one hand to capture my fingers, gave them a squeeze.
 
   “I’m sorry. Didn’t mean to start wallowing in self-pity. I know I can’t go. I suppose it was just harder being left behind than I expected.”
 
   Considering how I’d felt when Bane was away… and I hadn’t been left on my own. I reached out and gave him a quick hug, then said in a mock threatening voice, “We’ll be back!”
 
   “Please, Lord. Amen!” He hugged me too.
 
   Crash-Clatter.
 
   A chorus of smothered giggles from around Giraffe, though all the guards remained impressively poker-faced. Pope Cornelius waved them to their ease and went to sit at one corner of the rostrum, a small white clad figure among all the dark camo, leaving Bane and Eduardo and Father Mark the centre stage.
 
   “Sit down, everyone,” said Bane. “We’re going to run through the whole plan. Yes, we’ve been over it a hundred times. I don’t care. Clean out your ears and listen. Any messing around and you’ll be staying here. If you can’t concentrate for an hour, you’re not going to be up to this. Yes, I am talking to you, Ferrari, so stop whispering to Porsche. Any questions?”
 
   “Yeah, why’ve we got a leader who barely needs razors?” came a mutter from the front. Probably Ferrari, pissed off at being singled out.
 
   A flash of irritation crossed Bane’s face. Yeah, if the Holy Father and Eduardo thought Bane had proved himself enough to be in charge that should be good enough for everyone! Father Mark, as second in command, surely made up for any experience Bane lacked. And Eduardo had to clear all the plans, anyway…
 
   Jon must’ve felt me bristling, ‘cause he gave my hand a warning squeeze. Yeah, I’d really been about to leap up on the rostrum and give Ferrari a piece of my mind. Please, Jon! My hormones are fine now.
 
   “Not sure what leader you’re talking about,” Bane was saying calmly, “I distinctly remember shaving off quite a respectable beard, a month or so back. You must be talking about Eduardo.”
 
   Which raised a laugh. Bane had brushed the insult off with a joke! Really turning into quite the little leader, wasn’t he?
 
   “Anyway, you can talk!” called one of Animal team.
 
   “Okay, let’s get started,” said Bane quickly. “Before one of the backups gets to pretend to be a posh car for a few days.”
 
   Silence. Ferrari wasn’t going to risk it. First thing when the guards arrived, they’d tested Bane, pushing, pushing to see how far they could go. When they found it wasn’t far at all, they’d quickly settled down, satisfied the guy in charge wasn’t made of jelly.
 
   I struggled to do as Bane said and pay attention – but I kept seeing towering concrete walls, coils of deadly wire and a room, a white room my mind skittered away from even in memory. My breath came faster and… oh. Jon’s hand was still clasped in my sweaty one. I didn’t let go, and nor did he. Not until the Holy Father stood up to bless us and I needed my hand to cross myself.
 
   Bane slapped a hand to his chest as though to check the blessing had gone in and said, “Er, thanks,” sparking a few good-natured titters. Oh yes, be with us on this one, Lord... 
 
   “Okay,” Bane said, when the Holy Father sat down again. “Everyone follow Eduardo to the armoury where you’ll be issued your weapons. Then proceed to the square, where the trucks will be waiting. In order of advance, please, so Colour team first, then Shape, Country, Utensil, Sweets, Sealife, Geography, History, Vehicle, Animal. Any questions about stage one – transfer from Gozo to the French department – last chance.”
 
   Silence. 
 
   The room emptied, twenty-two by twenty-two. The only problem with being part of the command team – we were always last. 
 
   “Okay, Animal,” called Bane at last. “Follow on.”
 
   Jon hugged me again, and I hugged him back. For just a moment I buried my nose in his hair, breathing in his calming scent.
 
   “I’m your prayer support,” he whispered.
 
   “You and the Almighty on our side,” I whispered back, “how can we fail?”
 
   “I thought you were marrying the other one,” said Kyle behind me.
 
   I spun around and actually put my hands to his chest and shoved him a few feet backwards.
 
   “Shut up, Kyle! What is your problem today?”
 
   “My problem? Calm down, Sis. I don’t think you’re supposed to push the clergy around, y’know.”
 
   “You can if they’re your brother and they’re being a...” I used a word I shouldn’t have.
 
   “Whoa…” Father Mark appeared between us. “What’s up?”
 
   “Kyle’s being a total….” I swallowed the word I’d just said and made do with, “prat! ”
 
   “I thought you two got on fine. Or Bane wouldn’t have put you in the same team.”
 
   “We do normally! When he’s not being a prat!”
 
   Father Mark looked at Kyle.
 
   “So Kyle, is it Margo or have you in fact been a...” He repeated what I’d said the first time – he had heard me.
 
   Kyle stared at the wall, his face closed. Chewed his lip for a moment. Finally spoke in a low voice without looking at any of us.
 
   “I was rude to Jon and… to Margo too. Sorry.” Still didn’t look at us. “I… I’d better get to the armoury.” He hurried away.
 
   I stared after him, my anger turning to frustration.
 
   “What’s up with him?”
 
   Father Mark didn’t look puzzled at all.
 
   “He’s probably stressed. Yesterday was the first time he’s ever been onto EuroBloc territory knowing he’s risking… well, call it the full whack… if caught. Now he has to do it again, almost at once, in a much more dangerous operation. I imagine he’s blabbing whatever comes into his head, just to keep his mind off it.”
 
   “At least he’s got the sense to be nervous,” said Jon dryly.
 
   “Not everyone’s as used to being in EuroBloc territory as you are, Margo.” Sister Krayj had overheard the whole thing.
 
   “My goodness, if you’re trying to make me an example of fearless calm you are barking up the wrong tree!” Just coming from the canteen to the conference hall I’d diverted to the nearest toilet to lose my supper.
 
   “What’s going on?” Bane came over. “Is there a problem?”
 
   “Nerves and short tempers,” said Father Mark dismissively. “All done with, let’s go.”
 
   “Bye, mate.” Bane gave Jon a quick hug. “I expect to see you actually looking better when we get back.”
 
   “And I expect you two to come back in one piece,” said Jon bluntly. “I’d lend you my guardian angel but they don’t really detach.”
 
   Bane waved this away.
 
   “Don’t get in a flap, we’re each supposed to have one of our own, aren’t we? Come on, everyone, we’ve got to go. All the shiniest guns will be gone.”
 
   “Fine by me,” said Father Mark, as we headed for the door. “I’m rolling mine in the mud first thing. I’m not marching up to a machine gun in the dark holding something shiny, no thank you. You can tell the EuroGov don’t think of them as combat weapons.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah. We’ll all be rolling them in the mud, but that’s not the point.”
 
   With a few last murmurs of, “Bye, Jon,” we hurried along the corridor after the rest of Animal team.
 
   “What was that about?” Bane promptly fell in beside me.
 
   “Oh, nothing. Kyle being stupid.”
 
   “What did he say? Jon had a funny look on his face.”
 
   He had, and I could’ve kicked Kyle in the shins for putting it there. Now Jon was thinking he couldn’t hug me, or squeeze my hand, or touch me in any way. Did Kyle think we could just use smiles and grins and all the hundreds of other expressions and visual communications sighted people scarcely knew they were exchanging! If Bane understood that, it was none of Kyle’s business…
 
   “Margo? What did he say? You look like you’re going to deck him when we get to the armoury, and that won’t do.”
 
   I let out a long breath. Father Mark was right. We were all stressed.
 
   “No, I’m not. Really, let’s just forget it.”
 
   Bane shrugged and his mind clearly snapped back to all the things leaders have to think about. Didn’t have enough attention free to be very persistent. Fortunately.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   ***+***
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   LIBERATION
 
    
 
   Bane’s phone peeped under his jacket, very softly. Twelve twenty. The satellite had gone over. Time to begin.
 
   “Hawks,” he murmured into his mic. “Get those mice in your sights. Start calling it.”
 
   I let out a long, long breath and shifted slightly on the damp ground, finding a comfortable shooting position.
 
   There. Comfy. Damn my shaking hands. Lord? This won’t do!
 
   Water from an earlier shower dripped from the bush above me, splashing onto the gun barrel, though the sky was clearing now. Eye to sight, find the tower. There. A darker night than ideal, but the floodlights illuminating the exercise yard on the other side of the wall silhouetted everyone in the guard tower nicely.
 
   Blinking regularly, I stared through the sights, eye picking at every line and detail. Bottom of the window, top, sides, so that line… and another… so faint… between those, that was the gun slit… my hands tightened, moving the rifle millimetrically until the crosshairs sat between those two lines. Moved it again, horizontally, until they centred on the right-hand silhouette. Began to look all over again, checking…
 
   “This is Little Lion, have a fat mouse.”
 
   “Pigeon, fat mouse.”
 
   “Giraffe, fat mouse.”
 
   Yes, it was the gun slit. Definitely. I spoke into my own mic.
 
   “Brown Bird, fat mouse.”
 
   “Fox One, fat mouse.”
 
   “Pussycat, biiiig fat mouse.”
 
   “Gerbil, fat mouse.”
 
   Silence.
 
   “Elephant, call it,” said Bane.
 
   “Elephant, thin mouse,” came an apologetic voice.
 
   “How thin?”
 
   “Pretty damn skinny.”
 
   “Then use your wings. But be quiet.”
 
   “Understood. Using wings.”
 
   Come on, Elephant… If it took him too long to find a new position, one of the other guards might move…
 
   I consciously relaxed my hands on the rifle. Mustn’t have tired hands when taking this shot. Come on, Elephant…
 
   “This is Elephant, have a fat mouse.”
 
   I settled the crosshairs onto the guard again. Gun slits, right-hand guard, check, check.
 
   “Hawks, find your mice, confirm in sequence,” ordered Bane.
 
   “Brown Bird,” I said quickly.
 
   “Fox One.”
 
   “Pussycat.”
 
   “Gerbil.”
 
   “Little Lion.”
 
   “Pigeon.”
 
   “Giraffe.”
 
   “Elephant.”
 
   “Anyone lost their mouse?” asked Bane.
 
   Silence.
 
   “Fire.”
 
   Already letting out a slow breath… crosshairs in place… I squeezed the trigger. No sound, of course. Kept my eye glued to the sight… 
 
   The right-hand guard crumpled. The left-hand guard crumpled almost simultaneously.
 
   “Any mouse not caught?” asked Bane.
 
   Silence. All the guards were down. There hadn’t been a single noise.
 
   “Aquatics and Birds, lay your eggs.”
 
   On our side of the Facility, the shadowy figures of Hippo and Alligator rose from the forestline and tore down the slope, horribly visible against the bare earth of the killing ground. My heart throbbed in my throat. Reaching the small exercise yard gate they slapped a swaddled cylinder onto the lock; darted back a few paces.
 
   “Fish and Reptiles,” said Bane.
 
   Gecko and Grass snake were off down the slope as a muffled crack sounded. Deacon Gecko had been avoiding me – suddenly I wished I’d tried a bit harder to make things right between us… Too late now. 
 
   “Bugs and Meat Eaters,” said Bane, as Alligator yanked the gate open and Kyle and Grass Snake disappeared through. 
 
   Snail and Bumblebee raced off to seal the doors of the guards’ sleeping quarters with rock glue. Via the gate on the other side of the Facility, the Meat Eaters were headed straight to the guard room to deal with the duty guards. The Fish and Reptiles would cover them as they crossed the yards, then blow their way into the towers and stand guard over the unconscious soldiers. The guards should be out for a minimum of half an hour – the rifles fired stronger charges than pistols – but one guard waking early and reaching his machine gun… 
 
   “Command, Pets, stand by,” said Bane.
 
   My hands were shaking again. I crawled to one side and laid the sniper rifle down beside the Foxes, who were staying at the forestline to cover us. Drew the nonLee pistol from my belt, checked the charge. Crouched beside Bane, waiting. He got up into a crouch as well, placing a hand over his mic.
 
   “You don’t have to do this, Margo. One of the Foxes can go in with me…”
 
   I covered my own mic. “And how would you feel if you were in bed in the middle of the night and a couple of armed men burst in and told you to follow them? It’ll be fine. Straight in and out.” 
 
   Father Mark would’ve dealt with the duty guards. Hippo and Dove would now be in the stairwells of the Lab block, in case an officer or one of the Lab staff came out of their accommodation in the upper levels. My chances of even seeing a guard, let alone a conscious one, were minuscule.
 
   “This is the Meat Eaters, the mouse infestation is under control, Meat Eaters and Bugs off to collect the scruffy chicks.”
 
   Bane’s eyes gleamed at me for one more long moment. I simply stood up, so he said, “Command, Pets.”
 
   We ran down the slope, Pussycat and Gerbil coming from the forest line opposite the other tower and reaching the gate with us. We jogged past Jack – Alligator – without speaking, and sprinted towards the gym doors. Nausea rose unexpectedly in my throat as my feet pounded the sand. No, no, mustn’t be sick, I must just run, and the faster I ran, the faster I’d be out again… 
 
   Door, corridor, stairwell… oh, Lord, I can’t, it’s all the same, it really is all the same… And I’d known that, if all Facilities weren’t built to the same design we’d never be trying this but, Lord, have mercy, panic was sparking around my head in white flashes…
 
   Get it together, Margo. You shouldn’t have said you’d do this if you… couldn’t. Look, top of the stairwell. Almost there…
 
   Crack…
 
   Pussycat had dealt with the top stairwell door. By the time I got through it she’d reached the barred gate. With one look to check I was following, Bane hurried to the dorm door, charge ready in his hand.
 
   I opened the hatch and looked in – no one had got out of bed yet to investigate the first bang.
 
   “Clear,” I rasped, stepping back. Well, at least I could speak.
 
   Crack.
 
   Bane hauled the door open and I fumbled for the light switch with the trembling, useless thing currently masquerading as my hand. Light flooded the dorm. 
 
   Girls blinked at us from almost every bunk, eyes widening in terror.
 
   “It’s okay, there’s no need to be frightened.” My Esperanto came out rather strangled. “You’re being rescued.”
 
   They looked decidedly un-reassured. Ah… I yanked off the balaclava I’d deliberately worn instead of camo paint, trying to arrange my face in a broad smile rather than a look of terror and making sure my pistol was pointed at the floor.
 
   “You’re all being rescued.” Nice and clear this time. “There’s no need to be frightened. Please put on your shoes and your warmest coat and form a line, holding hands with your bunk mate. Don’t stop to collect anything else.”
 
   Stunned silence still... Was I going to have to say it all over again? Then a dark-haired girl who reminded me slightly of Dominique stepped forward.
 
   “You’re Margaret Verrall!”
 
   They’d heard of me? No way the EGD would allow my book in here…
 
   “Look, it’s Margaret Verrall.” The girl pointed at me. “See the cross on her forehead, like they said on the radio…”
 
   Suddenly the girls were tumbling out of the bunks, all talking at once.
 
   “It’s Margaret Verrall!”
 
   “Margaret Verrall! ”
 
   “She’s come to rescue us!”
 
   “Quiet!” I hissed. “Come on, anyone who wants to be rescued, coat and shoes and in a line, now !”
 
   Clearly realising – finally! – that time might be of the essence, the dark-haired girl and a lighter-haired girl began shoving their dorm mates here and there, haranguing them mercilessly in French. Various stages of comprehension on their faces, the girls stumbled to and fro. Painfully slowly, the line formed.
 
   “Oh, and it’s Bane who’s rescuing you all.” I nodded to where he stood just inside the door, trying not to loom. “I’m just helping. Now, come on, follow me.”
 
   I led off along the corridor, pistol not pointing at the floor now, and down the stairs at rather more than the brisk, calm pace we’d practised, but none of the girls had any problem keeping up. Bane followed at the rear. Hard keeping even to a simple jog as we got out into the exercise yard. Every fibre of my being wanted to bolt.
 
   But… oh, thank you, Lord, we reached the wall gate without anything untoward occurring and Alligator was grinning through his camo paint, waving us past him... we raced up the bank to where the Foxes lay... plunged past into the forest – bushes and trees flashed by and there was the truck ahead… 
 
   Boyracer began to help the girls in, and Pussycat was coming right behind Bane with the other dorm, Gerbil behind them, and Bane was speaking on the earpiece again.
 
   “The dainty chicks have left the nest. Confirm scruffy chicks have left the nest?”
 
   “This is Little Lion, scruffy chicks have left the nest.”
 
   I was close enough to hear the relieved breath Bane let out.
 
   “Fish, Reptiles, Aquatics, Birds, withdraw.”
 
   The girls were almost all in. Thirty-six of them, unless I’d lost count somewhere. Going to be a squash with half the team as well. A lot of wide, anxious eyes glinted at me from under the canvas roof.
 
   I touched Bane’s arm.
 
   “I’m going to ride in the back.”
 
   He scowled. If we were caught, he might not be able to get to me and I knew what his idea of protecting me in a last resort was. But after a moment he just nodded and boosted me in. 
 
   The Reptiles, Aquatics and Foxes jogged up. Bane, Boyracer and Gecko – still avoiding me? – slammed the tailgate once the others were in and went round to the front, the engine started and Bane made everyone do a full check. With everyone accounted for, the truck lurched off through the forest.
 
   It was so dark in the back it was almost impossible to see, but several girls, staring at the silhouettes of the men and guns, began to cry. Enough light got in at the tailgate end to show the looks of confused dismay on the guys’ faces.
 
   “Relax,” I told Fox One, who looked particularly aghast. “Some of them don’t understand what’s happening. How would you feel?”
 
   The dark-haired girl was speaking in French again, her tone comforting, and some of the crying girls began asking her questions. She turned to me and switched to Esperanto.
 
   “Where are we going?”
 
   “We can’t actually talk about that until we’re on the boat,” I said with a reassuring smile. “Security, y’know. But it will be a safe place where you’ll have a future – no one will be cutting you up.”
 
   The girl spoke again in French. A couple of the girls obviously didn’t speak Esperanto. People weren’t always very concerned about educating preKnowns. Salperton Senior School hadn’t even let Jon attend – apparently he’d have been ‘too much trouble to accommodate’.
 
   More French back and forth and the girl turned to me again.
 
   “They want to know if they can go home,” she asked flatly.
 
   “No. They can’t go home. I think you know that.”
 
   The girl nodded – turned reluctantly back to the others. Spoke softly and consolingly, but the waterworks redoubled. After a while she sighed and gave up.
 
   “What’s your name?” I asked. 
 
   “Thérèse.”
 
   “Thérèse. Hi. Nice to meet you. This is Pussycat…” I gestured to Sister Krayj, who smiled and waved to them all. “And here we have Gerbil, Fox One, Fox Two, Grass Snake, Hippo and Alligator.” The guys waved and tried to look ever so harmless. Cute but pretty unconvincing.
 
   “You have funny names,” said one of the girls. I’d given the code names in Esperanto and Thérèse had translated them straight into French.
 
   “They’re not their real names, silly,” said another girl. 
 
   “What are all your names?” I asked.
 
   So all thirty-six of them gave their names, complete with surnames and mini-biographies. No one was going to remember it all, except possibly Jack – sorry, Alligator – and Grass Snake, being two of Eduardo’s brainiacs, but it broke the ice and reassured most of the girls they hadn’t been carried off by a load of psychopaths.
 
   “Are you Resistance?” asked a girl called Emilie.
 
   “No,” I said firmly. “We’re Underground.”
 
   “Oh merde !” gasped another girl, looking petrified.
 
   “Calm down. You’re perfectly safe. They’re not going to catch us, but if they did, all you say is that you don’t believe in God, and you’ve nothing to worry about.”
 
   “I can’t believe it,” another girl muttered. “I can’t believe we’re out of that place!”
 
   “Believe it.” Pussycat looked like she’d got the cream.
 
   Gasps of fright as headlights swept over us – the other truck was pulling onto the track ahead.
 
   “Don’t worry, that’s the boys from your Facility,” I said. “They’ve got a truck of their own. I don’t think we could fit them in here, could we?”
 
   “Hardly,” said Thérèse. “I feel like a sardine.”
 
   At that the girls started to sing a song in French about sardines in a tin and gradually the crying petered out. 
 
    
 
   Engine bellowing, the boat smacked from wave top to wave top – small and ultra-fast like the one that had taken us to Gozo. We weren’t headed for Gozo, though. First we were rendezvousing with a ship bound for Africa, to transfer our precious cargo. At least we had lifejackets, this time. 
 
   The girls talked and laughed excitedly, mostly enjoying the ride, except for one or two who were seasick. A three hour drive had convinced them that the scary guys with guns were just human beings and quite nice ones too. Now the intermittent moonlight upgraded them to sexy heroes, and there was an awful lot of giggling going on, and much whispering in French. From the way Snail and Bumblebee had their heads together in the boys’ boat, Snail might just be translating the choicest snippets. The guys in our boat put on their guard-faces and tried to ignore it, blushing endearingly. 
 
   At least until the cold began to take its toll and shivering girls – young women – began cuddling up to them hopefully. Then they broke out the blankets and generously shared their body heat. Even Kyle ended up with one girl asleep with her head in his lap and a plump, queasy-looking young woman with her arms wrapped around him as though he was the last stable thing in the universe. He rolled his eyes and grinned, clearly amused. Two stunning blondes were pressing Jack particularly hard, drawn to his handsome face and gentlemanly manner like moths to a flame. He adjusted their blankets carefully, looking much less alarmed than most of his companions.
 
   One of the girls sidled hopefully up to Bane, but he presented her with a blanket, said, “Cuckoo’s got a mate, sorry,” and went back to watching our progress on his phone, which had trig-mapping like his old one. And slipped an arm around me.
 
   Alligator was still fending off the blondes with chivalrous concern and a total lack of interest, to the amusement of the rest of the guys, who were smothering laughter – or not: Hippo was cracking up. Bane glanced around.
 
   “I’m missing something, aren’t I?”
 
   “It’s just those girls making up to Alligator,” I said under my breath.
 
   “Why’s that so funny?”
 
   Oh... Bane hadn’t realised...
 
   “Let’s just say,” said Alligator calmly from his seat opposite, “that I’d be delighted to find myself wildly attracted to one of them, but I doubt it’s going to happen.” He used Esperanto, so he clearly was getting a little tired of all the would-be seduction.
 
   Bane looked blank for a moment, then faintly surprised.
 
   “I’m sorry, I didn’t know.” Another moment and he added sincerely, “Hell, I’m really sorry, Ja... uh, Al.”
 
   Alligator looked amused.
 
   “Relax, Bane. Everyone has a cross to carry and mine is pretty light in the greater scheme of things.”
 
   Thérèse frowned at him.
 
   “But... you’ll have to register with some stranger and have kids with them... it’s awful...”
 
   “Not if you don’t live in the EuroBloc,” he told her gently. “I don’t have to do anything. Not that I don’t hope to get married someday, if I meet the right woman.” Half under his breath, he added, “Not that I’m worrying about the future right now, considering where we’re living and what we’re doing...”
 
   Grass Snake broke the moment of tension this caused among the guys with a good-natured snort.
 
   “You wish, Gator. You’re going to end up in Eduardo’s shoes, married to your job. You know he’s got his eye on you already.”
 
   Alligator shrugged. 
 
   “So be it. I don’t mind. It’d be a pretty huge honour. Wait and see what the Lord has in mind, anyway.”
 
   “The Lord and the boss,” said Grass Snake, and they exchanged knowing grins.
 
   The two blond girls – what were their names? Francine and... no, couldn’t remember – were sulking. 
 
   “So I suppose you’ve got a boyfriend,” said Francine grumpily, when Alligator caught a descending blanket and tucked it around her just as solicitously as before.
 
   Alligator looked shocked.
 
   “Of course not!”
 
   “Why of course not?” Francine was clearly perplexed. “You can’t register, obviously, but surely you want to... you know...”
 
   “Well, want to, of course...” Alligator’s cheeks darkened in the moonlight – going very red. “But I’m not going to misuse something beautiful and sacred just for my own pleasure. We don’t believe in behaving like that.”
 
   Francine looked totally bewildered this time. Alligator took a deep breath – and launched into a more detailed explanation. Grass Snake was now trying not to crack up as well.
 
   “Only Alligator,” he muttered to Hippo. “Theology of the Body 101 to a group of nonBelievers in the middle of the night in a speed boat in the middle of the Mediterranean...”
 
   “He’s a legend,” agreed Hippo. “He really should’ve been Unicorn.”
 
   Bane’s voice broke in on all this.
 
   “There’s the ship...” Bane pointed to a speck on the horizon, back in the direction of France, then consulted his phone. “Go right a bit,” he told the boatman. “Uh, I mean starboard. Yeah, keep it like that.”
 
   He followed our progress for a few more minutes and finally nodded.
 
   “Right, cut the engine. We’re in the pick up zone. Quiet, everyone.”
 
   “We’re going to be getting on a ship soon,” I expanded on that order. “That’s why we need to be very quiet, okay? Other people on the ship are asleep, and we mustn’t wake them up. It’s very important.”
 
   Silence fell. The group around Alligator wore expressions ranging between thoughtful and aghast, so he’d clearly got far enough not to leave them totally mystified. We waited, the dark silhouette on the horizon growing bigger and bigger. Eventually the ship was clearly visible in the light of the moon, towering over us – a few excited squeals and giggles, quickly shushed by the other girls.
 
   “Looks like the Freedom II,” I said softly to Bane.
 
   “It’s not. But I think it’s a sister ship.”
 
   The ship glided up to us, slower and slower, coming to a fairly precise halt within a rope’s throw. The name was there on the front, high above us. Freedom IV.
 
   “Suppose they thought they’d got a good name, so they might as well stick to it,” I whispered to Bane.
 
   “Great name. Works for me.”
 
   The sailors tied our boat up quickly, fore and aft, fastening the boys’ boat behind, and dropped rope ladders.
 
   Pussycat and a few of the guys climbed up first – the easiest way to show it was safe – and the girls began to follow them. I stayed put, whispering goodbyes and good wishes as the girls headed past and making sure not to turn my un-balaclavared face up towards the deck. Eduardo had promised there’d be kindly people on board ready to take charge of the reAssignees, so when they were all aboard our team members climbed back down, grim-faced, and we cast off. 
 
   “What did the captain say?” asked Bane uneasily, the moment the ship was out of hearing. 
 
   A deathly silence fell in the boat as everyone waited for the reply.
 
   “They’ve picked up from everyone. Except Vehicle team. They weren’t there.”
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   THE SCAR
 
    
 
   Bane swore.
 
   “Where are they!” 
 
   “Vehicle didn’t make the rendezvous, I hear.” Father Mark’s voice, as the other boat pulled themselves alongside us.
 
   “No. Damn! Nothing we can do. They could be anywhere. Lost, dead, captured. Let’s get home before the Eye of Sauron catches us.” Bane glanced at the horizon. “Well, we’d better let the Freedom get a bit further away...”
 
   We waited in silence, elation changed to tense worry. Finally Bane gave the order to start the engines and the boatman turned to the right – sorry, to starboard – opening the throttle wide. I was too tired to really enjoy the ride.
 
   “Tally-ho! ” Alligator sprang to his feet, pointing. Switched back to Latin, “Look there…”
 
   Two dark specks were tearing across the horizon behind us.
 
   “Now that’s actually called trying to miss the boat!” snorted Pussycat, nothing but relief on her face.
 
   “They’ll catch the ship, no problem.” Bane sounded satisfied. “They’d better remember to circle around in front and cut their engine, though, or every passenger on board will know something’s been going on.”
 
   “I think if you travel on those ships you expect stealthy comings and goings,” said Alligator. “Besides, the ship must be running almost empty, to carry all the passengers we’ve provided them with.”
 
   On we tore, the mood suddenly light as we talked and laughed under the still-clearing sky.
 
   “What does that mean, anyway?” Fox Two asked Al.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Tallahoe?” His Swiss accent mangled the English word.
 
   Alligator grinned.
 
   “Tally-ho. It means you’ve seen what you’re looking for. Well, originally it meant you’d seen a fox.”
 
   “There’s an English word specifically for seeing a fox?” said Fox One incredulously.
 
   “When you’re hunting foxes, that’s quite important!” Jack grinned again. “I remember this one time we were out riding with our three dogs and saw this EuroOfficial – so my Dad goes, ‘Tally-ho! ’ at the top of his voice and points and we went galloping off like mad – stopped on a rise and waited a bit and you know, this guy actually came running up, red and dripping with sweat, thinking he was going to catch us hunting – so my mum goes, ‘You were right, darling, the view from here is simply marvellous !’ And off the guy slunk, panting! If looks could kill!”
 
   The Foxes laughed, but Alligator’s face sobered and he said almost under his breath, “Though I sometimes wonder, if it might’ve been him who...”
 
   He fell silent.
 
   “Are your parents... back in the British department?” I asked. When his face tightened in pain I regretted my nosiness. “Sorry, you don’t need to answer...”
 
   He gave a tiny half-smile.
 
   “They were taken,” he said simply. “I wasn’t there. Later a neighbour saw me heading home and – God bless him, he wasn’t even Underground – he tipped me off. I hid locally until... until I knew there was nothing I could do... They never broke them,” he added, with a flash of pride. “After that I made my way to Vatican State. Familiar story, hmm?”
 
   Familiar, but no less painful. I squeezed his hand in silent sympathy, ‘cause there weren’t any words, were there? Couldn’t have happened so very long ago – if Al was more than twenty-three I’d eat my balaclava.
 
   The gloom in our part of the boat didn’t last long. Tonight our teams had saved seven hundredish innocent lives. The EuroGov were going to be absolutely livid!
 
   “Let them!” said Bane. Oh, I’d murmured that out loud...
 
   “Yeah, let them!” said Sister Krayj. “Right, I’ve got hot coffee in these flasks, courtesy of our lovely boatman here, so who’s going to ask me nicely?”
 
   Everyone was prepared to ask nicely, as the guys sought to replenish all that body heat they’d so generously given away. Too sleepy to brave the crush, I dozed on Bane’s shoulder until a cup touched my hand.
 
   “Here, Brown Bird.” A slightly awkward voice.
 
   I blinked and looked around. Kyle. Balancing three cups. He handed another to Bane, who took it with a grateful grunt, then sat beside me.
 
   “Went well, didn’t it?” 
 
   “Thank the Lord!” I gulped the coffee, which was cooling fast in the rushing night air.
 
   Kyle lowered both voice and head.
 
   “I’m sorry I was so stupid the other day. In case… in case you didn’t think I meant the first apology.”
 
   I drained what was left in my cup and flung my arms around him.
 
   “Let’s make a deal,” I said in his ear. “You don’t say such stupid things and I’ll try to keep my temper better. Deal?”
 
   “Deal.” He kissed my forehead and looked me in the face. “My brave little sis. When I was in the tower and I was supposed to shoot the guards again before withdrawing – I knew it was a nonLethal but I could hardly do it. Good job they didn’t choose me to play sniper, huh?”
 
   “Be fair to yourself, Gecko. First time I actually shot someone with one of those things, it was shoot them or end up in the…” I choked on the word Lab. So much for brave little sis. “In the… Somewhere none of us want to be. When you’ve done it once, it’s easy to do it again, ‘cause you know it really is nonLethal.”
 
   “Yeah... After I made myself do it,” he dropped his voice even more, “I got right down on my knees and checked their pulses, I had to. Reckon I won’t be so irrational about it next time.”
 
   His hand moved to touch the rifle beside him, face suddenly grave. Next time. I quelled a shudder. Then he smiled and made a show of rubbing his ribs.
 
   “I think you’ve bruised me with that tortoise jacket of yours.”
 
   “Well, I almost made it to the truck without it, but Eduardo was lying in wait. Had me velcroed in before I could peep. And Bane’s a willing confederate.”
 
   “If I say good for him will you fly at me again? ‘Cause I don’t want my little sis excommunicated for attacking the clergy.”
 
   I gave him a mock punch in the chest and we both laughed, then sat in a happy silence as the boat tore onwards.
 
   Would there be other missions? Unless the EGD were completely stupid, by this time tomorrow night, every Facility in the EuroBloc would have guards in the camera room at night as well as in the day, and we’d yet to figure out how to deal with that from the outside. 
 
   Still. Seven hundred lives. That would’ve put a dent in the French department’s organ stocks.
 
    
 
   We reached Gozo just before dawn and slept for most of the day, eventually emerging for a few hours to eat, only to sleep soundly all night as well. But happily I woke in time for Mass the following morning, though I’d set no alarm. Jon was in the cathedral already – he’d clearly judged it uncharitable to tap on my door. When we got back he’d acted like he’d forgotten what Kyle had said – but he’d let me make the first move to hug him. 
 
   I touched his shoulder to let him know I was there, then knelt beside him for a while before sitting to wait the last couple of minutes before eight o’clock, gazing at the cathedral’s interior. Still getting used to the wonder of a church building openly used as a church. 
 
   Very small for a cathedral, but lavishly decorated. Simpler, very beautiful paintings interspersed the typical (apparently) Maltese splendour and on the ceiling at the far end was the most interesting painting of all. When the cathedral was being built, it’d been virtually obligatory for Maltese – and Gozitan – churches to have a dome – but, shock horror, they’d run out of money. So they’d painted one on instead! Astonishingly convincing too, viewed from the right angle. I’d not realised until a certain smug relative took me around to the side and asked if I could see anything odd about it.
 
   “Are you coming to breakfast?” My smug relative fell in beside us afterwards as everyone poured through the interior door into the old chapter house. “Oh, wait a moment, the Siamese triplets are missing one third of themselves…”
 
   I glared, but only a little. Kyle wasn’t the only one who called us the Siamese triplets. We didn’t detach very easily. No doubt the pack instinct would wear off gradually. 
 
   “We’ll get Bane first, so see you there.”
 
   “Okay,” he grinned, heading off along the corridor.
 
   Something, probably that same pack instinct, or possibly his stomach, dragged Bane out of bed promptly enough.
 
   “It’ll be nice to relax for a day or two,” said Jon, as we finished our breakfast.
 
   “Yeah, we all deserve a break,” said Bane. “Planning committee isn’t getting together again ‘til Monday. There’s got to be a way. But never mind that now. Let’s get to the TV room.”
 
   “Doubt we’ll have to fight anyone for it at this time of day,” I remarked, but Jon and I followed him out of the canteen.
 
   Sure enough, the sitting room for our corridor was empty. Everyone else was at their work assignments. I went into the kitchenette to make coffees.
 
   “Come on, Margo, it’s about to start,” called Bane. 
 
   I went to the door, a mug in each hand, bemused.
 
   “What’s about to start?”
 
   “Don’t you know what day it is, Margo? Twenty-eighth of November.”
 
   My heart dropped into my boots, and my good mood with it.
 
   “Oh... I don’t think I want to watch it.”
 
   “Well, there’ll be nothing else on EuroVee.”
 
   “What’s on Veritas?” I deposited the two mugs on the table and went back for mine.
 
   When I came back Bane had switched the TV on and there was an elderly monk on the screen, giving what sounded like a rather fascinating talk on John chapter six. Jon leant forward, ears almost pricking up, but Bane groaned.
 
   “Seriously, you two? Are you trying to torture me? Have you no curiosity? It’ll be over before lunchtime, anyway.” 
 
   Jon sat back again, turning his head towards me. 
 
   “Actually, Margo, I did think we were going to watch the sentencing.”
 
   Outvoted.
 
   “Fine, but what we saw of the trial was bad enough. If it’s too ghastly, don’t expect me to stay.”
 
   Bane flicked eagerly between EuroVee One and Two, but they both showed the same familiar courtroom, so he switched back to One.
 
   “...We’re here at the High Courtroom in Brussels for the sentencing of Mr Lucas Everington, former Major and Commandant in EGD Security, convicted of Category One Sedition for masterminding the Greater Salperton Facility breakout...”
 
   “He seems to have lost his rank,” remarked Jon.
 
   “EGD Security’s so closely under EuroGov control,” said Bane, “a conviction for Sedition works the same as a court martial in the army.”
 
   Soon two guards walked an unsteady figure through the door and pressed him into the waiting chair. He sat, head down, shoulders hunched, but he didn’t seem to be drooling and his claw-like hands lay still in his lap, no imaginary gardening, so they must’ve left him alone for the last month.
 
   They prodded him to his feet with the tips of their nonLethal truncheons as the judge swept in – he flinched and tried to shrink further into himself. No hat today, though the Perspex was up. No uniform, full stop. Prison pyjamas.
 
   The judge made some introductory remarks – a shameless panegyric to the fairness of the EuroBloc legal system – then the prosecution barrister began to speak...
 
   I groaned.
 
   “Don’t tell me they’re going to go through that entire summary of the non-evidence again?”
 
   “But it looks so much better in summarised form, doesn’t it?” said Jon dryly. “They want people to feel he’s being punished fairly. The trial hardly got that across, did it?”
 
   Bane snorted in agreement.
 
   “We know out-of-bloc human rights groups are sniffing around this one – despite the unsavoury victim. Gave a whole new meaning to the word farce, didn’t it?”
 
   I groaned again and turned my attention to my coffee. We listened rather intermittently, chatting when it got too boring – or infuriating. By midday, most of the summary was complete and the court – just judge, barrister, prisoner and guards for this – took a break.
 
   “Let’s grab some lunch in the canteen,” suggested Bane.
 
   We got halfway to the door, then the news came on. All about the liberation of Facilities in the French department – we resumed our seats on the sofa as though drawn back by elastic. The bit of catch-up was welcome since we’d slept through yesterday’s breaking news bulletins – then they zoomed in from a forestline to show close-ups of a blasted lock on a yard gate… and an angry Facility commandant gesticulating at them from the battlements… Finally shots rang out and the camera showed forest, sky, mud, forest as the camera crew beat a hasty retreat. 
 
   At a safe distance into the forest, the image righted itself. A triumphantly flushed presenter announced, “I’m afraid that’s all the on-site images we’re able to bring you. One does wonder why there’s such a need to enforce a cleared zone around an empty Facility! Back to the studio…”
 
   Daring words. The EGD would be furious at being mocked on TV. Let’s hope Eduardo was able to get hold of some newspapers – if the presenter was anything to go by, the headlines might be entertainingly bold.
 
   Now they were showing footage from the previous day, of another presenter going to the house of the parents of two of the escapees – sisters – to break the news. The mother gasped and put her hands over her face, her eyes peeping out, round and agonised with hope. The father asked over and over if it was true. He was shown a newspaper, then another, tears began to stream down his face, the mother gave little shrieks of joy and he spun her around, both their faces radiant with happiness. 
 
   Then the man remembered the camera. He stopped twirling with the mother, muttered something in her ear – they turned back to the news team, joy poorly hidden.
 
   “So how does this make you feel?” asked the presenter idiotically – as though any words could express what’d just been displayed for all to see.
 
   The woman said nothing, clearly afraid to speak truth and reluctant to lie.
 
   “Obviously it is natural for any parent who has just discovered their children are to live,” said the father carefully, “to feel the greatest happiness imaginable. Uh…” He became a little less collected. “Is it known… where they are? Our Chloe and Justine?”
 
   “The Underground have claimed responsibility for the so-called ‘Liberations’, so it is assumed the escaped reAssignees are probably somewhere in the African Free States with Margaret Verrall and her companions.”
 
   “Africa!” hissed the mother, her face shining. “There’s no Extradition treaty with…” Her husband – sorry, registered partner – stepped on her foot and she shut up.
 
   “Indeed,” said the presenter, straight-faced, “the EGD have already admitted there is no realistic possibility of recovering any of the lost reAssignees.”
 
   “Oh, how terrible for them,” said the mother, equally straight-faced – and promptly dissolved into hysterical laughter. The father hustled her back into the house.
 
   “They said ‘Liberations’,” said Bane smugly, as it went on to other news. “On TV. That’s good.”
 
   “So-called Liberations,” said Jon precisely. “But yeah, they didn’t say raids. That is good.”
 
   “However reluctant some people might be for the whole system to be brought to an end,” I said, “even the most selfish organ-grabbing bastard can’t help feeling some sympathy on an individual scale.”
 
   “If you call seven hundred reAssignees individual,” said Bane dryly.
 
   “Admittedly the numbers are large enough to cause the more selfish members of society some concern, but general public sympathy is still with us – just listen to those presenters!” I glanced at the clock. “Oh no, the sentencing’s back on in five minutes…”
 
   “Thought you didn’t want to watch it.”
 
   I glared at him.
 
   “S’like a train crash. Can’t help looking now I’ve seen it start.”
 
   “Speaking from personal experience, train crashes are over before you know what’s happening.”
 
   “Metaphor, Bane.”
 
   He laughed.
 
   “Come on, if we’re quick we can make sandwiches in the kitchenette before they start again.”
 
   We both dived into the little room, pulling out bread and marg and cheese. Jon hovered helpfully in the doorway until we sent him to sit down again, and we joined him just as the jury began to file back in.
 
   “Here you go, my invalid friend.” Bane deposited a plate in Jon’s lap.
 
   “Ah, thank you, my culinarily challenged mate. Margo, do you think this is safe to eat?”
 
   “He only buttered the bread,” I assured him gravely.
 
   They put the Major – sorry, Mr Everington – back in his seat – he hunched pathetically, arms wrapped around himself, trembling like a leaf. What sort of ‘break’ had he had? He hadn’t even done anything to embarrass the bastards today!
 
   But after the speedy conclusion of the summary, the judge asked the convicted if there was anything he wanted to say.
 
   “My God, he’s a slow learner!” said Bane. 
 
   I cuffed him absent-mindedly for taking the Lord’s name in vain, watching as Everington slowly raised his head and stumbled to his feet. He looked dazed, like a man rallying himself for one last effort. Yeah, the judge really was a slow learner. ‘Cause whatever they’d done during the break wasn’t going to be enough, was it?
 
   “It doesn’t make sense,” Everington whispered, staring at the gallery. “Can’t you see it doesn’t make sense? If I was helping her escape, why would I mark her like that? So obviously…” 
 
   His finger traced a cross on his own forehead. 
 
   “Must have been such a nuisance for her…”
 
   Bane had gone rigid beside me.
 
   Oh, why did you have to say that?
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   ***+***
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   BLACK FUCHSIAS
 
    
 
   Bane took my head in his hands and stared at the scar.
 
   “He did that to you?”
 
   “Margo…” Jon exclaimed at almost the same moment. “I’m so sorry, I thought it was the EuroGov…”
 
   “It doesn’t matter,” I said quickly.
 
   “Matter?” Bane’s tone was ferocious. “He cut you up! He tortured you!”
 
   “Why?” Jon sounded puzzled. “I thought you said the EuroGov tried to break you?”
 
   “They wanted me to make the Divine denial, yes,” I whispered, starting to feel shaky inside. “Major Everington wanted something else. Look, let’s not talk about this now, we’re missing it…”
 
   “I hope they skin him and blind him and gut him,” said Bane.
 
   “They will.”
 
   “Well, I hope he’s conscious!”
 
   I shoved my way out of his encircling arms and off the sofa, went around and sat beside Jon, knees up to my face. Fixed my eyes on the screen.
 
   “Margo?”
 
   “The prisoner is clearly growing confused with the stress of his situation,” the judge was saying, jaw rigid underneath a look of forced concern – been practising his acting skills? “He may have thirty minutes to rest. Take him away.”
 
   Apparently too exhausted to fight or even scream, the prisoner sagged in utter – and silent – despair. The guards dragged him out like a sack of washing.
 
   “Margo?” Bane said again, peering unhappily past Jon.
 
   I turned my head away, cheek still on my knees, and stared at the wall instead. I didn’t want him to give me puppy eyes – just wanted him not to have said what he’d said. 
 
   “Margo.” Now he sounded aggrieved, and that made me mad.
 
   “You’re an effing barbarian, Bane! Either that or an effing idiot who doesn’t have any idea what he’s saying.”
 
   “Oh, come off it, Margo! I think you’re overreacting…”
 
   “Really? My fiancé just wished one of the worst most horrible fates ever invented on another human being and you say I’m overreacting? Makes you either an evil bastard or a blithering idiot and I’m supposed to be happy?”
 
   I sprang off the sofa and stormed out. Almost ran into Father Mark, who stood outside as though something had made him pause in passing. 
 
   “That didn’t sound very good,” he remarked.
 
   I bolted straight on into the stairwell, because I could hear Bane coming after me. Didn’t stop until I reached the highest bastion, where I draped myself around a nice, round, sun-warmed, huggable cannon and sobbed my eyes out. Until footsteps made me start upright, ready to run again. 
 
   Father Mark.
 
   “Is Bane right behind you?”
 
   “No. I, ah, managed to persuade him someone who takes off as fast as you really doesn’t want to be caught.”
 
   “Why’d you follow me, then?”
 
   “You’re not mad at me. As far as I’m aware.”
 
   I released my grip on the ancient cannon – it was starting to burn me! – and went to sit on the wall instead. He came and sat beside me.
 
   “No, I’m not mad at you.” I stared at my hands in my lap. Red, scorched and shaking. I didn’t want to talk about what Bane had said. “Does it frighten you, Father Mark?” 
 
   “What?”
 
   “Going into EuroGov territory, knowing if they catch you… Does IT frighten you?”
 
   “Ah.” He stared out at the island for a moment, then looked back at my tear-streaked face. “Spitless.”
 
   I blinked.
 
   “Oh. You don’t show it.” I mopped my eyes with my sleeve. “How do you… do it, then?”
 
   He smiled slightly.
 
   “How do you?”
 
   “I… um… I suppose I just have to… make myself go. It’s so, so hard.”
 
   “Then you know how I do it. Being in Salperton was actually easier than these raids. You can only maintain a certain pitch of fear for so long, then you just get used to it. To some extent.”
 
   “Oh yeah. I know that.”
 
   “I bet you do.”
 
   “Do you miss your parish?”
 
   He shrugged. 
 
   “Yes. I would’ve stayed, but the escape was more important. I don’t think I’d have lasted much longer, though. The place was red hot. But by the time my replacement arrived everything would have quietened down, and the Lord gets a bit more use out of me here. Win-win situation.”
 
   He was still eyeing me rather gently – considering some comment on what’d brought me fleeing up here?
 
   “How did you become a priest, Father Mark?”
 
   “You don’t want Father Mark’s life story, surely?”
 
   “Yes, I do. I’ve wanted to hear it for ages.”
 
   “It might severely dent your rosy image of me, you know.”
 
   “Were you an assassin with the Resistance and killed a lot of people?”
 
   “Well, the dent may not be that severe, then. All right, um… let’s see… my parents were Believers, so I was brought up in a household with continuous, but light, involvement with the Underground. I rejected it all pretty much as soon as I became a teenager. Thought I didn’t believe any of it, dismissed it as silliness. I can see now I was more worried about the demands it would make on my life. Often the person who’s best at lying to us is our own self, I think. 
 
   “Anyway, I took early Sorting at sixteen, passed, and went to the Dismantlers’ Training College. It looked like an excellent career path to my determinedly Godless mind. A career doing good and helping people, with good pay, what more could anyone want? Well, that lasted as long as it took them to train us up far enough to take part in a real Dismantlement, then I was out of there. Totally disillusioned. Joined the Resistance. 
 
   “They thought I had heaps of promise too – they trained me up very thoroughly. And for several years it paid off – I did everything they told me to do, and I did it very well. I tried so hard to believe in them. But all I ever really believed in was not the EuroGov. When I wasn’t on a mission – rare, admittedly – I tried to drown my misery with all the usual things people try to drown misery with. None of them work.
 
   “My parents didn’t really want to see me much after I joined the Resistance. Wasn’t long before I was living in a safe house anyway – so compromised that as far as a normal life was concerned my boats were thoroughly burnt. Then one day my parents were captured in a raid on a Mass centre.”
 
   My breath caught.
 
   “Oh no, I’m so sorry…”
 
   “Hmm, well. I was a damn good jackal by then, if I say it myself, so I headed off to the Facility to rescue them.”
 
   “Oh. And you did?”
 
   “No. Doubt I could’ve done. But I arrived in time to see them walking out the gates. They’d made the Divine denial.”
 
   “Oh no.” No wonder he’d a funny look on his face.
 
   “Oh yes. I gave them a lift home and that was the end of our estrangement, they felt they had no stones left to throw. We had to be careful about meeting, of course, since I was probably number one wanted person in that part of the department. But they couldn’t look me in the face ever again. Because what they’d done – it really, really bothered me, and they could tell. I was so shocked. Me, the cold-blooded killer.
 
   “I couldn’t get past it, somehow, couldn’t forget it, it went on nagging at me. I couldn’t figure out why it bothered me so much. Until, of course, one day, I did. I’d just…” He broke off abruptly – grimaced. “Well, never mind that bit. Suffice to say I’d just done something particularly despicable even by Resistance standards.” His eyes had gone cold, killer’s eyes, save for the pain lines around the corners. 
 
   “And I realised. That it bothered me so much because I still believed it all myself. And deep down, I thought they shouldn’t have done it. And there I was, living a life utterly at odds with pretty much every aspect of the Faith. My hands were drenched with blood and I knew in that moment that there was no one on this earth as damned as I was. I don’t expect you can understand the despair I felt.”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “I hope you can’t.” He pulled up his left sleeve to bare the long scar I’d seen before, thought nothing of – some memento of his violent past. Now I realised better.
 
   “You did that.”
 
   “Yes, I did. Now I’ve made a little dent, haven’t I?
 
   “No… No. I just wish I’d been there to give you a big hug.”
 
   He gave a slight laugh.
 
   “Trust me, I wasn’t very huggable back then. Though at that moment, I just might’ve accepted one. But you weren’t there, and nor was anyone else and I lay on that floor fretting and fuming because my blood was taking such a long time to exit my body. Until some words crept into my mind. Thou shalt wash me, and I shall be whiter than snow. Though your sins are red like crimson, they shall be whiter than wool.”
 
   “From the penitential psalms.”
 
   “Yes. I hadn’t been to Mass for most of a decade by then, but the verses came into my head and wouldn’t leave. I lay there thinking about them for so long I almost bled out without realising it. And eventually it occurred to me it might be worth checking out the possibility I was wrong, and that I could be washed white again. So I bound up my wrist and crawled off to Vatican State.
 
   “I won’t bore you with the details – you know how hard it is to get across Europe, especially in poor condition. But I wasn’t hunted – the Lord smiled on me, I don’t know why. When the police found the amount of blood I’d left on that floor, they assumed there’d been a dispute among thieves – that I’d been killed and my body disposed of. They changed my status to dead and were satisfied.
 
