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They had Murdoch in quarantine, because doing otherwise would break the cover story. And so he endured the small room, with the hard mattress, the uncomfortable plastic chair and the stained side-table. He resigned himself to the merely functional shower, the bland food and the harsh lighting.
They asked him questions, and they had him complete reports. He watched footage, from Haven and from the Hermes. He observed the escape, and he studied the manner of Daman Myron’s death.
They told him to focus on Ryann Harris, and he grew to admire how she rallied others to her, and how she juggled her empathy for others with her desire to escape. And even though her actions angered him, he had to admit that she was incredibly strong and‌…‌intriguing.
On his second day in this fake quarantine, he received a message‌—‌text, rather than words passed into his lattice‌—‌that suggested he study recent developments in the project. He accessed the system, relieved that his security clearance still worked, and was astonished with the progress made.
It appeared that, while he had been on Haven, the technical crew had used data from the infected to fine-tune a new virus, based on the old one but without its limitations. Already, preparations were in hand to introduce the new strain, and expectations were high.
On the third day, the old man buzzed himself into the room, and Murdoch rose to greet his boss. The old man waved a hand nonchalantly, and told Murdoch to sit.
“The medics report that you are free of infection,” he said, and it was impossible to tell from his steady tone if he was making a joke.
“That is good to hear.” Murdoch asked no questions. The old man would tell him whatever Murdoch needed to hear.
“And so I suggest you resume duties as soon as possible, yes?” When Murdoch gave a sharp, controlled nod, the old man continued. “I’d like you to lead on the next stage of the project.”
Murdoch’s surprise must have shown, because the old man smiled and nodded‌—‌rare moments of humanity. “Not what you were expecting, correct? After Haven, I am sure you imagined some form of punishment. But I have analysed all the reports, and while your mistakes are apparent, overall your performance was pleasing. And, of course, your familiarity on a more personal level with the original subjects is a factor that weighed heavily in your advantage. That, and the belief I have that you will be very wary of Ryann Harris.”
“Yes, sir.” Then Murdoch waited, knowing the old man had more to say.
“Your briefing will be sent to you, usual protocol.”
“Thank you, sir. I won’t let you down.”
The old man smiled. “I know,” he said as he turned and left the room.
Murdoch allowed himself a moment to breathe. Then he pulled up data and started to plan.






<‍You sure you want to do this?‍> Cathal asked. Brice had asked himself the same question, countless times.
“I can’t keep running forever.” It was what he had been telling himself for the last hour, ever since Cathal said Shaela had tracked Brice down already.
That was disconcerting. Normally, Brice had a few days’ grace at a new hold-out, but he’d only arrived here at dawn. Either he was growing slack, or Shaela had new intelligence.
He looked around, at the trees, the leaves filling out as spring finally came to the basin. High overhead, the last of the day’s sunlight bathed them in brilliant light, but at their base the trunks were already smothered in shadow.
<‍But even if we defeat her, Nyle will follow. You know that, don’t you?‍>
Cathal turned his head, those large discs where his eyes had once been swirling like angry clouds. His lips parted as he took a breath, revealing yellowed fangs that matched his razor-sharp claws. But Brice felt no threat from the thing his commander had become. Not after all they’d been through.
“Of course.”
<‍And what then?‍>
Brice shrugged. “Let’s focus on Shaela first.”
<‍She won’t be easy to defeat.‍>
“I know.” He sensed Cathal shift beside him, ready to interject, and so Brice continued. “But we stick to the plan. She’ll bring shades. You deal with them‌—‌you, Car and Ap Owen…”
<‍If he gets here.‍>
“…if he gets here. I’ll deal with Shaela.”
Cathal clicked his tongue. He’d been doing that more often recently, whenever Brice made a suggestion. <‍I still don’t like it.‍>
“Nor do I. But when’s that ever made a difference?”
Cathal nodded, then moved off, to the edge of the hold-out roof. He pulled himself up to his full height, over a head taller than Brice. With his hands on his hips and his legs shoulder-width apart, his whole body covered in strips of cloth, he appeared as a phantom surveying his domain.
<‍Couple of minutes.‍>
“Car still close to them?”
<‍Still close.‍>
“She’ll know he’s there.”
<‍True. But she already knows you’re here. I doubt she cares about Car at the moment. Not with the kin around her.‍>
Brice pushed out, with his mind, or with whatever his lattice had become. He focused, concentrating on the forest. Around the concrete block of the hold-out was a track of muddy grass, surrounded by trees. There was one path, branches extending over the top to create a tunnel. Through the tunnel was the raised earth platform of the landing pad.
Not that any did now. Not since the shades had surrounded Haven. And definitely not since the Hermes took off, barely half a year ago, taking Keelin and the others to the safety of Metis.
Brice rubbed the mark on his arm, barely visible now. The mark where a shade had sunk its fangs into Brice’s flesh. By rights, he should be either dead or changed, like Cathal. But his body had rejected the venom.
He’d discussed this with Cathal many times, on the roofs of other hold-outs. Cathal knew about the venom in the bite of a shade, because he possessed it too. And he felt the shades’ lattices, weak and poorly formed but there all the same. As he explained, and as Brice concentrated, he too began to feel the presence of the shades with greater accuracy.
But the way Brice’s body had not succumbed was still a mystery. Cathal suggested it was down to Brice’s lattice being altered‌—‌a polite way of saying it was totally screwed, somehow becoming a part of his body in a way it was never meant to. It explained nothing. Brice was immune, and that was that.
Cathal dropped his arms to his side, a sure sign he was expecting company soon. He’d mentioned the kin‌—‌his term for the shades‌—‌that would surely be travelling with Shaela. The shades would not be able to focus on Brice‌—‌another mystery‌—‌but their presence would be a distraction. That was why Brice needed Cathal and his friends.
Of course, Shaela might be running with more of the infected, the ones Nyle had turned. But Brice doubted it. Nyle wasn’t one to share.
She was closer now, and Brice pushed, reading the traces around her, concentrating on the individual lines. No infected besides Shaela, but a number of shades. He counted, twice.
“You okay with fifteen of them?”
<‍Should be. Especially with Car’s help.‍>
And now Brice caught Car’s trace, off to the right. One of the few traces he recognised by taste‌—‌musty and sour, but oddly comforting.
“You got enough strength?” he asked Cathal. “Need another pack?”
<‍Had mine for the day. I’m fine.‍>
That was something else that worried Brice. A month ago Cathal drank at least three blood packs each day, but now he was down to one. It wasn’t as if they were running low, either. With what Cathal, Car and Ap Owen had taken from Haven, and the few that were stored in each hold-out, they had ample.
“You sure?”
<‍I’m fine.‍> His voice was sharp, and Brice winced.
“Tell Car to sweep round, ready to move in on the shades,” Brice said as he saw movement, over by the landing pad. A shape emerged from the trees, skirting round the raised ground. Other shapes moved in the shadows of the trees.
Of course they kept to the shadows. The sun had not yet set, and the shades would not want to expose their skin to its burning rays. But Shaela would be covered, as Cathal was. She would be protected, free to move about before nightfall.
And now she appeared, striding through the tunnel of branches between the landing pad and the hold-out. She held her cloth-covered head high, and although her arms hung by her sides Brice couldn’t miss the glint of her claws.
She stopped at the edge of the path, tilting her head toward the concrete block’s roof. The dirty cloth on her face twitched and Brice could imagine her sneering.
<‍Not running this time?‍> Her voice was harsh and grating.
Brice glanced into the trees either side of her, then over her shoulder. The shades had fanned out, a few risking a flash of pain as they jumped across the tunnel. They hissed quietly, and in the shadows their fangs shone.
“Only fifteen of them?” he said. “Nyle let you out with so few?”
She snorted. <‍Nice attempt at bravado. But it won’t do you any good. You know I’m stronger than you.‍>
<‍Stronger than both of us?‍> Cathal moved to Brice’s side, his own claws extended.
<‍Like you’re any match for me, old man.‍> She spat out that last word, using Cathal’s attempt to cling to his humanity as an insult.
“You’re so sure of that, come on up,” Brice said, moving to one side and waving a hand. The other he kept by his side, hovering over the knife he wore at his hip.
Shaela made a grating sound, and her shoulders shook. Laughter. Cathal tensed at that sound.
<‍Oh, such confidence. I’m going to enjoy taking your blood, weakling. I’m going to savour each and every drop of it.‍>
“Not going to leave any of it for your boss?”
Brice knew that would get a reaction, and he wasn’t surprised by the expletives that she shot into his mind, mixed with threats of dubious physical possibility. It was almost funny.
And then she charged.
The movement was sudden, catching Brice off-guard, and he only realised what was happening when she was already in the air, leaping up to the roof of the hold-out. A clawed hand sliced through the air, and Brice jumped back from the edge, out of range. He crouched, knife ready, as she landed.
She spun, and Cathal fell. Brice pushed out, briefly, but knew his friend wasn’t injured, just knocked from the roof.
Then Shaela attacked in earnest.
She was quick, and strong. She’d been getting the best blood she could, and was in peak condition. Her limbs moved in a blur, claws raking towards Brice, the air thick with her stench.
And he read her movements.
Brice became conscious of everything, messages racing round his body so fast that time seemed to slow, and he existed in each moment. He sensed rather than saw the way she came at him from his right, and how she kept one foot back. He calculated, and as he ducked to avoid the higher attack, he felt her swing round, bringing a leg higher, the boot slamming down toward his shin.
He shifted, and the boot hit concrete. He ducked lower, swinging his knife, its keen edge slicing through the cloth wrapped round her leg, biting into her thick hide. Spray, warm and coppery, hit his face.
She jumped back. <‍Lucky.‍> But there was pain in her voice. Not from the cut itself, but from wounded pride.
Brice could use that.
He felt blood pump round his system, felt adrenaline surge. He tightened muscles, eased others.
And he attacked.
The fight enveloped Brice, a series of moves he read and controlled. He saw strike and counterstrike. He read signs within his own body, oxygen levels in his blood, adrenaline, heart-rate, lactic acid in his muscles. He tensed and flexed, and the knife became a part of him, an extension of his body.
At the same time, he was conscious of traces around him, as Cathal slashing through the shades. The aroma of blood rose, although it was not nearly strong enough to cover Shaela’s stench.
Her insults faded into grunts of effort and hurt. He noted the pull of her arms, the shift of her legs. He anticipated.
And when she over-exerted, her body at full stretch, her head level with his shoulders, he twisted and brought the knife down, eyes fixed on the point where it must strike.
Shaela screamed, high-pitched. She vibrated wildly, and Brice twisted the knife, pushing it in harder, forcing it to sever the muscles at the back of her neck. As she stumbled Brice pulled the knife free and stabbed down again. This time the crunch of metal on bone shot along his arm.
She collapsed onto all fours, wailing pathetically. Brice leaned on the blade, and Shaela dropped her elbows to the concrete. Her roar of pain was flecked with spit, then blood.
Brice hammered the metal edge home one last time, and Shaela’s arms gave way. She collapsed, and Brice followed her down, using his weight to drive the blade in up to the hilt.
When she hit the ground, Brice’s muscles jarred.
The scream faded. Brice pulled the knife free and stood.
Shaela’s body didn’t move.
Brice took a breath, then bent down to clean his knife on the few unbloodied patches of cloth she wore.
Then he stood. The last warmth of the day was fading, and he could smell the approaching night, even over the dead beast’s stink. And the stench of the others.
Cathal had killed many of them. Brice saw his old commander lurch amongst the trees, pulling down another black beast. A short way off, Car fought too. He grabbed a shade from behind and sunk his fangs into its neck, pulling back in a spray of blood and gore before letting the body fall into the undergrowth.
Of the fifteen shades, only three still stood, and that number reduced even as Brice counted, one of the traces flaring then growing cold as Cathal tore the life from the creature. He turned on another, ripping out its throat, and Car brought the last to the ground with a slice of his claws.
Brice closed his eyes, and breathed deep. He allowed the ache to flood his muscles. He studied his body, feeling bruising and cuts‌—‌none of them were deep, and even the one that still bled would soon be sealed, white blood cells already in the area, platelets knitting across the opening.
And then Cathal’s voice cut through his mind, pulling him back to the world of the forest.
<‍Brice, we’ve got a problem. Nyle’s approaching fast. And he’s not alone.‍>






Farrell handed Ryann a beaker of something steaming, and she took it with a nod of thanks. There was no need for words. Not when they were the only two left.
The aroma of sweet coffee rose from the beaker. At least the sugar would take the edge off the bitterness.
Farrell, his own beaker clenched in one hand, grunted as he eased down on a hard chair. There was no luxury of cushioning here, just a functional plastic table and six bland, uncomfortable chairs.
When they had first been brought from the Hermes, all those seats were taken. Now, there was only the two of them.
Farrell sipped his own drink‌—‌coffee with lots of milk powder, if Ryann’s nose did not deceive her‌—‌and pulled a face. Not in pain at the heat, but a general wince. Pain from the whole situation.
“He’s not coming back, is he?” Farrell didn’t meet Ryann’s eyes when he spoke, just stared at his beaker.
She didn’t need to ask who he referred to. “No.” There was no more she could say, because they both knew the truth. When they took someone for more than a few hours, they never returned.
They had learnt this over time. Exactly how much time was impossible to say. There were no clocks here, their lattices were blocked, and there were no terminals for physical access to Metis’ system.
When the Hermes had docked, and Ryann and the others had stepped from the stifling air of that craft into the chill of the mothership, there had been a committee waiting. The survivors from Haven had been escorted, at speed, to these rooms. When Ryann asked, she was told that they were in quarantine. The outbreak on Haven was still a mystery, and Metis could not risk contamination.
Which sounded reasonable, except there was no outbreak. There were only the shades, those beasts that the company had created and then allowed to overtake the base.
They were informed that this was a special wing of quarantine, but Ryann didn’t see anything special in it. There was the bland communal room with the table and chairs and the stripped-down food-prep at one side, and the six individual rooms each with a bed, a toilet and shower room and nothing else. There was a reception room off the communal one, but the door to this remained sealed.
Apart from when they came for someone.
The first to go was Keelin. A cold, synthetic voice called her name and told the others to return to their individual rooms. Doors sealed with a click, and when they unlocked, Keelin had gone.
Ryann wanted to cry, but no tears came.
They took Ronat next, and after Ryann had slept‌—‌or tried to‌—‌three times they came for Piran. But he returned after what felt like a few hours. He was pale, and his usual spark had gone. He refused to talk, saying only that they had asked him too many questions.
They took Eljin for questioning too, then Farrell.
Ryann lost count of her sleeps, lost count of the number of bland, tasteless meals she endured. At some point clothing arrived, a large bag appearing on the table while they were all in their own rooms. There was a note, suggesting they remove the garments they had been wearing since Haven.
In truth, Ryann was happy to get clean, and she’d stayed under the shower until her skin wrinkled. The new clothing wasn’t what she would have chosen‌—‌a white tee-shirt with too-short sleeves and thin cotton trousers with hems that only just reached her ankles. There were no pockets, no adornments. The anonymous utilitarianism of the attire chilled Ryann.
They took the three men for questioning regularly, but none of them would talk about their experiences when they returned. They became withdrawn, avoiding eye contact and remaining in their rooms for longer periods. Once, she asked Eljin if they made him say anything false, and he bit his lip and turned away.
There were no visible bruises, but Ryann knew that emotional torture was more effective.
Then Piran was taken and never returned. And two sleeps ago, Eljin followed.
And now it was just Ryann and Farrell.
He sighed, and closed his eyes. Ryann saw the lines on his face, the way his cheeks sagged. There were no mirrors in this place, but Ryann knew she must look rough too. When she ran a hand through her hair it was dry, and her skin felt tight. When she looked at her arms they seemed too thin and too pale.
Wasting away in this prison.
“They asked me if I wanted to get out.”
At first, Ryann wasn’t sure she’d heard Farrell’s words, so quietly did he speak them. But he glanced up, catching her eye for no more than a second.
“Out?”
He nodded, his head back down. Both hands circled his beaker, gripping it tight. But they still trembled.
“Talked of a forest where I could be free.” He snorted. “Like I ever want to see a forest again. But they said I could go there, if I wanted.”
“What did you tell them?”
He shrugged. “Said anywhere was better than here.” And he turned away when he said that, the chair legs scraping on the floor.
Ryann felt her stomach drop. After all they’d experienced of Kaiahive, they couldn’t trust anything the company offered.
A buzzer sounded. Ryann swallowed, felt her shoulders drop. She looked to Farrell, who shook his head.
“Can’t they leave me be?” he muttered. “I‌…‌I can’t decide.”
She wanted to walk round the table, to put an arm around his shoulders and do what she could to comfort him. But the voice from the speaker wouldn’t allow that.
“Ryann Harris. Ryann Harris. Report to reception. All other residents please return to your quarters.”
She didn’t move. Farrell sat up, and his eyes met hers before darting away, too quick to tell what he was thinking.
“We repeat‌—‌Ryann Harris to reception. All others to your quarters.”
Ryann stood, holding the table as her legs shook. She nodded at Farrell.
“If they offer me a chance to leave,” she said, “I’ll tell them I’m not going alone.”
His face coloured, and he rose too. With eyes fixed on his feet, Farrell walked to his room and closed the door. Ryann heard the click of the lock.
There was a second click, and the door to reception cracked open.
When Ryann walked through, she expected smoke, or darkness. She expected a blast of cold air. But there was nothing except the two figures, both male, both in full hazard suits. Her eyes fell to their belts, where their hands hovered over their holstered lashes.
One of the men held out a third suit, complete with clear bulbous helmet. “Just a precaution,” he said, his voice monotone. “You need help?”
Ryann shook her head, and he tossed her the suit. She climbed into it, pulling the diagonal zip across her chest, the material cold against her bare arms. The fitted boots shrunk to tighten around her feet. She flexed her fingers in the gloves, then sealed the head unit. Her breathing grew loud, and she pulled up filters on her lenses to compensate for the slightly grimy faceplate.
The man produced a metal wand. “Arms out. We need to check.”
She did as he asked, her throat dry. It was hot in the suit. He waved the wand over her, told her to turn, and checked her back.
Then he stood. “Clear. You can turn.” She did. “This way.”
He walked off, and Ryann followed, with the silent man bringing up the rear, a couple of steps back.
She was out of quarantine. That should have meant something good, but dread filled Ryann.
They didn’t pass anyone in the corridors, and Ryann wondered if this was deliberate, if these corridors were temporarily sealed. She wondered how many people actually knew of her presence on Metis.
Neither guard talked, although from the way the one in front moved his head, Ryann assumed he was in communication with someone else. Occasionally, they passed through a door. Ryann saw no signs, nothing to indicate where she was.
Eventually the man in front stopped, by a door that looked like any other. He pressed the door screen, and it glowed green for a moment as the door opened. Behind the door was a small chamber, with soft lighting, a cushioned bench along one wall, and a door at the far end. Ryann followed the guard in.
“Sit,” he said. She did, and he left.
As soon as the door closed, the one in the far wall opened, and a figure appeared. His clothing was black, functional but smart, with creases along each jacket arm and trouser leg. He wore a lash at his right hip, but there was a bulge under the left side of his jacket, and Ryann knew he had a more deadly weapon.
He smiled. Then he spoke, and Ryann’s fists clenched, and fought the urge to strike the man.
“Harris. So good to see you again.”
Ryann took a breath, held it for five seconds. But her teeth ground together as she stared at the monster who had caused so many of her friends to die.
Murdoch smiled still, and Ryann felt sick.






The rich aroma of life-blood flooded over Cathal as he finished the last of the kin, ripping its flesh and drinking that wonderful coppery nectar. He sucked greedily, head spinning, and his strength grew.
The shade had fed recently, of course. Shaela would have wanted the best, at their full strength, and so she would have provided for them. Most likely they had fed from those within Haven, those between death and life.
But Shaela was no more. Cathal focused on her trace, already cold. Brice’s trace, in contrast, shone vividly with the rich blood pumping through his body, so much stronger than the second-hand blood from the wretch in Cathal’s grip.
He dropped the empty carcass, and movement in the forest grabbed his attention.
<‍He’s coming, isn’t he?‍> Car asked, stepping to Cathal’s side. His brother’s breath stank of blood.
<‍Nyle? Yes.‍> He turned to the hold-out. <‍Brice. Go.‍>
There was a pause, then Brice answered. “I’m fed up of running.”
But what were his options? <‍Nyle won’t be alone,‍> Cathal told the lad. <‍He’ll have the infected with him. Even if Ap Owen gets here, we won’t defeat them all.‍>
“There’s always a chance.”
<‍Not after fighting Shaela. You need to recover. We’ll hold him up as long as we can. Just get out of here, Brice.‍>
“What if he attacks you?”
<‍He won’t.‍> That was from Car. <‍Not while he still uses us to find you.‍>
Cathal’s stomach clenched, because this was so true. As much as Cathal and his brothers protected Brice, they also highlighted his location, no matter how careful they were. Yet Cathal couldn’t stay away. Brice was‌…‌Brice was a part of his crew. It was Cathal’s job to watch out for him.
Brice took a long, deep breath. “Okay,” he said eventually. “Meet you‌…‌where it started. You know the one.” And then he dropped off the concrete roof and ran into the hold-out itself. A few seconds later he returned, grunting as he hoisted the pack onto his back. “And watch yourselves, both of you.”
Then he was gone, running into the musty undergrowth between the trees.
Cathal followed his trace for a while, and also noted where it circled the hold-out. Brice always did this, like a dog marking its territory. But for Brice this was safety. It confused Nyle and Shaela. It was near impossible to detect traces through concrete, so marking so many tracks made it unclear if Brice was within the hold-out or not.
He turned to Car. <‍We need to be ready.‍>
They moved in front of the hold-out door, and they waited.
It wasn’t long before Cathal detected Nyle, his entourage trailing after him. They moved leisurely, sauntering. Nyle was that sure of himself.
And there was another trace, parallel with them. Ap Owen.
<‍Took his time.‍> Car’s voice bubbled with anger, and Cathal wondered if he, too, was growing frustrated with Ap Owen’s distracted manner recently.
Then Nyle strode through the tunnel of branches, five of the infected following him and shades flanking him in the trees.
He had covered his body in strips of cloth, but wore a cloak over the top, long enough to brush the ground, long enough to sway as he walked. He held his head high, and swung his arms with arrogance.
He stopped, and turned his attention to the roof of the hold-out. There was a moment when his trace vibrated violently.
<‍So. You can’t face fighting me, so you take it out on her. I’d be interested to know how you tricked her.‍>
<‍No trick.‍> Cathal stood tall as he communicated, keeping his focus on Nyle but tracking the others in the background. They’d formed a half-circle behind Nyle now. <‍She set her dogs on us, and Brice took care of her.‍>
Nyle snorted. <‍All alone? I doubt that. Or maybe he had some weapon. But no matter. He might get lucky once‌—‌and I’m sure that stupid bitch got too cocky‌—‌but he’s no match for me and my proteges. So if you’d step aside, we’ll sort this little problem out once and for all.‍>
<‍He’s not here.‍>
<‍So he’s run off again.‍> The air shifted as Nyle shrugged. <‍No matter. We’ll find him eventually. After all, how long can you two protect him?‍>
<‍Three.‍>
<‍Sorry?‍>
<‍There are three of us.‍> Cathal jerked his head to the trees to his left, Nyle’s right. Ap Owen shuffled from behind a tree. <‍Good to see you, Ap Owen.‍>
Ap Owen stood still, then took a step forward.
<‍Something’s wrong,‍> Car whispered, tight to Cathal. And Cathal felt it too‌—‌the lack of response from their brother, his hesitancy. The way Nyle now held out one arm.
<‍Don’t be so sure of yourself.‍> There was a sickening grin in Nyle’s voice. Ap Owen took another step, then another.
And took his place beside Nyle.
Beside Cathal, Car shifted. Cathal raised an arm, across his brother’s body. <‍Keep calm.‍> The words were for himself, too, as his own anger rose. His fingers curled into a fist, claws digging into his palms.
He cursed himself for being so blind. Shaela had tracked Brice so quickly because she had inside information. And Nyle acted nonchalant because he knew that he now faced fewer opponents.
<‍Why?‍> There was so much more Cathal wanted to ask‌—‌no, demand‌—‌but he bit his tongue, kept to a single word.
Ap Owen shrugged. <‍Because it makes sense. It’s the right thing to do.‍> But he stumbled over the words.
<‍No. You can’t believe that, Ap Owen. You know what goes on in Haven,‍> and Cathal shuddered at the thought of those rooms he’d seen, of the half-alive bodies, of the never-healing wounds. <‍You can’t want to be a part of that.‍>
Nyle snorted a laugh, that sickening smugness flowing off him like bad body odour. Cathal forced himself to focus on Ap Owen. He needed to keep control.
<‍And what about Brice? We swore to protect him.‍>
Nyle spat out a <‍Hah!‍> and Car pushed against Cathal’s arm.
<‍N…no,‍> Ap Owen stammered. <‍You swore. I went along with it. Because‌…‌because you convinced me. But now, everything’s changed. We can’t fight the inevitable.‍>
Inevitable? <‍You think the way Nyle rules is the future? You can’t imagine a better alternative? You really want to work for him? Come on, Ap Owen! Whatever he’s promised you, you know he’d renege on it eventually. You know he only thinks of himself. Just look at those pathetic things fawning behind him. You’re better than them. You’re better than this!‍>
Nyle’s followers shuffled, and they growled menacingly. But it didn’t bother him, because this hatred didn’t come from them. Not really. It was all from Nyle, from the poison he’d spoken the moment they woke.
<‍And what can you offer him, Cathal? What kind of future would he have with you? The chance to keep running? A diet of those rancid bears and cold fast-food blood? And all for the sake of one pathetic human.‍>
<‍Who managed to kill Shaela!‍> That was from Car, and once again Cathal held him back.
Nyle snorted again. <‍He did, didn’t he? I’m almost impressed. But she was headstrong. If she’d waited, could your precious baby have defeated three, or even two? Seriously, I doubt it. And sooner or later, we will find him.‍>
<‍Maybe.‍> Cathal pushed aside the doubts screaming through his mind. <‍But when that happens, we’ll be ready. You might think you’re stronger, but only because you hide behind others. He’s survived for months. Nothing’s inevitable.‍>
This time, Nyle laughed. But Cathal, turned his attention back to Ap Owen. His brother shuffled on the spot. Cathal held out a hand. <‍Reconsider. Do what’s right.‍>
Ap Owen shuffled again. <‍No. And this is right.‍>
And maybe this was inevitable‌—‌that Ap Owen would betray them, leaving Cathal and Car alone.
<‍Then we’re done here.‍> With his stomach clenching, Cathal grasped Car’s shoulder, pulling his brother round. They both turned away.
<‍You turn your back on your enemy?‍> Nyle’s tones were mocking, but Cathal refused to be goaded. <‍You realise I could strike you down, don’t you? Your spine is only so wide. There are ways to reach the internal organs from the back just as easily as from the front.‍>
Cathal stopped, but he didn’t turn. He took a breath, calming himself. <‍You track one person, and you use an army. You threaten me rather than act. But I am no coward. I will continue to do what I believe is right. And you have no power over me, Nyle Patera.‍>
He felt his brother bristle at the use of his full name, and Cathal knew it reminded him of who he had once been‌—‌a pilot, a part of a crew, just another worker for the company. He was no different to Cathal, or Car, or any of those who were now dead.
Cathal turned to Car, sussed tight, putting as much strength into the words as he could muster. <‍We leave.‍> And he walked off, Car a couple of steps behind.
There was no way he could side with Nyle, no way he could betray Brice. The lad was the last of his crew. He was the last human around, and Cathal would protect him.
Even if Ap Owen was right about one thing.
There was no way to stop the inevitable.
This might have been any evening. Another hold-out roof, another part of the forest. Another meeting with Cathal.
But Brice knew this was different. This was‌—‌almost‌—‌the place where it all started.
“Still can’t believe he let you walk without a fight.” Brice took a sip from his flask, savouring the cool water.
<‍Like Car said, he needs us to track you. It’s not like he can use Ap Owen for that any more.‍>
Brice was surprised at the calmness in Cathal’s voice. It was like he’d accepted what had happened, like it didn’t bother him. But Brice could feel Cathal’s trace, and it was vibrant and angry, colours clashing, emotions fighting.
Brice looked to the pad by this hold-out, the one where Nyle had landed the Proteus, where Ryann and Keelin had dragged Cathal up the slope. And then, on that Proteus, Brice had killed his first shade. He’d stabbed a knife into its neck. Even though Ryann finished it off with torches burning sol, Brice had been the one to make the fatal cut.
The first of many. But not the first shade he’d encountered. And not the first shade to exist.
“What do you intend to do now?”
<‍What we always do. Warn you when others are close. Keep ourselves alive.‍>
His voice was a monotone.
“That’s it?”
<‍Is there anything else?‍>
Brice tried to remember the last time he’d slept through a night. He couldn’t even recall the last time he’d had more than a couple of hours sleep at a time. The last few months had been nothing but a half-awake game of cat and mouse. He hadn’t been living, but surviving.
“I can’t do this any more,” he said. A cool breeze brushed over Brice’s face, and he shivered.
<‍Can’t do what?‍>
“This.” He waved one hand, vaguely. “Running. Living out of these concrete boxes. Constantly moving round this bloody forest.”
Cathal didn’t respond straight away. He breathed heavily, his exhalation warm and rancid. Brice was used to that, and the stench of death that clung to Cathal‌—‌ the stench that had filled this very hold-out as Ryann tried to figure out what to do, as Brice’s lattice cut out, then screwed with the hold-out’s power, as Tris grew angry, and Keelin started falling apart.
Old friends. But where were they now? As far as he knew, Ryann and Keelin were on Metis, safe. But Tris had gone, taken by the shades. Cathal said there was no trace of him, but when Brice continued asking, Cathal snapped, and Brice stopped.
Tris was just one more part of a life that no longer existed.
“I need to get out,” he said.
<‍Out? Where.‍>
Brice turned. Somewhere, through those trees, was the cliff that surrounded the basin. If he strained his ears, he could almost hear the water cascading down the Tumbler, the huge waterfall that had dragged their Proteus into its grasp then spat it out like so much rubbish. And somewhere in that cliff was the cave, the one they’d entered when the warths attacked. The cave where Cathal had been bitten by a shade.
But that shade had to come from somewhere. Monsters didn’t simply appear.
And Brice needed to understand. He needed to know why his life had been destroyed.
“To where it all started,” he said. He reached out, putting a hand on Cathal’s shoulder. “I need to find where the shades came from.”






They asked her to stand, arms by her side. They told her to look straight ahead. Her Chief Supervisor, smaller than average, sweating, stood in front of her. Two assistants flanked him, with another couple behind. She’d already spotted the weapons on their hips.
There would be more personnel beyond the door and that huge mirror of one-way glass.
“State your assignation.”
“Full title NuGamma Eksi. Code NG6. Familiar Kesia,” she recited.
The Chief Supervisor nodded, and she noticed his blink, noticed the twitch in his trace as he made a note of her response somewhere in the system.
She studied him further. Five point eight seven metres tall, heart-rate ninety-three beats per second. His adrenaline was raised, and she read other data that indicated a state of mild arousal. He wore a white lab coat that had been washed the previous day, but was already infused with his odour. The heels of his boots were worn, indicating that he tilted back on his feet too much. They were not dirty, though‌—‌there was no dirt in this room, or any other she had been in.
At least, as far as she could recall.
“And what are you?” He swallowed as he raised one eyebrow.
What was she?
She didn’t need a mirror to know that she was far taller than any of those present in the room. Her tough skin was grey, coated in a fine down that helped regulate her temperature. She had no hair, though, none on her whole body‌—‌and she knew, without looking, that she was naked.
She took a moment to look inward. Her body was strong, and the blood that flowed through her veins and arteries was thick and rich with oxygen. White blood cells flowed too, and she mapped their movements, even though there was little for them to do at the moment. She had no injuries, and no weaknesses. Her bones were tough, her muscles fully-developed. Her whole body had been tweaked to provide maximum performance with minimal energy usage.
She was perfect.
“A NeoGen,” she said, and the Chief Supervisor exhaled.
“Good,” he said. “Good.” He consulted a screen on the desk by his side, and even though it was angled away from her, she knew what it displayed‌—‌an image of herself on one side, and data on the other. Some of the data flickered, and that was because it was reading information in real time. There were sensors on the walls around her, picking up heat and light, both visible and otherwise, as well as sound. There were further sensors, but they were buried within her body. They fed information back to the system through the node in the back of her neck.
She felt it, with her mind, and understood it. She also understood how she could control every aspect of her body, including exactly what data those sensors passed on.
“Let’s try something more interesting.” The man smiled at this, and his eyes flickered to the left, to the mirror behind which his superiors were no doubt observing. “We need to ensure your body is all that it should be.” He glanced down at her, his heartbeat increasing as he reached her waist.
She breathed in, tasting his trace. Yes. It was familiar. And with that familiarity came an image from her recent past‌—‌an image of herself on a soft slab, on her back, tubes and wires feeding from her body. Men and women worked around her, and he was one of them. He was always in the background, screen in hand, eyes flickering as his lattice and lenses manipulated information.
Now, his eyes rose to her face, staring at a spot just by her ear, avoiding direct eye contact.
“The suit is ready. If you would care to insert yourself.” He waved an arm to indicate a full-body suit of transparent material‌—‌if she concentrated, she was sure the exact chemical nature of it would come to her‌—‌that was open at the back, and connected to various pieces of machinery by wires.
“Do you understand?”
She nodded and climbed into the suit. One of the assistants stepped behind her and sealed the suit using the zips and tabs. The woman’s fingers shook, and her arms stretched because she stood too far back.
They were scared of her, then.
The Chief Supervisor tapped and swiped the screen, and pressure on her skin increased as the suit filled with a kind of liquid air, moisture suspended in gas, yielding but also firm. She was conscious of the liquid element coating her skin, and the gaseous part puffing the suit out. It wasn’t an unpleasant sensation.
The pressure stabilised at precisely three atmospheres. Her body no longer touched the suit at all, and her feet were not on the ground.
“Kesia, can you still hear me?”
She opened her mouth to respond, but realised the suit and its contents would block any sound. Instead, she nodded.
<‍If you need to communicate anything other than a simple yes or no, you can always suss.‍> The voice of the Chief Supervisor was more confident in her head than it had been in her ears. <‍You can still suss, I take it?‍>
<‍Yes,‍> she responded. There was no need to expand.
<‍Good. Okay. A question then‌—‌what do you believe the purpose of this suit is?‍>
She moved an arm, pushing it through the heavy atmosphere, then brought a leg forward. The suit allowed movement, but it remained in the same spot in the room. She turned her head, following the cables to the desk, and noted how one of the assistants gazed down at a screen there.
She understood. <‍To test me physically without the need for space, and to record all relevant data.‍>
<‍Exactly.‍> He turned to the assistant by the desk. “Did you record the response time? Excellent. And a perfect answer.” He turned back. <‍So let’s start with a spot of running. Begin at whatever pace feels comfortable, but I want you to be sprinting within a couple of minutes. Just move your legs to begin.‍>
Kesia did. Two paces in, and she increased her speed, the suit providing pressure while sliding across the floor so that she was soon sprinting without moving.
The Chief Supervisor hadn’t stated any exact criteria‌—‌no time, or speed‌—‌so Kesia ran fast. She measured her paces, each one roughly one point five metres, and then she stretched with each step, increasing the distance by point zero five. She timed the paces, too, set her speed, then increased. Ten k per hour soon became twenty, then thirty.
She settled into a rhythm at thirty-five, one she knew she could keep up for a couple of hours.
The Chief Supervisor nodded, studying the data on his screen, and he seemed pleased. When he told her to stop, she did so in an instant, pushing her whole body against the inertia. It would be impossible to fall while bound up in the suit, but she knew her body would cope with a dead stop like that in reality too. The man jerked his head back, though, and Kesia knew she’d surprised him. But he recovered quickly.
<‍Excellent. No signs of tiredness. No sweat, adrenal pumping only fractionally more than at rest. I’d guess you found that comfortable, yes?‍>
<‍It was what it was.‍> She had followed his instructions. Comfort wasn’t a factor.
<‍Okay. Let’s move on.‍>
The tests continued. The suit simulated weights, and she pushed and pulled with every muscle in her body, individually and in groups. She was pleased with how strong her fingers were, and she experienced a yearning to put them to use‌—‌them, and her extended nails that were better described as talons.
She knew that being in this suit would only test her so far. Even when the air/liquid combination acted as air bombarding her, or water pounding her, it was still not the real thing.
Two hours and eighteen minutes from the time Kesia stepped into the suit, the Chief Supervisor swiped his screen and the suit deflated, the air rushing out and the moisture pooling at her feet, a minuscule tube syphoning it off. There was a blast of heat, and Kesia was dry.
The assistant unfastened her, and Kesia stepped out. Once again, the Chief Supervisor glanced at her and then averted his gaze, preferring to stare at his screen.
“So, how do you feel?”
“Good.” She could have explained in more detail, but she’d only be repeating the readings that were no doubt currently passing from the assistant’s screen to her Chief Supervisor’s lenses.
“Good.” He repeated that word, maybe because he was happy with what Kesia had just been through, or maybe because he wasn’t sure what else to say. He tapped the screen a few more times, then stood and motioned to the door behind her. “We’re ready to move on to the next stage. The suit’s fine for basic readings, but we won’t know what you’re really capable of until we observe you in combat.”