   “Anyway, I made it to the Vatican. I told them what I was and when they confirmed even I could be forgiven, I told them henceforth I belonged to the Lord and they were to do with me whatever He willed. So they tidied me up and sent me to a confirmation class with all the other adult catechumens. 
 
   “When it came to my confession, they gave me the oldest, most experienced priest and assured me he’d heard everything.” Father Mark sighed. “I think I shocked even him. 
 
   “When he absolved me, though, it was like the whole world began again. Like being re-baptised. And then I was confirmed, and received Our Lord again, and I was so happy that day, I wished I could die. Not because I couldn’t bear to live another moment, like before, but because I knew if I lived to be a hundred and fifty, I could never be happier than that, so I might as well be with Our Lord at once.
 
   “Of course, the Lord had other plans for me. I joyfully scrubbed floors and did whatever was needed for a while, then someone asked me if I’d considered the Seminary. I told them, I would clean toilets for the rest of my life or I would go to the Seminary, it was the Lord’s call. So they put me in the Seminary. And the rest, as they say, is history.”
 
   I stared at him. No wonder he was such an oasis of calm. If you could survive doing all that – psychologically as well as physically – you had to finish up pretty unflappable. Was Father Mark ever really ‘scared spitless’? Or just ‘mildly bothered’ – at least by my standards?
 
   I checked my watch. Twenty minutes into the half hour break and I still didn’t want to see Bane.
 
   “You know, Bane actually… looked kind of pissed off himself,” said Father Mark mildly.
 
   “Sod him!” My hand flew to my mouth. “Sorry! ”
 
   “You really are upset. So what happened?”
 
   “Bane said something terrible.”
 
   “About you?”
 
   “No, not about me. He said he hoped Major Everington got Conscious Dismantlement – you know he’s being sentenced today?”
 
   “Yes. But he won’t, it’s not a religious crime.”
 
   “I know he won’t. That’s not the point!”
 
   “I know.” Father Mark stared out at the barren island again. “But Margo, I honestly don’t think Bane would’ve said that if he really understood.”
 
   “I know that. I think. I hope. But hearing him say that made me go all… s’like a void opened up inside me and it was going to swallow us and I thought I was going to be sick… which sounds really melodramatic but it made me feel awful. I mean, they’re going to kill the guy for something he didn’t do, isn’t that enough for him?”
 
   “Why did Bane suddenly go all hard line on this guy?”
 
   “Oh, he…” I sighed and put a hand to my forehead. “He found out about this.”
 
   Father Mark eyed the scar.
 
   “Everington did that?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “I can see why Bane’s pissed off, then.”
 
   “Yes, but…” the words tumbled out, “he offered me the anaesthetic. If I gave him a certain piece of information. But I don’t think he was that bothered about the information. And he cut me to try and make me understand what I was facing, to try and force me to take his offer. I think… I think in a twisted way he was trying to help me.” There, said it out loud at last.
 
   “Did you tell Bane this?” Father Mark didn’t scoff at what probably sounded a rather generous interpretation of my torturer’s motives.
 
   I shook my head.
 
   “Then can’t you see why he’s pissed off? Why didn’t you tell him?”
 
   “It’s embarrassing. It was… where you were. He wanted to know where you all were.”
 
   “Ah.” Father Mark nodded. “And you’re too modest to take the credit for your courage in refusing to tell him.”
 
   My cheeks heated.
 
   “See, even you’re embarrassing me. How could I tell the Major that? I didn’t do anything special, so don’t make out I did!”
 
   Father Mark sighed.
 
   “Look, Bane’s never been faced with Full Conscious Dismantlement. What he said, he meant it the way people say, ‘I hope he falls and breaks his neck’. It’s never a pleasant thing to say, but ninety-nine point nine percent of times someone says that, they don’t mean it.”
 
   “I know. And maybe I am being illogical, it just really hurt to hear him say that. And if he can’t even see why I’m upset, that’s… even more upsetting.”
 
   “This whole Everington business upsets you too, doesn’t it?” he said shrewdly.
 
   “Yes. ’Cause he’s innocent. And he tried to help me. I think. And…” I hesitated, then hurried on, “and ‘cause I’m afraid I hate him, and I don’t want to hate anyone.”
 
   Father Mark looked at me for a moment – the Seal of Confession stopping him from asking something?
 
   “Yes, he’s the guy with no eyes,” I said softly.
 
   Father Mark said nothing. I was the only person to whom he would ever betray knowledge of what I’d said under the Seal of Confession – but he’d need far more explicit permission than that.
 
   “Well,” he said, after a moment, “are you sure Bane’s actually earned all this rage by his comment, or are you dumping some of your anger with the EuroGov over this onto him?” 
 
   I wrapped my arms around myself for a moment, then it reminded me of the Major on his seat, so I unwrapped them again.
 
   “I don’t know. What he said really upset me. But perhaps I wouldn’t normally have been so angry with him. I really… I really had a go at him.”
 
   “I didn’t hear it all, but it did sound that way.”
 
   “Y’know, I don’t think priests are supposed to listen at doors.”
 
   “Trust me, I’d have needed ear plugs not to hear you.”
 
   “Huh.” I checked my watch again. Half an hour. “Ow… they’ll be starting again and I want to see it. Well, I don’t exactly want to but… well, you know what I mean.” I let out a long breath. “I don’t know what to say to Bane.”
 
   “Perhaps you can both apologise to each other – mutual apologies normally work well.”
 
   “What if he doesn’t?”
 
   “Doesn’t stop you, does it? If you feel you’ve got something to apologise for.”
 
   “Hmm.” I looked at my watch again. “Look, I’m going. Thank you for… thank you for following me.”
 
   “Always happy to stalk a parishioner in need.”
 
   Laughing, I ran a few steps across the stone, then skidded to a halt. 
 
   “Oh, Bane said to just ask if I remembered ‘cause we both keep forgetting. We’d like you to marry us. Will you?”
 
   “Of course,” said Father Mark. “Nothing would make me happier. As soon as you’ve sorted out… er… this, just set a date.”
 
   “Yeah, well. If we were going to call if off because of this, it should never have been on in the first place, should it?”
 
   Father Mark smiled as I turned and ran for the TV room again.
 
   “You two are going to be fine,” he called after me. “I have every confidence in that. We’ll start doing the marriage prep in odd moments, shall we?”
 
   My happiness faded before I reached the TV room. Oh-Lord-help-me, this is going to be so awkward… The TV was still on, the door open. I looked in. Jon, sat on his own on the sofa. I went and sat beside him.
 
   “Margo?”
 
   “Yes. What’s happening?”
 
   “Bane’s looking for you.”
 
   “I meant with the sentencing.”
 
   “Oh. They just brought him back in. He hasn’t said anything. So I don’t know what’s happening.”
 
   I turned my attention to the screen. 
 
   The Major was slumped in his chair, his head almost... lolling. Drool hung in a long thread from his chin and dripped slowly onto the carpet. His hands twitched in front of his chest, making feeble batting motions as though trying to fend something away. I had to swallow hard before I could speak to Jon.
 
   “Looks... looks like they’ve... destroyed him. Really destroyed him, this time. Bastards.”
 
   Bane walked in then. He looked at me, and I looked at him. He looked hurt and angry. I felt hurt and angry. Sticky silence. Wordlessly, he went and sat on the other side of Jon. Yeah, they’d be concluding very soon. We could apologise or fight some more then. Bane took over muttering descriptions of what was happening to Jon – he’d had more practise than me.
 
   The judge, having finally, belatedly, learned better, did not invite the Major to speak again – not that that wreckage of a man could speak, surely? After one final, brief summarisation, he proceeded to sentence him to death with all the speed and ceremony of a man dispatching a boiled egg. Dismantling. The following morning. 
 
   Very wise. Even those out-of-bloc human rights groups wouldn’t be interested in the conviction of an EGD Major who was already dead.
 
   “Mr Everington,” said the judge reluctantly, “do you understand what has just been said?”
 
   The guards prodded their charge gingerly with the tips of their truncheons – he started, head flopping back so he stared at the ceiling. Through the ceiling. Words actually whispered from his lips, but he was talking to himself. Or possibly to thin air.
 
   “Black fuschias... Black ones. Is it possible? Someone must have tried. That would be the thing... Perhaps…” He fell silent, hands stilled, and his head lolled forwards again.
 
   The judge flapped a weary hand at the guards.
 
   “Oh, take him away.”
 
   The guards reached for him, but he lurched out of his seat, pawing urgently at the Perspex as though unsure why he couldn’t get through it.
 
   “No! No! I have to know! I need to know! I need to know…”
 
   The guards took hold of him but he just went on saying, “But I need to know,” again and again as they guided him through the door. It shut behind him and the judge swept out. 
 
   It was over.
 
   The newscaster began to witter on about the sentence, but Bane stabbed the off button on the remote and the TV went blank. We stared at each other across Jon. No putting it off now. Jon gripped his sticks and made as if to heave himself to his feet.
 
   “I’ll just...”
 
   “Oh no, you don’t.” Bane caught his arm. “You can stay there and protect me. Margo’s awfully free with her darling little fists when she’s angry.”
 
   His sarcasm made me wince. Whacking him was a bad habit I really should’ve left behind in our playpen...
 
   A long silence. Bane went on staring at me, his brow rucked up. He mostly just looked hurt, now. Seeing that expression on his face made me ache inside twice as badly.
 
   “Well, one of you say something,” said Jon at last.
 
   I didn’t know what to say. If I just apologised straight off for my part in it, we wouldn’t end up talking about it.
 
   Bane hesitated another moment, then said in a tight voice, “You think I’m an evil bastard? Is it because of what I...” He swallowed. “What I did to...”
 
   ...to Doctor Richard! Oh no...
 
   “No! No, Bane. I didn’t mean anything like that. Didn’t mean anything except in relation to the... er... conversation... earlier. Anyway, I don’t think you are ! It was an either or!”
 
   Bane snorted.
 
   “Oh, so I’m just an effing stupid blithering idiot, well that’s better – but only a little!”
 
   He’d far too good a memory. 
 
   “I don’t think you are stupid,” I said stiffly. “You were just being stupid about this one thing.”
 
   “That’s a concession, by the way,” remarked Jon.
 
   “I noticed!” Bane snapped, attention still on me. “I just don’t understand... he hurt you and I’m not allowed to wish him harm? What the hell! ”
 
   “It’s natural to wish him harm,” I said, “though not... well, ideal. But nothing warrants that.”
 
   “How can you defend him?”
 
   “I’m not defending him. But even if you take the old law of an eye for an eye – okay, so perhaps you want to pin him down and get artistic with his face. But you’re saying you want to pin him down and – with him conscious! – rip his skin off, piece by piece, then scoop out his eyes, then chop out his tongue, then slice out his bones, then yank out his teeth, then cut off his ears and nose and manhood, then...”
 
   “Stop, stop!” Bane held up his hands in surrender. “Okay, you’re right, okay? I don’t want that to happen to him. Not while he’s conscious. But you could’ve just said what you just said!”
 
   “Well, I’m sorry I’m not perfect! ” I stopped and drew in a couple of deep breaths, squeezing my eyes closed for a moment. “Look... I’m just really, really sorry I went for your throat like that, okay? I went way over the top.”
 
   I struggled to hold back tears. So much for my hormones being back to normal. 
 
   Bane was silent for a few long minutes, staring at my poorly hidden distress. Then he slipped from the sofa and knelt in front of me, one hand resting rather tentatively on my knee.
 
   “Margo, I am a stupid blithering idiot. Yeah, I s’pose I didn’t mean it, but whatever, I shouldn’t have been so stupid as to talk like that about something you can’t possibly think about dispassionately. So I’m really sorry too.”
 
   His brown eyes gazed into mine with such sincerity the tears began to spill out.
 
   “I’m sorry...” I mopped frantically with my sleeve. “I wasn’t going to cry. It’s not fair...”
 
   “Aren’t we done?” 
 
   “Yes, I think so.”
 
   “Doesn’t matter, then. Please, come here...”
 
   No second invitation needed. I slid into his arms, ending up in his lap on the floor.
 
   “Sorry,” I whispered into his hair. “Sorry...”
 
   “No, I’m sorry,” he whispered back. “I’ve been an insensitive clod. I can’t pretend to understand why this whole trial thing has bothered you so much but I know it has and I pretty much ignored that. I’m sorry.”
 
   He hugged me tight, kissing my cheek, my neck, my hair. Vaguely aware of Jon dragging himself to his feet and tip-tapping out of the room but I was too busy cuddling up to Bane to pay any attention.
 
   “Ah well,” sighed Bane, after we’d snuggled for a while and I’d stopped sniffing. “The thing’s all over now, anyway.”
 
   “Please tell me you didn’t enjoy it. No... that’s stupid. Just tell the truth. Did you enjoy it?”
 
   “Not as much as I thought I would.” He kissed my scar. “Not as much at all.”
 
   After another moment, he added, “I wonder what he wanted to know?”
 
    
 
   It wasn’t all over, of course. 
 
   Not quite.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   ***+***
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   FULL LOCK-DOWN
 
    
 
   When, after a leisurely breakfast the next morning, we arrived in the TV room to enjoy our second day of relaxation and Bane put EuroVee on, we were greeted by the newscaster’s voice, “For anyone joining us, we’re here at the Brussels Detention Facility to bring you coverage of the execution of Lucas Everington, former Major and Commandant in EGD Security...”
 
   “Haven’t they taken him in by now?” I checked my watch in dismay. “It’s almost nine o’clock.” 
 
   ‘Coverage’ of an important execution just meant filming the convicted being marched from cell to Lab door – the cameras never went inside. Don’t let anyone think too closely about what goes on inside the Lab, about the fact the person won’t be dead for some hours – about the fact that this is what’s done to people’s children...
 
   “We’re about to head up to the cell block corridor from which in just a moment the guards will be escorting the convicted to the place of execution...” The newscaster was as chirpy as if she was reporting on a town fete.
 
   “Look, I’m going to go in the kitchen and make us all deluxe coffees, just let me know when it’s over,” I said.
 
   “It won’t take a moment, Margo...” said Bane.
 
   “I don’t want to see it!”
 
   “Okay, okay.” He turned to Jon as I headed for the kitchenette, “D’you think I should record this for Hippo? He’s still in bed and I recorded the sentencing for him.”
 
   “Well, just hit record. He can always delete it.”
 
   “Yeah...”
 
   I shut the kitchenette door firmly and began to clatter around, trying to concentrate on making coffee – offering up rather erratic prayers for the man who was about to begin to die. He wouldn’t feel a thing, of course. Might even be totally oblivious to what was about to happen. 
 
   Hard not to identify with someone facing dismantling, even if not the full whack. Yet this someone had walked away and left me to face the full whack. Admittedly, I did believe he would’ve spared me it if I’d just been prepared to give him sufficient excuse...
 
   The door opened and Bane looked in.
 
   “Margo, come and see this.”
 
   I slammed a mug onto the work surface so hard a chip flew off the bottom.
 
   “I don’t want to see it! ”
 
   “Calm down and trust me, can’t you? You will want to see this...”
 
   He snagged my wrist and drew me through the door. Regretting my loss of temper, I let him. Reluctantly.
 
   On the screen, two guards, faces like chalk, were running up a cell corridor, opening door hatches and looking in.
 
   “Clear off!” one of them hissed at the hovering cameraman – with little effect – then met his comrade mid-corridor. “Have you found him?”
 
   The other guard shot an anguished look at the media crew and clearly muttered a negative response.
 
   “We have to sound the alarm!” Raising his wristCell, the first guard pressed something – cacophonous alarms split the air and huge clunk-clicks came from every door as extra locks kicked in. The guard spoke urgently on his wristCell and soon the Facility Commandant arrived, red with rage.
 
   “Where is he? ”
 
   “The cell hasn’t been opened since he was shut in last night,” said the first guard weakly.
 
   The Commandant – a colonel, by the shiny things on his shoulders – strode into the one open cell, poky and clearly empty, shook – or rather failed to shake – the solid bars over the windows and strode out again.
 
   “Unless!” he roared, “You are suggesting! That the man! Evaporated! The cell! Has clearly! Been opened! By someone! ”
 
   Flat against the corridor wall, the unfortunate guard whimpered, “Not by us, sir. Must’ve been... must’ve been the prisoner...”
 
   “That drooling madman? Impossible! ” But he promptly spun on his heel and barked at the waiting Major and Captain, “He can’t possibly have got far. No one leaves – the gates do not open for anything. Full lock-down.” 
 
   He glowered at the media crew, as though they might’ve hidden the escapee in a camera bag, then went on, in a very, very ominous voice, “Who was in the camera room last night?”
 
   “I don’t believe it,” I said, as guards began to come and go, running in all directions. “He’s escaped?”
 
   “Yep,” said Bane. “They went marching up to that cell cocky as anything, opened it up... Nothing there!”
 
   “But... much as I hate to agree with an EGD Colonel, ‘drooling madman’ about summed it up.”
 
   “Perhaps he was faking,” suggested Jon.
 
   “Didn’t look like it,” said Bane. “I s’pose you shouldn’t try to imprison a long-serving EGD Security Commandant in a Facility, whatever his state of mind.”
 
   “Especially not one who stood there in court and told you he thinks your security procedures are rubbish,” I sniggered. “I expect he’s just sitting in a corner somewhere potting his imaginary plants and they’ll find him, but it’s still priceless!”
 
   “That’s what he was doing at the trial, was it?” grinned Bane. “Well, y’know, I take it back. Anyone who can embarrass them this much can’t be all bad.”
 
   He got up and went to rescue the coffees from the kitchenette, since I was glued to the screen, not that there was much to see. After the initial flurry of activity the officers mostly received updates and gave orders over their wristCells. The media crew, corralled at one end of the corridor, eavesdropped shamelessly with their big mics, informing us gleefully – and very quietly – when the first search turned up nothing and a second search was ordered... 
 
   By this point, even my attention was waning. 
 
   “He’s certainly got himself well hidden.” I stretched and sipped my rather cold coffee. “Why don’t you show me the first bit while we wait for them to find him?”
 
   “Yeah, it’s pretty funny.” Bane grabbed the remote at once.
 
   From what they showed of the media crew’s journey to the cell, the Detention Facility was built exactly the same as the standard type of Facility – only inside the two long inmates blocks was it different, with a long corridor of cells on ground and second floor instead of gym and dormitories...
 
   But the expressions on the guards’ faces as they realised the cell was empty! One almost felt a teensy bit sorry for them. Impossible not to howl with laughter, though. 
 
   When we got our breath back and returned to the live broadcast the media crew stood in the parking area.
 
   “Well, they’ve made it out of the building,” said Bane.
 
   “I’m guessing the Colonel figured out the range on those mics,” grinned Jon.
 
   “Probably,” I said. “I doubt they wanted to leave!”
 
   The gates were shut tight and a couple of warning lights still flashed, though someone had switched off the deafening siren. Clearly still in lock-down. A couple of guards stood in one corner of the parking area, busy unscrewing an access panel and poking around inside a cavity a small child would’ve been hard pressed to squeeze into.
 
   “They really can’t find him, can they?” I said in mounting astonishment. To get out of the compound entirely ? Especially in such a condition...
 
   Switching back to EuroVee from Veritas after a lively praise programme we found the media crew haranguing the Colonel mercilessly as they tried to get some sort of statement out of him. Refusing to be drawn, he gave curt orders and the guards herded the crew back into their van. The gates were opened and through they drove.
 
   “Since we have been allowed to leave it is clear lock-down is lifted.” The cameraman must’ve been plastered to the back door to get the newscaster in the lens. “Therefore, despite Colonel Gavreche’s refusal to comment, it seems safe to assume that the escaped prisoner is not within the Facility walls. We’ll bring you more as the news breaks, but now, back to our scheduled programming...”
 
   Bane flicked the TV off, whistling softly.
 
   “He’s actually escaped.” I shook my head in disbelief. “Properly escaped!”
 
   “I don’t expect he’ll get far,” said Bane, “but he’s given them a red face, all right!”
 
   “I don’t know,” said Jon. “All he’s got to do is get into the forest and they’ll have a job finding him.”
 
   “He won’t survive out in the forest in his condition,” I said. “But if he goes into built up areas he’ll be caught. So, you’re right, if he’s still thinking at all, he’ll head for the forest. If he lies down and dies somewhere, they’ll have to keep his file open for years and years ‘cause they won’t know for certain he’s dead.” It would be his last act of defiance, to hide himself away somewhere, leave them guessing forevermore...
 
   Bane was chuckling.
 
   “So after delaying the trial by four months, he ensures it’s the worst trial in history, makes his confession only as a drooling madman, and despite being a drooling madman proceeds to disappear from a locked cell in a Detention Facility, probably never to be seen again. Margo, you’re right, it’s priceless.”
 
   “They are never going to live that down!” Jon was cracking up as well.
 
   “It serves them right,” I giggled, hugging Bane. 
 
   The door opened and Father Mark looked in.
 
   “This is cheerful. Did I miss a joke?”
 
   “Major... sorry, Mr Everington has escaped!” I told him.
 
   “Completely given them the slip,” sniggered Bane.
 
   “Disappeared into thin air,” said Jon, waving his arms in illustration.
 
   Father Mark’s brows went up.
 
   “I thought he was now a gibbering lunatic?”
 
   “That’s what makes it all the more priceless,” said Bane, snorting with laughter. “A nutter has just walked through their security as though it wasn’t there!” He frowned suddenly, envy on his face. “Just shows. If you’re familiar enough with the system, it is possible.”
 
   “We’ll find a way, Bane,” I said confidently. “We’ll sit down on Monday and we’ll crack it. You’ll see.”
 
    
 
   Definitely a case of famous last words. Our little planning committee met on the Monday and hit a brick wall. A brick wall called Camera-room-now-manned-at-night, just like in a Detention Facility. Because with the camera room manned, it would require a firefight to get into the main building. A fire fight that, with no cover, we probably couldn’t win. And which would get many of us killed.
 
   How had the Major done it?
 
   “What about those nonLethal grenades?” said Jon. “Are we sure they’re no good?”
 
   “They’re really not nonLethal, that’s the problem,” said Eduardo, who’d joined us. “They’re fifty-percent-lethal grenades. So if someone’s going to throw a grenade at you, they’re a distinct improvement, but they’re not something we can use.”
 
   “How quickly could we get across the yards and into the main building?” Kyle said. “If we were fast enough, we might catch most of the guards in their barrack room...”
 
   “In your dreams,” said Father Mark. “You said yourself you saw a camera in the guard tower. They’ll know as soon as we take out the tower guards, before we’re anywhere close to being able to blow the gates. It’s not going to work.”
 
   “And we’re not doing the whole firefight thing,” said Bane grimly. “People will die – on both sides, probably. That’s a non-starter.”
 
   “And we’ve no element of surprise,” I said gloomily. “I bet they’re just waiting for our next attempt.”
 
   “If it’s not possible, it’s not possible,” said Eduardo calmly. 
 
   “But we’ve hit them where it hurts!” Bane thumped the table in frustration. “It would be so nice to do it again!”
 
   “Well, we haven’t come up with a single feasible idea this morning,” said Father Mark. “Why don’t we call it a day today.”
 
   “Meet again tomorrow, perhaps with a few of the others as well?” I suggested. “Alligator and Pussycat, perhaps.”
 
   “Simply for a brainstorming session, we might as well get quite a few of them on board,” said Bane.
 
   In the end we got the whole of Animal team together, but every proposed idea was judged unworkable.
 
   “We need more detailed information,” fumed Bane. “Some of these ideas might work, if we only knew enough. Is there any chance of getting Facility security information, Eduardo? I know you said no, but we really need it...”
 
   Eduardo looked apologetic – at least, as apologetic as he ever looked anything.
 
   “They don’t keep that information on servers connected to the internet. They just keep it at EGD Security HQ and give hard copies to those who need to know. Facility Commandants, in other words. Of whom there are an insufficient number for the information to be readily acquirable. But I’ve had people questioning all the rescued reAssignees for any snippets they’ve observed, wittingly or unwittingly. I’m expecting that information in the post packet tonight.”
 
   Bane’s discouraged expression lightened slightly. 
 
   “That’s good timing.” The post only arrived once a week. “Fingers crossed there’s something useful in that. Well, I think we may as well wrap this up. Keep thinking, everyone.”
 
   “And praying,” I said glumly. Is it over almost before we’ve started, Lord? What are we missing?
 
    
 
   Beep, beep, beep...
 
   My alarm. Morning... 
 
   I forced myself to sit up at once, make my fertility checks and open my chart book to enter the results. Trying to be strict with myself and get into a proper routine. I’d kept my charts – slightly erratically – ever since I’d reached a certain age and Mum taught me how. A small, silent defiance of the EuroGov and the preservation of a valuable skill, all at once.
 
   It’d sometimes seemed more than a little pointless, but now with my implant gone, and marriage on the horizon – Yey! Yey! Yey! – I was so glad I’d persevered.
 
   Results noted, I flicked through the previous pages of the book. During our long journey I’d not even noticed when my monthlies stopped coming. More a blessing than anything at the time – but thankfully Doctor Frederick assured me that rest and regular meals would put things to rights in due course, nothing to worry about. 
 
   Due course hadn’t really arrived yet but a cycle of some kind was now becoming visible on my charts, so just to be on the safe side, I pencilled in a prediction of the next month. See which days might be good days for a wedding (Yey!). After all, if the next mission was indefinitely delayed...
 
   A knock at the door.
 
   “Margo?”
 
   Bane. I stuffed the book under my sheet – then pulled it out again. He knew about this from seeing my mum’s book when he was little, surely – but perhaps I should make sure. 
 
   “Come in.”
 
   He breezed in, dressed already, and plonked himself on the bed. Didn’t try to kiss me. After an unfortunate incident when I’d ended up sprinting from his room with a ravenous demon of lust chomping at my heels, I’d instigated a no-kissing-while-in-nightwear rule. He’d taken it with a good grace. Perhaps he’d also noticed the silver lining to the delay...
 
   ‘Don’t get me wrong, Margo,’ he’d said wryly, ‘I think you’re the sexiest thing on two legs, but when you remember our first time I want it to be with joy not guilt, and for that I am prepared to wait. Well, that’s the theory. We perhaps better had stop putting it to the test!’
 
   “What are you up to?” he asked now, glancing at the book open in front of me.
 
   “Just filling in my chart,” I said casually, trying not to blush.
 
   “Chart?” He twisted his head to get a better look and stared at it uncomprehendingly.
 
   “Fertility chart.”
 
   “Fert... oh.” He frowned at it. “Your mum had one of those.”
 
   “Yeah. Didn’t really matter for her, of course, she was stuck with the implant. But this is going to be quite important for us.”
 
   “It is?”
 
   “Unless you want say, fifteen kids in as many years and probably no wife at the end of it, hmm?”
 
   He blinked.
 
   “Uh... I s’pose I’ve been thinking more like... four or five over maybe... ten years and definitely a wife at the end of it! Um... what do you think?” He touched my hand rather anxiously.
 
   “Sounds good to me. And this is how we achieve that,” I tapped the chart.
 
   “Okay, tell me.”
 
   “Um... well, there are three different checks and when you put the results together it says about ninety-seven percent accurately whether I’m fertile or infertile on that particular day.”
 
   He stared at the chart some more, thinking this through.
 
   “So if we’re not ready for another kid... we have to not... you know. On a fertile day.”
 
   “That’s the idea. Obviously it’s not ninety-seven percent if we don’t stick to what it says!”
 
   He shot me a sidelong look.
 
   “I don’t know, I may be going to miss that implant more than I thought!”
 
   “Oh come on, if we can wait months to be married – and belong completely to each other – we can wait a few days out of every month for the sake of belonging completely to each other.”
 
   Bane scratched his chin and frowned.
 
   “Don’t get me wrong, I’m all for belonging completely to each other, but... couldn’t we belong to each other completely with the implant in... or something?”
 
   “No,” I said firmly. “I mean, if we still lived in the EuroGov we’d have to make do, but we don’t. We don’t need to withhold any part of ourselves – including our fertility – from the other by artificially blocking a child.”
 
   “But you’re still talking about...”
 
   “Yes, we can use my natural cycle to space our children responsibly, but we don’t need to lie to each other with our bodies – don’t need to say, I give you everything when actually, right then and there, we’re not. That’s what this is about: it’s about saying I love you so completely I will not keep anything back to put pleasure before our oneness. D’you see?”
 
   Bane thought about this for a minute.
 
   “It sounds kind of... beautiful when you put it like that. It’s sticking to it that bothers me. We haven’t exactly been finding this waiting easy!” A smile tugged at the corners of his mouth – picturing me bounding out the door like a startled deer in a decidedly unchaste state of dishevelment?
 
   I did not want to talk about that!
 
   “Well, it may be five kids, then!”
 
   He laughed.
 
   “It might just be! Well, explain this chart thing to me.”
 
   “Um, well, this line’s body temperature, that’s an important indicator. And the other two checks... um, look, I’ll tell you about them after we’re married, okay? I could even teach you how to perform them,” I added slyly.
 
   He stared at the chart for a moment and clearly drew more from it than I’d intended because he gave me a burning look and said rather huskily, “I do believe, Miss Verrall, that you just invited me to do something very indecent to you.”
 
   Shifting behind him to hide my scorching-hot cheeks, I wrapped my arms around his shoulders and said softly in his ear, “But it won’t be indecent once we’re married, will it?”
 
   “You’d better get off this bed quick, or I’m going to insist you teach me right now!”
 
   I gave him a gentle slap on the arm.
 
   “It’s my bed. You need to leave.”
 
   “Yes, I really do! All this talk about making babies...”
 
   He dragged himself off the bed and made a rather hurried exit.
 
    
 
   Bane had... cooled off... by breakfast time, though he kept raising his eyebrows at me and muttering ‘Babies?’ at inopportune moments.
 
   “I’m missing something,” said Jon, as I accidentally snorted coffee up my nose and started choking on my toast.
 
   “Yep,” agreed Bane imperturbably, patting me on the back.
 
   “I won’t ask, then.”
 
   “Good decision. You okay, Margo?”
 
   “Fine,” I gasped, prodding the coffee-sodden remains of my toast before scooping it into my mouth. Mustn’t waste food. “Okay, I’ve finished, let’s get over to the conference room.”
 
   I was intercepted in the hall by a layman juggling an armful of post.
 
   “Miss Verrall? Package for you.”
 
   “A what ?”
 
   “Package. A small parcel. Here...”
 
   For me? Who on earth? My heart leapt in sudden, painful hope. My parents?
 
   I reached for the large, fat white envelope, but Bane got there first.
 
   “What if it’s a bomb!” He looked like he was about to chuck it out the nearest window just on the off chance.
 
   “What?” Father Mark had left the dining room just behind us. He pretty much snatched it from Bane, felt it, flexed it, sniffed it, put it to his ear and shook it gently, then handed it to me.
 
   “It’s a book.”
 
   “Oh,” said Bane.
 
   The layman – George, wasn’t it? – was rolling his eyes.
 
   “If you’ll all stop panicking long enough to let me get a word in, Eduardo’s lot have examined it already, opened it and everything. It’s perfectly safe.”
 
   “They shouldn’t have opened it!” I said. “What if it was dangerous?”
 
   Father Mark’s turn to roll his eyes.
 
   “It’s their job, Margo.”
 
   “To get blown up instead of me?”
 
   “Yes, actually.”
 
   I frowned. Never really thought about it quite like that before. S’pose no one forced them to do it.
 
   “Oh, well, um, thank you... George, right?”
 
   “You’re welcome.” He hurried into the dining room with his load.
 
   I peeled up the already opened envelope flap and pulled out... a slightly smaller package and another, empty, folded envelope. I pried open this second package and tipped the contents out. Father Mark was right, a book. A very large format hardback, no dustcover, corners bent and scuffed and a title in an extremely utilitarian font stamped into the plain cover, illegible with age. I tipped up the envelope and shook it, but there was no letter. 
 
   What on earth...? Why would my parents...?
 
   What was it? I opened it up and flicked to the title page. More hideously utilitarian type.
 
    
 
   EGD Security
 
   MANUAL OF SECURITY PROCEDURES
 
   (STANDARD FACILITY)
 
   – to be followed by all Commandants
 
    
 
   This manual: 
 
   - is the property of the Facility Commandant.
 
   - is not to leave the Commandant’s possession.
 
    
 
   TOP SECRET
 
   Any member of EGD Security or the General Public who gains possession of this manual/knowledge of the contents of this manual is bound to secrecy under article 64 of the EuroBloc Secrets Act.
 
    
 
   Transgression will result in a charge of:
 
   Sedition: Category 1.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   ***+***
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   DÉJÀ VU
 
    
 
   “I don’t believe it!” I turned to the contents page, my eyes darting over words like ‘guard towers’, ‘battlements’, ‘camera room’...
 
   “What is it?” asked Bane.
 
   I flicked back to the title page and shoved it under his nose.
 
   “I don’t believe it!”
 
   “For pity’s sake!” said Jon. “What is not to be believed?
 
   Father Mark was peering over my shoulder.
 
   “It’s a Facility Security Manual.”
 
   “A what ?”
 
   I was rifling through the pages, checking it was what it proclaimed itself to be. Definitely... Or an excellent fake. There were notes scribbled on most pages, all in the same curly handwriting though in a whole range of pens and colours, some faded with age. Years of... I peered at one, deciphering it... years of sardonic comments... I read a couple more... mostly picking holes and generally expressing the author’s contempt for the procedures described.
 
   Bane and Father Mark were also reading the scribbles. Bane finally began to read out loud for Jon’s benefit.
 
   “Naturally one places the septic tank of one’s home as far away as possible – the page is a plan of features outside the Facility walls – assume the PTB – what? Oh, Powers-That-Be, probably – assume the Powers-That-Be value their own lives rather little. Most people would think their life worth a swim in a cesspit. Large size pipe and opens from the inside H&S special – Health and Safety special? – lid, blithering idiots. Huh?” Bane looked up, his face brightening. “Now, this is interesting stuff...”
 
   “If it’s genuine.” Father Mark’s eyes were also racing over the entries and neat little comments.
 
   “So you’re saying someone’s sent Margo a Facility Security Manual, complete with revealing notes?” Jon sounded incredulous. “Well, who’s it from, Margo?”
 
   Good question. I shook the book and a little packet dropped out, but no note. Checked inside all the envelopes – nothing else. The packet just had a string of letters and numbers written on it – I opened it and tipped a few tiny brown things onto the palm of my hand.
 
   “What are those?” asked Bane.
 
   “Look like seeds,” said Father Mark.
 
   “Who would send you seeds,” sniggered Bane. 
 
   Mum didn’t have a very high opinion of my gardening skills either – with good reason. Well, I’d already figured out this wasn’t from my parents. In my head I could hear a harsh voice saying, ‘Dead men tell no tales.’ And a soft voice replying, ‘Oh, I think you'll find they sometimes do.’
 
   “Who, Margo?” asked Jon.
 
   “I don’t know.” Not a lie. I didn’t know. But we were looking for a disillusioned Facility Commandant who thought the security procedures were useless and who might just be able to lay his hands on some seeds... so I really, really suspected. But I didn’t want to put Bane off using the information and anyway, it seemed so incredible. Why? How? 
 
   I straightened out the first envelope, the big white one, but it just said ‘Margaret Verrall, Citadel.’ The one the book had come out of was slightly more detailed, ‘Margaret Verrall, c/o The Underground, African Free States.’ 
 
   “There’s no way that got through the EuroBloc postal system!” snorted Bane, reading it aloud.
 
   I straightened out the final, empty envelope. Ah. “The Combined Embassy of the African Free States, Brussels, EuroBloc,” I read out. “Double envelope. Sent to the Embassy – they sent it on.” 
 
   The postmark on this outermost envelope was hard to make out, but it looked like the fourth of July. The day after we escaped from the Facility. Had he guessed, even then, that they would come for him? But why this, and to me? Simple revenge – he’d hoped I’d pass it on to someone who could make use of it? Or merely for the satisfaction of knowing he’d sent the most secret thing in his possession to the EuroGov’s most publically avowed enemy – it perhaps hadn’t occurred to him anyone would ever use it.
 
   There’d been something in the trial, come to think, they’d accused him of destroying all his paperwork – one truth among all the lies? Hiding the fact the single most important document was missing?
 
   “Are you sure you don’t know who it’s from, Margo?” Bane eyed me closely.
 
   “No, I don’t know.” Come on, he could draw exactly the same conclusion as me. And did, by the look on his face. 
 
   “Well, let’s get to the conference room and look at this properly. Just the planning committee, for now. We want to keep it super quiet we’ve got this. Come on, Eagle.” That was Jon’s honorary code name.
 
   Bane sent away most of Animal team, though he got Sister Krayj and Jack to stay. Eduardo was waiting as well – silently. Clearly wasn’t the done thing for him to comment on the contents of people’s packages – but his eyes were on the book in my hands.
 
   Bane explained for the sake of Kyle, Pussycat and Alligator just what a mystery benefactor had sent me, trying to steer quickly past all the, ‘Who, who could it be?’ remarks.
 
   “That’s not really very important. It’s much more important we figure out whether this stuff is reliable.” He tapped the cover with one finger.
 
   “Yeah, but who sent it has got to be a good indicator of that, surely?” said Kyle.
 
   Father Mark slid the book out from under Bane’s hand and began examining it again.
 
   “These comments are years and years old, some of them. It’s not likely someone would spend literally years preparing a copy of a rare manual like this with fake annotations. I’d certainly be inclined to trust it. It might be an idea to avoid using the freshest ones, just in case.”
 
   Bane made a ‘well, there we go’ gesture.
 
   “So, is it useful?” demanded Sister Krayj.
 
   “Yes,” said Bane. I could only shrug. I’d not got so far as thinking through the faults picked up in individual notes yet.
 
   “Yes.” Father Mark was still poring over it. “But I’m already sensing these notes would mostly be far more helpful to someone trying to get out than to someone trying to get in. Getting in unnoticed remains the real challenge.”
 
   “There is the septic tank.” Jon spoke in the happy tone of one who is in no danger from said tank.
 
   “Yikes,” said Alligator.
 
   “Even that’s not so good, from outside,” said Father Mark. “There’ll probably be grills or hatches inside the Facility which only unscrew or open from the inside – they’re not completely stupid. Yes, we could blow them open, but that makes noise inside the building with all the guards unsecured, so it’s not ideal.”
 
   “And there’s still the damn cameras,” said Bane.
 
   “Cameras...” Father Mark consulted the contents page and flicked to the right section, skimming the printed lines. “They’re a pain, all right. Well placed and with quite thorough coverage.” He tapped a finger to the margin. “Our mysterious benefactor even grants them that. Let’s see... if they’re manning the camera room at night, the corridor lights will be turned up a bit, it says, so the things can see...”
 
   “What about the old Hollywood trick of taking a picture of the corridor and sticking it in front of the camera?” said Kyle.
 
   “It’s a good one,” said Father Mark dryly. “If you’re inside the building already. How are you getting in with your camera?”
 
   Kyle deflated.
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “Please don’t tell me we have this goldmine of information, and we still can’t get in,” said Pussycat.
 
   “Come on,” I said. “We’ve hardly begun to study it yet.”
 
   “Eduardo, can you get some copies made of this?” asked Bane, “The entire thing, one for each of us here? Well, not for Jon... Then we can get down and study it properly, we’ll all take it in turns to read the sections to our Eagle; he’s got one of the best minds here so we’re not wasting it. You can lock up all the copies in between sessions, and the original, too. This is absolutely top secret, okay, everyone? The moment they realise we’ve got this, they’ll revise the lot.” 
 
   “Clearly not something they do very often.” Father Mark eyed the old book with professional contempt, “but I reckon they’d make an exception!”
 
   “So we tell no one,” said Bane firmly.
 
   We pored over the copies all day, but after supper I found myself a shallow tray to fill with soil and planted six of the seeds, watered them and put them on the window sill. 
 
   So that was that. Wait and see what grew.
 
    
 
   “Cameras,” said Father Mark the following morning. “That’s what I keep coming back to. I know I said about avoiding the freshest notes, but did anyone else notice that little one in the top right-hand corner of the first camera page?”
 
   “What, ‘biggest strength, biggest weakness’?” I said.
 
   “That’s the one.”
 
   “Wasn’t sure what it was getting at,” said Kyle.
 
   “I think it means the cameras are the most important part of the security system so if you take them out the whole system’s unworkable,” I said. 
 
   “Exactly,” said Father Mark. “So here’s a question for Eduardo. If we could get someone with a laptop close enough to the Facility walls, could they hack into the camera network and put the feed onto a loop?”
 
   “Yes!” I exclaimed. “That’s precisely why we weren’t allowed laptops! Or the guards, even.”
 
   Eduardo pursed his lips.
 
   “Well, I think the people who wrote the rest of the manual didn’t actually understand the finer points of their camera software – because it’s really quite good. To put it in layman’s terms – anything outside of the few simple operations the camera programme is set up to perform will trip the alarms – such as any attempt to hack it.”
 
   “So how do they update it?” Bane frowned. “I mean, they must update the software now and then, even if they don’t touch all the other procedures.”
 
   “They do. There’s an eight digit code – the Facility Commandants know it so he or she can load the updates as they arrive and gain manual control of the camera system in an emergency. That code is the only way in I can see.”
 
   “But you can hack the EuroGov’s ID database!” protested Bane. “Surely you can hack a simple camera system?”
 
   “Apparently my layman’s terms weren’t simple enough. Its very simplicity protects it.”
 
   Bane sighed.
 
   “Okay, I’ll take your word for it.”
 
   “That’s disappointing,” said Father Mark. “I should’ve spent my time studying the rest more closely. There’s no way we’re going to guess eight letters and numbers. Scrap that plan, then.”
 
   “Well, I had an idea...” began Jon.
 
   “Wait a minute,” I interrupted. “Say that again, Father Mark?”
 
   “Which bit?”
 
   “What did you just say about the code? Letters and numbers?”
 
   “Yes, eight of them. Two letters, two numbers, one letter, two numbers, one letter.”
 
   Why did that prickle at my mind so badly?
 
   I gasped, my hand flying to my mouth.
 
   “I think... Just... one moment. Back in a tic...”
 
   They watched in astonishment as I dashed out. I raced through the corridors, across the square, up the stairs to my room. Grabbed that little packet of seeds. Paused to shake the remaining seeds into a hanky for safe keeping, and rushed back down the stairs, across the square, and back through the corridors to the conference room.
 
   Placed the empty packet in front of Father Mark and panted, “Eight digits like that?”
 
   He snatched it up.
 
   “Exactly like that!”
 
   “Where did that come from?” asked Sister Krayj incredulously.
 
   “It came with the book.”
 
   “Oh. It really could be the code, then.”
 
   “I rather think it is. Only... be worth checking it’s not the catalogue code for a type of plant or something. ‘Cause there were seeds in the packet and to be honest I’d assumed it was something to do with them.”
 
   Father Mark chuckled.
 
   “Oh yes, we must check that.”
 
   “Who writes a camera code on a packet of seeds?” asked Sister Krayj.
 
   “Our mysterious benefactor, apparently,” said Bane. “Anyway, this looks extremely promising.”
 
   “If it’s not a trap,” said Eduardo.
 
   “How likely would you say that was, with your knowledge of the software?”
 
   Eduardo considered this for a few moments.
 
   “Not very. To trick us right into the compound with a fake code would require a complete rewrite of the software. And they’ve not had time since our first raids to do that, let alone for the parcel to get through the Underground’s system to us here, even if they faked the outer envelope. It is of course possible it’s not the correct code – and entering it would set off the alarms.”
 
   “We could withdraw at once if that happened.” Bane was clearly planning already. “Choose Facilities very close to the coast for the first attempt, so we wouldn’t be stuck on the mainland for hours. When did it say the code changed? New Year, wasn’t it?”
 
   “That’s right,” said Father Mark.
 
   “Just under one month. Hmm. We’d better focus on this immediately, then. But Jon, what was your idea?”
 
   “Well, we’re beating our heads against the Facilities’ outward defences – which are their strongest. They’re more worried about parents and Resistance getting in, than reAssignees getting out. Those card-locked doors, machine guns, and floodlights are more than enough to thwart most reAssignee’s efforts. If it wasn’t for filthy Finchley we might still be there as well. These weaknesses in the manual aren’t the sort of things you’re likely to pick up on in two years – not from a reAssignee’s perspective. 
 
   “But with the weakness that fell into our hands – that card – we organised the Salperton escape fairly smoothly because it was a joint effort. And here’s a whole manual of weaknesses which can only be exploited from inside. So let’s get the reAssignees to help.”
 
   “What? Slight communication problem!” said Alligator.
 
   “I don’t think so,” said Jon. “We work out the plan, write very clear and detailed instructions, put them in something we can fire through the dorm windows – literally through the glass if necessary. There’s usually one or two pretty bright people in each dorm – certainly bright enough to follow a pre-set plan. We rock up and do our bit and if the reAssignees do theirs, they get rescued. If they don’t, they don’t.”
 
   “Can’t say fairer than that,” said Sister Krayj.
 
   Bane’s eyes were glinting.
 
   “That’s a very good idea. But let’s concentrate on this camera plan first. If we could manage all the planning and drilling in seven or eight days, with two raids a week we could empty sixty Facilities before New Year’s Day!”
 
   “Aren’t they going to figure it out?” protested Kyle.
 
   “Not immediately. Not if we keep scrambling the computers in the camera room, leaving them no video record of what happened. I bet we can pull off at least three or four raids before they stop assuming the guards simply weren’t paying attention to their monitors.
 
   “And what about the fifth and sixth raids?” asked Sister Krayj dryly.
 
   “Well, realising the guards may actually not have been asleep isn’t the same thing as realising we’re tampering with the cameras. To begin with they’ll probably be looking for ways we could’ve got in unseen.”
 
   Six raids in three weeks. My palms had gone damp with sweat just thinking about it. But – a colossal blow to the EuroGov if we could pull it off.
 
   “Aiming high is good,” said Father Mark, “but it is possible to aim too high.”
 
   “We need to think it through,” I said. “If they figure it out, they can’t rewrite the software quickly enough to make a trap, according to Eduardo, so what are they likely to do?”
 
   “Extra sentries?” suggested Jon.
 
   “Covers over the gunslits,” said Sister Krayj. “They might do that before they even figure out how we’re foiling the cameras. Or screens for the guards to sit behind.”
 
   “We can deal with those,” said Eduardo.
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “I’d have to test the theory, but I reckon the fifty-percent-lethal grenades would be pretty safely nonLethal let off against bulletproof glass.”
 
   “And if we have access to the camera feeds, we’ve a good chance of spotting any extra guards even if they’re hidden,” said Father Mark.
 
   “What about foot patrols?” suggested Jon. “Around the forest line, say?”
 
   “All night at every Facility in the EuroBloc?” Alligator said. “They’d actually have to take on more guards, wouldn’t they?”
 
   “What would be the point?” snorted Sister Krayj. “We sneak up behind them with our nonLees and that’s that. Sleeping guards and we continue with the plan.”
 
   “Well, keep thinking of possible snags, everyone,” said Bane, “but let’s start planning this. Eduardo, who or what will we need with us to use that code?”
 
   “A laptop and a person with some basic training from me. Should be pretty simple – we can choose a current member of each team, no need for reshuffles.”
 
   “Right. Do we have ten laptops? Never mind, we’ll leave that to you. Our basic plan should be able to be virtually the same as before, actually. We’ll just need to wait for our hackers to sort out the camera feeds first, then take the camera room as well once we’re inside.”
 
   “Good,” said Father Mark, and cocked an eyebrow at Eduardo. “Simplest is best, hmm?”
 
    
 
   Simple it was. We chose ten Italian Facilities this time, all near the coast, using three separate fishing villages to ensure no team had more than a forty-five minute drive to reach their boat. The raid went so like the previous one I’d a pounding sense of déjà vu the whole time. Once again we loaded ourselves and our increasingly excited rescuees onto speed boats whilst larger boats took charge of the trucks and headed in a straight line for Gozo to make up for their slower speed.
 
   We rendezvoused with the Freedom III this time, and headed for home. Vehicle team weren’t even late.
 
   “Brilliant!” I sighed, throwing myself on my bed – then scrambling straight off again. “Hey, look, my seeds have sprouted at last...”
 
   “I don’t think they were being particularly slow, y’know,” said Jon.
 
   “My impatient gardener,” smirked Bane, hugging me. “Your mum wouldn’t let you near her plants, would she?”
 
   “Not very often,” I admitted.
 
   “What are they going to be, then?”
 
   I shrugged.
 
   “We’ll have to wait and see.”
 
    
 
   A hand caught my belt as I started to climb up into the cab of the truck, bringing me to a halt.
 
   “Ah-ah-ah, my little turtle dove,” said a rather emotionless voice. “You’ve forgotten your shell.”
 
   I slid back down to the flagstones of the square and allowed Eduardo to fasten me into the bulletproof jacket. Why did I even bother trying to avoid him? We’d pulled off another two successful raids and I’d been more a turtle than a brown bird for both of them.
 
   “Sure you want to go along?” Eduardo asked, would-be casually. “Plenty of work back here…”
 
   “Why are you buttoning me into this thing and asking me that? What about Pussycat?”
 
   “Pussycat is third in command of this team, unless it’s escaped your notice. She’d be a little hard to replace.”
 
   “And you can pull an alternative sniper out of your hat, all drilled and ready to go?” I asked sarcastically.
 
   “Yes,” he replied, without twitching an eyelid. 
 
   Ask a stupid question. Why was I bothering having this conversation? We’d had a variant of it about four times now. And twice with the Holy Father. And about six times with Jon and about ten with Bane. Eight times with Kyle. Twice with Father Mark. Sister Krayj, once. Sister Mari, three times. Jack… okay, I’d been having this conversation a lot. It wasn’t just Eduardo.
 
   “So sorry to disappoint your eager replacement.” I made it into the cab this time.
 
   He gave what from anyone else would’ve been a full blown sigh. Bane scrambled up past him as well.
 
   “Watch it. If you nag her too much she’ll un-invite you to the wedding.”
 
   “You can talk,” I told him.
 
   “Yeah, but you can’t exactly un-invite me, can you?” 
 
   I had to laugh.
 
   “Yeah, okay, but seriously, after New Year we are taking a few days off to sort that out, right? You and me and Little Lion, at the very least.”
 
   “Fine by me,” said Eduardo.
 
   Bane smiled.
 
   “More than fine by me. Okay, we’ll be home for Winterfest – sorry – Christmas. Just.”
 
   My first openly celebrated Christmas. I was looking forward to it. My first Winterfest without Mum and Dad. Not looking forward to that quite so much.
 
    
 
   Eight hours later, a tree dripped water down the back of my neck, an unlocatable piece of rock dug persistently into my leg and my knees ached from the long crawl forward to the forestline. What a way to spend Christmas Eve! Almost made me feel I should just let everyone have their way and stay behind. But only almost. Another seventy people to rescue... Could get addictive.
 
   I bent my head to my sights again, scanning the Facility in front of us. All normal. The guards in the towers were awake and very active, though. They’d stood up, swapped places and sat again three times in the last three minutes. New orders, to make it harder for us?
 
   “We’re going to have to make this fast,” I murmured to Bane, hand over my mic. The dripping trees and undergrowth covered any small sounds we made – the damp did have its uses.
 
   “Yep,” he murmured back. “But one minute should be enough time.”
 
   On Bane’s other side Father Mark went on eyeing the Facility through his own sights. Bane wanted to get more teams up and running in time to utilise Jon’s idea, so Alligator and Fox One had taken over from Father Mark running the boy’s side – a trial run for future positions as team leaders. 
 
   Father Mark had joined Fox Two on our corner. Fox Two wasn’t too happy at being parted from his brother, but he’d accepted it with good grace. It was understood he’d be on his brother’s team if Fox One got one. A major reshuffle was imminent. Shame, our team worked well. Five successful missions, if you counted the train hijack.
 
   “Everything look normal to you?” I just caught Bane’s words.
 
   Father Mark drew away from his sights and nodded.
 
   “Looks normal.”
 
   I didn’t miss the note of doubtfulness. Nor did Bane.
 
   “What’s bothering you, then?”
 
   “Granted it would be helpful if I could tell you. Back of my neck’s prickling, for lack of a better way of putting it. I suppose we’d better get on with it.”
 
   Bane hesitated, and I sensed rather than saw the frown on his face. He didn’t feel he could abort the mission on the grounds of one person’s prickly neck, but he wondered if he shouldn’t do so, all the same. With it being this person.
 
   “If you say pull out, we’ll pull out. There’ll still be nine Facilities emptied tonight.”
 
   Father Mark was scowling now, I could hear it in his voice.
 
   “I don’t want to leave seventy people to die just because I’m feeling twitchy.” 
 
   “This is Pussycat, are we good to go?” came over our earpieces.
 
   “This is Cuckoo, carry on holding,” replied Bane shortly. “Actually… Alligator?”
 
   “Here.”
 
   “Send someone back to the trucks on your side to check the way is clear, okay? Quick and Quiet. Fox Two, you go on this side.” Fox Two slithered away almost before he’d stopped speaking.
 
   “Giraffe going now. Problem?”
 
   “Probably not. Precaution.” 
 
   “Look,” said Father Mark – sorry, Little Lion – still covering his mic, “Do you mind if I make a circuit of this place? I shouldn’t be gone much longer than Fox Two. If something is up, better find out before everyone’s committed.”
 
   Bane frowned for a moment. So far each Facility had been left in blissful ignorance of its loss until the morning guard shifts got up and found they couldn’t get out of their quarters – he he! – but if something went wrong for one of the other teams all the Facilities in the area would be put on alert. But.
 
   “Okay. Go and make a circuit, check things out. Be careful.”
 
   “As careful as one can be when attempting to spring a trap.” 
 
   Father Mark drew his nonLee pistol, leaving the sniper rifle where it lay, and rose silently to his feet. Too time-consuming to crawl all around the Facility and anyway, we’d sprung no trap by our stealthy arrival on the forestline.
 
   Like a shadow, he moved several paces to the left.
 
   Light flooded our area of forest and a panic-stricken voice spoke in Esperanto.
 
   “Drop the gun and put your hands up right now or I’ll effing shoot you!”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   ***+***
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

12
 
   NEVER-ALL-RIGHT-AGAIN-NESS
 
    
 
   Father Mark froze – looked up. A Facility guard sat on the tree branch on which the floodlight was mounted. 
 
   Trap.
 
   “Drop the gun, I mean it!”
 
   The pistol trained on him was a Lethal, no doubt, and the range very short. Slowly, Father Mark held the nonLee out to one side and let it fall. Bane was motionless beside me – I fought to remain utterly still. We were squarely in the light, but we were camouflaged. If we could just go unnoticed long enough... perhaps we could draw our own pistols... or even turn the long rifles, but the guy was practically behind us...
 
   “Now give it a kick out into the killing zone...” Father Mark obeyed. “Right, I’m coming down...” The guard’s voice shook. Young and very nervous. “I’ve gotta jump, and if you aren’t exactly where you are now when I hit the deck, I’m gonna pull this trigger, understand?”
 
   Father Mark nodded. The guard jumped, pistol clutched in a firm two-handed grip. Young and athletic, he landed with scarcely a wobble – no chance for Father Mark to dive after his nonLee or for me and Bane to try for ours.
 
   “Now, you’re going to walk across to the Facility, nice and quietly.”
 
   “Am I?” But Father Mark took a few steps in that direction – trying to lure the guard away from us and into our line of fire.
 
   A tinny voice issued from the region of the guard’s wrist, speaking in Italian. Demanding why the light was on?
 
   “Not so fast...” the guard halted Father Mark. “Just stand there a moment.”
 
   With, as he thought, Father Mark’s back safely turned, the guard took his left hand from the butt of the pistol and raised his wristcell to his mouth. Bane and I swung our rifles, fingers tightening on triggers, but the guard caught the movement and leapt forward, pistol still pointing straight at Father Mark’s head, now barely two metres away.
 
   “Don’t shoot! Or... I will!”
 
   “Stop, he’ll have time to pull the trigger,” I hissed to Bane, but Bane’s rifle had stopped moving already.
 
   “Now put those things down on the ground,” the guard’s voice was thin with fear, “and stand up – keep your hands where I can see them!”
 
   We glanced at one another – hard to tell under all Bane’s camouflage paint, but he looked grim as – we obeyed, slowly and carefully.
 
   “Now walk to join your buddy... hey, who told you to turn around?”
 
   Father Mark made no move to turn his back again. Bane started towards him, but stopped at the point closest to the guard. I stopped with him, mouth dry and mind trying to dissolve into panic. If we couldn’t get away... if we were taken to the Facility... Oh Lord, help us! How long would it take Fox Two to return? Had he even seen the light, crawling with his back to us?
 
   “Why’re you stopping?” demanded the guard. “I swear, I will shoot your buddy, so get moving...”
 
   Father Mark exchanged a look with Bane. What...? What were they saying to each other so silently?
 
   Father Mark’s hand twitched, once, twice, thrice...
 
   They sprang like pouncing tigers. A shot rang out – Father Mark fell... Bane slammed into the guard, carrying him to the ground. Of course! Stupid, Margo... I rushed forward as they grappled on the bare earth, fighting for control of the pistol. Slammed my foot down on the guard’s wrist, putting my weight on it – Bane twisted the gun from the guard’s grip as I pulled out my nonLee pistol.
 
   “Bane, move!”
 
   He rolled clear, guard’s pistol in his grasp, and I fired. The guard went limp on the ground. Bane started to scramble to his feet and I turned to Father Mark – everything went into the slow motion ice-blizzard of never-all-right-again-ness...
 
   Father Mark lay on his back, his arms out flung, motionless – a small bloody hole in the right side of his forehead.
 
   A search light sliced through the dimmer glow of Facility and tree-mounted floodlights, catching us like hares in a poacher’s beam. We didn’t look anything like Facility guards... this was bad... but... I couldn’t drag my eyes from Father Mark, from that little, bloody hole...
 
   “Margo!” Bane grabbed me from behind, looked past me at Father Mark – his head jerked back in shock. “Oh God, no!”
 
   Tat-tat-tat-tat-tat-tat-tat-tat...
 
   The sound split the silence and a hammer struck me several times in the chest, lifting me off my feet and slamming me to the ground. Gasping, winded, I struggled to think... to rise... Bane was rushing after me, the machine gun chattered again... Then Bane was falling – pure shock in his eyes – he was hit! I floundered up at last, grabbing for him; he tried to push me away.
 
   “Go...”
 
   I pulled his arm over my shoulders, trying to haul him to his feet. Perhaps adrenalin came to his aid ‘cause he lurched up and we staggered forwards... trees, safety... I tried to angle us to place my slightly more bulletproof self between him and the chattering, chattering gun... Soil spurted up all around – as we plunged into the trees another hammer hit me in the back – we flew forward through a bush to land in a heap on the other side... but we were still in that damned tree-mounted light...
 
   “Come on, Bane, come on...” But he lay still on the ground... Bullets began to shred the top of the bush... I wrestled Bane’s nonLee pistol out from beneath him – twisted onto my back and fired wildly at the light... at the third shot it went out and I lay gasping, my mind blank with shock, and pain, and lack of air – an elephant was sitting on my chest, at minimum.
 
   Bane, get Bane away...
 
   The search light worried at the bush like a hungry bear, but the machine gun fell silent, they thought we’d gone on into the trees – thank you, Lord. I rolled back over to Bane, my hands searching... blood soaked his back...
 
   “Brown Bird?” A frantic voice. “Brown Bird? Cuckoo? Little Lion? Fox Two?”
 
   “Kyle...” I wheezed, barely audibly. But the next moment Kyle came crawling from the forest.
 
   “What the hell is happening?”
 
   “Bane’s hurt! Help me!”
 
   “Where’s Little Lion, Fox Two?” His eyes flicked warily to that questing searchlight.
 
   “Fox Two somewhere between here and trucks, safe. Little Lion... Little Lion’s dead.” Using the code name I could get the words out, just.
 
   “Oh hell...” But Kyle immediately scrambled to Bane’s other side, shook him and realised he was unconscious. “Damn... Come on, let’s get out of here...”
 
   He pulled Bane’s arm over his shoulder and I tried to do the same, still puffing and wheezing.
 
   “Are you hurt, Margo?”
 
   “Don’t think so,” I gasped. “Come on, Bane’s bleeding...”
 
   If it hadn’t been for that terrifying fact, I could barely have moved at all, let alone carrying half my fiancé’s weight. But we hadn’t dragged him far when Fox Two rose warily from behind a bush, nonLee pistol in hand.
 
   “It’s us,” hissed Kyle. “Bane’s hurt, help us, quick...”
 
   “Where’s Little Lion?” Fox Two eased Bane from my grasp – I could hardly make my fingers let go – and we began to head much more rapidly for the truck.
 
   “WHAT IS HAPPENING!” The piercing voice in my ear finally penetrated, and the fog lifted slightly.
 
   “Pussycat?” I said stupidly.
 
   “Thank heck! Look out for guards up trees, one just popped up and tried to shoot Gecko as he headed over to you. What is happening over there?” 
 
   I fought for clarity.
 
   “It’s a trap. One guard with a floodlight mounted on each corner – I presume. Don’t think they noticed us crawl into position so no one stand up. We need to abort.”
 
   “Is that Brown Bird? Why are you talking to me?”
 
   “Cuckoo and Little Lion are down.” My throat closed so much the words came out as an anguished squeak.
 
   Pussycat allowed herself just one long hiss of dismay.
 
   “This is Pussycat, assuming command. Listen up everyone, in a moment I will give the order to abort. The scruffy chick side are to look above them – no sudden movements – for a guard or guards in the trees above. If you can spot them, shoot them, they haven’t that far to fall. Then get up and withdraw with all speed. If you can’t spot them, crawl away, with all stealth. Understood?” She paused a moment for queries, but there was silence. “Right, abort, now.”
 
   The truck came into sight ahead and Boyracer rushed to help us. The three guys heaved Bane up into the back, laying him along the seat on his stomach. Fox Two scrambled up, and I followed; he shone a red torch on Bane’s back... the blood glistened with an oily sheen against the forest damp – so much of it...
 
   I reached down and grabbed the first aid kit as Boyracer hurried around to the tailgate with it, yanked open the lid... stared at the contents – my mind blank again...
 
   “Pad,” said Fox Two clearly, his hands pressing down on Bane’s side – he’d found the wound. “Get a pad, okay?”
 
   Pad. Pad. My fumbling hands dug through the supplies. There... a pad, ‘battle-ready’ as they called it, the securing bandages already rolled ready to use.
 
   “Here...” I shoved it at Fox Two. He lifted his hands just long enough to grab it and press it in place. 
 
   “Margo, press down on this, hard, okay?”
 
   I shifted closer and did so, and with Kyle’s help he began to unroll the bandages, binding the pad as tightly as he could.
 
   At some point Sister Krayj appeared beside me, her balaclava up around her forehead, staring grimly at Bane’s unresponsive form.
 
   “Full Check,” came her voice and I was vaguely aware of everyone signing in.
 
   “Okay, and Cuckoo and Brown Bird are here, where’s Little Lion?”
 
   Silence.
 
   “He’s dead,” said Kyle in a low voice.
 
   Sister Krayj drew in a sharp breath, her face closing. She and Father Mark hadn’t been quite best forever friends, but there’d been a great depth of understanding between them.
 
   “Where did you leave him?”
 
   “Margo?” Kyle shook my shoulder gently. “Margo, where did you... where did you leave Little Lion’s body?”
 
   I bludgeoned my brain into remembering how to speak and moistened dry lips.
 
   “In the killing zone. S’no good.”
 
   “We need to move,” cut in Fox Two. “As far as Cuckoo’s concerned every second counts.”
 
   Sister Krayj nodded, and spoke into her mic again.
 
   “Scruffy chicks, we’re moving out. We have a casualty and we are not waiting for you, here or at the harbour, you’re on your own, understood?”
 
   “Understood,” came Jack’s voice.
 
   Boyracer lived up to his code name more than ever, flooring it, and for once I wasn’t sorry. The truck tore through the forest, leaping and lurching on the rough track. More than once branches stabbed through the canvas sides, snapping against the metal roof stays, and we all moved to the centre seating for safety. 
 
   Kyle braced me against the motion of the vehicle and I pressed the pad to Bane’s back, pressed it and pressed it until my hands grew numb and I had to let Fox Two take over. He’d been checking Bane front and back with Gerbil’s help, muttering about entry wounds and exit wounds, but he hadn’t asked for another pad, so apparently there was only one hole. All the guards had first aid training, but the others clearly felt Fox Two was the best for the job. Good enough for me.
 
   “Margo, take a break.” Kyle took my shaking hands. “Now, are you sure you’re not hurt?”
 
   “M’fine...” I mumbled. “M’wearing this stupid vest... Bane should’ve had it on...”
 
   Sister Krayj crouched in front of me, examining my chest with her red torch. 
 
   “I don’t think so, Brown Bird. Look at your jacket.”
 
   I watched blankly as she poked her finger through three separate holes in the fabric. Didn’t seem very important – I turned back to Bane. Fox Two and Gerbil were replacing the pad.
 
   “Why doesn’t the bleeding stop?” I asked thinly.
 
   “Well, it’s quite a large hole,” said Fox Two softly, glancing my way.
 
   “Merciful Lord, Margo!” said Kyle behind me. “There’s another hole in the back of your jacket, are you sure you’re okay? What’s all this blood here?”
 
   “Bane’s...” I muttered.
 
   “No, not Bane’s...” He poked at the top of my right arm in the light of Sister Krayj’s torch. “You’re bleeding.”
 
   “Well, it’s obviously not serious...”
 
   “Look, let me put a bandage on it...”
 
   “Sit still, Brown Bird, and let us check you over,” ordered Sister Krayj. “If you hadn’t noticed that little hole, there could be more.”
 
   “Look after Bane.”
 
   “We can’t do anything that isn’t already being done. Now, sit still.”
 
   They poked and prodded me thoroughly and Kyle put a bandage over the nick in my arm. I hardly noticed. Too busy watching Fox Two with mounting terror – his fingers went to the pulse on Bane’s neck every few minutes, now.
 
   Eventually he caught me watching.
 
   “It’s okay, Margo. Whether his pulse is elevated or depressed gives some idea of how he’s doing, that’s all. We’ll be at the harbour in a quarter of an hour, now.”
 
   Oh, thank you Lord that we decided to work our way around the Italian coast for these carbon copy raids, rather than striking inland. And we were fairly near the bottom of Italy, so the trip back to Gozo would be comparatively quick. Hang on, Bane... Hang on...
 
   Everything became one long, lurching, endless nightmare. Hang on, Bane. Hang on, Bane. Glimpses over the tailgate. The Forest was gone. We drove along a coast road. Hang on, Bane. Cliffs rose on either side of the road behind us. Hang on, Bane. We pulled to a halt. The guys leapt out... 
 
   “I want him strapped down on this stretcher before we move him again,” Fox Two was saying. “Let’s just slide him over – keep him straight – one, two, three... Right.”
 
   The stretcher was passed carefully down, Bane still unconscious like a huge doll. The blood was black and wet in the moonlight.
 
   “Keep him straight?” Fox Two’s words belatedly filtered into my brain as they carried him to the single speedboat waiting discretely hidden by the jetty in case of such a disaster. “Why?”
 
   Fox Two glanced my way, the stretcher safely settled along the seats.
 
   “Oh... s’just, the bullet hasn’t come out. Takes some bone density to stop a round of that calibre – it could be lodged in his spine. Best not bend him around like a corkscrew until the thing’s been located and removed, hmm?”
 
   Another wave of iciness swept over me. But he’d made it to the bushes, with help... So just a precaution, right?
 
   “Brown Bird, Gecko, Fox Two, onto Speedy One,” said Sister Krayj, “The rest of you – I’ll let Speedy Two know we need pick up ASAP – I want volunteers to wait here with me for that – lighten the load.”
 
   Everyone else immediately volunteered to wait. They got down behind some rocks and the boatman – Raphael? – began to cast off. As the speedboat leapt forward towards the open ocean the truck was manoeuvring in behind some sort of harbour shack and a large pile of fishing equipment. Oh... trying to hide. Speedy Two – waiting out of sight of shore – could be half an hour away, even if they opened the throttle all the way – the boat for the truck – waiting even further off, out of range of shore radar – could be an hour away, easily. Waiting was dangerous... 
 
   “We should take them all with us,” I said hoarsely to Raphael.
 
   He just opened the throttle wider and nodded towards Bane.
 
   “Your boy needs a doctor.”
 
   Bane looked so ghastly in the moonlight the seventeen other people dropped out of my mind like a brick in the ocean. I sat beside him and held his hand as we raced along – even that was tacky with drying blood. Fox Two looked grimmer and grimmer, and my heart beat harder and harder, pounding against the walls of a chest that already felt crushed. 
 
   “It’s going to be okay, Margo.” Kyle was rubbing my back. “S’going to be okay...”
 
   Fox Two shot him a look as though he wasn’t sure this was a good thing to promise... No, Lord, please? Please... Things slid into a haze of screaming engines, jouncing boat and Bane’s pale, pale face, cheek jammed against the seats, unable to hear me...
 
   Bane, Bane, Bane, please hang on, please... 
 
   Lord? Please, please...
 
   “Gozo.” 
 
   Raphael’s voice jerked me from my daze. How long had we been travelling? There... A black speck on the dark horizon. I stared and stared at it as though the sheer force of my gaze could draw it closer...
 
   Then we were in the harbour and Raphael was slewing the boat around and cutting the engine and letting it come to rest against the jetty, which was lit up by the headlights of several jeeps… Yes, oh yes, the entire Citadel medical staff... a team of Swiss Guards... yes, yes, quick...
 
   I scrambled desperately after them as Bane’s stretcher was rushed away, trying not to be left behind. My legs were like rubber – I couldn’t seem to walk in a straight line. After running – shambling – the length of the jetty my head dissolved, my legs disappeared all at once, and I found myself kneeling on the boards, clutching a post to stay upright – Bane was being carried towards a waiting jeep...
 
   Try to get up, or crawl?
 
   “Margo, are you okay?” Kyle.
 
   “Fine. Fine... Bane...”
 
   “Right.” He crouched in front of me, presenting his back. “Climb on, then...”
 
   I shifted my grip from the post to his shoulders and climbed aboard, flinching as my chest pressed against his back. Definitely something wrong with my chest.
 
   Where was Bane?
 
   “We have to get in the next jeep, Margo,” Kyle was telling me. “There’s not space in that one. Don’t worry, we’ll be right behind them.”
 
   He unloaded me carefully into the back of a vehicle – I swayed, leant against the back rest and gasped in pain – my back was no better.
 
   “Is she all right?” A familiarly flat voice from beside me. Apparently I looked as out of it as I felt.
 
   “I’m guessing her ribs have taken a hell of a pounding, but she’s only got one small hole.” Kyle squeezed in on my other side. “You’d better keep away from me for a bit or I may just kiss you on each cheek for insisting on that thing.”
 
   “I wish we had one for all of you. But they’ve never been standard issue for the guards.”
 
   “Yeah, well, they cost a fortune, don’t they?”
 
   “It’s not the cost, they’ve just never been necessary. I wonder if we could find a warehouse and nick some – put it on the tab as well...”
 
   I tuned out again, eyes fixed on the jeep in front.
 
   When Kyle arrived at the medical wing, panting, with me on his back again, Sister Mari and a pale-faced Jon stood outside the door of the little operating room. The basics we’d arrived with had been gradually supplemented by shipments from Africa, thank God and Eduardo’s foresight, so by now we had a thoroughly equipped medical centre.
 
   “Who’s that?” Jon’s nose twitched, foiled by all the blood and dirt.
 
   “Margo and Deacon Kyle,” said Sister Mari.
 
   “Where’s Bane?” I gasped. Pressed to Kyle’s back like this, breathing was a serious problem.
 
   Jon hurried towards my voice, in comfort or to fend me away from the door?
 
   “They’re operating, Margo, we have to wait out here for a bit. The bullet is still in there and they have to get it out and get the wound all closed up and everything. It’s in a tricky position by the spine so they’re going to have to be very careful – could take some time.” Information, bless you, Jon...
 
   Jon’s hand found Kyle’s stubbly chin.
 
   “Margo? Where are you?”
 
   “On my back. Where’s a chair... ah, good.” Kyle lowered me carefully into it; I rested my elbows on my knees, fighting for breath.
 
   “Is she hurt? Margo? Are you hurt?” Jon was at my shoulder at once.
 
   “Fine,” I managed.
 
   “One minor bullet hole and bruised or cracked ribs,” Kyle told Jon. “She took four bullets to that vest, thank God the thing worked.”
 
   “Oh, praise the Lord!” Face paling even more, Jon knelt in front of me and found my hands, pressing them gently. “You’re okay?”
 
   “Oh, for pity’s sake!” I wheezed. “Bane’s in there fighting for his... for his... and Father Mark’s lying back there with a... with a bullet... and all you lot can do is ask me if I’m okay!”
 
   Jon went on rubbing my hands soothingly.
 
   “Yes, but there’s nothing we can do for them right now, is there? Shall we get that vest off, you might breathe better...”
 
   I shrugged off my holey jacket and tried to reach the Velcro – a stab of pain from my arm surprised a gasp from me. 
 
   “I’ll get it...” Jon peeled off the straps, but let Kyle ease the thing off to avoid knocking me with it – and I could in fact breathe a little better.
 
   “Where’s Bane? Aren’t they finished yet?”
 
   “Margo, they’ve been in there ten minutes, I expect they’ve hardly started.”
 
   “Oh my.” Kyle was pale under his camo paint as he picked at the twisted lumps of metal imbedded in the vest. “Oh my, you said it, Jon, praise the Lord ! Have a feel at this...”
 
   Jon accepted the vest from Kyle, his face losing even more colour as he worked out what he was feeling.
 
   “Bane, Bane, Bane, Bane...” I whispered, my knees jiggling up and down despite the pain it caused my chest.
 
   Jon put the vest to one side.
 
   “Margo, we could be here a while, please try to calm down.” His hand went to my shoulder, rubbing soothingly again. I wanted a hug, but was afraid it would hurt too much. He clearly feared the same.
 
   Eduardo arrived then, with Fox Two, who asked at once, “How’s Cuckoo?”
 
   Jon told him in pretty much the same words he’d told us.
 
   “What happened?” asked Eduardo, then.
 
   “Broadly speaking?” said Kyle. “Fox Two will have told you as well as I can. The specifics... I can’t tell you.”
 
   “Only three people can and one’s dead, one’s unconscious and the other...” Fox Two shot a look at me, still whispering and jiggling despite Jon’s best hugless efforts.
 
   “Oh come on,” protested Kyle, “leave her alone, it’s not urgent now, is it? Wait, are the other teams okay? Do you know yet?”
 
   “The other teams are all fine,” said Eduardo. “Went like clockwork, like normal. Just one Facility Commandant who used his initiative.”
 
   And Father Mark’s dog collar would go some way to console the cunning bastard for his failure to wipe us all out. 
 
   Father Mark’s peaceful face, that tiny hole – but so much blood – his eyes had been closed...
 
   I leant forward and threw up. Tried to mumble an apology and burst into tears. 
 
   Jon put his arms around me at last, very carefully. 
 
   Kyle hovered anxiously. 
 
   “Is there a single nurse or anything who isn’t helping with Bane?”
 
   “Don’t you dare!” I hiccoughed fiercely, “Don’t you dare take anyone away from Bane!”
 
   “It’s okay,” spoke up Sister Mari. “I’ve helped in hospitals back home in Africa. Let’s take her into one of the side rooms where she’ll be more comfortable...”
 
   “I’m staying right here!”
 
   “They could be several hours, Margo...” Jon gently eased me to my feet with Kyle’s help. “Come on in here for a few minutes at least...”
 
   Sister Mari no nonsensely dispatched Fox Two for a washbowl, Kyle for some clean clothes from my room and Eduardo for a hot sugary drink and some chocolate. When they came back she turned them all out except for Jon and peeled me out of my gory clothes. 
 
   Oh, that’s why it hurt... The bruises were developing already, huge and extensive – the two shots that had hit near the centre had actually driven my buttons through my skin. Sister Mari prised them out and smeared the raw circles with antiseptic, then had me washed and in clean clothes, the hot drink poured down my throat and seated in an armchair eating chocolate in the space of a quarter an hour.
 
   I actually felt slightly better.
 
   “How are they doing?” I asked Jon for maybe the fiftieth time.
 
   “I’ll ask.” Patiently, Jon left the corner he’d retreated into throughout all this – his equivalent of turning his back – opened the door a crack and passed the question on. “Still no news,” he reported. “That’s good, y’know.”
 
   Translation: Bane hasn’t died. 
 
   My stomach threatened to reject the chocolate.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   ***+***
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

13
 
   DEAD MEAT
 
    
 
   I hurtled out of the circle of Jon’s arms as a door opened out in the corridor – stood for a moment, bent over and bracing myself against the wall, waiting for the pain to subside. 
 
   Good enough... I yanked the door open and tottered through. The two nurses were just wheeling a trolley into a side room. 
 
   “Bane? Bane? ”
 
   “He’s still unconscious,” said Doctor Frederick soberly, following as I hurried into the room. “Will be for a while...” His voice became a vague sound in the background – I’d seen Bane. 
 
   So pale. So still. A monitor beeped on the side of the bed. Steadily but with a certain deficit of enthusiasm. Come on, Bane, hang in there...
 
   The nurses briskly connected up fresh bags to needle things in his arm – one of blood, one of fluid? I sat on the tube-free side of the bed and took his hand gently. He was clean and they’d put him in some sort of medical gown. I’d have done that... But, no. I wasn’t his wife yet, so it was the nurses’ job.
 
   I stroked the hair back from his white face. An oxygen tube was hooked under his nose. I bent to kiss his cheek – no reaction, of course. If only he’d open his eyes and be okay...
 
   After a while Jon appeared on the other side of the bed.
 
   “Be careful, Jon, there are tubes and things over there…”
 
   Oh, Doctor Frederick was gone...
 
   “Jon? What did the doctor say? I couldn’t... I couldn’t take it in...”
 
   “Oh...” Very carefully, Jon felt his way around the bed. My heart sunk further with every step he took and I eased off the bed, staring at his strained face. Not good...
 
   He found my hand, gave what was clearly supposed to be a reassuring squeeze.
 
   “Well, he said...” he paused. Simply trying to summarise what Doctor Frederick had said or choosing his words? “He said...” He squeezed my hand again. “He said Bane’s got a chance.”
 
   The carefully chosen words sunk in slowly.
 
   Bane only had a chance?
 
   Nothing about making a good recovery. Not even a good chance. Only... a chance.
 
   I sat on the bed again with a bump. Muttered, “Sorry, Bane.” But he hadn’t felt it. Too deeply unconscious. Would I ever see his brown eyes open again? Hear his voice? Ever again?
 
   Jon was draping a blanket around me... oh, I was trembling. He put an arm around me and I leant into his comforting warmth. The whole world was shades of cold and grey.
 
   “I thought if we could get him here, he’d be okay...”
 
   “Did you?”
 
   “I hoped.”
 
   “Well, he may well be. He’s a fighter, you know that.”
 
   “Yes...”
 
    
 
   Second dragged eternally after second, minutes were whole hours, hours were days as I knelt by Bane’s bed. Sufficiently restored by Sister Mari’s attentions for prayers of more than two syllables, I begged ineloquently but fervently for Bane’s life. And begged. And begged.
 
   After a few hours – days? – passed and the monitor was still beeping, I began to see how lacking my prayers were. I’d always tried to finish with that best and most beautiful prayer, ‘or your will, Lord,’ but now, now I couldn’t. Not with this.
 
   The Lord always brought good out of evil. The Lord always had our best interests at heart. But right now I couldn’t care about that. There was only one thing I wanted, whether in my best interest or not – though surely it was, I couldn’t believe otherwise...
 
   I just wanted Bane to live.
 
   Even in the Facility I’d managed to surrender myself to God’s will. But I couldn’t surrender Bane. Perhaps it was a lack of trust in God. It felt like it. Jon knelt beside me, hands resting on the bed and forehead touching them. Was he doing any better?
 
   Please, Lord, let Bane live...
 
   Please, Lord, let Bane live...
 
   Please, Lord...
 
    
 
   ...I woke with a start, my heart pounding in sudden panic and my ears straining...
 
   Beep. Beep. Beep. Beep.
 
   I relaxed. Gratias Domine.
 
   I was lying on the bed beside Bane, a blanket tucked over me. Jon must’ve put me there. My ear against the mattress had muffled that precious sound. Was it a little less tentative, or was that just wishful thinking?
 
   Bane still looked so white. Jon was asleep in an armchair. How could I have fallen asleep? How could Jon have fallen asleep! What if...
 
   I shied away from the thought and climbed as lightly as I could off the bed to kneel again on the floor. I could sleep later, when... when Bane was getting better, please Lord?
 
   Please, Lord...
 
    
 
   ...Something settled onto me... I opened my eyes... Kyle was bending over me, just letting a blanket go. Dawn’s light brightened the dimly lit room, spilling around the curtains – one of the nurses bustled in through the open door and began to draw them. My hip ached from lying on the hard floor and when I tried to sit up, my chest...
 
   I gasped and fell back, panting in pain.
 
   Beep. Beep. Beep. The nurse checked on Bane and departed in a wave of efficient unconcern. All was well. I could... I could take it a little more slowly.
 
   “Margo?” Kyle knelt beside me. “You okay?”
 
   “It’s just... it’s just my chest.”
 
   “Chests are kind of important, we breathe with them. Do you want Doctor Frederick to take a look?”
 
   “I really don’t think he can do anything,” I panted.
 
   “Well, he can check nothing’s actually broken.”
 
   “I don’t think he can do anything, even if something is. Could you just... help me up?”
 
   “Okay. Slowly does it...”
 
   He pried me gently from the floor and eased me gradually upright. Everything had stiffened up unbelievably. A mistake getting off the bed in the night. He steered me around to the armchair on the other side of the bed and settled me there.
 
   Stirring, Jon opened his eyes and listened for moment. “That sounds better.”
 
   “You think so?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Why didn’t you wake me?”
 
   “No reason why you shouldn’t get some sleep. The monitor’s connected to an alarm in the little room where the nurses sleep.”
 
   “It is?”
 
   “Yes, Doctor Frederick said, yesterday.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   Kyle gave me a breakfast of toast and a cup of coffee. And fetched me water when I realised how thirsty I was.
 
   “Oh, Happy Christmas.” He gave me a hug and a kiss. “We’ll defer present giving until Bane can join in, shall we?”
 
   Oh yes, please Lord, let Bane be able to join in...
 
   Doctor Frederick arrived and pronounced himself cautiously optimistic. A lot of caution and just a hint of optimism. Better than the opposite.
 
   Pope Cornelius next – must’ve just been told what’d happened. I managed to return his sober ‘Happy Christmas’. He’d brought Holy Water, and he sprinkled Bane and laid his hands on him and prayed for him, doing as close to the Anointing of the Sick as was possible for a nonBeliever. When he’d finished he laid a hand on my head for a moment and murmured a blessing.
 
   “Bane,” I said. “Bane needs it...”
 
   “It’s an infinite supply, my dear, the blessings won’t run out.” 
 
   When he’d gone, Kyle helped me move the second armchair around to the tube-free side of the bed. Then it was just me and Jon. 
 
   “Did you hear what Doctor Frederick said about the morphine?” asked Jon.
 
   “What morphine?”
 
   “I’ll take that as a no. There’s a little button thing there by the bed apparently, can you see it?”
 
   My eyes sorted among the tubes.
 
   “Ah. Yes.”
 
   “Well, if we think Bane’s coming round, we should press that to give him an extra dose of morphine – unless he’s had one too recently, the machine will know. Pain puts the body under great strain, apparently, and he mustn’t be strained. And considering the damage... well, it’s gotta hurt.”
 
   “What is the damage? Is his spine okay?”
 
   “Did you hear anything Doctor Frederick said last night?”
 
   “Not really.”
 
   “Well, he was basically lucky, or rather – it could have been worse, that was the verdict. You know it’s just a Hollywood myth bullets travel in straight lines inside the body?”
 
   “Uh, yeah, I grew up with Bane as a best friend too, y’know.”
 
   Jon mustered a smile at that.
 
   “Yeah. Well, the bullet went into his back at the side just under the ribs but missed the kidneys. Veered off to the left at an angle and lodged against the spine, but didn’t penetrate far enough to threaten the spinal cord. Didn’t actually do much damage to the spine at all, most of its force was spent by then. 
 
   “If he can pull through the shock and trauma, he should heal okay. It missed the main artery down the centre of the body, most importantly of all. Or you wouldn’t have got him here, he’d have been dead in minutes.”
 
   “There seemed to be such a lot of blood as it was.”
 
   “Yeah, but it could have been a lot worse. A little blood goes a long way visually, Doctor Frederick says. But it didn’t damage anything major.”
 
   I swallowed. The thought of the bullet tearing through Bane’s insides... 
 
   “Did they keep the nasty thing? Bane’ll want it.”
 
   Jon snorted.
 
   “Yeah, they kept it. I’ll still be one ahead, though.”
 
   My hands flew to my mouth.
 
   “Oh Lord, please don’t even...”
 
   His hand found my arm and squeezed.
 
   “Sorry. Just a joke. I hope he never has another.”
 
   “Yeah...” I stared over my hands at Bane. He hadn’t survived this one yet.
 
   “He was my only friend for so long,” said Jon after a while.
 
   “The only one?”
 
   “Yeah. My sister was so much older than me and no one wants to be friends with a preKnown.”
 
   “Other preKnowns?”
 
   “My mum tried. But I was too little to understand they were my only potential friends. Just knew I bored them, they bored me. So I was on my own until I was seven.”
 
   “That’s when you first met Bane?”
 
   “Yeah. His mum brought him to work with her one day in the school holidays. Wasn’t long after the thing with the car at the high adventure course, you know about that?”
 
   “Oh my, yes. His parents were going to take him and Eliot on the high adventure course for Eliot’s birthday – but there was a row, as usual, so they decided to take Eliot and a friend and leave Bane in the car.”
 
   “Yep, so his dad locks him in the car with no lunch, Bane swearing he’ll get out, but his dad doesn’t listen, off they go to have fun. Some hours later there’s an announcement asking Mr and Mrs Marsden to go to the car park so along they go, and there’s Bane sat in a police car, getting to play with the lights and the siren and eating a real burger the nice police lady’s bought him.”
 
   “At which Eliot and his friend turn bright green with envy and their day is completely ruined,” I grinned. “And Bane’s parents endure a twenty minute grilling from the policewoman as to how their seven-year-old son came to be walking down the main road to Salperton, all the time wondering how much Bane had said.”
 
   “Off to visit you, wasn’t he?”
 
   “Yeah, he hadn’t quite grasped how far it was. Of course, he hadn’t actually said very much. He did figure out quite early on that being taken into care wasn’t quite as good a thing as it looked at first glance.”
 
   “Umm,” agreed Jon. “So the police lady is finally satisfied and off she goes. At which point his parents discover what he’s done to the car.” 
 
   “Ripped out most of the interior panels, trying to figure out how to get the doors open.”
 
   “Yep, but of course, car doors being electric, he couldn’t work it out, so finally he got so hot and hungry and frustrated he kicked out the driver’s side window and simply climbed through.”
 
   “Yeah, his dad was furious. Stopped on the way home and dragged him into the forest and gave him a hiding he’s never forgotten – or forgiven.”
 
   “Umm,” sighed Jon. “Anyway, your parents couldn’t have him that day when I was seven, for some reason. That’s what they did with him for most of the school holidays, right?”
 
   “Yep. So his mum was prepared to risk the car again?”
 
   “Rather than the house, yes. They’d had a row and he’d threatened to burn it down if she left him locked in there. She parked in shade and she’d actually made him lunch to reduce his motivation to escape. But my mum saw Bane in the car as she drove past our cottage and assumed Mrs Marsden was doing an incredibly nice thing, bringing her son to play with dead meat.” Jon used the derogatory term for a preKnown and I grabbed his arm.
 
   “Don’t call yourself that!”
 
   He just smiled faintly.
 
   “Okay. A preKnown, then. So by the time Bane’s mum’s parked, my mum’s called that there’s someone here to play with me and she’s in the car park greeting Mrs Marsden and saying how kind it is of her and Bane’s out of the car like a shot and Mrs Marsden’s caught in a terrible dilemma – doesn’t want to admit she was going to leave Bane in the car all day but she’s terrified her horrible son will beat up her employer’s poor little blind boy.”
 
   I snorted.
 
   “I bet she was in a sweat.”
 
   “Yep. So I come along then, dizzy with excitement, I admit – literally years since I’d had anyone to play – and Bane says ‘hi,’ sizing me up, and I say ‘hi’ ever so firmly back, wondering if he’s going to punch me, ‘cause he sounded like he was thinking about it. But he thinks I don’t seem so bad and anything’s better than a day in the car, so he says to me in a friendlier tone, ‘D’you have any good dens in all this forest?’ And off we scarper before his mum can decide what to do. 
 
   “And my mum’s going on about what a nice kind little boy Bane is and Bane’s mum is quaking in her shoes and doesn’t dare say anything and has probably one of the worst days of her entire life. But Bane didn’t hit me – well, not the first visit – we got into fights later, of course! So after that Bane’s mum brought him whenever he couldn’t go to you.”
 
   Jon was quiet for a moment. “He didn’t have to keep coming when he was older. He knew he was going to be hurt if he kept caring about me.”
 
   “Well, Bane’s nothing if not loyal.”
 
   “Yeah. Didn’t he tell you all this?”
 
   “Yeah... vaguely familiar. He talked about you a lot when we were little. Used to want me to meet you. When we were... I don’t know... ten? Eleven? He just stopped mentioning you so much.”
 
   “That’s when he decided he was going to marry you,” said Jon dryly.
 
   “Really? I’ve been going to marry him since I was eight. Well, they do say boys catch on slower than girls.”
 
   “Also when he found out I was in the Underground too.” Even drier.
 
   “You told him?”
 
   “No, he asked me. If he ever claims to be thick, don’t believe him. I thought I’d been careful as anything.”
 
   “Too well up on all things Underground. He was half raised in our house and my parents never tried to keep it from him – would’ve been impossible. They just treated him the same as me and Kyle and it paid off. Eliot was a different matter, but Kyle generally went around to their house to play with him.”
 
   Jon snorted slightly.
 
   “Poor Kyle drew the short straw there.”
 
   “Well, they didn’t have much to do with one another when they were little, but once Kyle understood why our parents went to so much trouble to get on with the Marsdens, he wanted to do his bit. Didn’t do Eliot any harm. He actually cried at Kyle’s funeral, y’know.”
 
   Jon was looking all thoughtful again.
 
   “You’re Bane’s family, y’know. Have been for years. It’d kill him if he lost you. Kill his spirit, anyway.” He stared through his comatose friend for a few more moments. “Come on, mate, hang in there...”
 
   My attention turned back to Bane, but... Jon was right. I’d taken the place of Bane’s real family a long time ago. And if Jon hadn’t been part of Bane’s tiny family before our trek across Europe, he was now. 
 
   Was that why Jon had never made any effort to steal me away from Bane? Not that I’d ever given him the slightest encouragement, surely? Without that, he was too loyal a friend to try. Perhaps even with.
 
   Doctor Frederick came back with the nurses after a while and chased us out while they changed the dressings. When he let us back in he expressed satisfaction at Bane’s progress, following it up with strenuous cautions against getting our hopes up. I cross-examined him at some length, probably forcing him to repeat much of what he’d said the day before – the wound in itself wasn’t too serious, apparently, but the delay in Bane getting treatment and the corresponding draining of his strength (and blood) was. 
 
   “But you’ve replaced all his blood, haven’t you?” I demanded. “If you need more, I’m O positive too, he can have mine...”
 
   “Calm down, calm down,” said Doctor Frederick. “We had enough blood, he’s simply exhausted. His body used up every last reserve to stay alive until he got proper help. We’ve got him on fluids and salts, and if he can hang on long enough he should rally. But he may have gone too far. I’m sorry, but that’s the truth.”
 
   “But...” I couldn’t think of anything to suggest.
 
   “But since you’ve clearly come back to life, I should take a look at your chest. Doesn’t actually make much difference if they’re bruised or cracked or outright broken, same treatment applies, but your brother is nagging me. I should take a look at that hole, anyway.”
 
   “That’s really nothing.” But since he didn’t try to get me out of the room again, I didn’t put up a fight. Apparently he considered Bane unlikely to wake up in the middle of his examination, worse luck.
 
   Cracked and bruised was his verdict, and the bullet hole was clean and no cause for concern. He was able to tell Kyle so as he was leaving, when Kyle appeared with sandwiches. And Sister Krayj.
 
   “I’m letting a substitute go tonight, Margo,” Kyle told me, when I’d finished my plateful. “I wanted to stick around.”
 
   I looked at him blankly.
 
   “Go where?”
 
   Surprise covered his face.
 
   “On the raid, Margo.”
 
   They were carrying on. Of course they were. The world hadn’t stopped. Hadn’t actually shrunk to this one little room. Not for everyone else.
 
   “Of course. For the Boxing Day raids. Are you in charge, then?” I asked Sister Krayj.
 
   “Yes. We’ve tweaked the plan a little but I need you to tell me exactly what happened, or we won’t be going anywhere tomorrow. And we’d rather not waste the little bit of time before New Year.”
 
   “Umm. No, of course not.” I swallowed. “Okay, well...” I tried to sort my thoughts, straighten out my memories of that disastrous night. “It all started exactly as normal, but Father Mark – in his own words, the back of his neck was prickling...” I told her of Bane’s precautions, filling in what she already knew, then how Father Mark got up to scout around, and alerted the guard, and the terrible consequences.
 
   “I’ve been thinking about that,” I said when I’d finished, my voice a little shaky. “I don’t think the guard was supposed to show himself at all. I mean, the guards don’t usually carry Lethal pistols. Only the Commandant. But the Commandant’s got a few extras locked away he can issue if necessary.”
 
   “Usually to officers, according to the book,” remarked Sister Krayj, also sober-faced.
 
   “Yeah. But I’m guessing they thought rifles would be too unwieldy up a tree. Especially for someone who just needed a weapon for protection as a last resort. I think the guy was supposed to hear us coming and get on his wristcell to the tower, tell them where we were going to be, and when we actually got there, switch on the floodlight. At which point the machine guns would mince us up. 
 
   “But the wet – and Bane always insisting we crawl all the way from the trucks – meant he didn’t even know we were there. So when Father Mark materialised completely out of nowhere, heading for the guy’s tree, he just panicked, and once he’d got him, he couldn’t think what else to do but to try and take him in – those guards aren’t the sort of hardened killers who’d just shoot a man dead at close range. I expect they would’ve been quite pleased with him for catching one of us, but I doubt it was the plan.” 
 
   “And the towers didn’t open fire at first because they weren’t sure what was happening,” said Sister Krayj. “Makes sense. No major surprises in what you’ve told me. The amended plan should be fine.”
 
   She was silent for a moment, her face drawn. “There’s, uh, there’s going to be a Requiem Mass for Father Mark, of course. But the time’s not been set. Bane would want to be there, wouldn’t he?”
 
   “Yes, he would. I’m glad they’re waiting. The other teams were all okay? Eduardo said they were...”
 
   “Yes, they were fine. But the next raid’s going to be a cautious one. We’ve worked a lot of extra checks into the plan, so even if we have to pull out without any reAssignees, the danger to our guys should be minimal. And they won’t be expecting it so soon after the Christmas Eve raids, which is the only reason we’re rushing out again like this. But your brother’s staying here for this one, all the same.”
 
   Kyle took my hand and gave it a squeeze and I squeezed back. Felt bad a capable person was off the team on my account, but... couldn't stand anyone else dying right now, not with Bane lying there on a knife edge.
 
    
 
   The light was fading again when something – a slight change in the rhythm of the monitor? – focused all my attention on the precious figure in the bed.
 
   “Bane? Bane?” I brushed gently at the hair around his face, though it was all out of the way already.
 
   “Is he waking up?” asked Jon.
 
   “Maybe. Does it sound different?”
 
   “Yes. I’ll get Doctor Frederick.”
 
   He left the room so fast his stick hardly tapped the ground at all. I pressed the morphine button, then shifted to sit on the bed itself, staring at Bane. Was his chest moving more quickly?
 
   “Bane?” 
 
   Lord? Please?
 
   His eyelids twitched.
 
   “Bane? ”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   ***+***
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   THE IMPATIENT GARDENER
 
    
 
   More twitching, then Bane’s eyelids crept up as though each weighed several tons. Beautiful brown eyes stared up at me, frighteningly dim. 
 
   “Bane? Can you hear me?”
 
   “Margo?” His lips moved but I could barely hear him. Never seen such exhaustion in his eyes. Like nothing would be better than to just close them and let go of everything...
 
   “Bane, don’t try and talk, okay? You were hurt in the raid, I don’t know if you remember. But you’ll be okay if you fight, but you’ve got to fight, do you understand? Don’t you DARE let go...”
 
   “How would I dare?” he mouthed. His eyes closed and he slipped asleep again.
 
   “That’s right, you tell him, Margo,” grinned Jon, from the doorway.
 
   Doctor Frederick hurried in past him and Jon followed him to the bed.
 
   “He was awake!” I told them. 
 
   “Was he coherent?” asked Doctor Frederick.
 
   “He tried to say my name. Must’ve taken in what I said, ‘cause he replied! But he fell asleep again almost at once.”
 
   “You pressed the morphine button?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Well, in his condition, the morphine will be enough to put him back to sleep, but that can’t be helped. He mustn’t exert himself.”
 
   “I tried to stop him from talking...”
 
   “Quite so.” Doctor Frederick consulted the monitors. “He’s sleeping quietly, anyway. Well, I must still counsel you not to raise your hopes too high, but I’d say there’s definitely hope.”
 
   Off he went again. Despite what he’d said, I hugged Jon and he rocked me back and forth in similar jubilation before remembering my ribs and stopping abruptly. I was so happy the pain barely registered.
 
   News of Bane’s turn for the better spread fast. Half of Animal team managed to pop in despite there being barely half an hour before they left for the mission. Kyle came as soon as he’d seen them off, looking less strained, and bearing food as usual.
 
   “So much nicer for them all to be able to go off with some hope,” he remarked, dishing out a more than usually substantial meal.
 
   “Doctor Frederick said we mustn’t get our hopes up too much,” I admitted.
 
   “Yeah, but... without meaning to raise your hopes out of all proportion... Eduardo says Doctor Frederick could be pessimistic about a miracle let alone any normal recovery – and he’s one to talk. Everyone else thinks Bane’s going to be fine.”
 
   My heart lightened a little more and I tucked in. Could scarcely imagine a better Christmas present than this.
 
   Time for a Te Deum. Praise be to God.
 
    
 
   “Your Holiness?” I looked around the door.
 
   “Ah, Margaret, come in. I hope you don’t mind me taking you away from Bane for half an hour.”
 
   Bane had spent pretty much the entire of the last two days asleep, but as of last night Doctor Frederick considered him out of danger. I still felt like I was floating.
 
   “It’s okay. Doctor Frederick says he’s going to be fine. Lord willing.”
 
   “I know.” Pope Cornelius waved me to a sofa. “I wouldn’t have invited you round otherwise. Coffee? No tea, I’m afraid, we’re waiting for another shipment.”
 
   “I know. Coffee’s fine, thank you. I can get…”
 
   “No, no, sit down, relax. You look pale. Are you all right?”
 
   I absently rubbed the bandage on my arm. The hole was beginning to heal, but breathing was still no fun.
 
   “I’m fine. How are you, Your Holiness? I’m surprised you’ve got time to invite me to tea.”
 
   He waved this aside with the serving tongs.
 
   “Cake?”
 
   “Please.” I tried not to blush. Embarrassing letting him wait on me!
 
   He noticed my pink cheeks and winked cheerily as he handed me a plate and a mug. 
 
   “Servant of the servants of God.” 
 
   I had to laugh. We chewed and sipped for a while in an appreciative silence.
 
   “This Liberation operation of Bane’s is amazing, you know,” he said at last, putting aside his empty plate. “Normally it’s such a lot of work just to ensure all the Believers in the bloc have access to a priest on a fairly regular basis. So much that I fear we get a bit… hmm… narrowed down, in our focus. So intent on what has to be done from day to day that we don’t look at how to change the bigger picture. But your fiancé’s stuck a stick of dynamite into the wasps’ nest, all right. You both have.”
 
   “It’s all Bane’s idea.”
 
   “This bit is. You kicked the wasps’ nest clear across the garden, just to start things off.”
 