Murdoch watched far too intently as Ryann stripped off the hazard suit, and it was a battle to face him with her arms by her sides. He’d leered, then told her to follow. With the door behind her sealed, there was no option for Ryann but to do as he instructed.
The walls were white, the ceiling filled with light panels that glowed a soft orange, and the floor was grey and‌—‌surprisingly‌—‌warm under her bare feet. But there was nothing to indicate where she was. The doors they passed had viewing panels, but all were clouded. Each door had a two-digit number stencilled in black, although the numbers were in no sequence Ryann could fathom.
Murdoch stopped at door 16 and opened it. He stepped through, not even glancing back to check that Ryann was still following.
The room behind the door reminded Ryann of the viewing rooms in quarantine, back on Haven, and for a moment her mind threw up an image of Cathal, covered by a sheet, his face black leather and his jaw a fang-filled snout. Ryann shuddered.
Murdoch stepped to the glass that covered the far wall of this room, beckoning Ryann to join him.
The lights on the far side were off, and Ryann instinctively pulled up lenses, the image in her eyes taking on that familiar ghostly green tinge.
She looked down into a large room that reminded her of a games auditorium. There were even seats folded back against the opposite wall. The floor was clean and smooth, with no markings, and there were double doors at each end. Scanning up the walls, Ryann saw patches of glass, presumably observation rooms similar to this one, or maybe they were private boxes for watching sport.
But Ryann was sure Murdoch hadn’t dragged her here to watch games.
“How are things, Harris?” he asked, his tone nonchalant. When she didn’t respond‌—‌didn’t even look at him, apart from in the window’s reflection‌—‌he continued. “Believe it or not, I don’t relish the thought of you suffering. You’ve been through more than enough already.”
“Then let me go.”
He smiled. “If I could, I would. But after what happened, we cannot risk contamination. We have to think of the thousands of others aboard Metis.”
“And yet you walk free.”
It surprised her how she could talk, and how she could keep her voice level. She took a breath in deep, held it for a few seconds before exhaling.
“You think I’m free? Maybe I’m not as restricted by quarantine as you, but my role puts me under a great deal of pressure. Responsibility is its own form of containment. But maybe you can start to appreciate that, Harris, after the position you found yourself in on Haven.”
“You mean when you tried to kill us?” she said through clenched teeth.
He sighed. “We got off on the wrong foot, Harris. The operation on Haven was a mess, I know. In hindsight, allowing my colleague to oversee things was not the best move we could have made. I should have stepped in and pulled rank, and I am truly sorry that you had to suffer through his‌…‌ill-advised decisions.”
The words dripped like poison into her mind, but Ryann found herself strangely accepting that Murdoch had been in command, and that Daman had been his inferior. It didn’t excuse what happened, of course, and she still hated Murdoch with a vengeance. But this was just one more level of deception from the company, just one more lie from Kaiahive.
“But I didn’t bring you here to talk internal politics, Harris. No, I want to show you something. I believe it will help make things clear.” He nodded towards the glass, and the grey room flooded with light.
“This will explain everything, will it?” Ryann’s voice sounded bitter, even to her.
“It will go some way to clarifying things, yes.”
“It will explain why we had no help in evacuating Haven? It will tell me why Daman shot some of the best people I know, and why you, his superior, stood by without lifting a finger? It will explain why over a hundred people died in Haven?”
“If you allow it,” Murdoch said, his voice quiet and icy-sharp, “It will give you the answers you seek.”
No, Ryann thought. It will give the answers you want me to accept, and nothing more. But there was no time to voice her thoughts. She assumed Murdoch had sussed, or given some other signal, because the doors to the left of the arena opened, and six shapes stumbled out.
Ryann shivered as she saw their black, leather-like skin and their curved claws. At least through the glass she couldn’t smell them.
“Shades,” she said, the enormity of what she was seeing hitting her. “You have shades on Metis.”
“Of course. Surely you realised that Metis is, primarily, a research vessel. And research always required test subjects.”
“But…” She didn’t know where to start. She’d seen those monsters suck the blood from too many people, people she cared about. Those things had turned Cathal into a monster. They’d torn Arela apart. They were ruthless killers, the stuff of nightmares.
“We understand far more about them now than we did a few months ago, thanks in no small part to Haven. We have lights ready to shine sol on them should there be problems, and we have sharp-shooters standing by.” He tapped the glass with one finger, his nail striking it hard. “This is toughened, of course. We’re perfectly safe. And we have something else to combat them now.”
The other door opened, and the wonderful yellow glow of sol flooded out. It touched one of the shades, and the creature recoiled, smoke rising from where the light caught its arm.
And through the light came another creature. It walked upright, dressed in black trousers and a jacket, but its grey feet were uncovered, as was its bald, grey head. Two small, white eyes scanned the room, and its mouth cracked open to reveal fangs.
It was a monster, but no more so than the shades. And if this was another product of the company, then Ryann knew it had once been a person.
“Beautiful, isn’t she.”
Ryann turned to stare at Murdoch, and he held a hand up, palm towards her. “Don’t look like that! You’re a tracker with meditech training‌—‌look beyond the obvious. This glass doesn’t block lattice signals, so focus on her, and tell me what you really see.”
Ryann balled a fist, digging her nails into the flesh of her palm. The pain gave her clarity, and she pushed with her lattice, out towards the thing in the arena, the thing bathed in sol.
She felt its lattice, although it was like trying to keep hold of an ice-cube with thick gloves‌—‌her concentration was continually slipping from it. But she concentrated, and felt the thing.
It was‌…‌happy was the wrong word. Maybe content. Or accepting. And it was not bothered by the shades.
“Those things you call shades were‌…‌an early prototype, if you will. They had a certain brutish power, but none of the finesse we were seeking. And yes, in many ways they were a failure. But they showed us the potential. And when we analysed the data on those in Haven they had infected, our scientists had their eureka moment. I won’t bore you with the exact details‌—‌to be honest, I only understand a fraction of it myself. But our team made huge advances. And this incredible being is the result.”
He smiled, like a proud father. Ryann followed his eyes, down to the beast.
“Actually, she’s just one of the results. This is NuGamma Eksi, although she’s more often referred to as Kesia. The sixth of our new generation of creations. Only woke couple of days ago, but she’s flown through every test we’ve give her. We’re hoping she does equally well in this little scenario. I’ll patch you in.”
Ryann didn’t have long to wonder what he meant, because she could suddenly hear his voice through her lattice.
<‍NG6, do you hear me?‍>
<‍Yes.‍> The voice was throaty and unemotional.
<‍Do you see the six creatures before you?‍>
<‍Of course.‍>
<‍They’re scared of you.‍>
<‍Yes.‍>
<‍But they go wild when they smell blood. We need them to attack you, and for you to defend yourself. How will you make them come for you?‍>
<‍I have blood,‍> the creature sussed, without pause. <‍Do you wish me to entice them now?‍>
<‍Whenever you’re ready.‍>
The creature nodded, and raised its right hand, one finger extended. Ryann zoomed her lenses in, focusing on the digit, and on the talon at its end. It arched over, looking almost sculpted.
The beast raised its left arm now, fist clenched loosely. Then it sliced those talons across the skin at its wrist.
Blood arced into the air, crossing a few paces towards the shades before splashing to the floor. The beast clamped a hand over the self-inflicted wound, holding the arm up. It never took its eyes from the shades as they shuffled and hunched over, their arms out wide, claws extended. Behind the glass, Ryann felt their hunger grow.
The creature dropped its arm, pulling its hand back. Ryann focused in on the thing’s wrist, expecting to see blood still flowing, but there was none now. It was as if the wound had already sealed over.
Then one of the shades leapt forward. It swung its arms, claws extended, ready to rip this creature to shreds.
Ryann didn’t see the creature move, but it was now a pace to the right, and the shade was on the floor, a wound in its stomach oozing a liquid that wasn’t quite blood.
The other shades rushed forward, and the new creature batted them away like flies, shoving them to the floor, opening up gashes in their bodies. The shades rose, and they attacked again. And again.
And every time, the creature countered their moves. It added to their wounds, and Ryann swore she heard the crack as it pulled at an arm sharply, leaving it hanging from the shade’s body at an unnatural angle, the clawed hand flopping at the end.
<‍You’re playing with them,‍> Murdoch sussed.
<‍I believed you wanted a demonstration of my capabilities.‍>
<‍And you have impressed me. But now I order you to finish them.‍>
And it did.
Ryann was sickened by the violence, but she couldn’t pull her eyes away. She struggled to follow the moves the beast made, so quick were its actions. She only saw, with any clarity, the aftermath.
Five shades on the ground, blood draining from their twisted bodies, and this new beast standing over them, talons dripping, but barely out of breath.
Murdoch tilted his head to Ryann. “Even you have to agree that was impressive. And I hope you see now why having shades on Metis is not such a big deal. If‌—‌and this is a very big if‌—‌they escape, we have the ability to hunt and destroy.”
Ryann didn’t respond. She didn’t turn her gaze from the scene on the arena floor. The beast stood in the middle of the carnage it had created, yet it looked at peace.
<‍You want me to feed?‍> There was no emotion in its voice, and Ryann had no clue if this was what it wanted or not.
<‍I don’t think we need resort to that,‍> Murdoch replied. <‍Return to your Chief Supervisor. We’ll have someone else clear up.‍>
<‍I understand.‍>
<‍And congratulations‌—‌you passed the test with flying colours.‍>
A man appeared in the doorway, the sol light streaming out, clipping one of the fallen shades and sending tendrils of smoke from its hide. The beast observed this before turning and walking to the man.
The door closed behind them, and the lights in the arena faded to black. But in Ryann’s mind she could still see those dead shades, and the beast that had slaughtered them with such ease.






They walked when it was night.
Brice argued that he did this for Cathal’s sake, but in truth he’d grown to enjoy the dark. The shades were no threat, and the shadows limited Brice’s world. They forced him to rely on senses other than sight, and this gave him something to focus on, something other than the horrible monotony that was his new life.
<‍Why this way?‍> Cathal asked.
“That first shade was in the caves by the waterfall, right? And we don’t know where those caves and tunnels originate. I’m guessing they go right up to the rim, and that’s where the shades got in. If we go in from the bottom, we can track their traces up.”
<‍Makes sense.‍>
But Cathal’s response was off-hand, like he wasn’t really listening. Like he was distracted.
They walked on, following the river. The distant, constant roar grew in volume, the sound pulling memories to the surface of Brice’s mind, memories of the Proteus filling with water, of swimming through the darkness, of the helplessness when the craft was dragged over the waterfall’s lip.
And then they reached the Tumbler.
The weak moonlight reflected off the plummeting water, and to Brice it looked like a living, slithering sheet, stretched from the top of the cliff to the churning waters at the bottom. The noise was incredible, and spray soaked Brice. He had to shout to be heard.
“You remember last time?”
<‍Of course.‍> But there was no emotion in Cathal’s voice. Brice’s old commander walked on, taking a path that ran alongside the plunge pool to the rock wall, passing the spot where they’d previously swum to shore.
“Hope there’s no warths this time.”
<‍Don’t think they’d be a problem now.‍>
Brice wasn’t sure if Cathal meant they’d be ignored by the bear-like creatures, or if Cathal was stronger than a charging warth.
The path turned, hugging the rock wall, and Brice ran a hand over it as they walked. Moss and moisture gave way to a drier, grittier texture, and the path widened. In the darkness, features grew in recognition. There was the tree that the first warth had been hiding behind. And here was the patch of stone Brice had stood upon as he fired on it, wondering why the rest of the crew hadn’t noticed the third creature.
And above was the black opening of the cave.
“No rush to climb this time,” Brice said.
Cathal shrugged. <‍No reason to hang around either.‍> And he started to climb.
Brice followed. The climb was easy, his limbs flowing, his eyes scanning the rock for the next hold, and the one after that. Last time, he’d been confident of his abilities, but now he felt even more at home on the rock.
They reached the cave entrance together, and Brice looked out over the forest, an ocean of treetops undulating in the moonlight. It looked so serene, and for a moment Brice almost forgot the horrors that the canopy concealed.
Almost. But it was impossible to ignore reality when Cathal’s rotten stink hung in the air. And when the coldness from the cave sent shivers down Brice’s spine.
He turned and faced the darkness, his eyes adjusting. He had no lens filters, of course, but his night-vision had improved beyond anything he could have imagined. And he’d learnt from Cathal, developed his other senses. As Brice stepped forward, he listened to the echoes and judged the size of the cave.
<‍Never thought I’d be back here.‍>
Brice almost responded, but he caught the tone and the ambiance in Cathal’s words just in time. His commander wasn’t sussing. The soft echo told Brice that these words were internal, thoughts that Cathal was telling himself.
It didn’t happen very often, and Brice had found no way of controlling this ability. Every so often, he’d hear an internal thought, usually from Cathal but sometimes from Car or Ap Owen. Like so much, it was connected with his screwy lattice. Back in Haven, he’d overheard others thinking. It might have been cool, but with no control it was creepy. Even now he felt the hairs on his arms standing upright.
<‍We going in?‍>
That was aimed at Brice. “You want to lead?”
<‍Might as well.‍>
They left the opening cave via the middle of the three tunnels, and the moonlight faded. The passage twisted and turned, and there were junctions, but Cathal didn’t pause. Brice assumed he was following a trace, one that was too weak for Brice himself to detect.
The tunnels felt dead. Brice wasn’t sure why, but there was a lifelessness about them. They were empty spaces, waiting to be filled.
And that opened the floodgate to old memories.
He let them play through his mind as they walked; Ryann leading them through the forest as the warths, then the shades followed them. Keelin silent, mourning the loss of her craft. And Tris…
Those memories were the hardest. The mud that ran like a river. Tris’ cries as the shades surrounded him, and the putrid stench as they fell on him. And the helplessness and loneliness when they took Tris away.
Brice took a breath, the air cold and stale. He focused on Cathal, two steps ahead.
After fifteen minutes of walking, they came to a passage that Brice remembered all too well. The roof over their heads stretched up, like they were walking through a gully.
This was where it had happened. This was where the shade had bitten Cathal.
“How are you doing?” Brice whispered.
<‍Fine.‍> But Cathal didn’t elaborate, and Brice wasn’t sure what to make of that.
“You detecting anything?”
<‍Old trace. Stronger higher up.‍>
There were holes in the rock walls above their heads, lining both sides. Last time, the shade had been up there. It had jumped, from hole to hole, crossing from one side to the other.
The rock had appeared smooth back then, but running his hand over the stone Brice felt edges and undulations. He wouldn’t have been able to climb the wall before, but he could now.
“We want to follow it?”
<‍Might as well.‍> Cathal was still cold. But he’d never been open with his feelings. Maybe to Ryann, but not to Brice. <‍You go first. I’ll catch you.‍> A poor attempt at humour, and Brice didn’t respond. He didn’t know how to.
Instead, he climbed, following Cathal. They moved slowly, but were soon at one of the holes.
Behind the hole was another tunnel, running parallel to the one below. Brice closed his eyes‌—‌not that he could physically see anything anyway‌—‌and concentrated. He could just make out traces, but they felt old and musty.
“Which way?” he asked when Cathal joined him. “I can’t tell which of these traces to follow.”
Cathal was silent for a moment, then his voice entered Brice’s head. <‍Right.‍>
He set off. Brice followed, listening to the sound of his boots on the rock, listening to their echoes. The passage was narrow, but there were more holes leading through to the gully tunnel. Then the passage turned, and started to rise. At a fork, Cathal climbed into a crack that opened into a wide tunnel.
There were more tunnels, more climbing, and more old traces in the air. Brice lost track of time, and although he was confident he could retrace their steps, he had no clue where they were.
Then Cathal paused. He didn’t move, and Brice could hear his breath as he pulled air in.
<‍You feel that?‍>
Brice concentrated. Stale traces hung in the air, surrounding a fresher one. But it felt different somehow. It felt‌…‌fractured, or broken.
“That a normal shade?”
<‍It’s old. Set in its ways. The others have left, I’m sure of it. But this one has stayed.‍>
They moved slower now. The trace grew stronger, and maybe Brice could understand how the shade was old. There was a weariness about the trace, not an injury like Brice first thought.
Cathal slowed, then stopped. He breathed heavily.
Brice concentrated on the trace, but there was a metallic tinge to the air now, with strong overtones of death and decay. And it came from round the next corner.
Not one trace, but many.
“What is that?”
<‍Not good..‍>
“Danger?”
<‍No.‍> But Cathal had paused a fraction too long before answering.
The stench grew stronger, as did the old trace they’d been following. It moved, coming their way.
And then it turned the corner.
Brice felt the air move, smelled the rancid aroma of the thing‌—‌like rotten meat, but also like gone-off milk. His stomach heaved.
As Brice concentrated, relying on senses other than sight, he caught the shape of the creature. It hunched over, arms hanging loosely by its side. Its stomach was a bulge, totally unlike the too-flat stomachs of all other shades Brice had seen.
The thing ignored Brice‌—‌as he expected‌—‌but turned to Cathal, raising one hand, the claws broken and misshapen. It nodded its head, heavily, and Brice caught‌…‌not words, but sensations.
The shade was communicating. And Cathal listened, holding the thing’s hand gently, his own head bent forward until they were almost touching foreheads.
“What happened?” Brice asked, and even his whisper was too loud, echoing round the cold rock.
<‍At a guess, too much blood.‍>
“What?”
<‍It’s complicated,‍> Cathal sussed, with a sigh, as if he didn’t really want to be discussing this. <‍Blood gives energy, but if that energy is not used, the blood builds up. Then it starts to break down, and becomes toxic.‍>
Brice thought for a moment. “Like having too much of one thing in a diet.”
<‍Close enough. This caretaker has been feeding multiple times every day, but he’s hardly moved from this little area. And he’s suffering for that.‍>
“Caretaker?”
Cathal hesitated. He released the shade’s hand, and the thing shuffled away.
<‍I think that will become clear in a moment. But it’s not going to be pleasant.‍>






Farrell wasn’t in quarantine when the guards returned Ryann. Nor was he around when the androgynous voice called for her again.
The routine was the same as before‌—‌hazard suit, empty corridors, then delivered to Murdoch.
“You were impressed,” he said. The arena was in darkness, and the window acted as a huge mirror, reflecting Ryann’s sorry state. Her arms were thin, and the vest top made her look as vulnerable as she felt.
“Impressed?”
“The NeoGen. You were impressed. I could tell.”
Ryann bit her bottom lip. “I can’t see anything impressive in slaughter.”
“You’re a hard woman to please, Harris. You know your own mind. It’s one of your better qualities. And you don’t like my girl. Not yet, at least. But you’re intelligent. You don’t let emotions cloud your vision. Given time, I believe you will see this whole project in a new light.”
“Project Golem,” she said.
He nodded. “If you must call it by that name. And you learnt of it through Arelis, didn’t you.” It wasn’t a question. “Smart in her own way, but she would have done better to keep her nose out. At times, I almost approve of my colleague’s decision to kill her.”
Ryann stared hard at Murdoch as he stood waiting for a response. But she wouldn’t give in to his goading. She wouldn’t be intimidated by silence.
“I would be interested to hear just how much you do know,” he finally said, leaning on the glass, his arms crossed. “You listen to the gaps in what people say, and as a tracker your natural intuition is above average. So tell me, what happened on Haven?”
“The company screwed us.”
He calmly raised one eyebrow.
Ryann took a breath. She had to be careful. She couldn’t accuse unless she had something concrete. “Your job, when you came down to us on Haven, was containment.” She chose her words as if she were forming a report, keeping her anger sealed up. “Word of the shades was not to leave the base, at any cost. You had Daman run the operation. He sabotaged our best chance of escape, but it seems unlikely that the Hermes crash that took Haven’s power was what he intended.”
“That was unfortunate,” Murdoch agreed.
Ryann wanted to punch him. Nearly a hundred people, innocent workers on Haven, had died when the Hermes came down, and this monster dismissed it as ‘unfortunate’.
But she didn’t raise a finger. Even if Murdoch didn’t overpower her, or use the lash that was strapped to his belt‌—‌or the Preben she could now just glimpse under his jacket‌—‌he’d call for his guards.
All she could do was talk.
“And I believe Daman grew desperate after that.” She opened her mouth to say more, but images flooded her mind, memories of Arela drowning in a sea of shades, of Lynette dead from a Preben shot, of Merna bleeding out in the Hermes’ hatch.
“I would be inclined to agree. If he had not met with such an unfortunate accident,” and here, the intonation in his voice told Ryann that Murdoch knew exactly what had happened by Jettison, “I doubt he would still have such a high position in the company.”
“But you were his superior,” Ryann said, feeling heat rising. “You could have stepped in.”
“The situation was always under control.”
The laugh erupted from Ryann before she could prevent it. “You call that chaos ‘under control’?”
“Of course.” He was too calm. “You think we didn’t have contingencies in place?”
He grinned, and Ryann believed him. Of course they would have had a way out, just for the two of them. Anyone remaining in Haven would have had to fend for themselves.
She was surprised the company hadn’t simply destroyed Haven in the first place.
“But I’m thankful that you survived, Harris. You have great potential. Even now, you show such self-restraint. Combine that with the way you analyse situations, and I believe that Kaiahive have been remiss to look you over for promotion.”
The name chilled Ryann, and Murdoch must have seen something of this, because he smiled and nodded. “But there is still the issue of your unwillingness to accept their superiority. You still need to be taught how to respect their more problematic work.”
She gritted her teeth. “And that is why I’m here, isn’t it? That is why you showed me your new pet.”
“Again, that fast mind at work. I show you the latest results of our project precisely because I want you to understand. I would far rather view you as a colleague than as an enemy.”
He sighed. “There are some in the company who believe me a soft touch. Many wanted to obliterate Haven as soon as we realised what was happening. But I argued them round. I said that we couldn’t give up that easily. We already knew the subjects were changing‌—‌and the whole infection thing really threw a spanner in the works. I told them that we needed to know more, and where better to learn than at the source?
“I am not your enemy, Harris. I wish you no harm. But I need you to believe in this project like I do.”
He waved a hand at the glass, and must have sussed at the same time, because the arena became visible. Soft light flooded in, almost slow enough that Ryann could see the darkness recede.
“You want me to watch your beast slaughter more shades?”
Murdoch shook his head. “You already know how strong she is. This time, you’ll see how safe she can be.”
The door at the far end of the arena opened, and three people stepped through. Not shades this time, but people‌—‌two male, one female. One wore a lab coat, brilliant white with creases along the arms. He turned his head constantly, and when Ryann pushed with her lattice, she read his increased heartrate. The woman walked with more purpose, striding into the middle of the room, head held high. She wore a smart trouser and jacket set, and stood slightly forward of the other two.
The final figure wore a hooded top and old, tatty trousers that ran down to his bare feet. His hood was pulled up, masking his face, but Ryann had seen enough to recognise him.
“You’re letting that thing loose on Farrell? You’re no better than Daman!”
“Patience,” was all he said.
The other door into the arena opened, and yellow light streamed in. As the grey-skinned NeoGen entered, Ryann watched the trio at the far end. The man in the lab coat shook violently, and Farrell backed up a half-step. The woman stood strong, but there was fear in her eyes.
<‍Can you hear me, Kesia?‍> Murdoch sussed. The thing nodded, once. <‍My staff been treating you well?‍> Another nod. <‍Pleased to hear it. Are you ready for your next test?‍>
<‍Eager to start.‍>
Murdoch turned to Keelin. “How many times do you hear that?” Then he shifted his attention back to the arena. <‍You see the three figures in the centre of the room?‍>
<‍Yes.‍>
Murdoch smiled. <‍Kill them.‍>






So far, the trials had been easy. Whatever they told her to do, she did. But there was also a degree of satisfaction in the perfection of her body. When the man in the observation room told Kesia to kill those six subjects, she sensed something akin to excitement, followed by pleasure when she was able to end their lives with such tightly controlled actions.
And now she had been instructed to kill the three people who stood before her.
The task appeared too simple, and Kesia hesitated. She stared at the trio, using all her senses to pull in information. The one who wore a coat similar to her Chief Supervisor was clearly nervous, jigging from foot to foot and jerking his head constantly. He had no real muscle-tone, and there were no indications that he had a weapon. Kesia could dispatch him with a single swipe of her talons.
The one in the centre, though‌—‌the female‌—‌was different. She she held herself with more confidence, in a manner that was almost taunting. She was keeping her fear well in control.
While she killed the man in the long coat, Kesia would study the moves this female made, and react accordingly.
She turned her attention to the third person, the one with the hooded top. There were bulges in his clothing, but she did not think he held any weapons. Maybe the bulges were there to trick her. Or maybe he possessed something else that could be used against her.
He seemed familiar, but his appearance, size and trace didn’t match anyone who she could recall. She pushed, ever so gently, aiming to read his lattice. He was scared, but that was to be expected. Everyone Kesia had been in contact with showed signs of fear, except the man in the observation room.
The hooded man’s familiarity was an annoyance, but Kesia pushed it from her mind. It wasn’t important. Her mission was to end his life.
Maybe he would be the second to go. Once the man in the coat fell, Kesia could drive the talons on her left hand deep into his internal organs. That would remove two of the targets while giving her a few more seconds to analyse the woman.
Yes. That was the strategy she would use.
She crouched, pulling her arms up and extending her talons. She stepped forward.
The room swayed, and pain darted behind her eyes.
She shook her head to clear the sensation.
<‍No playing this time. Kill them.‍>
<‍Yes,‍> she responded as she took another step forward, breathing deeply as she set her sights on the first victim. His sweat was pungent, and Kesia detected a tang of urine.
Her head throbbed. She took another step, almost within striking distance, and she staggered.
<‍Come on! You’re wasting time!‍>
The air was heavy. Her head throbbed, and her vision blurred. She growled, more in frustration than aggression.
And the woman spoke.
“Thought you were supposed to be strong.” She had her hands on her hips, and was glaring‌—‌actually glaring‌—‌at Kesia. The look of contempt on her face was sickening.
<‍They need to die now!‍>
“Come on, ugly! Show us what you’re made of.”
And now the man in the lab coat joined in, although his voice wavered far more than the woman’s. “Thought you were, like, some ultimate weapon?”
Kesia pushed herself forward, managing a half-step. It felt like a band was tightening around her head.
“You want something easier to start with, bitch?” said the woman, her voice horribly screechy now, driving into Kesia’s mind like a spike. “How about this one.” She reached across and grabbed the one with the hood, pushing him forward. He almost fell.
<‍I order you to kill them all. I want to see three lifeless bodies. I want to see limbs torn off and throats slashed. This is what you were designed for! Do your job! Kill!‍>
Kesia screamed, as loud as she could, and pushed with her legs. Her muscles were strong, and the leap carried her through the air, arcing across to the one with the hood. In mid-air, she reached back with one arm, curling her fingers round, ready to strike.
The man flinched.
And Kesia collapsed on the ground. White-hot pain shot through her, and the air filled with a high-pitched, terrible whine.
She curled up, begging for the pain to leave.
Something rammed into her side. It didn’t hurt‌—‌there was too much pain elsewhere‌—‌but she felt it all the same, sudden and hard. She forced her eyes open, looked through a film of sweaty water, to see the woman bring her foot back for another kick. And the man with the hood was right by her head, within easy striking distance.
<‍Goddamn! You’re that close, do something about it!‍>
With a yell, Kesia swung her arm round, already picturing where her talons would rip into his leg. This close, she could slice through to the bone. If she grabbed and twisted straight away, she could rip his foot from his leg.
And her arm felt like lead, and hammered into the ground. She stretched out her fingers, and they were not even close enough to reach the man’s foot.
He stepped back. The woman kicked Kesia’s thigh and then she, too, stepped away. Through blurred eyes, Kesia watched the three people walk towards the door and leave.
The lights went off, leaving Kesia in the dark, still curled up in a ball.
<‍Thank you.‍> The man’s voice was calmer now. <‍I apologise for any pain, but it is only temporary.‍>
<‍Why?‍> she managed, just one word of the questions screaming at her.
<‍Please know that you passed the test. There was no way you could have defeated them.‍>
<‍But‌…‌how?‍> The pain was reducing, although Kesia remained where she was. She wouldn’t try to stand until her nerves stopped twitching.
<‍You could only get so close, correct? And when you approached with aggression, you were repelled. Use that brilliant mind of yours, Kesia. Why do you think this is?‍>
She let her mind run, and one word shone bright. <‍Protected.‍> Yes, that was right. When she’d pushed into the hooded man’s lattice, there had been resistance. Then the air itself had seemed to repel her.
But it wasn’t the air. It was her own body, the way it responded, and the way it refused to obey her.
<‍So you understand.‍>
<‍Yes.‍>
She understood clearly now‌—‌how their lattices reacted with her own, and how there was nothing she could do to hurt them.
But more than that, she understood why the man in the observation room had no fear of her. As powerful as she was, there were limits to what she could do. She could kill, but only those the man decided should die.
As the pain receded, and as she slowly felt ready to move, Kesia understood that she was nothing but a weapon.






The caretaker led Cathal and Brice along a tunnel, then round a corner. The poor thing’s trace was sour with blood, but there was a coppery aroma in the air now. It mingled with other stenches; sweat and excrement, and something putrid.
It was what Cathal expected, but not to this degree. When the caretaker led them into the pit, and Brice recoiled at his side, even Cathal shuddered.
The caretaker stepped to one side and waved a hand, offering Cathal whatever he pleased. The poor thing seemed willing to serve, a rarity amongst the kin, and Cathal wondered how long the caretaker had been here, all alone.
Alone, except for the bodies.
Nyle had something similar, back in Haven. But Nyle had others care for the vessels, keeping them clean. It made sense‌—‌they provided more when they were in better condition. If they degenerated, like they had done in the pit, their blood would grow rancid.
The caretaker called to Cathal, telling him to feast, to take whatever he wanted.
“What is this place?” Brice whispered, his trace rich and full, his blood so fresh.
<‍It’s a farm,‍> he said, the only suitable word he could bring to mind.
“But‌…‌they’re people.”
Brice stepped forward, a couple of paces along the raised stone walkway that ran the length of the chamber. The edges were lower‌—‌naturally eroded or carved out by kin, Cathal didn’t know‌—‌and in these grooves sat the vessels themselves.
Cathal knew Brice would be looking at each body, each person the kin had captured.
“Their legs! What’s happened to their legs?”
Cathal focused, sensed on the vessels’ deformed limbs. Some were dislocated, but many were broken. Wounds were caked with dried blood and pus, bones protruding through flesh.
<‍It stops them running. In case they wake.‍>
But they never would. Venom‌—‌the same venom that had rendered Cathal unconscious when he’d been bitten‌—‌shut down much of a body’s systems. It kept the heart pumping and the lungs working, but the rest was left to fade away. After all, only the blood was important.
The venom, from what Cathal understood, would seal a wound so that it didn’t bleed out, but that seal could be easily pierced, allowing the kin to feed. And the bodies would continue to make more blood, to replace what they had lost.
“And that thing’s been feeding from them!”
There was anger in Brice’s voice, harsher than Cathal had heard for a long time. It reminded him of the bitterness between Brice and Tris, but amplified. And this was directed at the caretaker.
The old kin hovered close. It indicated one of the vessels, a female whose legs were bent backwards under her body. When Cathal pushed out, she possessed only the slightest of traces, barely pulsing.
“They shouldn’t be like this.”
<‍No. But to the kin, this makes sense.‍>
Brice spun. “Sense?” Spittle flecked Cathal’s face.
<‍I know that doesn’t make it right,‍> Cathal said, taking half a step back, suddenly very conscious of the vibrant blood pounding through Brice’s veins. <‍At least they didn’t kill these ones.‍>
Brice took a deep breath. “No. But they should have done.”
He walked along, now stepping down into the gully, treading carefully to avoid the twisted limbs. Then he crouched, bringing his hands out, lifting a head up and staring into the face.
He mumbled something. It might have been a name, but Cathal didn’t catch it. He did focus on the trace, though.
He recognised it, even though he’d never felt it like this before. He knew who this vessel‌—‌this person‌—‌was.
Brice said the name again, clearer this time.
“Tris.”
Brice’s voice cracked.
Cathal felt the lad’s trace, the angry red flash and the deep black void that pulsed strongly. Brice dipped his head, letting it touch Tris’, and he sniffed.
“He helped save us.” Brice’s voice was barely a breath, and sibilant echoes almost drowned it. “He was brave enough to leave the hold-out. And‌…‌and we were getting along. We worked together. Until…”
<‍There was nothing you could have done.‍> Cathal knew the words were weak, and he thought how Ryann would know just what to say, if she were here.
But she was gone, the crew disbanded. It was only himself and Brice now. And now Tris.
Or what remained of him.
Brice cradled the tech’s head and whispered in his ear. Cathal didn’t listen closely, but he caught apologies, and promises.
The caretaker stepped forward, and Cathal first thought it was gesturing for Cathal to join them. But the kin could not notice Brice. It was indicating for Cathal to climb into the gully because‌…‌because it mistook Cathal’s lack of movement for interest. Interest in feeding from Tris.
From his crew’s tech.
He couldn’t do that. Besides, Tris’ blood would be thin. From the state of his trace, and the aroma that hung in the air, Cathal knew the caretaker had not been fulfilling its role. How could it, when there were so many to look after? So the blood would be weak, acidic. It would smart going down, and while it would give Cathal energy, the rush would not last.
Not like fresh blood would. Not like a sup from Brice.
Cathal’s stomach clenched, and he turned, pushing the caretaker away. The kin’s trace flared with indignation, but it took little strength to force the poor old thing back.
“He can’t come back, can he?” The words seemed to come from too far away. “Once they’re like this, nothing can bring them back to‌…‌to how they were, can it? Cathal?”
Cathal shook his head. <‍No.‍> Maybe with a medi-bay and trained medics, but not here. Not now. <‍There’s nothing we can do.‍>
“Yes there is.”
He heard the sound of Brice unsheathing one of his knives, and Cathal knew what the lad was about to do. He focused on Tris’ trace, holding tight to that sliver of a line, feeling the undulations as the tech’s heart weakly pumped.
“I can’t get you out of these caves, Tris,” Brice said, his voice cracking. “But I can give you peace. I’m sorry I can’t do more. But I’ll never forget you. I’ll never forget what you did for me, or for the others. You saved us. And now, I’ll do what I can to save you.”
Then Brice cried out, and the coppery aroma of blood rushed at Cathal. The trace he held quivered violently for a second, then stilled.
The caretaker moved forward, incensed by the free-flowing blood, but Cathal threw an arm out to grab a bony shoulder. The kin struggled, and Cathal increased his grip.
And his stomach growled.
“We can’t leave the others,” Brice said. He moved to the vessel next to Tris. “I need to do what I can.”
The aroma of blood grew stronger, a tumult of sour strands joining forces, and Cathal’s pores opened up, dragging the promise of food deep within. He swallowed saliva, and tasted the intoxicating air.
Brice reached the end of one side of the cavern, then started on the other. With each throat he sliced, there was a yell, and when Cathal concentrated on the lad’s trace it quivered, like Brice was sobbing.
The caretaker pushed harder, struggling in Cathal’s grip, and now it kicked. It sent noises into Cathal’s head, animal screams of distress, and they pounded against Cathal’s skull. He tightened his hold, then pulled it close, inhaling the flaky scent of its hide. But that did nothing to hold back the metallic aroma that assailed Cathal.
Brice moved down the line, coming closer. Cathal focused on each life Brice ended, each throat from which he allowed that energy-giving liquid to flow. He was ten paces back, now nine, now eight. The free-flowing blood came closer, and the caretaker shook more violently.
So much blood, flowing onto rock. Weak, yes, but still blood. And Brice was wasting it.
Brice was three paces away now, then two. Close enough to reach. The caretaker struggled, managed to free an arm and take a swipe at Cathal. Growling, Cathal moved his head in and clamped his jaws tight.
The caretaker struggled. Cathal’s body tingled, the scent of blood calling to him. He sunk his fangs in deeper, and the caretaker’s throat ruptured. The blood of many shot into his mouth, drenching his tongue and sliding down his throat.
It tasted mouldy, past its date, but that didn’t matter, not when there was so much of it. Cathal ignored the scent of blood in the air as energy flowed into him, becoming a part of him. The blood of the vessels, their very life, continued in him now.
“We need to go.”
Cathal didn’t remove his mouth from the puncture wound, but he focused, for a moment, on the lad. Brice had sheathed his blade, and no doubt he’d wiped it first, removing the stain from so many half-lives. He waited by the entrance of the cavern, impatient.
And his blood was fresh and rich, and so very full of life.
<‍Go.‍>
“You’re not coming?”
Brice’s trace throbbed. Cathal clamped his fangs down harder on the caretaker’s throat as he started to sway.
<‍I’ll catch up.‍>
Brice nodded, and left the chamber.
Cathal continued to feast, drawing every last morsel he could from the caretaker’s bloated body. And all the while, a part of him focused on Brice, and on the sure richness of his blood.
Cathal dug deeper into the wound, like an animal.






“You remain unconvinced,” Murdoch said, one hand against his chin.
“Unconvinced by what?” Ryann avoided his eyes, looking to the window. The arena was in darkness again, and all she saw was her reflection. She looked haggard, almost as old as she felt.
“By the way we have rendered the NeoGens safe. They cannot attack those who have their lattices protected. And the procedure takes seconds. It’s little more than a tweak, merely a case of adding a specific marker to the lattice protocols.”
She knew he was trying to wow her, but his ideas were too simplistic. “And who gets to choose?” she asked. “Who selects those worthy of protection?”
Murdoch smiled. “Oh, my dear Harris! Are you really so paranoid? This would be a standard tweak. It is not a case of choosing who has it, but of turning it off in those who do not deserve it.”
“Again‌—‌who gets to choose?” Ryann felt her arms move, wanted to cross them. But she kept them by her sides, just as she kept her voice steady. “You’ve made weapons of monsters, but who chooses their targets?”
“Weapons of monsters?” He laughed. “You equate the NeoGens with‌…‌with Prebens or Tychons? Can’t you understand how my girls are so much more? Give someone a gun and they can shoot anyone, but think about what happened in this test? I am the NeoGen’s commander, and I gave a direct order. Yet Kesia was unable to fulfil it. The protection on our testers was stronger than my command.”
He paced the room now, waving his arms in emphasis. “And we have one of your friends to thank for this, another positive to come from the mess on Haven. You see, we analysed the data from when you managed to capture both myself and Daman Myron. Our experts figured out how your Piran Remis linked your lattices to respond instantly the moment you cut the lights. The flaw he exploited in lattice technology should have been sealed years ago, but his actions alerted our techs to new possibilities.
“In honesty, I was impressed. So much potential, that lad.”
Ryann didn’t respond, but she listened carefully. And she noticed that Murdoch refrained from speaking of Piran in either past or present tense. He said neither ‘that lad has potential’ or ‘that lad had potential’.
She still had no idea what had happened to Piran, or the others. Farrell was still absent from quarantine, and Ryann had to assume he would not be returning.
Murdoch clapped his hands, the sound like a gunshot as it echoed off cold walls and dark glass. “But maybe another demonstration is in order.” He grinned. “I’m looking forward to see how Kesia deals with this. And I believe you will appreciate it all the more if you have access to our private conversation.”
The lights in the arena flooded the space, and the NeoGen strode in. She took her place in the exact centre of the room.
<‍How are you, Kesia?‍> Murdoch’s voice was deeper when it came through Ryann’s lattice.
<‍Ready.‍>
<‍A good answer. And I hope it is correct.‍>
<‍What would you have me do?‍>
<‍Do what you do best.‍>
A short man wearing a lab coat entered the arena, carrying a bag. He walked round the room, reaching into the bag and placing certain items on the floor. Ryann looked harder, and recognised Prebens. Like the one Murdoch still wore under his jacket.
The beast didn’t move. The man in the lab-coat eyed her warily, then left.
“In case you’re wondering, they’re loaded. I could get someone in to prove that, but I hope you’ll take my word for it?” Murdoch raised his eyebrows. Ryann nodded, giving him a brief glance, before returning her attention to the arena.
The door opened once more. A woman appeared, wearing a black uniform that clung tight to her body, and she led a chained prisoner across the floor. At least, Ryann assumed it was a prisoner. The man had a thin beard and long hair, and was dressed in a grubby grey boilersuit, and he pulled at the chain‌—‌especially when he saw the NeoGen.
The woman took him to the wall, and attached his chain to a link in the floor, a short distance from one of the weapons. The man pulled harder, and Ryann saw his mouth opening and closing, spitting venomous words at the guard while darting his eyes at the NeoGen.
The guard didn’t seem concerned, and she left, only to return a few seconds later with a second prisoner. This one was clothed like the first, but had a bald head, covered in tattoos. He sneered at the NeoGen, gesturing as much as he could with his hands.
The guard attached him to the floor on the opposite side of the arena, near another Preben, before returning with a third prisoner, this one female. The guard positioned her by another weapon, before leaving and returning with a fourth.
“We scoured the prison system for them,” Murdoch said, “gave them the opportunity to escape their life sentences. Of course, they jumped at the opportunity, especially when we told them that violence would be involved.
Then a glass box entered, running on motorised wheels. The glass was darkened, but when it reached a spot half-way between the NeoGen and the back wall, it cleared.
The four shades in the box stretched out their arms and flexed their claws.
<‍How do you feel, Kesia?‍>
<‍I am not sure I ‘feel’ anything, but I have analysed the threats, and have devised strategies to deal with them.‍>
“Good to hear. But let’s make things interesting.”
The door opened again, and four figures emerged. Three were those who had been in the previous test. The woman strode with purpose, stopping about half-way between the door and the NeoGen. The man in the lab-coat shuffled, trying to match her pace but falling behind her. His lab-coat moved stiffly, like it was stuck to his back.
And slightly back from the woman was Farrell. At least they’d kept him alive.
“What are you trying to prove this time?” she said.
He smiled. “Wait. All will become clear.”
The fourth figure was male, clothed in a heavy coat and thick trousers. He was bald, with a scar down the back of his head. His eyes were wide with fear.
The NeoGen turned her head lazily. <‍Who goes?‍> she asked, her voice as emotionless as before.
<‍That is for you to work out.‍> In the glass’ reflection, Ryann saw Murdoch grin. <‍Begin.‍>
The thugs all moved at the same time, reaching out for the weapons and raising them. Two aimed at the NeoGens, but two aimed at Farrell and the others.
And then the NeoGen blurred.
Ryann forced herself to concentrate, but she still only saw the attack‌—‌the slaughter‌—‌as a series of frozen frames, the movement between each tableau too fast to catch.
A man’s arm pulled up, elongating as it popped out of the shoulder. Talons raking across a throat, the blood turning that thug’s shirt dark red. A weapon twisting through the air, trailing bloody droplets from the severed finger that remained hooked around the trigger. A chest torn open, ribcage shattered, and the heart crushed under the NeoGen’s boot.
Then one side of the cage slid across, and the shades joined the fight.
One of them almost made it to the smart-looking woman before the NeoGen shoved its hand into the thing’s stomach and the shade’s entrails dropped to the ground.
The other shades turned to the three fallen thugs, and they rushed forward, tearing chunks from the dead bodies’ throats.
The NeoGen only attacked them once they rose and turned their attention to one of those still standing. She ended their lives as if they were nothing, slicing through their throats with her talons and snapping their spines at the back of their necks.
Ryann’s vision turned hazy, and she reached out for the window, steadying herself with a hand on the glass. It was cool, and she let her forehead dip forward, welcoming the chill.
The NeoGen stood still now, right in the centre of the arena. Blood dripped from the ends of its fingers, but otherwise it showed no signs of having been in a fight. It was as impassive as it had been before the thugs grabbed their weapons.
“You see?” Murdoch said, turning to Ryann, his arms wide. “It can protect others. Imagine how useful this could be!”
“Useful?”
“Of course. Picture an uprising, or a hostage situation. Previously, we’d send in special forces, but there was always a high risk of innocent casualties. But send in one of my girls, and the situation is resolved. Did you see how quickly she moved? None of them even had time to fire a shot. The others down there were never in any real danger.”
“Because their lattices have the marker,” Ryann said, her voice level. There was too much about this that didn’t add up.
“Exactly!”
“So why wouldn’t the attackers have the marker too?”
“It would be a small thing to remove the marker from anyone who committed a sufficiently serious crime.”
“But who decides exactly what constitutes a serious crime?”
Murdoch waved a hand. “Oh, we’d sort the legal side out.”
Ryann cut him off. “What about a first offence? What if someone threatens to kill others while they still have the marker?”
Murdoch grinned. “Once again, Harris, you show what a wonderful mind you have. Of course that is an issue. And that is why certain conditions can trigger an over-ride of the rules. Observe.”
He must have planned this, because there was a glint of enjoyment in his eyes. They clouded for a moment, and Ryann knew he was sussing.
She looked into the arena. Farrell shook, and stuck his right hand inside his jacket. When it emerged, it held a Preben.
He brought it up, aiming at the man in the lab coat. Farrell’s hand shook. His face was pale, and his lip quivered.
The NeoGen shot forward. It grabbed Farrell’s arm, and he yelled out, his knees giving way, his body wrenching round as the beast twisted his arm. Then it brought round its other hand and plucked the weapon from Farrell’s fingers.
Only then did it release Farrell. He collapsed to the ground, then shuffled away from the NeoGen. The monster made no attempt to attack him.
Ryann must have gasped, because Murdoch turned to her and said, “He’s fine. The NeoGen is instructed to subdue with minimal injury. Personally, I think our Kesia fared admirably.”
“He’s injured.”
“He threatened to kill another protected individual. The NeoGens are programmed to neutralise such threats whenever and however they can.”
Neutralise. Not kill, or capture, but neutralise.
And maybe that was good. If Farrell had never been serious in raising that Preben, the NeoGen intervened without bloodshed. The only injury was maybe a bruised arm‌—‌Farrell still rubbed it.
“These beauties are perfect,” Murdoch said. “Strong, smart, and willing to follow orders‌—‌no, incapable of not following orders. They are an army, a peace-keeping force, friends to those under oppression and deliverers of justice. They are‌—‌and I truly hope you are starting to understand this too‌—‌Kaiahive’s greatest achievement to date.”
In the arena, the NeoGen looked down at the Preben, then removed the cartridge from the stock. It threw the cartridge behind, far from Farrell and the others, then tossed the weapon itself. It landed by the glass box. Then it nodded to Farrell, and moved back a couple of steps until it reached the centre of the room.
A rush of warm air hit Ryann as the door behind her opened, and a guard appeared.
“Think about what you have seen, Harris,” Murdoch said. “Don’t let your emotions interfere with logic.”
Ryann almost resisted when the guard pulled gently. But how could she? How could she stand in the way of what was happening?
So she allowed herself to be led away, glancing once over her shoulder. Murdoch stood by the window, one hand stroking his chin, and his eyes fixed on her. The corners of his mouth curled up, and he gave her the briefest of nods.
A reminder to think about what she’d seen.
And that scared the hells out of her. Not because of the horror she’d witnessed, but because, as reluctant as she was to admit it, she had been impressed.






Kesia knew she had passed this test. None of the innocent had a scratch. The man who had raised a weapon on the one in the lab coat might have a bruise, but that was all.
The assailants were all dead, both humans and subjects. Kesia felt‌…‌was that pride? Yes. She had kept the suffering to a minimum. The guilty had been punished with expediency. The subjects had been removed. She’d even allowed them one final meal.
But the man above was still watching, although his companion had gone.
<‍Are we done?‍> she asked. She scanned the remaining people, checking that there was nothing amiss.
<‍What do you think?‍>
<‍I think you are still testing me.‍>
<‍Correct. How?‍>
There were many ways to interpret that single-word question. Kesia selected the one she believed to be his intention.
<‍There are threats I have not yet eliminated.‍>
<‍Very good. How can you tell?‍>
Kesia pushed, focusing on those remaining in the arena, ignoring the cold traces and the heavy scent of blood. And she thought of last time, when three of these people had stood before her. Then, she had been unable to approach them in anger.
She took a step forward, then another. Close enough to the man in the lab-coat that his breath, hot and slightly moist, brushed her own face. A moan escaped his lips.
She pulled in traces from all four, matching the current data to what she had felt before, and analysing the flavours.
<‍Not all of them are marked.‍>
<‍Excellent.‍>
Kesia hesitated. She studied the clothing they wore, searching for signs of more weapons.
<‍Well?‍>
She stepped closer to the woman in the suit. The woman quivered, the jacket stained under her arms, her face drawn and haggard. But she was marked. Kesia brought her hand up, extending her talons, resting them on the woman’s neck. She felt the first hints of nausea rising, and she stepped back.
The woman exhaled, her breath strong with fresh fruit and coffee.
Kesia returned to the man in the lab-coat, and he, too, was marked. So she left him, and turned her attention to the man behind, the one with the shaved head.
His trace was a mess, jagged, vibrating wildly. His eyes were wide, his pupils dilated. He shivered, and moisture coated his skin. Kesia breathed in, catching the rank odour of his body, and‌…‌and there were other substances within that sweat. Substances that needed to come out of his body. Substances that were raising his heartbeat and blocking his nerves.
She studied his heavy coat, saw bulges, calculated what they might be. And then she focused on his trace.
There was no marker.
One shaking hand moved across his body, dipping into a fold in his coat. His lips shook, like he was muttering to himself.
Kesia did what needed to be done.
There was no pleasure in his removal, and Kesia turned to the remaining person, the individual who had raised the weapon. The one who had seemed familiar in the last test.
His hood was low, and Kesia couldn’t see his eyes. She tasted his trace. Yes, there was fear, but he was fighting it. He was doing all he could to still his increasing heart-rate. She noted how he clenched his fists and set his jaw rigid, both involuntary actions.
She read this, and she also read how he had no marker.
Kesia extended her talons and tensed her arm.
The man lifted his head, enough that his eyes were visible. They stared at Kesia.
The man shook his head, and Kesia hesitated. He had no weapon. He was not acting in an aggressive manner. If he were a threat, there were a number of ways she could neutralise that without ending his life. And his eyes‌—‌they were not the eyes of a killer. Somehow, Kesia knew this was not a bad person.
<‍There a problem?‍>
But the man had held a weapon. He’d pointed it to another man, one who was marked. If he did that once, he could do it again.
Kesia lunged, her talons slicing into his throat. As he staggered back, she hammered a hand into his head, with enough force to knock him senseless to the ground.
At least he wouldn’t feel the agony of his blood leaving his body. At least his death would be as painless as possible.
He landed in a heap, the hood covering his face. And Kesia was pleased that she didn’t have to look at his expression.
<‍Thank you, Kesia.‍>
She nodded, but she didn’t respond. She kept her eyes down as she sensed the marked ones leaving the room, the door closing behind them. She breathed, calmly and rhythmically, fresh air rushing down her oesophagus and into her lungs, stale air coming the other way. She felt her heart beat, the blood flowing round her body.
Only when her Chief Supervisor reached her side and coughed did Kesia turn and walk back to her own room.






The other bodies meant nothing. As Brice stepped from that hellish cavern, all he could think of was Tris.
The tech’s face, with that annoying look of condescension, followed Brice in the darkness, and he found himself aching to hear Tris’ voice again, even if it was throwing those petty insults. He wanted to be back on the Proteus, watching the way Tris glanced at Keelin, and the way the pilot ignored him. That always brought a smile to Brice’s face.
He thought back to that last mission, the one that Cathal had called off as the storm grew. Brice remembered Tris moaning as they left the abandoned Proteus at the top of the galley and headed back into their own craft, and Ryann telling him that they’d be back at Haven soon. Like she was mothering him.
But she wasn’t around now. And Tris didn’t need mothering any more.
Brice leaned against a rock wall and closed his eyes. Moisture pooled and ran down his face.
A sound dragged Brice back to the present, and he knew Cathal had dropped the shade he’d been feeding from. Then he heard footsteps, and Cathal came round the corner. Brice could smell the blood on his breath. He seemed‌—‌not happier exactly, but more content.
<‍You waited?‍>
“Of course.” He paused. “What happened back there?”
<‍You did what was right for those people. I put the kin out of his misery.‍>
That sounded like an excuse, but Brice let it pass. “Good,” he said, even though things were far from good. “Let’s get out of here.”
Cathal stepped past and strode along the tunnel. Brice followed.
They walked in silence. The tunnels twisted and turned. At times they squeezed through narrow openings, and Brice was pleased he couldn’t physically see how tight the walls were to him. The occasional sound of dripping and running water did nothing to settle his mind.
There were traces, but Brice couldn’t tell which they were following, or even how many there were, and he was forced to rely on Cathal. Just like before, when he’d been the crew’s grunt. When he’d had to rely on others.
Except in training.
Thinking back, that was when Brice had been at his most content. He loved solo exercise, but it was the combat training that gave him the biggest rush. And now, although much of his memories were a blur, little details rose. Like the way Keelin would brush her hair from her eyes before stepping onto the mats. Or Ronat, one of his sparring partners, and the way she would crouch, determined to beat him this time. It never happened, of course. She’d commit to a move, but she’d over-extend, and he’d take advantage of that moment of weakness every time.
But that was all gone now. Even though he knew he could fight far better now, he couldn’t imagine sparring like that again.
Moisture in the air dampened Brice’s face. There was a sense of space‌—‌his footsteps no longer echoed as much, and it no longer felt like the walls were pushing in on him. And Brice caught what sounded like wind in treetops. When he looked up, there was light. Not daylight, but a pre-dawn retreat of the night.
Cathal walked on, along what was no longer a tunnel but a gully, and Brice followed, relishing the freshness in the air, and the slow warmth on his skin. Trees emerged from the darkness, way over his head, some of them perched precariously on the rock walls.
“I know this place,” he said. “But not exactly. I think‌…‌yes, I’ve seen it before. From up there.”
He pointed, and Cathal stopped, turning his head to focus on the top of the rock wall to their left.
<‍It’s near the abandoned Proteus.‍>
Of course. And that meant the lost crew had probably met the shades.
Strange how that meant so little to Brice. Strange how he simply walked on, following Cathal. The sun rose, and they no longer walked in the shadows.
It felt wrong. Usually by dawn he was at a hold-out, encased in the concrete, eating and sleeping. When he woke in daylight hours, he sharpened his knives, or he exercised, or he explored the supplies that particular hold-out still possessed. Rarely did he step outside until the sun was well past its zenith.
Cathal looked uncomfortable too. He didn’t sleep much, but during the day he kept to the deeper parts of the forest. Brice knew that the sensation of daylight on the cloth that covered his body agitated Cathal.
“You want to stop for a moment?” Brice waved a hand across to their right, where a curving boulder and a couple of large trees provided dark shade.
<‍I’m fine.‍> Then, almost as an afterthought, <‍You?‍>
Brice had been walking all night, then climbing through tunnels. He was tired‌—‌but when wasn’t he? Even when he lay down in the hold-outs, sleep was something fitful, and he never felt fully awake afterwards. Tiredness was simply a part of his existence now.
“Maybe a couple more hours. I should probably eat then, anyway.”
Cathal grunted, and they walked on. The gully became open land, then the trees built up and they entered the cool, fragrant undergrowth of a forest. There was birdsong, and the occasional buzzing of insects. The light was dappled, and amongst the array of greens and browns were eruptions of yellow and red, early spring flowers and tree blossom.
They stopped by a river, about three hours later, still in the forest. The water splashed over rocks, and Brice sat on a boulder, flinging pebbles into the eddies. He ate one of the ration bars‌—‌dry and chewy, but it contained everything he needed‌—‌and took long swigs from his water bottle before refilling it from the river and adding a filtration tab.
Mid-afternoon they stopped again, and Cathal insisted Brice took a nap. He didn’t want to sleep, but he woke ninety minutes later to see Cathal’s back, his commander keeping guard.
“You need a sleep?”
Cathal shook his head. <‍Prefer to keep moving. You feel better?‍>
Surprisingly, Brice did. And their pace picked up as night approached.
They had another food stop a few hours later, although Cathal insisted he didn’t need anything. He scanned the dark forest as Brice ate, and muttered something about warths. Brice caught their traces too, off in the distance and so they were no threat. There were old traces of shades too, but Cathal didn’t comment on these.
They walked on. When the sun rose, Cathal insisted Brice took another rest. Once more he fell into a sleep he didn’t want but desperately needed. When he woke, Cathal sat against a nearby tree.
“You sleep too?”
<‍Might have dozed. But there’s nothing around here.‍> Brice couldn’t decide if Cathal sounded disappointed, or if he was simply disinterested. <‍We should get moving.‍>
The forest continued, with occasional open spaces. There were signs of warths, and birdsong always in the distance. Brice had no clue where he was, no idea how far he’d walked. For all he knew, they might have been travelling in circles.
But he plodded on, following Cathal. He didn’t ask if his old commander was following traces or finding his route by some other means. When he did speak, to ask if Cathal wanted a break, Cathal made it clear he didn’t want communication. Nor did he want to stop.
But he walked slower now. They trudged, painfully slow at times. Cathal checked the surroundings more often, especially when they came to junctions in the dirt paths they followed. When Brice came close, he swore that Cathal was breathing heavier than usual.
It was early afternoon when the grass grew shorter and boulders started to appear. The grey rock sprouted up, ugly and harsh, but still flowers clung to it, yellow and blue dots that wavered in cracks, and green moss that clung to one side, facing the sun and drawing from its warmth. The trees were gnarly and twisted. The forest grew around the rocks, like the stone and the plants were constantly fighting.
Then they came to a clear patch, with a fence a couple of hundred metres away.
At first, Brice thought his eyes were playing tricks. What he first took for something like a heat-haze grew sharper, like fine gauze across the view. As they approached, Brice saw how the fence ran from left to right, with no end in sight. If he concentrated he could see individual links in the wire.
Cathal grunted, and brought a hand up to his head.
“You okay?”
<‍I’m fine.‍>
They walked on. The fence was tall, about five times Brice’s height, and it stretched off into the distance. On the far side, the landscape was no different to this side‌—‌clumps of trees, boulders, a few rockier outcrops in the distance, and what could be the start of a forest off to the right.
Cathal grunted. His snout twitched‌—‌something Brice recognised as a grimace.
“Sure there’s nothing wrong?”
<‍I’m fine!‍>
There were a few clouds in the sky now, drifting across to hide the sun. Some were darker, threatening rain.
The ground darkened, bringing the fence into higher relief. There was a thick cable running along the top, and to their right was a metal post where the cable ran down to the ground.
“What do you think it’s for?” Brice asked.
But Cathal never answered, because that was when he collapsed to the ground.






Kesia knew there were others like her, but had not seen any of them until the moment they were ushered into the Hermes’ hold. They didn’t talk, or suss, or openly acknowledge each others’ presence, but it felt right to be together at last.
As the Hermes lifted from the Deck and slid out of Metis, the man from the high room entered the hold. She knew it was him before he spoke, before he introduced himself, because she could feel his trace, cold and calculating. And marked.
“All ten of you together, finally. I’ve been anticipating this moment for so long.” He smiled. “I’ve talked to each of you, but I have not yet introduced myself. I’m Murdoch Kollias, chief operations officer on this project. And I feel honoured to be a part of something that has birthed such incredible beings.
“We have tested each of you, and I know that this has been tough at times. But you all passed. You exceeded our expectations. Earlier stages of this project resulted in creatures that were little more than animals, but you, my beautiful ones, you are different. You are perfect. You are more than ready for your first mission.”
He paused, and Kesia wondered if he expected some kind of response. She gave none, though, and nor did any of her sisters.
Sisters. Yes, that word felt appropriate. All daughters of this project.
Murdoch continued. “Your instructions will be relayed to you on the journey down to the surface, along with all schematics and information you should require. For this mission NuGamma Ena‌—‌Enya‌—‌will lead, and all liaison will be through her. Mission objectives are to be met, not exceeded, but you have free rein in the methods you use. However, I expect a quick, clean operation.” He smiled. “And I know you will do me‌—‌and Kaiahive‌—‌proud.”
He left the hold, the door sliding shut behind him. Data flooded into Kesia, and she pulled up menus on her lenses, eyes alighting on items to expand. She had maps, including near-virtual rendering, and schematics of the base. There was data on power and security, on the system, and on the current occupants. There was a file detailing atmospheric conditions outside the building, and predictions for how these might change in five-minute increments.
<‍Let’s plan,‍> sussed Enya.
It was clear that she should lead, because she was NG-1, the first of the sisters to wake. Kesia knew this, just as she knew all the others‌—‌their names and assignations, their strengths, their characters. Enya, Dia, Treya, Tess, Pen. Kesia herself was the sixth, followed by Peta, Occia, Ennis and Decla.
Ten perfect sisters, but one family. As they planned, their minds buzzed with criss-crossing data, exploring a multitude of possibilities simultaneously, and all of them based firmly on the objective.
And the plan took shape. It was simple, but that gave greater flexibility should conditions change. Possible issues were highlighted, and alternative strategies agreed upon.
<‍We are all clear?‍> Enya finally asked. It was a pointless question, but Kesia understood how Enya was in direct communication with Murdoch, and how this was a signal specifically for him, that the planning was complete. <‍Everyone knows their part?‍>
The tone of her voice changed as she communicated with Murdoch. <‍We’re ready.‍>
The door opened, and the man entered, smiling. “Thirty seconds. I’m impressed. We land in approximately three minutes. Make use of that time however you see fit.”
Kesia closed her eyes and stilled her heart, almost to the point of it stopping.
And she waited.
When the soft bump told her they had landed, Ryann forcing her mind to quieten and her heart to slow. She breathed deep, dragging air in and holding it before relaxing her muscles and allowing an exhalation.
This room was much like the one above the arena, but smaller, and with the glass replaced by a bank of screens that could be controlled from a small desk. It was cooler too, but Ryann put that down to the different atmosphere on board the Hermes.
“No matter how many bases I see,” Murdoch said, “there’s something touches me each time. I can feel it, here,” and he placed a hand over his chest. “I think it’s the promise. Such a small mass of domes, but each one has the potential to grow. I’ve seen bases become thriving hubs, even cities. Ah, from such humble origins does greatness arise.”
He shrugged, tilting his head as he looked at Ryann. “But sometimes, things don’t work out as we expect. Sometimes, to achieve greatness, we have to make great sacrifices.”
His words meant nothing to Ryann as she watched the domes. She could clearly see the Hub, right in the middle, and the pole on top of the Medi-pod. Keelin had flown far too close to that on numerous occasions, but that was the challenge, wasn’t it‌—‌pilot as close as possible without touching the thing.
From their approach angle, she couldn’t see the remains of the generator, but she knew what it looked like‌—‌a destroyed husk of a building, surrounded by shattered metal fragments and fallen trees.
“Why have you brought me back here?”
“Isn’t that obvious? I want to show you what my girls are capable of, but testing is different to reality. And maybe you deserve this. I’d like to think this will give some degree of closure. Their first mission will be one you should approve of.”
“How can I approve of anything those monsters do?”
“You’re letting emotions cloud logic. You’re better than that, Harris. Watch.” He tapped at the desk, and the images on the screens changed.
The first feed was from the sensor over the Hermes’ main hatch. Ryann saw it open, and the NeoGens emerged. They moved fast, but in step, more regimented than Ryann expected. They ran alongside the Hermes‌—‌the sensor turning to follow their movements‌—‌then down the landing pad’s ramp and into the trees.
Other feeds sprang up as the NeoGens disappeared into the forest. These images shook, and Ryann realised she was watching what the creatures saw themselves, the feeds coming direct from their lenses.
They ran fast, and the constant motion made Ryann nauseous. She concentrated on other feeds, ones she recognised‌—‌images from Haven’s own external sensors, showing the trees that surrounded the base. Everything appeared quiet.
<‍In position.‍> The voice came through Ryann’s lattice, and it was clearly one of the monsters. But not the one she’d seen before. This one spoke with more authority.
<‍Proceed when ready,‍> Murdoch sussed.
Ryann scanned the images, stepping back to take them all in. For a moment, nothing moved.
And then, in every image, grey streaks flew from the trees and converged on her old home.
Kesia ran with the others, perfectly synchronised. Data streamed through her lattice, and she knew that two of her sisters were already at the doors. They accessed Haven’s systems, using the codes the man Murdoch had supplied, and then they were in.
Her role was elsewhere, and she sprinted between two of the pods. There was a connecting passage ahead, a tube joining the domes, and Kesia climbed over this without slowing. Ahead was the pod they called the Hub, the one at the heart of Haven.
She used the ladder, but only because it was there. It made sense to conserve energy. She reached the top as three of her sisters reached the summits of their planned routes of entry, on other pods. On each one, they knew from diagnostics and plans, was a hatch, used for emergency exits. Or for unauthorised entrances.
<‍Looking good so far.‍> That was Enya, and Kesia sent back a silent ping, an agreement. Then she pinged the others by hatches, checking they were ready.
The metal of the hatch groaned as Kesia bent it back, revealing a short tube. There were rungs in one wall, but Kesia didn’t use these. It was easier to drop.
She felt her sisters as they entered the base, all but the two designated to remain outside. They’d remove any who tried to flee.
The sensors that fed to her lenses showed Kesia the subjects wandering around, almost like they were lost. But when she and her sisters appeared, chaos erupted.
Only it wasn’t really chaos. Not when she spent a fraction of a second watching and analysing.
The subjects ran in all directions, but each individual had a set path as they rushed to escape. All she had to do was make sure she intercepted.
Kesia flowed amid the chaos, always in the right position. She raised her hands, talons glistening, and she danced.
Bodies fell and blood flowed.
None of these creatures were marked. None of the subjects were destined to survive.
The stench of rotten meat mingled with the coppery overtones of blood, and the air filled with pained hisses. Kesia ran, from one subject to the next, leaving nothing living in her wake. She pulled doors open, following traces, destroying everything.
Data flowed from her sisters, and Kesia viewed the whole of Haven. She turned a corner, knowing that a thrust of one hand at waist height would remove another creature. She let one of the beasts run along one of the connecting tubes, knowing that Dia was waiting at the other end.
She brought down another subject, and another. Blood coated her uniform, and the metallic smell drove the subjects wild. Their actions became like those of animals, and with their minds distracted, Kesia had no problems killing the next.
Then the next.
Then the next.
Until no more remained.






The next thing Cathal knew, he was on the ground, his back against a tree, and it was dusk.
His head buzzed. He examined his body, and found no injuries, although there were signs of pressure under his armpits. But he still felt drained, and when he moved everything responded slowly.
He groaned.
“You back?”
Brice stepped next to Cathal, the lad’s trace strong.
Cathal took a breath and focused on his surroundings. They were in trees, a couple of trunks back from the open land in front of that fence.
“There was a warth, earlier. Kept back quite a way, didn’t pay us any attention. It’s gone now, otherwise I thought you might‌…‌you know, want fresh food or something.”
The words washed over Cathal. His stomach churned.
<‍What happened?‍> he managed. He pushed out, past Brice’s rich trace, and concentrated on the land in front of the fence. He caught his own trace down there, noted where it stopped. Where he’d collapsed. <‍You drag me back here?‍>
“Thought it made sense.” The sound of a zipper opening reached Cathal. “You want a blood-pack?”
<‍No!‍> That was too loud. It even hurt Cathal’s own head. But he couldn’t face blood. Not at the moment. <‍No,‍> he sussed, calmer this time. <‍Just‌…‌just tell me what you see.‍>
“Where?”
<‍Other side of the fence.‍>
“Okay.”
Cathal did the mental equivalent of shutting his eyes, and cut off most of the stimuli from his pores. He leaned back against the tree. Brice shuffled, off to one side. Just out of arm’s reach.
“Tried finding traces,” the lad said, his voice coming to Cathal from far away. “Popped down to the fence earlier‌—‌didn’t leave you for too long, just had to move about, you know? Anyway, the fence looks climbable, but I didn’t want to do that without you. So I concentrated on the other side.”
Brice paused.
<‍Go on.‍> It even hurt to suss. Why couldn’t the lad simply carry on talking?
“I can’t read traces as well as you, but there were some over there. People‌…‌and shades.”
Cathal focused. It took effort, and when he reached out past the fence things were indistinct, like they were smothered by something, or obscured by smoke. There were traces, but he couldn’t read them clearly.
<‍I can’t concentrate,‍> he told Brice. <‍Keep talking.‍>
“Okay. Um, not sure what else to say. There’s a forest over there, bit like here, but a big open space runs through it. There’s a dirt track in the middle. Approaches the fence, splits up into smaller tracks, and these just fade into the grass. Strange.”
Cathal couldn’t picture it. Instead, he though of what had happened as they’d been walking toward the fence, how he’d started feeling light-headed, how his body grew weary with every step.
He’d been pushing too hard. He should have listened to Brice, taken a break, at least supped from one of the blood packs. The blood from the caretaker must have been polluted‌—‌too many sources, all decaying in that pit.
“…‌some kind of block in the distance. Could be rock, or maybe a building. I’m not sure. And there’s‌…‌hang on.”
The note of urgency in Brice’s voice grated. <‍What?‍>
“There’s movement. People, a group of them, coming out from the trees. No‌—‌they’ve been following the path. But‌…‌there’s something else in the trees.” He paused. “The sun will be setting soon. If they’re shades‌…”
Cathal felt the warmth from the sun penetrating his clothing. He felt the traces too, knew that there were kin in the trees. How many, he couldn’t tell.
“The people are coming this way. Four of them. The one at the front is tall. They’ve all got dark green clothes on, like some kind of camouflage. Two male, two female. And‌…‌they’re stopping.”
<‍What about the kin?‍> Their traces were still too blurred to read.
“Can’t see them well enough, but I think they’ve stopped too. Don’t think the people have noticed them. They seem more focused on the fence. And one of the group’s walking forward now. The tall one. He’s holding some kind of weapon‌—‌at least, I guess that’s what it is. He’s moving slowly.”
Cathal could sense the mass of traces splitting, and in the trees the kin did likewise. Most stayed where they were, but one, maybe two, moved level with the tall man.
“He’s reached the end of the path now. He’s turning, waving at the others. They’re waving back. One of them’s shouting. They don’t seem happy.
“He’s carrying on, but it looks like it’s hard going. He’s just stumbled, and he keeps holding one hand to his head. Two hands now. And he’s stumbled again. Almost fell. He doesn’t look well.”
Cathal focused on the kin. They didn’t appear to have moved, even the ones who had initially gone forward.
That should mean something, but Cathal had no idea what.
“He’s down.” There was a questioning tone to Brice’s voice. “He’s curling up, and I think he’s screaming or crying out or something. And‌…‌and one of the others is trying to run to him, but the other two are holding her back.”
<‍The man. Focus on the man.‍>
“He’s rolling over, getting up. But he’s all over the place. He’s dropped his weapon. He’s in pain, has to be. It’s almost like‌…‌he’s down again. On his hands and knees. He’s crawling. And‌…‌and there’s something coming from his ears, black‌…‌no, red. Same as from‌…‌from his eyes. He’s bleeding from his eyes!”
The sharp aroma of blood cut through the air, and Cathal’s stomach growled. He set his jaw firm and concentrated on the traces.
“He’s collapsed again, all curled up. He’s‌…‌you must have heard that scream, Cathal. He’s dying over there! We’ve‌…‌there must be something we can do.”
But Brice stayed where he was. The tang of blood mixed with the lad’s trace, so close to Cathal, so distracting.
“He’s not screaming now. He’s not moving, just lying in his blood.”
Dead, and his blood gone to waste, soaking into the ground.
The kin stirred. Through the veil of the fence, he felt their agitation, their yearning to leap for the man and take their fill. But something stopped them. Their attention shifted.
“The shades are moving.” Cathal knew this, but he listened to Brice anyway. “I can see them, at the edge of the trees.”
<‍The sun’s setting.‍> Soon the warmth would disappear, and night would fall.
“And the three on the path are closing in, tighter together. They’ve all got weapons. You hear that? They’re firing into the trees. I recognise that sound‌—‌a Neph, right? Like that’s going to do anything. And‌…‌and the shades are rushing out now. The people are panicking. They’re yelling and running. But‌…”
Brice fell silent. Cathal didn’t need words, anyway. He could tell what was happening. He heard the cries that cut off abruptly. He heard the hisses of victory emerging from the throats of the kin, even from this distance.
And he smelt the blood. He pulled in air, breathing deep, as if savouring that wonderful taste, the warmth as he imagined oxygen-rich haemoglobin hitting the back of his throat, the coppery tang and the wonderful bitter aftertaste.
But there was blood closer, flowing through Brice’s arteries. It called to him.
Cathal pushed against the tree and got to his feet. The lad was next to him, close enough to touch. Close enough to taste.
“Cathal? What’s up?”
He shook his head. <‍Just…‍> But he couldn’t find the words. He swallowed drool. And Brice reached out, a hand landing on Cathal’s shoulder.
It would be so easy to grab that wrist, to pull Brice in and‌…
No!
<‍I need to go.‍>
Cathal threw himself away from the tree and ran.






Murdoch rubbed his hands together, and he beamed. “I think that went pretty well.”
“It was a slaughter.”
The only good thing about what Ryann had just witnessed was its brevity, but that did little to make up for the sickening violence. Her hands gripped the edge of the desk, her knuckles white. She closed her eyes, trying to stop the shaking.
“It was quick and effective.” He raised an eyebrow. “I thought you’d appreciate a lack of suffering, even in those things you call shades?”
“I don’t appreciate unnecessary violence.”
“Unnecessary? But how else were we to take back Haven? I don’t recall you negotiating when you were so desperate to escape.”
Of course she hadn’t. The shades didn’t listen to reason. They were mindless. No, that wasn’t quite right. They had minds, but they were driven by their desires. They were animals.
Even though they had once been people. Like Cathal.
“Why do you need Haven back?” she said eventually.
“Why did we need Haven in the first place?”
That caught her off-guard. “But‌…‌you can’t go ahead with the mining. What if there are more shades running around. The risk would be far too high.”
“The issue is not the risks, but how they are managed. And I’d hope it would be clear that we have a very effective way of neutralising this particular risk.”
“But those things are killers! What if‌…‌what if the markers don’t work, or someone forgets to alter someone’s lattice?”
“Have you been paying attention?” Murdoch held up a hand, then raised a finger. “First, the markers work. The NeoGen’s lattices aren’t simply enhanced, they’re totally recoded, and the response to markers is a fundamental aspect of that coding.” He raised another finger. “Second, there are always robust checks on those working anywhere near the NeoGens, and these will only become more stringent as my girls take on more work.” A third finger. “And you’re forgetting those tests back on Metis. My girls can think for themselves. They’re not automatic killers. Even if someone had no marker, they are safe so long as they cause no problems.”
Ryann raised four fingers, her nails broken, her skin lined and pale. “But fourth, mistakes can‌—‌and will‌—‌happen. The shades were your work, and look how they turned out. There’s no way you can guarantee these new monstrosities are safe.”
Murdoch breathed out, a long sigh that blew air onto her face. Then he shook his head, his eyes half-closing. “There’s no pleasing you, is there, Harris?” The corners of his mouth turned up, raised in a half-smile.
Cathal used to do the same, in private. But from him, it was a friendly gesture. From Murdoch, it was condescending. Murdoch treated her as if she were a child.
But she wasn’t a child. She’d seen some of her best friends killed. She’d made a stand, and had fought shades. She’d put her life on the line for those she cared about.
And he was a weasel from Kaiahive.
“Is that what you’re trying to do?” she said, “Trying to please me?”
He looked her up and down, pausing before responding. “It would make things a lot easier if you were more accepting,” he eventually said.
“Easier for me, or for you?”
“Why can’t it be both?”
“Because you don’t care for anyone but yourself.”
That came out like a petty argument, and Ryann regretted the words. They made her appear childish, and she understood how he was manipulating her‌—‌the pleasantries, and the way he answered questions with other questions. He gave the appearance of openness, but told her nothing. And he’d slipped beneath her defences, pushing her to give him some true emotion.
“But I’ve treated you well. I’ve not harmed you, Harris.”
She laughed. “You locked me up‌—‌and don’t give me that crap about quarantine being for my own good. You take my friends away. You tell me nothing. And now you drag me back down to Haven and expect me to be thankful to you?”
He breathed heavily, and there was a moment when his jaw set rigid. But he recovered, speaking quietly. “You can’t see it now, maybe, but I have been good to you. There are many who wanted you and the others killed, but I argued against them. And quarantine has been for your own safety. Once the story started spreading that Haven was wiped out by a pathogen, we had to protect you. I had to protect you. Harris‌—‌Ryann. Someone like you doesn’t deserve to be in this situation. You deserve a role worthy of your skills. People look up to you, Ryann. They listen to you. You would be such an asset to the project.”
And there it was. Murdoch wanted her to believe in this project because it would make him look good. If he could convince her that the NeoGens were safe, then others would be convinced too.
She shook her head. “I can’t be bought. If people trust me, it’s because I do what I feel is right.”
“And accepting the NeoGens is right.”
She shook her head again. “They used to be people, until you tampered with them. You opened them up and turned them into something else.”
“Yes.” There was a spark in his eyes now, and he brought his hands wide. “Just as this company made you something else. Tell me, what were you before you joined Kaiahive? What were you like before we enhanced your lattice? Every single advance in medical science turns people into something else. Something better.”
He was passionate‌—‌she’d give him that much. He continued, gesturing to the screen. “Just look at what my girls achieved in a few short minutes. Haven was teeming with undesirables, with threats to everyday people. It was a cesspit. Any normal force going in would have suffered casualties. We would have lost good people. The way things stood, we might not even have won. But with only ten NeoGens, we succeeded. Those unwanted experiments have been ended. Harris, don’t you see? This,” and he once more waved his arms at the wall screens, “this is the future.”
“That doesn’t make it right. And those things are still monsters, regardless of how they started. They are abominations.” Murdoch shook his head, but Ryann wasn’t finished yet. “You turned them into machines. Don’t you see that? This isn’t an improvement. This isn’t an advance. This is‌…‌is slavery. You call the shades your subjects, and you’re right. But these NeoGens are too. They might be ‘improved’, but they’re still your subjects‌—‌beholden to you, controlled by you. They have no life of their own. They…”
The sound of his hand slamming onto the desk stunned Ryann into silence. And when he spoke, his voice was loud and angry. “Enough! Cut the bleeding-heart crap, Harris! Look to the bigger picture. This isn’t about a few people, it’s about everyone. It’s about the survival of us all.” He took a breath, his face red. He was close enough that his warm, musty breath brushed her cheeks. “You’re not looking big enough,” he said, his voice quiet, almost pleading.
Then he turned. “Look.” He tapped a console, and the screen showed a single image now. The label at the base read ‘NG1’, so Ryann assumed she was looking through the eyes of a NeoGen, one of Murdoch’s girls. And they were all female. Ryann couldn’t believe that was down to chance.
The image showed some of the others. Ryann had no idea which ones, because they all appeared alike‌—‌grey skin covered by the same uniforms, all of them stained with darker patches, surely blood. There were three on the screen, and they were‌…‌they were tidying up.
She recognised the room as the rec hall, but it was a total mess. Tables and chairs had been tossed around, many of them broken. The games table lay in half, and the sofa by the large screen was shredded, foam littering the floor.
The NeoGens were stacking the broken furniture to one side, as neatly as possible. One of them snapped a lone leg off a table-top and placed both items gently down before turning to the wall screen. It was webbed with cracks, and half of it was hanging loose. The NeoGen grabbed this part and pulled, easing it off the wall. Not yanking it, but moving gently so that it came away with minimal damage.
They were tidying, and they were being careful.
“They are not simple killers,” Murdoch said. “Yes, they have strength, but that strength can be used for far more than ending lives.” He reached a hand up, resting it on the screen, where one of the NeoGens was bagging all the loose material from the sofa. “How can you call such perfect beings abominations?”
Ryann stared at the scene. They could be regular people, if she ignored the size and the grey colour, and the inhuman faces. They could be regular people, working together to make things better.
And Ryann swallowed.