   I shrugged and said nothing.
 
   “I’m very glad that young man is going to pull through, and not just for the obvious reason. It would be a shame to lose his... ah... practical take on things.”
 
   I shuddered. The fact that as soon as Bane was recovered he’d go straight back out on another mission was something I’d rather not dwell on.
 
   “I keep thinking...” the words broke out suddenly, “I keep thinking... there was this moment when I froze, just for a second, when I saw...” I gulped. “When I saw Father Mark was dead. And I keep thinking... if I’d just moved faster, perhaps... perhaps Bane wouldn’t have been shot...”
 
   Pope Cornelius sighed – took my hand in his old wrinkled ones.
 
   “Or maybe, maybe you’d both have been standing in slightly different places and the little collection of bullets you brought home with you would have hit Bane instead – and he wouldn’t have come home at all.”
 
   I swallowed again. Bane might only have survived that burst because he was standing behind me...
 
   “I really... I really thought I understood... y’know, that it was dangerous. That someone might actually... get hurt. Now I feel like I really didn’t understand it at all.”
 
   “Ah yes,” he sighed, “I know the feeling. When I was a young priest – long time ago now, I admit – things were just getting really bad. Conscious Dismantlement had been recently introduced and we all thought we knew what we faced. Then someone I was working with – a close friend – got taken. Conscious dismantlement. Left me reeling.”
 
   I’d felt like this before – I realised now, when he put it like that. With the book, back in the Facility. Thought I’d understood what I was risking, until I actually won the competition... Reeling. That was the word.
 
   “Is there any chance of some more bulletproof jackets, Your Holiness?”
 
   “I was under the impression the planning committee were already organising another, ah, purchase, to take place as soon as New Year is passed. They don’t want to waste the time before then.”
 
   “No... That code – it’ll have saved...” I paused, my maths failing me. “Well, a lot of lives.” Thousands. Even if it did cost Father Mark his... I pushed the ungrateful thought away. Father Mark wouldn’t be complaining. 
 
   “Yes, a Godsend, all right. Even if He did use a most unusual courier.”
 
   I nodded and said nothing. No one had ever named our ‘mysterious benefactor’ out loud. I think everyone hated being in the man’s debt.
 
   “I take it you won’t be leaving Bane’s side for a while?”
 
   “No, I won’t. Everyone’s told me how replaceable I am often enough, it shouldn’t matter.”
 
   “Oh no, of course not.” He changed the subject.
 
   His desktop computer pinged gently after a while and he checked his watch.
 
   “We must draw this to a close, I’m afraid. I have a video conference to attend. Oh, just leave those on there...” Obediently I placed empty plate and mug on the side table. He saw me to the door.
 
   “Thank you for tea, Your Holiness.”
 
   “You’re welcome. Nice to catch up. I hope Bane will be able to come next time. Which reminds me, I know Father Mark was going to marry you two. I don’t know if you’ve chosen someone else yet – I imagine not – I just wanted to let you know I’d be honoured to take his place. But don’t feel you must pick me.”
 
   I smiled, sadness mingling with appreciation.
 
   “I imagine we will want to take you up on your offer, Your Holiness, but I’ll check with Bane.”
 
   “Of course. Oh, this is for you. Well, not to own, I’m afraid, we can’t quite afford that, but it’s for your exclusive use.”
 
   He placed a largish, flat box in my hands, but as I opened my mouth to inquire what it was, his computer pinged again.
 
   “I must say goodbye, Margaret, three continents are waiting.”
 
   He ushered me out, blessed me and shut the door.
 
   Hmm. I eyed the box and headed back to Bane’s room in the hospital wing. My home for the last few days. Bane was still asleep. Hopefully hadn’t noticed my absence. I couldn’t really turn down an invitation to tea with the Pope!
 
   I placed the box on the table, opened the flaps along one narrow side and slid out the contents. 
 
   Oh.
 
   A laptop.
 
   Was it me, or did I have my new work assignment?
 
   I lifted the lid and switched it on, pulling up a chair whilst it came to life. Everyone wanted me to write, I just... hadn’t felt like I could. Call everyone else to arms from this – admittedly deceptively – safe citadel? Sit at home writing whilst everyone else was out saving lives?
 
   I was going to be sitting at home now anyway... And Pope Cornelius was clearly getting impatient enough to give me a gentle nudge.
 
   The usual icons clustered in the corner of the screen, but one sat right in the middle – ‘FreedomBlogs’. Another hint? I clicked on it.
 
   A webpage opened up. This computer was online? 
 
    
 
   FreedomBlogs
 
    
 
   Congratulations! 
 
   Your new blog account has been created.
 
    
 
   To begin blogging, fill in the information below to tell your readers about you and your blog. Then click on ‘New Blog post’ and you’re away!
 
    
 
   I drummed my fingers gently on the table. Blogging. Yes... no way I was getting another book published, was I? But it was nearly impossible for the EuroGov to censor things online – though they tried hard enough. Most people didn’t actually have internet but ‘PrintArounds’ – blog entries printed off and photocopied and passed on, either for free or for cash – were in high demand, and had almost as wide a circulation as newspapers. There were a lot of popular blogs. Whether I could write one of them was another question...
 
   I picked up the phone and dialled.
 
   “Eduardo?”
 
   “Margaret?”
 
   “Yes. You know the little gift the Holy Father’s just presented me with? If I post something on this link begging for attention in the middle of the desktop, will it be traceable?”
 
   “I prepared that little link myself, so what do you think?”
 
   “No, then. Just checking. Okay, thanks, bye.”
 
   So. I stretched, steepling my fingers and staring at the ceiling. Do I get the impression I’m supposed to do this, Lord? Well, a blog needed a name. I clicked in the box and typed, ‘I Am Still Margaret.’ No. I deleted it. Tried again, ‘The Three Most Wanted’. No, delete. Jon and Bane were unlikely to be writing anything on it. What about...
 
   Oh no!
 
   I leapt up from the table and bolted through the door. But I didn’t run all the way to my room; no point, the damage was done. 
 
   Pulling the seed tray from the window, I looked glumly at the shrivelled seedlings. Bother. The winter sun in Gozo was quite hot enough to kill young plants if you didn’t water them for about five days. But... the one in the corner had been in the shade... I watered it cautiously and left it out of the direct sunlight. Could always plant some more, but then I’d have to wait all over again. 
 
   Returning to Bane’s room, I put my fingers on the keyboard once more and marshalled my Esperanto.
 
    
 
   Blog Title: The Impatient Gardener
 
   Name of blogger: Margaret Verrall 
 
   Subject of blog: Life as a fugitive, Sorting, Religious Freedom, Liberations. 
 
   Subject categories: Biography, Politics, Religion. 
 
   Likes and dislikes: I like Bane Marsden – actually I love, love, love him – I like Jonathan Revan, all my family and friends, going to Mass, praying, reading and writing, mountain biking and high adventuring in the Fellest (though I’ve probably done the last of that), blowing up EuroGov fireworks, liberating reAssignees, being free, and being alive. 
 
   I dislike Sorting, Dismantlement, Facilities, the EGD, the EuroGov, Religious Suppression, Major Gladys Wallis, Private Finchley, several members of the SpecialCorps, machine guns and all Lethal weapons.
 
   People you admire: Our Lord, Our Lady, Cardinal Hans Schteiner and Father Peter Wilson (requiescant in pacem), Bane, Jon, my parents, loads and loads of the Underground. Oh, and Lucas Everington – if I could’ve pulled a stunt like that, I wouldn’t even have needed Bane, would I?
 
    
 
   Just in case anyone was starting to forget that embarrassing episode. They hadn’t found hide or hair of the man, yet. Doubt they ever would.
 
   Right. I checked it over and clicked ‘save’. Then clicked ‘New Blog post’.
 
    
 
   Title: Politics and Religion
 
   Subtitle: All the laws we live with boil down to two things: thou shalt not talk about politics or religion. Sorry, but this blog’s going to talk about both. 
 
    
 
   Okay, this is my first ever Blog post, so bear with me. I thought in this first one I’d say what my future posts are going to be about. Primarily, I’m going to write the sequel to ‘I Am Margaret’, because I think people might like to know how I got from the Facility to where I am now. Where I am now is Top Secret, sorry. We don’t want the EuroGov to come calling. 
 
   I’ll also be posting a few thoughts on relevant topics, because I believe that’s what bloggers are supposed to do. I’ll understand if you’re not very interested in the opinions of a New Adult, so feel free to skip those. I’d also like to apologise in advance – the ‘sequel’ will not be up to the same standard as ‘I Am Margaret’ since I’ll be posting it as I go along, and will have less time for editing. 
 
   So why have I been silent for so long? Well, as you will discover when I tell the tale, it took us a long time to reach ‘safety’. And after that we decided we’d like to share our freedom with as many other reAssignees as possible. So that’s the third thing this blog will do. It will give you the truth, and keep you up to date, about the Liberations.
 
   All Bane’s idea. That’s the first point I’d like to get across. Every time I enter a dorm of girls they all point and say, ‘Margaret Verrall’s come to rescue us!’ Which is great for making them feel safe and getting them moving, but it’s a bit irksome. The Liberations were Bane’s baby and he should be getting the credit. Isn’t he doing a good job? 
 
   So how do I have time to write this if I’m zipping around Liberating reAssignees? Well, I’m not sure what version of this the media gave, if any, but four nights ago a Liberation went wrong. To get to the fifth mission without anything going wrong is doing pretty well, in my opinion, but wrong this one went. An old friend was killed – the EuroGov weren’t using nonLethals – and Bane was injured. So I won’t be going on any more missions until he’s recovered – we like to stick together. So those of you who pray, pray his recovery will be swift, so we can get back to saving your children.
 
    
 
   I read it through a couple of times, made a few little adjustments. Could be worse. All the blogs I’d ever read were fairly informal. I frowned at it. Lord? Do I post? Yes?
 
   A change in the monitor’s beeping? I looked around quickly – Bane was watching me.
 
   “Oh, don’t stop,” he whispered. “Looks important.”
 
   But I just typed:
 
    
 
   Enough for now. Bane’s awake.
 
    
 
   Clicked ‘post’. Done. I went to the bed and sat carefully on the edge, leant to kiss him.
 
   “That’s nice. Though I was enjoying the scowl.” His brow wrinkled slightly. “Where did the laptop come from?”
 
   “I think I have a new work assignment.”
 
   “Oh. About time.” Already he looked tired, just from those few words – I placed a fingertip on his lips. He promptly kissed it, making me laugh.
 
   “Shss, Bane. No chattering from you, doctor’s orders.”
 
   “You’re a doctor now, are you? How long was I asleep for?”
 
   “Shsss!”
 
   He smiled unrepentantly, but fell silent. I lay down beside him, careful not to jostle him – or my ribs – and rested my cheek on his shoulder. Wasn’t long before he was asleep again. I stayed where I was, stroking his hair.
 
   The door opened after a while and Jon came in.
 
   “Where’s your stick?” I asked.
 
   He held up his ‘long eye’, looking smug.
 
   “Your other stick.”
 
   “Don’t need it any more. Clean bill of health. Well, almost. I won’t be running a marathon yet.”
 
   “Well, at least one of you is back to rights.”
 
   Cocking an ear towards the table, he went and ran his hands over the laptop.
 
   “Where did that come from?”
 
   “New work assignment.”
 
   “Finally,” he snorted. Had everyone been waiting for me to start writing again?
 
   “I’m blogging.” I went across to the computer. “I suppose you want to hear?”
 
   “Of course.” He dropped into a chair. 
 
   “Very good,” he said when I finished. “Now, that’s something only you can do.”
 
   “Don’t be stupid. Loads of people can write just as well as me, if not better.”
 
   “But they can’t be Margaret Verrall. And it’s Margaret Verrall people want to read.”
 
   I checked the hit counter. Three. “Not sure anyone is going to read it, y’know.”
 
   “Well, are you coming to lunch, pessimist? Have an actual cooked meal, hmm?”
 
   “Why not. Bane was awake just now, he’ll probably sleep for a bit.”
 
   I put the laptop’s lid down and followed him.
 
   Bane had a constant stream of well-wishers that afternoon, though he slept through most of it – clearly people now felt their visit wouldn’t finish him off. The Liberation teams had just returned after an uneventful mission, praise be to God. Their visits were very brief; they were going out this evening yet again and needed to sleep. The code changed the day after tomorrow. Time for one more round of Liberations – seven hundredish lives. 
 
   “How’s your blog counter doing,” asked Jon, as I stacked late Christmas presents and get-well gifts of sweets and nibbles around the sleeping laptop, along with the odd dusty posy.
 
   “I don’t know. I’ll have a look after supper.”
 
   “Have you no curiosity?”
 
   “Well, it’s not going to go backwards, is it?” 
 
   Kind of afraid to look, actually. Everyone thought of me as the golden goose – I knew that was why the bulletproof jacket was forced on me – and they were all just waiting for me to lay another golden egg. Everyone thought the blog would be it – but would people really want to read the maunderings of a New Adult, especially when possession of them would probably result in a charge of Sedition: Category 2 at the very least?
 
   “Go on, look,” urged Jon, when we returned after supper.
 
   Reluctantly, I lifted the laptop’s lid and waited for it to wake up. Refreshed the webpage.
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “What does it say?”
 
   “Five hundred. Do you think that’s good? I really don’t know anything about blogs. I’ve only ever seen PrintArounds.”
 
   Jon frowned.
 
   “Well... for a brand new blog no one knows about yet... sounds pretty good to me. See what it says in the morning.”
 
   “Yeah. Ooh, I think Bane’s waking up.” I hurried to the bed. “Good evening, sleeping beauty.”
 
   “Sleeping Beauty’s a girl,” he murmured. “Everyone gone, then?”
 
   “Yeah...” I broke off. A frown had just settled on his brow. Mostly when he was awake he seemed relieved to be alive, albeit weak as a kitten, but now... he almost looked... afraid. 
 
   “Maybe I dreamt it... Margo, where’s Father Mark?”
 
   Swallowing, I looked down at the bedcovers.
 
   “Margo?”
 
   I met Bane’s eyes, seeing the desperate denial in them.
 
   “You know, Bane. You saw.”
 
   He closed his eyes and turned his head away, jaw clenched. He’d seen. He remembered. I could see him fighting back tears. Some of Uncle Peter’s assistant priests hadn’t had much time for a hot-tempered boy who made it clear in no uncertain terms that he’d no intention of changing his status of nonBeliever. Some even expressed concern Bane was in on so many Underground secrets. But like Uncle Peter, Father Mark had always had time for him.
 
   “I should’ve called it off,” he said at last, his voice choked. “I should’ve just aborted the mission...”
 
   “Bane, Father Mark knew what he was doing.” My voice shook. “He knew trying to spring a trap was dangerous, but he preferred to risk it than just leave those reAssignees there.”
 
   Bane frowned.
 
   “But they’re still there, aren’t they? We have to get them out.”
 
   “Go back to that Facility? Is that a good idea?”
 
   “You just said it, Margo,” said Bane fiercely, “Father Mark died for them. We get them out! They’ll never expect us to go back, anyway...”
 
   “Okay, okay. Calm down. You need to rest.”
 
   He snorted slightly at that – then lay there looking drained.
 
   “Are you okay, Margo?” he whispered at last. “I never even asked...”
 
   “Because I obviously am! Why would you?”
 
   “You didn’t get shot?”
 
   “Only a little. I’m a picture of health, see?” I raised my hands in a suitably healthy fashion, ignoring my twinging arm and rather more than twinging ribs.
 
   “No one else hurt?”
 
   “No, not a scratch. Sister Krayj took charge – got everyone out of there.”
 
   “Good. Good...” He drifted miserably back to sleep.
 
    
 
   In the morning I checked the blog counter again. 
 
    
 
    TOTAL HITS
 
   10,036
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   ***+***
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   GUILTY AND DESPERATE
 
    
 
   “See,” said Jon triumphantly, as we headed down to the cathedral. “People do want to read it.”
 
   “It’s only the first post,” I pointed out. But even my lack of experience knew ten thousand was good.
 
   When we reached the canteen after Mass I headed straight for the serving hatch, still hungry after several days of sandwiches. Oh... Eduardo was beckoning from the newspaper table... reluctantly I turned Jon and myself in that direction. No doubt he’d read the blog before actually letting it go live. Just to check I wasn’t accidentally giving away our location. I didn’t bother being insulted, it was his job.
 
   Post might be infrequent for us here, but that enterprising Gozitan was now bringing us newspapers each day. This morning Eduardo had laid out three of the EuroGov’s most strictly controlled papers on the left, the others on the right... oh... the ones on the right all had my name on the front.
 
   “That was quick.” No wonder the hit counter was so high.
 
   “You made the headlines?” asked Jon.
 
   “Yes. Sorry.” Still wasn’t as good as Bane at remembering to describe things. “Um...” I was embarrassed to read them out.
 
   Eduardo wasn’t.
 
   “‘Religion and Politics: M. V. Speaks.’ That’s the Maltese Herald. ‘Margaret V.: I admire Everington’ – that’s the EuroTimes, ‘Margaret Verrall’s Category 1 blog’ – that’s the ItalyDaily...”
 
   “Category One? I was hoping it would only be Two.”
 
   Jon snorted.
 
   “You wish, Margo. But they didn’t waste any time categorising it.”
 
   “Trying to scare people off reading it.” Eduardo sounded unperturbed, even by his standards. “Won’t work.”
 
   He was probably right. Scarcely a popular blog wasn’t at least Category 2.
 
   “How did they find it so fast?” I said.
 
   Eduardo very nearly laughed.
 
   “Margaret, I imagine every newspaper worth its salt has got autoSearches running for the word ‘Liberations’ let alone for your name. People have been waiting for this.”
 
    
 
   After breakfast we spent a few happy minutes with a conscious Bane, then when he fell asleep again, I opened up the laptop. 
 
   “Y’know, what I’m going to do...” I said to Jon, “After I write each entry, I’ll leave it until the next day before posting. Edit it better.”
 
   “Whatever works.” Jon started browsing on Bane’s more perishable gifts – Doctor Frederick had forbidden us to try and feed him anything yet. 
 
   Retreating back to his armchair with a bunch of grapes that must’ve come from Malta, he sat, lost in thought. After a moment he took a notepad from down the side of the chair and carefully wrote something down. He held it sideways so he could count down the spirals and avoid writing in the same place twice, pressing very hard to indent the paper. 
 
   “What are you up to?”
 
   “Liberation plans. The ones to chuck through the windows.”
 
   “Oh. Of course.”
 
   So taken up with Bane and then the Blog, I’d practically forgotten about the need for new plans. I turned my attention to the screen. From those headlines, I’d do more good at this keyboard. Okay, so people had been trying to tell me that for a couple of months...
 
   I opened up the Blog’s home page.
 
    
 
   You have 1,600 new comments.
 
    
 
   One thousand, six hundred? Did I need to read them all?
 
   I clicked through to my first blog post and scrolled down quickly.
 
    
 
   Deer Margo,
 
   My big sister was sentt to Cardiff Fasility same time as u. Plese, plese, plese kan u save her plese? U kan have my hole Prancy Pony set or anything else u like, I miss her so much.
 
   Thanx, Cathie (age 8)
 
   P.S. That’s not my reel name, I wos friytened to right that, please don’t be mad.
 
    
 
   I let out a long breath and winced.
 
   “You okay? Are your ribs hurting?” 
 
   “I’m... fine. Cardiff. Damn.”
 
   “Okay, that’s cryptic.”
 
   “Some little girl in Cardiff wants us to rescue her sister.”
 
   “That’s not going to happen, Margo,” said Jon softly. “You know we can’t strike far beyond the Mediterranean.”
 
   “I know. I just didn’t... think of this. Oh Lord help me, they’re not all...?”
 
   I scrolled on quickly.
 
    
 
   Dear Miss Verrall,
 
   I just wanted to say how much I admire what you’re doing. My brother failed Sorting many years ago and I just wish you’d been around then – or that I’d had half your spine. How different things might have been. Keep it up,
 
   An admirer.
 
    
 
   Dear Margaret,
 
   My little girl’s lost her hearing after a virus, the doctors think it may be permanent. You know what that means better than anyone. I’ll try anything – please will you pray for her?
 
   A desperate mother.
 
    
 
   Dear Margaret,
 
   My girlfriend failed Sorting five years ago and I’ve spent every day since then hating myself for being such a filthy cowardly wretch and letting her die. I wish there was something I could do to help you, I really do, if there is, please tell us, because I know I’m not the only one.
 
   A filthy Parisian coward.
 
    
 
   Dear M.V.
 
   You rock.
 
   Rock on.
 
   Phil K.
 
    
 
   Dear Margaret,
 
   My husband has cancer, but we’re both conchies, or we were. He’s wavering, and so am I. You see, he’ll die without a transplant. Please pray for us.
 
   H.G.
 
    
 
   Dear Margaret, Bane and Jon,
 
   I want to adopt all three of you, I really do. But you wouldn’t want me, would you? I let my own children die. Some days I just sit and stare at that bottle of bleach but I suppose I’m just a coward through and through. What would you want with me? Keep it up. Please, please keep it up.
 
   A bad mother.
 
    
 
   Dear Margo,
 
   My Great-Grandfather’s very sick. My mum says there’s nothing in it, but please will you pray for him? 
 
   Thank you very much,
 
   James
 
    
 
   Dear Margaret,
 
   Please will you save our son? He’s in Hamburg Facility. His name’s Franz, he likes football and music. Before he failed he was going to be a professional footballer, he was on the regional squad. He’s a good boy, he doesn’t deserve this, he only failed one test.
 
   Please help him.
 
   Franz’s mum and dad.
 
    
 
   Dear Margo, 
 
   My Great-Granddaughter failed sorting three years ago and my Granddaughter’s not been right since. I’m afraid she’ll harm herself and it’s only me to look after her and I can’t cope any more. I need a transplant or she’ll have to go into a home, but how can I have one? I don’t know what to do. Pray for us, please.
 
   A guilty Great-Grandmother.
 
    
 
   “Oh my...” My eyes raced over the entries. “How can I possibly...?”
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   “I’ve got one thousand, six hundred comments and about two in three are requests for prayer...” 
 
   A message popped up:
 
    
 
   You have 147 new comments.
 
    
 
   “What do I do! They’re coming in faster than I can even read them!”
 
   A knock at the door.
 
   “Come in?”
 
   Sister Mari entered, three other sisters following in a swish of white, brown and blue habits.
 
   “Hi, Margo. Eduardo sent us up to have a little confab about how best to organise this.”
 
   “This...?”
 
   “He seems to think you might need some Pregatores.” Her eyes twinkled as she used the Resistance epithet.
 
   “He... oh. I’m to delegate ?”
 
   “That’s the idea. He’s pulled us out of the work rota. We’re to handle the comments.” She shot a look at the bed. “We’re not disturbing Bane, are we?”
 
   “No, he could sleep through an exploding shed of fireworks just at the moment. Do find a perch.”
 
   “So you’ve got an avalanche of comments and half of them are prayer requests?” said Sister Mari, once she was settled on the end of a chest of drawers.
 
   “That’s about it.” I dragged my eyes from the unending list. “Some aren’t even about Sorting – why’re they asking me?”
 
   “People who aren’t sure what they believe are often very unsure about praying themselves – but they’ll ask someone else to pray for them. And Margo, like it or not, you are now the public face of the Underground. Certainly of our Stream.”
 
   I sighed. My blog was the most obvious, most visible, most accessible gateway to the Underground.
 
   “Well, Eduardo’s right, I’ll have to delegate this. But I don’t want to totally ignore people...”
 
   “We’ll make lists. List of prayer requests, list of rescue requests, list of messages of encouragement. We’ll deal with the prayer list and we’ll pass anything we think you might like to read on to you. Do you want the rescue list?”
 
   I winced again.
 
   “I think you’d better keep it and pray for them too. I don’t know how much we’ll be able to do.”
 
   “Give us a copy, though,” said Jon. “If any of the places are within striking distance, no harm in choosing them.”
 
   “Yes, that’s true. Have you guys got access to a computer with internet, Sister Mari?”
 
   “Yes, Eduardo has Brother Wilhelm and Brother Michael setting up a room for us. They’re on the team too. Do you want us to reply to the comments?”
 
   “Um, I don’t know. I’d better say in my next post you guys are going to be the prayer team. But... what would you say to the rescue requests?” 
 
   We didn’t want to give false hope. But how did one say, sorry, we can’t save your child?
 
   Sister Mari considered for a moment.
 
   “Hmm. Perhaps... Say how very much we would like to rescue every last reAssignee in the EuroBloc but with our current resources it’s simply not possible at the moment. That we are praying for their child and will rescue them if we possibly can, but to please, please remember Europe is very large and therefore not get their hopes up.”
 
   I blinked.
 
   “That’s... that’s actually not too bad. Be so nice if everyone could have personal replies... I will try and do some of them myself.”
 
   “You can do the ones we pass on to you to read, how’s that?”
 
   “Yes, that should work.”
 
   “Right,” Sister Mari clapped her hands eagerly, “to work!”
 
   With a few murmurs of encouragement, they trooped out.
 
   “Well, thank goodness for that,” I said.
 
   Jon just grinned and wrote another note.
 
    
 
   Things got very busy after that. Bane moved back to his room after a few more days, and had the planning committee meet in there when they set to work again after a few days R&R – he was staying awake most of the time now. 
 
   I withdrew to my room to write my blog posts, joining in the meetings when I could, but it wasn’t often. I blogged once a day and each entry’s blog counter went higher than the last. Instead of petering off as I’d half expected.
 
   When I’d a free moment – or made one somehow –I went to the cathedral and prayed through the day’s comments lists as far as I could. Many of the pseudonyms were the same – the words ‘guilty’ and ‘desperate’ occurred with depressing regularity – but the Lord knew who they were. The news there was a dedicated prayer team actually caused a massive increase.
 
   I should just withdraw from the planning committee, I knew that. Not far off midnight and I knelt before the side altar with the rescue request list in my hands... I tried so hard to get through this one each day, but every day’s list was longer... There’s three more pages, said a rational little voice in my head, and you can’t write well if you’re exhausted. Go to bed. No, I could finish it tonight, I could... 
 
   Janine. Pause. Lord?
 
   Mary. Pause. Lord? So tired I was just sort of mentally shoving each name at Him...
 
   Tony. Pause. Lord?
 
   Helga. Pause. Lord?
 
   I should stop... but I knew how these people felt, their situation was far, far too familiar, and only a fraction of them were in with any chance at all of being saved, at least by us...
 
   Frankie...
 
   Isabella...
 
   Wilbur...
 
   Svenja...
 
   So many... I was so tired, and it was so late, but there were so many... so many doomed... unsaveable... Tears were running down my cheeks, I scarcely noticed.
 
   Janet...
 
   Carol...
 
   Lina...
 
   Roberto...
 
   Benno...
 
   A soft tap-tap-tap drew me from the names. A hand found my shoulder.
 
   “Margo? Aren’t you going to bed?”
 
   “I...” I swallowed, trying to clear the tears from my throat. “I haven’t quite finished...”
 
   “Margo, what’s the point in having an entire prayer team if you’re going to stay up all night yourself? Come on. You know Bane won’t go to sleep until you’ve gone and said goodnight.”
 
   “I usually have to wake him up to say goodnight.”
 
   “Look, he made me promise I’d get you to bed if I had to pick you up and carry you. So are you going to come quietly?”
 
   I knew he was right – they both were.
 
   “Well, I don’t much fancy having my head bashed on every doorway between here and my room.” I laid the lists back down in front of the altar – people came and went, picking up a page for a while, providing extra prayer support – then stood up and went quietly.
 
    
 
   I’d taken to giving the newspapers a quick glance over before getting my breakfast – get it over with. They couldn’t actually repeat anything I’d written, not without being up on a charge of Sedition, but my name crept onto that front page with embarrassing regularity – ‘Raid on BlogShop – 10,000 M. V. PrintArounds seized’ or ‘Bounty on M.V. raised to Ệ3 million’ – that sort of thing.
 
   After I’d revealed Bane was behind the Liberations the EuroGov raised the bounty on him until it matched what they were offering for me – but it hadn’t been long before they decided they still hated me more. Eduardo had asked me not to leave the Citadel or even walk around on the battlements with my forehead uncovered. Almost all the Gozitans were either in the Underground – technically not illegal in Malta – or very sympathetic but three million Eurons was an awful lot of money.
 
   This morning... I stopped dead, then took a couple of quick steps up to the table and snatched a paper. At random. 
 
   Every single one had the same picture on the cover.
 
   Me.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   ***+***
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   THE FACE OF THE UNDERGROUND
 
    
 
   Me. Kneeling at the side altar, praying. The lists were clutched to my chest, the names visible, my scarred forehead was bare and the tears on my cheeks gleamed in the candlelight from the altar. The background was carefully blurred, only the safely anonymous crucifix and candlesticks in focus, though a black censorship box had been placed over the centre of the cross. I looked like some sort of tragic angel. 
 
   My cheeks caught fire. My entire face caught fire. I grabbed a couple more, maybe it was a different picture really... nope, same one. The most strictly controlled papers were running articles about the foolishness of prayer and the irrationality of objecting to Sorting, but there I was, my tearful eyes gazing soulfully into the beyond. Who? 
 
   My fingers clenched around the paper, crumpling it.
 
   “Eduardo! ” Nothing got off this island without his say-so!
 
   I spun around, searching the room. A lot of faces looked at me, but they all wore startled expressions.
 
   “Eduardo! ” I shouted again, heading for the door.
 
   “What? ” bellowed Jon, following me. My anger wavered guiltily – must’ve been ignoring him... I almost turned back – then caught sight of Eduardo in the hall outside and I was across that canteen like a dog after a rabbit.
 
   “Eduardo, did you take this picture, you... you toad !”
 
   He stared at me.
 
   “No, Brother Marcel took the picture. I asked him to keep his eyes open for any good shots. That was clearly a good one. The press seem to agree.”
 
   “The press seem to agree! How dare you! You didn’t even ask me! Are you trying to turn me into... into some sort of saint or something? Leave the bloody spin-doctoring to the other side, can’t you?” I was spluttering with rage. 
 
   Not a flicker of remorse showed on Eduardo’s face.
 
   “You were praying in front of the altar, weren’t you?”
 
   “Yes...”
 
   “Then where’s the spin-doctoring? I didn’t ask you to pose...”
 
   “I was praying – that’s private, you bastard...”
 
   A slight expression actually crept onto Eduardo’s face. A pissed off one. He plucked the paper from my hand and waved it at me, crumpling it further.
 
   “Don’t you understand ? This is a photograph of someone praying. Praying is on par with murder – as far as the punishment is concerned – and praying in public is worse. And this photo is on the front of every newspaper in the EuroBloc – every single one. This is worth ten Liberations, or ten of your blog posts, maybe a hundred of both! And you’re upset about your privacy !”
 
   “If you haven’t done anything wrong,” I yelled, “then why the hell didn’t you just ask me first?”
 
   “You were in bed...”
 
   “Oh, it was so urgent it couldn’t wait till morning!”
 
   “You’re being ridiculous.”
 
   “I’m not being ridiculous ! This is a violation and you damn well know it!”
 
   Eduardo drew breath, then let it out suddenly and bowed. I turned around and bobbed as well.
 
   “Goodness me, you two,” said Pope Cornelius, “whatever is the matter?”
 
   “Did you know about this, Your Holiness?” I snatched the paper back from Eduardo and thrust it under his nose. He took it, smoothed it out and held it at a distance, peering at it.
 
   “I say, that is a beautiful photograph. Very... very emotive.” He glanced up to the top of the page. “Lord Almighty, this is a mainstream newspaper!”
 
   Eduardo threw me a look that said ‘see’.
 
   “I sent the photo to the papers, Your Holiness, to see if they’d print it. Margaret... seems to think I shouldn’t have.”
 
   “I think you should’ve asked !”
 
   “Ah,” Pope Cornelius held up his hands for peace. “Come, let’s take this in here, shall we...” He ushered us into a nearby common room and shut the door on everyone except Jon, who slipped in behind me.
 
   “Now we’re no longer providing public entertainment, let me see if I’m understanding this correctly. Eduardo, you sent this photo to the press?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Without Margaret’s permission?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “I thought she might be awkward about it.” He shot me a look. “I can’t imagine why.”
 
   “In other words, you knew I’d mind!”
 
   Pope Cornelius sighed.
 
   “You two, really!”
 
   “That photo is almost without value for our cause,” persisted Eduardo.
 
   “And my privacy apparently has no value at all! In your eyes! ”
 
   “Enough, enough,” said Pope Cornelius gently. “The problem is, you are both absolutely right. The photo is priceless but Margaret’s privacy has most definitely been violated. You went too far, Eduardo, and I think you owe her an apology.”
 
   Eduardo frowned slightly.
 
   “I apologise,” he said stiffly.
 
   I glowered at the floor, barely mollified.
 
   “I was rude too. Sorry.”
 
   “Well then,” said Pope Cornelius cheerfully. Added more seriously, “There is nothing else can be done, I’m afraid, Margaret.”
 
   “He could promise not to do it again.”
 
   “Ah, yes. Eduardo, next time you must ask Margaret, you understand?” 
 
   Next time? My face tingled.
 
   “She’ll just say no,” Eduardo objected. “You can see how she is about it...”
 
   “There won’t be any next time!” I cried, “How would you like it, you...” I managed to swallow the last word as Jon found my hand and gave it a squeeze.
 
   “Margo, calm down. So... there’s been a picture published, right? Is that... so bad?” I almost yanked my hand from his, but... he wasn’t siding with anyone, he looked genuinely perplexed. “You... uh... you’ve been writing about yourself... quite frankly and openly, as far as I can see. What’s so different about a photo?”
 
   He genuinely didn’t get it. Oh, he’d some vague intellectual concept of what a picture was, what seeing was, but he couldn’t truly conceive it. He just knew I was upset and couldn’t quite understand why.
 
   “It’s not the same...” I floundered for an explanation. “I mean, firstly, I write the blog, so it’s up to me, and secondly... a photo... it’s so... narrow. It’s just a split second in time. It doesn’t present a very complete image of someone. So everyone’s going to see this and think this is me.”
 
   “It is you. Isn’t it?” Jon looked like he was getting a headache.
 
   “Yes, but it’s not all of me. People could spend the rest of my life thinking of me as Saint Margaret, praying and weeping in full colour, thanks to this!”
 
   “Hmm...” A look of amusement crossed his face. “Well, next time Bane insists on overdoing it and you throw a bunch of grapes at his head, we must make sure there’s a photographer there to capture it, just to balance things out, how about that?”
 
   I blushed and tried not to look at Pope Cornelius.
 
   “Eduardo wouldn’t even send it to them. That’s the point. He’s manipulating how people see me.”
 
   “You’re the face of the Underground,” said Eduardo, “I don’t think praying and weeping is far from the truth. Perhaps we should get a picture of you all cammed up with your nonLee at the ready, if you really want to balance it out.”
 
   “I said no !”
 
   Pope Cornelius cleared his throat.
 
   “You two, I want you to go off in separate directions and have a good think and pray. Margaret, go and think about how you would feel about this photo and the good it can do the world if it wasn’t you in it, if it was someone else. 
 
   “Eduardo, go and think how you would feel if you were praying in a place of sanctuary, among people you trusted, your guard down after a long, hard day, and someone intruded – and allowed millions of other people to intrude too. Come back here in fifteen minutes and see if you can’t make up.”
 
   A quarter of an hour later Eduardo murmured a genuine apology and I reluctantly said he could publish more photos – on the condition he cleared them with Pope Cornelius first. I’d be too reluctant to let anything past; Eduardo was obviously far too ruthless. Pope Cornelius promised to consult me about anything really intrusive and Eduardo and I managed to shake hands and exchange the kiss of peace with reasonable sincerity. And we all went to breakfast together.
 
   When Jon and I went into Bane’s room after eating we found Bane admiring the front page of a newspaper.
 
   “Look at this beautiful picture Kyle brought me.”
 
   I grabbed the newspaper and chucked it across the room.
 
   “Hey! I want that. I’m going to put it on the wall.”
 
   “You are not!”
 
   “Am too.”
 
   “As your best mate, I must advise you to shut up now,” said Jon solemnly. 
 
   “Huh? Can you get it for me, Jon, it’s two metres to your left. Lovely picture, wish you could see it.”
 
   “Seriously, mate, she’s just had a knockdown, drag out row with Eduardo about this. The Holy Father had to break it up. I suggest you let it go.”
 
   Bane’s eyebrows went up.
 
   “Seriously?” He lowered his voice slightly. “Well, uh, just pick the paper up and, er, stick it in a drawer or something, would you?”
 
   “I’m not deaf, Bane,” I sighed. “Thought you didn’t like seeing me in tears, anyway.”
 
   “Well, you look so beautiful. And so... you. Eduardo couldn’t have chosen better.”
 
   Jon winced. I scowled. Bane eyed my face.
 
   “Uh... well,” he said hastily. “Have you got time to hang out for a bit? I hardly seem to see you at the moment.” He held out an arm invitingly.
 
   I settled on the bed beside him and let him put it around me.
 
   “I really don’t think I can be long,” I said glumly.
 
   “Workaholic.”
 
   “We’re all turning into workaholics.”
 
   “Welcome to New Adulthood,” said Jon, taking out his notebook.
 
    
 
   Eduardo was waiting in the hall when I left the canteen the next day, actually frowning slightly. Huh? We’d settled the whole picture thing, hadn’t we?
 
   “Margaret.” He nodded as politely as ever. “Could we... go up to Bane’s room?”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “Let’s just... go up there first, shall we?”
 
   My stomach clenched. What was going on? 
 
   I took Jon’s hand, though he didn’t need help on the stars any more.
 
   “Margaret,” said Eduardo, as we walked along the upstairs corridor, “I’m sure you know you can’t trust the EuroGov. Anything they say can be a lie.”
 
   “Usually is,” remarked Jon.
 
   My heart was pounding against my ribs. Something was up. Something he thought I might need my fiancé around for.
 
   “Oh, hi Eduardo...” Bane trailed off and frowned. “Eduardo? What is it?”
 
   Eduardo shut the door firmly and circled the room with a bug sweeper just as he or one of his men did before each planning committee meeting.
 
   “We’ve had a letter for Margaret,” he said at last. “Obviously we opened it and examined it to ensure there was nothing dangerous about it. But the ink’s not poisonous – only the words. The guys try not to read the post, Margaret, but it’s difficult. When they realised what it contained they passed it to me. Here. Just remember the EuroGov usually lie.”
 
   I licked dry lips and accepted the envelope, unable to muster any crack about how come letters warranted an attempt at privacy. Pulled out a single page.
 
    
 
   EuroGov
 
   EuroHouse, EuroSquare, Brussels
 
    
 
   Margaret Verrall (1764584)
 
   c/o Underground
 
   African Free States
 
    
 
   30th December
 
    
 
   Dear Ms Verrall,
 
   I expect you’re wondering why your parents haven’t written to you. You must be getting quite worried about them. So I’m sure you will be relieved to hear that they are safe and well, and currently residing in a Detention Facility – you must forgive us if we don’t tell you which one.
 
   Unfortunately, as you might well have anticipated after the publication of your seditious novel, they have both been convicted of Personal Practise of Superstition and are liable to be executed at any time. 
 
   Therefore I’m delighted to inform you that the Chairman has signed an Exceptional Warrant to delay said execution indefinitely. The sole condition of the warrant is that you, Margaret Verrall, immediately cease writing the seditious blog known as ‘The Impatient Gardener’ or any equivalent seditious writing. 
 
   You have until the 31st of January to comply with this condition, so I do hope this letter reaches you before then.
 
    
 
   Yours Sincerely,
 
    
 
   Reginald Hill
 
    
 
   Reginald Hill (Minister for Internal Affairs)
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   ***+***
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   KEEP THE FAITH
 
    
 
   I felt the blood drain from my face, leaving my cheeks like ice. I stumbled to the bed and sank down on the edge of it, the letter shaking like a leaf in my grasp.
 
   “Margo?” Bane reached anxiously for my free hand.
 
   “You see why it’s probably all lies,” remarked Eduardo.
 
   I didn’t. Didn’t see anything. What if it wasn’t lies?
 
   “Margo?” Bane gently snagged the letter and read it out loud, his voice faltering occasionally.
 
   “Bastards,” he breathed, when he’d finished.
 
   “Where’s Kyle?” I asked thinly.
 
   “Someone’s looking for him,” said Eduardo.
 
   “They’re lying,” said Jon firmly. “It’s obvious.”
 
   “Is it?” I’d be very happy to be convinced.
 
   “Well, for one thing, Bane said your parents and mine were going to stick together. Doesn’t say a word about my parents.”
 
   “There’s a thousand reasons why they could’ve split up, Jon.”
 
   My heart drummed painfully in my chest. I pressed my hands to my temples, struggling to think. Jon opened his mouth again, but the door opened and Kyle looked in.
 
   “Eduardo, did you want me…? Margo? Are you okay?”
 
   I took the letter from Bane and tried to hold it out to him, but it slipped from my fingers and floated down onto the carpet. Kyle bent to pick it up as Eduardo carefully closed the door again.
 
   By the time Kyle had read it, he was as white as I felt.
 
   “But is it genuine?” he demanded.
 
   “No,” said Jon. “They’re lying! Think about it! They just happened to catch your parents exactly when you started writing your Blog? Unlikely. And if they’d caught them before, they’d have killed them and made sure you heard all about it through the newspapers. It’s too convenient!”
 
   “That’s not proof,” I said miserably. 
 
   “Well, speaking of proof ! Where’s the evidence? Where are the photos of your parents miserable in some cell? Or dramatically strapped to a gurney? Where’s the lock of your mum’s hair for us to DNA test? There’s no evidence ! ‘Cause they haven’t got them. They’re lying !”
 
   Kyle sunk into a chair, kneading his forehead.
 
   “Jon’s probably right,” said Bane slowly, “It’s just a clever lie. They’re trying to scare you into silence.”
 
   “But we can’t know...” I whispered.
 
   “No, we can’t know,” said Eduardo. “But I’ll do my best to find out. If they’re alive, in or out of the EuroBloc, we’ll find them.”
 
   Bane nodded, giving me a look of encouragement, but I shook my head.
 
   “No... don’t.”
 
   “Don’t? ”
 
   “No. Father Mark used to say there were spies even in the Underground. I imagine he was right?”
 
   Eduardo grimaced and nodded.
 
   “Well then. If they haven’t got my parents, and we turn the Underground inside out looking for them – if we do find where they are, who’s to say the EuroGov won’t get to them first?”
 
   Eduardo grimaced again.
 
   “You’re right. But it does mean you’ll have to decide what to do about this without any hope of additional information.”
 
   “They haven’t got them.” Jon sounded totally certain.
 
   Bane frowned, though.
 
   “I don’t really think they’ve got them either. But...” He met my eyes. “I think you should make your decision under the assumption... they have.”
 
   “Huh?” said Jon.
 
   “If Margo makes a decision based on the assumption her parents aren’t in danger, and she’s wrong,” Bane’s voice had gone even quieter, “well, she’s going to have to live with the consequences for the rest of her life, isn’t she?”
 
   Eduardo opened his mouth to speak, frowned, and shut it again.
 
   “It’s not going to make any difference either way,” said Kyle softly, staring at the wall.
 
   Eduardo took the letter from him. “It’s up to you,” he told me. “No one’s going to be ordering you one way or the other, you know that.”
 
   Up to me. What to do.
 
   “I think...” They waited with baited breath – in other circumstances it would’ve been funny. “I think... I need a hug.”
 
   A collective breath was let out behind me as I crawled into Bane’s arms and burrowed against him.
 
   “Take your time,” said Eduardo. “I’ll get you a copy of the letter, I’d like to analyse this a bit more.” 
 
   He whisked the original away before I could reply. After a few more moments eyeballing the wall, Kyle got up abruptly and left.
 
   I snuggled up to Bane, shivering – he tried to pull a blanket up from the end of the bed and winced.
 
   “Careful, Bane...” I muttered, snagging the blanket myself – he wrapped it around me.
 
   Thinking was impossible. My mind was just an icy maelstrom, seething numbly. Full of British seawater, by the temperature. We’d gone down to the sea on my birthday during our first weeks here, and even at this time of year it had been much warmer than our summer trip to the sea all those years ago with Mum and Dad... Oh, Mum and Dad... I shuddered and cuddled closer.
 
   Jon must’ve heard the shudder.
 
   “I’m going to make some hot chocolate.”
 
    
 
   Two mugs of hot chocolate, a lot of cuddles, even more praying and finally lunch in Bane’s room, and I fetched the laptop and opened it up. The planning meeting had moved elsewhere today.
 
   “Have you decided, then?” asked Jon, in a very neutral voice.
 
   “No.” My voice was still rather thin. “I’m going to write a post, give me something to do. Then I’ll decide. Maybe in the morning. Sleep on it.”
 
   “There’s no hurry,” said Bane. “Three weeks before the end of the month.”
 
   “I could think about this for three months and it wouldn’t be any easier.”
 
   I put my fingers to the keys and began.
 
    
 
   Blog title: Blackmail or Bluff?
 
   Subtitle: The EuroGov are being their usual charming selves.
 
    
 
   I’m sorry to interrupt ‘The Three Most Wanted’ – I know from your comments a lot of you are enjoying it. However, my past self will have to remain starving in the wilderness for a little longer, because the EuroGov have put my current self in a truly horrible position.
 
   I’m going to keep this short, because it’s very difficult to talk about. The EuroGov have sent me a letter. This is what it says:
 
    
 
   I typed up the letter and made the formatting look something like, then went on:
 
    
 
   So now you know as much as I do. And I feel like I know nothing. Do they really have my parents? The consensus of opinion here seems to be that they do not. But a wise person has advised me to only make this decision based on the assumption my parents’ lives are in fact at stake. And I think he’s right.
 
   If this goes live, I imagine the EuroGov will take it as a declaration that I’m going on with the blog. I suppose it will be – you can probably tell I’m typing this not knowing if I’m ever going to click ‘post’.
 
   My parents are in the Underground. Why should their fate be any different from anyone else in the Underground? If I were them, I’d object to being singled out for special treatment, especially special treatment that harmed our cause. But it’s different when it’s someone else’s life. It’s different when it’s someone you love. The thought of losing them... 
 
    
 
   I stopped typing, a tight knot of pain in my stomach. What do I do? 
 
   For now, just continue with this...
 
    
 
   It’s hard to even write about it.
 
   I know what I’d want. I think I know what they’d want. But I also know how different everything looks when you’re locked away waiting to die. So I don’t know how they feel now, if they really are prisoners. Perhaps they’re hoping I’ll save them.
 
    
 
   Gulping back tears, I stopped again. Unbearable thought. What do I do? 
 
   Finally I carried on typing.
 
    
 
   I realise there’s only one thing I know. And that’s what the last thing they said to me was. 
 
   The very last thing they both said to me was, “Keep the faith.”
 
    
 
   I stared hard at the words, my breath catching.
 
   “Are you okay, Margo?” 
 
   “I’m fine, Jon.” My voice was tight. I glanced at Bane, but he was asleep. All this had tired him out. “I’m... I’m going to the cathedral for a bit, okay?”
 
   I closed the computer’s lid – keep that deadly little button from getting clicked on by accident – and slipped out of the room.
 
    
 
   ‘A bit’ turned into all night. I folded my arms on the sanctuary rail, rested my head on them and stayed like that for hours, too lost in misery even to keep an eye out for Brother Marcel and the camera.
 
   I kind of knew what I should do. But every time I tried to make up my mind to it, the pain tried to claw my insides out and guilt crushed my heart to smithereens. How could I? My own parents? How could I let any harm come to them?
 
   But how could I throw aside everything they’d fought for their entire lives? Allow myself to be silenced, and the Underground with me. 
 
   Keep the faith...
 
   I hope you meant it, Mum, Dad. I really hope you did...
 
    
 
   I scarcely noticed morning Mass going on behind me in the main part of the cathedral. My thoughts and resolution still seesawed, slowly, ponderously, like a pendulum about to stop. The side where the seesaw threatened to finish up terrified me.
 
   “Margaret...” The Holy Father stood in front of me. 
 
   I opened my mouth to receive the Host. Pope Cornelius placed a hand on my head and murmured a special blessing before returning to the main altar. Closing my eyes, I tried to concentrate on Our Lord. 
 
   When I finally opened them again, everything inside me was still. The seesaw had come to rest. Lord have mercy.
 
   Kyle was there in Bane’s room, sitting on the windowseat, looking out, white-faced – the lid of the laptop was up, so he’d read the post. They probably all had; Bane was awake, and Jon sat in his usual chair. 
 
   I went straight to the laptop, ignoring their concerned greetings. Re-read my final line, and added one more.
 
    
 
   The very last thing they both said to me was, “Keep the faith.”
 
   So that is what I have to do.
 
    
 
   I clicked ‘Post’.
 
   The stillness cracked suddenly. I crumpled right down onto the floor and began to sob as though my heart was breaking. Kyle rose and hurried to me in a rush of black fabric, enfolding me in his arms. Like being swooped on by a giant bat. A very loving, very welcome giant bat. He didn’t hate me for what I’d just done...
 
   “It’s what they’d want, Margo.” Even his whisper was choked.
 
   “They haven’t got them.” Jon sounded frustrated. But after a moment he found Bane’s shoulder and gave it a squeeze. Bane loved my mum and dad almost as much as... well, I did. It sometimes felt like he’d spent more time growing up at our house than his own.
 
   “It’s what they’d want,” murmured Kyle into my hair, rocking me to him.
 
    
 
   The comments went ballistic. Most of them were in support, though a couple of the ‘inhuman bitch’ variety threw me into a terror of doubt and made my insides feel like they were in a blender. Bane got Jon to shut the laptop and take it away at that point.
 
   The next day’s newspapers were silent. No way for them to avoid a Sedition charge if they betrayed knowledge of the matter. A relief, really. If I’d not wanted to show up the EuroGov’s inhumanity and probable deceit – and give them the finger – I’d much rather have kept the whole agonising business private.
 
   But the following day Kyle was waiting at the door of the canteen when Jon and I arrived for breakfast, a paper in his hand and a crease on his brow.
 
   “Kyle?”
 
   “Hi, Margo.” Definitely unhappy. “Um... not sure you should show Bane the paper today.”
 
   “Bane? ” I came close to snatching the one he held, and just remembered to read it out loud for Jon’s benefit.
 