Brice didn’t follow Cathal. Even if he could catch up, Cathal was too strong to stop. Best to let him get whatever it was out of his system.
Instead, Brice focused on the other side of the fence. The light was fading fast, but he could still see the three corpses, their bodies discarded after the shades had feasted. The lone man, the one who had approached the fence, lay undisturbed in a dark patch of his own blood.
Something else caught his eye, in the trees to the left of the path. A figure emerged, easing round a boulder and approaching the fallen trio. Brice guessed, from the way she moved, that the figure was female, but she was small, maybe a child.
She darted across to the bodies and crouched down, touching each in turn, one hand placed against their heads, or maybe their necks. She moved round all three quickly then stood, wiped her hand down one leg. She glanced around before following the path, round the bend and out of sight.
Brice walked to the fence, past the point where Cathal had collapsed. A few steps, and he had to stretch his neck to see the thick cable at the top of it. A couple more, and he reached out, curling his fingers round the cold links.
Fences were designed to keep things out, or to keep them in. But how much of a barrier was this one? It would be easy for Brice to scale‌—‌and if he could climb it, a shade would have no problem. And yet those on the far side had seemed reluctant to even approach it.
He started to climb, a part of him expecting pain. He glanced around, wondering who or what was watching.
But nothing stopped him, and within a couple of minutes he sat atop the fence, one leg on either side of the thick cable that ran along the top. It felt warm, and it vibrated‌—‌power of some kind, but it clearly wasn’t affecting Brice.
He climbed down. Then he walked away from the fence, toward the fallen man.
His trace grew stronger as Brice approached‌—‌cold and still, but clearer, as were the traces of his companions further along the path. Brice turned to the trees, and felt the traces of the shades who had been watching this man.
Then he turned, back to the fence. Cathal’s trace was there, but it was faint, and Brice lost it as it moved away into the trees. It was as indistinct as the traces on this side of the fence had been, before he climbed.
So the fence blocked signals. That must mean it interfered with lattices.
That was a leap of logic, but it made sense. And it led to more speculation‌—‌the fence, or the power running through that throbbing cable, was the true barrier here. That was why both the man and Cathal had collapsed. And the shades‌—‌Cathal had said they possessed some kind of lattice, so they were affected too.
But Brice’s messed-up lattice must be too embedded or something. Just as the shades didn’t ‘see’ him, so this fence didn’t stop him.
Brice might have been totally wrong about this, but he’d go with it for the moment.
He reached the fallen man. There were still damp lines of blood on the man’s face, from ears, nose, mouth and eyes. His eyes were open and unmoving, and when Brice checked‌—‌because he felt that he should‌—‌there was no pulse.
His weapon lay an arm’s reach away, and Brice picked it up. It was an Ambrus, but an old one, the barrel scarred and the stock dented. When he checked the chamber, the ragged movement spoke of wear and tear inside.
Brice dropped it. He’d rather rely on his wits and his knives than a damaged weapon.
He walked on, to the man’s companions. Their throats were ragged bloody holes, and if that mysterious girl had been checking them for pulses, it was no wonder she had to wipe her hand afterwards. Not that there was any need to check.
The place stunk of dead meat, a combination of the rancid odour of the shades and the sickly smell of fresh blood. Brice stood and walked away, along the path.
Following the girl’s trace.
It was slight, with none of the vibrancy he’d expect. But it was enough for Brice to follow. The path forked, and her trace turned right, taking the trail into the trees. She used a torch in the darkness of the forest‌—‌he could make out the bobbing glow ahead. As he sped up, gaining on her, he saw how she angled the beam to the ground. Brice imagined the light wasn’t to show her the way‌—‌he got the impression she knew exactly where she was going‌—‌but to guard against tripping over roots.
He was close enough to see the way she moved now, and he knew she wasn’t a young girl. She was maybe closer to his own age. And she was confident. When the path reached a small rock wall, she climbed with ease. And she didn’t even look up to check on the shades that walked through the forest.
She didn’t bother them, and they appeared to ignore her. Interesting, but Brice wouldn’t worry about that at the moment.
The path she trod came to a small clearing, bordered on one side by a higher rock wall. A trickle of water cascaded down into a pool, the moon’s reflection rippling on the surface. The ground was rocky, with clumps of foliage, but there was a clear path running past the pool, hugging the rock, then continuing into the trees.
The shades held back, Brice noted. He wondered if that was something to do with the three men who now watched the woman approaching.
They were positioned on a wide ledge, about five metres up. Two of them sat, but the third stood, peering out into the trees, looking through some kind of object that Brice vaguely recognised from training. Oculars. Pre-lattice tech.
They wore hooded garments that hid their whole bodies, making it tricky for Brice to judge their builds, but the one standing had a confident pose. They each had a loose-fitting belt around their hips, displaying holstered weapons that had seen better days. From the size, Brice judged them to be Prebens, but he couldn’t be sure.
The woman didn’t seem to notice the men‌—‌either that, or she was no more concerned by them than she was by the shades. She crouched at the edge of the pool, cupping her hands to scoop up water, then splashing it over her face.
The standing man nudged his colleagues with a foot and pointed to the woman. They grinned, teeth bright in the moonlight, and their eyes grew wide. The standing man drew his Preben and jerked his head to the other two. They stood and climbed down, quickly and quietly.
Brice shuffled closer.
“Well, well,” one of them said, his voice deep and menacing, “the little fairy’s come to visit.”
“Bit late for you, isn’t it, girly?”
The men stood with their arms folded, barring the girl’s way. To one side was the cliff, and to the other the ground was uneven and marshy.
She stood, facing them. “I’ve got a message,” she said in a quiet voice. “For Spark.”
“Yeah?” said the first man. He tilted his head back, and in the shadow of his hood Brice saw a deep, red scar running down the side of his face. “You want to give old Sparky something?” There was an ugly leer in his voice.
“It’s important,” the girl said. “It’s about the ones who tried to escape.”
Scar snorted. “You going to tell Spark they made it?”
The girl shook her head.
“Thought not. Said they left it too late, didn’t I?” he said, turning to his bulky colleague. “Bloody fools to even try. But that close to nightfall? Doubt they even got to the fence.”
“That’s what I want to tell Spark about.” The girl stood straight, even though she barely came up to Scar’s chin. And his colleague was even larger. He folded his arms, and Brice clearly saw how muscular his arms were.
“Tell you what,” Scar said, “you tell us, and we’ll pass the message on. How’s that sound?”
She shook her head. “I’d prefer to tell him myself. There’s‌…‌there’s complications.”
Scar turned to Muscles again, then back to the girl. “Complications? You making out we can’t cope with a complicated message? What, you think we’re thick or something? That what you’re saying?”
She shook her head more vigorously. “No, no. Nothing like that. I just‌—‌if he has questions, it’s better if I’m there. I might forget something important if I tell you, and then‌…‌well, it’ll be better if I see him myself.”
Scar nodded. “Suppose that makes sense. Little thing like you, can’t expect you to remember everything.” He nudged his colleague. “So what d’you reckon? We let her see the boss?”
Muscles shrugged. “Might be a toll, like.” His voice was surprisingly light, almost effeminate. “We need payment for climbing down, don’t we?”
Scar stepped towards the girl, who stood her ground with only a slight tremor in her legs. “My pal here has a point. You’ve put us out, girly. Makes sense that you give us something for our trouble.”
“I‌…‌I don’t have anything.”
Scar’s head dipped down, then rose back to her face. The red mark on the side of his face creased up as his mouth broke into a leer. “Oh, I can think of something.” He reached forward, and although she flinched, she didn’t step back. He pushed the hood from her head, revealing a pretty face with small features and short hair. Her jaw was set defiantly firm, and she met his eyes with impressive determination.
Muscles reached for the jacket she wore. She backed away, pulling her arms up to protect herself.
Brice eased round the boulder, ready for the inevitable attack. The thugs were tough, but this girl wouldn’t go down without a fight.
The shades in the trees must have read the situation, too. Brice felt them shuffling closer, but they didn’t step into the clearing yet. The watcher on the ledge swung his Preben lazily, ready to take a shot at anything that moved.
“Just let me see Spark,” the girl said.
“After we take our toll.”
Scar lunged forward with a grunt. One hand found the girl’s shoulder, and he gripped hard, pulling her towards him. Her gasp was sharp, and Scar laughed. But Brice saw a flash of metal, and the thug’s laugh turned to a yell. He backed away, clutching his arm.
The girl stood side-on, legs bent, with the knife extended before her. “Stay away from me!”
The shades in the trees shifted, and blood darkened Scar’s sleeve. He cursed.
“Company!” That was the man on the ledge. He jerked his weapon round, aiming into the trees, finger resting on the trigger. “Get back up here before they attack.”
Scar grabbed his arm. “You’re gonna pay for that.” He gave Muscles a look, and the big man swung his fist. The girl staggered against the rock, dropping the knife, and Muscles leaped, pinning her to the cliff.
He grunted, doubling over as she planted her knee in his groin. But he didn’t let her go. She squirmed. With a yell, he brought his head forward, smashing it into her face.
Scar was already by her side, arms reaching round to pull apart her jacket. “Yeah, I like ‘em feisty,” he said.
Brice couldn’t stop himself. He ran up behind Muscles, driving a foot into the back of a knee as he grabbed and twisted. The big man tumbled to one side. Brice turned, slamming an elbow into Scar’s face.
Brice analysed in a glance‌—‌the uneven ground, the slope down to the pool, the ledge that stuck out above them. Scar on the ground, torn cloth in both hands. The girl, eyes wide in shock. And Muscles charging in, head down.
Stupid move.
Brice sidestepped, bringing a knee up to meet Muscle’s face. He followed through with a kick to the man’s stomach, hearing the man crash to the ground as Brice spun to face Scar.
He’d pushed himself to his feet. One hand reached for the gun on his hip, but Brice grabbed the man’s wrist. He pulled sharply, then drove Scar’s arm back, the elbow smashing into rock with a satisfying crunch. Brice let go with one hand and brought that up, fingers gripping tight into Scar’s neck, finding the windpipe and squeezing.
Scar made a kind of whimpering noise. Brice pushed him against the cliff, his free hand sliding to his own belt.
A panicked voice came down from above. “What’s going on?”
There was a soft thud of a Preben being fired, and something in the forest rustled. If the watcher had hit a shade, it would only excite the others more.
Scar took the opportunity, and brought a fist round for a kidney punch. Brice shifted, the punch missing, but Scar squirmed from his grasp, and with a foul-smelling shout the thug slammed into Brice.
Brice’s arm shifted, and the knife ran deep across the man’s side, slicing through clothing to find flesh. The shout became a roar of pain, and Brice twisted one foot, bringing it round to trip the man, using his momentum to send him down the slope and into the pool.
The water turned dark as blood flowed from the wound, and the shades hissed loudly. One of them jumped onto a boulder, arms out, jaws dripping drool.
The watcher on the ledge found his mark, and as the gun fired the shade spun backwards, disappearing from view.
More blood.
“We need to get out of here,” Brice said to the girl as he pointed along the cliff-face.
She ran fast. That was good, because already there were more shades. The Preben cracked again and again, and Brice heard and felt shades fall. But more took their place. He heard a splash as one‌—‌or more‌—‌leapt into the pool, and their traces throbbed vividly as they bit down into Scar’s flesh to drink his blood.
The girl bounded over the rough ground, using hands when she needed, and they were almost at the tree-line when the shade jumped out at them.
It slammed into her, knocking her to the ground. He saw claws in the moonlight, and heard her yell as it grasped hold of her. It hissed, and Brice knew it smelt blood where those claws dug into the girl’s shoulder.
It twisted its head, like it was unsure what to do. Like it didn’t know what it held.
Brice reacted instinctively, jumping and thrusting his knife down, driving the point into the back of the thing’s neck. He grabbed the beast as he hit it, then yanked the knife out. As warm liquid splattered his face, he stabbed down again, twisting the blade, widening the wound.
It howled in agony, and thrashed about with both arms. At least that meant it let go of the girl. But she was still trapped underneath it. Those claws could still do damage.
Brice clung on the bucking beast and stabbed down repeatedly. Other shades drifted closer, but they seemed unsure of what was happening, of why one of their own was being destroyed like this.
Because Brice was destroying it. With each stab of the knife, with each twist of the blade, he was working his way into the thing’s neck, severing whatever connected its mind to its body. The shade thrashed, then twitched. The angry hiss morphed into a cry of pain that faded away.
And then it was done. The shade lay motionless.
Brice climbed off, kicked it to one side, and pulled the girl to her feet. She gasped for air, and stumbled for a moment. She glanced down at the lifeless shade, then at Brice. Her mouth opened, and he leaned in to hear what she had to say.
But no words came forth. She looked around once more, and then ran into the forest.
Sensible, Brice thought as he raced after her.






After about fifteen minutes of running, the girl stopped. She rested one hand on a tree trunk and the other on her chest, doubling over and breathing fast.
Brice let her catch her breath, while he closed his eyes for a moment and slowed his heart. His leg muscles throbbed, almost pleasantly, but there were cuts on his hands and face from some of the branches and spiky plants they’d passed.
“You okay?” he said eventually, because someone had to say something.
She nodded, standing up straight and looking to her shoulder. Moonlight filtered through the trees‌—‌she’d been running practically blind, and he was amazed she hadn’t fallen. But now she patted the pockets of her jacket and brought out a small light.
Her wound was only superficial, and had already stopped bleeding. She rotated her shoulder, and although she winced, she seemed to have full movement.
“First time one of them has grabbed me.” There was an undertow of annoyance in her voice, and she clicked her tongue. “Should’ve seen it coming.”
“It got lucky.”
She nodded, then looked at Brice. “Guess I did too. Thanks.”
He shrugged. “Couldn’t leave you there.”
“But you didn’t have to get involved.”
“Those thugs needed to be taught some manners. You’d think, with these shades roaming the place, they’d be a bit more considerate.”
She seemed confused, then said, “You mean the demons? Shades. Yeah, couple of the others call them shades. What tribe are you from?”
“Tribe?”
“Hmmm.” She eyed him up and down. He didn’t interrupt her thoughts‌—‌let her talk, and he might learn something. “Not from close by. Attacking Spark’s men like that‌—‌bound to cause problems. Siren’s not going to be happy. But you’re new, right? When did you get here?”
“Earlier today. Dusk.”
“Today? Didn’t know we’d had a drop”
“Drop?”
“The way they brought you in.”
“Nobody brought me. I walked.”
She laughed. “Right! The fence just opened up for you!”
He shook his head. “I climbed it.”
Her mouth opened and closed wordlessly, and her brow furrowed. “You don’t have a lattice?”
“It’s complicated,” he said, then, because she looked like she needed more, “It started playing up a few months ago. It’s changed quite a bit.”
Or maybe it’s stayed the same and I’ve changed, he thought. But he couldn’t say that. Instead, he thought about how the shades appeared to ignore her.
“What about your lattice?” he asked.
She shrugged. “It’s there, but it never took.” She seemed more at ease now, ready to talk. “They say it happens, but it’s incredibly rare. Whatever they tried, it didn’t activate or something. Doesn’t do me any harm, so they left it in place.” Then she grinned. “But it means I can climb the fence too.”
“And avoid the shades‌…‌the demons.”
“Seems that way.” She thought for a moment. “Same with you?”
“Think we figured it out, me and a friend,” and he supposed that was as good a way of describing Cathal as any. “They see through their senses, but they’re highly attuned to lattices. But with me‌—‌and probably with you‌—‌they kind of detect us as being there, but the lack of obvious lattice means we confuse them. They’re not that smart, so they choose to ignore us.” He shrugged. “That’s the best we could come up with.”
It was different with the infected. They could ‘see’ Brice just fine. And they could suss clearly, too.
That was when Brice realised he hadn’t heard any sussing‌—‌or anything more personal‌—‌from the three men at the cliff.
“But what about others round here? Their lattices have been altered, right?”
“What makes you say that?”
Had he let too much out? “Just a hunch.”
“Yeah, they’ve been tweaked. Enhancements turned off, everything cut back.”
“But the fence still kills them.” When the girl furrowed her brow, Brice shrugged. “I saw what happened earlier.”
She tilted her body and looked at the pack on his back. “You got oculars in there?”
He shrugged, refusing to answer. He didn’t want to lie, and the truth would lead to more questions. Instead, he grinned, and stuck out his hand. “Anyway, I should probably introduce myself. I’m Brice.”
She took his hand, and hers was warm and small‌—‌petite was the word that came to mind. But she gripped firmly as they shook. It was a signal‌—‌she wasn’t as vulnerable as she appeared. But he already knew that.
“Brice,” she repeated. “Yep, you’re definitely new here. Nobody uses their true names. Something about this being a new start, and all that. Like I’m called Fairy‌—‌which I hate, but when Siren gives you a name, you don’t argue, right? I’m really Deva. Deva Verga.” Then her brow furrowed, and she repeated his name a couple of times. “I’ve heard that name before. Where did you say you were from?”
“I didn’t. I’ve been walking for a while now. Started off from a base called Haven, over to the south. It’s in a basin…”
He trailed off as her mouth opened wide, almost as wide as her eyes. “No way! Haven? Wow‌—‌what are the chances? The two new guys came from Haven. And…” She smiled. “This has to mean something. It’s got to be more than coincidence, right?”
Other two? “You know Haven?”
She nodded vigorously. “Yeah. It’s kind of how I got out here. I‌…‌well, I was a stowaway. Hid in a Hermes, then found a crawl-space in a Proteus. When that landed, I‌…‌I walked off.” She bit her lower lip, and her face flushed.
“Walked off?”
“Didn’t have much choice. The crew on the Proteus, they found me‌—‌had to happen eventually. They let me join them, though, and we headed off into this gully. And those creatures were down there.”
Thoughts converged in Brice’s mind. “The crew‌—‌it landed over the rim, didn’t it? Investigating unfamiliar signals. The commander was‌…” He struggled, then the name came back to him. “Nels. Nels Kollias.” Something else came to him, from when they’d found the Proteus. “You sealed yourself in behind a panel, didn’t you?”
“How…”
“I was on the mission that was sent to look for you. Well, for the crew. We spotted the misplaced panel. They never said anything about a stowaway, though.”
“So you found them? You went into the gully?”
He thought of the pit, and the half-dead bodies. But he couldn’t tell the girl about that. “The storm was too bad. Our commander aborted. We headed home.” And it surprised Brice that he still referred to Haven as home.
“So you never saw them,” she said, her voice filled with sadness. Then she snapped out of it, looking around. The trees were dark, and the night was growing chilly. The leaves overhead rustled as the wind picked up. “But we should go somewhere warm. I’m sure I can get you into the Warren‌—‌at least, I think I can.” She shrugged. “Unless you’d prefer to be out here.”
It didn’t take long to consider his options. He could keep moving through the night‌—‌he’d done that enough times over the last few months‌—‌but it would be good to be inside, if that was what this Warren provided. He hadn’t had a proper roof over his head since leaving the basin.
“Let’s go,” he said. “You lead, I’ll follow.”
But they walked side by side most of the time.






Cathal ran, but the scent of blood clung to him. Or maybe it was a memory of blood, or a yearning for it. Whatever it was, it wouldn’t leave.
He ran through the forest, grabbing trunks as he passed, slamming his body through the undergrowth. His boots pounded on the uneven ground, and more than once he staggered. His muscles burned, but when he concentrated they felt distant, like they weren’t his own. And he panted, drawing in cold air desperately.
He had no idea where he was. He paid no heed to the forest, or the stale traces that blurred around him. He ignored the rustling of branches above. He didn’t turn his head to the rising moon.
Eventually the bloodlust dissipated.
Cathal stopped, resting his back against a moss-covered trunk. His breathing steadied, and his muscles relaxed.
But his mind screamed questions at him, and made all kinds of accusations. Ones he didn’t want to deal with at the moment.
He’d run from Brice. He’d left the lad at the fence. He’d abandoned his crew.
The forest was quiet and still. The moon shone a thin light through the canopy of leaves.
Cathal pushed away from the tree, grunted, and walked back to the fence.
It took a couple of hours to return to the spot where he’d left Brice. In truth, he enjoyed the solitude of the walk. He should have used that time to think, to seriously think about‌…‌well, everything.
But it was easier to simply walk.
Brice was gone.
Cathal followed the lad’s trace, and realised he’d climbed the fence. He pushed harder, just about catching the trace on the far side, but it soon faded.
Brice had left him, then. He’d finally got sick of the stinking beast Cathal had become. He’d finally freed himself from this millstone around his neck.
Good luck to him, Cathal thought. There were kin over the fence, but Brice could cope with them. Cathal wondered if the people over there would be more of a problem.
Knowing guiltily that he should help the lad, Cathal made for the fence. But after a couple of steps, a dull throbbing grew behind his eyes. Cathal gritted his fangs, took another step, and the pain increased.
He couldn’t follow Brice, then. If he approached any closer, the pain would grow, and he’d collapse again. But maybe there was another way.
Cathal stepped away, and the pain subsided. Then he turned, to his left, and walked. He stayed by the trees, occasionally stepping further into the open land leading up to the fence, but every time the throbbing in his head forced him back. He felt the murky presence of kin on the far side, and also the very distance trace of people, but nothing was clear enough to focus on.
He walked for hours. The fence curved round, to Cathal’s right, and he realised that it was not built in a line but in an arc. Maybe a circle. And that meant it was not a simple barrier but that it formed an enclosure.
Cathal’s first thought was of a holding pen. He might have imagined it was for protection, but if kin were inside, who was it protecting? And he still had no idea why there were people in with the kin.
Clouds built overhead, hiding the stars he could no longer see anyway. But he could remember them, and the patterns they made. He used to enjoy the sight of them, back when he’d walk with his crew. A few times he’d sat on landing pads and hold-outs, simply gazing at the night sky.
His older brother taught him how to navigate by the patterns in the stars, and told stories of how they got their names. Later, he told Cathal that the patterns were different all over the universe. The Archer, Cathal’s favourite constellation, only existed from one spot, and that spot was their home. If Cathal was still adamant on leaving the planet‌—‌and he was‌—‌then he would lose this view forever.
His brother had been right. Cathal always meant to request leave, to return home. But there had always been another mission. He wanted to be a commander of a crew. There would be time to visit home later.
But there was no later now. He’d never see the Archer again.
The path was monotonous. Occasionally he’d climb rock, or leap over boulders, but there were always trees. And the unbroken fence to his right.
Cathal broke into a jog. Not the frantic race to escape the bloodlust, but an easy bound, a way to get what blood he still had flowing, a way to escape into exercise.
Then a new trace grew. It was ahead, and as Cathal approached he realised that it wasn’t a new trace at all, but an old one. A very familiar one.
He stopped when it was strongest, by the tree on the edge of the open space. He sensed the trace sliding toward the fence, then over the top.
Cathal was back where he’d started.
His stomach growling, the energy from the caretaker fading fast, Cathal leaned against a tree and sunk to the ground.
The moon arced through the sky. Sometimes its reflected light eked through gaps in clouds, but most of the time it remained hidden.
Traces moved, distant and blurred, on the other side of the fence. They were all from kin. None of them interested Cathal.
One trace seemed stronger, almost familiar, and Cathal thought it was in the trees behind him. But that was ridiculous. There was nobody on this side of the fence. Nobody but Cathal himself, and he was nothing.
The sky grew lighter. Warmth seeped through the cloth binding his body, and Cathal knew he should really move back under cover of the trees. But why should he? It wasn’t like there was anywhere for him to go.
The trace was still behind him, the familiar one. Its persistence told Cathal this wasn’t his imagination playing tricks on him. This wasn’t him losing his mind. This was real.
Slowly‌—‌far too slowly‌—‌he realised who was approaching. And with aching limbs he pushed himself to his feet. He even managed to step away from the tree without collapsing.
As Car drew closer, Cathal turned. <‍This is an unexpected pleasure,‍> he sussed.
<‍Might not be that much of a pleasure, but it’s good to be with you again, Cathal.‍>
There was silence for a moment, then Cathal asked, <‍You came up through the caves?‍>
<‍That was the way your trace went.‍>
<‍Makes sense. Any problems?‍>
<‍Not really. With you and Brice, it was hard to get lost.‍>
<‍So. Take it this isn’t just a social call.‍>
<‍What, not pleased to see me?‍> But Car’s tone was off. His attempt at nonchalance didn’t work.
<‍Tell me.‍>
Car paused.
<‍Tell me,‍> Cathal repeated.
Car took in a breath and let it out slowly. <‍Where to start? Okay. Don’t suppose you’ve heard about Haven. No, of course you haven’t. Unless someone flew in, and I didn’t see any craft leaving. Only the Hermes landing.‍>
<‍What Hermes?‍> Cathal forced himself to stay calm. He gave Car time to gather his thoughts.
Car spoke. He told Cathal how he’d hidden, as close as he dared, in the trees around Haven. He told Cathal about the Hermes landing, and the monsters that ran through Haven.
<‍Grey beasts. They wore clothes, but their hands and heads were bare. And I could feel them, similar to how I feel you. How I felt Ap Owen.‍>
<‍Infected?‍>
<‍No. At least, not like us. Nothing like us.‍>
He continued his tale, of the few kin who tried to escape, and how some of these new beasts cut them down like they were nothing.
<‍It was‌…‌amazing. But in a sickening way, you know? Horrible, but beautiful at the same time. These things had so much control! There were only a handful of them, but they destroyed every living thing in Haven.‍>
<‍Everything? Kin and brothers? And‌…‌and the vessels?‍>
Car nodded. <‍After these grey things had left‌—‌long after‌—‌I checked the place out. There was nothing. Not even any bodies. Those grey things had killed them all, then cleared the whole base.‍>
Something nagged at Cathal. <‍Nyle?‍>
<‍Don’t know if this is good or bad, but he managed to escape. Or he wasn’t there when these things attacked. Found his traces the next day, couple of hours walk out. Fresh trail, right? I followed for a while, figured he was tracking you. But he travelled slowly. I remembered what you’d said about the waterfall, and how Brice wanted to get to the start of things. So I took a short cut, got in front. But I’m pretty sure they’re both still following.‍>
<‍Both?‍>
<‍Nyle and Ap Owen. They’re together now. Don’t know what to make of that.‍>
Cathal knew Car was keeping his anger in control, and knew he should feel anger himself. But Ap Owen had made his decision. It was out of Cathal’s hands. It was what it was.
<‍Brice around?‍> Car asked.
<‍He’s gone over that thing,‍> and Cathal jerked his head toward the fence.
<‍You didn’t follow?‍>
Cathal’s first thought was to let Car approach, then pull him back as soon as the headaches started. But he couldn’t treat a friend like that. And it was less effort to simply tell him anyway.
<‍So there’s no way in?‍> Car said, once Cathal had filled him in. <‍No gate or anything?‍>
<‍Nothing.‍> Cathal sighed. <‍There’s nothing more to do. Might as well sit here and‌…‌and wait for Nyle and Ap Owen to turn up.‍> A thought came to him. <‍Brice wanted to face Shaela to get it over with. Reckon I’m ready to do the same with Nyle.‍>
<‍You think we can take him?‍>
<‍No idea.‍> Cathal sighed. <‍But I want this over with.‍>






“We’re not running a bloody day-care here, Fairy!”
When the woman spoke, spittle flew, dotting Brice’s face. She glared at him, but he stood firm‌—‌this woman wanted to see weakness, so that was the one thing he could not give her.
“I thought he’d be useful.” Deva’s voice was quiet, soon lost in this large cavern. “You should’ve seen him fight, Siren. And he killed a demon!”
The woman‌—‌Siren‌—‌grunted, lip turning up in a sneer. “Yet we found no weapons on him, apart from these things.” She held up his two knives, still in their sheathes.
Brice had been forced to hand them in, after Deva had led him round the back of a thorny bush by a rock-face, and into the cave the foliage hid. She’d whispered a code-word, and a metal door had swung open. The two people behind it, one male, one female, both armed and looking like they wanted to shoot something to relieve their boredom, let them in.
Once the door was shut and bolted, one of them searched Brice and removed his knives. They didn’t want Deva to take him to Siren, though. They argued that the woman wouldn’t be happy.
And they were right.
“He used one of the knives,” Deva said. “And he beat Spark’s men.”
“Which is why we don’t want him here. What do you think Spark’s going to do now, you stupid girl? You think you’re going to get another chance to plant that thing? Well?”
Brice heard Deva shuffling. Siren placed her hands on her hips, and the light-source that emanated from the ground beneath her‌—‌the only light in the whole cavern‌—‌made her loom large.
Brice focused on the dark edges of the cavern, paying attention to the four armed watchers.
“Pathetic,” she spat, and walked round Brice, assessing him with a sneer as she continued to berate Deva. “You and Bug swore you could get in there, and that I’d be listening in to Spark’s private conversations by now. But no. Instead, you bring me news that two of his men are dead, and that you’ve brought the one responsible into the Warren, like Spark’s not going to have a problem with that. What were you thinking?”
The woman breathed heavily, her lower jaw jutted forward. She wore a vest top, and her skin glistened with sweat.
She was muscular, and Brice was sure she could take care of herself. He wouldn’t expect her to fight fair, either.
“So, you.” She prodded his chest with the end of a sheath, hard enough that he took a step back. “You enjoy killing? Is that it? You had fun offing Spark’s men?”
She so clearly wanted a reaction, so Brice forced himself to stay calm. “Technically, the shades‌—‌the things you call demons‌—‌did the killing. I just assisted.” He kept his voice low, more to avoid echoes than anything else. His lips were the only part of him to move.
“Shades. Interesting.” She said that word like it was contaminated. “I’m not sure that describes them adequately, but it tells me a great deal about you. Let’s see if I have this.” She held up a hand, raising fingers as she made her points. Her nails were broken and stained. “You’re from Haven. You didn’t escape when the others flew off. You’ve somehow survived, with the demons‌—‌sorry, shades‌—‌roaming free, for a few months. And you work for Kaiahive.” Four fingers pointed to the blackness above. “How did I do?”
Brice gave a slight nod. “Mostly accurate.”
“Mostly?”
“I’m pretty sure the company have torn me from their books by now.” He shrugged, risking a smile. “Four months without doing any work for them won’t do much for my pension.”
Her mouth clenched tighter. Her face was all angles‌—‌possibly attractive in a certain light, but the way she held it now was too harsh, too hostile.
Her eyes darted over his shoulder. He heard movement, and focused. One person, one of the watchers from the shadows, approached.
“You always this confident?” The corners of her mouth turned up in something between a smile and a sneer. Then her voice rose. “Tell me, Fairy‌—‌he hesitate at all when he helped you?”
“He was quick.” There was an upturn at the end of that sentence, like Deva was looking for approval. “He was there before I knew what was happening. But that’s good, right? We can use someone that fast.”
“So he rushed in to save you.” Siren started circling Brice again, waving his sheathed knife about as she talked. “And then‌—‌if this is not some figment of your fevered imagination‌—‌he kills a demon when it attacks you. Which,” and she paused, her voice bouncing back as if demanding she continue, “we both know doesn’t happen. The demons ignore you‌—‌so how the hells did one attack you?”
“It‌…‌it grabbed me by accident, I think.”
“Think?” Siren snorted. “Can’t see how you were thinking at all, Fairy. He doesn’t ask questions. He doesn’t say who he is.” Her breath was hot on the back of his neck. “But he works for the same company who dumped us here. He works for the ones who set those demons loose. And you, stupid girl, bring him right into the heart of the Warren.”
There was no softness in her voice, each word spat out, quiet but perfectly aimed‌—‌for Deva’s ears, but also for Brice’s. Especially for Brice’s. She wanted his attention.
Behind him, Brice heard the rustling of fabric, then the unmistakable sound of metal sliding from a soft sheath. Then a footstep.
He focused, and heard the controlled breathing of the attacker behind him. He heard boots sliding across rock.
Siren’s eyes flickered over his shoulder again, and her head dipped in the slightest of nods.
Brice spun, stepping back. Metal glinted, and he sucked in air as an arm brushed his stomach.
His attacker was small, and wore a mask that covered his face. He held a knife in each hand, and his forearms were covered in some kind of metal plates.
The man swung, but Brice was ready. He stepped closer, grabbing the approaching arm even as he brought his elbow up sharply into the man’s face. There was a crunch, and a grunt, and Brice held the arm firmly as he twisted, pulling the man off-balance. The grunt became a yell as Brice jerked the arm down and brought up his knee. The man’s bone cracked. The knife clattered on rock.
Brice stepped away.
The attacker stared at Brice, then those eyes flicked to Siren, and the masked head nodded. The man backed off, holding one arm tight against their chest.
“You’re right, Fairy,” Sired said, to one side of Brice. “He is quick.” Once again her eyes travelled his body. “Enhanced?”
“Once.” He relaxed his body as the attacker returned to the shadows.
“No more?”
“It’s complicated.”
“Complicated. As if anything is ever easy. So tell me, what now? You’ve caused me problems with Spike, and you’ve wormed your way into the Warren. By rights, I should have killed you the moment you came to me.”
“But you didn’t.”
“Doesn’t mean you’re safe. You might have beaten one man with a knife, but can you escape three men with guns?”
He stared at her, refusing to show fear at her threat. And a look of amusement crossed her face.
“What’s your game? What’s in this for you?”
“I just did what I felt I had to do,” he said. He shrugged‌—‌what more could he add?
“Very noble. But while your little act of bravery was enough to fool our weak little Fairy, it doesn’t convince me.” She stopped rounding Brice and stared at him, arms crossed. “You’re fast enough to know what you’re doing. And your strength and control tell me you’re enhanced, even if you lie about that.”
She circled him again, then yelled into the darkness, “Get me Axe.”
A door clicked open, and Brice heard muttering in the distance. Then the door slammed shut, and footsteps echoed across the cavern.
The man must have been Axe. He was large, muscle rather than fat. He had a full beard and long, wild hair. His eyes were cold as they bore into Brice.
And he held a Charon, the warmth reaching out to Brice. The tiny flame flickered at the end of the barrel, and the man’s finger rested on the trigger, ready to release the jet of gas that would burn everything in its path.
“Who’s this runt?” His voice was deep and harsh, filled with hatred.
“Might be useful, might need incinerating,” Siren said. “But for now, I want him detained.”
The one called Axe nodded, never breaking Brice’s gaze.
“And if he wants to live, he’ll come quietly.” Then she moved her head in closer, and Brice could feel her musty breath in his ear. “Because you really don’t want to get on the wrong side of Axe.”






Even though Cathal repeated that there was no way through the fence, Car wanted to investigate. And it didn’t take long for Cathal to give in.
They walked at a safe distance from the fence. For most of the time they were silent, and Cathal was fine with this. There was nothing to talk about, anyway. And the stillness of the night was comforting. There were no stray kin around. Even other creatures, warths and insects and small rodents, seemed to stay away from the fence. There were only the trees and plants, and Cathal and Car.
No Ap Owen. No Brice.
But so many others were missing. Ryann, Keelin, Tris. His old crew. His family.
So much suffering. Perhaps it would have been better if that thing in the cave had killed Cathal rather than infecting him. At least then he’d be at peace.
<‍We need to have a break,‍> Car said, stopping and shrugging the pack off his back. He opened it up, and Cathal was conscious of the cold, clinical presence of blood-packs. Car held two in his hands. <‍You want one?‍>
<‍I’m good.‍>
<‍Still limiting yourself?‍>
<‍Something like that.‍>
Car shrugged. <‍Suit yourself. But if Nyle catches up, you’re going to want your strength.‍>
<‍We can take him.‍> But, even to Cathal, those words had no conviction.
Car slurped from the blood pack, the coppery aroma making Cathal drool. Oh, for a sip of fresh blood. Oh, to sink his fangs into flesh, driving down to where blood vessels flowed, the heavy ones that pumped hard. To feel the lukewarm fluid splashing against the back of his throat, and the energy running down inside.
He turned away. <‍Just pacing myself,‍> he told nobody in particular.
Cathal stood, walked to the edge of the trees. This place was like a natural landing pad, with a rocky platform surrounded by trees, and Cathal rested a hand against the cold stone. He ran his fingers over the gritty surface, recalling the nights spent camping with his brother. The woods back home had outcrops similar to this, and they always set up camp close to one. Then they’d climb to the top with a hot drink and watch the stars.
He raised his face to the sky and breathed in the cool air. He listened to the wind rushing through the trees.
There was a rumble, almost a drone. Cathal knew it wasn’t natural.
Car must have heard it too, because he was beside Cathal in a single bound. <‍Something’s flying in,‍> he sussed. <‍Sounds big. Possibly a Hermes. It’s coming from‌…‌from the basin.‍>
<‍From Haven.‍> Cathal thought of what Car had told him, of the grey beasts that had overtaken the base.
They stood in silence as the soft rumbling grew into the familiar throbbing of a Hermes’ engines. Car suggested they move back, into the protection of the trees.
The craft came closer, and it turned on a light, one of the aft spots. The warmth washed over Cathal, filtered by the trees. The Hermes’ engines gave a whine as it hovered.
Then it descended. Cathal knew enough to tell its movements from sound alone‌—‌the clicking as it fired balancing shots, the whoosh of expelled air as the hydraulic anti-grav engaged, just for a couple of seconds. The whine increased in pitch, passing from hearing‌—‌although Cathal still sensed it in other ways, could still feel the waves passing through the air‌—‌and the Hermes landed softly. There was a soft crunch, a final whine, and then the noise settled into a background hum.
<‍Let’s investigate‍> Car motioned toward the trees that grew by the cliff, high enough to see onto the rock plateau above.
Cathal followed as Car climbed until they were level with the rock platform. The plateau was large, but so was the Hermes, and it took up most of the space. Fuel and burnt ozone hung in the air, but the engines had stopped.
<‍Hatch.‍> Car pointed. <‍Opening.‍>
It was. Not the main hatch, but the smaller service one, near the aft, starboard side, just by the engine casings. A buzzing sound accompanied the ramp as it descended, followed by metal echoing as a figure stepped from the hatch.
<‍It’s one of them,‍> Car sussed. <‍One of the things that attacked Haven.‍>
The thing walked down to the rock, and then paused. Cathal focused. It smelt like nothing he’d encountered, but there was familiarity‌—‌a hint of the kin, maybe, or a touch of human. He pushed, intrigued. The thing’s trace was strong, no doubt about that, and there was a taste of intelligence. And‌…‌and a feeling of resistance.
<‍It’s trying to reach out,‍> he said, knowing that didn’t quite fit. But he felt something reaching for his mind, for his presence. <‍That thing can read our traces.‍>
The thing looked into the trees, to where Cathal and Car hid. It tilted its head a fraction, and its snout twitched. Cathal could hear its breathing, or maybe he imagined he did. Slow, steady. In control. And excited.
<‍Don’t move,‍> Car said, and Cathal’s muscles tensed. He held his breath and tried to empty his mind.
The creature took a step forward, then another. Then it paused. It remained motionless, as still as a statue.
Cathal’s mouth was dry. His head throbbed, a pulsing that he first thought was blood, but it was at a different beat. He focused on that throbbing, and he channelled his discomfort, forming a wall in his mind.
Or something like that. He’d done this before, but he couldn’t quite remember when, or how. But he had to keep that thing from entering his mind.
He was vaguely aware of Car’s voice, but it was now distant, muffled. Like it was trying to pass through thick water that solidified into ice, hard and impenetrable. The voice faded. Everything faded.
A part of Cathal still felt the tree around him, still felt the air reaching through his coverings and entering the pores in his skin. He still knew where he was. He still had control.
But a greater part of him, the part that mattered, was locked inside.
The creature by the Hermes remained still for maybe a minute. Then it turned. It walked slowly away, making a circuit of the craft, before ascending the ramp. The hatch sealed behind it, and the ramp slid back into the body of the craft.
Car shook Cathal, one hand gripping his arm.
Cathal let the barrier inside fall.
<‍You okay?‍>
Was he? <‍Fine.‍> He nodded to Car. <‍Let’s get down.‍>
Car didn’t need telling twice. He practically jumped to the ground, grabbing branches to slow his descent. Cathal followed, climbing. When he reached the ground, Car was pacing, his hands twitching, his claws clicking.
<‍It felt us,‍> he said. <‍It was in our minds. That means it knows we’re here.‍> He looked up, and swung an arm, violently. The claws gouged grooves from a trunk. <‍We’re not safe.‍> He turned to Cathal. <‍I told you what they did, right? Even if that thing’s the only one on that Hermes, one against the two of us is not good odds. Not good at all.‍>
<‍But we’re not in Haven. Why would it want to kill us?‍>
Car shrugged. <‍I don’t trust it.‍>
<‍So what do we do?‍> Cathal knew he should be leading‌—‌hadn’t Car followed him all this way? But he couldn’t think.
<‍I don’t know,‍> Car said. <‍But I don’t want to stay here. Not with that thing invading my mind. Let’s just carry on walking. Maybe something will turn up.‍>
He started walking. Cathal followed.
<‍But if that thing comes for us?‍>
There was no hesitation when Car answered. <‍We run.‍>
The very thought of running made Cathal weary. But he trudged after Car, back through the forest, away from the thing and the Hermes.
Towards what, Cathal didn’t know. And nor did he care.






Brice’s cell was a tiny room, two of the walls and the ceiling rough stone, everything else cold concrete. He sat on the thin, stained mattress atop the metal-frame bed that was bolted to the floor. There was a plastic bucket in the far corner, and a light panel on the wall. The dim illumination it gave off stopped if Brice didn’t move about every so often.
When Axe had pushed Brice into his prison, he’d slammed the thick metal door, then locked it. Brice had heard two heavy clicks‌—‌mechanical locks, not tech.
He’d seen very little tech in this Warren. The weapons on view were older models, many in need of repair. He’d seen no screens. And when he’d focused on traces, they were dim. Hadn’t Deva mentioned something about everyone having their lattices tweaked? To Brice, it felt like they’d been turned off.
The light dimmed, but Brice didn’t move. There was nothing to see, so why bother?
Someone pounded on the door, the metallic ring piercing Brice’s head. He heard the click of locks, and the door opened.
Brilliant light shone into his eyes, forcing Brice to shield them with a hand.
“You’ve got visitors.” Axe’s voice. Then the sound of shuffling, and two shapes entered the cell. “She says you’ve got ten minutes. And don’t try anything daft. We’re watching and listening. So don’t get too comfortable.” He chuckled, the light flicked away, and the door slammed.
The dim wall light cast his visitors’ features in shadows, but Brice recognised them anyway.
“Piran? Eljin?” Brice stood, and they stepped forward. “What are you two doing here?”
“Admiring the scenery,” Piran said with a grin. “Shame we have to look at your ugly mug.”
Brice looked the man up and down‌—‌scuffed boots, grey patched trousers and a badly-fitting jacket. One of the front pockets hung loose, and padding leaked out from a rip in the arm. “See you dressed up for the occasion.”
“Special guest like you deserves the best,” Piran said. “But seriously, good to see you. Kind of.”
“Shame its here,” Eljin said. He was thin, his face gaunt. His clothes were as poor as Piran’s. Not what Brice would have expected from his pilot friend. “And it’s not Eljin, it’s Dart. This is Bug,” and he waved a hand at Piran.
Brice must’ve looked confused, because Eljin went on to explain‌—‌with the odd comment from Piran‌—‌how they were all given a new name after their initiation in the tribe.
“Initiation?”
Eljin nodded, then said. “You’ll have yours soon enough. Well, you should do. Can’t see how she can give up the chance to have you in the tribe. And then, depending on how you do, you get a name. I’m Dart, apparently because I dart around a lot. And he’s Bug because he bugs the hells out of everyone.”
“Or,” Piran said, holding one finger up, “it’s because I’m the best hacker this lot have got. That’s not saying much, though‌—‌hardly a brain cell between the lot of them.”
“And Siren chooses names, right?” Brice said, remembering the conversation with Deva.
“It’s her tribe.” Eljin shrugged. “Suppose you could join another tribe.”
“But this lot are the best of a bad bunch. And Siren might be‌…” Piran pulled a face, and glanced round the cell. “She’s not the easiest person to get along with, but she gets the job done.”
Brice filled in the blanks in his own mind. Do what Siren said, or suffer the consequences.
“And we thought we had it hard in training,” he said, but he couldn’t make that sound jovial at all, so he changed tack. “But what is this place? There’s the tribes, and the drop‌—‌whatever that is. And who are all these people?” He trailed off as both Piran and Eljin waved their hands to shut him up.
“You want us to answer all that at the same time? Tell you what, have a seat,” Piran said as he cast his eyes to the bed, then looked at Brice with one eyebrow raised, “or stand, and we’ll tell you everything you need to know.”
Brice remained standing, and they told him.
This place, it seemed, was some kind of testing ground. The only rule was survival. Eljin said it was set up by Kaiahive, as somewhere to test their shades‌—‌although he used the word ‘demon’, like Siren had. The fence circled the whole area, keeping every person and shade inside.
Brice told them what he’d seen earlier and they said that, yes, every so often a few people rushed the fence. Piran and Eljin had been here for only a couple of months, and there had been over ten of these ‘suicide runs’, as Eljin called them.
“So how did you get here?” Brice asked. “Thought you went up to Metis?”
Piran nodded sadly. “Yep. Worst thing we could have done.”
Then he told Brice about quarantine, and how they took people out ‘for testing.’
“Think they were testing to see if we’d keep quiet,” Piran said. He shrugged. “Guess they decided we couldn’t. They brought up things we’d done, and threatened us with trials. Some of the stuff they had on me was probably genuine‌—‌guess some of the data I accessed wasn’t totally legit. But the rest of it was a load of crap. Said we were looking at thirty years minimum, in some far-flung hell-hole. And because it was all within the company, they could fast-track it, bypass all the red tape. Then they offered us an alternative, and voila…” He opened his hands, taking in the whole cell. “Prison, or this experiment.” He hunched his shoulders. “When they put it like that, it’s not much of a choice, is it?”
“But what about Keelin?” Brice asked. “Ryann. Ronat and Farrell.” And a chill went down his spine as he realised how few had survived Haven.
Eljin shrugged. “Far as we know, they’re still on Metis. But this place isn’t so bad. The caves are pretty well protected, and when we do go out, we’ve got weapons.”
“But no sol,” Brice said. “Haven’t noticed it being used anywhere.”
Piran shook his head. “All old, cheap tech. Light is whatever they give us, no way to change it. I’ve tried.”
“They?”
“Kaiahive.” Eljin spat the word out. “They dump a bunch of us here with those things, then ship in a few more when too many die. Like we’re nothing but meat.”
“So everyone here was brought in by the company? Where from? Didn’t anyone notice them missing?”
“Anyone notice us?” Piran asked. “Your folks know what you’re up to?” He shook his head. “Come off it‌—‌we’re all so spread out, people disappear all the time. And with this lot,” and he jerked a thumb at the door, “they went for the bottom of society anyway. Lifers, those in solitary, serial killers. Not a nice bunch.”
“So they’re all criminals.” Somehow, that didn’t bother Brice like he thought it should.
“Depends on your definition, but yeah. Most of them pretty violent, so it’s worth staying on their good sides. Like Axe. He’s a pretty good bloke once you get to know him, but he’s got a temper, flies off the handle really quickly.”
“Tell Brice how he got his name,” Eljin said.
“Sure. Apparently‌—‌and I didn’t hear this from him, so it could be a rumour‌—‌he caught his partner with someone else, and took an axe to them both, hacked through the bedsheets, didn’t stop until the blood was dripping through the mattress and you couldn’t tell which bits belonged to which body. But then he gets suspicious, wonders what else she’s been up to. Tracks down everyone who knew her, everyone who might have been a ‘friend’, and finishes them the same way.”
There was silence in the room. Brice should have felt something‌—‌repulsion, maybe shock‌—‌but there was nothing.
Piran and Eljin watched him, like they were looking for a reaction. He pulled a face, then asked, “What about Siren?”
Piran shrugged. “If anybody knows, they’re not telling. I reckon it’s some sex thing, though.”
Brice glanced over to Eljin, who rolled his eyes. Some things never changed. But Piran didn’t seem to notice, and continued talking.
“Others aren’t so violent, though. With Monk‌—‌I’m sure you’ll meet him sooner or later‌—‌it’s something to do with finances, screwing his company out of money. Had been for years, and they never had a clue it was him. Too pally with those above him, made himself too likable. Thing is, he worked for Kaiahive, so when they caught him they made him an offer. Guess what he chose?”
Kaiahive again. Brice didn’t think he could hate the company more than he already did.
“But what about Deva?” he asked, and when they both looked blank, added, “Fairy?”
“Cool kid,” Piran said, and his eyes lit up. “Good with mech, too. Think that’s one of the reasons Siren keeps her around. Took her screwdriver to the doors in this place, made them open better than ever.”
“And without her, Piran here wouldn’t be in Siren’s good books either.”
Eljin grinned, and Piran shrugged. Brice’s confusion must have shown on his face, because Eljin continued. “Piran found an old screen, got some surveillance routines working, and Siren saw it as a way to spy on other tribes. But with just one screen, and no system to piggy-back to other locations, it was pretty useless.”
“I would’ve figured it out eventually.”
“Yeah, right! And Siren’s got that kind of patience? Anyway, Fairy starts playing around with some of these casings she found, worked out how to turn them into containers for Piran’s software.” Eljin glanced at Piran, who was rolling his eyes. “Something like that, anyway. What, you expect me to bore Brice with all that technical crap? I reckon you’re making half of it up anyway, just to impress.”
Piran grinned. “Works, though.” Brice wasn’t sure if that was referring to the jargon, or the surveillance devices. Or who he was trying to impress. “So, yeah, we’ve got a few sensors set up around the place, feeding back.”
“And Deva‌—‌sorry, Fairy‌—‌was supposed to plant one in this Spark guy’s lair, right?” When Brice saw the looks on their faces, he told them what had happened.
Piran shrugged. “Knew it wouldn’t work. She might be able to flit round the demons, but walking into another tribe? Not a chance.”
“Siren’s not going to be happy about that.”
“She wasn’t.” Brice sat on the bed and filled them in on his meeting with the woman. After their prompting, he told Piran and Eljin how he’d ended up in this place.
Eljin focused on one detail. “And Cathal came with you? He’s on our side?”
“Cathal and Car. The others stuck to Nyle.” Brice didn’t mention Ap Owen’s switch. “And he took over Haven.”
“But he’s still there, right?” Piran asked.
“Far as I know. Although he’s got a bit of a thing for me. Don’t think he likes me.” Brice gave a smile, as best he could.
The door opened, and torch-light flooded in. “I don’t think you’ve got anything to smile about,” said a female voice. Siren stepped into the room. “You two. Out.”
Eljin muttering a short “See you later” as they moved past Siren.
Siren grabbed Piran’s wrist. “Just for the record, Bug,” she said, her voice both sweet and menacing, “I don’t care what you think of me. All I ask is that you do exactly what I say, when I say. Clear?”
Piran nodded.
“Good.” She let his arm drop. “Now disappear.”
Siren stepped forward, and Axe followed her into the cell, closing the door behind him before taking up position to one side of the woman. He held a Preben now, raised slightly. That made sense‌—‌in a space this small, a blast from a Charon would reflect back from the walls. And at this close range, there was little chance of him missing with the Preben.
Siren looked down at Brice, one eyebrow raised. He met her gaze, and stretched his arms out, resting his hands on the mattress. He could feel the bed-frame through it.
“Most people rise when I come into a room,” she said.
Brice shrugged.
“But you’re not most people, are you. You’re the great demon killer.”
“That my name? Demon Killer?”
She snorted. “You think you deserve a name like that?”
He shrugged again. “Describes what I did. What I do.” He nodded to Axe’s weapon. “Up close and personal.”
“I’m not convinced. There’s no way to verify anything you’ve told me. And now, from that conversation with your two friends, I learn that you have befriended one of these new demons they talk about. It makes me wonder whose side you are on.”
“I don’t care for sides,” Brice said. “Just looking to stay alive.”
After a pause, Siren turned. “Axe. What do you think we should do?”
The man looked surprised for a moment, then he sneered at Brice. “He’s trouble. We can’t take risks. I say we paint that wall with his brains.”
“Part of me agrees. But there is another option.” She pointed at Brice. “If you are as good as you make out‌—‌which I doubt‌—‌then I could use you. So I’m going to give you a chance.”
“Doesn’t deserve one.”
“Not interested, Axe. There’s a drop tomorrow. I know the other tribes are getting desperate for new supplies, so they’ll be pushing hard. That means we need to push harder. And that’s an ideal opportunity to see just what this rat is made of.”
Axe’s brow furrowed. “At the drop? What if he’s a plant? What if…” But he stopped when Siren raised a hand, palm almost in his face.
“This doesn’t mean I trust you,” she said, still facing Brice. “And that’s why you’re going to have Axe watching you the whole time. The minute you step out of line, he has the authority to ensure you never have the opportunity to screw with me. Or anyone else.” She folded her arms and looked down on Brice, like he was some urchin she wanted rid of. “You understand?”
“I understand.”
He didn’t know what this drop thing was, and he had countless other questions in his mind. But he read her firm expression, and saw the grin on Axe’s face. He understood one thing very clearly.
If this drop didn’t kill Brice, Axe would.






Murdoch explained, as the Hermes took them out of the basin. The screens showed two Proteus craft racing ahead. One veered off, and he told Ryann this one would clear up any subjects that had not been in Haven. The second, he said, was headed to the ‘proving ground’.
When he described this place, Ryann knew she should have been shocked. But those running Kaiahive were monsters. The volunteers Murdoch talked about, those who were pitted against the shades‌—‌Ryann knew they were either forced or tricked into becoming guinea-pigs for the company. No‌—‌into becoming food for the shades.
The sensors Murdoch pulled up showed a fence, and he spoke of its effectiveness at containing anything with a lattice.
“Then how did the shades reach Haven?”
He pulled a face, almost looking apologetic. “Our research wasn’t as thorough as it should have been. This place is riddled with tunnels in the rock, and unfortunately a number of subjects discovered a route under the fence before we could seal it. At the time, my predecessor didn’t consider the free subjects a matter worth pursuing.”
“More mistakes.”
“That is one of the reasons I was promoted. I understood the need for total security. That is why I am now clearing up all these mistakes.”
Ryann could’ve commented on the shift of blame here, but there would be no point‌—‌Murdoch thought he was doing the right thing, and at the moment nothing would change his mind. Instead, she asked, “So the proving grounds are a mistake too?”
“Not of themselves, but with the advances in the project they are no longer required. And that means they have to be cleaned.”
“Cleaned?”
The Hermes shuddered as it landed. “Keep watching the screens, and you’ll understand.”
The woman with the Tychon led the way along the path. Siren called her Soldier, and Brice thought that was a pretty apt name.
He was in the middle of a group of about ten, with Axe right behind him. Every so often, the flame on the man’s Charon warmed his back uncomfortably.
They set off late in the afternoon, and half an hour later the sun was beginning to set. Siren called for them to halt.
They were at the edge of a clearing. The ground beyond the trees was grassy, with boulders strewn around. The open space was large, maybe a half-k across. There were other groups in the trees at the edge of the clearing, at least six, maybe more. Brice detected other traces too, hidden deeper in the forest. The shades were waiting for night to fall.
“Listen up,” Siren shouted, jumping up onto a fallen tree trunk. She had a Preben in one hand, and an Ambrus across her back. Ammunition cartridges hung from her belt. “They’ve been sending us crap for too long, but my intel says this is going to be a big one. We need a good haul, and we’ll get it any way we can.” She stressed those last words, and there were mutterings from the rest of the tribe.
“You know your roles,” she continued. “We’ve planned this. So let’s do it.”
She jumped down, and everyone sprung into action. Some climbed trees, settling on branches and raising their weapons. Others worked their way to the edge of the clearing.
“Move!” Axe grunted from behind Brice.
“Help if someone told me what’s happening,” he muttered.
“If you’re smart enough, you’ll figure it out,” Axe said, his warm breath in Brice’s ear. “And if you’re not, you’re no use to us.” The Charon’s flame flicked at Brice’s neck, and he jerked away. Axe chuckled.
“Look!” someone said‌—‌female, and Brice thought it might have been Soldier, because she raised her hand, pointing to their left. Brice followed her finger, and could see the shape moving across the clouds. He heard it too‌—‌the throaty rumble of a Hermes.
It came in high, then dropped, the air carrying the stench of fuel and ozone. Engines whined, and the craft settled in the middle of the clearing.
Arc lights burst into life, filling the centre of the clearing with a brilliant, glaring light that smothered the weakening daylight. Brice’s eyes adjusted to the light sufficiently for him to see a box drop from the base of the craft. Then the roar from the Hermes’ engines increased, and it ascended.
The roar was louder than it needed to be‌—‌Brice knew this, just as he knew, now, that the light was to disguise what was happening. Whoever was in charge of that craft‌—‌and it was surely, ultimately, Kaiahive‌—‌wanted those on the ground to see a particular chain of events. The craft landed, but when it took off it left behind, as if by magic, a container.
The container was large, probably taking up most of the Hermes’ hold, and was a block of corrugated silver-grey metal. It looked out of place here, too pristine, too imposing‌—‌and again, Brice assumed this was on purpose. Kaiahive wanted those on the ground to be awed by this gift, and maybe nervous too.
But those around Brice had seen this too often, and awe and nerves didn’t last long. Before the Hermes had reached the tops of the trees, Siren yelled at them to move.
They ran, racing from the trees, weapons in hand. Axe barked for Brice to move, and he started to run.
They were not alone. As they raced for the container, others flew from the trees, to their left and right. Ahead, groups on the far side of the clearing ran too, all focused on this gift from Kaiahive, all determined to gain their prizes.
But this was no game. Sharp cracks filled the air as weapons were fired. People fell, close to Brice.
“Faster!” a voice yelled to his left, one he almost recognised, and the group surged forward. “Someone’s already there!”
One figure‌—‌tall, long legs, face covered by a mask‌—‌climbed the container, using metal rungs that only now could Brice see clearly. He reached the top and darted out of sight.
There was nobody else close. Brice scanned the clearing, calculating. Long-legs might be a fast runner, but he had no back-up. Siren’s tribe would reach the container at the same time as a couple of other groups. They only had a few more paces.
Brice heard a metallic clang, and shouts about something opening. A few seconds later Long-legs reappeared, cradling a pack in his arms, and jumped down. He landed heavily, rolled, the pack flying out of his hands.
Someone rushed round from the far side of the crate and kicked him hard. As the fallen man rolled over another person grabbed the discarded pack. Instantly, two other figures fell on them. Brice heard the sharp snap of bone and a scream of pain.
“Get in there, grab what you can, and get out,” said Axe, just over Brice’s shoulder. The excitement in his voice was unmistakable.
There were people everywhere now, shouts and curses filling the air. Weapons were raised, but very few were being fired. Instead, people were using their fists. Fights broke out. As people climbed up the crate, others pulled them off. Those who had reached the top, who had disappeared inside, appeared again with large packs. Some tried to climb down, others threw the packs to waiting colleagues‌—‌who were instantly set upon by others.
There was no order, no plan. However detailed Siren’s strategies might have been, this was a chaotic free-for-all.
The air filled with the stench of sweat. And it was growing dark.
“They’re coming!” someone yelled, and Brice looked up to see Eljin on the container. He pointed to the trees, then crouched down, drawing an Ambrus and firing, the stuttering retorts loud, the ignition bursts from the barrel magnesium-bright.
Brice didn’t need to turn. He could feel their traces.
As the shadows from the trees grew longer and darker, the shades rushed in.
“Catch!”
Brice looked up, resting one hand on the warm metal of the container. Piran peered over the top and dangled a pack over the edge. As it dropped, Brice caught it. And something barrelled into him from the side.
He crashed to the ground, the pack grasped in his hands. He rolled, and sprang to his feet. The weight of the pack forced him to take a few steps.
Into a fist.
It caught him on the side of the head, and for a moment he tasted bile, and bright darts of light shot across his vision. But only for a fraction of a second. Already, he was shifting his body. He slipped an arm through one of the pack’s straps, and he ducked, bringing his body round, letting the pack slide onto his back as it slammed into whoever had punched him. A short man with a rusty Ambrus. Brice pushed harder, and the man fell, the gun dropping from his hands.
Then Brice ran, toward the trees.
Toward the shades.
Others ran too. They carried packs, some over one shoulder, a couple simply grasping the weight in front of them.
Brice tugged on webbing, pulling the pack tighter to his back as he sprinted. The shades would not bother him.
Ahead, a figure with a pack on their back raised a weapon, and their arm jerked as they fired. A shade fell back, a shower of blood and flesh erupting where the round hit. The runner yelled in victory, but another shade took its fallen comrade’s place, and it dipped its head as it charged. Its jaws were open, fangs grey-white. Brice could practically smell its hunger.
The weapon fired once, twice, a third time. The shade wove to one side then the other, and the shots went wide. Brice felt his pack pull as it was hit, and he stumbled. Another shot whistled by his head.
And then the beast pounced on the shooter.
Brice raced on. A shade ran past him, close enough to touch, its stench of decay and rotten meat almost overpowering. Brice felt his hand dip to the hilt of his knife, but he didn’t draw. He powered on.
And he reached the trees.
He knew he’d hit the same spot he’d left from, because Siren was there, with others from her tribe. They were shooting into the trees‌—‌not randomly, and not in panic. They chose their targets. They only fired when a shade came too close.
“Dump the pack and get back out there,” Siren barked, one hand indicating the middle of the circle her sharp-shooters had formed. He saw a couple of other packs, open, and Deva going through their contents, passing things from pack to pack.
“Here.” He pushed through and dumped his pack down.
“No time for talking! Get more packs!” Siren yelled at him.
Brice nodded, smiled at Deva‌—‌he didn’t know if she returned that smile, or if she even noticed‌—‌and then ran back into the chaos.
A figure shot past, arms flailing, and a cry bursting from his lips. A shade darted toward him, hissing, claws extended.
Brice pushed himself to one side, the knife in his hand. He ducked down as the man’s cry grew more urgent. Brice thrust his arm round, and felt the edge of the blade sink into flesh.
It wasn’t a mortal wound, but it was enough to distract the shade. And it gave someone in the trees enough time to shoot the thing in the head.
As the beast flew back, flesh and tissue splattering a nearby tree, Brice saw Axe dive into the trees, saw another figure grab the pack from his back.
Brice ran, through the carnage.
Eljin was still on the crate’s roof, down on one knee, the Ambrus raised. He took single shots now, choosing his targets. His face was a mask of determination and concentration.
Piran appeared beside him once more, another pack in his hands. He threw it down, and someone Brice recognised from the walk in grabbed it and ran. But three shades barrelled in from the left, taking the man down.
“Catch!” Brice looked up, caught the pack Piran dropped. The tech smiled, then disappeared from view. Brice spun, slipping the pack onto his shoulders. The pack thudded against the crate with a metallic ringing.
Someone yelled. Around him, people pointed.
The echo of the thud became a roar, and a light burst in over the trees as a second craft entered the clearing.






Kesia brought the Proteus low over the trees, as instructed, and turned on the arc lights. She connected her lattice to the external sensors and the cool evening air rushed over her skin. She felt warmth from the lights, and the intense whiteness bleached colour from the scene below.
She saw the confusion Murdoch had anticipated. The clearing was a glorious mess. Bodies, both human and subjects, lay on the ground, while many more ran in panic.
She brought the Proteus lower once she was clear of the trees, almost touching the heads of those below. Some of them cowered, others tried to reach for her‌—‌for the craft‌—‌as if it would offer them salvation.
Oh, how wrong they were.
Ahead was the container, swarming with people, the lights of their traces glowing so feebly, so pathetically. What was it he had said? Kesia and her sisters were a new breed, an evolutionary leap. They were far superior to normal humans. Especially these criminals.
She spun the Proteus through a quarter-turn, tilting at twelve degrees and finding pleasure in the way the blast from the engines knocked so many of those pathetic creatures to the ground. Then she dropped.
<‍We’re down.‍>
<‍You know what to do.‍>
There was no hint in Murdoch’s voice of that being a question, so Kesia didn’t answer. Instead, she triggered the hatch mechanism, and rose to join her sisters.
<‍Reconfirm instructions.‍> Enya didn’t use more words than necessary. Kesia sometimes saw this as a failing, but she wouldn’t mention that to anyone. You didn’t question the one in charge.
Kesia and the other two responded simultaneously. Kesia heard each voice clearly.
<‍Action.‍>
Even before Enya had finished that word, the four of them stepped across the threshold, leaving the Proteus and entering the wonderful chaos around the crate.
People cried out. Some ran to the Proteus, others ran from it. The shades took many of them down, adding to the carnage.
Brice watched as he slipped the pack onto his back. Through the brilliant white light, four figures stepped onto the ramp. They wore dark trousers and tight-fitting jackets, and their grey skin shone. They had no hair‌—‌Brice saw this clearly as they ducked when they left the hatch. That meant they were large, taller even than the infected.
Around the Proteus, those who had not turned their backs shielded their eyes. Apart from one man.
He wore goggles, and he walked calmly to the Proteus. He held his weapon up, pointing to the sky, and raised his other hand too, as if he were surrendering. His mouth moved, but his words were lost over the distance. He placed one foot on the ramp and raised his head to the four figures.
It was the last thing he would ever do.
One of the creatures grabbed the man’s arm, the one with the weapon, and swung its other hand round. The man screamed as his bone cracked, and his legs gave way. But the creature still held him. It seemed to smile‌—‌hard to tell when their faces looked deformed‌—‌and brought its free hand round again, onto the man’s head, fingers curling down to his eyes.
The man’s yell was like a cry of an animal as the creature crushed his head.
Blood dripped, then poured to his feet, pooling on the platform. The creature regarded him for a moment, then flicked its arm.
The man flew off the ramp. The shades grabbed him before he hit the ground.
And the grey beasts strode into the clearing.
Brice ran.
It was almost easy.
Kesia analysed. The retreating humans offered no resistance, and she could snap their necks before they knew what was happening.
Then there were the attacking humans. Initially, there were quite a few of these, and they came at Kesia and her sisters with weapons, either guns or knives. The knives were no problem‌—‌it did not take much to stop a thrusting arm, and that still left one hand free with which to dispatch the attacker. But the weapons that fired required a different strategy. It was necessary to judge, from the movements of the attacker, when they were likely to squeeze the trigger, and exactly where the weapon was aimed. Not a problem, but it took time.
It was easier to remove them after they’d fired. As long as Kesia concentrated, she could remove herself from the line of fire. Those with weapons seemed momentarily stupefied after each shot, and in that instant they were more vulnerable. Many died before they were able to fire a second time.
Finally, there were the subjects. They were stronger than the humans, of course, but didn’t have the same flair for inventiveness or unpredictability. This made their removal routine. At one point, as an experiment, Kesia allowed one of the subjects close enough that it was able to drive its fangs into her arm. She felt the poison enter her body, quickly followed by her own body’s defences kicking in‌—‌she was at no risk from infection. The sensation was interesting, and she studied it for a short while, killing others while the black beast hung from her arm.
Then she ripped out the subject’s spine and let it die.
After a couple of minutes, most enemies were fleeing, both humans and subjects. As they had planned, Kesia and the other NeoGens stopped. The purpose of this first assault was to reduce numbers, but primarily it was to instil fear.
<‍He’s pleased with our work,‍> Enya told them. <‍He says that should give them something to think about.‍>
<‍Hopefully they’ll come up with some defencive strategies,‍> said Dia. <‍They’re too easy to kill like this.‍>
<‍Don’t grow complacent. But for now, watch and study.‍>
Kesia focused, concentrating on the weak traces that surrounded her. With data coming from her sisters, she narrowed her attention onto a handful, ones the others did not follow. She sent her data to Enya, who acted as a conduit, building a complete file.
Many of those she tracked moved chaotically, but a few were more disciplined, and ran straight for the trees. Occasionally these traces would converge with traces of subjects, with predictable results.
Except for one. It started from the crate, and Kesia knew from the trace residue that, during her sisters’ attack, it had stood still‌—‌most likely in shock. But then it took off, speeding to the far edge of the clearing. It never deviated, even when subjects were close by. And the traces of those beasts didn’t move towards this person either.
It was behaviour she could not readily account for.
Kesia stored the data, and flagged it. This individual was an anomaly, and that piqued Kesia’s interest. Murdoch had mentioned an anomaly, a particular individual he was interested in. Kesia wasn’t sure if this trace belonged to that individual, so she searched the whole clearing, tracking this particular trace, counting the times it had made the run from trees to crate and back.
Like every trace, it had a unique flavour, and she tasted it, drawing deep. She wanted to recognise this one again, should she chance upon it.
But there was something else. There was a familiarity to that trace. Kesia wondered if this individual had been on Metis during her own training, but this was unlikely, especially if this was the one Murdoch had mentioned. She considered briefly that these sensations of familiarity were simply due to concentrating so hard on it‌—‌but again knew this was not the case.
The trace, and the individual to whom it belonged, were known to her. And for her to feel this so strongly, it must have been a strong bond, one that developed over time.
Kesia took in a breath and forced her heart-rate to remain steady. She couldn’t show signs of agitation, not when Murdoch‌—‌and her sisters‌—‌could monitor her so well. She couldn’t let them know of her excitement.
Because she was certain of one thing‌—‌although she had no recollection of being anything other than a NeoGen, this person knew her before she became Kesia.
Brice ran. He concentrated on his surroundings, but at the same time he thought about these new creatures.
They were brutal, but also incredibly calm. They were fast without rushing, and they slaughtered as if it was nothing to them.
They acted like machines.
He ran with others, and was conscious of shades taking down many around him. A few shots were fired at the beasts, but not nearly as many as there had been. Everyone was determined to reach the trees.
Which made no sense. Those grey monsters were surely as deadly in a forest as they were in the open.
Siren was at the tree-line‌—‌something that surprised Brice. He’d assumed she would run at the first sign of danger, looking after herself. But there were others round her, and she stood in their midst, tall and angry, waving her weapons and letting loose short bursts.
“Back to the Warren,” she yelled at a figure a few paces away. Then she glared at Brice. “These your ‘infected’, then?”
He shook his head. “No idea what they are.”
She snorted. “Like to see you kill one of them.” Then she raised one weapon and let loose two shots. Brice heard a scream from his left.
“Axe!” she yelled. Brice turned to see the man running, a pack over each shoulder. He was panting, sweat plastering his hair to his head and drenching his top. “Drop a pack and get a move on!”
He shook his head, tried speaking, but the words choked, and he coughed, stumbling.
A black shape pounced, hammering into Axe from behind and sending him flying. He crashed to the ground, and the shade rose over him, its claws embedded in one of the packs.
Brice was close. Without thinking, he leapt.
He raised his arm, the knife still in his hand, and as he came down he drove his fist toward the shade.
The blade sunk into the thing’s neck. Blood erupted. He pulled the knife free as the shade bucked, and thrust it down a second time. He inhaled the rotten meat stench of the beast as warmth splattered his chin. The shade writhed, hissing angrily, arms flailing as it tried to pull Brice from its back.
But he held tight, grinding the blade in again, twisting it, doing as much damage as he could. The shade’s legs buckled, and it fell. Brice stabbed down again, and the creature’s hiss of pain rose to a scream, then died.
The beast lay still, its rancid stink overpowering the warm coppery smell of blood.
Brice turned, just as the second shade launched itself. There was nothing Brice could do to stop it landing on Axe.
There was a sharp crack, and the shade jerked in mid-leap, crashing to the ground. Brice saw Siren by the trees, weapon raised.
But the shot hadn’t killed it. The creature rose, one arm bleeding. Axe, still on the ground, tried to back away. The beast snarled, and Brice knew it wanted blood.
Brice dropped his knife and reached down for the dead shade at his feet. He grabbed both ankles and, with a yell, he swung it. It didn’t reach the other shade, but it went far enough. The live shade turned, and pounced. The beast brought its head down and started to feed.
Brice picked up his knife then pulled one of Axe’s packs off the ground. “I’ll take this one,” he said, slinging it over a shoulder and offering a hand to the man.
“Thanks,” Axe muttered, pulling himself to his feet with Brice’s hand. He gave Brice the slightest of nods before turning and running into the trees.
Siren ran too, catching up with dim figures further in the forest. She yelled for them to get back to the Warren as quickly as possible.
Brice loped behind, keeping up without effort. He still had the stink of death in his nose, still felt warm, sticky blood on his face. And he had to wonder‌—‌how safe was the Warren from those grey beasts?






“Another slaughter,” Ryann said as she watched the aftermath of the NeoGen’s attack. Even though night was descending, and much of the detail was in darkness, she could still see the bodies that littered the open space.
“We need to remove all the subjects.”
“More innocent people killed.” Ryann refused to look at him.
“Innocent? Have you already forgotten what I told you about this place?” He seemed genuinely offended.
“You did,” she said, and she took a breath. Maybe she was being too harsh. “But are they so bad that they deserve this?”
“Let me show you.” Murdoch tapped on the screen before him. The image in front of Ryann zoomed in on a fallen figure. Female, her eyes open and unblinking, her neck twisted at an impossible angle. She wore a sleeveless top that showed a snake tattoo stretching round both arms. “This was Aline Mikos. She killed hundreds, removed their organs and ate them.”
He tapped again, and a different image zoomed in on another mutilated corpse. Ryann closed her eyes.
“And this one was Weylin Balis. Last lived on Feronis‌—‌harsh weather conditions, popular with extreme sports enthusiasts. His sport of choice was murder and rape. This one,” and now Ryann opened her eyes, saw a third body, “was Kayne Kazan. Possibly not his real name. His fetish was toxins, especially ones that rotted the body from the inside. He’d kidnap children and‌…‌I’m sure I don’t need to continue.”
The sweat coating her skin was icy cold, and Ryann shivered.
He waved a hand back at the screen. “So this wasn’t some indiscriminate killing spree. Look on it this way‌—‌keeping these individuals incarcerated cost a fortune, in both money and resources. With them dead‌—‌a punishment that many would consider they deserved‌—‌the money and resources are freed up. That has to be a good thing, doesn’t it?”
Ryann stared at the bodies. She saw the marks on their arms, the wounds from lives of pain, but pain inflicted on others. She saw the hardness in their faces, even in death.
Monsters to fight monsters.
And she nodded.
Her throat was dry as she swallowed, and her skin was clammy. She hated herself for the thoughts that rose.
Murdoch was right. These people deserved their punishment. It was right that they die.
“Instructions?” Occia asked. She sat across from Kesia, in the Proteus’ cabin. It had been configured to provide two benches, slightly higher than normal seats.
Kesia wondered how she knew this, and why the place felt familiar. But she was a pilot‌—‌wasn’t that why Murdoch had her fly the Proteus?‌—‌and so her knowledge of this craft must come from her previous life.
“Wait,” Enya said. “That is all he says at the moment. Wait for the rabble outside to organise themselves. In the meantime, we develop further strategies.”
“Without more data?”
“I assume that is part of the challenge.” Enya smiled, and Kesia knew her sister relished this. The first attack had been a success, after all. “But we still have our initial brief. Treya, remind us.”
“All physical reminders of previous phases of the project are to be removed, permanently. This is to include both subjects and those who are aware of their existence, barring explicit exceptions.”
Kesia didn’t have to check her own recollections to know that these were Murdoch’s exact words.
“What of resources?” Occia asked. “Do we have an update on the arrival of our sisters?”
“Accessing data.” Enya retreated within herself‌—‌Kesia felt the subtle change in her sister’s trace, and knew she was connecting with the system, calling out for those they had left back in the basin.
Data flowed, and Kesia accepted it. She scanned the reports, summarising as she read.
Dia and Ennis were on the far side of the fence, prepared for any eventuality outside. Decla, Peta, Pen and Tess were finishing up in the basin. Records showed another thirty-two subjects removed, and traces of only five yet to be accounted for.
“They have no leads on those tagged?” Kesia said. The data indicated certain individuals that required ‘special treatment’‌—‌a term Murdoch had yet to fully explain.
“Worrying. I’ll contact Pen. Give me a moment.”
The private conversation took a matter of seconds, then Enya glanced around the room, shaking her head. “It appears that all three have left the basin. Murdoch had been alerted, and he seems to believe they will be headed this way.”
“Any reason for that?”
“He says we are to trust him. I see no reason to do otherwise. And the remainder in the basin should be removed within the hour. Our sisters will join us then.”
“That is good,” Occia said. “With a greater force, we can complete this mission with greater efficiency.”
“Agreed. And if we develop a strategy, we can be prepared for when they arrive.” Enya leaned back. “So. Thoughts.”
That was the signal for all of them to download their personal strategies. Kesia did so, aware of the flow of data from the others, and she scanned their reports too.
Occia favoured shock and awe, going in with as much force as they could muster. Treya suggested a more targeted approach, using stealth and precision. Kesia believed they needed more data, using reconnaissance to focus on the lairs of both subjects and others.
Enya kept her thoughts hidden, but as the data from the other three flowed, she nodded, and smiled.
“Excellent. Treya, pull up the most detailed plan of the proving ground.”
Kesia’s lenses flashed, and a file appeared. “This is what we have so far,” Treya said. “It has gaps, but not many. If you like, I can recon those areas now.”
“Not yet. Let’s work with what we have. Sisters, explore. Where would our targets be?”
Kesia opened the file, and dove in to the virtual landscape. “I would suggest initially targeting people,” she said.
Enya looked at her with a head-tilt. “Reasoning?”
“They show more intelligence. Remove the trickier targets, and the rest becomes a mopping-up operation.”
“Makes sense,” Enya said. “We’ll go with that.”
“What about this area?” Treya pushed a marker onto the plan. Kesia zoomed in, and saw a small clearing, one side bordered with a cliff. There were many traces‌—‌some subjects, but the majority were people. “I’ve marked what I believe to be the only entrance to a small series of caves and tunnels.”
“Promising,” Enya said. “Strategies?”
“Steam in and flatten anything in our paths,” Occia said.
<‍Two front, two rear.‍>
<‍Some tunnels will require single file.‍>
<‍Weapons?‍>
<‍They’ll have some, so we move fast.‍>
<‍Climb when we can, come at them from above.‍>
<‍But we allow one survivor.‍>
“Our parameters are total removal,” Enya said. “Explain, Kesia.”
“We use fear. The survivor will seek shelter with others, and will pass on what they have seen. The fear and panic will reduce their effectiveness to think clearly. The result‌—‌we meet a less ordered resistance.”
Enya smiled, and for a moment Kesia felt that her suggestion was wrong somehow. It made sense, on a practical level, but something about it now bothered her.
“That sounds good.” Enya’s eyes clouded for a moment. “It’s been approved. And he suggests we get to work straight away.”
They all rose.
The hatch door opened, and they ran with long, loping strides. The movement felt good, and Kesia raised her heart-rate a fraction. She scanned her body, and was pleased with how smoothly it worked. There was a slight tightness behind her eyes‌—‌she’d put that down to dehydration if she didn’t know otherwise. There was no pain as such, but it was an irritant, and it was something to keep note of. But that was all. Otherwise, she was in perfect working order.
They sussed as they ran, refining their strategies. They were all professional, but Kesia sensed an underlying excitement. It had been there on the mission in Haven, and when they first landed in the proving ground. This was what they were made for. This was their purpose.
But Kesia didn’t feel this excitement. She would rather have stayed on the Proteus, in the pilot’s seat.
And that worried her.