    
 
   NO SON OF OURS – 
 
   IT’S OFFICIAL
 
    
 
   In a shock announcement yesterday, Mr and Mrs Marsden revealed they have begun the legal process to disown their second son, the fugitive Blake Marsden, known as Bane, wanted on charges of Sedition: Category 1, Murder: 1st Degree, 5 counts of Assault causing actual Grievous Bodily Harm, Theft on a Grand Scale, Multiple Abduction, Destruction of Public Property and Escaping from EuroBloc Custody.
 
   Bane – believed to be responsible for the string of so-called ‘Liberations’ which took place in December – currently bears the full name of Blake Mitchell ~Marsden, but, “As soon as the paperwork goes through, it’ll be official,” Mr Marsden told us. “He won’t be entitled to use either of our names any more.”
 
    “It’ll be rather a relief, to be honest,” said Mrs Marsden. “We’ll be able to put that whole chapter of our lives behind us.”
 
   “He never was any good,” said Eliot Marsden, their first – soon to be, legally, their only – son. “We’re well shot of him.”
 
   Lawyers have confirmed that once the Disownment is complete, Bane will no longer legally be able to use either his paternal surname – Marsden, or his maternal surname – Mitchell. On official documents, his name will be Blake BLANK~BLANK. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   ***+***
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   SAFETY IN NUMBERS
 
    
 
   “I don’t believe it!” I gasped. “How could they!”
 
   “I’m guessing they’ve heard about the EuroGov’s letter,” said Jon grimly. “They’re probably scared spitless.”
 
   “No one in their right mind would try to blackmail Bane with his parents,” snorted Kyle. “Anyway, what on earth could they get the Marsdens for?”
 
   “You know they’ll manufacture evidence when they really want to,” I said. “Bane’s parents would actually be pretty easy targets. They’re that squeaky clean no one likes them.”
 
   Kyle pulled a face.
 
   “True.”
 
   “We can’t keep this from Bane.”
 
   “Oh, I suppose not,” sighed Kyle. “S’just... I know he’s still not that well. Committee always leaves at about three when he can’t keep his eyes open any more... Well, you know that.”
 
   I headed back towards the stairs, still clutching the paper.
 
   “Let’s get up there before someone else does. Break it gently.”
 
   I knocked on the door and waited for Bane’s ‘come in’ – he was already sitting up in bed and the nurse who came to help him wash and dress had left.
 
   He gave me a puzzled look.
 
   “Didn’t drop off, did I? Could’ve sworn I only just heard you going down... Margo? Everything okay?”
 
   “I’m fine, Bane.” I went to sit on the bed. “S’just... well, your parents... they’ve... done something rather horrible.”
 
   He frowned slightly.
 
   “Like they’re going to do anything nice.” He spotted the paper in my hands. “Said some nasty things about me, have they?”
 
   “Well... it’s a little more than...”
 
   Bane extracted the paper from my reluctant grasp and straightened it out impatiently. 
 
   From the way his eyes kept darting back to the beginning of the first sentence, he had to read it at least three times before it sunk in. He finally managed to read the article to the end, then he went right back and read it again. Then sat, staring at it. I’d rarely seen him so shocked.
 
   “They’re terrified, Bane,” I said gently. “That must be the only reason...”
 
   He snorted.
 
   “Don’t lie, Margo, you’ll have to go to confession. They were probably delighted to finally have an excuse.” He stared at the article some more. ‘Chapter? ’ he mouthed. Screwed up the paper and hurled it across the room – then winced in more physical pain.
 
   “Careful, Bane,” I said automatically.
 
   He wasn’t listening. “Chapter...” The thought clear as words on his face – is that all I was? Angrily he dashed away the glistening drops gathering at the corners of his eyes.
 
   “Pulled the wound,” he muttered. “Must be more careful...”
 
   Kyle beat a retreat. Jon sank quietly into his usual armchair as I slipped my arms around Bane.
 
   “I’m fine.” He made no attempt to evade the hug, though. “Fine. What do I care? Why would I? Good riddance.” Having made that clear he was happy to remain snuggled in my arms for some time.
 
   He finally drew away, scrubbing fiercely at his eyes with his sleeve. 
 
   “Y’know, the only thing I’m really bothered about is that you’re going to be Mrs Blank. I’m sorry about that, Margo, it’s a real bugger.”
 
   “I’m sure my parents would be happy to adopt you – as soon as they come to light, anyway,” said Jon.
 
   “Thanks for the offer, Jon,” said Bane, “but I should probably just take both Margo’s names. Lot simpler. If you don’t mind being Mrs Verrall, Margo.”
 
   “I shall feel like my mother,” I said lightly. 
 
   “Bane Vaux~Verrall.” He tried the name out. “Y’know, that’s actually almost as much of a mouthful as Mitchell ~Marsden. What’s with all the alliteration?”
 
   “It’s just you two,” remarked Jon. “I’m Calder~Revan, no alliteration there.”
 
   “No one ever uses Maternals anyway,” I pointed out. 
 
   Maternal surnames were a bit of a failed experiment. They made even the simplest surname such a mouthful that they weren’t even used on identity cards. Just birth, registration and death certificates. Nothing else. Still, they served the purpose for which they’d been introduced, giving both male and female surnames an equal chance of survival.
 
   When people registered, the guy swapped his maternal for his wife’s – sorry, registered partner’s – and she swapped her paternal for his. So for a long time I’d assumed my full surname would eventually be Vaux~Marsden. Now it looked like it wouldn’t be changing after all.
 
   “Seriously, Bane,” I said, “that’s fine. But if you’d prefer to choose yourself one of your own, I don’t mind. I mean, as long as it’s not like, Bane Liberator or Bane Awesome or something!”
 
   Jon sniggered and Bane cheered up slightly at the thought of all the ridiculous names he could pick for himself.
 
   “What?” he grinned, in mock surprise, “You don’t fancy being Mrs Margaret Marvellous?”
 
    
 
   Later on, though, when the planning committee were at lunch and it was just the two of us, he became very serious.
 
   “Margo, there’s something I’ve been meaning to ask you.”
 
   “I’m wearing the ring already, aren’t I?” I teased, flexing the finger at him. He smiled.
 
   “Not that. It’s, uh, it’s about the Liberations.”
 
   “What about it? You’re nowhere near ready to go on any more yet.”
 
   “I know. It’s just... well, it’s only a matter of time, and then... well, it’s preying on my mind a bit.”
 
   “What is?”
 
   He drew rather a deep breath. 
 
   “Well, I’m supposed to be the leader, right? And the leader’s supposed to be concentrating a hundred percent on the plan, and getting everyone in the team home safe, yeah?”
 
   “Ye...es.” Suddenly knew where this was going.
 
   “Well, I’m a rubbish leader, okay, ‘cause I haven’t been doing it at all. When we’ve been out on missions, about fifty percent of my mind has been on whether you’re safe, and only the other half on the mission and everyone else. And it’s only going to be worse after this.”
 
   “Why? I wasn’t hurt.”
 
   He poked me accurately in the arm.
 
   “Liar,” he said when I flinched. “But the point is, now I’ll probably be thinking about you eighty percent of the time and that’s no good – I’ll get someone else killed that way.”
 
   “You didn't get Father Mark killed ! Don’t be an idiot!”
 
   He shrugged, stony-faced.
 
   “Maybe, maybe not. But the next one will probably be my fault. Margo, I want you to promise me you’ll stay here from now on. Otherwise... otherwise I’m going to resign as leader. Sister Krayj can take over permanently.”
 
   I stared at his determined face. Okay, expecting another, can’t you stay behind conversation, but... not quite such an ultimatum as this.
 
   He winced.
 
   “Now you’re mad.”
 
   “No. Not yet, anyway. I’m thinking.”
 
   “Oh. That’s progress.”
 
   I glared at him, then folded my arms on the bed and rested my chin on them. My ribs were almost better.
 
   So. Bane wanted me to stay behind. Not news. Except now he was going for the responsible argument of – you’re a distraction, you’re endangering everyone else. Problem was, it probably would be even worse after this.
 
   But I wanted to go.... Well, I didn’t, I’d be happy never to set foot on EuroBloc soil again – all the same, I did want to do it. So many people to be saved. 
 
   Yet... was it really the best use of my time?
 
   There were many superior blogs and bloggers out there, but Jon was right, only I could be me. And we could empty as many Facilities as we liked, but until the system changed, it would do no good, long term. Could I in all conscience risk myself now the blog was such a success? Wasn’t like they actually needed me. They were upping the number of teams to twenty and Eduardo had no trouble filling the places.
 
   And, there was the fact they were about to start drilling the teams for the first new mission and I’d been wondering how on earth I was going to have time for that once Bane and I were in action again.
 
   Then there was the fact that Bane giving up his command position was probably not part of Pope Cornelius’s vision for the nonBeliever he’d praised so highly...
 
   I didn’t like it one bit, but I’d a horrible feeling my duty was clear. One person could only do so many things – I did have to give up my active role in the Liberations.
 
   Bane was waiting unusually patiently.
 
   “Mad yet?” he asked, when I finally sat up and looked at him.
 
   “No. I’ll promise you I won’t go on the raids any more. On one condition.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “That we get married before you go on any more.”
 
   Bane eyebrows went up.
 
   “That’s your idea of a condition? Sounds like a perk to me.”
 
   “Well, that’s the deal. Happy?”
 
   “How could I not be happy with a deal like that?”
 
   “Oh, shut up.”
 
    
 
   Ten nights later Jon, Bane and I clustered breathlessly around Eduardo as he sat at his radio. Or whatever it was. It transmitted in ultra-secure code and was an extremely high tech bit of kit, that much I knew.
 
   “What time is it?” asked Jon, for about the tenth time.
 
   “Thirteen minutes past two,” said Eduardo.
 
   “Any minute. We should hear if it’s worked any minute now…” Tonight’s plan was almost entirely Jon’s work, so he was understandably nervous.
 
   “Calm down, Jon,” said Bane, “you’re making my insides hurt.”
 
   “That’s not Jon,” I told him, “that’s you getting out of bed and going places you shouldn’t.”
 
   “I’m fine…” 
 
   The radio-thing made a noise.
 
   “Animal calling Central, over.”
 
   “Central here, over.”
 
   “Nest emptied, off to wet our feet now, over.”
 
   “Be careful, over.”
 
   “Meow. Animal out.”
 
   A knot of tension eased in my chest – Jon relaxed slightly. At least one team had been successful. The radio bleeped again almost at once.
 
   “Utensil calling Central, over...”
 
   They were okay too. The reports poured in now, one after another.
 
   “Vehicle calling Central, over…”
 
   “Colour calling Central, over…”
 
   “Shape calling Central, over...”
 
   Eduardo didn’t relax, though, and nor did we. Not entirely. Still long hours of travel to the coast, then over the sea to the ship. And back to Gozo. Surely sooner or later it would occur to the EuroGov to beef up its naval presence in the Mediterranean? Still. A lot of water out there.
 
   Bane nodded off after a while and almost fell out of his chair – after which we finally persuaded him to lie down on Eduardo’s couch and have a nap – was that where Eduardo normally slept? Jon and I sipped coffee and kept Eduardo company. 
 
   Such a hectic Christmas week – a hectic December, in fact. Six missions – well over four thousand lives saved – in three weeks. The teams had had a full week off after all that. Then we’d had two weeks planning and re-training. 
 
   Bane was now well enough recovered to be chafing under the inactivity. The planning committee were still meeting in his room, but we hadn’t even managed to keep him in bed tonight. He’d needed both Jon’s and Eduardo’s help to walk and was undoubtedly going to be exhausted tomorrow, but he’d been determined to be here.
 
   At least all was going according to plan so far...
 
    
 
   “Worked like a dream,” said Sister Krayj later the following day, when she’d caught up on her sleep a bit. “The reAssignees performed admirably in pretty much every Facility.”
 
   “I suppose they must be well primed by now,” I remarked. “Stuff on the radio and everything.”
 
   “Yeah. If we use a slightly different plan each time, it’s going to be hard for the EGD to counter us. Eventually, they’ll almost certainly decide to revise the entire security procedure. And that will be it. But changing everything will cost millions of Eurons, maybe more – they really, really won’t want to do it – especially since they’ll assume the new procedures will just be leaked straight to us by our source.”
 
   No chance of that, alas.
 
   “Margo’s got loads of messages from parents.” Jon was pretty much beaming with delight at the success. “Thanking her and everything. Some of them really indiscreet. Eduardo’s been changing the names to try and stop them getting in trouble.”
 
   “And the newspapers can hardly hide their glee,” I said. “Everyone’s delighted the Liberations have started again.”
 
   Bane said nothing – asleep again. He’d woken up just long enough to greet Sister Krayj.
 
   “Y’know...” considering the upsurge of delight in the media... “I think it’s time to try something...”
 
    
 
    
 
   Title: Safety in Numbers
 
   Subtitle: Let’s celebrate the first Liberation of the new year...
 
    
 
   Loads of you have been leaving comments saying how much you wish you could help. So today I’m going to take you at your word and ask you to do something. It’s something very small, and it’s something very big too. 
 
   It’s not necessarily a very safe thing to do, so I want you all to stop and think very hard before you do it. This is definitely not something to be done lightly, casually – or because it seemed a good idea after a few drinks. 
 
   But if everyone who’s said they’d like to help, does, it will actually be fairly safe. In fact, the more people do it, the less risk to all involved.
 
    
 
   So what is this tiny-big thing I’m asking of you?
 
   On Sunday evening (3 days from when I’m posting this), light a candle and put it in your front window.
 
   What for?
 
   If you want a free vote on Sorting.
 
   If you want to remember loved ones you’ve lost.
 
   If you want an end to the oppression.
 
   Light a candle.
 
   If you believe there’s hope – light a candle.
 
   If you believe you can change the world, then change it. Light a candle on Sunday night. 
 
    
 
   If only a few brave souls do this, they may pay a high price. 
 
   But if you all do it, you will be safe.
 
   It’s called safety in numbers. And it’s the best way to change the world.
 
   So think about it first, carefully.
 
   Find a candle.
 
   On Sunday night, light it.
 
   And put it in your window.
 
   Let’s light up the darkness with hope.
 
    
 
   I read the post to Jon and Bane.
 
   “Clever,” said Jon.
 
   “Hmm?” said Bane muzzily.
 
   “Oh, go back to sleep.” I blew him a kiss.
 
   “I’m listening. Thinking might be another matter...”
 
   “Margo didn’t say ‘an end to Sorting’,” explained Jon, “which sounds like sedition and would alarm the more selfish-minded as well. She called for a free vote. And she didn’t specify ‘religious’ oppression, which again, rings sedition danger bells in people’s minds. And she included all loved ones, not just loved ones lost to Sorting. So people can say they’re just lighting the candle in memory of their Great Aunt Bessie, or whatever.”
 
   “Except they’d have to have read the blog,” said Bane. “Category One, remember?”
 
   “Not necessarily. There’s no law against putting a candle in the window. And people will feel less frightened of doing it if the pool of reasons is nice and broad and not too overtly seditious. Even if the sedition is one hundred percent understood by absolutely everyone. It’s bold, but it’s getting people to actually do something, and that’s priceless.”
 
   “Umm,” agreed Bane. Sleepily. “If enough people do it they’ll be safe. The EuroGov can’t arrest them all. They’ll have to content themselves with black marks, if that.”
 
   “Exactly,” I said. “Trust me, I’m not trying to get a load of people killed.”
 
    
 
   Pope Cornelius whole-heartedly endorsed the posting and joined me in praying a sufficient number of people would take hold of their nerve and light candles. I spent an anxious few days. My blog post on the Friday was about the bloc-wide candle-lighting that was (hopefully) to come. On the Saturday I posted another instalment of ‘The Three Most Wanted’ – I’d got to the part where François agreed to help us – appropriate. 
 
   “The conclusion of that unhappy incident wouldn’t be quite so encouraging,” said Jon grimly, after I’d clicked ‘post’.
 
   “Well, I’m not manipulating it. That was just the next bit.”
 
   “Hmm?” Bane started awake in his armchair. “I think I missed some of it...”
 
   “Perhaps you shouldn’t be up.”
 
   “I’m fine !” He noticed the teasing in my eyes. “Oh, very funny. I’m quite capable of sitting in a chair now.”
 
   “You’re certainly quite capable of sleeping in a chair,” smirked Jon. “You just missed a dramatic instalment.”
 
   “Come on, Margo, you’ll read it again, won’t you?”
 
   “Yes, but we do need to talk about wedding dates and you’ve no planning meeting today...”
 
   Bane dismissed the dramatic instalment with a flap of his hand.
 
   “I can read it myself later. Let’s talk about dates. Do you... er... need your chart thing?”
 
   “I’ll leave you to it...” Jon popped to his feet like a jack-in-a-box.
 
   He moved fast, but before he could reach the door there was a knock and Eduardo looked in.
 
   “Margaret? Ah, you are here.”
 
   He came all the way in and Kyle followed, an expression of unease, if not outright dread, on his face. The teams were only doing one mission a week – December’s pace had been quite unsustainable.
 
   “Eduardo?” My voice tried to flutter in time with my stomach. What was it?
 
   “As Jonathan likes to point out, it’s almost certainly all lies. But...” Eduardo’s eyes ascertained the presence of Bane and Jon, and showing something too like relief, returned to me. “We have another package for you.”
 
   More seeds... be so nice if it were just more seeds... My little seedling had survived against all the odds, and was flourishing under my clumsy ministrations...
 
   “Margaret?”
 
   Wasn’t going to be seeds.
 
   “Yes...” I accepted the package from Eduardo... as soon as my hands closed around it, felt the shape, I knew. I stumbled backwards and dropped into a chair, the parcel falling to the ground, where it lay like an unexploded bomb. I shoved my fingers in my mouth and bit them, shaking and choking back hysteria.
 
   “Please, please, please, please...” I was whispering. Please what? Please don’t let it be? 
 
   It was. 
 
   The only question was who...
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   ***+***
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   SILVER DOVES AND CANDLES
 
    
 
   Bane lurched out of his chair and crossed the room with unsteady speed. Crouched awkwardly beside me, hissing under his breath.
 
   “Margo?” He picked up the parcel.
 
   “Seeds. I want it to be seeds...” Was I saying that out loud?
 
   “I know.” His face was suddenly grim. “Me too. Seeds would be good. Do you... want me to open it?”
 
   I reached out and took it from him, tried to work a shaking finger under the flap. It came loose – been opened already, of course – I reached in and drew out a small, square box. A compliments slip came out with it. I fumbled it written side up.
 
    
 
   EuroGov
 
   EuroHouse, Brussels
 
    
 
   Dear Margaret (that’s what everyone writes, isn’t it?),
 
   Since you may wish to reconsider your final answer, I thought we’d better give you evidence of our ‘good faith’ as I believe they call it. You still have until the 31st. Then you will have a matching set. I believe some people use them as paperweights. 
 
   I will leave you to guess which one of your parents is in the box.
 
   With Compliments,
 
   Reginald Hill 
 
   Reginald Hill (Minister for Internal Affairs)
 
    
 
   “What is it?” asked Jon, in a low voice.
 
   “A brain box,” said Bane. The common slang. A pretty sick joke. 
 
   “Any proof ?” 
 
   Bane twisted his head to read the note.
 
   “No. Just the box of ash. Assuming there’s ash in it.”
 
   “You can’t DNA test ash,” said Kyle thinly. He should know.
 
   “So nothing’s changed,” said Eduardo. “It could be absolutely anyone’s ash in there. I think I would now stake my last coin on this being just a bluff. A twisted, calculated psychological attack.”
 
   “Are you just saying that?” I whispered.
 
   “No, Margaret, I’m not. They want you silenced, right? I think just now they must want it more than anything else, maybe even more than ending the Liberations. And they must have figured out by now you’re not stupid – their own Sorting results can tell them that. Yet they neglect to include any form of proof that they actually have your parents? I agree with Jonathan. They haven’t got them. That or Mr Reginald Hill is the stupidest man alive.”
 
   That face leaning over me, cajoling, threatening, reasoning... I shuddered.
 
   “Oh, he’s not stupid.”
 
   “Ah yes, you’ve met him, haven’t you. Well, I agree. Reginald Hill is not a stupid man. Which means he’s making do with what he’s got. Which clearly isn’t much.”
 
   “Why don’t they fake something?” asked Kyle.
 
   “No false modesty, my guys are pretty good – and a photograph revealed to be a fake is proof they haven’t got them, whereas no proof is proof of nothing either way.”
 
   “I s’pose.”
 
   I cupped the box in my hands. Whose remains were inside? An orphan reAssignee? A criminal? Underground? Resistance? I held a death in my hands, but it probably didn’t belong to Mum or Dad... I had to assume it didn’t until such a time as I received any proof to the contrary. 
 
   Otherwise I was letting the EuroGov win.
 
    
 
   The Gozitan sacristan found a place for the little box in the Cathedral’s crypt and Brother Marcel took pictures as we laid it to rest there in a brief but respectful ceremony. Eduardo carefully chose shots which wouldn’t jeopardise our location and passed them on to me for my blog. See if I couldn’t use their own attack against them.
 
   Bane and I finally managed to set the wedding date – for two weeks’ time – I felt giddy just thinking about it. If only my parents could be there but... No, the less I thought about my parents just at the moment, the better...
 
   “Margaret? Margaret?” 
 
   A laywoman was hurrying after me across the hall. I stopped to wait for her and Jon waited with me.
 
   “Hi... um, Jolita?”
 
   “That’s me.”
 
   “You run the clothes store.”
 
   “Yes, among other things. You’re getting married in two weeks, aren’t you?”
 
   A rather silly grin spread across my face.
 
   “Yes, I am.” I managed to adopt a slightly saner expression. “I need to pay you a visit and find some wedding clothes.”
 
   “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. We’ve just had a fresh shipment. I thought you and Bane might like to have first pick.”
 
   “Oh, that’s so nice of you. Bane’s sort of up and about now, he could probably make it to the store. Will you help him, Jon?”
 
   “Of course. I’m best man, anyway, I need something a bit smarter myself.”
 
   “Okay. But I’ll round up my bridesmaids and have a look first – then Bane won’t see what I pick.”
 
   “Are you going to come now?” asked Jolita. “I can open up.”
 
   “I’ll grab a really quick lunch and be straight up there, if that’s okay. Assuming the other two aren’t doing anything...”
 
   “That’s fine. Just give me a ring if you can’t come now, extension forty-nine.”
 
   “Okay, hopefully see you in a minute.”
 
   I hurried into the canteen, heart pounding with excitement. I’d known I was getting married in two weeks, but... choosing wedding clothes... suddenly it all felt much more real.
 
   “Do you mind if I go and talk clothes with my bridesmaids, Jon?” I asked, once we had full plates.
 
   “Can’t I talk clothes?” teased Jon.
 
   “No, you might tell Bane.”
 
   “Okay. I know when I’m not wanted.” He cocked his head, listening, then began to thread his way between the tables, tray balanced on one hand and stick waving in front of him. Following the sound of Alligator’s voice. 
 
   I made my way over to where Sister Krayj already sat with Sister Mari. What with the imbalance caused by all the extra guards, women were in a minority on the island and young – younger – women were in particularly short supply. The three of us were pretty much the only females under the age of thirty – I was the only one under twenty. Okay, a couple of under-thirties had arrived with the latest batch of recruits for the Liberation teams, but I hardly knew them. 
 
   “So, my bridesmaids,” I said to them, “are you up for a little clothes shopping?”
 
   Sister Krayj cocked an eyebrow and looked amused. 
 
   “Been a while since I shopped for anything but veils.”
 
   “Well, what about before that?”
 
   “All incogniCam – y’know, normal stuff in the sort of colours that it’s almost as effective as cam without being cam.”
 
   “You never bought anything else?”
 
   “Hmm, knives. Rocket launchers. That sort of thing. Bought might be the wrong word.”
 
   I sighed. 
 
   “Oh well. What about you, Sister Mari?”
 
   “Oh, I used to wear nice clothes. Really bright, big patterns – those turban head dresses – don’t know the Latin word for them. Lovely. Probably not quite what you’ve got in mind, though.”
 
   From pictures of the dazzling African clothing – bright was the word.
 
   “It is lovely, but... probably not quite the thing. It’ll depend on what they’ve got in the store, anyway. Jolita’s giving me and Bane first pick at the new shipment that’s just come in. Are you free to nip straight up there after lunch and take a look?”
 
   Sister Krayj checked her watch.
 
   “I’ve got two hours, then I’m sweating the teams around the assault course.” The assault course – heavily disguised – was her innovation to the training. She kept beating all the big strong guys – she was driving them up the wall. Metaphorically as well as literally.
 
   “I can leave the rest of the team at it for a few hours,” said Sister Mari. “Though the comments are hotting up a bit – it’s going to be mayhem on Sunday, I reckon.”
 
   “I think it could be big, though,” said Sister Krayj. 
 
   “Yeah. I hope so...” I said. “But whatever happens on Sunday, we’ve a long way to go yet.”
 
   Sister Krayj shrugged.
 
   “It’s all progress. We need to keep it rolling. If we can remain undiscovered for at least another few months...”
 
   A shiver went down my spine, as it always did at the thought of our hideaway being discovered by the EuroGov. Eduardo had all sorts of evacuation plans, but their effectiveness depended entirely on how much warning we got.
 
   I swallowed, hard, and started shovelling down my lunch. Wasn’t thinking about that, either.
 
    
 
   “Wow, this is African, isn’t it?” I said to Sister Mari half an hour later, holding up a dress decorated with bold orange and red patterns.
 
   “Yes, but it won’t suit you. Your skin’s too pale, you’d disappear.”
 
   “You said you wanted something a bit more classic, anyway,” said Sister Krayj. “And bear in mind it’ll be your Sunday best until it wears out.”
 
   “Yeah, I know, I wasn’t actually going to try it, it’s just cheerful to look at. I think I’m going to check the skirts and blouses, none of these dresses grab me.”
 
   Better luck here... I noted a particularly nice long-sleeved fitted blouse in blue cotton, then found a long, full skirt in a slightly darker, but sufficiently complementary blue. I tried them on together and with the blouse tucked into the elaborate waistband – a very dress-like look to it.
 
   “That’s really beautiful, actually,” said Sister Krayj. “In a sort of neat, discrete way, but that’s the best way, isn’t it?”
 
   I turned from side to side in front of the mirror. I certainly did like it. And with the fitted blouse untucked it wouldn’t look OTT on Sundays...
 
   “I need to go in about ten minutes,” warned Sister Krayj. “I need to get changed before I take those guards for their exercise.” She was swapping her grey habit and simple veil for fatigues and a camo bandanna several times a day at the moment.
 
   “Before you run rings around them, you mean,” I laughed. “I’m not doing too badly, anyway. Let’s see... I know it’s just a silly rhyme, but it’s traditional, so... something old... well the blouse is what they’d call vintage, isn’t it? Something new... um, the skirt’s not what I’d call new, more like, average age...”
 
   “Here,” Sister Mari picked up a roll of diaphanous blue ribbon. “Brand new, we can use a piece somewhere, I’m sure.”
 
   “Okay, so something borrowed... don’t know. Something blue, that can be the skirt. Something borrowed, then... hmm.” I glanced around. “Something for my hair, maybe?”
 
   “What’s that?” Jolita rose from the centre of a ring of boxes at the back of the room, in which she’d been delving. “Worrying about your hair?” 
 
   Opening a cupboard, she came out with a tissue-wrapped package, took out a pair of delicate silver doves and held them up facing each other. Their wings swooped back, as though they rushed joyously towards one another, and each carried a ring in its little clawed feet! 
 
   “These are always the something borrowed for Vatican brides.” She fastened them to my hair at the back of my head. “I thought we might be needing them so I brought them along – it’s been the tradition ever since weddings became common in the state. What do you think?” She turned me back towards the main mirror and passed me a handheld mirror so I could see myself from behind.
 
   My heart leapt up into my throat and stuck there. Somehow the doves really completed the outfit. Now I looked like a bride. It was really happening. Finally. I was marrying Bane in two weeks. Tears of joy ambushed me and I fought to hold them back.
 
   “It’s perfect.” My voice was only a little choked.
 
   “A garland of flowers and some of the blue ribbon falling at the back would be just right,” suggested Sister Mari.
 
   “That would be the finishing touch! We can make the bouquet to match.”
 
   “What sort of flowers do you want? Not many on this island but I think there might be some wild fuschias in the garden.”
 
   “Fuschias?” My heart dropped.
 
   “You like them, don’t you?” Sister Mari looked surprised. “Haven’t you got one in your room?”
 
   My little plant was apparently now identifiable by its dark-veined leaves to those who knew about such things. Unlike Sister Mari, Sister Krayj knew where it had come from.
 
   “Fuschias might be a bit delicate, don’t you think?”
 
   Sister Mari looked disappointed.
 
   “Oh... I suppose so. I’m sure someone told me there was a variety called ‘Margaret’, that’s all.”
 
   “Perhaps... something more traditional?” I suggested. “Blue and white roses? Though I’m not sure where we’d get them...”
 
   “I’m sure Eduardo might be persuaded to obtain them with suitable discretion,” said Sister Krayj. “Okay, I’ve really got to go now. You look lovely, Margo. I’ll leave you to find some shoes...”
 
   She skedaddled. I stuck a foot from under the skirt, eyed my stout walking boots and cursed softly. Not finished yet.
 
    
 
   On Sunday morning I was glad I’d stayed up the night before and finished the post about receiving the brain box, difficult though it’d been. All I had to do was hit ‘post’. I was so nervous I couldn’t have written a thing. What if I’d overestimated the depths of people’s feelings? Underestimated their fear? Had I simply doomed a small number of the bloc’s bravest people to death? 
 
   But so many people were reading the blog... Always very hard to judge, what with PrintArounds, but some sources estimated eighty percent of the population had seen at least one blog post of ‘The Impatient Gardener’. An extraordinary saturation, or so Eduardo liked to tell me on a regular basis.
 
   Sister Mari was right, comments poured in all day. Messages of support, messages of consolation, messages of comfort, telling me it was all a bluff. Lots of messages about the candles as well. When to light them? How long for? Did the colour matter? Dear Margaret, I wasn’t going to light one, but then I heard what they’re doing with your parents and it’s so horrible I think I will... Sister Mari had added Father Mario (and his doves!) and a Lay Brother called Johannes to her team and they were still working flat out.
 
   I couldn’t eat any supper at all. When Jon finished picking at his meal, we went to help Bane into the sitting room and switched the TV on. If many people at all lit candles, surely they’d report on it, even if they didn’t admit to knowing why it was happening.
 
   Fetching the laptop, I kept hitting refresh, though it updated the comments by itself at regular intervals. Six o’clock arrived – the time I’d suggested people make a start.
 
   Refresh. Scroll, scroll. Nothing about candles... Two minutes past. Refresh. Scroll, scroll. Nothing. Four minutes past. Oh Lord, no one’s going to do it... Refresh... There!
 
   “I’ve got one!”
 
    
 
   Dear Margaret and everyone else,
 
   Just lit my candle and wanted to say, if none of you other chicken-livers do the same, I’m going to haunt you. All of you. I swear it!
 
   Mr-I-lit-my-candle-first-so-currently-feeling-very-smug-but-hoping-not-to-be-dead-soon. 
 
   P.S. How’s that for pseudonym, M.V.?
 
    
 
   Fingers shaking, I clicked ‘reply’.
 
    
 
   Excellent pseudonym, Mr-I-lit-my-candle-first-so-currently-feeling-very-smug-but-hoping-not-to-be-dead-soon. I have to congratulate you on getting us off to a stylish start.
 
   M.V.
 
    
 
   Mr-I-lit-my-candle-first-so-currently-feeling-very-smug-but-hoping-not-to-be-dead-soon definitely deserved a personal reply!
 
   Another one...!
 
    
 
   Dear Margaret and everyone,
 
   Just lit my candle. Wanted to say I second Mr-I-lit-my-candle-first-so-currently-feeling-very-smug-but-hoping-not-to-be-dead-soon on the haunting thing. Get lighting those candles, everyone. Please?
 
   Mrs-light-your-candles-now-please-everyone-and-save-my-bacon
 
    
 
   I clicked ‘reply’ again. Hopefully these two comments represented hundreds of other candles being lit...
 
    
 
   I like your pseudonym too, Mrs-light-your-candles-now-please-everyone-and-save-my-bacon and I totally concur with the sentiment. So I do hope everyone is going to light their candles now and save Mrs-light-your-candles-now-please-everyone-and-save-my-bacon’s bacon?
 
   M.V.
 
    
 
   Another relevant comment had already appeared:
 
    
 
   Dear People of the World,
 
   Looks like M.V.’s online tonight. And that the first candle-lighters are going to receive personal responses. So get lighting those candles and don’t forget to tell her you’ve done it!
 
   Papa Pontifex
 
    
 
   Pope Cornelius, of course. Also hovering anxiously over his computer?
 
   Nothing about it on the six o’clock news, but the trickle of candle-related comments quickly became a flood. I replied to as many as possible but soon I couldn’t even think up replies fast enough, let alone type them. The TV room had filled up, and people crowded around reading over my shoulder as I typed, so I wasn’t entirely sorry when Bane finally said, “The news is coming on, Margo.”
 
   What? Nine o’clock already?
 
   I typed at the end of the reply I was writing:
 
    
 
   Well, my fingers are about to fall off, so I’m going to have to call it a night.
 
   Keep lighting those candles everyone!
 
   M.V.
 
    
 
   I shut the laptop and got someone to put it safe on a nearby table, then cuddled up beside Bane, my heart in my mouth. Quite a lot of people would have to be doing it for it to make the news, though it might get a mention in the papers...
 
   “Good evening, my name’s Wilhelm Frauberg and this is the nine o’clock news. A strange phenomenon is sweeping the bloc tonight. Hundreds of thousands of people have placed a candle or light of some kind in their front window, and more are doing so as I speak. We have news teams on the ground to ask homeowners, why are they doing this?”
 
   “They’re reporting it!” I exclaimed, as Bane took advantage of the moment’s silence to give a triumphant whoop taken up by the rest of the room’s occupants, rattling the windows. Close followed by a chorus of ‘shsss’ as a news team came on screen.
 
   “So, Mr Relois, why have you decided to place a lighted candle in your window tonight?”
 
   An anxious-looking man peeped around his front door.
 
   “It’s, ah, it’s in memory of my mother, you know. She died about seven years ago, and, ah, I do miss her. Seemed a nice thing to do.”
 
   They cut to a wide-eyed mother with a toddler in her arms, trying to shut the door on the camera.
 
   “Mrs Kjelin? Why have you decided to place a lighted candle in your window tonight?”
 
   “Memory of my sister.” She ground the door into the camera lens, getting it closed at last.
 
   “Mr Jackson? Why have you decided to place a lighted candle in your window tonight?” 
 
   A sallow-faced man, who shrugged. “Everyone else is. Not illegal, is it?”
 
   The camera crew gave us a shot of his road. About two out of three houses had a light of some kind flickering or glowing in their front window.
 
   Jon snorted when Bane muttered this to him.
 
   “What do they think, that people are actually going to out and say why they’ve really put it there? Mrs Kjelin came the closest. Bet her sister was a reAssignee.”
 
   “Brave of her to say that much,” said Sister Krayj. Most of the non-guard members of Animal team had chosen this sitting room this evening – the guards had one of their own in The Barracks. “Though I think you may be responsible for a good bit of lying tonight, Margo.”
 
   I winced.
 
   “Miss Simms, is it? Why have you decided to place a lighted candle in your window tonight?”
 
   “Just seemed a nice thing to do. It’s so dark at the moment.”
 
   Jon was right, they didn’t get a straight answer from anyone. 
 
   Except the last one.
 
   “Mr Galazzi? Why have you decided to place a lighted candle in your window tonight?”
 
   “My daughter failed Sorting three years ago,” said a hard-faced Italian man. “My son is now in a Facility waiting to die, and my wife took an overdose last week. I buried her yesterday. So I’ve decided I will put a candle in my window every night from now on, until Sorting is abolished. 
 
   “That what you wanted to hear?”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   ***+***
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

20
 
   THE CARDINAL RULE
 
    
 
   From the near hysteria sloshing around in the online comments, you’d think everyone else was getting married, not me! An embarrassing level of excitement was building in the Citadel, as well. This would be the first wedding since the state had to relocate – and downsize – so dramatically.
 
   “They’re all just happy for you,” said Kyle, in response to some nervous grumble from me. “Anyway, did Eduardo tell you the last candle-count? They reckon half the population took part. And in some places it was two thirds. Hard to tell in rural areas. But that’s big.”
 
   “Yeah,” I said distractedly. “But it’s one thing to join the crowd and light a candle, and quite another to stick your neck out in any more active way. We’re a long way off ending Sorting, yet.”
 
   Five days to go... Bane was racing around all over the Citadel now, no stopping him. Doctor Frederick was unconcerned, so clearly the wound was basically healed. Bane was talking about having one more week off after the wedding – our ‘honeymoon’ – then going out on the Liberations again. Yet another thing I was trying not to think about.
 
   “Actually, Margo, could we just pop in here for a moment? I wanted to have a word.”
 
   “Umhmm.” I followed Kyle into an empty room, still thinking – trying not to think – about Bane and machine guns. At least the ‘purchase’ of bulletproof vests had gone like clockwork and there was now one for everyone...
 
   “Um, Margo?”
 
   “Hmm? Oh, yes, what is it?” Kyle looked... well, he looked really tense, actually. “Kyle? What’s wrong?”
 
   “Well... there’s something... as your only family here, there’s something I’ve got to talk to you about...”
 
   I smirked at him.
 
   “If you’re about to tell me the facts of life, Mum got there before you. About ten years before you.”
 
   Kyle laughed, but it sounded strained.
 
   “No, no. Of course it’s not that. Let me... try to explain. And... please try to remember, I’m your brother, I’ve got to say this... So don’t get too mad at me, please?”
 
   I frowned.
 
   “Go on...”
 
   “Well, about when I... left... home. Well, you know you’d been saying for a couple of years by then that you were going to marry Bane?”
 
   “Longer than a couple.”
 
   Kyle shrugged.
 
   “Well, I suppose we were gradually taking it more seriously. Anyway, about six months before I left – you were fifteen, I think – I overheard Mum and Dad talking. I wasn’t trying to eavesdrop, just one of those things. And, um...” he shot me a wary look.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Well, Dad said to Mum, ‘you know Margo wants to marry Bane, don’t you?’ And he sounded... worried. That’s what caught my attention, that’s why I went on listening. And Mum said, ‘yes, I know,’ very softly, and she sounded worried too.”
 
   “And? ”
 
   “And, after a moment Mum said, ‘Look, I’ll try to talk to her, but I don’t think it will do any good.’ And Dad sighed.” 
 
   “And? ”
 
   “And I just... I have to know, Margo. Did she ever talk to you about it? Whatever was worrying them so much...?”
 
   “You going to try and tell me I shouldn’t marry Bane as well!”
 
   Kyle drew in a breath.
 
   “Is that what she...?”
 
   “No, she didn’t! That’s not what she said!”
 
   “But she did talk to you?”
 
   “Yes, not that it’s any of your business!”
 
   “Margo! I’m your brother. And if Mum and Dad, who love Bane like a son, are worried about you marrying him, well quite frankly, that bothers me!”
 
   “Mum and I spoke about it, okay?” I snarled, “It’s fine.”
 
   “Margo... Look, if it wasn’t for that one thing... I mean, Bane’s a good guy, he’s even come onto the right side now, and he’s your best friend and... well, he’s taken good care of you this far – I know I wasn’t around to help you, okay, before you say it? I haven’t... personally... got any problem with you marrying him, right?
 
   “Well, thank you for your permission!”
 
   “It’s just... I don’t know what they see that I don’t, but I had to check they’d talked to you, okay? That’s all.”
 
   “And it’s quite enough!”
 
   “Don’t be mad...”
 
   “Just... leave it ! The only thing you need to worry about is whether you’re prepared to escort me to the altar on Saturday or whether I escort myself !”
 
   I slammed the door behind me, seething. By the time I’d reached the battlements – forehead... slip bandanna on – I’d calmed down a little. ‘Cause it wasn’t really Kyle I was angry with. It was Mum. It was that conversation – four years ago.
 
   ‘Margo,’ she’d said to me, in such a gentle, serious voice, ‘Bane’s a lovely boy, and don’t misunderstand me, I love him like one of my own, but are you sure you want to marry him?’
 
   ‘Why wouldn’t I?’
 
   ‘He’s... he’s so angry, Margo.’
 
   I stared at her in astonishment.
 
   ‘Can you blame him?’
 
   ‘No, Margo. I can’t blame him. But this isn’t about blame. This is about whether you really want to live with that anger for the rest of your life.’
 
   I glared at her. Her words were starting an ache deep inside.
 
   ‘Yes. Yes, I do!’
 
   She sighed.
 
   ‘I can see you think you do. But Margo, the cardinal rule of choosing your life partner is this – never think you will be able to change them. What you see is what you get. Choose accordingly.’
 
   ‘I’ve chosen already! And for your information I like what I see and it’s what I want to get !’
 
   I’d stormed off from that conversation as well. My brain could tell me over and over that my mum had my best interests at heart – that Kyle did too – but it couldn’t blot out the hurt. That the person who made me happiest was a person they didn’t want me to have.
 
   I sniffed, brushing away a treacherous tear. So much for the only silver lining to my parents’ absence being that that whole business wouldn’t get dragged up again.
 
   “Are you okay, Margo?”
 
   I started. Jon. Hadn’t even noticed the tapping of his stick.
 
   “I’m fine.”
 
   “Pre-wedding nerves?”
 
   “No. Just.... just Kyle being stupid.”
 
   “Being big brotherly, is he?”
 
   I snorted. “Depends if by big brotherly you mean...” I bit off something very uncharitable.
 
   “You are cross.” Jon laughed, “What, he doesn’t approve of Bane?”
 
   I couldn’t laugh with him, though silence was as good as an admission. The humour was wiped from Jon’s face.
 
   “Not really?”
 
   I said nothing.
 
   “Oh, come on! Of all the guys one’s little sister could drag home to marry, Bane’s pretty unobjectionable. The hero of the Liberations? Kyle should be counting his blessings.”
 
   “It’s... My parents don’t want me to marry Bane.” Never admitted that to anyone before. Scarcely admitted it to myself. 
 
   Jon frowned. 
 
   “Why not? His temper?”
 
   I blinked.
 
   “Uh... yes.”
 
   Jon pulled a face.
 
   “It’s blinking awful, no getting around that. But... if they’re holding out for a perfect guy for you – well, no one’s perfect.”
 
   “I don’t want a perfect guy. I want Bane.”
 
   “I know. I think they’re wrong. You two have had long enough to stop adoring one another, haven’t you? I mean, I’m not saying it’s going to be easy, being married to him for the rest of your life – or him to you! – but I think being married to anyone is pretty hard work. Just thinking of my parents – the perfect couple, everyone says, but I don’t think it’s easy.” He shrugged. “Worth it, yeah.”
 
   I nodded. 
 
   “My parents too.”
 
   “There we are, then. Kyle’s probably just trying to be a good big brother. Don’t let it get to you.”
 
   “I’m not. It’s just... it’s ten times as important my family accept him, now, isn’t it?”
 
   “They’ll accept him, Margo. It’s one thing to try and warn you off beforehand – quite another to actually reject your husband! Don’t worry about it.”
 
   My attention shifted to where Bane was bouncing up the steps onto the battlements from The Barracks direction. He reached us quickly, hair damp with sweat but a broad smile on his face.
 
   “You look happy,” I said.
 
   “You don’t.” He frowned slightly. “I’ve just been around the assault course. What’s wrong?”
 
   “You haven’t!”
 
   “I have. Whole thing. Well, no, I skipped the rope swing. The wound is all healed up, but just to be on the safe side. What’s wrong with you?”
 
   He slipped an arm around the small of my back and drew me close, searching my face. “Not pre-wedding jitters, I hope?” He spoke lightly, but a spark of anxiety danced in his brown eyes.
 
   “’Course not.” I wrapped my arms around his warm bulk and rested my forehead on his – slightly damp – chest. “There’s nothing wrong. I just want it to be Saturday.”
 
   “Ah, tell me about it.” He held me closer. “If one more person backs me into a corner to check I have a correct understanding of marriage...” He made a frustrated noise. “Half raised in a Believing household, remember?”
 
   I laughed.
 
   “I know. But they’re just making sure – you know how nonBelievers are – well, when they can afford it – leave their registered partner the instant the children are grown – or even before – off with someone else…”
 
   “I know they’re just worried about you,” said Bane with exaggerated patience, “but Pope Cornelius covered it all when he signed that, y’know, thingie, didn’t he?”
 
   To marry a nonBeliever I had to get something called a dispensation, which basically certified both parties were fully aware of any potential problems likely to arise from their differing beliefs and had already, in as much as was possible, discussed and resolved these issues. The Holy Father had scrupulously questioned us to make sure Father Mark had covered sufficient ground before… Well. 
 
   ‘How would you feel if Margaret said she wanted to get your child baptised?’ Pope Cornelius had asked Bane gravely, making Bane roll his eyes. 
 
   ‘Margo, want to get our kids baptised? Never would’ve seen that one coming.’
 
   Sarcasm notwithstanding, we’d got our dispensation easily enough. 
 
   Resting my head against Bane, I thought about Saturday.
 
   “First day of the rest of our lives, hmm?” Bane’s thoughts were clearly in the same place.
 
   “I certainly feel like I’ve been waiting for it my whole life!” 
 
   Leaning on the ramparts beside us, Jon sighed. “I wish...”
 
   He trailed off, but Bane shot him a look of total comprehension.
 
   “Wish the world was a different place?”
 
   “Oh yes. I do.”
 
   Jon straightened up and headed off.
 
   “What was that about?” I asked Bane softly. “Not like Jon to be all wistful.”
 
   Bane gave me a look that might’ve had a touch of, ‘you think not?’ about it. Suppose... it’d been quite an intense time, but I hadn’t really known Jon all that long. He was Bane’s friend first. 
 
   “The world tramples on Jon’s dreams, that’s all.”
 
   “Dreams? You mean his physics, and stuff?”
 
   “And stuff. Come on, shall we go in? Perhaps I do want to crash out for a bit now.”
 
    
 
   On Saturday morning I wrote a very short blog entry.
 
    
 
   Getting married today. Wish me luck and pray for me, please. 
 
   M.V.
 
    
 
   P.S. 
 
   Comments won’t be answered until tomorrow since the prayer team will be joining in the celebrations!
 
    
 
   Even that little post took me a few minutes, my fingers were shaking so much with excitement. Breakfast also took me longer than anticipated, because everyone wanted to wish me well for the day. Almost felt like I was being deliberately delayed... Jon was with Bane, who was coming down to breakfast later to avoid seeing me.
 
   “I’ve got to go now!” I made it as far as the door at last. “I shall be late!”
 
   “You’re supposed to be late!” joked someone.
 
   “Not as late as I’m going to be if I don’t go and get ready!” I slid through the door into the hall. Huh? Now where’d the Gozitan noticeboard sign gone? Weird. There last night, wasn’t it?
 
   Eduardo stood in front of the signless noticeboard, looking extremely smug. Encouraging.
 
   “You got the roses?”
 
   “I did, Margaret. I, ah, have a little ‘gift’ for you as well. Call it an apology for the photos, if you will. I do mean well, you know.”
 
   I did know. Problem was, Eduardo’s well-meaning head would trample any merely emotional obstacles standing in its path.
 
   “I do know that, Eduardo, there was no need...”
 
   “Or call it a wedding present, if it will save an argument. I’m not sending it back. Not yet, anyway,” he said cryptically. “Shall we?”
 
   He waved me towards the stairs.
 
   “It’s in my room?”
 
   “It is.”
 
   I headed upstairs. What was it? Hard to imagine what sort of thing Eduardo would choose. Figuring out in his early teens that he would fail Sorting on account of his borderline autism – and that his parents didn’t plan to try and save him – he’d fled to Vatican State at once rather than wait ‘til he looked the age of a sortEvader. Where he’d managed to remain, despite his tender years, in due course entering the VSS and quickly becoming indispensable. If he’d any hobbies himself, I’d yet to learn of it. His job was his life. Clichéd but true.
 
   “Oh, your bridesmaids are in there already,” Eduardo said as I reached for the door handle, sounding extremely pleased with himself, at least by his standards.
 
   I went in, my eyes searching for the mysterious gift...
 
   “Margy!”
 
   “Margo!”
 
   “Margo! It’s you!”
 
   Three squealing shapes struck me in quick succession.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   ***+***
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   A SUPERFLUITY OF BRIDESMAIDS (AND RIBBONS)
 
    
 
   Sarah, Harriet and Caroline! 
 
   I gasped, half in shock and half ‘cause I was a bit winded.
 
   “Oh my goodness! What’re you doing here? I’m so pleased to see you...” I tried to hug them all at once. “How did you get here? How are you? Where’s everyone else?”
 
   “We’re here for your registration, silly!” said Harriet.
 
   “She’s getting married,” corrected Caroline, “No EuroGov involved. Everyone else is back in Africa, Margo. The Security man said only three of us could come and he thought it would be nicest if it was your oldest friends. So Jane and Rebecca and the others couldn’t come. But they really wanted to.”
 
   Only possible for three to come? No, three or five wouldn’t have made any difference, only which ones. Clearly Eduardo hadn’t wanted anyone too smart or nosy in this most secret of secret bases. 
 
   “Surprised Jane didn’t argue more, actually,” Harriet was saying. “She did really want to come, I could tell.”
 
   Jane was clever enough to realise the real reason – and that there was no point arguing. I must send her a present. Must send them all a present. What, though?
 
   “We were on a ship all night,” Caroline told me. “And really early this morning, this guy came and woke us up and we had to tiptoe up on deck and get in this really cool boat and that brought us the rest of the way. All really stealthy!”
 
   “Then we had to creep up the stairs while you were in breakfast,” giggled Harriet. “We were a little late, we were afraid you’d catch us!”
 
   I had been being delayed deliberately.
 
   “Margy and Bane forever?” said Sarah happily. I hugged her again – she was definitely one of my oldest friends.
 
   “Yes, Margy and Bane are finally getting married in...” I checked my watch and yelped. “In an hour and a half!” I cast around the room frantically. “I haven’t even got all my things!”
 