Ryann said she needed time to think, and Murdoch worked hard to suppress a smile. More than the disappointment she felt in herself for coming round to his ideas, she hated his pleasure in this.
He’d provided her with a room on the Hermes, a tiny space barely larger than the solitary bunk it contained, but at least it provided some privacy. Murdoch had one of his NeoGens escort her to this room, and when the door shut with a click that could only be a lock, she lay on the bunk, head resting on her hands and her eyes staring vacantly at the ceiling. She breathed deeply, and forced her body to relax.
But her mind wouldn’t stop.
So much bloodshed. So much death and pain. Yes, these NeoGens killed quickly‌—‌and there was a certain beauty in their efficiency and precision‌—‌but they couldn’t kill everyone instantly.
And they’d stopped. They’d let more live than die.
Ryann understood this. Murdoch wanted those criminals in the proving ground to suffer. He wanted them to feel terror. Maybe he’d say that this was deserved punishment, but‌…‌but it still felt wrong. And then there were the shades‌—‌they had once been people, and they too were now on the run.
But they were monsters. Ryann had killed shades, without a thought for who they might have been.
That was a fight for survival, though. She was protecting herself and her friends. These NeoGens were an execution squad.
And yet‌…‌this was their purpose, what they had been designed for. They were a tool of the company, an instrument and nothing more.
Kaiahive. She’d come to despise the sound of that word‌—‌the plosive initial sound, and then the connotations of ‘hive’, of a faceless mass of drones, unaware of the real reasons for their actions. To be a part of the company was to be a tool. Or a weapon.
In a sudden shift of perspective, Ryann saw Daman in a new light. He was as much a weapon of the company as these NeoGens. They’d used his obvious thirst for power, and had made him the puppet leader of the mission in Haven. But he’d malfunctioned. He’d backfired.
It felt a lifetime away. Images flooded Ryann’s mind‌—‌Arela discussing her concerns, the shades swarming around the Hub, Lynet making her final stand. Then there were those who had made it to the Proteus, the handful who had fought through.
She thought of Piran. Their plan might have succeeded without him, but he definitely gave them the edge when he aligned their lattices. It was something he shouldn’t have known how to do, something that should have been cracked down on. Even though Arela had known that some of his methods of work were borderline illegal‌—‌it wasn’t a big secret‌—‌she’d turned a blind eye as long as his extra-hours activities didn’t cause issues for Haven. And she’d been right to do so. By not blindly following his instructions‌—‌by not simply being another drone‌—‌he’d helped them escape.
And he’d taught Ryann. In those brief moments they were together in quarantine on Metis, he’d talked openly about how he circumvented certain security measures. He’d taught her how to use her lattice to mimic others, and how to redirect inquisitive routines.
She couldn’t access Metis’ system from quarantine, of course. Piran said even he couldn’t get anywhere.
But she wasn’t on Metis anymore. She was on a Hermes, and the systems would be different. The security wouldn’t be as tight.
Ryann slowed her breathing, and concentrated. She pushed out with her lattice, reaching for any connection.
The system on the Hermes was all around, a part of the craft. Ryann became aware of it, and she aligned her lattice. She brushed the system, soothing it while remaining alert for security protocols. She redirected intruder alerts, just as Piran had taught her.
She wasn’t there yet, though. The system didn’t throw her out, but it still didn’t know who she was.
She searched, running across the surface of the system.
It was easy to find Murdoch‌—‌he was the only other true human on board, after all‌—‌and when she did she carefully connected, using minimal touch. As Piran had shown her, she redirected, piggy-backing Murdoch’s lattice.
There was a flash of green across her left eye. A spinning circle grew. Ryann held the connections in place, waiting, as sweat cooled her arms.
Then she was in.
Ryann navigated menus that branched like trees, a whole forest of data. She moved slowly, exploring. Although all craft had the same basic structure, they were as individual as people. Ryann had to learn how this one functioned, and that took time.
She didn’t know how long she lay on the bunk, immersed in the Hermes’ system. She learnt all she could, and created her own data file, like an annotated map.
When she was finished, she used that map to navigate to the stored footage of the assault on the proving ground. She couldn’t say why, but a nagging thought pushed her to watch that carnage once more.
Ryann ignored the violence, and concentrated on the backgrounds. She studied those who ran, many too distant to clearly see. She saw groups in the trees, some firing weapons into the chaos while others fled.
And there was the crate. She knew this was the focal point for those in the clearing‌—‌at least, before the Proteus had landed‌—‌because Murdoch had explained how they supplied the criminals with basic provisions and weapons. So Ryann was not surprised to see so many people around it. Even with the NeoGens attacking, some were still struggling with heavy packs.
One of them jumped from the roof, or maybe he fell, and he collapsed on the ground. He rose, even though his ankle was clearly injured, and he fast-hobbled away. But a NeoGen rushed in, and when the man fell a second time he never rose.
The feed showed him on the ground, flat on his stomach, but with his head staring up at the sky. The view was sickening, but at least the snapping of his neck would have been quick.
Ryann opened other feeds. She focused on the crate, the metal box that withstood this onslaught, the one thing that didn’t change. It was here, she knew, that she’d almost missed something before.
She froze images‌—‌the violence was not as evident this way‌—‌and studied each intently. She read horror and disbelief on faces, eyes wide, sweat-coated foreheads, muscled arms holding weapons. She saw the lines around their eyes, the grime coating their arms. Some had old tattoos, many had blood running from wounds. Some stood, others crouched down. One looked along the sights of an old Ambrus, his face obscured. The pose was strange, and Ryann wondered why he didn’t connect with his lattice, why he didn’t bring up the weapon’s sights in his lenses.
She backed up a few frames, stopping when his face was visible.
He was thin, his face haggard and his complexion grey. There were bags under his eyes.
And she knew who this was.
Pulse increasing, Ryann zoomed this feed out, then focused in on the man next to the shooter. He was standing, and held a Preben in one hand. His mouth was open in a shout. His face was fuller than his companion, but still showed fear.
Another face she knew so well.
But she had to be mistaken. Hadn’t Murdoch said all the people within the fence were criminals, taken from prisons, the worst of the worst?
Yes, he had. But he’d said a lot of things.
He’d convinced her that the NeoGens were a force for good. He’d forced her to admit that the project was trying to make a positive difference. He’d almost made her believe that he genuinely wanted to help her.
But now, she knew this was nothing but lies. She knew she couldn’t trust a single word that came from his mouth.
She left the Hermes’ system, pulling out slowly, as she’d been taught. But the image wouldn’t leave her, and even when she opened her eyes and stared up at her prison’s ceiling, she could see the faces of Piran and Eljin as they fought for their lives.






The rock pressed in around Deva, a crawl-space too tight to turn in. The air was thin and cold. When she breathed in, she tasted dust and dirt, so dry she had to fight the urge to cough. She could smell her own body.
And she felt safe.
Nobody knew where she was, and even if someone did find this tunnel, none of those meatheads could squeeze in.
She closed her eyes. There was no real point having them open anyway, not when the only light came from a thin line, where a crack ran through to Siren’s office.
This was how she knew about Haven, from the time Siren had questioned‌—‌interrogated‌—‌Bug and Dart, back when they were dropped from the Hermes. This was where she first heard the name Brice. And this was where she’d heard Siren telling Soldier how she wanted rid of ‘that demon-killing freak’.
Siren was in her office now, tutting and muttering to herself. There were very few words Deva could catch, but she caught the term ‘ghoul’ a number of times.
There was a sharp rapping, a snort from Siren, and then she yelled for her visitor to come in.
“Siren! You need to hear this!”
Axe. Deva would recognise his tone anywhere‌—‌not the most unfriendly in this place, but his voice still had a rough edge.
“Hear what? Talk, man!”
“Not from me. You need to listen to him.”
Deva heard shuffling, then the scraping of a chair. When Siren next spoke, her voice echoed in a way that suggested she was pacing.
“You bring him in here? You know who he runs with, don’t you? As if we didn’t have enough problems already with those bloody grey ghouls!”
“I’m not stupid, Siren. He’s had his head covered the whole time. And we took him the scenic route. But‌…‌you need to hear what he has to say.”
“You think I can trust anyone Spike sends?”
“Spike didn’t send him.”
“Defecting? He expects mercy?”
“He’s not defecting. He’s‌…‌just listen to him. He’ll explain.”
A click‌—‌to Deva it sounded like a weapon being readied‌—‌was followed by a soft sound, like a hood being removed.
“What do they call you?” Siren asked.
“Pussyripper.” Deva didn’t recognise the voice, but she instantly hated it.
“I doubt it,” Siren said. Then, in a softer tone, “Okay, Pussy. What do you have to say?”
“I’m only here because they told me to come. I want to make that clear. I didn’t want to see inside this stinking place.” Pussy snorted. “Bunch of bloody savages. I’m going to be so pleased when they come for you, you know that? Gods, I’d love to be here when they rip your ugly head from that scrawny body.”
There was a cry, a crash, then a grunt. Deva flinched.
“Stand him back up,” Siren said. “And if you insult me again, I’ll show you what I can rip. We clear?” There was a pause, then, in a quieter but more menacing voice, Siren repeated, “We clear?”
“Sure. But whatever you do to me, it won’t change anything. Those monsters find you too, you’re all dead.”
“You were attacked by demons?”
Pussy snorted again. “Demons! Like we’re scared of them! No, this was those other things. The ones from the drop.”
“The ghouls.”
“Ghouls. Yeah, that works. Bloody grey giants. They attacked us. Just walked right in, ripping doors from frames, killing before we could even raise weapons. You saw them at the drop, right? Well, let me tell you‌—‌that’s nothing. That was like‌…‌like they weren’t even trying.”
“So they attacked you. Take it they killed a few?”
“A few? Aren’t you listening to me? They slaughtered us. Soon as they got in a room, that was it‌—‌everyone gone.”
“But you survived.”
“Only just. You see this leg?”
“What, this one?” There was a cry of pain, and what sounded like someone collapsing on the floor.
Pussy cursed. More shuffling sounds, and a few grunts‌—‌Deva assumed he was standing again.
“Yeah, that one,” he said. “They gave me that, then told me to warn everyone else.”
“So you’re working for them.”
“What? No! Of course not.”
“That’s what it sounds like. You’re their errand boy.”
“No! Come on! If I don’t do this, they’ll kill me.”
“And who says I won’t?”
“I came to you first!”
“We’re the closest.”
“Yeah, but‌…‌I could have gone to Rampage. He’s not that much further away. And then I’d keep going. I’d probably get to you last. Look, I’m helping you here!”
Deva heard footsteps, and heavy breathing.
“Come on, Siren! I know Spike hated you, but‌…‌he’s dead now. Those things‌—‌what did you call them? Ghouls? Those ghouls want to destroy us all. You can’t reason with them. They come here, you’re all gone. But if you know, maybe you can do something about it.”
“Thought you said there was nothing we could do.”
“But‌…‌but you got a big haul, right? From the drop? Loads of new weapons, yeah? We never got that much, and we didn’t know they were coming. If you have advanced warning‌…‌I’m bloody helping you here!”
His voice dissolved into a gurgle, like he was struggling to breathe. And when Siren spoke, her words came through clenched teeth.
“You came into my Warren uninvited. You insulted me. And I have no reason to trust that you are telling the truth. This could all be a trick.”
“No,” Pussy said, his voice cracking, hard to hear. “No trick. Truth.”
“I could kill you. You said I’m smart, and that would be the smart thing to do. See this knife? I keep one side sharp, so that it runs through flesh like butter.” There was a sharp cry. “And the other side I keep blunt. Want to know why?” Her voice dropped lower. “Because a blunt blade hurts a hell of a lot more.”
“Truth! I swear! Please!”
Pussy whimpered, and the crash that followed caused Deva to flinch.
“Lock him up.”
“I have to tell the others!”
There was a slap, sharp as gunfire.
“We verify your story, and maybe you can. But you’re mine now. Just be thankful I’m letting you live a bit longer. You two, take him away.”
Pussy complained, but his voice became distant, disappearing with stomping of boots. There was a thud as the door slammed shut.
“You believe him?” That was Axe, and Deva had to assume that he had not been alone in bringing this Pussy in.
“Possibly. That’s why I’m keeping him alive.”
“You want me to see if I can get anything else out of him?”
“No. I’m pretty sure he won’t tell us more.”
“So what can I do?”
“For now? Leave me to think. And make sure that freak’s still locked up.”
“The demon-killer? Thought he did good out there.”
“He did. And then the ghouls appeared. It’s a worrying coincidence.” She sighed. “If that bloody Fairy had done her job, we’d already know what happened.”
“But the new freak helped there, too. Without him, Spike’s men might have killed her.”
Siren didn’t answer instantly. Deva heard someone shuffling, thought it was Axe.
“Yes,” she finally said, and Deva could hear the smile in her tones.
“But I thought you liked her.”
“Oh, my dear Axe. Always so one-dimensional. Did I give the impression that I liked the little oddity? Oh, she has her uses, but she screwed up. You think I want anyone working for me if they make mistakes?”
There was a dig at Axe in her voice, Deva knew. But her words stung. Deva shivered.
“But I won’t get rid of her yet. She might have some uses.” There was no warmth in her voice. “She’s small, but she’s feisty. She might make a good distraction for these ghouls, don’t you think?”
Kesia sat in her pilot’s chair and activated the screen. There was a pause as, on the other end of the connection, Murdoch accepted the protocol, and the image appeared.
It was as she expected‌—‌the office on the Hermes, his private space. He stood, facing the screen, wearing the same white shirt and black trousers as on their approach to Haven. Totally impractical for field operations, but Kesia had to remind herself that he was orchestrating this without being hands-on.
“It’s done,” she said. Strange, she thought, how he wanted Kesia and the other to report verbally, when all the data was accessible to him through the system.
“Any issues?”
“None with the mission itself.” And, because she knew he expected a summary, she continued. “The operation went as planned. We moved fast enough to catch many of them unawares, and even those who managed to reach weapons were dealt with efficiently. And, as planned, we allowed one survivor to escape.”
“Good.” He was struggling to keep his grin under control. “And our escapee‌—‌he will talk?”
“We believe so. Treya observed him entering another lair a few minutes ago.”
“She had no problems trailing him, I take it?”
“None. The injured leg slowed him down.”
His brow furrowed. “Explain.”
She knew he’d want more details, and Kesia had struggled to compose a suitable sentence, one that was close enough to the truth without highlighting her concerns.
“He was strong-willed, and he resisted our initial attempts to subdue him,” she said, recalling in perfect detail how Enya had approached the figure, and how she had sent him crashing into a wall. When he had drawn a weapon, Enya had knocked it from his hand before kicking his leg, hard. There was no snap of bone, but when he rose to his feet he stumbled, and winced.
Enya smiled at that.
“His injuries will not impede his task, I hope?”
“We don’t believe they will.” She felt a twinge behind her eyes, but this wasn’t really a lie. He could still move about. He was simply slower than might have been ideal.
“Good.” There was a hint of relief in his voice. Kesia would have liked to sense more of his emotions. It was disconcerting, talking over a screen like this. In many ways, there was more intimacy when they were communicating over their lattices. “Anything else to report?”
Kesia hesitated. There was the trace she’d tasted, by the cave entrance. It hadn’t entered, but had snaked off along the rock, then through the trees. Kesia tracked it for a short distance, intrigued. It was, she was sure, the same one she’d picked up round the crate.
But none of the others had commented on it. She would not bother Murdoch with trivial details. Not until she discovered more.
“No. It all went according to plan.” The pain in her head stabbed, and Kesia took a breath. “Do you wish us to proceed to the next group?”
The man seemed to consider Kesia’s question, and then shook his head. “Not yet. Give your informant a day to spread the word. I’m interested to see what defences those criminals attempt.”
“Understood. Do you have any instructions for how we spend that time?”
“I do indeed.” As he spoke, she felt him open up communication to her sisters. “Treya and Occia are to explore. If you find any of the subjects, remove them but leave their bodies. Kesia and Enya, I have a different task for you two. How quickly can you reach the fence?”
Kesia calculated. “If we run, under an hour.”
Murdoch nodded. “Excellent. The other Proteus is on its way, so Treya and Occia will have assistance soon. Kesia and Enya, I’ll issue instructions in person. Get to the fence as soon as you can.”






<‍You need a rest?‍> Car asked Cathal, after what felt like only a few minutes, but might have been an hour.
<‍I’m good.‍>
<‍Sure? We’ve got enough blood packs.‍>
<‍I said I’m good.‍>
Car continued walking. Initially, they’d run, but the grey beast from the Hermes didn’t follow, and they’d settled into a walk. But Car was gradually slowing his pace. Maybe he was finally realising how pointless this was.
<‍You sensed him yet?‍>
<‍Who?‍>
<‍Nyle.‍>
Cathal hadn’t thought of Nyle since the Hermes. Or Ap Owen. And he didn’t want to think about either of them now. <‍No.‍>
<‍We’ll meet up. You know that, right? He’s tracking us, and he will find us.‍>
<‍Probably.‍>
<‍So what do we do when that happens? How do you want to play things?‍>
<‍Kill him.‍> That was the first thing to come to mind, but Cathal wasn’t bothered if Nyle lived or died. If he attacked, Cathal would defend himself‌—‌he’d kill if necessary‌—‌but otherwise, he had no desire to waste his energy on Nyle. Or Ap Owen.
Car didn’t respond straight away. He walked on, Cathal following. The fence was still to their right, and when they approached it still started a buzzing in his head. It was almost comforting now.
<‍And what then?‍> Car said eventually.
<‍What do you mean?‍>
<‍When Nyle’s dead. When we’re free. You have any plans?‍>
<‍Too far ahead.‍>
<‍But you must have something in mind. If we can’t get through the fence, what then?‍>
It was an excellent question, and Cathal had no answer. He only knew he wanted it to all be over. Not killing Nyle, or finding Brice, but everything‌—‌being a monster, feeling these urges for blood, having to hide his flesh from the sun, not being able to talk properly.
He wanted it all to end.
<‍No idea.‍> Then, when he felt Car turning to him, he sussed, <‍Let’s just walk.‍>
Car nodded, and they carried on walking in silence. The air was still under the trees, and if Cathal concentrated only on the plodding of his feet, he could imagine himself to be in wonderful solitude.
But it couldn’t last. Car spoke. <‍Feel that?‍>
Cathal slowly scanned the area. It was a part of the forest, no different to any other. The path was a strip of dried mud. There were trees and ferns. The fence was off to one side, a few of the kin’s traces hazy beyond it.
And there were two other traces. He recognised them both.
<‍Nyle has Ap Owen with him,‍> Car sussed. <‍That could work in our favour. Even if he doesn’t join us in attacking Nyle, I doubt he’ll stand in our way. And there are no kin nearby. None of Nyle’s usual retinue.‍>
They walked on. Car kept up his commentary. <‍They’re in front of us, coming this way. Guess they started walking the opposite way round the fence. Probably means they didn’t find a way in either.‍>
Car droned on. Cathal didn’t interrupt. His voice became soothing, and Cathal found it possible to ignore the actual words.
<‍Cathal?‍>
But it was hard to ignore his own name. <‍What?‍>
<‍You think it’s a good plan?‍>
<‍Run through it again.‍> He did his best to hide any obvious annoyance.
<‍Okay. We flank them, keep them between ourselves and the fence. Then we creep closer, see what we can discover. I know it’s a bit wooly, but what do you think?‍>
<‍Sounds good.‍> Just so long as all Cathal had to do was follow.
There was a narrow path between the trees. The ferns were damp, and water sprang up in tiny showers whenever Cathal squeezed past the fronds. But the ground underfoot was solid, and Car walked fast. The traces of Nyle and Ap Owen grew stronger, and it was not long before Cathal was able to hear their movement. He believed he could smell them, too.
Nyle led the way, with Ap Owen trudging a few steps behind. There didn’t appear to be any communication between the two of them.
<‍I’m getting something else.‍>
As Car’s words entered his mind, Cathal stopped and focused. His brother was right. There was a fresh trace, beyond Nyle and Ap Owen, closer to the fence. But it was closing in.
And it was not alone.
<‍Three traces.‍> Car glanced at Cathal, then turned his attention back to the forest. <‍They taste like the thing from the Hermes. I think we should stop and observe.‍>
<‍Fine.‍>
Cathal did as Car wanted, even though he felt an urge to run to Nyle. He felt that he should confront those three new beings. Even though he knew it would be suicide.
Or maybe because of that.
And, surprisingly, it didn’t shock Cathal that he wanted to die.
It wasn’t hard to find the infected.
Kesia and Enya had met with Dia outside the Hermes, and she briefed them. They ran off, soon picking up the traces of these two escapees from Haven.
<‍It appears that they’re not even aware of us yet.‍> Dia’s words were rapid and quiet.
<‍Appearances can be deceptive,‍> Murdoch responded. <‍I know we don’t envisage any problems, but don’t get complacent. Dia and Enya, you confront. Kesia, move off and wait. You’re our surprise back-up should anything untoward happen. Clear?‍>
<‍Clear.‍> Kesia answered at the same time as the other two. Then, with a nod, she moved to one side, sliding around trees. Then she sped up, coming level with the targets.
Not that she’d be needed. Enya and Dia could easily subdue these two infected. Kesia didn’t understand why Murdoch wanted them alive, but those were his instructions.
<‍There are two more.‍> As Enya spoke, Kesia focused further afield. Of course, her sister was correct. She heard Enya inform Murdoch.
<‍Interesting,‍> he said. <‍Kesia, keep a track on them, but that is all. Don’t engage unless they confront you.‍>
<‍Understood.‍>
Concentrating on two different locations was not an issue. Kesia watched the new traces in the background, but focused on the original pair. Enya and Dia approached them, easily close enough to be detected. Then they stepped out, blocking the path.
The infected stopped and crouched in defencive poses.
<‍You are to come with us,‍> Dia told them. She moved to one side, Enya to the other, ready to escort them.
<‍Why?‍>
The voice was rough, the words tumbling into Kesia’s mind. There was no finesse to the communication, but what was she to expect? These things were little more than animals.
Especially the one who had spoken. It pulled himself up, flexed its arms and extended its claws in. Its lip turned up in a snarl. All designed to give the impression of power‌—‌power it didn’t have.
<‍We have been told to fetch you.‍>
<‍And I get no say in this?‍>
<‍You have a choice‌—‌either come freely, or we will subdue you and bring you against your will.‍> Dia waved a hand at the space between herself and Enya. <‍So make your choice.‍>
The first infected, the one who had communicated, stood tall, but it trembled. Kesia was unsure if this was rage or fright, or maybe it was both.
The second had not made any move yet, remaining behind the first, cowering. But now it stepped forward. <‍Okay. We’ll come.‍>
And the first grabbed its arm, pulling it back roughly.
<‍No. They don’t order us around.‍>
<‍I’ll give you a chance to reconsider,‍> Enya sussed. <‍And I’m sure your friend can think for himself.‍>
<‍I’ll go with them, Nyle.‍> The second infected pulled against the grip on its arm.
The name‌—‌Nyle‌—‌sounded familiar, and now Kesia placed his trace. It had been heavy in Haven, crossing paths many times. This was the one, then, who had falsely claimed the base as his own.
<‍No.‍> Nyle gripped tighter‌—‌Kesia could tell by the way the other one flinched. <‍We’re a team. We work together.‍>
<‍Then we both go with them.‍>
<‍Should we subdue them?‍> Dia sussed, tight to both Enya and Kesia.
<‍If they attack. Until then, observe. Maybe we can learn something.‍>
Nyle spun his colleague around, placing his other hand on the infected’s shoulder. <‍You leaving me, Ap Owen? After all I’ve done for you?‍> There was a nasty edge to his voice.
<‍I‌…‌you know what these things can do. They’re offering us an easy way. I‌…‌I think we should take it.‍>
<‍You’d go with them? And then what? Tell them all our secrets?‍>
 The one called Ap Owen tilted his head to one side in confusion. <‍No. I wouldn’t tell them‌…‌I don’t know anything.‍>
<‍No. You don’t.‍> Nyle took half a step back, and removed his hand from Ap Owen’s shoulder. <‍You don’t know anything. Nothing useful, anyway. And now that I think of it, you haven’t done anything useful for me, have you?‍>
Ap Owen squirmed. <‍That’s‌…‌that’s not true. I gave you information. I helped you find…‍>
<‍You told me things I would have found out for myself anyway.‍>
<‍But I turned to you…‍>
<‍Only because you knew I was stronger than your old friends. And now, when you think these grey freaks are stronger, you betray me.‍> Nyle pulled the quivering Ap Owen in tight, faces almost touching. <‍I can’t let that stand.‍>
Nyle’s trace screamed red with rage, and his body tensed. Kesia read the subtle movements, the slight shifting of his feet, the way he brought his arm back.
All this happened in an instant, and then his arm shot forward.
The claws tore into the infected’s chest, doubling him over. Nyle pulled his arm back, and blood flew from the wound. Then Nyle stabbed again, this time with an angry hiss. He powered his whole body forward, sending the spasming Ap Owen backwards. The wounded one fell, the claws making a sucking noise as they ripped free from their fresh wounds.
And then Nyle fell upon him.
<‍Wait.‍> Enya’s voice, tight to both Dia and Kesia, was firm. Kesia understood‌—‌it was easier to subdue one infected than two‌—‌but Murdoch had requested both for questioning. And the way Enya leaned in, eyes fixed on the grisly sight, unsettled Kesia. Surely it was unprofessional to take pleasure in a scene like this.
They let Nyle finish feeding. When he finally stood, blood still oozed from the ragged wound in Ap Owen’s neck. More ran down Nyle’s fangs and dripped onto his chest, but he made no move to wipe it off. Instead, he turned to Dia and Enya and crouched, ready to attack.
<‍You think his blood’s given you the energy to take us?‍> Dia taunted. <‍Think very carefully.‍>
<‍Like I listen to you!‍>
He lunged, throwing himself at Dia.
He never reached her.
Dia swerved, then blurred in from the side and snaked her arms round Nyle’s body, gripping him tight. She twisted, and his feet left the ground.
<‍To me.‍>
Dia released Nyle, and he flew toward Enya. Her fist met his face with a sharp crack as his snout broke, and he collapsed to the ground. Dia dove forward, pinning his arms to his side as she pulled him roughly to his feet.
<‍We’re coming back,‍> Enya told Murdoch. <‍One prisoner deceased, one incapacitated. Their choice.‍>
<‍Bring them back,‍> Murdoch said. <‍And I was watching. The situation isn’t optimal, but that’s through no fault of yours. I applaud your actions, girls.‍>
<‍Thank you. Dia, you bring the dead one. I’ll bring the stupid one.‍>
<‍Those other two doing anything?‍> Murdoch asked.
Kesia focused. <‍Haven’t moved. I’ve felt them before, though.‍>
<‍Interesting. Where?‍>
<‍Must have been around Haven,‍> Kesia sussed, but she knew that wasn’t the whole answer. She’d have to analyse this later.
<‍You want us to get them?‍> Enya asked.
<‍No. Leave them. Just bring the prisoner and the corpse.‍>
They moved off, and Kesia followed. She kept her focus on the other two, though. They remained where they were for a while, and then they followed.
One trace was stronger, but that was not the familiar one. It was the weaker one that intrigued Kesia. It was old‌—‌not ancient, but older than many she had felt. And‌…‌Kesia felt like she knew this creature. No, not the creature, but the person that came before.
Which was ridiculous, surely. Kesia had come from Metis, and this thing was from the basin around Haven.
Yet the questions, and the confusion, remained.
Kesia pushed them to one side, ignored her rising headache, and followed her sisters back to the Hermes.






One of the NeoGens came for Ryann, and brought her to the room with the screens. Murdoch was there, of course. But she’d stay calm. She needed to know what happened to Piran and Eljin. And if they were alive, then there was hope for the others too, for Farrell and Ronat. And Keelin.
“Ah, Harris,” Murdoch said, nodding to the screens. “You’ll want to watch this. And I’ll include you in our private conversations.” He grinned. “Wouldn’t want you to miss the fun.”
Ryann’s skin grew cold. She couldn’t get her hopes up. If Keelin and the others were alive, this monster would do all he could to keep her from seeing them.
“And Ennis?” He turned to the NeoGen. “I’ll need you inside the fence.”
The creature gave a nod, turned, and left the room.
“Not the most talkative, that one.” He smiled. “But it’s good that they have their own personalities, don’t you think?”
Ryann didn’t answer.
“Still tired?” Murdoch asked. “I’m sorry. I should’ve had Ennis bring you a drink before she left.”
“I’m fine.” She barely parted her lips.
“Good, good.” He turned to the screens, tapping at his desk. “But like I say, you’ll want to see this. We picked up one of your old friends a few minutes ago.”
The main screen showed an empty room of square, green panels. Bright yellow light shone down from above, and Ryann thought it might be sol. It was hard to tell‌—‌there could have been a filter on the sensor, and the image was grainy. There was a metal door in one wall, and it opened now. One of the NeoGens entered, and something else followed.
It was covered in rags and strips of cloth, and it walked in with shoulders back. It sneered, a crack in the cloth revealing its mouth, a couple of fangs showing. Ryann thought the cloth was bunched up around its snout, but possibly its jaw was misshapen.
Ryann’s first thought was that this creature was Cathal, but that didn’t feel right. This must be one of the others.
<‍Let’s see him, Enya,‍> Murdoch sussed, letting Ryann listen in. The NeoGen who had dragged the creature in‌—‌and Ryann assumed this was Enya, although she could still not distinguish between Murdoch’s monsters‌—‌grabbed some of the cloth around the thing’s head and pulled roughly. The creature fell, hissing and yelling, bringing up its hands to protect its head.
Murdoch smiled. “Just having some fun,” he said to Ryann.
The infected slowly removed its hands and stood, sniffing at the air and tilting its head to the light coming down from above.
The light that only looked and felt like sol. Murdoch’s idea of fun was to torture this beast.
<‍Enya, step to one side. Dia, I want you to take lead on this.‍>
The door opened, and a second NeoGen entered, presumably Dia.
The infected snarled, but backed off when Enya took a half-step toward it.
<‍Dia, you can communicate with this pathetic specimen?‍>
<‍Of course. It’s not like their conversation is intellectually stimulating, though.‍>
Murdoch smiled at that. <‍I’m sure it’s not. I’m going to open communication, so I can talk to him. I’d like you to tell me what he says, but don’t let on. It’ll be more unnerving that way.‍>
<‍Understood.‍>
Murdoch tapped something on his desk, and spoke louder. “Nod if you can hear me.” On the screen the creature looked up, sneered, then nodded.
<‍You want me to repeat what he’s calling you?‍>
<‍Doubt it’s anything I haven’t heard before. You only need to relay anything pertinent. But record everything.‍> Then, to the infected, he said, “No need for name-calling. I take it I’m talking to Nyle Patera?”
Ryann swallowed. In her mind, she saw Nyle as the man he once was, back on the Proteus. She saw him in the cabin doorway, lash raised, face a mask of fear and anger as the blanket-covered shade rose. She saw again the shade lunge at him, dragging him under the blanket. She heard once more the cries as it sunk its fangs into Nyle’s throat, drinking his blood.
But not killing him. That beast sealed the wound, letting the infection take root. Turning the pilot into the thing on the screen before her.
Nyle snarled, lips pulled back as drool fell to the floor.
<‍He wants to know who he’s talking to.‍>
Murdoch stroked his chin. <‍Does he now. And did he answer to his name?‍>
<‍He only demanded to know who you were. Nothing more.‍>
Murdoch addressed the screen again. “You’re in no position to make demands. I repeat‌—‌am I talking to Nyle Patera? The once-pilot who thought he could rule Haven, even though he’s a worthless piece of crap?”
Nyle hissed, and he balled his right fist.
<‍He says he’s better than that. But he’s definitely responding to his name.‍>
“Forget the posturing. You see my girls?” Nyle turned from one to the other, snarling. Neither NeoGen moved. “They’ve beaten you once, and only pulled their punches because I wanted you alive. You annoy me, and all I have to do is give the instruction to finish you. Ah, I see you hesitate. Maybe you’re not as unintelligent as you appear.”
<‍He asks what you want.‍>
“Looks like we’re getting somewhere,” Murdoch muttered, before raising his voice to say, “You’re a long way from home. I’d be interested to hear your story.”
Nyle twitched, and Dia translated. <‍He says he has no home, not since someone took it from him.‍> There was the hint of a laugh in her voice. <‍Says he wanted to get away for a bit. Wanted to explore.‍>
Murdoch turned to Ryann, one eyebrow cocked. “You believe that?”
It took Ryann a moment to realise the question wasn’t rhetorical. “Possibly.” She thought, then added, “Maybe he was after food.”
Murdoch nodded, then he addressed Nyle. “So you went on a journey. Just you and your friend, or did a few more fall by the wayside? Just curious‌—‌how hungry did you get?”
Nyle hissed loudly, and swiped with one arm, claws extended.
<‍You definitely hit a nerve there. Says his loyal friend stood by him, after all his other friends were killed. Says he’ll get his revenge.‍>
Murdoch barked a laugh. “Friends? I don’t believe you know the meaning of the word. Your colleague out there‌—‌that the way you usually treat friends? Kill them and take their blood?”
The man had his arms folded now, and even with his back to her Ryann could picture his smug expression.
<‍He says his friend became his enemy, and he did what he had to. And he’s calling me and my colleagues some pretty rank names. You want me to repeat them?‍>
<‍That won’t be necessary. I doubt any are particularly original. Anything else?‍>
<‍He stinks. Analysing the aroma, but I doubt you’d appreciate it.‍>
“Insults, aggression, and poor hygiene,” he said quietly. “Is it any wonder he has no friends?” He snorted at his own joke, then looked up at the screen. “So your ‘friend’ turned on you. Always a shame when that happens. But at least you had the balls to do something about it. You didn’t stand for any dissension in the ranks. That’s the kind of hard decision a true leader would make.”
Ryann noted the change of direction in Murdoch’s approach, but she still didn’t approve.
Nyle relaxed the tension in his arm. His head tilted to one side‌—‌no longer aggressive, but still wary.
“And the trek from Haven must have presented difficulties too. Maybe I was too hasty earlier. Maybe there is more to you than meets the eye. Tell me, how did you cope with the climb from the basin?”
It took a moment for Dia to relay Nyle’s words, and Ryann suspected that was because Nyle was hesitant. He was clearly intelligent enough to know that Murdoch was playing him.
<‍He says he’s tough. Says the climb wasn’t easy, but it was a case of persevering.‍>
<‍So he reckons he climbed the cliff?‍>
<‍That’s what he’s making out, yes.‍>
Murdoch chuckled. “Looks like he’s playing now,” he muttered, before increasing his volume. “A long climb. And your colleague managed it too? I’d imagine you had to work hard to keep him going.”
<‍He says the mark of a good leader is the ability to encourage those under them. Sounds like something he heard, or maybe he read it somewhere.‍>
<‍And the mark of a good faker is the ability to quote others with conviction.‍> Then he spoke to Nyle again. “At some point, you must tell me the details. But, unfortunately, I’m pushed for time right now. There are things I need to concentrate on‌—‌I’m sure, as a fellow leader, you can appreciate this. But I’d like to know one more thing.” Murdoch paused, stroking his chin. “Why did you come to this precise spot?”
<‍He says he has no idea where this is. Says he was tracking warths.‍>
“Warths.” He let the word hang for a moment. “Cut the crap, Nyle. Tell me why you’re here.”
Nyle jerked forward, his arms tensing again. He dropped into a more confrontational pose.
<‍He calling me names again, Dia?‍>
<‍And making some suggestions about your mother.‍>
<‍Needs to learn his place. Teach him, would you?‍>
<‍With pleasure.‍>
Dia stepped behind Nyle, and in a flash of movement she had him on the floor. The infected slid to the wall, where he turned to the NeoGen, hissing.
Dia remained where she stood, and shrugged. She looked bored, but Ryann believed she saw the hint of a smile on the NeoGen’s face.
Nyle rose, using the wall to support himself. He hunched over, facing Dia, his snout thrust forward. She raised one eyebrow.
<‍Care to tell me what you’re talking about?‍> Murdoch asked.
<‍Just reminding him to behave.‍>
Nyle settled back against the wall. He wasn’t happy, but he no longer appeared ready to attack.
<‍Maybe he has some intelligence after all,‍> Murdoch sussed. Then he spoke, allowing Nyle to hear. “I’d appreciate it if you behaved. I’d also appreciate some honesty. You’re in no position to play games.”
Nyle turned his head lazily, and he seemed to sniff the air. It was hard to tell‌—‌those orbs on his face swirled, and gave no indication of what he saw‌—‌but he seemed to be taking in his surroundings, as if for the first time.
<‍He’s asking who else is here.‍>
<‍Interesting.‍> “You expecting someone? Who do you think is here, Patera?”
In the screen, the infected gesticulated.
<‍Don’t think he’s using their proper name, whoever they are.‍>
<‍Got that much.‍> “You want to give me a name instead of a string of insults?”
<‍He’s saying he can smell her.‍>
“Who?”
<‍The one who got his old crewmate killed.‍>
Ryann’s stomach clenched.
“That’s not a name. Tell me!”
Nyle roared, then slammed a fist into a wall. But when Dia stepped forward, he stopped. He snarled, but his face twitched as he sussed.
<‍You want his exact words?‍>
Murdoch smiled at Ryann as he sussed to Dia. <‍I think that might be appropriate.‍>
<‍He says the bitch was here, and he wants to meet her.‍>
<‍Does he now.‍> “Say her name, Patera. Tell me who you want.”
Nyle must have figured out where the sensor was, because his image glared out of the screen, and Ryann flinched. The infected grinned, showing yellowed fangs. He hissed, and gesticulated.
Dia repeated the name of the one who gave him so much anguish.
<‍Ryann Harris.‍>






Of course, Murdoch knew Nyle Patera’s history, and he understood the creature’s resentment towards Ryann Harris. He also understood that all of the project’s creations‌—‌subjects, infected and NeoGens‌—‌had the ability to read traces. Harris’ would be flashing like a beacon to this creature.
Murdoch didn’t turn, but he glanced at the corner of the screen, where Harris’ reflection was visible. She appeared unperturbed by the beast calling her out, but she always presented a strong exterior. It was one of the qualities he admired in the woman. But she must have been affected.
“Just so we’re clear, you refer to Ryann Harris, the tracker who used to be in Cathal Lasko’s crew?”
The creature on the screen snarled, and Dia’s voice entered Murdoch’s lattice. <‍That’s who he’s referring to. He’s calling her a few other things, too.‍>
<‍I’m sure he is.‍> He made a mental note to study Dia’s recording later. “Not that it’s any concern of your’s, but Harris is here.” And did she draw her breath in sharply at that? Maybe there was more fear beneath the surface than he suspected. “She’s listening as we speak. I suppose I should be the genial host, and ask if you have some words for her.” As Patera started to hiss and jerk, Murdoch added, “But I believe the lady would prefer those words to have some semblance of courtesy.”
Patera’s chest rose and fell under those dirty strips of cloth. Murdoch was pleased to see some self-control in the beast.
<‍He says he should thank her. Says if it wasn’t for Ryann needing rescuing, he would still be a weak human. Maybe he’d even be dead. But she’s still responsible for Oskar.‍>
Murdoch smiled to himself. The words were not sincere. From his display in the forest, this creature didn’t care for those around him. The mention of his one-time crew member was an excuse, nothing more.
<‍And he’s saying something about Ryann’s brat. Says he’d like to sink his fangs into Brice’s neck and end that freak’s life for good.‍>
Murdoch counted to three, stilling his heart.
“You’ve seen the‌…‌you’ve seen Carras?”
<‍Says he knows where Brice is. Take it that’s this Carras person.‍>
<‍It is. Just stick to relaying what he says.‍>
<‍Of course. He says that Brice is on the other side of the fence.‍>
In the screen’s reflection, Harris shuffled, and for a moment the mask of her face broke into a smile. Maybe she genuinely cared for the anomaly.
“He’s passed over the fence, or found some way to circumvent it?”
Nyle shuffled, then grew animated, arms waving, snout pushing forward and jaws snapping.
<‍Says he climbed it. Says he saw Brice do it. Only‌…‌there’s a hesitation. I’m not sure if he’s telling the truth.‍>
<‍I doubt he is. Feel free to comment if you believe him to be lying again.‍> “And you didn’t go after him?” Murdoch wondered what story Nyle would concoct for this, and how much possible truth it would contain.
Nyle barked, like he was laughing.
<‍He says there’s no way of him doing that. He’s calling Brice a freak, says the fence doesn’t affect him. Not like it does himself or‌…‍>
<‍Or?‍>
<‍He stopped himself saying any more.‍> And in the screen, Nyle stood still, his head shaking and his fists tight.
“And you’re doing so well! It would be a shame to attempt to hide information from me now.” And now would be an ideal time to use the beast’s hatred of the anomaly. “But you want to find this Carras, yes?” There was a nod in the screen. “Maybe this can be arranged. But I need to know everything first.”
Harris’ reflection shot him a glare. He could explain that this was simply a play for information, but she’d never buy that. Besides, he honestly didn’t enjoy lying to her.
“You can tell me, Nyle. I can call you Nyle, can’t I? We can work together on this. You and me, Nyle. I’m in a position to offer recompense for your situation. All you have to do is tell me what you know.”
The creature hissed, and Dia translated. <‍He’s mentioning Cathal now, and Car. Says they’re around, that they’re helping Brice. Calls them weak, especially Cathal. Something about letting his crew do all the work, and being scared of doing the right thing.‍>
Harris bristled. Murdoch ignored her, instead running with the thoughts in his head.
Cathal and Car. The other two infected his girls had spotted. Maybe clearing up all the loose ends would be quicker than he initially anticipated.
But for now, he concentrated on Nyle.
“You know, I was going to kill you once this discussion ended. But that would be short-sighted of me. You can be of service to me, Nyle. I have a task in mind that would suit your‌…‌personal vendetta. And if you perform adequately, I might find similar tasks for you in the future.” Not that this creature would have a future. “Does that sound amenable?”
The pathetic beast was still for a moment, then he nodded.
“Brice Carras is of great interest to me. I intended to task a couple of my girls with his apprehension, but there are far more tasks I could assign to them. But now, I have someone who has already shown his skills in tracking this individual.
“I’m sure you can tell where I’m going here. We both want this freak,” and he added emphasis on that word. “So I propose we work together. I will enable you to pass over the fence, and will give you the freedom to hunt this person. However, I want him captured, not killed‌…‌at least, not yet.” And there, Murdoch caught a tilt of Nyle’s head, a hint of further interest. “When you find him, either capture him yourself, or mark his position and allow my girls to arrange his containment. Now, how does that sound?”
There was a pause.
<‍He asks what happens if this Brice attacks him.‍>
The fact that he didn’t ask what his alternatives were spoke volumes. Either this creature was obsessed, or he knew this was his only chance to escape execution.
“Of course you should defend yourself. But I stress that I want this man alive. Injured is acceptable, but deceased is not. Any more questions?”
<‍He asks when you want him to start.‍>
That was quick.
“No time like the present.” Murdoch pulled up a map on the screen, selected a position with the tap of the finger, then sussed to Dia. <‍Sending you co-ordinates. Escort our new team member there, and let him climb.‍>
<‍Of course. But‌…‌I don’t trust him.‍>
Murdoch wouldn’t expect anything less from his girls. But he was intrigued‌—‌they weren’t accustomed to questioning his wishes. <‍Explain.‍>
<‍I believe he still intends to kill the anomaly.‍>
<‍Of course he does. It’s what drives him. And that is why you are going to trail him.‍>
<‍I understand. He finds the anomaly, and I ensure the anomaly reaches you alive.‍> There was a pause. <‍Do you want this creature back too?‍>
Murdoch suppressed a laugh. <‍His purpose is to track the anomaly. After that, I have no use for him. I’m sure you understand.‍>
<‍Of course. He will not bother you again.‍>
Oh, his girls were smart!
Harris’ reflection showed her concern‌—‌only natural, when she’d been hearing every part of this conversation. Murdoch needed her on-side, though, so he turned.
“Don’t worry about Carras. He’s a fascinating man, and we can still learn so much from him. I assure you he will be treated well.”
The woman nodded, but gave no response. It was worrying, how she’d become withdrawn. Especially when things had been going so well.
A pity. If she could not be convinced to join the project, she was nothing but a loose end. He didn’t believe he’d take any pleasure in her removal.
Not like Carras. He’d enjoy every moment of that freak’s slow and painful death.