   Caroline and Harriet looked alarmed. 
 
   “What are you missing?” 
 
   “Where’s your dress? I can’t see a dress...”
 
   “I haven’t got a dress, it’s a skirt and top... Where are my shoes?”
 
   A knock on the door – thank goodness! – Sister Krayj and Sister Mari, arms full of the missing items – shoes, garlands, bouquets...
 
   “Ah, you’ve found your new bridesmaids,” grinned Sister Krayj.
 
   “Are you three really going to be my bridesmaids?”
 
   “Yes, look, we brought dresses...” Caroline pointed to three hangers hooked over the wardrobe door. African-style dresses, with the bold patterns. But at least they were in blue and white!
 
   “Aren’t they lovely,” sighed Sister Mari admiringly.
 
   “They certainly are,” I said. “And the... er... colours should fit in nicely.” Sister Krayj was laying things out on the bed. “Oh... but I did want you two as bridesmaids, y’know...”
 
   “Well, we can process at the rear in a suitably matronly manner, if you want us to,” said Sister Krayj.
 
   “Well, that’s okay, then.” Five bridesmaids was kind of excessive, but better than leaving anyone out.
 
   “Margy, pretty...” Sarah pulled my sleeve.
 
   “What? Oh...” She was pointing at my plant. A single, tiny hanging flower had appeared since I’d last looked at it properly. Purple. “It’s... starting to flower. That’s... nice.”
 
   “Come on, bridesmaids,” said Sister Krayj, “into your dresses.”
 
   Things descended into a whirl of preparation. I changed, and Caroline pinned some of my hair up, and Sister Mari expertly assisted the three of them with their matching turban-scarf things, and soon everything was in place except my garland and the silver doves.
 
   “Well, what do you think?” I asked them
 
   Caroline eyed me judiciously.
 
   “It’s kind of...”
 
   “...blue?” finished Harriet. 
 
   I shrugged.
 
   “Well, the only white thing in the store was a pair of gloves. Anyway, white wedding dresses are actually a fairly recent tradition, y’know, in the scheme of things. It’s much nicer to have something you can wear for Sunday best afterwards.”
 
   “Well, other than it’s not white,” said Caroline, “it looks lovely.”
 
   “Bane will get that hypnotised look,” giggled Harriet.
 
   But Sarah looked very unhappy.
 
   “Margy wear this?”
 
   “Yes. Margy likes this. I know it’s not white, Sarah, but blue is actually a very good colour for weddings...”
 
   Sarah waved this away.
 
   “No, no... no thing. Behind. Sarah hold!”
 
   Caroline and Harriet looked guilty.
 
   “Urm... we kind of told Sarah she could carry your train,” admitted Caroline.
 
   “And, well, you haven’t got one,” said Harriet glumly.
 
   “Oh,” I said. “Um... well, I haven’t got one, Sarah. But it’s okay, you’re going to have a bouquet to hold. Flowers, very pretty.” If Eduardo had thought to fetch extra bridesmaids, no doubt he’d fetched extra flowers – yes, there was a suitably large pile of bouquets on the bed...
 
   Sarah looked unconsoled.
 
   “Margy, Bane, forever day!” she said emphatically. “Have to be... have to be good. Have to be...” She waved her arms, frustration in her eyes.
 
   I caught her hands.
 
   “Sarah, it’s okay. Slow down. Bane and my wedding, you want it to be good, yes?”
 
   She nodded fiercely.
 
   “Yes. Good. Better... best. Word? ”
 
   “Perfect. You want it to be perfect.”
 
   She relaxed and beamed, that familiar puzzlement in her eyes – how could I express this thing so easily?
 
   “Purr-fect. Bane and Margy forever day purr-fect.”
 
   Sarah had worshipped Bane ever since he’d found her sobbing on the floor in the middle of a ring of jeering boys not long after the accident. He’d ploughed into them like a wild thing, breaking one nose and one arm and putting the apparently insurmountable horde to flight. 
 
   For which act of heroic courage he’d been suspended for four weeks and been told by his parents that if he ever did anything like it again, they’d put him into care. Fortunately even the older boys were wary of getting in a fight with Bane after that.
 
   I squeezed her hands.
 
   “Sarah, Bane’s and Margy’s wedding is already perfect simply because you three are here. I don’t need a train for it to be perfect.”
 
   Sarah thought about that.
 
   “No?” she said at last. And nodded. “No.”
 
   “Actually,” interjected Sister Krayj, “I think we may be okay on the train front.”
 
   “Really?” I said.
 
   “Yes.” She plopped the garland onto my head, then gathered up the cascade of ribbons that fell down my back almost to my knees – Sister Mari had got a little carried away. “Train?”
 
   “Sarah can carry that! Perfect.”
 
   It would look a teensy bit odd, actually, but if it made Sarah happy...
 
   Sister Mari moved in eagerly with the silver doves, and Caroline rushed forward to make sure they went onto my hairdo okay. And I was actually ready. At least as far as my attire was concerned – butterflies suddenly swarmed in my stomach...
 
   “Okay,” said Sister Krayj firmly, “We’ve just got time for Margo to have five minutes quiet to pray, then we’d better go.”
 
   I gulped and went to my little kneeler in the corner. Tried to calm my mind. Tried to think serious thoughts about the huge step I was taking. Tried to ignore my three old friends shooting looks at me there engaged in the most forbidden of activities. But I couldn’t really think about anything other than Bane, and the fact we were finally going to belong to each other for life. Help me, Lord, I managed at last, Help me to do this right. Help me not to forget you this day, this most important day...
 
   “Okay, time’s up. Know your lines?” Sister Krayj’s voice dragged me from my efforts.
 
   “Yes.” I had to swallow before speaking. “And the alter servers have a little card they’ll hold out if we forget. It’ll be fine.”
 
   “Then we’d better go.” 
 
   We trooped downstairs and headed for the cathedral. The corridors were deserted – everyone was already there. We weren’t actually late, of course. You didn’t come late for Mass, even a nuptial one, and making Bane wait for me would just be plain rude.
 
   My bridesmaids made a giggling screen to hide me from Bane’s view as we hurried up the cathedral steps – no satellite overhead this morning, praise the Lord. I caught a glimpse of almost-tamed black hair but Bane’s groomsmen immediately shepherded him to the door and inside.
 
   Which just left Kyle waiting there, smartly dressed in a cassock that’d had a more than usually serious encounter with an iron. I’d kind of avoided him for the last couple of days. But here he was, waiting to escort me in our parents’ place.
 
   He came towards me as we reached the top, a smile on his face but anxiety in his eyes.
 
   “Margo, you look beautiful.”
 
   Putting his arms around me, he hugged me tight. I hugged him back and it was almost as if nothing had happened.
 
   “I am really happy for you,” he told me seriously. “You know that, right?”
 
   “I believe you.” I grabbed another quick hug. “We’d better go, Bane’s gone in.”
 
   Kyle offered me his arm and my bridesmaids formed up behind – Sarah, beaming and holding my ‘train’, then Caroline and Harriet followed by Sister Krayj and Sister Mari, all armed with bouquets. I headed determinedly for the huge wooden doors and a rather military hiss came from inside, “Incoming, go, go, go...”
 
   I stepped through the doorway. The multitude of guards had clearly designated themselves as Bane’s family and friends and sat on the right, everyone else sat on ‘my’ side, all just getting to their feet for the entrance hymn. The usual entrance procession – cross-bearer, altar servers, priests – was moving off down the centre aisle, with Pope Cornelius bringing up the rear in his white vestments. 
 
   Bane’s procession was setting off down the right-hand aisle. Still couldn’t get more than a glimpse of him, but I spotted Jon walking beside him, filling in for his lost parents and looking very smart in a suit. Fox and Foxie, as we’d nicknamed Fox One and Fox Two, came behind, resplendent in their Swiss Guard uniforms, and behind them, Hippo smart in his navy Vatican Police uniform, and Alligator sporting another miscellaneous suit – VSS were plain clothes. 
 
   I headed for the left-hand aisle, trying to keep pace just behind the entrance procession in the centre. Hopefully my bridesmaids weren’t too disappointed not to have a Hollywoodesque centre-of-attention ‘bridal procession’. They’d been done away with years ago – the bride wasn’t an object to be presented and given away, nor was it her day – Bane’s day as much as mine, and Mass was more important than either of us. 
 
   Almost there. My hands were sweating on the bouquet – I clutched it tighter. Kyle tightened his grip on my arm – the ‘parents’ in the procession came in handy just for physical support! 
 
   Then the entrance procession was mounting the sanctuary and I’d reached the end of the side aisle. I turned right, and... there was Bane! Coming towards me... Wearing a suit the exact same rich chocolate brown as his eyes – Jolita must’ve hidden it away! His eyes widened as he saw my bridesmaids and he grinned at them.
 
   Then our eyes met and my bridesmaids might’ve disappeared off the face of the earth, from the way his eyes fixed on my face. I headed towards him, oblivious to all the people watching.
 
   Finally we reached the centre aisle, staring at each other across it. Bane... 
 
   Kyle gave my hand a squeeze and stepped back, extracting my bouquet from my grip and giving it to Sarah, then seeing the bridesmaids to their seats – I scarcely noticed. Jon clasped Bane’s shoulder, then gave him a little shove in my direction. He blinked, then strode forward, hand outstretched. I placed my hand in his, his strong fingers closed around it and we walked the last few steps together, to where a short bench waited behind a pair of kneelers right in front of the sanctuary rail. 
 
   Pope Cornelius began the Mass and soon I found myself actually struggling to remember the words to the Gloria! Bane was no better. He’d remember we were supposed to be singing, look blank for a moment, manage a few lines then trail off, mouth slightly open, staring at me again. As though he could hardly believe it was finally happening. Knew the feeling...
 
   Huh?
 
   “...Pour forth the help of your blessing on these your servants Bane and Margaret, so that in the union of Marriage they may be bound together in mutual affection, in likeness of mind, and in shared holiness...” 
 
   Oh, the Gloria had finished. Pay attention, Margo! 
 
   We all sat for the scripture readings.
 
   “A reading from the Song of Songs.” Sister Eunice was reading. Bane actually relaxed enough to grin at me. We’d unanimously chosen this reading.
 
    
 
   “I hear my Beloved.
 
   See how he comes
 
   leaping on the mountains,
 
   bounding over the hills.
 
    
 
   My Beloved is like a gazelle,
 
   like a young stag.
 
   See where he stands
 
   behind our wall.
 
    
 
   He looks in at the window,
 
   he peers through the lattice.
 
   My Beloved lifts up his voice,
 
   he says to me,
 
   ‘Come then, my love,
 
   my lovely one, come.
 
    
 
   My dove, hiding in the clefts of the rock. 
 
   In the coverts of the cliff,
 
   show me your face,
 
   let me hear your voice;
 
   for your voice is sweet
 
   and your face is beautiful.’
 
    
 
   My beloved is mine and I am his.
 
    
 
   Set me like a seal on your heart, 
 
   like a seal on your arm.
 
   For love is strong as Death,
 
   jealousy relentless as Sheol.
 
    
 
   The flash of it is a flash of fire,
 
   a flame of the Lord himself. 
 
   Love no flood can quench, 
 
   no torrents drown.”
 
    
 
   Birds and walls and lattices... too perfect! Of course, Song of Songs was the only book of Scripture Bane had read all the way through. ‘It’s got, like, breasts and everything,’ I’d overheard him confiding to an amused Father Mark, some years ago.
 
   Oops, Sister Eunice was reading the psalm. I struggled to pay attention. Bane liked this one, because it finished, ‘he will see the downfall of his foes.’
 
   Now the epistle. Another mutual choice.
 
   “If I have all the eloquence of men or of angels,” Sister Eunice read, “but speak without love, I am simply a gong booming or a cymbal clashing...” 
 
   Bane hadn’t let go of my hand – rather distracting... 
 
   “...If I give away all that I possess, piece by piece, and if I even let them take my body to burn it, but am without love, it will do me no good whatever.
 
   “Love is always patient and kind; it is never jealous; love is never boastful or conceited; it is never rude or selfish; it does not take offence, and is not resentful. 
 
   “Love takes no pleasure in other people's sins but delights in the truth; it is always ready to excuse, to trust, to hope, and to endure whatever comes.
 
   “Love does not come to an end.”
 
   Possibly the most famous description of love ever written... 
 
   We stood and Pope Cornelius came forward to read the gospel. This one at Bane’s insistence. The last part was rather embarrassing, ‘cause I knew he was thinking of the success of the blog and everything.
 
   Oh yes, here it was...
 
   “...You are the light of the world. A city built on a hilltop cannot be hidden. No one lights a lamp to put it under a tub; they put it on the lamp-stand where it shines for everyone in the house. In the same way your light must shine in the sight of men, so that, seeing your good works, they may give the praise to your Father in heaven.”
 
   A little voice in my head was saying, ‘just the homily now, just the homily and then you’re getting married...’ I tried to quiet it and listen – with limited success. I clutched Bane’s hand even tighter as we sat down.
 
   Pope Cornelius smoothed out a couple of sheets of paper and smiled around at everyone, but there was a touch of sadness in it.
 
   “When Sister Eunice was clearing out Father Mark’s room she found this on his desk.” My heart clenched as he held up the pages. “It says at the top, B&M homily. It is probably not in its finished form, but it’s as good as anything I could have come up with – so I will read it today.” 
 
   Bane’s forehead was rucked up with pain, but he managed a smile. Pope Cornelius smoothed the pages again and began.
 
   “My dear friends: You must forgive me if I draw heavily on the traditional ‘Exhortation before Marriage.’ Bane may well laugh at the name, but it says it better than I can. So. You are both about to enter upon a union that is extremely sacred and extremely serious. Sacred because since God is its initiator, marriage is of its very nature holy, requiring a complete and whole-hearted giving of self. 
 
   “It is serious, because it will bind you together so intimately that it will profoundly influence your whole future. That future, with its hopes and disappointments, its successes and failures, its pleasures and pains, its joys and sorrows, is hidden from you. And not knowing what is before you, you take each other for better or for worse, for richer or for poorer, in sickness and in health, until death.
 
   “It is a beautiful tribute to your faith in each other, that recognising the full magnitude of your words, you are, all the same, so willing to pronounce them. At this stage in a wedding homily, I would normally suggest to you that friendship is a far more key ingredient to a successful marriage than desire. Both are good, but beyond a certain point, only one is indispensable. 
 
   “But you two have the advantage over many couples in that your wedded life will be built on the foundation of a near-lifelong friendship. You already know how to get on. You know how to make up. You know how to support one another through good and bad. And I think there’s no shortage of desire either!”
 
   I blushed and Bane’s cheeks went slightly red, but I brushed a tear away as well. It was like Father Mark was speaking to us from beyond the grave... 
 
   “Building on this sound foundation, I urge you to rest the security of your wedded life upon the great principle of self-sacrifice. Not a fashionable notion outside of Underground circles, but before you curl your lip at me, Bane, let me observe that you already seem remarkably proficient in this virtue. Think back over the last year, and further back still, and consider how often you have put your own needs and desires after those of the young woman who is about to become your wife. Consider how often she has done the same for you. 
 
   “This voluntary and complete surrender of your individual lives is made in the interest of that deeper life which you are to have together. After today, you will belong entirely to each other; you will be one in mind, one in heart, and one in love. 
 
   “Whatever sacrifices you may need to make to preserve this mutual life, always make them generously. Sacrifice is usually difficult and irksome. Only love can make it easy, and we are generally willing to give in proportion to our love. When love is perfect, the sacrifice is complete: ‘A man can have no greater love than to lay down his life for his friends...’
 
   “If true love and the unselfish spirit of perfect sacrifice guide your every action, you can expect the greatest measure of earthly happiness that may be allotted in this vale of tears. The rest is in the hands of the Lord. Nor will He leave you unaided; He promises His life-long support.
 
   “So, my dear friends, with no further ado, let us see you united.
 
   “I second our dear departed friend,” concluded Pope Cornelius. “With no further ado, let us see the two of you united.”
 
   He came forward to the edge of the sanctuary and began the preparatory remarks for the marriage rite – I mopped my eyes frantically and tried to get myself together.
 
   “Bane and Margaret, have you come here freely and without reservation to give yourselves to each other in marriage?”
 
   “I have.” Bane sounded like he’d something stuck in his throat.
 
   “I have.” Also trying to keep my voice steady.
 
   “Will you love and honour each other as man and wife for the rest of your lives?”
 
   “I will.” Bane’s voice was a little stronger.
 
   “I will.” 
 
   “Will you accept children lovingly from God, and bring them up according to the law of Christ and his Church?”
 
   “I will.”
 
   “I will.” My voice was coming back under my control as well. 
 
   Pope Cornelius smiled at us, and my mouth went dry again. This was it...
 
   “Since it is your intention to enter into marriage, join your right hands, and declare your consent before God and his Church.”
 
   Bane swallowed – a slightly panicked look entered his eyes, then was pushed away by a determined frown. Carefully he took my right hand.
 
   “I, Bane... er, Blake...” He trailed off. Upset? Oh... trying not to laugh! “Uh, I, Blake BLANK~BLANK...” He paused again, more dissatisfied than amused now. “Oh, for pity’s sake! I, Bane Mitchell~Marsden, officially Blake BLANK~BLANK, take you, Margaret Elisabeth Anysia Vaux~Verrall, for my lawful wife, to have and to hold, from this day forward, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, until death do us part.”
 
   He gave a firm nod, clearly happy he’d satisfied both law and his own sense of identity. And watched me rather breathlessly. 
 
   I knew the words, Bane had just said them.
 
   This was it...
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   ***+***
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   YOU MAY NOW KISS THE BRIDEGROOM
 
    
 
   “I, Margaret Elisabeth Anysia Vaux~Verrall, take you, Bane Mitchell~Marsden, officially Blake BLANK~BLANK, for my lawful husband, to have and to hold, from this day forward, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, until death do us part.”
 
   Done.
 
   Pope Cornelius beamed at us both. 
 
   “You have declared your consent before the Church. May the Lord in His goodness strengthen your consent and fill you both with His blessings. What God has joined, men must not divide.”
 
   I stared at my husband, holding tight to his hand – Jon produced the rings from his pocket and Pope Cornelius sprinkled both them and us with Holy Water.
 
   “Lord, bless and consecrate Bane and Margaret in their love for each other. May these rings be a symbol of true faith in each other, and always remind them of their love...”
 
   Then Bane was fumbling with the smaller ring, trying to pick it up with fingers not quite as steady as usual.
 
   “Margaret, take this ring as a sign of my love and fidelity...”
 
   The ring slid into place, cool and bright around my finger. My turn... 
 
   I didn’t do much better picking the ring up, but I managed to get it over the end of Bane’s finger on the second attempt.
 
   “Bane, take this ring as a sign of my love and fidelity...”
 
   Done! The choir was singing. I felt like a piece of jelly and leant against Bane – my husband! He slipped a discreet arm around my waist, tucking me close, and we stood like that throughout the general prayers that followed.
 
   Prayers over, the Communion rite was beginning... I knelt, Bane – my husband! – kneeling beside me. My head was ringing – or maybe singing. Pure happiness?
 
   Time for the nuptial blessing – getting to our feet again.
 
   “...May your abundant blessing, Lord, come down upon this bride, Margaret, and upon Bane, her companion for life, and may the power of your Holy Spirit set their hearts aflame from on high...”
 
   Bane was beaming at me like the happiest and proudest guy on earth. I beamed back, until Pope Cornelius said, “Let us offer each other the sign of peace.” He looked at me, winked and said, under his breath, “You may now kiss the bridegroom.”
 
   I laughed at the Hollywood (near) quote, but blushed as well.
 
   Then embarrassment – everything – was forgotten, as Bane’s arms encircled me, hands resting at the small of my back. I looked up into his eyes – every delicate hue and shade of brown radiating out through his irises like the brush-strokes of the Creator...
 
   Finally I stretched and he bent and our lips came together, feather-light touch, in the chastest kiss we’d ever exchanged. A small electronic sound – Brother Marcel – wasn’t important. Lord, thank you for my husband...
 
   Someone hovered at my side... Kyle. Oh. We were all supposed to be exchanging the sign of peace. Feeling like I was leaving reality for a dream, I detached myself from Bane. From the amount of giggling and whispering, Bane and I had caused a bit of a distraction. Oops. Sorry, Lord.
 
   I hugged a lot of people and shook hands with even more and soon Bane and I were kneeling again, and I received Our Lord whilst Pope Cornelius laid a hand on Bane’s head and gave him a particularly special blessing. So nice to have him kneeling there beside me, yet that small separation hurt, today more than ever before... 
 
   Lord, sooner or later, please let my husband choose to become part of your flock... I don’t think he doubts so very much, now, he’s just stubborn... and the way his parents have treated him makes it so hard for him to trust your love...
 
   And we were standing for the final blessing – then the mighty organ over the door was playing and the recessional procession formed up and we were married, married, married! Sarah handed me my bouquet and happily gathered up my ‘train’ again, then Bane and I were walking down the aisle arm in arm, together, united.
 
   Eduardo waited at the back of the church, directing the procession, with little apologetic grimaces, through the internal door instead of the external one – the Eye of Sauron must be back. I drew Bane gently out of the procession, to a side altar. 
 
   “You don’t have to wait for me,” I told my bridesmaids, “I’m just going to pray for a minute.”
 
   “That’s okay,” said Caroline, “we can look around, then follow you out properly.”
 
   All three of them were gazing around the cathedral in awe.
 
   “Pretty,” said Sarah, and Caroline and Harriet nodded their agreement.
 
   My other two bridesmaids left them to their gazing and knelt at the altar as well – anyone who hadn’t had to process out was saying their post-communion prayers. Bane knelt uncomplainingly beside me, and became lost in the happiness of the moment – or perhaps one of his argumentative conversations with the Almighty.
 
    
 
   After a few photos, the wedding breakfast – more accurately termed ‘lunch’ – went uneventfully, though I heaved a slight sigh of relief once the speeches were over. Jon was merciful to Bane, telling nothing worse than the story of the broken arm and nose, which, violence notwithstanding, was well received by pretty much everyone. I’d known that was coming, ‘cause he’d checked some details with me. Sarah burst into tears and clapped so hard you’d think it’d happened this morning!
 
   Kyle showed similar restraint, though he couldn’t resist trotting out the hammer and nail story. I hid behind my napkin as I saw it coming.
 
   “So there’s little Margo and Bane in the playpen, and Margo’s got this toy hammer and Bane’s sat there with this look of complete resignation on his baby face as she whacks him on the head with it, tap, tap, tap. He was playing the role of the nail, y’see!”
 
   “There’s no way you actually remember that,” I grumbled, as he sat down to applause and great hilarity.
 
   “Maybe not,” he smirked, “but Mum and Dad told the story often enough, and they had the picture to prove it.”
 
   Wouldn’t mind if that photo was one of the things I never saw again!
 
   “Well, Margo’s dumped this on me,” Bane began the couple’s speech, “’cause she says everyone hears quite enough of what she thinks!” That got a laugh.
 
   Then he went on to make me cry with love and happiness. I would’ve been more annoyed if he hadn’t been so clearly teetering on the verge of tears himself.
 
   Still, nice to have all that done with. I tried to savour the meal, ‘cause I knew how hard the cooks had worked on it. But it was difficult. I was too busy looking at Bane to notice what I was eating. My husband. Mr Verrall.
 
   “That’s going to take some getting used to...” I muttered.
 
   “Huh? Oh, Mr and Mrs Verrall, right?”
 
   I couldn’t help pulling a slight face as I nodded. It sounded so weird.
 
   “Yeah,” he agreed. 
 
   “But... you used your real... uh... old... um, well, anyway, you used Mitchell~Marsden in the vows, so, am I really Mrs known-as-Mitchell~Marsden-officially-BLANK~BLANK?”
 
   “Forget that! Let’s just stick with Verrall, even if it takes a while to get used to it, hmm?”
 
   “Fine by me, I was just wondering.”
 
   “Well, I doubt we’ll ever be registering it with the EuroGov, so who cares.”
 
   “True.”
 
   The lunch went on for literally several hours, then everyone dispersed to sneak in a little more work whilst an army of eager helpers moved the tables and set up the canteen for the evening party. Bane and I were chased away at our first tentative offer to help, so we went up to my room with Caroline, Harriet and Sarah, who would have to leave at nine o’clock.
 
   “I’m stuffed,” moaned Bane, flopping backwards onto the bed. “I kept eating whatever was on my plate and they kept refilling it and I was so busy looking at the new Mrs Verrall I didn’t even notice. No dancing from me tonight, waddling only.”
 
   “You can’t waddle!” exclaimed Caroline, “it’s your wedding !”
 
   “You’ll look like a duck!” Harriet was equally aghast.
 
   Bane laughed, then rolled onto his stomach so he could see me where I sat on the window seat with Sarah. Clearly deducing I wanted to snatch a little time with my friends while they were here, he gave an exaggerated yawn.
 
   “Perhaps I’d better try and sleep it off, then.” He settled his chin on his arms.
 
   “So how’s Africa?” I asked Sarah.
 
   She brightened at once.
 
   “Africa great place. Sarah has hamster now.”
 
   “A hamster? Really?”
 
   “It’s not a hamster,” put in Harriet, “that’s just what we call it. It’s really a desert... um... what’s it called, Caroline?”
 
   “Desert Jerboa,” said Caroline. “Like a hamster only it’s got big legs and jumps like a Kangeroo. It likes Sarah, though. If she puts it down it’ll come right back to her.”
 
   “That’s ‘cause she feeds it sugar lumps,” said Harriet.
 
   “Sue like sugar,” said Sarah firmly.
 
   “Sue?” I asked. “That’s its name?”
 
   Harriet and Caroline put their heads together and broke into giggles.
 
   “Sue has long legs. Look like Sue... other Sue,” said Sarah.
 
   “Face like a fox,” said Caroline – she and Harriet sniggered again – so did Bane. They must’ve read ‘I Am Margaret’ now and know Sue tried to steal my short story.
 
   “So what do you do there? Where do you live?”
 
   “Kanju,” said Sarah, “Sarah like Kanju.”
 
   “It’s a free town,” said Harriet. “Self-governing.”
 
   “The state Kanju’s in does toady to the EuroGov a bit, so they say,” said Caroline, “but I expect y’know what it’s like with towns with FreeCharters over there, they’re just untouchable.”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Yeah, so Kanju’s free. ‘Parently it doesn’t actually count as an Underground town, ‘cause it’s got a...” Caroline paused to get the word right, “it’s got a representative government, but most everyone there is Underground. We live in one of the communal houses. There’s lots of jobs to do there, I mean, it’s a whole town.”
 
   “Yeah, but we all work in the weaving workshops,” said Harriet. “We’re not very good yet, we just make mats from recycled stuff – when we get better we’ll be able to make fabric for clothes on the big looms.” She gave Caroline a significant look, but Sarah had already jumped up and practically dived under the bed, pulling out a large colourful bag. 
 
   All three of them gathered around it and took out some long rolled up things.
 
   “Were you thinking we’d forgotten your wedding present?” giggled Harriet. “Bet you were!”
 
   “I honestly hadn’t thought about it,” I said – honestly.
 
   “Well, here we are,” said Caroline. “Bane, are you awake?”
 
   “Yep,” yawned Bane. “The sight of Mrs Verrall is keeping my eyes open better than caffeine.”
 
   Blushing, I exchanged a rather soppy grin with him.
 
   “I made this one, Harriet made this one,” Caroline unrolled three colourful mats, “and Sarah made this one.”
 
   “They’re for your house,” said Harriet eagerly. “Um... when you have one.”
 
   “For floor.” Sarah took the top one and laid it out in the space beside the bed.
 
   “They’re lovely.” I meant it. Sarah’s usual taste in colour matching ran directly contrary to that of pretty much the entire of the rest of the world’s population, but for once the result was attractive rather than blinding. The purple, orange and green just looked cheerful. 
 
   Bane reached down a hand to examine the rugs.
 
   “That’s great.” Genuinely pleased. “We’ve got, like, household goods now! And all these rooms here have wooden floors.”
 
   Bane and I took a moment to arrange the rugs, though we were actually moving to a single, larger double room later.
 
   “So how are the hours?” We settled down again with mugs of hot chocolate Jon had appeared at the door with. “Is it hard work? How’s the heat?”
 
   “Oh, it’s very hot,” said Caroline, “but it’s fine in the weaving sheds and most of the houses. They’ve all got waterCool roofs. D’you know what they are?”
 
   “Um, sort of flat water tanks all over the roof. The water runs through them and heats up in the sun, keeping the heat from the buildings, and flows on into hot water tanks, right?”
 
   “That’s right. Seems to work really well, and you never have to heat water any other way.”
 
   “They have this service – bit like earlier – every morning at eight,” chimed in Harriet. “Then when that finishes at eight thirty, it’s breakfast.”
 
   “Oh, that’s the same as here,” I remarked.
 
   “Then at nine we go to the sheds to work,” Caroline took over. “We get half an hour with tea and biscuits in the morning and afternoon, and an hour off for lunch. Then we finish at five. And there’s two days off together each week, called the ‘weekend’.”
 
   “Everyone’s off work together,” said Harriet. “Much better than random days off.”
 
   “Everyone used to have a weekend, y’know,” I said, slightly sadly. “The EuroGov did away with it because they didn’t want to admit Sunday is special.”
 
   “In Kanju we have a special long service and a special dinner on Sunday,” said Harriet.
 
   “Yes, it’s special, y’see.” 
 
   Couldn’t help picturing me and Bane, in Kanju with the three of them. A similar routine to here, but... safe. No question of the EuroGov rocking up... the terror of Full Conscious Dismantlement just a memory...
 
   We could say, ‘sorry, but we should be thinking about starting a family, not trying to get ourselves killed, so we’re going now’. No one would stop us. We’d both agreed – reluctantly – that it would be utterly irresponsible for us to try for a child in our current circumstances – one loose tongue away from a gurney and any child of ours being thrown into a EuroGov orphanage – or taken straight to a Facility.
 
   But in Kanju... everything would be different. An unexpected ache of longing gripped my insides.
 
   “We’re enjoying your blog, y’know, Margo,” Caroline said. “They always put the PrintArounds in the dining hall.”
 
   “Caroline reads it to us every day,” said Harriet.
 
   “Blog, good,” nodded Sarah.
 
   I could still write the blog from Kanju. Did we really need to stay here?
 
   “The security guy said your blog has turned the bloc into a keg of gunpowder,” said Caroline rather proudly. “Says soon all it will need is one spark and Kaboom.”
 
   “Kaboom!” said Sarah.
 
   “I think you’re both so brave. I could never sit here and write that stuff, knowing...” Harriet pulled a face and shuddered.
 
   My heart dropped into my stomach. Ah yes. That was why we were here. Because words written from safety had a fraction of the impact of words written by someone who refused to run away. Who was I fooling? I had to stay.
 
   Bane stared at me from the bed, his expression sombre and sympathy in his eyes. Reading my thoughts as they marched across my face?
 
   Caroline checked her watch. “Ooh, it’s an hour until the party. Do you think any of those gorgeous guards will dance with us, Margo?”
 
   “I’m sure they will. But if you’re planning to fall madly in love with one, just bear in mind they can’t marry until they’ve completed their first three years of service and earned promotion and they won’t be interested in anything else.”
 
   “Why can’t they marry?” asked Harriet.
 
   “They’re required to make an absolute commitment while they learn what they’re doing. No distractions. If they sign up for further service, once they move up a rung they’re free to marry.” No married guards on the island, though, and no prizes for guessing why. The cold breath of the EuroGov brushed across the back of my neck again...
 
   “I wish we could stay longer,” sighed Harriet.
 
   But Caroline frowned. “Really?”
 
   Feeling that cold breath too? Harriet looked blank for a moment, then frowned too.
 
   “Well... Perhaps not.”
 
   They were going in a matter of hours. What gift did I have for them, and for the others? My eyes quartered the room. Wardrobe. Containing clothes, and not many of them. Only what I needed and nothing they’d want. Bedside table. A hairbrush and several other devastatingly practical items. An old paperback, starting to gather dust – from the library, not even mine. I had nothing else. Just the plant on the dresser near the window. Didn’t really want to part with that. My first ever successful foray into gardening...
 
   I really hadn’t missed my possessions at all. But... it would’ve been nice to be able to give them something. Wait a minute... Just one other thing that actually belonged to me.
 
   “I’ve got a little gift for you three, actually, and Jane and Rebecca and everyone.”
 
   I opened the drawer where I’d thrown the handkerchief full of seeds. Took it out carefully and unfolded it atop the dresser. They crowded around, peering at the tiny brown things.
 
   “What is, Margy?” asked Sarah.
 
   “Are they seeds?” asked Caroline.
 
   “Yes. Fuschia seeds. They’ll grow into a nice purple flowery plant like that,” I indicated the growing specimen. No one else had got very close to Major Everington’s garden, so there was no danger it would give anyone nightmares. I peered at the little heap. There really weren’t many left. They’d have to take them all.
 
   “I suggest you plant the lot, with the advice of someone who knows about plants, and then split them up once they’re a bit older. It’s one for each of you three, one each for Jane and Rebecca, then any extras you can put in the communal areas for everyone, how’s that?”
 
   Sarah clapped her hands in delight, looking admiringly at the young plant in its pot, and Caroline and Harriet looked pleased enough. I’d literally nothing else, anyway.
 
   Gathering up the corners of the handkerchief, I tied a leftover piece of blue ribbon securely around it, then entrusted it to Sarah. Bane was still watching. He didn’t have anything to give away either – but what was his was now mine and what was mine was now his...
 
   “They’re from Bane too, of course.” 
 
   Bane pulled a slight face. Because of the original source of the seeds, no doubt, but fortunately no one else noticed.
 
   “Margy come back Kanju?” asked Sarah hopefully.
 
   I looked away from her eager face, giving Angel Margaret a moment to rugby tackle the demon of temptation menacing me.
 
   “Sorry, Sarah. Margy has to stay here.”
 
    
 
   Bane and I slipped away from the party at nine and drove down to the harbour with Caroline, Harriet and Sarah, though Eduardo insisted I stayed out of sight in the vehicle when we got there. 
 
   “I’ll see you soon, Sarah, I’ll see you soon, don’t cry,” I whispered, as she leant into the jeep to hug me. 
 
   From the way she looked at me, even she could tell this was a bit of a fib. The last time I’d told her that, I’d not seen her for six months, had I? No real hope this time would be any different.
 
   Eduardo finally pried them gently – but firmly – off me and walked them to the speedboat.
 
   “Have you got everything?” I called after them.
 
   They held up their bouquets and the bags full of wedding cake for the others in Kanju, and Sarah called tearfully, “Sarah got seeds,” and then they were climbing on board. Bane waved from the end of the dock as the boat pulled away, and I waved from the jeep, though they wouldn’t be able to see me in the dark. After a while a speck appeared briefly on the moonlit horizon, then it was gone.
 
   Bane did his best to cuddle my gloom away as we drove back to the Citadel – and largely succeeded. 
 
   “It’s ten.” Faint sounds of music still came from the Old Chapterhouse as I slid out of the jeep after Bane. “How about we... er... slip off now?”
 
   A grin spread across Bane’s face.
 
   “Sounds good to me. Um, you going back to the party, Eduardo?”
 
   “No, I’m off to check the watch, then the news. And so on.”
 
   “Oh. Well, I’m sure they’ll figure out where we’ve gone!”
 
   “Thanks for bringing them over here, Eduardo, it was really nice of you,” I said.
 
   Eduardo shrugged this off and headed for the wall, so we went into the building, creeping past the canteen door and scampering up the stairs like we were cutting lessons. Our new room was on the second floor – kind of hurt that Jon was being left a floor below. The Siamese Triplet thing hadn’t completely worn off yet.
 
   Bane pushed the door open, then stuck an arm in front of me to stop me entering.
 
   “Ah-ah. You can slap me for being macho and sexist, but I want to do it...” and he scooped me up in his arms.
 
   “Careful of your back...” But he stepped over the threshold, apparently unphased by my weight, and I couldn’t help a giggle, half nervous anticipation, half charmed by the – admittedly dubious if you looked into it too hard – tradition.
 
   He walked to the bed, pushing the door shut with his heel, and set me carefully down on the edge. Then stood there, staring down at me, breathing a little hard – and not from carrying me.
 
   “Get ready for bed straight away?” My mouth was dry. 
 
   “How much getting ready do you have in mind?” His voice was very low.
 
   “Brush teeth. Curtains...” I pointed. His expression was making me lose the ability to form full sentences.
 
   “Let’s get to it...” Crossing the room in three strides, he swished the curtains closed, then disappeared into the en-suite – the only one in the building; as the sole married couple, we were highly honoured. Leaping off the bed, I turned on the bedside lamp, switched off the main light, then followed him. 
 
   In the bathroom waited a set of – new! – towels with an entwined B and M embroidered on them, wedding gifts! And a beautiful nightdress for me and a pair of light cotton pyjamas for Bane. Everyone must’ve got together to buy them.
 
   My teeth also brushed, I noticed Bane eyeing the gifts with a slightly anxious air.
 
   “Why don’t we try those out tomorrow? I’ve no objection to you undoing all these fiddly buttons for me...”
 
   He grinned, drew me gently into his arms and kissed me. And I kissed him back. Really, really kissed him, holding back nothing, because he was my husband and it was okay, more than okay, good and right and pure... When we finally drew apart Bane’s breathing was ragged and his voice shook.
 
   “Whoa. Liking marriage already!”
 
   I stretched up to kiss him again and the kiss lasted all the way across the bedroom until we landed in a heap on the bed. Bane set to work rather frantically with all the buttons as I untucked his shirt and slipped my hands underneath...
 
   A knock at the door. 
 
   Bane froze. Did I look as astonished as he did?
 
   Another knock.
 
   “Go away!” shouted Bane. Yes, I seconded that.
 
   “It’s Jon.”
 
   “It’s got to be bad luck for the groom to kill the best man on the wedding day, so clear off, quick!”
 
   “I’m sorry...” said Jon, “I’m really sorry, but I think you’re going to want to know about this...”
 
   “I don’t think there’s anything on earth we want to know about right now that’s not in the Song of Songs!” snapped Bane at the door.
 
   “Bane... Margo?” Jon sounded grim. “It’s Juwan and Doms.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   ***+***
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   COME BACK
 
    
 
   My stomach turned over. I stared up at Bane and Bane stared down at me – I wanted nothing more than for Jon to go away and leave us to the eagerly awaited consummation of our union. But going away wouldn’t unsay his words.
 
   “We’re coming,” snarled Bane, after a long, pregnant pause. Climbing off the bed, he shoved his shirt back into his trousers as I hurried to fasten my buttons again. Once I was decent he yanked the door open. Jon stood in the corridor, looking extremely apologetic.
 
   “Don’t hit the messenger.”
 
   “Well, this had better be good,” said Bane.
 
   “They’re executing them tomorrow morning, good enough for you?”
 
   The annoyance left Bane’s face just like that.
 
   “What? They haven’t even tried them yet!”
 
   “Turns out they have. Open Access Closed Session trial. Which means a secret trial but anyone can request the recordings afterwards. In other words they’re confident no one will find fault with the trial – but wanted to blind side us.”
 
   “Hell! ” Bane kicked the wall. “I’ve had a rescue in the back of my mind for... for weeks... but I thought we’d have time...” He dropped his voice, “And bloody Maj... Our Mysterious Benefactor didn’t see fit to send us info on Detention Facilities, did he?”
 
   “He couldn’t send what he didn’t have,” I said absently, my mouth dry as I thought about a raid on a Detention Facility. Incomplete information, different security, and even more than that...
 
   “This is a trap, isn’t it?’
 
   “Stinks like one,” said Jon grimly, as we headed off along the passage.
 
   Sister Krayj waited in Eduardo’s office, along with Kyle and Alligator. Eduardo was circling the room with his bug sweeper.
 
   “Eduardo, how much information do you have on security at Detention Facilities?” demanded Bane, the moment Eduardo returned the device to his pocket.
 
   “More than on standard ones. But not much.”
 
   In rural areas Underground prisoners – all prisoners, in fact – would be held in police cells until trial and only driven to the local Facility on the day of execution, but cities and more populous areas had specialised Detention Facilities. Rescues – even attempted rescues – were extremely rare, even with Resistance prisoners.
 
   “Hang on, back up...” I’d a horrible sinking feeling. “Jon said they’re going to be executed in the morning. Surely we can’t even get to Reims by then?”
 
   Eduardo shook his head.
 
   “They’ve been moved to Nice.”
 
   “Convenient,” murmured Jon sarcastically.
 
   “Far too convenient!” I said, the sinking feeling continuing unabated. “They’ve moved them from Reims to Nice? From one thousand kilometres from the Mediterranean to right on the coast? Bait! Hello! Am I the only one who’s bothered this is clearly a trap?”
 
   “Yes, it’s a trap,” said Bane grimly, “but what will they do, Margo, if we don’t turn up and try to rescue them?”
 
   My heart sank still further.
 
   “They’ll just execute them anyway.”
 
   “Exactly. We’re not going to get a second shot at this. This is our only chance to save them.”
 
   Eduardo was doing some sort of route calculations from the map.
 
   “If you’re going to go, you need to go pretty much within the next half hour to have any chance of effecting a rescue. It will take you most of the time left just to get there.”
 
   Bane put his hands on the table and stared down at the map for several long moments. Finally he straightened up again. Didn’t look at me.
 
   “We’ve got to try...”
 
   “Bane...” My voice was thin.
 
   He turned and gripped my shoulders firmly. 
 
   “Margo, I happen to know for a fact that when you sit down and think all this through, you’ll be the one telling me we have to try. I’m just saving time by saying it for you, okay? We’ll get over there, take a careful look. If we can’t spot the trap, we’ll pull out – getting ourselves killed as well isn’t going to help them. So we’re going to be careful, okay?”
 
   “I’m coming with you.”
 
   “No. You promised.”
 
   “This is different...”
 
   “I don’t remember any exceptions.”
 
   “Bane, this is different. You have to let me come.”
 
   “No. I am not letting you out of that promise – and breaking your word to me wouldn’t be a great way to start our marriage, would it?”
 
   From the expression on Kyle’s face – and Jon’s, and Eduardo’s – I might have trouble getting out of the gates on this occasion, anyway.
 
   “We’ll just take one lorry.” Bane looked at the others again. “Nice and fast. All the original Animal team members, except you,” he pointed at me, “and you...” he pointed at Sister Krayj. “You’re staying behind too.”
 
   Fury covered Sister Krayj’s normally calm face.
 
   “You sexist...”
 
   “It’s not ‘cause you’re a girl! It’s ‘cause... it’s ‘cause if this goes pear-shaped you need to be here to carry things on.”
 
   Sister Krayj’s face went rather expressionless.
 
   “I think I should be leading this thing and you should be staying here to carry on in the event of pears.”
 
   Bane didn’t dignify this suggestion with a reply, to my more selfish side’s disappointment. Sister Krayj didn’t waste precious time arguing.
 
   “What about a plan?” she asked.
 
   “We’ll have to sort it out en route and when we get there. We don’t know what’s what and we’ve hardly time to get everyone and everything rounded up and loaded – damn, what about the next satellite, is it still clear?”
 
   Eduardo didn’t bother to consult the chart.
 
   “Coming overhead in twenty minutes, now, so make it fast.”
 
   “Sister Krayj, round up the guys, send them to the armoury,” ordered Bane. “Alligator, get to the armoury, get it open. First few to arrive, get them to load up the most reliable truck – they’ll have to ask the drivers about that. Jon, go with him and help make sure they pack anything we might need. Take the nonLethal grenades and launchers, we may want them. Send Grass Snake to get a laptop, not that we’ve got a working code, now. Kyle, alert the boatmen. Eduardo, we need everything you’ve got on the Facility security... And someone make sure the truck’s hydrogen tank is full.”
 
   “I’ll do it.” Kyle half turned to follow Sister Krayj and Jack, then stepped back to give me a quick hug. “Don’t think we’re going to have time for long goodbyes this time,” he said lightly, so much sympathy in his eyes it made me feel even worse. His eyes strayed to my blouse – he looked away, his cheeks going slightly red. “Uh... you’re our prayer support, Margo.” He hurried from the room.
 
   What...? Oh. My buttons were done up the wrong way. Embarrassing, but fair enough in the circumstances – clearly too much for a big brother, though.
 
   Jon gave me a quick, wordless hug of comfort and followed Kyle.
 
   Attaching myself to Bane’s hand as he stood over the map with Eduardo, I struggled to listen to what they were saying, because an extra mind never went amiss. But all I could think about was Bane lying there, covered in blood, life hanging by a thread... I’d known he was going out again, but not yet, not like this... 
 
   Bane didn’t let go of my hand as he walked with rapid strides down to the courtyard to check on progress. A truck sat there; from the way the original members of Animal team were milling around, most things were taken care of. Kyle was just hurrying up, still in his cassock, a wad of camo clothing under his arm. 
 
   Sister Krayj stood overseeing everything, looking about as cheerful as an iceberg. Catching Bane’s arm, she pulled him into a corner of the square.
 
   “Bane, seriously, let me take this one.” She looked pointedly at me.
 
   “Did they risk their lives to help you?” demanded Bane.
 
   “No, but...”
 
   “No. They didn’t. So I cannot let you do this instead of me.”
 
   “I’m apparently expected to let you do this instead of me,” I muttered.
 
   “That’s different.” He tried to head back to the truck, but I held onto his hand. No hope of persuading him to let Sister Krayj go instead, but...
 
   “Bane, seriously, will you at least let Sister Krayj go along? There’s... no way to replace experience, y’know...”
 
   Bane scowled for several long moments.
 
   “Fine, it’s up to her. There’s space if she wants to come.”
 
   “Good job I fetched my camo from my room.” Sister Krayj headed for the truck, habit flapping around her legs. “This is your second in command speaking. Mount up, all of you.”
 
   Bane followed, still scowling, but there was a mutter of approval from the guys as they started scrambling up into the back.
 
   Jon had appeared in the square now, and Bane stopped near him, cupping my face between his hands.
 
   “We’re going to be really careful, Margo, I promise.” His face was earnest in the square’s flood lights. “I don’t want to get anyone killed, I really don’t, we wouldn’t gain anything, would we?”
 
   “Just...” I drew in a shuddering breath, my hand flat on his chest. His heart thumped beneath my fingers... “Just... be careful. Please, please be careful.”
 
   “I just promised, didn’t I?”
 
   “Yes...” I stared up at his beloved face, the wave of his hair, the strong line of his jaw. How could I let him go? How could I let him go alone? “Bane...”
 
   “No! I will chain you to Eduardo’s radiator, do you understand me? I mean it!”
 
   He did. And I’d definitely missed any chance to try and stow away in the truck. I really was going to be stuck here. Waiting. Not knowing if he’d come back. I bit my lip – no good, I was crying. He put his arms around me and held me tightly, and I clung to him as though drowning, my face buried in his hair. Déjà-vu.
 
   “Come back,” I sobbed, “please, please come back...”
 
   “I’ll come back.” His voice was ragged. “I’ll come back. I promise...”
 
   You can’t promise that... But it made my less rational side feel better.
 
   “All aboard, then? Come on, let’s go,” called Sister Krayj, and the engine started.
 
   “You...! ” Bane kissed me for one long, lingering moment, pushed me back into Jon’s arms, twisted out of my limpet-like grip, and sprinted after the truck, leaping up into the cab just before it began to ease through the arch.
 
   Then it’d disappeared into the darkness, and I began to get the front of Jon’s suit very wet. Not how I’d expected to spend my wedding night. The thought made me cry even harder.
 
   “Bastards!” I just managed not to beat on Jon’s innocent chest in frustration. “EuroGov bastards. They planned this deliberately!”
 
   “It has spoiled the perfect wedding day rather.”
 
   “I don’t care about the perfect wedding day,” I choked, “just so long as he comes back.”
 
   “He’s quite good at coming back.” Jon spoke with determined optimism.
 
   “I’m just worried... when he’s actually there... when it comes to it... he’ll get carried away trying to save them...” 
 
   My voice trailed off into silence and this time Jon didn’t reply.
 
    
 
   They’d decided to maintain absolute radio silence, not even the usual periodic updates. ‘Cause there was no real doubt this was a trap, and the EuroGov would be scouring the airwaves for all they were worth. Eduardo’s probably-not-actually-a-radio was supposed to be uncrackable, but this time, we weren’t going to risk it. 
 
   It was quite possibly my worst night ever, first curled up alone in that double bed, ‘cause I wasn’t going back to my single room like Bane wasn’t coming back or something, then kneeling in the cathedral when I could stand it no longer. Jon joined me eventually, trying to act unconcerned and failing dismally. Whether or not they managed a raid at dawn, or pulled out without attempting one, they wouldn’t be back until mid-afternoon, and if they missed the safe slot then, they wouldn’t be back until late at night. 
 
   Juwan and Doms were in that place waiting to die, and all the other members of the team were in danger, but all I could think about was Bane. So selfish... I struggled to pray for them all equally.
 
   Eventually, when the likely time of the raid had come and gone, Jon dragged me off to catch the tail end of breakfast. I wasn’t the slightest bit hungry, and drifted on autopilot to the newspaper table. Stopped dead.
 
   Bane and I, lost in that tender kiss in the cathedral. On the front page of almost every newspaper. Picking one up, I stared at it, head fogged with lack of sleep and heart aching unbearably. We looked so happy. How happy we’d been... it felt like someone was digging my heart out with a blunt spoon. 
 
   A couple of brave papers had chosen photos of us kneeling at the communion rail, one actually had the word ‘marry’ on the front page – ‘M.V. ‘marries’ B.M.’ it proclaimed. The others used convoluted phrases such as ‘unofficial registration’ or ‘superstitious pseudo-registration ceremony’. But they had the photo, with the carefully unfocussed background that was still clearly a church. Lots of stupid fishing puns, like, ‘M.V. hooks her man’.
 
   “I’m very sorry, Margaret.” A quiet voice beside me. “I’d already sent them off.”
 
   I dumped the paper back on the table.
 
   “Doesn’t matter.” My voice was as tight as my chest. “Apparently everyone wants to see. Not like he isn’t coming back.” I turned my back on the photos and started to move towards the serving hatch. Stopped. “No news?”
 
   “No news, Margaret. Radio silence, remember.”
 
    
 
   The day dragged unbearably, but we could do nothing but bear it. Jon and I spent most of the time in the cathedral, praying, but we kept rushing up to the TV room for each news broadcast.
 
   Nothing. Nothing about the two planned executions being carried out. Nothing about them not being carried out. Nothing about a raid on Nice Detention Facility. Just... nothing.
 
   “What the hell does that mean?” I muttered, as the three o’clock news ended.
 
   “Don’t know,” said Jon. “But they’ll probably be back soon. It’ll all make sense then. Perhaps they got them and the EuroGov are still racking their brains how to save their faces, hmm?”
 
   “Oh, Lord willing,” I whispered. “I’m going back to the cathedral...”
 
    
 
   I was kneeling in a near trance of fear and exhaustion when the noise finally penetrated. An engine. A large one. Ticking over in the square outside. 
 
   “How long’s that been there?” exclaimed Jon.
 
   Shooting to my feet so fast my head swam, I genuflected and tore down the aisle, Jon’s stick tap-tapping behind me. I burst through the doors to see the truck easing through the arch, on its way back to its discreet garage. They were back!
 
   I raced all the way to the conference room usually used for debriefing the teams – they were back! – paused for a moment outside to swallow my pounding heart back down. Pushed the door open and went in.
 
   Near silence. The room was so subdued. They hadn’t got them? But no, there was Juwan sitting at a table... thin, his face tear-streaked. Oh Lord, no, only partially successful? My eyes skipped around the room, searching, searching. The guys were avoiding my eyes.
 
   “Where’s Bane?” 
 
   No one answered, but Juwan looked up and saw me.
 
   “Oh merde,” he cried softly – put his head in his hands.
 
   My insides were clenching up, tighter and tighter and tighter until something must surely tear...
 
   “Where’s Bane! ” It came out a hoarse shout.
 
   Sister Krayj and Kyle hurried over to me and I sensed rather than saw Jon arrive at my elbow.
 
   “We managed to get in.” Sister Krayj spoke very levelly. “Reached Juwan’s cell all right. But Dominique had already been taken to the Lab. So Bane and Hyena went to get her. Not long after that every alarm in the place went off and all hell broke loose. We barely got out. And Bane and Hyena... didn’t.”
 
   I stared at her. The world was grey.
 
   “I don’t understand.” My voice. Blank and stupid and thin. “Where’s Bane?”
 
   “They’ve got him, Margo.” Kyle’s voice, desperately, desperately gentle. “I’m so sorry...”
 
   The world was spinning, echoing, dissolving... I was falling... and then mercifully, everything was black and gone.
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   KICKED IN THE STOMACH BY A CARTHORSE WEARING SPIKED SHOES
 
    
 
   My head rested on something hard. I felt weak and disorientated. I’d been having a dream – couldn’t remember what. Was this the real world? The dream felt more real...
 
   Lying on a hard surface...
 
   I shot upright, my mouth open to scream... Oh, not strapped down. Not a gurney. Conference room floor. A ring of startled faces looked down at me.
 
   Bane.
 
   The strength went out of me and I flopped back again. Someone caught my shoulders before I could crack my head on the floor. I’d fainted. Should feel embarrassed. Didn’t feel anything. The world didn’t seem real.
 
   They’ve got him.
 
   The only real thing. The list of charges hovered before my mind. 
 
   Sedition: Category 1
 
   Murder...
 
   No need to go further, either would be enough...
 
   Everything dissolved into grey again.
 
   Then black.
 
    
 
   ...Eduardo was kneeling by my head, which lay in Kyle’s lap.
 
   “Margo?” Eduardo pale-faced and grim. “You with us? Eat this...”
 
   He pressed something between my lips. Square and sweet.
 
   “Glucose.” He answered the question before it fully formed in my reeling mind. “You haven’t eaten today, have you.” Not really a question.
 
   “Bane...”
 
   Eduardo looked away.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said to the wall. “I’m really sorry. There’s nothing we can do.” He looked back at me again. “Look, I think you should have a lie down, and a little something to drink and eat. Unless you want to carry on fainting all over the place.”
 
   Kyle glared at him and he held up his hands.
 
   “Fine, I’ll leave this to all you more emotionally sensitive people. I’ll start the debriefing.”
 
   He got to his feet and disappeared into the sea of legs.
 
   Bane.
 
   Kyle was speaking to me, but I just stared at the old ceiling, high above. My mind had come to a complete stop.
 
   “It’s okay, Margo, Doctor Frederick’s on his way...” That penetrated my daze.
 
   “I don’t need Doctor Frederick!” I pushed up into a sitting position. My head swam and I sank halfway back again. Kyle supported me, pressing another glucose tablet to my lips. Jon crouched the other side of me, silent, white-faced. His expression... he agreed with Eduardo. It was hopeless.
 
   A strangled sound of pain escaped my lips, drawing Jon from his despair – he reached out, found me and gathered me to him, held me tight. Didn’t speak. What could he say?
 
   I clung to him just as soundlessly. I didn’t cry, couldn’t cry. Beyond tears.
 
   Eventually my head stopped going numb and blurry and echoey every few moments and my brain cells began to spark just a little – no choice but to draw away from Jon and face the world. Empty though it would be soon enough.
 
   “Are we sure? Are we sure we can’t save him?”
 
   An uncomfortable silence.
 
   “Well, how did you get in this time?” 
 
   “Won’t work again, Margo,” said Kyle, quietly. “And it was the only way we could spot.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “Well, Bane and Sister Krayj cooked it up. There was this whole cordon of guards in the forest around the place, supposed to be keeping quiet ready to catch us but it was the end of their shift and they were cold and bored and fidgeting. We put them out and put on their uniforms, then waited for the relief to arrive and put them out too. After which we marched off into the Facility as though we were the returning guard. We had those towers before anyone thought to pay us any attention whatsoever. So we thought we’d avoided the trap, you see.”
 
   “But there must’ve been two traps,” said Sister Krayj. “That or something simply went wrong in the Lab. We’d have tried to get them, but we were taking fire. Gerbil and Salmon are in the hospital wing as it is.”
 
   Guilt stabbed me. I’d not even counted the team.
 
   “Are they... okay?”
 
   “They should be. But Gerbil’s arm is a mess. Doubt he’ll be on active service again.” She sighed. She usually partnered with Gerbil, a cheery Swiss guard who pretty much worshipped her.
 
   “Is there nothing we can try?”
 
   “Margo, I think the world of Bane, but could you really advocate an attempt?”
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   No one answered. But of course, I knew. The chances of success were minuscule; the cost likely to be huge.
 
   A sticky silence. Eduardo, sitting nearby with Trout, said in a tone of intended comfort, “Well, it will only be normal dismantlement, so it could be a lot worse.”
 
   I staggered up and ran from the room.
 
    
 
   Jon talked me out of the cathedral eventually, pretty much force-feeding me supper, then late that evening, after several more nothing news broadcasts, we were back at Eduardo’s room. 
 
   Juwan was there with him. Not still being debriefed? The thought was listless, unimportant. Hardly anything mattered.
 
   Juwan got up to leave when he saw us.
 
   “Margo, I’m so sorry. I wish... I wish they hadn’t tried. I wish...” His voice shook, “I wish I was back there with... with Doms… and Bane was here with you. What good is this?” He swallowed, tears shining in his eyes. Doms was dead, little real doubt about that.
 
   “Anyway, I’m... I’m off to Africa, middle of the night. So... I just wanted to say... thank you for trying. And... sorry.”
 
   I nodded, my throat too tight for words I couldn’t find anyway. He shook hands with Jon and left.
 
   Eduardo eyed the pair of us warily, me in particular.
 
   “Your brother has instructed me not to try and say anything comforting to you. Also to avoid anything factual. Or inconsequential. In fact, I think he feels I should try not to speak to you at all. So please feel free to leave.”
 
   “We want to speak to you,” I said.
 
   “You’ve been warned, then. I am, to quote, as sensitive as a clod of earth. What is it?”
 
   “Why haven’t they said anything? About capturing Bane? Shouldn’t they be boasting? Is it... is it possible...”
 
   Eduardo looked at me sharply.
 
   “No, Margaret, please do not torture yourself with that hope. They have Bane and Hyena. After debriefing the team, I have no doubt about that whatsoever. And their silence is quite understandable.”
 
   “It is?”
 
   “Of course. Do you think they’re going to risk the world finding out how they lured your – very popular – husband from your side on your wedding night – and if you’d read any of those papers, you’d know people think your wedding is the loveliest thing that’s happened this year – or decade – by means of the execution of two New Adults, who, though legally guilty, have great public sympathy? 
 
   “That by this means they’ve captured your husband and are going to execute him for his assorted crimes, which most people will – again, thanks to you – scarcely think of as crimes at all? 
 
   “Oh no, I think the population would be quite unhappy about it all. Stirred up, even. And the EuroGov do hate the population to get stirred up. No, they’ll want to present it as a fait accompli. Much easier to persuade everyone they’ve been protected from a dangerous rebel if it’s too late to change anything.”
 
   My stomach was turning over at all the references to Bane’s imminent demise.
 
   “So... should I get on my computer and tell everyone?”
 
   Eduardo shook his head.
 
   “Won’t do any good. I mean, you could, but they won’t actually release him, will they? And anyway...” He grimaced and his voice went very soft, “It’s probably already too late, isn’t it? Probably was before the team even got home.”
 
   The world went grey and swam slightly – I seized Jon’s arm with both hands.
 
   “You think...” My voice was a squeak, like a mouse’s. “You think Bane’s... already... dead ?”
 
   “It would not surprise me. They absolutely want him dead, absolutely cannot release him, and equally absolutely don’t want it to become a focus for public discontent. I reckon they’ll have done the deed absolutely a.s.a.p., and now they’re thinking about the best media spin before announcing it.”
 
   I took several quick steps to the desk and threw up in his wastepaper bin.
 
   “I expect Kyle will blame me for this too.” Eduardo handed me a handkerchief.
 
   “I’m fine.” My lips felt numb.
 
   Bane.
 
   Are you already gone, beloved?
 
   “Of course you’re not fine,” said Eduardo, “Ah, Jonathan, a little help?”
 
   Jon blinked in surprise and found his way to me, slipped an arm around me but said nothing. He looked a little green himself.
 
   “Margaret, don’t bite my head off,” said Eduardo, “but have you thought of getting Doctor Frederick to give you something to help you sleep?”
 
   “No. What if there was news?”
 
   Looking resigned, Eduardo opened his mouth again, but Alligator shouldered through the door with some printouts in his hand. 
 
   “Wall guard are all alert, have you considered...” He looked up from the pages, saw me and broke off abruptly. “Oh, Margo. Sorry.”
 
   “I was just going,” I said weakly.
 
   Jon walked with me from the room, frowning. If anything he looked even greener than before.
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   He started.
 
   “Huh? Oh, just... everything.”
 
    
 
   There was an eerie silence, in the world and in the Citadel. The EuroGov said nothing about Doms or Juwan – or Bane. In the Citadel my presence caused a hush in every room, but I was scarcely aware of the compassionate looks. 
 
   As the silence dragged on the following morning, I wrestled with whether to tell the world what was going on. If Bane were dead, it could do no harm. But if Bane still lived, then irrational as it might be – for no way would they ever let him go – I feared to anger them further...
 
   “Yet public opinion is surely the only thing that might help!” I exclaimed, yet again.
 
   “Huh?” Jon raised his head from a doze. He’d coaxed me back to my – ‘our’ – room after breakfast, but I couldn’t rest. “Oh. Margo, it’s... it’s too late. I’m sure.”
 
   Strangely, the protestations were ringing more and more false. I stared out of the window, brow furrowed. Why would everyone want me to think Bane was dead?
 
   To stop my mind spiralling into another hopeless circle I tried to pick out the camouflaged guard hides on the walls. There was one. And another... and...
 
   “How many wall guards are there usually, Jon?” 
 
   “Hmm? How would I know. I can’t see them.”
 
   There were extra hides in place, surely? Was Eduardo expecting trouble?
 
   Then I understood.
 
   Like being kicked in the stomach by a carthorse wearing spiked shoes.
 
   I actually doubled over, a choked scream breaking from me.
 
   “No! Bane! Oh God! Oh Lord, help him! ”
 
   Jon was already sinking down on the window seat beside me.
 
   “Oh, Margo...” he tried to hug me. “Why do you have to be so smart?”
 
   “Not as smart as you!” I sobbed. “You knew all along, didn’t you, you lying...!”
 
   “No... Jack kind of put me on to it.”
 
   It. 
 
   That Bane knew the location of this tiny Holy See. The location the EuroGov would do pretty much anything to discover. 
 
   Probably should’ve been praying that he was already dead.
 
   “Eduardo doesn’t think he’d tell ?” Sudden indignation seized me.
 
   “We haven’t exactly spoken about it. I imagine, being Eduardo, he’s assuming anything’s possible. They have Hyena as well, don’t forget.”
 
   I had almost forgotten. My cheeks burned in shame.
 
   “The success rate for breaking Underground prisoners isn’t all that high, though, is it?” I said desperately. “D’you think they’d bother?”
 
   “For this particular piece of information?”
 
   My heart sank. I sprang to my feet and crossed to the desk, opening up the laptop. In a fit of rather mad optimism – or perhaps pure denial – I’d whiled away a bit of the night moving Bane’s things and mine up here.
 
   I clicked ‘New Blog post’ and began to type.
 
   “Why didn’t someone just tell me? I could’ve been trying to ‘stir everyone up’ as Eduardo puts it.”
 
   “They’re not going to let him go. So it won’t make any difference in the end. Except to you.”
 
   “I’d have been happier not knowing, you mean?” I swiped my sleeve across my tear-streaked face. “I’d have been happier trying to do something about it !”
 
   Jon sighed.
 
   “Well, maybe you will feel better doing something, but please, please don’t get your hopes up! That’s... that’s too cruel to yourself.”
 
   “They’re not going to torture my husband and expect me to keep quiet about it!”
 
    
 
   Silence was a thing of the past five minutes after I made my blog post – at least online. The internet erupted with indignation and sympathy. Other bloggers wrote strongly worded demands for the EuroGov to release Bane – or at least stop hurting him. No one doubted what was going on, though I’d not a stick of evidence. 
 
   None of it would actually help Bane, though. Eduardo was right about exactly how much the EuroGov wanted him dead, even if he’d been lying through his teeth about the rest. But it might help in the long run.
 
   The long run. The rest of my life. No Bane.
 
   “I can’t even think about that...” I whispered.
 
   “Hmm?” Jon started awake. He’d stayed in the cathedral with me for most of the previous night, as well. 
 
   That made three nights with no sleep but I didn’t feel tired. I was like a live wire. I typed and typed, answering comments, commenting on other blogs, writing new blog posts. I’d posted two today already. I’d keep on stirring this pot until they strapped me to a gurney! What did I want with Africa and Kanju without Bane?
 
   Back to the cathedral after lunch, where I struggled to concentrate. My prayer had taken on a seesaw tendency. My heart wanted to pray for Bane to be alive, but my head told me it was a bad idea. I actually fell back on ‘your will, Lord,’ from sheer confusion and despair, though it tore my heart out every time I said it... Your will, Lord. Your will, Lord...
 
   Forest. I was in a forest. Snow blanketed the ground. Somewhere in central Europe? Could’ve been the French forest we’d trekked through for so long. I was walking among the trees, dressed in a pure white dress insufficient for the weather, but I didn’t feel cold. I trailed a hand along the trunks, elfin and graceful, like I wasn’t really here... Weird. What was I doing here?
 
   A man was stumbling through the trees, dressed in rags. A stubbly beard covered his face and his hair was unkempt. He kept falling, dragging himself to his feet and staggering on, like he could barely stand. Even as I watched he fell again, into a deep drift, and lay there, limp and shaking. Giving up?
 
   I floaty-walked over to him.
 
   “You can’t stay there. You’ll die.” 
 
   He just lay, curled up like an animal, uncaring. 
 
   “I thought you wanted to know.” Odd thing to say. Why’d I said that?
 
   But his head jerked up and his eyes flew open. Wide, green eyes.
 
   I started awake with a gasp. Someone was carrying me. 
 
   “Jon?”
 
   “Shss... Go back to sleep.”
 
   Things I should be doing. Important things... but blackness sucked me back down. 
 
    
 
   Someone was knocking at the door.
 
   I rolled over and opened my eyes. Alone. In the big double bed. Dark outside. A vague recollection of Jon carrying me from the cathedral... A dream? Something about snow? It was gone. Must’ve been tired after all...
 
   The tapping came again.
 
   “Coming...”
 
   I climbed out of bed and went straight to the door. Opened it. 
 
   My heart launched itself up into my mouth and hung there, burning like a captive sun.
 
   “B... B... Bane?” 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   ***+***
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   OVER THE WALL
 
    
 
   I was still asleep. Surely I was still asleep? Couldn’t even dare to hope... I pinched my forearm, hard – flinched. 
 
   A dirty hand caught my wrist.
 
   “Don’t... I’m really here.”
 
   Surely I was dreaming? Never had understood how pinching oneself was supposed to establish one was awake. But I felt awake... 
 
   “Bane?”
 
   He was filthy, his left arm bare, the sleeve cut away to make room for a dressing, shockingly white and clean against his grubby golden skin. His black hair was sweat-clumped; his brown eyes stared solemnly at me. There was... what was the word he’d used about me?...a shadow... in them. Like he’d seen hell.
 
   My paralysis finally snapped and I flung myself at him. He clamped his arms around me, hissed slightly in pain, then buried his face in my hair, letting out a long, long breath, as though he’d been holding it since the last time he saw me.
 
   I pressed my face to his neck, into his hair, and my nose was filled with the smell of sweat, fear, death, but also Bane. Bane, Bane, Bane. No dream. He’d come back.
 
   Drawing away, just slightly, I placed my hands on either side of his face and stared into his eyes, still hardly able to believe it.
 
   “I promised, didn’t I?” His mouth quirked tiredly.
 
   “Oh, Bane...” 
 
   “Thought I’d never see you again,” he whispered.
 
   I laughed – raggedly. “That’s my line!”
 
   “I suppose...”
 
   I drew him inside the room. Shut the door. Gave him a mock-scowl. “What’re you knocking on your own door for, silly?”
 
   He looked slightly embarrassed.
 
   “Jon said he’d put you to bed. Didn’t want to... burst in on you.”
 
   “He was hardly going to undress me!” But I was looking at that neat bandage. “How long have you been back?”
 
   He gave a guilty shrug. His hands slid up my arms and drew me close.
 
   “I’ve debriefed already. Just wanted us to be able to be together. Nothing else. No faffing with doctors and Eduardo’s questions. And Jon said how tired you were. Didn’t want to wake you up before...”
 
   Had he been back for as much as an hour, and not let anyone come and wake me? No good, I couldn’t be annoyed. A sort of warm glow irradiated my entire body.
 
   “How did you get here?”
 
   “Ferry from Italy to Malta, then a motorboat. That was the easy bit. I expect you’ve heard the gist of the raid?”
 
   I nodded. But the shadow loomed larger in his eyes.
 
   “Tell me tomorrow, Bane. It’s late. Let’s go to bed.”
 
   He smiled, chasing the shadow back a bit.
 
   “What a wonderful idea!”
 
   I raised my face, he lowered his, our lips came together. Bliss. 
 
   After a moment he drew away.
 
   “I’m going to have a shower.”
 
   “Now? ”
 
   “I’m filthy.”
 
   “I don’t care.”
 
   “I do. I don’t want to get you all mucky. I’ll be quick.”
 
   I looked at him from under my eyelids.
 
   “I’ll pop that wedding present on while I wait, shall I?”
 
   He swallowed.
 
   “Very quick.”
 
   He was. I’d barely slipped into that pretty nightie and sorted out the lighting when he came back out, catching me hovering beside the bed as I tried to decide whether to get in or not. He’d slipped on those pyjamas and looked damp and gorgeous. He went around to the other side and stared at me across the bed.
 
   “The nightdress looks lovely.”
 
   “Pyjamas look nice too.”
 
   For one slightly awkward moment we remained where we were, then we each lifted a corner of the sheets and slid in, coming together in the middle, giggling.
 
   “Like we aren’t just dying to take them off!”
 
   “I think that’s going to be part of the fun...” Bane tried to sound seductive and spoiled it with another snort of laughter. His hands ran over me, gentle and tentative. We could take our time...
 
   Gratias Domine!
 
    
 
   The sun was hot on my face. The curtains must be open. Bane’s heart drummed under my ear, his chest bare against my cheek. We were married now, all right. The last three days could’ve been nothing but a bad dream... except for the whiteness of the bandage on Bane’s arm. I hadn’t even asked how badly he was hurt!
 
   Easing away slightly, I brushed hair back from his face. He didn’t stir, he was deep asleep. Must be exhausted. 
 
   For a long time I lay, just watching him sleeping there, in our bed. Alive. Alive, alive, alive! Eventually I went into the bathroom – time for my weekly shower anyway – and got dressed. Came out to find Bane still sound asleep. 
 
   I’d nip down and fetch us some breakfast in bed. He deserved that, after what he’d been through. I knew that, just from his eyes.
 
   Creeping out of the room – though I’d probably have to slam the door to get any reaction – I headed down the stairs – I’d see if Jon was in. Wasn’t really that late and after the last few nights he might well have slept through Mass. In fact... here he was, coming up the stairs towards me.
 
   “Good morning, Jon.” I gave him a brilliant smile – he’d hear it in my voice.
 
   He grimaced.
 
   “Where’s Bane?”
 
   “Asleep. He’s exhausted.” He looked white as a sheet. “Jon? What’s wrong ?”
 
   “You didn’t look out the window when you got up, did you?”
 
   Strange remark.
 
   “Not really.”
 
   “No, you’re on Cloud Nine. Well, I hate to be the bearer, so come and have a look for yourself; apparently it’s hard to miss. There’s a window here, isn’t there?”
 
   He went back down a few steps to the stairwell windows. I followed, my stomach knotting up. Jon seemed... frightened. Really frightened.
 
   I searched the horizon. A sinister grey shape floated in the distant ocean.
 
   “Is that a warship! EuroNavy?”
 
   “Yes, and yes.” The hand holding his ‘long eye’ was trembling slightly. “Look closer.”
 
   My stomach turned over, my eyes darting among the rooftops of the abandoned city around us. 
 
   “Oh Lord, protect us...”
 
   Snipers on the roofs. A tank at the base of the ramp to the Citadel’s main gate...
 
   “They’ve found us! What about the evacuation plans?”
 
   Jon bit his lip. 
 
   “No go, so far. We were supposed to see them coming. But they were supposed to bully permission to seize us out of the Maltese government. Instead of just blitz-krieging the state.”
 
   “They’ve what ?”
 
   “They annexed Malta. And Gozo, of course. Just like that. Dropped on it in the night. The President managed to broadcast a warning to Eduardo but it was too late. We were already surrounded.”
 
   “And there’s no way out?”
 
   “Eduardo sent out some of his men to look.” Jon looked grim. “Several of them didn’t even make it back.”
 
   Something in his voice... a wobble... Oh Lord! Eduardo would send his best men in a situation like this... Alligator, Grass Snake, Snail, Bumblebee...
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Al,” said Jon miserably. “They’ve got him. That big deep-voiced chap – Toni, is it? He was killed. Rafael – y’know, Land Rover – we’re not sure, but he didn’t come back.”
 
   My chest felt choked up and shaking. I fought back tears. Jack. In EuroGov hands. I knew how horribly he would die.
 
   “Let’s get Bane...” I turned to go back upstairs – Jon snagged my arm.
 
   “No, let him sleep. Better he not show his face until people have cooled off a bit.”
 
   “What? What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   Jon sighed and began to head down the stairs.
 
   “You know what it means, Margo.”
 
   I raced after him.
 
   “People think Bane betrayed us? It could’ve been anyone! Quite a lot of people do know we’re here!”
 
   “In which case the coincidence is unfortunate.”
 
   “Hyena was captured too,” I couldn’t help pointing out.
 
   “No, Hyena was killed when the trap was sprung in the lab.”
 
   Jon had been at Bane’s debriefing...
 
   “Do you think he betrayed us?”
 
   Jon grimaced.
 
   “Betrayed, no. Led them here, yes. By accident. Must’ve been him. Hasn’t he told you how he got away?”
 
   “Not yet. When he got back... he... I... we were tired...” My face was burning.
 
   Jon managed a smirk.
 
   “Tired. Of course.”
 
   “What’s happening, then?”
 
   “We’re besieged. The EuroGov can roll over us any time they choose, they’re just pausing for the sake of public relations – see, we gave them time to make a deal. Like they’ll make any deal. The ultimatum’s a joke – surrender before four o’clock or we take you over. No guarantees, so what’s the difference?” He sounded bitter… and defeated. 
 
   I turned back up the stairs.
 
   “I’m going to wake Bane. He has to know about this.” And I wanted to know why even his best friend was so sure he was responsible for this disaster.
 
   “Well, I’m off back to the Admin block now I’ve found you. That’s where they’re trying to figure things out.”
 
   “We’ll come over in a bit, then.”
 
   “Okay.” He trudged off down the stairs.
 
   I went back up the stairs rather more quickly. Had to focus on finding out how Bane had escaped – because as soon as I allowed myself to consider what was happening, I’d probably fall apart into a million pieces.
 
   Bane was in the shower again when I went back into the room. The sun must’ve woken him. I should’ve shut the curtains.
 
   Be nice to join him in here... Better not get distracted. Though it probably hardly mattered now... But it wasn’t long before he emerged, dressed in clean clothes, rather grim-faced. But he broke into a smile as soon as he saw me. A slightly sheepish one.
 
   “It was a very short shower last night, I was still a bit grubby. I won’t usually be so extravagant,” he apologised. When I just smiled he came over and gathered me into his arms. “I couldn’t find my wife when I woke up,” he confided. “I felt like calling out the guard.”
 
   “Sorry.” I leant into the circle of his arms – hadn’t realised how afraid I was until now. “I thought you were going to sleep for hours and hours.” But after a moment I drew away and pulled him over to sit on the bed beside me. “Will you tell me how you got away? Everyone knows except me, it seems.”
 
   “Oh. Of course.” He shot me a slightly puzzled look – wondering why it couldn’t wait until after breakfast? – but didn’t demur. “Well... You know how the raid went.” His eyes had gone rather shadowed again.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Well, Hyena and I went to try and get Doms. Juwan had seen them take her past the hatch in his door and she hadn’t been gone for long, so we hoped there might be a chance. And we went really carefully, too, despite the desperate need for speed. We looked, we listened, we checked around corners, you’d have been proud.
 
   “When we got to the lab the dismantlers and their team were already at work, but even so, we took a really good look through that door, Margo, but honestly, it looked safe. So in we went. Started dropping those dismantlers and minions... then every cupboard door in the bloody place flew open and we were in the sights of about ten nonLees. 
 
   “Well, it was hopeless, but we tried. Hyena went for them with a roar – pretty smart, actually, ‘cause he panicked too many of them into firing and I think he was dead by the time he hit the ground.” Bane’s voice was tight with pain, and so was his brow.
 
   “I wasn’t so quick witted. Think I hit two, much good that did, then they put me out. I came round strapped to a gurney.” Sweat beaded his brow now and I slipped my arm around him and leant close.
 
   “I hadn’t been out long and they’d stopped work on Doms to wait for me to come around. Then they started again. They’d got my gurney up in a near-vertical position so I didn’t miss anything.” Bane shuddered. “God, it was horrible. But you know that.”
 
   I gave him a comforting squeeze.
 
   “And there was nothing I could do to help her.” His voice was low and tormented. “I know she wasn’t conscious, but... there wasn’t even anything I could do to help myself. I tried not to watch but I just... I couldn’t seem to help it. All I could do was remind myself, over and over – I’d be unconscious too, I wasn’t going to feel anything, just the EuroGov being horrible. And... eventually they’d finished.
 
   “I thought I’d get taken off then to be interrogated – or tried – or something. But they just wound the gurney back into a horizontal position, and the dismantler injected me with this orange liquid...” 
 
   I gasped. 
 
   “Yeah, I didn’t feel too happy. I realised later it was a tiny syringeful... but anyway, he injected me, and I lost all control of my muscles and I admit, Margo, I was that terrified I thought I was going to piss myself. Well, I did, of course, but that was the drug... I couldn’t believe what was happening. I mean, they hadn’t even asked me to make the Divine denial or anything.”
 
   A fine tremor seized him just with the memory – I wrapped my other arm around him and held tight in silent comfort. He held me back.
 
   “Anyway, the dismantler gets a scalpel and starts skinning the top of my arm – then after he’s taken a few strips off and I’m a mess and I can’t think of anything other than stopping the rest of it, the stuff wears off, and right on cue, in comes your old friend Mr Reginald Hill and demands to know where the Holy See is hiding out. 
 
   “So I told him to go to hell. And he just nodded and said, very well, if I wanted it to be like that. And that I was categorised as a Military Operative of the superstitious rebel organisation known as the Underground...”
 
   “Oh no!” I gasped. That was the EuroGov description for Swiss guards, VSS and Vatican Police. 
 
   “...And I would be sentenced accordingly. And the bastard went straight on and sentenced me to... the full whack. And turned to leave.
 
   “I admit, I snapped for a bit, I said come back, I’d make the Divine denial...” He shot me an apologetic look. “I’d rather not, but I wasn’t going to die like that when I’m not sure about all that. But he didn’t care two hoots about the Divine denial. Just made to leave again.”
 
   Bane was silent for a moment, anger and embarrassment on his face. “I can see now how they played with me. Upturned all my expectations, didn’t give me a moment to adjust. Got me panicking. But an idea popped into my head. A good one. So I said, stop, let me go, and I’ll lead you to the Holy See. And he thought about it, and then he came back and said, go on.
 
   “So I told him, I couldn’t tell them where because I didn’t know. I just got picked up from a harbour and once I was in the Mediterranean I didn’t know where the boat went. But they could follow me and find out. And he seemed to buy it. I mean, I doubt he did. I didn’t believe he did at the time. But he pretended to. Guess he knew I meant to try and escape but wasn’t prepared to risk them failing to wring the information out to me in a more straightforward manner.
 
   “So he struck the deal. I’d be released, they’d tail me to the island – they already knew it was an island. That arranged, they put me out again. Clever. I came round on a road near Nice with my fake ID card back in my pocket and no idea where, or who, my tails were. Knew it wouldn’t just be tails, though. There’d be a tracker in me somewhere. 
 
   “So I got on a train for Rome. By the time I’d walked around the city a little, I’d a reasonably good idea who most of the tails were. So I made sure to outdistance them long enough to drop a note through a certain door. It just said I was being followed by some inconvenient Internal Affairs agents.”
 
   He eyed me guiltily, but I just hugged him tighter.
 
   “Well, you know the sort of people who live in a certain house in Rome. I roamed the city for some time, and before long all my tails had mysteriously disappeared.” His eyes searched my face again. “I’m sorry. I was desperate. I had to be utterly sure they were all gone or I could never have come back here.”
 
   No doubt the EuroGov were still fishing their agents out of the Tiber. But I couldn’t feel angry with Bane. He’d kept his hands as clean as he could.
 
   “It’s okay. Go on.”
 
   “So, when I was sure I was clean, I dug into that skinned patch with a knife and fished around until I found the tracker. Which was fun.” He grimaced eloquently. “Knew they’d have hidden it there. And I checked everywhere else as well, just in case, but I couldn’t find a sore spot anywhere, so there wasn’t another one in me. 
 
   “Then I changed every stitch I was wearing – yeah, I nicked the new stuff, but don’t get too excited, I know which shop, we can send them some money – ‘cause that was probably all stuffed with trackers too, and finally I borrowed a car and started driving south along the back roads. And then I snuck onto the ferry for Malta to avoid scanning my ID and finally caught a ride with the Gozo post man. And here I am.”
 
   I bit my lip. Easy to see why everyone thought a pretend bargain to lead the EuroGov here might accidentally have ended up as the real thing. But how? Bane had been really thorough in his precautions.
 
   “Did you avoid the satellite?”
 
   “You show me a satellite that could keep track of me in Rome once I’d got shot of those trackers. I went all over the city centre before getting the car from a multi-storey car park. So no way did they see me get in. There were cameras at the ferry terminals but I’d a hat pulled down low and I covered my face by pretending to sneeze or cough whenever I couldn’t avoid looking at one.”
 
   Missed one camera? Someone recognised him and reported him, and they’d figured out Malta by themselves? But he could’ve been going to any of the Greek Island Free States...
 
   “Margo, what’s wrong? You’re so pale... Please, don’t worry. I was really, really careful. There’s no way I’d have come back here if I wasn’t sure it was safe. I’d have gone to Africa first or something.”
 
   He was so certain. He’d tried so hard. How to tell him? My belly was fluttering icily. My distraction was at an end and the EuroGov were here...
 
   “Margo?” He held me at arm’s length to search my face. “What’s wrong ? You look like you’ve seen a ghost. I’m not a ghost, okay, if that’s what’s bothering you...” He smiled, teasing for a return smile, but my lips felt numb. 
 
   I took his hand, drew him to his feet and led him to the window. 
 
   “What do you see out there?”
 
   “Hell! Destroyer! What’s that doing there?”
 
   “What do you think? Look closer...”
 
   Bane’s breath caught – he stepped back suddenly, drawing me away from the window.
 
   “Hell. Hell. How did they find us?” A frown crossed his face – remembering the lack of breakfast... “Margo? You don’t think I’d actually...?” He looked horrified.
 
   I hugged him yet again.
 
   “No. I don’t think you made a real deal with them. But they are here. And apparently a lot of people reckon they managed to follow you.”
 
   “They can’t have done!” A hint of desperation in his certainty. “They can’t ! Come on, let’s go and see how we can get out...”
 
   “They’ve annexed the whole State of Malta,” I told him, as we hurried along the corridor.
 
   “Oh, damn. That’s unexpected.”
 
   “Yeah. And looks likely to scotch any attempt to flee.” My voice shook.
 
   He stopped suddenly and drew me close.
 
   “I promised once I’d do whatever it took to protect you from them – and that stands. Now more than ever.”
 
   “Bane,” I pulled back so I could look him firmly in the eye. “We’re all in the same boat, here. Why should I get it easy? Are you going to knife every person in the Citadel?”
 
   He looked away.
 
   “Anyway,” I added, “I can’t let you do it. Don’t think I was ever really going to. If we’ll be knocking at heaven’s door soon enough – well, I’m not taking any chance of them not letting you in.”
 
   Bane frowned, uncertainty about all that butting heads with certainty about the agony that awaited... both of us?
 
   “Oh Bane, I’m so sorry! I never meant... I never thought...” Never thought you’d have to endure this.
 
   “Margo, Margo...” He drew me close and rested his cheek on my hair. “I’ve made my own choices, haven’t I?”
 
   After a moment he towed me on down the passage.
 
   “Come on. There must be some way...”
 
   We looked into the debriefing room – no sign of Jon or Eduardo or Pope Cornelius. A few people gave Bane dirty looks; there were several uncharitable mutters of ‘fool’ and ‘idiot’ – horribly sure I heard someone hiss, ‘traitor!’ We hurried down to the basement to Eduardo’s office, pretending not to have heard, but Bane’s face gave the lie to that.
 
   Eduardo’s office was packed. The three people we were looking for, plus Pope Cornelius’s scaled-down council, the rest of the planning committee – i.e. Sister Krayj and Kyle – Sister Eunice and a number of other important people.
 
   They all fell silent when we entered, staring at Bane, expressions ranging from pity to anger. Bane waded through them to reach Eduardo.
 
   “It can’t have been me! How could it have been me?”
 
   Eduardo grimaced, though he seemed to be at the sympathetic end of the range.
 
   “I fear it was you, Bane. Though I haven’t the slightest doubt it was inadvertent. And I imagine you missed a tracker, that’s how.”
 
   “I changed every stitch, shoes, everything! I left everything !” He was waving his arms around; he really was upset.
 
   Eduardo’s eyes suddenly narrowed and he moved like a pouncing cat, catching Bane’s left hand.
 
   “Everything?” He tried to draw the wedding ring from Bane’s finger.
 
   “Leave that...” snapped Bane, then broke off – went white. “Oh God! Not everything. Not... I didn’t even think of leaving...”
 
   “Of leaving this.” Eduardo drew the ring from Bane’s suddenly unresisting finger and peered at it. “I reckon it’s in here. Reginald bloody Hill’s too well up on our customs.” 
 
   “Well.” He dropped the ring back into Bane’s hand. “Not much point worrying about it now, the damage is done. If we actually come up with a plan to flee, we’ll have to sort that out first, but you may as well keep it for now.”
 
   Bane stared at the ring, so precious, so horribly tainted. After a moment he slid it back onto his finger as though in a daze.
 
   “Oh, my God... what have I done?”
 
   He’d gone so dead white I actually guided him to a chair – he sank into it uncomplainingly.
 
   “Does anyone have any ideas at all ?” Pope Cornelius asked.
 
   There was a depressing silence. Then someone suggested sneaking out and taking over the tank, and someone else asked acidly how they planned to free the whole of Gozo with one tank, let along dispose of the warship...
 
   Bane was still whispering, “What have I done?” under his breath, over and over. I perched on the chair arm, slipped my arm around him and rubbed his back in comfort.
 
   “Bane, shss. It’s not your fault...”
 
   “It is... If I’d not been such an impatient fool. If I’d had the sense to take off to Africa instead of coming back here...”
 
   “You might not have made it, it’s a long way... and you still wouldn’t have taken off the ring, would you? You did your very best...”
 
   “No. If I’d not been such a bloody coward! I should’ve just lain there and taken it. Like you’d have done...”
 
   “Not if I’d had such a good idea!”
 
   “That’s all I had to do... lie there and take it. Now every person here’s going to die because I’m a stupid coward!”
 
   “You’re not!” 
 
   He didn’t seem to hear me. The depth of his guilt was agonising. I suppose ‘I didn’t mean to’ is always poor consolation.
 
   “Should I get on my blog?” I interrupted another idea-less silence.
 
   Eduardo rolled his eyes slightly.
 
   “Well, it won’t do any harm. But if you can write us out of this one...” He snorted faintly and shook his head.
 
   “They haven’t kept this off the news, surely?”
 
   Eduardo pointed to a television in the corner. The sound was off, but it showed live footage of our besieged gate.
 
   Bane stared at the screen.
 
   “There’re camera crews out there...” he murmured, apparently to himself.
 
   “So what is the plan?” Sister Krayj sounded rather frustrated.
 
   “The plan?” said Pope Cornelius slowly. “I suppose... The guards can all put their uniforms on now, if they want to. Everyone is to do a thorough check for any paperwork or anything that might incriminate other sections of the Underground and then shred it. And then burn the shreddings. And then scatter the ash to the wind. 
 
   “Sister Krayj and those who’ve been involved in the Liberations stay here with Eduardo and continue brainstorming. Margaret, go and do what you do best. Everyone else – all priests go to the cathedral to hear confessions, and we will have Mass at three fifteen this afternoon. That’s about all.”
 
   Silence.
 
   “Actually, there’s one rather important question,” said Eduardo. “Do we fight?”
 
   A longer, more uncomfortable silence. Some people frowned and shook their heads, others looked undecided. 
 
   Surprisingly, Bane spoke up first.
 
   “We can’t ! The whole point of the nonLethals is that the soldiers are innocent dupes of the EuroGov. Are we going to turn around and say now it’s our own lives at stake, rather than mere reAssignees, it’s okay to kill people’s fathers and sons and registered partners?” His sarcasm was cutting. “It’ll destroy everything we’ve worked for!”
 
   Jon nodded.
 
   “Let’s at least leave something for the rest of the Underground to carry on with.”
 
   Pope Cornelius nodded decisively. 
 
   “This is my opinion as well.”
 
   Eduardo looked less than happy.
 
   “But...”
 
   “How much time would we even gain?” I pointed out.
 
   “Some of us might get killed in the fighting,” said Eduardo dryly. “You can’t pretend that wouldn’t be a bonus.”
 
   “No,” said Pope Cornelius firmly. “We will not, at the last, through mere fear, destroy everything we’ve worked for. Let them come. We will hold to our principles. We do not fear them. At any rate, we will not stoop to their level.”
 
   Eduardo gave a slight sigh and shrugged.
 
   “Bane’s fear’s destroyed quite enough already,” muttered someone.
 
   “And we’ll have none of that!” snapped Pope Cornelius.
 
   But Bane was staring at the TV screen again.
 
   “A spark...” he murmured. His face was still white and guilt-ravaged.
 
   “Hmm?” 
 
   “Nothing.” He kissed me, tenderly. “I’m... going for a walk.”
 
   “Oh... okay. I’ll... I’ll be in our room, writing.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   He squeezed Jon’s hand and slipped out. I couldn’t blame him for wanting to get away from everyone.
 
   “How do we know he didn’t turn us in?” demanded the person who’d made the last nasty comment.
 
   “He wouldn’t!” I snapped fiercely.
 
   “How do you know? He’s not a Believer. What’s he got to cling to?”
 
   “He... he...” I floundered for a moment, then a line from our wedding came into my head. “He believes in me,” I said defiantly. “He wouldn’t betray me.”
 
   “People have betrayed God himself on that gurney, I think he would. Perhaps they promised to spare you.”
 
   “How stupid do you think he is? EuroGov, spare me ? Anyway, if he’d known they were coming, he’d have snuck off with me last night, wouldn’t he? He was more surprised than anyone.”
 
   “Oh, I don’t know,” said the man grumpily. “It could have been an accident, I suppose.”
 
   “Self-evidently an accident,” broke in Eduardo impatiently. “Now why doesn’t everyone go and do as the Holy Father ordered? Just to recap...” He listed people to stay and people to go and people to organise various things. He’d just finished when his wristCell bleeped and he raised it to listen – probably an update from a wall guard.
 
   Everyone began to shuffle towards the door – an oath from Eduardo stopped them. He snatched up the TV remote, groping for the mute button. I focused on the screen. Someone had chucked a rope from the battlements – a small lonely figure stood outside the walls, in the middle of the ramp, shouting at the soldiers – and the press. My heart clenched, even before Eduardo found the button and a familiar voice came to my ears.
 
   “...can have me, I suppose, I’ve actually done something, haven’t I? I killed that man – and I’d do it again if I had to. But leave all them alone!” Bane pointed back towards the Citadel behind him, walking slowly down the ramp towards the tank as he spoke. “None of them have done anything! They’re innocent! How can you possibly justify what you plan for them? How can anyone in the EuroBloc stomach it? How can you sleep at night, all of you?”
 
   “Bane...” Everything had gone numb. My mind floundered. One thought managed to crawl through the ice – he’d found a way to assuage that unbearable guilt... 
 
   “Bane!”
 
   I slammed through the door and ran. Other people followed but I didn’t stop. Reaching the battlements, I raced to where a wall guard was twisting the rope in his hands, clearly wondering whether to reel it in.
 
   “Leave it!” I glanced at the knot and grabbed the rope. Fighting with my skirt, I wrapped the rope around my leg, placing one foot on the other where the rope lay across it – for a brake – and hopped off the crenellation.
 
   “I really don’t think you should...” wavered the guard, but I was already sliding down.
 
   Bane had moved on to the subject of the illegal annexation of Malta. He often claimed not to be eloquent, and he wasn’t much for writing. But he’d a good memory, and he expressed himself in simple, passionate language, peppered with phrases and sentences lifted almost word for word from my blog. If I wasn’t out of my mind with fear for him, I’d have stopped to listen.
 
   I hit the dusty paving slabs too fast and my ankle twisted painfully under me – stupid, Margo! – I hurried after him more slowly than I’d intended. He’d got a long way down the ramp now, clearly intent on giving himself up. Did he think the EuroGov would actually listen ? 
 
   No... he just thought there was nothing left to lose...
 
   “Bane...” The cry broke from me as I stumbled along.
 
   He spun around, breaking off in mid-sentence.
 
   “Get back over that wall!” He looked as terrified as I felt.
 
   “Only if you come with me!”
 
   Bane looked over my shoulder. Sounded like someone was opening the gate a crack.
 
   “Get her inside!”
 
   Running footsteps behind me...
 
   “What has Malta done to you?” Bane picked up his thread again. “What have any of these people done to...” 
 
   He staggered back a step and crumpled like a dropped doll. 
 
   “Bane!” His head smacked into the hard ground. Silent, so nonLethal, but no way to count the shots... 
 
   My ankle was holding my weight better. I tried to break into a run just as someone grabbed me from behind.
 
   “Margo, it’s no good...” Kyle. 
 
   I struggled wildly, twisting and trying to break his grip.
 
   “Bane... Bane...”
 
   “He’s too close to them! You can’t go down there!”
 
   “Bane...” I screamed, deaf to his words. Soldiers were running towards that crumpled form. “Bane...” I tried to stamp on my brother’s toes – his grip loosened...
 
   “Margo! ”
 
   I slipped free, he grabbed for me... More running footsteps behind and a wild tap-tap...
 
   “Kyle, get clear...” Jon’s voice. Kyle let me go suddenly. I twisted to evade any attempt at recapture and caught a glimpse of Jon, standing still, head cocked, a nonLee in his hand, then I was sprinting towards Bane... Bane...
 
   Something smacked me in the back and a black tunnel dropped over me. My cheek hit the ground and my last sight was of the soldiers dragging Bane away.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   ***+***
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

26
 
   FOUR O’CLOCK
 
    
 
   Wooden ceiling beams high above. A horrible sick feeling in my belly and my head ached, but the beams made me feel happy. This was my new room. Bane’s and my new room. We were married. So why the sense of utter foreboding?
 
   “Margo?” Kyle sat by the bed, timidly proffering a bowl. “Do you... need this?”
 
   I hadn’t, but memory crashed in on me – they had Bane – I snatched it from him.
 
   By the time the retching stopped my head was splitting. I sank back against the pillows.
 
   “They took Bane... Why did you stop me?”
 
   “Oh, so it would help if they had you too?” Kyle put the bowl safely on the floor “How, exactly?”
 
   “I might’ve been able to save him...”
 
   “You’d have been caught. Or shot. Probably not with a nonLethal. Most wanted person in the world, remember?”
 
   I lay back and stared at the ceiling. They had Bane. Rescue was impossible. Everything was drowned in grey mist.
 
   “Margo? Margo?” Kyle was getting upset that I was ignoring him. “Without meaning to offer Eduardo-style comfort, is there any point going catatonic about this? I think we’re all going to be in the next world soon enough. You, me, Bane. All of us.”
 
   I said nothing. Bane had been snatched away again, and it was unbearable.
 
   “Margo? Aren’t you going to... leap out of bed and start blogging? Try and help him?”
 
   The happy memories were an ache in my chest as I stared at the ceiling again.
 
   “Eduardo’s right. I can’t write Bane out of this one, can I?”
 
   “You can try!”
 
   Listlessly, I looked at my watch. Took me a moment to decipher the face. Eleven. I must’ve slept for a good while after the nonLee wore off. Five long hours until four o’clock.
 
   “Where’s Jon?”
 
   “Hiding. He’s afraid you’ll be mad at him.”
 
   “I’m mad at both of you,” I said dully.
 
   Kyle eyed me unhappily.
 
   “Right now, I kind of wish you were. Look, I’m going to get you a hot drink. Something with sugar in...”
 
   He left. I stared at my watch some more. Four o’clock an eternity away. And what would happen then? Something that even now, I could hardly bear to contemplate. Would Bane even still be alive? The EuroGov weren’t likely to let us see each other. Not unless it was to make one of us watch the other die...
 
   Clawing my way free of the sheets, I dived for the bowl, threw up yet again. Or tried to. Nothing left in my stomach.
 
   I knelt on the floor for a while, lost in a daze of misery. Finally relocated Kyle’s handkerchief and wiped my face again. Turned to look at the laptop, closed and silent on the desk. Kyle knew me too well. 
 
   But when I sat down and pressed the on button, the screen was fuzzy and blurred and it didn’t seem to be starting up right. I switched it off hastily. It would have to die now !
 
   I picked up the phone – it crackled wildly in my ear. No use... Why was everything broken? 
 
   Jon was out in the corridor, leaning against a wall, looking lost in his own personal cloud of misery. His head turned.
 
   “Margo?” He sounded wary.
 
   “My computer’s broken. D’you think Eduardo has a spare?”
 
   Jon thought about this for a moment. Or perhaps he was wondering if he was forgiven for shooting me in the back.
 
   “It’s not broken,” he said at last.
 
   “It is, you come and listen to the sounds it’s making.”
 
   “It’s not. Eduardo’s switched on the Anti-Aircraft Lattice.”
 
   “Well, that shouldn’t be interfering with it, surely? They had it running over the Vatican all the time.” 
 
   “Yes, but the system was designed for the Vatican. The lattice boxes are far, far too powerful for the tiny dome we need here. So they’re saturating the entire area – inside and outside – with interference. If it’s any consolation, it’s probably pissing off the EuroGov as well.”
 
   “But it means I can’t blog!”
 
   He smiled ruefully.
 
   “It makes Eduardo feel better. Like he’s still doing his job.”
 
   “It’s not going to help! The tank’s going to blow a hole in the front gate and they’ll march straight in. They’re not going to bother with the expense of paratroops. And I hardly think anyone would be too upset if they did decide on aerial bombing as the best way of disposing of us!”
 
   Jon spread his hands.
 
   “You’ll have to take it up with him.”
 
   “That’s where I’m going. The phones are out too.”
 
   “Ah. Yes.” Jon fell in behind me.
 
   “Won’t help,” said Eduardo, in response to my demand that he switch the Lattice off. “The EuroGov have some sort of massive internet/microwave jammer out there – maybe on that ship. Probably strong enough to block the whole state’s communications – I expect they’re trying to control what people hear about the annexation. Switch off our A.A.L. and we’ll be able to pick up old terrestrial TV signals from Africa – but not much else.”
 
   “Bugger!” I aimed a kick at his waste bin. It had been thoroughly cleaned since my last encounter with it.
 
   “Calm down, Margaret. There really is nothing you can do.”
 
   “And that makes you feel better?”
 
   He grimaced slightly.
 
   “No. Point taken.”
 
   I trudged out of the room, feeling as though the Citadel had collapsed on top of me. Nothing I could do. Nothing. Bane was lost. We were all lost.
 
   “Been to confession yet?” I said heavily.
 
   “No.” Jon sounded every bit as glum. “Shall we go?”
 
   We went. And with our souls all squeaky clean and ready for eternity we went to pray at a favourite side altar afterwards, where Kyle finally hunted me down, a mug of cold hot chocolate in his hand.
 