It was Car’s idea to follow. He said he wanted to know when they killed Nyle, even though he’d only believe it when he saw the body.
Cathal wondered what happened if those grey things attacked, but Car told him not to worry‌—‌surely they would have done so already if that was their intention.
They reached the landing pad and the Hermes just as Nyle was being escorted up the ramp. Two of the new creatures entered with him, but one remained outside, and walked away as soon as the hatch closed.
<‍Don’t bother with that one,‍> Car sussed, even though Cathal couldn’t care less. <‍We wait to see them throw out Nyle’s corpse.‍>
<‍What if they don’t kill him?‍>
<‍I’ll do the job myself.‍>
Cathal had no idea how long they waited, but eventually the hatch re-opened. One of the grey creatures strode down the ramp and surveyed the area. Then it turned and beckoned. Another figure appeared, covered in cloth.
<‍That’s him!‍>
Cathal agreed. He’d recognise that trace anywhere.
The beast nodded its head, then walked off, with Nyle at its heels. They disappeared along a path through the trees.
<‍He’s sold himself out to them,‍> Car sussed. <‍Or maybe he’s been working with them all along. Maybe Haven…‍>
Car didn’t finish. He dropped from the branch and followed the path. Cathal kept pace behind.
It was only a matter of minutes before they came to the fence. Cathal and Car crouched down, hidden by the trees, and observed.
Nyle and the beast didn’t stop. One confident, the other hesitant, they crossed the open land.
<‍They forcing Nyle to fry himself?‍> Car leaned forward, excited. But Cathal studied Nyle, read the steadiness in his step.
<‍It’s not bothering him,‍> he told Car. <‍No sign of pain, and they’re almost close enough to touch it.‍>
Nyle reached the fence. The creature by his side nodded, and after a moment of hesitation Nyle started to climb.
<‍They’ve turned it off.‍> There was disappointment in Car’s voice. <‍Maybe they’ll turn it on when he’s at the top! No‌—‌if they wanted him dead they’d have killed him by now.‍>
Cathal kept quiet, focusing on Nyle as he climbed. He also pushed, beyond the fence, and realised the traces on the far side were sharper now. He could even make out Brice’s trace, vibrant and still fresh. It felt like an age since they’d parted ways, even though it was only‌…‌what? A day? Two?
Nyle reached the top of the fence. He flopped over and climbed down, faster now. When he reached the ground, after jumping the last few metres, he turned to the grey creature. Communication passed between them‌—‌Cathal couldn’t hear it, but he caught the tiny signs in Nyle’s trace‌—‌and Nyle ran off.
Following Brice’s trace.
Cathal started to rise, but Car reached across, blocking him with an arm.
<‍Wait.‍>
They did. The beast watched Nyle as the infected ran, turning into the trees.
Then the beast followed. Cathal wanted to say that it climbed the fence, but that was totally the wrong word to use. It practically flew up, barely touching the metal. It slid over the top, and then it fell.
No. Not fell, but jumped. It landed on its feet, knees bent and one hand out. Then it stood and ran off after Nyle.
<‍We need to follow,‍> Car sussed, and climbed down from the tree. <‍Before they turn the power back on.‍>
He ran to the fence, Cathal on his heels. Car jumped at the metal and scrambled up.
Cathal curled his fingers round the fence, waiting for the headache to hit him. But it never came. He climbed, expecting pain at any moment.
But the only pain was when he dropped to the ground on the other side. He must have misjudged, because he staggered, and Car had to support him to stop him falling.
<‍You okay?‍>
<‍I’m fine.‍> And Cathal was surprised to realise that he was. At least, he felt better than he had in a long time.
Car touched the fence, then shook it. <‍Must’ve been someone in the Hermes.‍>
<‍What?‍>
<‍Whoever turned off the power. It has to be connected to the Hermes.‍> He pulled his hand back. <‍But they’ll probably turn it back on soon. We’d better get going.‍>
With a nod from Cathal, Car set off, following Nyle. And the grey creature.
Cathal read their traces‌—‌they were only a few minutes old, after all‌—‌but he concentrated on the other trace. Brice. It didn’t surprise him at all that Nyle followed the lad.
But that was a good sign, right? That had to mean Brice was still alive.
Cathal ran beside Car, and they headed into the forest.






Axe pushed the Preben into the small of Brice’s back and leaned in close. His breath stank.
“Try anything, and you’re dead.”
He reached forward and rapped on the door. Brice noted how grubby his hand was, and he wondered when the man last washed.
“You got him?” The voice was muffled by the metal of the door, but Brice recognised Siren’s voice. She didn’t sound happy.
“Yeah!” Axe yelled.
There was a click. “Then get in here.”
Brice was surprised at how small the room was. After the shadow-drenched chamber where he’d first met Siren, her office was unimpressive. True, the desk was large, but it was an old thing, all cylindrical legs and metal plates bolted together. The chair she sat in was high-backed, and might have looked imposing if not for the stain down one side and the ripped arms that leaked stuffing. There were a couple more chairs pushed to the walls, simple plastic affairs, but that was it for furniture.
“Shut the door, Axe.”
Brice didn’t turn. Nor did he look at the two people beside Siren, one on either side. Instead, he met Siren’s glare with his own. This woman wasn’t going to intimidate him.
“Right,” she said. “First, I’m not ungrateful. I give praise where it is due. You did okay at the drop. Grabbed some new weapons, a few decent food packs. Could’ve done with more, but maybe next time. If there is a next time.”
Brice nodded, even though words that dismissive didn’t deserve any response.
“Introductions. Soldier.” Siren brought her right hand up, indicating the strong-looking female standing over her shoulder. Brice noticed a Preben on one hip and a Tychon slung across her back. They both looked in good condition. “And this is Monk.” Sire raised her other hand. The man to her left was short, with a mean expression. He sneered at Brice.
“The drop didn’t go as planned,” Siren said. “I’m sure you realised that. It’s forced a great deal of thought, but possibly we can use the situation to our advantage.”
Which told Brice nothing. The woman was trying to make herself sound good. But she was an amateur when compared to Kaiahive.
“So, the ghouls‌—‌you remember them, I’m sure. Big grey killing machines. They’ve started taking out tribes. Sure you’ll be pleased to hear they’ve killed Spike and his gang. But sooner or later, they’ll come here.”
She let that hang in the air, and Brice imagined those four beasts raging through the tunnels of the Warren, leaving bloody corpses in their wake. It wasn’t an image that bothered him.
“A question. Have you seen these things before?”
She sat back in her chair, one hand resting on the desk. Her nails were broken.
“Never seen them before.”
Siren nodded. “I knew you’d say that. And I wasn’t sure if I should believe you or not. But I had a word with Bug and Dart, and they assured me that these grey things were not the ‘infected’ ones they go on about.” Something must have shown in his expression, because Siren smiled. “Oh, yes‌—‌your two friends were very helpful.”
She stressed those last two words, and a shiver ran down Brice’s spine. There was an implication here that he didn’t quite get, but it wasn’t good.
Then her face softened. “I’m hoping you can prove helpful too. You see, I have a plan to get us out of here‌—‌all of us. But it’s complicated. I need someone resourceful, someone who isn’t afraid of the demons. Some of my tribe talk themselves up, but their actions tell the truth.”
Her eyes darted behind Brice, and he heard Axe shuffle. He remembered the look of terror on the man’s face when the shades had attacked.
“What do you want me to do?” He kept his voice level, giving no promises. He’d hear her out, then decide his next move.
“To the point. I appreciate that. But you need to hear the whole plan first. You strike me as someone with the intelligence to understand the importance of minor tasks.”
He nodded, wondering where she’d heard that phrase. It didn’t sound like her own words.
“I considered fortifying the Warren and waiting for the ghouls to attack, but they are still too much of an unknown. Even with the extra weapons we grabbed at the drop, there were too many variables. After what happened to Strike’s tribe, I couldn’t trust this place to hold out.”
As she talked, Siren’s hands waved, and she shifted in her creaking seat. Her face became more animated, too.
“I realised I was thinking too negatively. Fortune favours the brave, so I came up with another idea. It’s pretty simple, at heart. But it’s audacious, and that is why it will succeed.”
Brice nodded, urging her on. He kept his face straight, kept his eyes on Siren. But in his peripheral vision, he saw the one she’d called Monk look across to her often, with a grin on his face. Soldier watched Brice, though, her hand resting by her Preben’s holster.
“I intend to escape,” Siren said, and sat back. She breathed in, and smiled.
She wanted a response, and Brice gave one. “How?”
“Again, your friends sparked the idea. They talk far too often of their escape from Haven, and even though I’m sure they made most of it up, there’s much to be said for flying away. Monk here was quick to point out our lack of craft, but he forgot one thing.” She glanced at the man. “Tell him.”
Monk rubbed his hands as he spoke. “The ghouls flew a Proteus in, and it’s still in the drop zone.”
Brice laughed. He couldn’t help it. “So you’re simply going to walk up and take it?” There were so many issues with this idea that he didn’t know where to start. “You think those‌…‌those ghouls will let you on board? And who’s going to fly the thing?”
Siren nodded. “Both good questions, but I have answers. First, we have a pilot. Your friend Dart.”
“But his lattice is turned off. How’s he going to…”
“And Bug assures me he knows a way round the lattice issue. He has a screen, and knows how to link that to the craft’s system.”
“Hopefully.”
That was said quietly, from Monk. Siren turned to him. “And if it doesn’t work, he dies with the rest of us. So he has nothing to gain from lying.”
Monk didn’t look totally convinced, and Brice thought he had a point. Piran was good, but he was often over-confident. And what if the Proteus in the drop zone had new security on its system?
“So we can fly the craft. But the other issue‌—‌the ghouls‌—‌took a little more lateral thinking. Obviously, a straight attack is out of the question. They slaughtered Strike’s tribe, and although we’d be ready, I have about the same numbers as he did. No‌—‌I needed something else.
“The answer was obvious when it came to me‌—‌if we are to take the Proteus, we need to ensure none of those things are anywhere near it. And so, we need a diversion.”
Siren’s voice rose and fell, and Brice expected her to rise from the chair and start pacing. It was almost funny, how she was becoming so wrapped up in her plan, how she was turning it into an epic tale. Brice found himself wanting it to fail, if only to spite her.
But Piran and Eljin were involved, weren’t they? If she failed, they died.
“Monk,” Siren said, “you’re leading the diversion. Tell him how it’s going to work.”
The man rubbed his hands again. “Oh, it’s brilliant. Those ghouls want to kill everyone, right? At the moment, they’re taking down a tribe at a time. But what if all the tribes were in the same place? What if everyone‌—‌or at least almost everyone,” and here he gave Siren a sly look, “was in the same spot, and appeared to be building an army?” He opened his arms wide. “There would only be one thing those grey monsters could do. They’d have to attack!”
“Leaving the Proteus free for us to take,” Siren said. “Audacious, like I say. But I see no reason why it shouldn’t work.”
Brice could, but he kept his thoughts to himself. His best option was to play along, at least until he saw another option.
But one thing he couldn’t ignore. “The Proteus isn’t big. It can only take ten, fifteen at a squeeze.”
“A valid point. But once we have the craft, we can ferry the tribe out. We’ve already arranged a suitable rendezvous point, closer to the fence. While the rest of the tribes are being slaughtered by the ghouls, we hop everyone over the fence.”
Brice didn’t trust her. She believed she’d get the Proteus, but he knew she had no intention of returning once she was over the fence‌—‌and she wouldn’t give the craft up to anyone else unless she had to.
And once she was over the fence, what need would she have of Piran and Eljin? Brice didn’t want to imagine what would happen to his two friends then.
He still needed to know more, though. “So what’s my role in all this?” he asked.
“I thought that would be obvious. We need to get a message to the other tribes, telling them where and when to congregate. Who better to send than someone who appears to have no problem moving about at night?”
That actually made sense, and Brice found he was looking forward to walking through the forest. But he didn’t want to seem too keen. There was more she wasn’t saying.
“So I simply tell them to meet up because you’re going to make an army to defeat the ghouls? They’ll never buy it. From what I’ve seen, your tribes fight amongst themselves even more than they fight the demons. Why would they trust me? Or you?”
“He’s got a point,” Axe said. “They’ll suspect a trap, the mistrusting buggers.”
“Of course they will. But they’ll still come together, for two reasons. First, this freak. I’m sending him out because of the stories about him. He’s the demon-killer, the one who climbs the fence. He walks invisible through seas of demons. And he’s beaten them before, in that dump of a place Bug and Dart keep on about. He tells the tribes how a handful of them escaped from an army of demons, and some of them might believe they have a chance.”
Brice couldn’t see that working. Siren didn’t believe the stories, so why should anyone else?
“And second, when they hear that other tribes will be there, they’ll see an opportunity. They’ll be curious. They’ll go to the place where others are supposed to be meeting up to see what happens. And maybe they’ll look to a chance to weaken other tribes.”
Monk smirked at that, and Brice wondered if he was relishing the opportunity to see so many from other tribes die.
“And Axe? I want you to go with him. Don’t look like that! The other tribes need to see you. That way, they know the message is from me. If they won’t pull together to fight the ghouls, they might take this as an opportunity to attack me.”
Axe laughed. “You’re a bloody devious woman, Siren.”
“I’ll take that as a compliment.” She turned to Monk. “Take our messenger to the entrance.”
Monk nodded, and reached out for Brice. Brice let the man grab an arm with his sweaty hands. Axe opened the door.
“This way,” Monk said, his breath stale.
Brice nodded.
“Oh, and one last thing.”
He turned. Siren smiled sweetly, and her eyes were cold. “You need to remember one very important thing. You fail in this, and your two friends will be trying to enter a Proteus that is still guarded by those ghouls.” She shrugged. “We have to try, even if it becomes a suicide mission. I’m sure you understand.”
Brice nodded. He understood, far too clearly.
If he was going to get out of this mess, and if he was going to help his friends, he needed to find a way to fight this woman. Maybe even kill her.
He smiled, and let Monk lead him from her room.
Deva, in her rocky worm-hole, heard the door close and assumed Brice and Monk had left the room.
“Soldier, Axe,” Siren said. “Any thoughts?”
Deva heard shuffling, and imagined them moving closer together. She hoped they didn’t start whispering.
“You know Monk’s after your job, don’t you?” Axe said. “Isn’t giving him power dangerous?”
“One of these days, you’ll think before opening your mouth. Work through it. Why would I send Monk to be my representative?”
“You send him,” Axe said, slowly, like he was struggling, “and he’s with all the other tribes. They hate you, hate us, and so they’ll hate him. And‌…‌and they’ll try to kill him.”
“Exactly!”
“But he’ll have others with him‌—‌the other tribes will get suspicious if we don’t make a decent show,” Soldier said, a note of concern in her voice. “You want to make this convincing, he’ll need to have‌…‌what, half? Two-thirds of the tribe?”
“I was thinking closer to ninety percent. Like you say, our presence needs to be convincing.”
“But‌…‌but you’re setting them up!” Axe struggled to talk again.
“Don’t worry!” Siren’s voice was silky-smooth now, and Deva struggled to match this tone with the woman’s normal harsh features. “You’re on the Proteus list. Both of you.”
The room was quiet for a moment, although Deva swore she could hear air, like someone breathing out in relief.
“Who else?” Soldier asked.
“I haven’t finalised things yet, but unfortunately Bug and Dart will need to be there. And I’m conscious that this kind of operation requires stealth, so I don’t want too many. Maybe Fairy.”
Deva let out a sharp gasp, but cut it off as quickly as she could.
“Fairy?”
“It’ll be fun to have a pet around the place. And at least she does what she’s told. And she’s got experience fixing craft. Think of her as a living toolkit.”
“And the freak?”
Siren barked a laugh, the sound sudden, high-pitched. If Deva hadn’t been in such a tight spot, she would have jumped.
“We’re getting away from the demons, so why would I need our demon-killer?”
“But he’ll want to come. You tell him to go somewhere else, he won’t listen.”
“Oh, I know. And that, my dear Axe, is where you come in. You make sure he does his job, you show your face so everyone knows this comes from me, and when you’ve visited everyone you meet us back here. Alone.”






“Heard you’re good at spotting demons,” Axe said, his voice low. “Any round here?”
Brice focused. There were old traces, of course, but anything recent was too far away to be a problem.
“We’re good,” he said. Axe turned to him, grey eyes running over his face, a lip turned up in a sneer.
Of course Axe didn’t trust Brice. Even though he’d saved the man’s life at the drop, Brice was still an outsider.
“Wolf’s entrance is just round the corner,” Axe said from the side of his mouth. “Should be sentries soon.”
The path grew narrow, but branches at the sides were broken, and the ground was worn down to mud. And in that mud, Brice saw large bootprints.
He focused, and now he could taste the other traces. The grey ones.
“Useless, this lot,” Axe said, walking taller now, as if he were more confident. “Don’t know how they’re still around.”
“They’re not.”
Brice hadn’t realised he’d said the words out loud until Axe stopped. “What d’you mean?”
“Something’s off. The ghouls have been here.”
Axe turned as he brought his Charon up. “They’re here?” Brice heard a click, and the flame ignited at the end of the barrel.
“Not any more. Been and gone.”
Axe shook his head, his lips twitching as he pondered options. “We need to check. We carry on.”
They found one of the sentries further on, a bloody mass of entrails spilling from the great rend in his stomach. A second sentry lay a few paces away, flat on his stomach but with his head twisted round, his lifeless eyes staring up at the trees.
The path led to a rock wall, and a small opening. There were two more corpses just inside.
Axe sniffed. “Stinks,” he said, then stuck his head in, pulling a torch from his belt. “Lights aren’t working either.”
Brice caught the stink, but he also caught the traces of the four ghouls.
“Hey, Wolf!” Axe shouted. “You in there? And just so you know‌—‌your dead sentries are nothing to do with us. Like that when we got here, okay?”
His words echoed back.
“Wolf? We need to talk. Got something you’re gonna want to hear.”
Again, there was no reply.
“Wolf, you degenerate son of a bitch! Get out here!”
Behind them, leaves rustled as birds took flight. Axe’s voice echoed out of the opening.
He turned to Brice, laughing. “Looks like you won’t have to convince this one, freak. If they’re all like this, you’ve got an easy job.”
Brice nodded. But he didn’t smile. “We need to find the next tribe.”
Axe shrugged. “Can’t be bad, though, if the ghouls are ahead of us the whole way.”
But that would be bad. If there were not enough tribes left, Siren’s diversion would be too small‌—‌and his friends would walk up to a guarded Proteus.
There were many more traces than Cathal expected on this side of the fence, from both kin and people. It surprised him how many traces of people were recent, until he recalled Brice describing the group approaching the fence. He’d mentioned weapons. That in itself raised too many questions‌—‌not least where the weapons came from.
<‍What is this place?‍> he asked as he walked beside Car.
<‍No idea,‍> Car sussed. <‍But that was a company Hermes back there. This is Kaiahive.‍>
Cathal nodded. Of course it was Kaiahive. The company was like a virus, infecting everything it touched.
He was proof of that.
They walked for hours, following the traces of Nyle and the grey beast‌—‌who, in turn, followed Brice’s trace. Their path twisted and turned, running through wide paths and open areas one minute, dense forest the next. Cathal tried to recall how long the perimeter fence had been, tried to work out exactly where they were, but he had no idea.
<‍There’s a lot of activity here,‍> Car sussed at one point.
<‍Yes.‍> Cathal followed the traces that flowed along a path that crossed their own. He turned his focus to the left, and thought he detected a large open area‌—‌something about the way the air moved, and the difference in the sound of the branches swaying‌—‌but he couldn’t be sure.
They walked on‌—‌Nyle hadn’t stopped, so neither would they.
A few minutes later, Car laughed.
<‍What?‍>
<‍Just thinking‌—‌back in the basin, Nyle was always tracking us, and now we’re tracking him.‍>
<‍But he’s still following Brice.‍>
Cathal hadn’t meant for that to come out so sharp, but he couldn’t share Car’s levity. The lad was all that mattered now‌—‌finding him, then protecting him. Because‌…‌because Brice was crew. Brice was all Cathal had left.
<‍You think he’s okay?‍> Car asked.
<‍He’ll be fine.‍> Brice was strong and resourceful. Rich blood flowed through his veins.
His stomach groaned, and he reached for a tree, steadying himself as his head swam.
<‍Cathal?‍>
Cathal nodded. <‍Just tired.‍> He forced a smile. <‍Be pleased when all this is over.‍>
<‍You and me both. You want to stop, have a drink?‍>
It was tempting. Cathal felt the heaviness of his legs, and the weariness of his breathing. He was tired.
But he had to reach Brice. He had to protect the lad.
<‍No. Let’s keep moving.‍>
Car nodded, turned, and walked. Cathal followed.
Brice and Axe reached the next tribe before the ghouls. After far too much talk and posturing, the leader‌—‌a short, stocky man known as Walker‌—‌seemed convinced by Brice’s story. He agreed to meet at the rendezvous, although Brice strongly suspected he intended to fight other tribes rather than the ghouls.
The next tribe, run by a rake of a woman called Vixen, gave no definite answer. As they walked away, Axe said that was more than he expected‌—‌Vixen never committed, and she could never be trusted.
The tribe after that had already been destroyed by the ghouls.
The sun dropped in the sky, and Axe grew more nervous as they walked. He rushed Brice, and when they met the tribes Axe started to interject, trying to hurry things along.
Brice played his part, even though the whole thing bored him. Walk, talk, listen to macho crap about how this tribe was better than Siren’s, get a grudging agreement to meet at the rendezvous. Then repeat. So many times that Brice lost count.
Axe said there were fifteen tribes, but Brice reckoned they’d been in about twenty cave systems by the time Axe said the next one was the last.
“It’ll take a bit of walking, though,” Axe said, constantly looking into the undergrowth, the light attached to his Charon slicing through the gloom. “Moody leads a pretty insular lot, right close to the fence. Says he wants to be left alone.”
There was a plea in that, but Brice ignored it, and they carried on.
“Any of them buggers around?”
Brice sighed. Of course there were. They’d walked past quite a few, and the beasts hadn’t bothered them. But Brice couldn’t tell Axe that. The man would freak out. And with his finger already twitching on his Charon’s trigger, he’d probably burn the whole forest down.
It didn’t surprise Brice that there were four shades to their right. But it did surprise him that they were keeping level with Brice and Axe.
“Might be,” he whispered. Axe bristled.
“What? Where?”
Now Brice traced three more, on their left.
“Both sides.”
And ahead‌—‌another three. And two more to their rear, moving in. Sealing the box.
“Stop,” he said.
Axe carried on walking, although he slowed down. “Can’t see them. You could be mistaken. Bloody freaks get things wrong all the time.”
But he jerked his gun around as he spoke, aiming into the trees.
The shades came closer. And further out, Brice caught more traces. The lines were faint, and he couldn’t tell how many there were, but they were approaching fast.
“Stop!” he said again. And this time, Axe did.
“There.” Axe braced his weapon against his shoulder and aimed ahead. “Can’t see it clearly, though.”
But Brice was more concerned about one particular trace from behind. It was‌…‌wrong. It shouldn’t be here. It didn’t make sense.
And the shades stopped. They didn’t advance, and nor did they retreat. It was like they were waiting for something. Or someone.
The trace from behind moved closer.
“Nyle,” Brice whispered. His fingers brushed the knives on his hip.
Axe turned. “What d’you say?”
But Brice didn’t have time to answer, because the creature stepped out of the trees and onto the path.
“What‌…‌what is that thing?” Axe stepped back, the ignition flame on his Charon a pinprick of heat by Brice’s cheek. “And why’s it all covered up?”
Strips of cloth bound Nyle’s body, but they looked fresh. They had none of the waywardness of Cathal’s attire, and did not appear as stained.
Cathal was over the other side of the fence. And Nyle should be too.
“How did you get here?” Brice said as he turned side-on, ready for the attack that was bound to come.
Nyle grinned, his fangs off-white in the night. <‍What, no greetings? No kind words for an old adversary?‍>
“You’re no friend. Tell me how you got here.”
Nyle shrugged. <‍Looks like you’re not the only one who can climb fences. But only one of us is going back that way.‍> And he brought his arms out, extending his claws.
His head turned, and initially Brice thought he was communicating with the shades. Brice couldn’t believe they were ones from Haven, so he must have picked some up this side of the fence.
But then Brice realised he was twitching, more than usual. His head flinched, like he was looking over his shoulder. Like he was afraid of something.
“What’s going on?” Axe barged into Brice, aiming his weapon at Nyle. “That’s not a demon. And why are you talking to it?”
<‍And you’ve got a friend! Isn’t that nice. After they’ve watched you die, I’ll feed from them too.‍>
“Why are you here?”
Nyle cackled, sounding like breaking wood. <‍You have to ask? I’m going to make you pay.‍>
“Thought you liked what you’ve become. Didn’t you say you’d evolved now?” Brice’s heart hammered, and he breathed deep. His arms tensed. As he spoke, he focused on Nyle, ready for the first move. “If I’m the cause of what you are, shouldn’t you be thanking me?”
Nyle hissed. <‍You killed Shaela. You killed others. I sent my friends after you, and you destroyed them.‍> His head jerked up. <‍So maybe I should kill your friend first. Although he doesn’t appear too friendly, does he? I don’t think he likes you. Can’t say I’m surprised at that. Nobody does.‍> He turned, looking around. <‍Well, except for Cathal, and he’s not around any more, is he?‍> His laugh this time sounded like someone strangling a small animal.
“You understand these things?” Axe said. “What the hells are you, freak?”
Nyle tilted his head. <‍Ah, such a good question. What are you, Brice? I’ll tell you‌—‌you’re a nuisance. You’re a constant thorn in my side. But now, it’s time to pull that thorn out.‍>
Nyle was talking too much. Brice shifted his focus to the shades. They remained where they were‌—‌and he had to assume this was Nyle’s doing. But further out, he felt more approaching. And‌…‌and other traces.
Nyle raised his arms again. <‍You don’t have a gun, but your friend does. And I don’t trust guns. If I attack you, what’s to stop him trying to burn me?‍> He took a step toward Axe. The man shook, but held his ground and braced the butt of his Charon against his shoulder. <‍So maybe I’ll have my friends take him out while I deal with you. Of course, I might have to cut him first. A drop of blood is a wonderful motivator.‍>
“You don’t need to kill either of us,” Brice said, hoping that let Axe know some of what was going on. “You can keep those shades away. And you don’t need to bother with me. I’ve left the basin. I don’t intend to return. Just‌…‌just let it go, Nyle. You go your way, I’ll go mine.”
More laughter from Nyle <‍Like it’s that easy! No, this ends here. See, I’ve got a job to do. They want me to find you. They want me to bring you in. But you won’t go freely, will you? You’ll put up a fight, like you always do. And I’ll have to protect myself. Then‌—‌oh dear, what a shame‌—‌I’ll be bringing them a dead body.‍>
Brice understood little of that, but he didn’t need to. Bottom line‌—‌Nyle wanted to kill Brice.
“You don’t need to do this, Nyle. You don’t need to keep chasing me.”
<‍Who said anything about need?‍> Nyle pushed his head forward, and Brice caught a waft of the rotten, decayed stink from his body. <‍I want to taste your blood, Brice. I want all of it.‍>
And that was when Axe stepped forward. “Bloody monsters, the lot of you!”
Nyle lunged, hissing angrily. There was a whomp from the Charon, and flame gushed out, but Nyle was in the air, soaring above it.
The moment slowed, and Brice read Nyle’s trajectory, noticed how Axe stumbled as he stepped back. And Brice knew what he needed to do.
He spun, the hand by his hip grabbing the hilt of his knife, freeing it from the sheath.
Nyle collided with Axe, grabbing the man tight, driving his claws into the man’s shoulders. The Charon dropped to the ground.
Brice threw himself forward, eyes fixed on his target.
Nyle’s momentum toppled Axe. As Axe slammed into the ground, Nyle opened his mouth and bared his fangs.
And screamed in agony as Brice’s knife rammed into the back of his neck.
Warm blood sprayed over Brice’s face, mingling with Nyle’s stench. Brice gagged. But he also snaked his free arm round, gripping Nyle tight, bringing his own face closer to that leathery hide.
And he twisted the knife, pushing it deeper into the wound.
Nyle bucked. He brought his arms back as far as he could. He back-kicked, striking Brice’s legs. Through his agonised hissing, he yelled insults, his words joining then becoming noise.
Brice pulled the knife, wrenching it free from where it had slid between vertebrae. Nyle spasmed, and Brice drove the blade in again, his forearm jerking as metal struck bone. He held on tight, his vision blurring as Nyle threw himself around. And Brice put all his weight behind the knife.
There was a moment when something gave, and Nyle’s cries became a torrent of noise, sharp and sudden, and he bucked violently.
The scream died, and Nyle’s body became still.
And that was when the shades rushed in.