   “There you are! Do you want this?”
 
   “No.” I fought free of the black cloud enveloping me enough to add, “Thanks, though.”
 
   He gave something half sigh, half groan and plunked down to sit on the kneeler. Downed the mug of hot chocolate himself, then pulled a face. Muttered, “Bad idea. Now I feel sick...” Swallowed hard and gave another sigh. Then dragged himself to his feet and went off to join the line for confession, still clutching the empty mug. 
 
   All afternoon I tried to pray, but I’d fallen through ice into dark and freezing depths. I couldn’t see through the gloom, and I could barely feel. Just the icy pain of separation and terror. Almost a relief when it was time for Mass. Except it meant the end was very close...
 
   And then Mass was over. Even the wall guards had come in for it. Ten to four. We really weren’t going to escape. Everyone had pulled the rows of chairs askew, into little groups. Sister Krayj sat nearby, her face coldly expressionless. Pope Cornelius still knelt at the High Altar, the final consecrated Host in the whole Citadel cupped in his hands. We’d have our Lord’s presence for just as long as possible, but as soon as they broke in he’d consume it, to avoid desecration...
 
   “Told you we should’ve gone to Africa,” Foxie joked to his brother. Half-heartedly.
 
   “Funny, seem to recall you were the one begging to come,” returned Fox, with determined lightness. They were both resplendent in their Swiss Guard uniforms.
 
   On the other side of the cathedral someone began to cry in little, frightened hiccoughs. Several people converged in comfort.
 
   Five to four. I shifted my chair slightly closer to Jon and he slipped his arm around me. Kyle sat on my other side, holding my hand tightly.
 
   “The really annoying thing is,” Foxie was saying, “Alligator will have snaffled the best harp for himself.”
 
   “Yeah,” agreed Fox, “and knowing Al, he’ll have already modified it so it looks like a harp, but actually contains a complete polyphonic keyboard and full eavesdropping capabilities. I can just see it.”
 
   “Really, you two!” sniffed a priest who was just then looking rather grumpier than usual. “Harps! Next you’ll say you’re expecting white fluffy clouds and a nice old guy with a long white beard.”
 
   “Calm down, Father,” said Foxie consolingly, “Harps and clouds are just metaphors, we get that. We’re just trying to be cheerful about it.”
 
   “Nothing un-cheerful about the heaven part,” said Jon softly. “Just the bit that comes before.”
 
   “Yeah, well, there’s no way to make that cheerful.” A tiny shake in Foxie’s voice. 
 
   “No, so we’d better shut up and pray,” said his brother. They bowed their dark heads and fell silent, shoulders touching.
 
   I bowed my head and tried to pray too, clinging to Jon’s and Kyle’s hands, but my mind was turning into a thrumming blank. Every muscle was screwing itself up in useless anticipation...
 
   Dong. Dong. Dong. Dong.
 
   Four o’clock.
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   SNOW AND FLAME
 
    
 
   Any moment now, we’d hear the tank take out the gate. And only moments afterwards the cathedral doors would burst open and they’d take us away...
 
   Concentrate on your breathing, Margo, before it gets out of control... ‘Cause fainting’s really not going to help.
 
   Time passed.
 
   And passed...
 
   “What the hell!” snarled Eduardo at last, then crossed himself apologetically. “Someone go and see if the blasted tank’s shed a track or something...”
 
   “It was pointing right at the gate already,” murmured Sister Krayj helpfully.
 
   But Fox, Foxie and several other guards were already racing to obey. An age before a couple of them tumbled back through the door, speaking even as they genuflected.
 
   “There’s nothing happening!” 
 
   “I mean, nothing !” said Foxie. “No one and nothing has moved since we came in here for Mass. The tank crew are still sat there having a brew and one of the snipers is still eating his sandwiches.”
 
   “World’s pickiest eater,” nodded a Vatican policeman. “He eats all around the edge, then opens it up and starts licking at the filling...”
 
   “...Basically,” Foxie cut off this excess of detail, “they’re showing no sign of getting ready to advance whatsoever.”
 
   Eduardo frowned.
 
   “Strange...” He genuflected to the tabernacle – or rather, to what Pope Cornelius held – and strode off down the aisle. “Switch off the Lattice and fetch a TV set in here. I’m going to take a look for myself...”
 
   He returned close on the heels of the television, still frowning.
 
   “Nothing happening,” he confirmed, switching the TV on. Already tuned to Veritas...
 
   “... crowd in EuroSquare shows no signs of decreasing, in fact, people are still pouring in as we speak. Earlier this afternoon a spokesman came out onto the EuroBalcony and ordered the crowd to disperse, but it has doubled in size since then.”
 
   Footage showed the main square in Brussels, packed with people. They were waving paper doves on sticks and chanting something. It sounded like ‘Merma! Relfree! Endso!’
 
   “That’s not Veritas,” someone said decisively. “That newscaster’s from EuroVee...”
 
   Veritas were re-broadcasting? But they were usually so respectful of copyright!
 
   “They won’t have a team in Brussels, will they?” pointed out Sister Eunice. “And they’ll want to help this go worldwide...”
 
   “Oh Lord, please.” Eduardo stared intently at the screen. “Let it go worldwide, let it grow...”
 
   “What’s Merma, Relfree, Endso?” pondered Jon; other people were asking each other the same thing.
 
   “To recap,” said the newscaster helpfully, “a handful of people gathered in EuroSquare to protest shortly after news broke this morning of the EuroBloc’s shock annexation of the Free State of Malta in the night. An attempt was made to arrest them, at which hundreds of people rushed to their defence. Thousands of people are now refusing to leave EuroSquare, demanding the EuroGov fulfil what’s become known as ‘MerMa – RelFree – EndSo’ – Mercy for Malta, Religious Freedom and an End to Sorting. A manifesto that could have been written by Margaret Verrall herself, if she wasn’t currently trapped with no communications in the Citadel of Gozo...”
 
   The newscaster blathered on about me for a bit, as everyone exchanged looks of hope and joy. But the hope in my chest was sickly and leaden. The EuroGov had Bane. Was he dead? Still alive? Dying?
 
   “My goodness,” said Pope Cornelius. “That’s something. An actual protest in EuroSquare itself. Whether it saves us or not, that’s gold dust. I wonder why the EuroGov are holding off, though?”
 
   “Probably don’t want an angry mob armed with paving slabs to break down their door and bash their heads in,” said Sister Krayj. “They’ll probably stall as long as it takes to extricate themselves.”
 
   “I doubt the High Committee are actually in EuroGov House,” pointed out Eduardo.
 
   “Why else would they stall? They’ll consider this the perfect opportunity to break our Stream of the Underground for good. I don’t expect they’d mind withdrawing from Malta once they’ve got us.”
 
   “But it won’t break us,” countered Eduardo. “The Holy Father has always taken very good care to have a full convocation of conscientious cardinals tucked away around the world in safe locations, ready to choose his successor. In the scheme of things, it’ll hardly slow us down at all. And their spies and their experts will tell them that. It’ll shut Margaret up, and put a temporary spoke in the Liberations, but that’s it.”
 
   “It?” snorted Jon. “You think Margo and the Liberations are merely a minor irritation?”
 
   “No, I don’t. But I also think they don’t want to do Margaret’s work for her. If people are upset, they’ll try and give them time to get bored and go home before they move. And Margaret can’t keep them stirred up whilst that blasted ship’s out there, can she?”
 
   The Foxes’ hands shot into the air, along with many others.
 
   Eduardo actually rolled his eyes.
 
   “Permission denied.”
 
   “But sir...”
 
   “But...”
 
   “My best men couldn’t get out of this trap. You lot are certainly not going to get out, let alone take over a destroyer with a handful of nonLees. Please try and retain just a shred of common sense in this trying hour.”
 
   The young men subsided, muttering and grumbling.
 
   “Snow!” cried Father Mario suddenly. He’d been sitting very close to the screen, smiling at all the paper doves. Sister Mari sprang anxiously to his side – he was very old, after all...
 
   “It’s all right, Father, I know this is very stressful...”
 
   “That’s what they’re waiting for!” The old man pointed at the screen. “Look...”
 
   Eduardo went closer and peered.
 
   “Damn it, he’s right. It’s starting to snow. That’ll clear the square by morning. Well, I suspect anyone who wants to can go and get a good night’s sleep. If all those people will leave the square of their own volition, the EuroGov will be prepared to wait – it’s not like we’re going anywhere.”
 
   “Do you think I can put Our Lord back in the tabernacle, then?” Pope Cornelius’s hands must be getting pretty tired by now.
 
   “I imagine so. I’d make a rota of priests and deacons to stand by it, though.”
 
   Pope Cornelius nodded.
 
   “Sister Eunice?”
 
   “At once, Your Holiness.”
 
   Everyone knelt as Our Lord was put away, then dispersed. For all Eduardo’s sobering conclusion of a mere reprieve, there was a decidedly happy note to people’s chattering and whispering as they hurried from the cathedral.
 
   I tried to feel happy. 
 
   Wasn’t happening.
 
   Even in the barely-worth-considering event that the reprieve should become permanent, with Bane gone, I’d swap hours of agony for a lifetime of pain. Couldn’t get excited about this at all.
 
   I tried to feel happy for everyone else. 
 
   A little easier. 
 
   But it was temporary only. By morning the cold of a mainland European winter would’ve driven everyone home. And as soon as the square was empty enough, the EuroGov would strike. If only there was some way to stoke the crowd’s determination...
 
   I stood up suddenly.
 
   “What?” said Jon, startled.
 
   “I have an idea. Quickly, before it goes dark...”
 
   Fifteen minutes later the tables were cleared from the canteen and bed sheets were being laid out on the floor by eager hands, as I hovered over them with a paintbrush. Other hands were pinning broom handles and rocks into a fold at the bottom of each sheet for weights, as yet more hands ripped crenellation-length slits in the top end. Within half an hour, our improvised message boards hung from the walls. 
 
   The press were a’flutter, turning their cameras towards this new interest... I ripped off my bandanna, sprang atop a crenellation and pointed defiantly down at the message I’d composed. Hopefully the cameras clicked like mad, because seconds later Eduardo grabbed me round the waist and yanked me bodily from my perch. Several shots cracked into the building in line with where I’d been standing.
 
   “Are you crazy?” he hissed.
 
   I just shrugged at him from where he’d deposited me on the flagstones behind the wall.
 
   “You’re the one who thinks a picture’s worth a thousand words.”
 
   “Somebody please take her inside!” he begged.
 
   Jon took my hand and Kyle stood on my other side – bent double, they hustled me quickly to the stairs and away. We went to the TV room to see if it’d worked. I tried very hard to be interested. Everyone else, remember?
 
   The TV room erupted into cheers when we entered – easy to see why. The Citadel was on the screen, and the message was clearly visible.
 
    
 
   WE’VE DONE EVERYTHING WE CAN TO HELP YOUR CHILDREN. NOW WE NEED YOUR HELP. M.V.
 
    
 
   “It’s genius, Margo!”
 
   “Brilliant!”
 
   Kyle was less impressed.
 
   “That was stupid, Margo! You could’ve been killed.”
 
   “Boo hoo.” My attention was on the screen – EuroSquare again. 
 
   People were hunched over their omniPhones or grouped around portable TVs, watching the news too. They cheered and clapped and broke into a fresh chant of “MerMa! RelFree! EndSo!” Some people rushed up to a camera as they realised they were on screen and started screaming, “Thank you, Margaret, we’re going to help you now!” Then the newscaster went back to the hanging of the banner message and re-showed my aborted appearance on the battlements. It did look quite dramatic.
 
   “Why are they only trying to shoot Margo?” Sister Mari sounded puzzled.
 
   “I’ve been tried,” I said. “If you can call Reginald bloody Hill signing a bit of paper a trial.”
 
   “Of course!” said Jon. “They’ve sentenced you to death already, it’s legal to shoot you.”
 
   “I bet the EuroGov were furious about that missed opportunity earlier,” said Sister Krayj. “I imagine they’ve now given explicit orders for you to be shot on sight. You’d better keep your head down.”
 
   They’d gone back to the square again, and the scene was encouraging. Groups that had been packing up folding stools and picnic hampers were unpacking them again, single individuals heading off instead, no doubt to fetch cold weather supplies. 
 
   We watched the promising activity until the weather forecast came on at six. Oh no, not good... No actual blizzard forecast, but heavy snow and too much wind.
 
   “Blast,” said Kyle. “I was hoping that message might just keep them there overnight. As it is, I give it ‘til about one in the morning.”
 
   I stared at the determined enthusiasm of the crowd.
 
   “Well, we’ll just have to write another, won’t we?”
 
   “It’s almost dark, Margo.”
 
   “And the Lord gave us light! Come on, we need strong stiff wire, we need newspaper, rags – anything that will burn – we need oil, diesel, anything like that, to the canteen. And every halfway nimble set of fingers in this place...”
 
   There was such a stampede I just clung to Jon for balance until they’d all gone.
 
   “What about light bulbs?” suggested Kyle. “It would last longer...”
 
   “Yeah, but if we assemble every bulb and strip light in the place we still won’t be able to make many words and I reckon it’ll actually take longer to wire that up. Plus fire has more impact. Especially at one in the morning.”
 
   “Okay, let’s go.”
 
   This message took some time. Each letter had to be shaped from wire and stuffed with things that would burn. They had to be larger because they’d be harder to read. Then they had to be wired together and the whole thing attached to more wires from which it would hang. Finally, it was put to soak letter by letter in an old horse trough full of flammable liquids, while most people went to a late supper.
 
   By the time all was ready and we returned to the TV room, it was midnight. The scene in the square was much the same, only there was a lot more snow, and it was still coming down. Some people were trickling out of the square, rather fewer were arriving. 
 
   Kyle proved correct, an hour later an exodus was really getting started.
 
   “I think it’s time, Margaret.” Eduardo had been lurking in the doorway for the last quarter of an hour.
 
   “Light it up whenever you like.” Still struggling to be one hundred percent interested. 
 
   Or even sixty percent interested.
 
   “You stay right there.” He pointed an emphatic finger at me, and off he went.
 
   Kyle hovered as though ready to hold me down, but I just went on watching the screen. Until...
 
   “Breaking news from the Gozo Citadel siege...” The picture changed. There was the Citadel, and there was the message, blazing fiercely. 
 
   The effect was ten times better than I’d expected. 
 
   Letters of flame, hanging in the blackness.
 
    
 
   THE SNOW IS COLD, WE FEEL FOR YOU,
 
   BUT A DISMANTLER’S BLADE IS COLDER STILL.
 
   M.V.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   ***+***
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   A BURNING COAL
 
    
 
   “Wow,” said Kyle. “You were right. Fire is more dramatic.”
 
   “It’s good?” Jon was responsible for one of the full stops.
 
   “It’s good,” I confirmed.
 
   The crowd went wild. The picture cut back and forth from square to Citadel until the flames died down and the smouldering letters finally disappeared altogether. The exodus came to an abrupt halt. 
 
   “It’s so cold in that square, though,” fretted Eduardo, appearing in the doorway again. “If only we had communications, we could arrange a load of blankets or something. But it’s no good. We’ll have to trust someone else has the sense and the inclination...”
 
   He went away again.
 
   “Should we start another message?” asked Sister Mari eagerly.
 
   “I think we can give ourselves a bit of a break.” My fingers were sore from twisting wire.
 
   Before long, a hot dog van pulled up in the square and began to dispense hot drinks on a donation-only basis. The press went wild. Far, far too many people for one van to deal with – for a time it looked like there might be a bit of a riot. Then some loud-voiced and bossy members of the crowd took control and got everyone into a queue. People were soon hurrying to and from the square carrying jerrycans of water to top up the van’s urn. 
 
   “Most of them will be waiting till dawn for their cuppa,” said Sister Krayj ruefully.
 
   “As long as they think they’re going to get one,” said Jon shrewdly, “they’re more likely to stay.”
 
   Within the half hour, two more refreshment vans pulled up and opened their hatches, also serving all comers. Far too many people, even for three vans, but still.
 
   “The EuroGov must be fuming,” grinned Kyle.
 
   The weather wasn’t co-operating. The snow came down so hard the cameras struggled to see and the wind got up, knifing through the square. The newscaster began to talk gravely about the dangers of hypothermia.
 
   “Bet the EuroGov put them up to that,” said Jon, after listening intently to the description of the conditions. “But much as I hate to agree with her, if those people aren’t properly equipped, they’re going to have to leave.”
 
   “It’s not too easy to be properly equipped to stay still for long in those conditions.” Sister Krayj came from a country with that sort of winter. “Most of them have decent enough all-weather jackets on, but it’s not enough. They need gel heat cubes, unlimited hot drinks and ideally blankets.”
 
   “The moment they leave, we’ve had it,” said Kyle. “I hope they know that.”
 
   “We don’t want them all to freeze to death, though,” pointed out Jon. 
 
   It wasn’t even three o’clock and people were beginning to leave again. Hard to blame them. 
 
   Engines roared above the murmur of the crowd and three army-style trucks roared into the square. The crowd parted, people starting to run – until they realised it wasn’t soldiers jumping down. The handful of men and women dropping the tailgates were all dressed in something that matched the description of incogniCam and Sister Krayj stiffened at once.
 
   “Resistance,” she hissed. “Oh Lord, don’t say they’re joining in or it’ll be over... EuroGov won’t hesitate to send in the army...”
 
   The handful of EuroArmy already stationed around the sides of the square had straightened from where they’d been huddled against buildings, eyeing the peaceful crowd apathetically, and gone on quivering alert.
 
   But the Resistance – even the people in the square probably weren’t in much doubt about their identity – just began to unload the trucks as fast as they could. Large cardboard boxes were passed down and opened up – soon they were handing out hundreds of little foil thermal blankets, along with tons of gel heat cubes and small quantities of real blankets, heavy jackets, woolly hats, thermos flasks – apparently full – and...
 
   “Looks like they literally emptied their safehouses of anything they thought might be useful,” said Sister Krayj rather marvellingly, as the closest camera crew gleefully filmed the procession of random objects.
 
   Once empty, they slammed the tailgates, the engines roared, and the trucks tore out of the square and were gone. Clearly not anxious to stick around.
 
   “Fancy them helping us,” someone remarked.
 
   “I just wonder,” said Jon. “Could Francesco and Carla have got on the phone?”
 
   “Another message?” suggested Sister Mari.
 
   “Let’s leave it a bit,” I said “It would be so much easier if we could use sheets again. And we might need the fire materials to last another night, if this drags on.”
 
   Things went quiet for a bit. Eduardo came to join us, apparently fed up of sitting in his office unable to do anything. Some people nodded off on the TV room floor. Pope Cornelius and Father Mario and some of the older members of our little community had all gone to bed. But the people in the square stayed put, and might they be blessed for it, because half hour after half hour, the wall guards reported no activity outside.
 
   EuroVee put together a recap of events. They showed the official footage of the seizure of Malta, all very peaceful and organised – showed some carefully selected interviews with Maltese people saying they’d always wanted to be part of the EuroBloc... 
 
   Veritas stopped re-broadcasting at this point in order to show footage filmed on omniPhones by people who’d managed to flee the island and reach Africa. It painted a much bleaker picture. Maltese soldiers, current and retired, trying to fight and being gunned down. Frightened Gozitan families fired upon as they tried to flee. Small boats loaded with refugees blown to bits by EuroBloc gunships as they sought to leave Maltese waters. 
 
   “Why couldn’t they just let them go?” snapped Sister Krayj.
 
   Many had tried to flee, from the footage. No committed Believer could be in any doubt what awaited them, under EuroGov control. Others had melted into what little countryside the larger island possessed, taking their weapons – ranging from kitchen knives to actual guns – with them. The state that had once upon a time endured fifty continuous days of Nazi bombing without considering surrender wasn’t going to knuckle under easily.
 
   Finally they returned to re-broadcasting EuroVee’s coverage. The people in the square were extremely agitated, chanting harder than ever. Guess they were all watching Veritas tonight.
 
   They went back to their little recap soon enough. And showed Bane giving himself up, making his speech...
 
   Cameras... Spark...
 
   “Oh my God! He did it on purpose!” Everyone looked at me. “Bane... he did it deliberately!”
 
   “I’ve yet to see anyone shinny down a rope and walk boldly up to an enemy position whilst giving a rousing speech by accident,” remarked Eduardo.
 
   “No, I mean this,” I waved at the screen to indicate the protest, my eyes blurring with tears, “this was what he was trying to achieve – he didn’t just feel guilty, well, he did, but he was trying to strike a spark. He knew it was the only thing that could save us! And he did it!”
 
   “With all due respect to Bane’s heroic sacrifice,” said Eduardo, “it was a very good try, but I don’t think it would’ve quite come off – not without that tear-jerking addition from you...”
 
   The ‘tear-jerking addition’ was playing on screen now. I flinched from my own agonised cries, trying not to watch as Bane’s and my unconscious bodies were hastily hauled off in opposite directions.
 
   Now they showed EuroSquare, as the first protesters gathered within minutes of Bane giving himself up. Bane. You did it... Surprisingly small comfort for his absence.
 
   They recapped quickly the progression of the protest throughout the day, and resumed live footage.
 
   “Hey look!” exclaimed several people. Five A.M. now, but more people were flooding into the square. Thanks to Veritas’s little exposé about Malta?
 
   Veritas cut in again.
 
   “Since EuroVee is clearly being pressured not to mention it, we feel we should report on events taking place around the EuroBloc... 
 
   “Oh, wait... they’d like to tell you about it after all...”
 
   And back to the EuroVee broadcast.
 
   “Breaking news from Paris,” said the newscaster, sounding flustered, “where... one moment, we have breaking news from London... First to Paris, where protestors are gathering outside the Departmental Government building...”
 
   Another square, a crowd, growing before our eyes. Swaddled in coats, hats and scarves. Armed with origami doves and croissants. A very angry crowd, despite the stylish doves and the food. Chanting “MerMa! RelFree! EndSo!” but frequently breaking into, “Free Bane Verrall! Free Bane Verrall!” making my heart implode with pain and unbearable hope. Some of them held up photos of Juwan and Doms – Bane had tried to save them both. Was he even still alive?
 
   “Weren’t people a bit surprised to see Bane back here?” I said suddenly. “Last time I blogged, he was still missing...”
 
   “I sent a photo and a press release,” said Eduardo. “Anonymously, as always, so they could print it. I haven’t seen the papers, but I imagine they put it in.”
 
   “And now to London...”
 
   Parliament Square, filling up with people. Holding candles and dove-shaped flags clearly cut from bedsheets and stuck on sticks. Chanting.
 
   “Breaking News from Berlin...”
 
   Another square. Another crowd. A few holding hastily cut out paper doves, but most holding lanterns or trying to shield candles from the wind, which wasn’t so bad in Berlin as in Brussels, but worse than in London.
 
   Madrid. Lisbon. Stockholm. The reports came in, one after another. People in the city squares and outside the government buildings. The entire population of Salperton-Under-Fell appeared to be in the town square. Except the Marsdens, no doubt.
 
   “This is huge.” Eduardo smiled like the cat with all the cream.
 
   “How come people aren’t in bed?” said Kyle blankly.
 
   “Protests in EuroSquare?” snorted Eduardo. “Would you be in bed? You’d be glued to the TV. So were all they, until they decided to go and join in...”
 
   What would the EuroGov do, now it was clear no one was going home? Send in the army to clear the peaceful protestors and their treasured fiction of being a democratic government would be in tatters. But any attempt to seize the Citadel as planned and the protests would probably turn ugly. And they’d have shown their hand as ruthless dictators who didn’t care what the people wanted. 
 
   “If they really can’t get people to go away,” Eduardo was saying, in answer to this very question, “they’re most likely to bow to the people’s demands for now for the sake of appearances, and do everything they can to put things back as they like it shortly afterwards. Pretending to democracy’s been their policy for the best part of eighty years. But saying that, each High Committee’s made up of different people, so one can’t be certain which way they’ll jump. I do think we might just possibly have a chance, though. But don’t get your hopes up too much.”
 
   “You’re always so cheerful,” said Sister Krayj dryly.
 
   “Realistic.”
 
   “Can’t everyone protest a bit faster,” I whispered. That tiny grain of hope was like a burning coal inside me. Was Bane still alive? Would he still be alive if and when the EuroGov actually knuckled under? Pretty huge if, surely...
 
   Jon sensed my increasing distress.
 
   “Shall we go and paint some more sheets? It’ll be light in a few hours...”
 
   “To the canteen!” someone cried, and there was another stampede. 
 
   I followed, trying not to break down and cry as things slid into something of a blur. I was too tired, the suspense was too much, my hope and terror too great. Part of me just shut down. I functioned like a robot, doing everything I could do to spur on the protestors – to save Bane, please, please, was he even alive?
 
   Soon we were painting over the black paint with coats of white paint so we could reuse sheets. Jon guided me from canteen to cathedral for Mass, from cathedral to canteen for breakfast, like a protecting angel.
 
   At midday the EuroGov announced a Moratorium on Dismantling. There would be no more Dismantling, of the regular kind or for executions, until there’d been a public referendum. The crowds went wild with delight, but praise the Lord, they stayed – they grew. The chant changed to “MerMa! RelFree!” Mercy for Malta. Religious Freedom.
 
   Bane, are you alive?
 
   At six o’clock the EuroGov announced that a referendum would also be held on the question of Religious Freedom.
 
   As night drew on, the protests began to resemble parties. But they stayed.
 
   Bane, are you alive?
 
   “MerMa!” they chanted. And they expanded on their wishes a bit, for this last point. “Mercy for Malta and the Vatican. Free Bane Verrall,” they all chanted now. “Free all the prisoners.”
 
   But another vicious night was forecast. 
 
   More snow. More wind. 
 
   This final demand – for us, the most important – was at the mercy of the elements.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   ***+***
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   GOING FOR BROKE
 
    
 
   At nine o’clock huge articulated lorries drove onto the site of every major protest the bloc over. ‘Krauss Industries’ it said all over them.
 
   “What’s Krauss Industries?” someone was asking.
 
   “Ulrich Krauss. German billionaire.” Eduardo’s voice. “Built his business from scratch, came from a very poor family. Had a twin brother who...”
 
   “...failed Sorting?” everyone chorused.
 
   “That’s right. I’d say he thinks it’s payback time.”
 
   The lorries were opened up. Pallet-loads of instantHeat camping meals were handed out. Also foil blankets and gel heat cubes. Massive urns dispensed hot drinks. And the question of whether the protests could survive another night was answered. If Ulrich Krauss and his empire had anything to do with it, no one would leave from cold or hunger.
 
   “He doesn’t manufacture any of that stuff,” Eduardo was remarking. “He’s been busy.”
 
   “God bless Ulrich Krauss,” said one of the priests, and I was dimly aware of everyone toasting this with their coffee mugs. 
 
   Ulrich Krauss was going for broke, because on top of his articulated lorries he’d set up big screens, and the TV channel he was showing was Veritas. Which was Category 1 Sedition, unlike handing out free stuff or standing in a cold square, both of which were perfectly legal. 
 
   People were discussing whether Ulrich Krauss might already be on a plane to Africa? Or whether he might think all this public opinion would keep him safe?
 
   “What do you think, Margo?” Kyle gave me an anxious look.
 
   “Faster,” I said. Bane, are you alive?
 
   Kyle winced. Jon, his arm already around me, held me a little closer. He looked ready to drop. Or burst into tears. I let my head rest on his shoulder, and his head drooped to touch mine. Brother Marcel snapped a picture. If the dejection of Bane’s pack would help him, show the world. But we’d no communications, so Brother Marcel must be acting on reflex.
 
   The third day of our besiegement was beginning. More artics arrived as Ulrich Krauss laid on a midnight feast, sending people’s spirits soaring despite the persistent snowfall. The crowds swelled, chanting furiously. Even the smallest towns had a protest going now – food outlets had opened their doors and were handing out donation-only food in the places Krauss Industries hadn’t reached.
 
   “Breaking news...” Fatigue had finally driven the newscaster to hand over to a male colleague. “All over the bloc, candles and lights are appearing again in people’s windows as those who cannot get to their local square or government building show their solidarity with the protestors.”
 
   They knocked on some doors and spoke to various nervous elderly people, single mothers with small children, a pregnant lady, some people in bad health... None of them looked like they’d been woken up.
 
   “Decision time for the EuroGov,” said Eduardo. “You can’t get a much clearer majority than this...”
 
   A decision the EuroGov didn’t want to make. They kept quiet. And kept quiet. Released some preliminary details about the promised referendums. Kept quiet some more. The crowds chanted and beat drums and blew horns and rang bells and chanted some more. Bands rocked up and started playing loud protest music dug up from the twentieth century. People danced to keep warm.
 
   As the darkness began to lighten, the EuroGov announced that they were considering the people’s request. 
 
   Too much. I flung an untouched cup of coffee at the TV, screaming, “Consider it faster, you bloody bastards! ”
 
   The mug bounced harmlessly off the flexi-screen and Kyle began apologising to the people who’d been in the cold coffee’s arc.
 
   “It’s fine,’ and ‘Don’t worry about it,’ filled the air.
 
   “Sorry...” I whispered, shame-faced. Are you alive, Bane?
 
   “Don’t mention it, Margo,” said Hippo. “Cathartic just watching you do that. I think that’s how we all feel.”
 
   Ulrich Krauss’s screens began defiantly displaying: 
 
    
 
   Breakfast Menu
 
    
 
   Continental (All Depts)
 
   or
 
   Full English (British Dept. only)
 
    
 
   The crowd went wild.
 
   And the EuroGov caved. 
 
   They announced that they would be withdrawing from the Maltese and Vatican Free states, and releasing all Maltese and Underground prisoners.
 
   Some of the crowd went home. A lot of them, bless their common sense, stayed put to see the EuroGov follow through. So after another day-long hour, footage was released of the Minister for EuroDefence issuing the appropriate orders through gritted teeth and a very unconvincing smile.
 
   Huh? The room was empty. Except Jon and Kyle.
 
   “Where is everyone?”
 
   “They’ve gone to the battlements,” said Jon. “To see if they’re really going to withdraw.”
 
   “You can’t go up there,” said Kyle quickly.
 
   “No...” I stared at the screen. “Did they give orders to free the prisoners yet?”
 
   “They said they had,” said Jon, “you heard them. But that sort of transfer takes time.”
 
   After a while, some people dashed back in, all trying to tell us at once that the tank was driving away and the snipers were packing up and leaving.
 
   “It’s really happening!” squealed Sister Mari. 
 
   “Great... Any news on the prisoners?”
 
   “Not yet, Margo,” said Jon gently.
 
   Exhaustion and uncertainty were crushing me. My head swam. Bane, are you alive?
 
   My head was in Jon’s lap. Kyle was laying a blanket over me. I struggled to sit up; it felt like fighting with clouds of cotton wool. 
 
   “No... have to... Bane...”
 
   “Rest, Margo.” Jon pressed me gently down again. “I promise we’ll tell you the instant there’s any news. Just lie quietly till you feel better...”
 
    
 
   The evening sun was warm on my face. I opened my eyes. There were my lovely ceiling beams... Bane! I sat bolt upright.
 
   I’d slept all day! What was happening? Had the prisoners been handed over yet? Was Bane among them?
 
   I tumbled out of bed, my head spinning. Not felt this mentally and physically tired since our journey across Europe. I’d been wearing these clothes for three days and two nights, but I wasn’t stopping to change them... I’d almost reached the door when someone knocked on it.
 
   I yanked it open.
 
   Jon. His face white. My heart turned over; my stomach convulsed.
 
   “Did they... find him?”
 
   He came in, closed the door. Strangely ominous.
 
   “They’ve found him. They handed him over with the others. Alive,” he added quickly.
 
   My heart swooped up to the heavens and joy exploded in my chest, but I didn’t take my eyes from his white face.
 
   “There’s something else, isn’t there? Please, just tell me...”
 
   He swallowed. Turned his face away slightly.
 
   “They... decided to dismantle him... one piece each day. The moratorium stopped them. But, Margo, they... took his eyes.”
 
   I spun around, putting my back to him, my hand clapped over my mouth, fighting to smother any sound, because I couldn’t... how could I, make a fuss about this, in front of Jon, who’d never had sight at all...
 
   Shock and joy surged and collided inside me as I fought back that howl of anguish...
 
   Jon gripped my shoulders fiercely.
 
   “Margo, it’s okay. You can be upset. I’m pretty upset myself. I’ve never known what I’m missing, but Bane will... Cry, scream, whatever you want... It’s okay...”
 
   So confusing, so utterly contradictory my feelings. Most intense relief, delight, happiness – most terrible dismay, sorrow, pain. I sank down on the bed, my body too confused to stand upright.
 
   After a few moments literally gulping like a fish as I tried to stop the emotions ripping me apart, I was able to speak.
 
   “Where...?”
 
   “They left him outside the Vatican with some other prisoners about half an hour after handing it back. He’s safe and being looked after.”
 
   “I’ve got to...” Didn’t have the breath for long sentences.
 
   “Yes, the first boat’s leaving in half an hour. Eduardo’s got a place for you on it.”
 
   I clutched his hand.
 
   “And you...”
 
   “And me. Do you want me to help you pack?”
 
   “I can do it. Do your own stuff, you know where it is.” 
 
   Jon hugged me tightly and tapped his way out of the room. Returned with a couple of cardboard boxes before I’d got so far as wondering what to put things in. Like a clumsy, manic whirlwind, I ricocheted around the room, dumping my stuff into one box and Bane’s into the other. Trying not to think. ‘Cause I didn’t know what to think. Or how to feel. Bane was alive, praise the Lord! But blind... Poor, poor Bane...
 
   Jon was soon at the door again, clutching his own cardboard box and accompanied by Kyle.
 
   “Are you ready?” asked Jon. “We’ve got to dash...”
 
   Kyle stacked the cardboard boxes one on top of the other and picked them up. I tried to find the energy to object, then simply gathered up the mats, which hadn’t fitted in, and followed them. I took one last look at the room in which Bane and I had had such fleeting happiness...
 
   “Wait...”
 
   I dashed back to the window and grabbed the fuchsia. It looked a little wilted after the last few days, but its purple flower was fully open. Juggling it in my arms with the rugs, I hurried out again.
 
   Jon’s hand encountered the plant where I held it securely on my lap as the speedboat slammed from wave to wave, heading for Ostia.
 
   “You brought that?”
 
   “I...” I broke off suddenly. And the tears escaped at last. “Oh no... I thought... I thought it’d be cheerful for Bane to look at while he recovered... But...” I tried to contain myself. Pope Cornelius was looking my way and I didn’t want the old man to try and move around in the speeding boat to reach me. 
 
   “Shsss...” Jon rubbed my back soothingly. “It’s going to take us all a while to get used to it. Plants make a room smell nice, anyway.”
 
   Grudgingly, EuroTrac released the impounded Vatican train, which they’d had on display for an admission fee, and soon we were rolling past huge crowds and through the Vatican rail portal. The state didn’t look very much different as we hurried through the stone corridors and courtyards. Busy hands were already carefully removing the EuroGov’s (mis)information boards and by the light of the floodlights the ticket barriers were being slung unceremoniously out of St Peter’s square.
 
   Jon and I headed straight up to the hospital.
 
   “He’s in there,” said an unfamiliar nurse, with a compassionate look.
 
   I raced to the door and stopped dead, my hands clenched together and shaking. All the way here, I’d been so desperate to reach him, and now... now all of a sudden I was just terrified.
 
   “I can come in with you if you like.” Jon, as always, sensed my fear.
 
   I stared at my trembling hands for a few long moments, gathering my courage. My husband was through that door, and I was going to him.
 
   “It’s okay. I’m fine.”
 
   He didn’t contradict me, simply using his long eye to locate the nearest chair as I put my hand on the door handle.
 
   “I’ll just be out here, then.”
 
   I opened the door and went in. A small white room, not unlike the one in the hospital wing at the Citadel. A figure lay in the bed, barely visible – the sheets were propped up on frames. Of course, they’d have taken most of his skin the first day... Oh, Bane...
 
   I walked forward, trying to calm my breathing. A bandage ran over his empty eye sockets and his head moved, just a tiny bit – he’d heard me come in.
 
   “Bane?” My voice was a whisper. “Bane?”
 
   His head jerked right around, this time, as though he were straining to see me. A slight frown of concentration appeared on his brow but he didn’t speak.
 
   “Bane? It’s me. It’s Margo...” I perched carefully on the edge of the bed, not wanting to jolt him. I knew too well what it felt like post-skinning.
 
   “Margo?” His voice was thin and hoarse. “They haven’t got you too?”
 
   “Got me! No! You’re safe, Bane. You’re free. You’re in the Vatican and they’ve handed it back to us. We’ve won!”
 
   The frown line eased slightly.
 
   “Oh... They... they told me I was rescued. But... I didn’t know who they were. Kept expecting them to turn around and laugh...”
 
   “No... no... It’s okay. It’s all okay. Well... we’ve still got to win the referendum they’ve promised on Sorting and Religious Freedom, and even holding them to it won’t be as easy as it should be, but... for now, we’ve won. Everyone’s safe, Bane... Even Alligator. They hadn’t executed him yet. We’re all safe, and you’re alive too!”
 
   His mouth twisted – what little of his face was visible went so bleak that my heart tried to wring itself out.
 
   “Right now I’m not sure if that makes me happy or not.”
 
   I bent, fingers slipping into his jet black hair, and I kissed him. I put everything into that kiss, all my love, all my care and concern, the memories of all the years happy in each other’s company, of all the years we’d yet to come. Of babies, of laughter, of all the joys one could have, even unseen. By the time I drew away again, he’d extricated his arms from the sheets and his hands were buried in my hair too.
 
   Some of the bleakness was gone from his face, and he smiled.
 
   “Happy. Definitely happy.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   ###
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Thank you for reading my book, I hope you enjoyed it! If so, would you consider leaving a review at your favourite retailer? I would really appreciate it.
 
   Thanks,
 
    
 
   Corinna (A.K.A. the Author!)
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BANE’S EYES: 1ST CHAPTER!
 
    
 
   2 months, 21 days until the vote
 
   I woke slowly, warm and cosy. Bane lay beside me, nose tucked into my hair. Sound asleep. Raising my head slightly, I looked across him to the bedside clock. Yep, five minutes before my alarm would go off.
 
   I slid my arms around him, my hands rubbing his broad back and shoulders. The alarm would often jerk him awake with no memory of his blindness and after the panic he’d go through the pain of the loss all over again. When he woke gently with me wrapped around him he – usually – didn’t expect to see anything when he opened his empty eyes.
 
   A good day. Bane stirred sleepily, gathered me close and buried his nose deeper in my hair. 
 
   “Good morning, husband,” I whispered in his ear.
 
   “Good morning, wife,” he murmured back.
 
   Awake. No panic. No pain. Now we had a few blissful minutes to snuggle before the alarm.
 
   I pressed my cheek closer to his chest and held him tight. He held me back. My favourite part of the day. When he was relaxed and affectionate. Not words high on the list at any other time.
 
   “Love you, Margo,” he whispered into my hair, as though it might make up for all the things he would probably say later.
 
   “Love you, Bane.” ‘Cause it almost did.
 
   The alarm split the peaceful silence and another day faced us.
 
   With a sigh, I disentangled myself and sat up, reaching in my bedside drawer for my chart and thermometer. Time for my fertility checks. Though why I was bothering at the moment... Bane was so down, some days he hardly wanted to do anything, let alone...
 
   I pushed the silent complaint from my mind. Come on, Margo, at least you have your eyes. And my cycle was almost back to normal after all the starvation and stress. Finally!
 
   Drawer closed again, I headed for the bathroom. Married couples got one bed apartments in Vatican State. Nice. I’d have shared an apartment with an army if it got Bane his eyes back... I pushed that thought away as well. The EuroGov weren’t going to return Bane’s eyes just because I agreed to share an apartment with the entire Swiss Guard.
 
   “Coming to Mass?” I asked casually, pausing in the doorway.
 
   He sat up in bed, rubbing his loose lids – always itchy in the morning – the familiar scowl settling on his brow. Go to Mass – go out in public, but stay with me. Not go to Mass – stay away from people, but be away from me. I was the one pair of substitute eyes he really trusted.
 
   “Don’t know.”
 
   “Well, I’ve got to get dressed.” I went into the bathroom. He’d make his mind up.
 
   I washed and dressed quickly. Seemed a million years since we’d arrived at the Vatican the first time – but it was only, what, six months? We’d been about three months in Gozo, and we’d been back in Vatican state for three months, now.
 
   Bane was half dressed when I went back in – he’d decided to come. Now he’d be like a bear with a cut paw because he’d failed to overcome his dependence on me. As opposed to a bear with a cut paw because he was staying behind...
 
   A bitter taste in my mouth, I went to join him by the bed. He’d laid two shirts on it, one red, one blue. He picked up the blue one.
 
   “This is... the red one, right?”
 
   I wanted to tell him, yes, but someone would say something, he’d find out, and it wasn’t really kind, was it? But he’d spent three hours with Jon yesterday, learning to tell his shirts apart by feel – or trying to.
 
   “It’s the blue one, Bane,” I said softly.
 
   “Damnit!” He flung the shirt across the room.
 
   “Well, I’m really impressed you were able to narrow it down to two.”
 
   “Oh, don’t be stupid, Margo! I remembered where I put them, didn’t I?”
 
   I swallowed, my heart contracting in increasingly familiar pain. His arms dropped to his sides, far too tiredly for seven thirty in the morning and he turned his head away in shame.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said in a low voice, as though unsure how many more apologies he was allowed. “How are you supposed to know?”
 
   I stepped forward and tried to put my arms around him – he shrugged me off.
 
   “Don’t coddle me! I don’t need a hug!”
 
   Perhaps I do. I headed for the living room.
 
   “I’ve got to go, Bane.”
 
   “Wait, I’m coming.”
 
   He pulled on the blue shirt and grabbed his stick from beside the bed. April was pleasantly warm here. He found his way through the doorway quickly enough, then stood still, head turning from side to side. 
 
   ‘Here’ was on the tip of my tongue, but he’d just say I was coddling him. He started in my general direction, then stopped dead.
 
   “Better put my eyes in, hadn’t I?”
 
   “However you’re most comfortable.”
 
   “Don’t want to scare people, do I?” 
 
   He went back into the bedroom and through to the bathroom. Suck, pop. Suck, pop. He’d a love-hate relationship with the glass eyes – in some ways his eyes felt more comfortable with them, but they irritated him too. Like a lot of other things, come to think of it.
 
   Finally Bane was slipping his arm through mine – just felt like walking arm in arm with my wife projected belligerently in every aspect of his stance. Jon waited in the main passage. He shared one of the larger ‘bachelor’ apartments with Alligator, Snail and Bumblebee, who as VSS were spared barracks living. 
 
   “Good morning, Margo. Good morning, Bane.”
 
   “Is it?” said Bane. 
 
   Ignoring this customary mutter, I said, “Morning, Jon.” 
 
   “I just heard on the radio,” said Jon, as we all set off, “the EuroGov are still wriggling. But I think your Easter blog post is going to carry it.”
 
   Easter day was a week behind us, now. The whole day had been a disaster. The homily had been about how much God loves us and Bane had actually walked out in the middle. I’d had to go with him because I knew he couldn't find his way across the massive basilica on his own. And when I’d tried to go to a later Mass instead, he’d been thoroughly horrible about it. I’d lost my temper and yelled back, and then I’d felt twice as bad...
 
   Okay, I wasn’t going to think about it anymore, was I?
 
   The blog post was the only good thing that had come out of the day. I’d hurled all my anger at the EuroGov in what everyone assured me were very well chosen words.
 
   “After all,” Jon was saying, “they’ve got two good reasons for having the vote at the beginning of July, haven’t they? It’s before exams – so it’ll save them money marking future reAssignees’ papers – they always talk like they’re going to win, don’t they? And it’s less than a complete semester for the reAssignees to catch up as far as the fitness program is concerned.”
 
   “But the longer they leave it, the more time they have for their propaganda machine to change people’s minds,” I said. 
 
   “Yeah,” conceded Jon, “but we should win the religious freedom vote, whatever.”
 
   “True.”
 
   I’d half my mind on stopping myself from trying to draw Bane away from all the odd tables and chairs spaced along the corridor walls – he was concentrating fiercely on locating them with his stick.
 
   “They’ll have to make the final decision soon, though,” Jon said. “Alligator says they’re up to something else too, but Eduardo doesn’t know what it is yet.”
 
   “Alligator says,” snorted Bane. “We’re not doing Liberations anymore! His name’s Jack, y’know.”
 
   “Yes, and so’s Snail’s, near enough.” Jon refused to be drawn. “And Bumblebee’s name is Thom and I’m Jon. So we stick to codenames in the flat, hard to get those mixed up.”
 
   Bane said nothing. Wishing he’d managed to hold his tongue?
 
   Here was the lift – Bane reached for the call button and had to feel around. Scowling again. Jon could walk from our room door to the lift and put his hand straight on the button, providing he didn’t stop to speak to anyone on the way. 
 
   Leaving the lift, we walked on in silence. Not the worst start to a day Bane and I had had recently. But not good. It seemed so... cumulative. No really good days to wash it all away.
 
   Things would improve soon, surely? Bane would get more confident, he’d start to be happy to go out by himself, he’d feel so much better then... Soon. Please, Lord?
 
   Bane misjudged the step into St Peter’s, stumbling, and I’d grabbed him before I could even think. He shook me off, his face crimson – picturing a load of people watching his misstep, shaking their heads in pity? There were only two Swiss guards, staring unmovingly into the basilica. 
 
   “I’m fine, Margo!” Bane snarled, so fiercely my heart shrank again. He strode forward several determined strides – then stopped dead. Prescribed a large circle with his stick – encountered nothing. The emotions flitted across his face: panic, fear, and above all the pain of wounded... pride? self-respect? Of being so dependent on another...
 
   A large space, with no reference points – what he hated most of all. Despite the aching lump in my chest, I paused only to genuflect, then went to him and silently brushed my arm against his. He slipped his through it and we went on across the vast marble floor. In silence.
 
   Since all religious suppression laws, plus all Sorting and dismantling, were suspended until the referendum, St Peter’s square, and St Peter’s itself, were open to the public for the first time in decades – a security nightmare as far as Eduardo was concerned. All access points from square or basilica into the rest of Vatican State were heavily guarded and covered with cameras, and a front section of the basilica was cordoned off for Vatican State residents only. Eduardo could still be seen at every Mass, hovering anxiously near Pope Cornelius.
 
   Kneelers and benches were arranged permanently in the Residents’ area, whilst chairs were set out in the public section according to how many people were expected. I led Bane to our usual pew and Jon followed silently.
 
   Bane settled himself like a gloomy black cloud, turned his face down to the floor and said nothing. No apology this time. A lump filled my throat. ‘Cause he could have as many apologies as he liked, they were better than silence.
 
   I knelt on the kneeler and tried to pray. I felt so... ragged. Desperate. Helpless. 
 
   Lord? Please let it get better soon. Really soon. I don’t think I can go on like this much longer. It hurts so much. I don’t know what to do. I want to pray for his eyes, but I know that’s stupid. They may not have even kept them – someone else may have them already. They might even have destroyed them. I can’t give myself false hope. His eyes are gone, and we have to learn to live without them. But I don’t know how. Help me, Lord? Please help me, please please please?
 
   Bother, tears leaked from my eyes and I fought to keep my breathing steady. No use. Jon’s hand touched my arm in silent comfort. Bane didn’t notice, though. Good. It would make him feel even worse...
 
   We stood to begin Mass and I tried to wipe my eyes surreptitiously. Didn’t want everyone shaking their heads and saying poor Margaret and Bane. 
 
   Time for the daily battle to concentrate... 
 
    
 
   ...The reader’s voice faltered. What was distracting her? People were looking around... Oh. A tramp was shambling up the main aisle. What was unusual were the two Swiss guards discretely trailing after him. The guards might pause an unfamiliar face to check they knew about the Vatican homeless shelter recently re-opened just inside St Anne’s gate, but... this guy must’ve done something to alarm them.
 
   He reached the rope barrier and moved through the central gap as though in a dream.
 
   “Sir... S’cuse me, sir, that’s a restricted area...” 
 
   The man just stumbled on as if the guards hadn’t spoken.
 
   “Sir, please stop, you’re not allowed in this area...”
 
   They hovered, keeping pace, reluctant to manhandle him, especially in the middle of Mass. He didn’t seem to hear them. Was he deaf?
 
   He was a mess, all right. Hair, dark with grease and filth, almost reached his shoulders and a beard grew unchecked across his lower face. His clothes were rags and he moved as though he’d crumple to the ground with each faltering step.
 
   “Sir!” 
 
   He was approaching the lower altar rail now – the guard’s hands reached for him, hesitated, their eyes seeking the Holy Father. Pope Cornelius made a tiny negating gesture – let him come.
 
   The man walked into the altar rail and staggered to a halt. Raised his head dazedly as though only just realising where he was. His hoarse whisper carried in the silence.
 
   “Margaret Verrall?”
 
   Everyone looked at me. 
 
   “Margaret Verrall?” A thin, desperate edge to it that brought me to my feet. I could almost see the strength draining out of that ragged figure...
 
   “Catch him!” I cried, as he fell like a rag doll towards the marble floor.
 
   One of the Swiss guards lunged – a look of surprise crossed his face as he stood there supporting the man’s weight; the guy must be light as a feather.
 
   I slipped past Bane and hurried forward, afire with curiosity. Who on earth?
 
   The Swiss guard lowered his burden to the ground, pillowing the man’s head on a kneeler cushion. I crouched beside him and Al appeared at my shoulder looking even more hyper-alert than normal. I got guarded a lot nowadays.
 
   “Sir?” I touched the man’s shoulder gingerly. Was he conscious? “Can you hear me? I’m Margaret Verrall...”
 
   His eyes flew open. Brilliant green eyes.
 
   Like mine.
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   UK = US Vocabulary.
 
   1. Canteen = Cafeteria BACK
 
   2. Tap = Faucet BACK
 
   3. Mate = Friend BACK
 
   4. Leant = Leaned BACK
 
   5. Numpty = Dummy/Idiot BACK
 
   6. Lorries = Trucks (Singular ‘Lorry’) BACK
 
   7. Torch = Flashlight BACK
 
   8. Queue = Line BACK
 
   9. Cotton wool = Cotton balls BACK
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