She wasn’t Siren’s pet! She might be small, but Deva wasn’t some kind of toy, or a child. Hadn’t she shown her worth? Hadn’t she run around in the darkness, avoiding demons like she was invisible? Hadn’t she brought that bitch information?
Deva had never felt so angry. Not even on Metis, with all the meathead comments she had to endure, and the wandering sweaty hands. At least most of them were too stupid to realise what they were doing. But this woman‌…‌she knew exactly what she was doing.
She was using everyone else to ensure her own escape. She didn’t care who died in the process, as long as she lived.
The forest was chilly, but that didn’t matter. Deva huffed as she stomped along paths, not caring who heard her. Just so long as it wasn’t Siren. Not that she’d leave her beloved Warren without someone to protect her. It wasn’t like that cow would even consider wandering alone, not even in the day.
Siren was weak. She manipulated others‌—‌how she was cruel, how she caused pain and death‌—‌because she needed others to look up to her. She needed Soldier and Axe. And if she didn’t need the others as much, she could use them as‌…‌as fodder.
Something rustled in the undergrowth to her left, and Deva jumped. But it was only some kind of rodent. Just one of the many creatures that made their home in the forest, oblivious to the warring tribes and the demons and the ghouls.
She kicked a small stone, sending it after whatever was moving. There was no more sound, and Deva cursed.
She walked on, swiping branches out of her way. These paths were all so similar‌—‌mud, wood and leaves, green and brown everywhere. Even when she looked up, branches barred her view of the sky.
When had the forest become a prison?
Deva remembered the first time she’d set foot on this planet, a lifetime ago. The crew had found her on that Proteus, but they’d agreed to let her join them, at least temporarily. Then they’d opened the craft’s hatch.
She’d stepped into another world.
The air on Metis was kept meticulously clean, any dust and microbes filtered out. It was‌—‌nothing. But when she walked down the ramp and stepped onto grass‌—‌actual grass!‌—‌the air had assailed her, alive and oh so refreshing.
The trees had been beautiful, too‌—‌trunks that forced their way upwards, branches lazily intertwining, laden with vibrant leaves that flickered and waved at her. There were hints of yellow and even red running through the green.
Then there were the flowers. Not the splashes of colour she’d seen in images and feeds from elsewhere, not the stylised displays some of the posher areas of Metis had, but tiny dots of colour, subtle and wonderful, and the closer she came to them the more intricate they grew.
She’d wanted to stay there forever, surrounded by all this beauty. But now, Deva simply wanted to get away.
And there was nothing stopping her.
Siren might need to fly out to avoid the fence, but Deva could climb it. She could walk past the demons and they wouldn’t even notice her. She could leave this place any time she wanted.
She never had to see that woman again.
Deva smiled.
The wind called to her through the trees. She tipped her head back, accepting the breeze. Yes. She’d drift on. She’d walk to the fence, climb, then keep on walking.
When she opened her eyes, the branches above were dark. Where she expected to see flashes of sunlight she saw only the moon’s paleness.
How long had she been walking? And where was she?
Deva tried to recall the route she’d taken, but it slipped from her recollection. She hadn’t been paying any attention, clearly. That damn woman had distracted her!
But Deva knew the forest. It took her a moment, but she got her bearings.
The closest part of the fence was back the way she’d come, but that meant walking past the Warren. Deva didn’t think much of that idea. Besides, it didn’t matter where she crossed the fence.
After a moment, she decided. She’d head north. That would take her past the drop zone, which might be a risk if those grey ghouls were about, but it would also take her to the cliff.
She’d found that spot a few days after joining the Warren. Deva had been exploring, and the terrain started to rise. She’d been out of breath after a few minutes, but had carried on, eventually arriving at a plateau, trees on three sides. The other side was the top of a cliff, higher than the trees below, and from the edge Deva had looked out over the forest. She’d seen the drop zone‌—‌although she didn’t know what that area was at the time‌—‌and she’d even seen the fence in the distance.
And it had been so peaceful. The canopy of branches swayed, like a vast green ocean, and Deva felt like she could dive in, could let the trees take her away.
Later, when things got rough‌—‌when she’d been in her first drop, seen tribe-members killing one another, endured Siren’s viciousness‌—‌Deva would escape to the cliff. She’d sit, sometimes for hours, and let the wind and the sea of trees take her troubles away.
Yes‌—‌she’d go to the cliff one last time. And then she’d head to the northern fence.
She walked on. The path widened, the branches no longer grabbing for her. She breathed in deep, taking in the peaty scent of the forest.
This was what she craved‌—‌peace. No pathetic arguing, no fighting. No banging doors, or cracks of weapons firing. No clanging of metalwork. None of the heat of the Warren, or the constant activity of the workshops and refit bays on Metis. Just the forest, quiet except for the wind up above.
Too quiet.
Maybe she’d been too self-absorbed to hear anyone around earlier, but now that it was firmly night, the demons should be out. But there was nothing.
Deva hurried along the path now. It grew wider, more moonlight filtering down. The soil underfoot grew harder, less muddy.
She could see open space beyond the trees, and she slowed, coming to a stop just before the trunks stopped and the drop zone began. She crouched behind a tree and peered out.
Nothing moved.
The crate sat where it had been dropped, a cold, hard block, black against the surrounding grey. This brought a frown to Deva’s face. Normally, a Hermes flew in to retrieve the crate at first light on the day following a drop. But maybe the routine had been altered by the arrival of the Proteus.
That craft sat where it had landed, another alien blot on the stillness.
But there was something else, a short distance from this Proteus.
A second craft. Another Proteus.
As she watched, the arcs over the hatch illuminated, the light seeping round the edges of the craft. The thin line of light underneath the craft, cut only by the landing legs, grew dark as the ramp descended.
A figure appeared round the side of the Proteus. It was tall, its grey bald head almost level with the base of the craft’s tail-fin. It approached the first Proteus, and was followed by another figure. Then two more appeared.
Ghouls. Reinforcements.
Deva shivered, the sweat cooling on her arms.
The four monsters formed a group, and if they talked none of their voices reached Deva. But they appeared to reach a decision, because three of them strode off, heading to the far side of the drop zone.
The other turned, like it was surveying the area.
Deva froze.
She was deep in shadow. She had to trust that she was hidden.
The beast faced Deva. Its eyes were small, almost invisible from this distance, but they bored into Deva. Then, beneath its snout, the corners of its mouth turned up. It was only a slight movement, but Deva caught it.
Surely it would hear her heart hammering. Or it would smell her. Then it would charge. And even if Deva ran faster than she had ever run before, it would catch her.
But it didn’t. It turned, and disappeared behind the Proteus.
Deva watched the line of light appear underneath as the ramp raised, and then the arcs extinguished.
Only then did she let out the stale air in her lungs, as she clung to the tree to stop herself falling.
Blood. Wonderful, intoxicating blood.
The coppery aroma struck Cathal hard, driving out the smell of leaves and mud. It left his mouth dry, even as a globule of drool ran over his tongue.
<‍We have to help.‍>
That was Car, but he was behind Cathal now. Cathal ran, focused on Nyle’s fading trace, and the energy that was flowing from the wound in the back of his neck.
There were other traces, too. They swarmed in from the trees, converging on Nyle. And‌…‌and on someone else. Someone injured. More blood.
Cathal didn’t know that trace, but he knew the third. And even as the hunger turned his stomach, he knew he must protect Brice.
The first of the kin never stood a chance. Cathal swiped as he reached it, slicing its throat open and sending it spinning away.
Cathal drove his claws deep into the belly of the next one. Not a fatal wound, but Cathal’s fangs closed around its neck, piercing deep and sucking, that wonderful nectar hitting the back of his throat, that warmth sinking down into his stomach. He sucked harder, then pulled his head back, the kin’s flesh ripping apart as its body dropped to the ground.
Cathal spat the sticky chunk of meat from his mouth and spun, bringing down another of the kin. A fourth dived to the ground, shoving its face into the wound Cathal had just inflicted.
Everything became bathed in boiling crimson. It raced through Cathal’s body, and he growled in joy, his muscles burning with excitement. They contracted with perfect control, and Cathal spun like a dervish. His claws raked through flesh, cutting to the bone. His fangs ripped at necks, and warm nectar hit the back of his throat.
He’d never felt so alive.
Bone cracked and muscle tore. Ligaments snapped. He ended life after life, and each death made him stronger. Of course it did‌—‌he absorbed their energy, their life. The kin became a part of Cathal, a sacrifice. They lived on through him.
He roared, and he killed.
<‍Cathal!‍>
Yes. That was his name. That was who was master of these pathetic creatures. They should remember. If they had speech, they should be singing that name as a hallelujah.
<‍Cathal!‍>
Pressure on his shoulder. Cathal spun, slashing down, eager for another taste, to assimilate another life. Eager for another kin to become one with him.
His claws passed through air. A shape in front of him blurred, and a weight pounded on both shoulders, shoving him back half a step.
<‍Cathal! Stop!‍>
Cathal crouched, and he smiled. If this kin wanted to play, let it have some fun before Cathal drained it!
But it didn’t attack.
<‍It’s over. They’re all dead, Cathal. We did it.‍>
All dead. Yes. He found their traces, already turning cold. He pushed out, found no more kin.
But there were other traces. Like the one directly in front of him.
<‍Car?‍> But the name sounded as a grunt. Cathal took a breath, tried again.
<‍Take your time, Cathal. Calm yourself.‍>
His brother was splattered with blood, but Cathal was drenched in the stuff. He felt it running down his chin.
He didn’t know how many kin he’d killed.
<‍Car?‍> This time the name came out clearly.
<‍You did it. You protected Brice.‍>
<‍Brice?‍>
Cathal turned, focusing on the two other live traces. He was still for a moment, taking everything in.
One sat on the ground, holding an arm close to his body. The trace‌—‌so different to both the kin and Cathal’s brother‌—‌vibrated with fear and confusion, tinged red with anger and aggression. The other person stood with a bloody knife in his hand. Cathal breathed in that intoxication, savouring the remnant of Nyle’s essence that dripped from it.
So Brice had defeated Nyle. And Cathal and Car had kept the kin at bay.
“Don’t think I’ve seen you fight like that, Cathal,” Brice said. “Scary, but thank you.”
“You talking to another one of them?” This came from the man on the ground, and his words were sharp, even through the pain. “You going to kill it?”
“This is a friend.”
The man on the ground laughed. “She was right about you‌—‌bloody traitor. You’re with the company, aren’t you? Should’ve fried you when I first saw you.”
Brice shook his head. “No. I’m nothing to do with the company. But he’s a friend.” Brice pointed to Cathal. “He helped me. He helped us. Look around you, Axe. You think he would have killed all these demons if he wanted to hurt us?”
Demons? Axe? It sounded like Brice was talking a different language.
“Maybe it wanted us for itself. Along with its buddy.” The man on the floor‌—‌was he Axe? And what kind of name was that anyway?‌—‌spat out his words again.
“No. This one maybe.” Brice kicked the still-bleeding corpse of Nyle. “This one has been after me for months. But Cathal, and Car‌…‌they’re friends.”
“They have names?”
“Of course. They used to be people. They still are.”
Cathal thought Axe was choking, but it was another laugh. “Right! They’re bloody monsters! That one there‌—‌Cathal? Car? Doesn’t matter‌—‌has so much blood on his face its like he’s been‌…‌troughing. He’s a bloody animal. Can’t even dress himself. Looks like a bloody mess.”
<‍Cathal, stay calm.‍> Car’s hand rested on Cathal’s arm, and he realised the blood was flowing faster through his body again. He took a breath.
Then Car’s head twitched. <‍Brice, we need to get going. Company’s coming.‍>
“That’s not more shades, is it?” Brice asked, but it wasn’t a question. “That’s one of the ghouls.”
<‍Ghouls? That what you call the grey things? Yes‌—‌but more than one. They’ve been staying back, but they’re moving in now.‍>
Brice nodded, then turned to the fallen man. “Axe, we’ve got to get out of here. You okay on your feet?”
But Axe didn’t respond. He shuffled, like he was trying to move away‌—‌from Cathal and Car, but also from Brice. His attention shifted between all three of them.
“They talking to you? They are, aren’t they. You’re in league with the demons. Hells, you’re probably some kind of‌…‌mutant half-demon yourself. Freak doesn’t even come close.”
“Axe, listen to me! Ghouls are coming.”
“And that’s just what you want, isn’t it? You called them here, didn’t you?”
<‍We could leave him,‍> Car suggested. <‍He dangerous?‍>
Cathal focused. There was a weapon to one side, a Charon. The stink of burnt fuel clung to it. But Axe was injured, his shoulders bleeding. And there was a bulge at one ankle. Maybe he’d damaged it when he fell.
“I should’ve killed you sooner. I should’ve put a pellet in the back of your head. I should’ve stuck a knife into your heart.” Axe shuffled, closer to the discarded weapon.
Car must have noticed it too, because he jumped forward, kicking the Charon as far as he could. There was a clunk as it struck a trunk, then a soft rustle as it disappeared into the undergrowth.
Axe laughed again. “Bloody protecting you!” His injured arm remained across his chest, but he moved his other one, stretching down his leg.
“No!” Brice called.
And Cathal knew the bulge at the man’s ankle wasn’t an injury. He knew what was about to happen.
With the blood in his body racing, Cathal still moved sluggishly, and both Car and Brice reacted faster. As Axe ripped the Preben from his ankle-holster and raised it, Car blurred in from the left. Axe swung the weapon, aiming for Brice, even as the lad dived‌—‌not to one side, but at Axe himself. Words came from his mouth, their meaning lost in a yell.
The weapon cracked, bucking in Axe’s hand.
Cathal grabbed Axe’s arm, knowing he was too late.
There was a soft thump, and Car’s trace screamed red and black as it tore apart.
Warm flesh splattered Cathal, the aroma of fresh blood washing over him. Car’s body flew to one side, half his head missing. He crashed against the base of a tree, and didn’t move.
But his blood ran down Cathal’s face. He licked it from his lips.
Tasting that life. Absorbing it.
Brice fell too, but to one side, and he rolled to his feet. He still had a knife in his hand, gripping it tight. He breathed rapidly, and his whole body was tense. Cathal felt his trace, rich and strong.
And Axe, bleeding and screaming, brought the Preben round again.
Cathal lunged.
Axe never had time to fire the weapon a second time. One of Cathal’s hands closed around the man’s wrist, pulling sharply until he heard the snap and the scream. And he drove his other hand forward, claws extended. There was a moment of tension as they sliced into the man’s chest.
He brought his fangs down on the man’s neck. The flesh popped as they broke through, and then that wonderful elixir hit the back of Cathal’s throat. He gulped it down, a fine wine after the bitterness of the kin’s lives.
“Cathal?”
Brice.
Nyle had been after Brice’s blood for so long, and Cathal knew it would be nectar, exquisite beyond belief.
His arms shook as he held on to Axe. He forced himself to keep his fangs in place.
<‍Run.‍>
“Cathal, we have to get out of here. The ghouls are coming.”
Cathal could sense them, through the red mist. But he didn’t care. The mist was a blanket, was all he ever wanted.
Almost all.
He lifted his head, blood only dribbling from Axe’s neck now. Brice’s trace was vibrant. The lad stood close, so close that it would take barely a second. Cathal’s head swayed at the thought. His whole body tingled.
He turned. The lad hadn’t moved. Brice, the last of his crew. The one he’d sworn to protect.
His stomach churned. Bile rose. Cathal opened his mouth, his fangs reaching forward. He felt his arms tense, ready for action.
<‍Run!‍> he yelled.
And Brice ran.






Cathal fed, draining Axe dry. Then he moved on to Car. Yes, Car had fought alongside him, but there was no reason his blood should go to waste. In a way, it was fitting‌—‌the last of his life would live on in Cathal.
There was something behind him, but he didn’t react. The grey being, the thing Brice had called a ghoul, drew closer. But it couldn’t have any of this blood. It was Cathal’s now.
<‍Cathal?‍>
The voice was female. It was empty of emotion, though. It didn’t care what he did.
He carried on slurping, taking in Car’s energy. His brother had fed from their kin, during the fight, but he’d drunk from blood-packs before, too‌—‌Cathal caught the stale taste as it lingered at the top of his mouth.
<‍You need to come with me.‍>
<‍I’m busy.‍>
Cathal felt a rush of air, then something slammed into his shoulder, sending him spinning into a tree.
<‍Not any more.‍>
The grey ghoul stood by Car’s body. Cathal focused, and he knew this beast was strong. But it didn’t come for him. It waited. And blood still oozed from Car’s wound.
Cathal stood, surprised that he wavered for a moment, then threw himself back onto his brother’s body.
Dull pain erupted in his side, and Cathal flew through the air again. A branch broke as he hit it, and he slumped against a trunk.
<‍I said come with me. It was not a request.‍>
Cathal rose to his feet again. The creature stood in front of Car now. His brother’s blood soaked into the ground, lost.
With a growl, Cathal charged. He brought his head down and his arms up, claws extended. He focused on the beast, and brought one arm back, ready to swipe.
A lightning-bolt of pain shot through his head, and his neck jerked back. Cathal crashed to the ground once more.
Pressure slammed into his chest, and he breathed in the scent of this new beast. He reached forward with his jaw, biting down.
His teeth ground together, nothing between them.
He kicked and punched, but the ghoul threw him onto his front, pushing down hard. Pain at the base of his spine, then his arms pulled back. Tightness around his wrists.
<‍Get up.‍>
The weight lifted. Cathal stayed where he was, breathing heavily. The scent of blood still hung in the air, but now it was overshadowed by the aroma of mud.
Pain hammered into his side, and Cathal rolled over with a groan. The ghoul looked down at him.
<‍Get up,‍> it repeated.
Cathal did, but it was hard. His wrists were bound, and when he moved his head swam with nausea. He swallowed down bile.
But he made it. And the ghoul stepped forward, its breath washing over Cathal’s face. Strong hands clamped down on his shoulders, spinning him round.
<‍Now walk.‍>
Cathal did, because there was nothing else he could do.
Brice ran. He didn’t want to abandon his friend, but the way Cathal sunk his fangs into Axe’s throat, and the animal growl in his voice, drove Brice on.
He should’ve read the signs‌—‌Cathal’s moodiness, and his reluctance to drink. He’d been fighting what he was becoming, maybe for months. But it was a fight he could never win.
Cathal was gone. Brice had to accept that. Brice was on his own once more.
He ran. Branches whipped against his arms and body, and thorns tore at his face. The ground rose, and Brice’s legs burned as he powered along paths. Heading up, always up. He’d risen out of the basin, but that hadn’t been far enough. He needed to go higher.
And up there, way beyond the clouds, was Metis.
Kaiahive.
They were everywhere. They’d set this place up. They’d allowed Haven to become overrun by shades. And‌…‌and they’d used people. So many people.
They’d used Brice.
Doctor Regas had talked about the blood samples and readings he’d taken from Brice, when he’d been investigating Brice’s malfunctioning lattice. He’d told Brice how the boffins on Metis were excited about what they could learn from him.
From his blood. From the screwed lattice that they’d tweaked and enhanced.
The lattice that was now a part of him, in a way he still didn’t understand.
Just like the company still had its hooks in him. He was still being manipulated by Kaiahive.
He ran on, stumbling over tree roots. But now a breeze washed over his face, and he burst from the trees. Weak moonlight showed him an open area, grass reaching up past his ankles.
Brice slowed. He gazed ahead.
The open space carried on, meeting the night sky. The grass brushed against the bottoms of his trousers as he walked across the plateau. He only stopped when he came to the cliff.
The ground dropped away sharply‌—‌climbable, but tricky in this dimness. Ahead, the tops of trees undulated. It might have been beautiful, but he couldn’t avoid thinking of what was hidden beneath the canopy of leaves. Shades, warring tribes, and now those ghouls. Monsters, all of them.
And all created by Kaiahive.
Brice focused, read the traces that ran beneath the trees. He’d grown used to this, but there was a time when he’d had to rely on his eyes alone. Ryann read traces, but that was because she was a tracker, trained and with the appropriate lattice enhancements. His own enhancements had been in strength, but now his lattice offered him so much more. He could see in dim lighting without pulling up filters on his lenses‌—‌in fact, he couldn’t feel his lenses any more, didn’t even know if they existed. He could not only read his own body but could control it too, in ways he had never managed before. He could run faster, act faster, and keep going with less food and sleep.
He might not be a bloodthirsty shade, but Brice was his own kind of monster. He was no longer fully human.
A light winked up above, and Brice didn’t know if it was a star or if it was Metis. But he felt the presence of the mothership, the company looking down at him.
He’d left the basin to find out where the shades came from, but now he knew that was an excuse. He was running. He needed to leave the basin, to get as far away from Haven as possible. But, beneath that, he needed to get away from the company.
And he wasn’t there yet.
Brice turned slowly, watching as the rippling tree-tops gave way to the trunks standing tall at the edge of the plateau. Somewhere beyond all these trees was the fence. And beyond that, a whole planet.
He returned to look over the trees, and now he sat on the rock. It chilled his back-side, but that was fine. He’d only be here a moment. This was a break, nothing more. A chance to catch his breath, and to still his thoughts. Then he’d be off.
Brice knew he wasn’t done running yet.
Cathal trudged after the ghoul, one foot in front of the other, each step heavier than the last.
They walked many steps, many minutes, maybe an hour, maybe longer. Some of the paths felt familiar, and there were traces that Cathal almost recognised. They passed through dense undergrowth, skirted rock walls, and padded along open grassland and dusty soil.
And then, up ahead, was the fence.
Cathal slowed, but the voice from behind told him to keep going. He did, expecting the pain in his head to start at any moment. But it didn’t. The fence grew larger, and then he could lean forward and rest his head against the metal links.
The ghoul extended a talon. It slashed, severing the tie binding Cathal’s wrists.
<‍Climb.‍>
He climbed slowly. The ghoul remained on the ground, studying Cathal. And now, over the far side, he caught another trace as a second ghoul emerge from the trees.
He reached the top of the fence, and flipped himself over before starting the climb down. For a brief moment he wondered if he’d survive a fall from here. But it was only a fleeting thought, discounted not because he might succeed, but because survival would simply mean more pain. He had the notion that, even if he were crippled and could no longer move, the waiting ghoul would carry him the rest of the way.
<‍Follow,‍> the new ghoul said, as disinterested as the first.
It walked away from the fence, and Cathal followed, conscious of the other ghoul at his back, even though he couldn’t remember it climbing the fence. The path wound through the trees, and Cathal knew where they were headed.
These beasts were escorting him to the Hermes. The same place they’d taken Nyle.
But he was dead now. So was Car, and Ap Owen. All the infected, gone. All but Cathal.
He shouldn’t be here. Cathal felt that, stronger than he’d felt anything. He was a monster, an aberration.
He didn’t know why the ghouls hadn’t yet killed him, but Cathal hoped that, before too long, they would.
The poor creature’s stench caught in the back of Kesia’s throat.
She could block her pores to the aroma, or cut off the sensations it aroused in her. She could register it purely as data. But hiding from reality like that felt wrong. The stink wasn’t pleasant, but she needed to experience it. She needed to understand her psychological responses to the data her senses captured.
There was another word for this‌—‌feelings. These responses were feelings, and emotions.
But Kesia was a creature of logic. She should not submit to these feelings. She should not have emotions.
She definitely shouldn’t feel pity for this creature she escorted back to the Hermes.
She knew its history, of course. She’d watched footage from Haven of this infected slaughtering subjects, and she had admired its strength and perseverance, its animal aggression. But now, it was cowed, a shell of the beast that had caused so much bloodshed.
<‍You are Cathal?‍> There was a throbbing behind her eyes, and Kesia wondered if communicating with this creature would earn her a reprimand. But her instructions had been to simply bring the prisoner in. There had been no explicit stipulation that she should not talk.
She kept the communication tight, though. There was no reason for Dia to hear this.
<‍Once.‍> The creature threw that word out, but with no bitterness.
<‍Who are you now?‍>
<‍Nobody.‍>
Cathal. The name rolled around her mind, strangely comforting. But there was no logical reason for this, so she pushed it to one side.
<‍You know where you’re being taken?‍>
The only answer was a shrug, and Kesia knew this Cathal had no wish to converse. And she had no desire to cause him discomfort. Not when so much pain awaited him on the craft.
They walked on. Ahead, Kesia sensed the Hermes, where Enya would be, directing the movements of the other sisters. Kesia knew this was not how Enya would have preferred to work, but Murdoch insisted. What was it he’d said? A good leader knows when to step back from the action. The art of leading is letting others reach the conclusions you desire.
Was that Murdoch? Kesia wasn’t sure, but someone had said it to her. Someone who was an expert at leading, but did so in a quiet manner. Someone who let others use their expertise.
<‍What do they call you?‍>
The question surprised her. There was no reason for Cathal to know her name. But, equally, there was no reason to keep it from him. After all, a name was only a label.
<‍I am NuGamma Eksi, but my familiar name is‌…‌Kesia.‍> She didn’t know why she stumbled over her name, unless it was the throbbing in her head.
She glanced at Cathal, but he kept his pace, kept his head down. He made no indication that he’d talked, or that she’d responded.
They reached the Hermes. The hatch was open, and the ramp completed its descent as they reached it.
<‍He give you any trouble?‍> Enya sussed as she appeared through the hatch.
<‍Tried to resist,‍> Dia replied, stepping to one side of Cathal. <‍It didn’t work.‍>
<‍Of course not.‍> The contempt in Enya’s voice rankled Kesia, but she didn’t respond. <‍Bring him. Murdoch wants to see him now.‍>
Dia grabbed Cathal’s arm and pulled him forward. He let himself be led on board the craft.
Kesia followed.
And this felt‌…‌right. Something about following his footsteps comforted her. Something about entering a craft with this creature.
No. Not with this creature, but with the man he’d been before he’d become infected.
A surge of images flooded through Kesia’s mind, vague and deep. Water, and a craft submerged. She felt the chill as the flood covered her, relived the panic as her heart-rate increased.
Then she heard a voice, one she’d grown to trust. She couldn’t decipher the words, but she understood what they meant. It was going to be okay. She should follow, because he’d look out for her. As he always did. As he did for everyone in his crew.
Cathal.
Not as he was now, but as he had been.
And, in an instant, she understood.
She felt memories of others, too. Not her sisters, but a different kind of family. She felt acceptance, friendship, maybe even love.
And this was before she became a NeoGen, before she became Kesia.
This was who she really was.






“This may interest you, Harris. Come.”
Murdoch had a glint in his eye that Ryann didn’t trust one bit. But when he opened the door, she was powerless to resist.
“They’ve caught one of the infected,” he said as Ryann stepped into the corridor. She followed him, a few steps, to a door. He turned to face her. “One of the originals. Tell me, who do you think it could be?”
“Nyle?” She knew it was the wrong answer by his wry smile, but she carried on. “He’s back?”
“No. There was‌…‌an issue. He overstepped his instructions, and Nyle Patera is no more.”
Ryann expected to feel something at that news, but not confusion. She pictured Nyle the man, as he stood in the Proteus, lost for words at the sight of the shade. She saw his horror, and heard again his screams as it bit into him. As it infected him, turning Nyle the pilot into the beast that was now dead.
At least he was finally at peace.
But Murdoch said that Nyle overstepped his instructions. He was supposed to locate Brice and nothing more. Murdoch hadn’t mentioned Brice.
She wanted to ask what had happened, but feared the answer he might give.
“So who do we have in our interrogation room, if not Nyle? Care to guess?”
She shook her head. She wouldn’t play his games.
He snorted, then opened the door they had reached. As he stepped through, Ryann noticed his hand resting on his Preben’s holster.
She followed him into the room, and the stench churning her stomach. But it was familiar. When Cathal lay in the hold-out, the discolouration already spreading from his wound, the same rancid odour had seeped from his body.
The infected stood between and slightly forward of two NeoGens. They held their arms by their sides, and had their feet planted wide. Ryan knew they were ready to pounce the moment the creature showed any signs of aggression.
“He give you any trouble?”
“Nothing we couldn’t handle,” said the one on the right. Her tone was offhand, dismissive.
“Good.” Murdoch took a step forward‌—‌but, Ryann noted, not close enough that the infected could reach him.
She studied the creature. It was covered in blood and gore, its knees muddy. The cloth that hung from its body was in tatters, but there were so many layers that its flesh was still covered. Its head was exposed, though, and strips of cloth littered the floor.
It looked docile. The large discs at the front of its face swirled, but the movement was slow. Its chest rose and fell only slightly, and this reminded Ryann of Cathal when he lay in quarantine, comatose as his body changed.
“So, who do we have here?” Murdoch asked loudly. “Bit far from home, aren’t we?”
The creature didn’t look up. It didn’t acknowledge Murdoch’s presence.
The man turned to the NeoGen. “He can hear me?”
The NeoGen’s eyes flickered, and Ryann guessed she was sussing. “Says he can hear you fine.”
“Hmm.” Murdoch addressed the creature again. “So you can answer some questions. First, what are you doing out here?”
“He says he was walking.”
“Any particular way?”
“Forwards.”
A flicker of annoyance shot across Murdoch’s face, before his grin grew wide once more. “Very good. I like a‌…‌an individual who retains his sense of humour when he has nothing else left.”
The creature’s shoulders shrugged. It was only a slight movement, and Ryann almost missed it.
“But to business,” Murdoch said. “You probably know who I am. Murdoch Kollias. I run things round here. Pleased to meet you.” He gave a nod, and Ryann thought for a moment that he was going to extend his hand. “And you are?”
<‍He says he’s nobody.‍>
“Nobody? Oh, I hardly believe that. Would a nobody have managed to slaughter so many? Would a nobody have endured the walk to this place? And even though I’m sure you knew the dangers of the fence, you climbed it with your friend, didn’t you? Is that the action of a nobody?”
The infected twitched its head at that, and Murdoch smiled.
“Oh, yes‌—‌I know a great deal about you. I know you’ve been watching my Hermes. I know you followed my girl and our prisoner. I made sure the fence’s power stayed off long enough for you to climb. I know what happened when you eventually met up with Nyle Pateras.”
Murdoch paused, but the infected gave no response. Murdoch waved an arm in Ryann’s direction.
“You know who this is?”
There was silence.
“I asked a question. Do you know who this is?”
“He says he does.”
“Tell me her name.”
“He says she’s Ryann Harris.”
Ryann only realised she’d let out a gasp when Murdoch turned to her and smiled.
“So this creature knows you, Harris. Any idea how?”
Ryann swallowed, and shifted her eyes from Murdoch to the creature. It stood taller now, and Ryann pushed gently. She felt its presence, its trace, but when she tried to connect with its lattice there was‌…‌there was resistance. Like there had been in Haven’s quarantine, when she’d tried reaching out for‌…
“Cathal?”
The name fell from her lips in a whisper. The creature‌—‌Cathal‌—‌sagged, its head drooping. A throbbing filled Ryann’s ears, breathy and harsh.
The sound gained focus, and she looked at Murdoch’s laughing face. Her fist balled.
Murdoch’s hand tapped, drawing her attention to his hip. To his Preben. He raised his eyebrows and shook his head.
Then he spun back to face‌…‌to face her old commander. Her friend.
“Death follows you, Cathal Lasko. Car Sisko, Nyle Patera, Ap Owen Kallas. Not to mention all those subjects you slaughtered. So much death, and yet you survive. The last of the infected. The last deformity.”
Ryann pushed against the barrier in Cathal’s lattice. In her own lattice, she said his name.
Murdoch continued talking, but Ryann only half-listened. Instead, she sussed to Cathal. <‍I want to help.‍>
There was no response, but the barrier rippled.
<‍I never thought I’d see you again. Not after you helped us escape from Haven.‍>
Murdoch was talking about Cathal’s kind being surpassed. Ryann told Cathal to pay no heed. <‍You’re still you, Cathal, still my commander. I‌…‌I tried to keep the crew together. You know about Brice. Tris‌…‌he helped us, but I don’t know what happened to him. And Keelin…‍>
Ryann blinked the moisture away.
“So the question remains‌—‌what is to be done with you?” Murdoch must have signalled as he spoke, because one of his girls reached forward and placed a hand on Cathal’s shoulder.
Murdoch had wanted Nyle dead, and now he was. He wanted to clear up everything from this project except for his NeoGens. And that meant only one thing for Cathal.
But Ryann couldn’t allow that.
“You could let him go.”
There was a snort from one of the NeoGens. Murdoch turned slowly.
“Interesting,” he drawled. “Explain.”
Ryann felt the barrier within Cathal push, as if he were focusing on her now. She glanced at him, noticed the way his head rose a fraction.
She coughed, freeing the dryness in her throat.
“He left the basin. I don’t believe he wants to cause any‌…‌any problems. He’s always been gentle, and I believe he still is. Cathal‌—‌the Cathal I knew‌—‌always sought the path of least conflict. If you let him go, I’m sure he’d walk away. You’d never hear from him again. I’m certain of it.”
Her voice cracked, and Ryan knew how pathetic she sounded. The NeoGen shook its head slowly.
But Murdoch brought a hand up to his chin, rubbing slowly. He bit his lower lip. His eyes passed from Ryann to Cathal, then back again.
“I have my orders, though,” he said, brow furrowed. “I am to delete all evidence of previous stages of the project. And you, Lasko, are most definitely evidence.”
“Delete?” A ray of hope sprung within Ryann. “That doesn’t have to mean ‘kill’, though. If Cathal walked far enough away, he would no longer be present. Wouldn’t that count as a deletion?”
Murdoch tilted his head. “I can see that argument.” He waved a finger at Ryann. “I always knew you were wasted as a tracker, Harris. Such a fine, sharp mind.”
Then he spun sharply to Cathal. “But I need assurances. Lasko, you’d have to go as far from the basin as you possibly could. Any signs of the company, and you’d need to move away. You can’t have any contact with Kaiahive.” He glanced round at Ryann. “Or anyone involved with the company in the past.”
Ryann ignored Murdoch’s glance, and watched as Cathal nodded.
“He says there’s nothing to hold him here anyway.”
Murdoch smiled. “Then I believe we have our answer. Kesia!”
The NeoGen to Cathal’s left, the one that was not holding him, stepped forward. She raised her hand and brushed her face, like she was pushing hair from her eyes.
“Kesia, I’d like you to escort our friend to the hatch.”
Kesia nodded. Her eyes twitched, as if she wanted to look at Cathal but was stopping herself. Again, her hand rose towards her face.
It was a familiar movement, but Ryann couldn’t place it.
“I never liked the sight of you in Haven’s quarantine, Lasko. I can’t say it’s been a pleasure meeting you, and I dearly hope I never set eyes on you again. Kesia will take you to the hatch, and this will soon be all behind you.”
Cathal nodded, then turned and followed Kesia. The NeoGen was already at the door.
<‍Good luck,‍> Ryann sussed, forcing herself to believe that he heard her words.
He didn’t reply, or show that he’d heard her. He walked, shoulders back and pace steady. It was a walk she’d seen many times before, a silent defiance, a tread that was solid in what it believed.
Then Murdoch glanced at Kesia. The NeoGen returned the look, and for a moment her brow furrowed. She, in turn, looked to Cathal, then back to Murdoch, and nodded. Once.
Murdoch smiled.
The hair on the back of Ryann’s neck stood tall, and she wanted to rub her skin, to wipe away the cooling layer of sweat.
She’d forgotten something vital‌—‌Murdoch could not be trusted.
Her mouth opened and closed, the air drying it out. Words formed in her head, and she pushed them as hard as she could into Cathal.
<‍They’re going to kill you!‍>
But the door closed, and Cathal was gone.






The canopy of leaves undulated. The moon shone down, the occasional wispy cloud dimming it. The breeze blew across Brice’s face, carrying the scents of the forest‌—‌the honest scents, of plants and soil. The taste of decay was a distant note, nothing Brice need worry about.
He only meant to sit for a moment, but the moment stretched on. Brice breathed deep and slow.
This was peace.
He thought he’d grabbed moments like this before, when he sat on the concrete roofs of hold-outs and stared across to landing pads. But back then, in the basin, there was always the threat from Nyle. And when he sat with Cathal, there was his old commander’s stench. Reminders that this moment was only temporary.
But now, Brice was free. He could leave, travel beyond the fence. There was no Nyle. And Cathal…
Brice swallowed.
He had to be realistic‌—‌Cathal had lost control of himself, and one of the ghouls had approached him. There was only one realistic outcome.
The breeze picked up, stinging Brice’s eyes. He wiped them dry.
He should move. He wasn’t free yet. There was still the walk to the fence, and those ghouls were out there somewhere.
Brice turned his head, and something moved.
A shape, walking behind the trees, along the same path he’d taken to reach this plateau.
He focused, concentrating on its trace. And then he smiled, surprising himself. He raised a hand as the figure crept round a tree, where the path met the open space.
Deva wore her tattered jacket, with tape over a tear on the back, and one pocket hanging off. Stuffing showed on a shoulder too. But, somehow, it suited her. Damaged, but practical.
She raised her hand in response as she walked through the grass. When she came closer, she nodded, then sat.
Pulling her knees up to her chest, she looked out over the treetops. “Beautiful, isn’t it?”
Brice nodded, but he didn’t know if she saw. She carried on talking.
“This was my favourite place. Whenever things got bad, whenever I needed a moment to myself, I’d come here, and sit. Just like this. I’d look into the distance, and I’d know that there was so much more out there. That what happened here was inconsequential. That there were so many more opportunities. It made me feel good, being here. Helped me face all the crap with the tribes and the demons.”
She turned to Brice, then glanced behind him. “Thought you were with Axe.”
“I was. We ran into a spot of bother.”
“Okay.”
She ran her eyes over him. Brice glanced down, saw the dark stains on his clothes. There was no way she could avoid the coppery tang in the air.
“He didn’t get you, then.”
“Get me?”
Deva nodded. “Siren‌…‌she told him to‌…” She waved her hands and shook her head.
It was obvious, now that Deva mentioned Siren. She’d given Brice one job, one part of her plan. After that, he was surplus to requirements.
“He didn’t get a chance,” Brice said.
“What happened?”
“Short story‌—‌old adversaries and friends, demons and ghouls. I managed to get away.” He had no desire to relive those events. Already, Nyle’s death meant nothing. And he didn’t want to think about Cathal. So he turned the question around. “What about you? Bit far from the Warren.”
“Not far enough.” Her mouth opened and closed a few times, like she wanted to say more. Then she shook her head and turned back to the sea of trees. “It’s time to move on.”
“Running away?”
“Walking. There’s nothing here for me. The fence isn’t going to be a problem, so I’m going.”
“Just like that?”
Her brow furrowed as she faced him. “What do you mean?”
“No pack, no supplies.” He dropped his eyes to her waist. “Not even a weapon.”
She shrugged. “Got everything I need right here.” She patted her jacket, then dipped the hand into a pocket. It came out holding something long and thin.
“A screwdriver?”
“Don’t knock it. This thing’s saved my life.” She turned it, slowly. “Well, not this exact one. I lost my favourite. But this one was in the Warren, part of some tool kit they dragged from a drop. It’s not the best quality, but it’ll do. And it’s sanctioned too.”
“Sanctioned?”
“Oh, you wouldn’t know. Mech stuff.” She waved the screwdriver vaguely. “On craft, everything’s monitored by the systems, and the tech checks that nothing is wrong. Someone tries playing with the hull, or the mechanics, or anything like that, things could go wrong. But sanctioned tools have this chip thing in them, lets the system know there’s nothing malicious going on.” She shrugged again. “Your mate Bug‌—‌Piran. He’d understand it.”
That name shot through Brice, and he pictured the man. He could imagine Piran talking to Deva, could almost hear his innuendos and her come-backs.
Piran was down there, with Eljin, in the Warren. They were probably asleep‌—‌or trying to rest, before they tried to steal a Proteus from the ghouls.
“So what now?” Deva’s voice pulled Brice back to the plateau. She’d sealed the screwdriver back into her jacket. “You told the other tribes, right?”
“Most of them.” He almost mentioned the ones that had been destroyed by the ghouls. “Think there could be a good turn-out tomorrow.” He smiled, but it felt forced.
Deva hesitated, then asked, “And what about you? What are you doing?”
He shrugged. “Not sure.” Brice felt flushed. “Don’t think there’s much for me here, either.”
“So you’re leaving too. Makes sense. We both walked in‌—‌over the fence, I mean‌—‌so we both walk out.”
“Looks that way.”
“Then what? Any direction in mind?”
Brice tilted his head back. The clouds were thicker now, and the breeze was cold. A few stars still flickered, but many were hidden.
“No idea.”
And, suddenly, the idea of leaving felt wrong. It still made sense, but in a cold way that didn’t feel right.
“You’ll be fine though. I know you can look after yourself.” She laughed. “Think it annoyed Siren, how you could fight so well.” Deva cast him a look. “Where did you learn that anyway?”
Brice shook his head. There was no way he could explain about his embedded lattice or whatever it was. Not to Deva.
“Training,” he said, and when her look told him she wanted more, he continued. “Used to get a kick out of it, back in Haven. I’d train with my crew, then do extra sessions. Used to rope in anyone, no matter what they were like.” A memory rose, a sweat-covered face that still managed to smile. “There was this one girl, Ronat. Used to try so hard to beat me, but I knew her weakness. She’d stop thinking, and she’d overstretch. All I had to do was wait, then push when she was unbalanced. She tried compensating, but I’d read her slight hesitation, and I’d know I only had to goad her into a couple more attacks before she did overstretch.”
He opened his mouth to say more, then shut it. But he smiled. Those had been good times. She’d almost got the better of him a few times, though‌—‌but she’d also taught him patience.
Brice wondered how she was coping up on Metis.
“Maybe we could join forces. If you can put up with a girl whose only companion is her screwdriver. I don’t know‌…‌it would be good to have company.”
The company. They stretched everywhere. Haven had been a speck of an operation to Kaiahive. This place, with its tribes and its drop-zone, was another part of Kaiahive. And their tendrils would creep across the whole planet and beyond.
And now, Brice understood how Kaiahive would never stop. They’d hunt both of them down.
“What do you think‌—‌you want to team up? Just across the fence, see how it goes.”
The fence.
Brice thought of the way Cathal collapsed, and how the fence had killed that man. He thought of how it trapped everyone and everything in this place, except himself and Deva.
And that meant it trapped Piran and Eljin.
“Brice? You okay?”
“They’re going to die.”
He didn’t realise he’d spoken out loud until Deva asked, “Who?”
Brice faced her. “Siren’s plan‌—‌there’s too much that can go wrong. It’ll never work.”
Deva nodded. “Especially with the other Proteus.”
“What?”
She started, like she’d been slapped. “I‌…‌didn’t I mention it? I went past the drop zone, and there’s a second craft. I saw four more ghouls get off. But‌…‌but she’s got that diversion going on.”
“Which was always a long-shot, even with four ghouls. But eight?” He shook his head. “They’re as good as dead.”
“All the more reason to get away. Besides, who cares if she dies? Good riddance!”
“Not Piran and Eljin.” Brice clenched his fists. “They’ve done nothing to deserve this. And they’re my friends.”
Because they were. Without his crew‌—‌his family‌—‌Brice had to grab what he could. And maybe Piran and Eljin wouldn’t be his first choice of companions, but they were the only survivors of Haven still around. He couldn’t abandon them. Not when that psycho in charge of the tribe was leading them on a suicide mission.
“Friends,” Deva repeated, softly. Then she turned to Brice. “I almost had one, once. On that Proteus’ crew. You know, the one I stowed away on. She was called Isold, and she was the only one who really accepted me.” A flicker of a smile flashed across Deva’s face. “If things had been different, I know we would have been good mates.”
She shuddered, the colour draining from her face. “And I watched one of those demons kill her. It was right in front of me. There was nothing I could do to stop it.” She sniffed, choking back a sob. “Before that, on Metis, it was like I existed in a bubble. The freak with no lattice. They’d play jokes on me. Oh, they’d say it was just a bit of fun, that they didn’t mean anything. But then they’d suss, standing right in front of me, and I knew they were laughing at me.”
Deva sniffed, and wiped her nose with the back of one hand. “When Siren took me into the Warren, I kept to myself. I didn’t want to get close to anyone. Not that I liked most of the tribe anyway. But I didn’t want to feel that pain again. I didn’t want to lose a friend. You know?”
Brice nodded. He knew that pain far too well.
“But they’re not all bad. Soldier’s okay. Don’t think we’d be friends, but I wouldn’t like to see her dead. And there are a few others.” She glanced at Brice, then turned away. “But I don’t want friends. I don’t want to lose them.”
Her breathing was shallow and fast. She shuffled, wrapping her arms tighter around her knees.
“I’ve lost too many friends,” he said, their faces flashing through his mind. He welcomed them, every one. “I’ve seen friends injured and die, I’ve had them disappear. One, he was so badly injured that‌…‌that the only think I could do was give him peace.”
She turned her head, and there was a flash of fear in her eyes. But it softened when he shook his head.
“And one friend, he changed. He saved my life so many times, and I suppose I saved his. But I watched him become a monster.” He swallowed. “I’ve lost too many friends. And that’s why‌…‌that’s why I can’t leave. Not yet.”
“Bug and Dart.” Deva held up a hand, shook her head, and then said, “Piran and Eljin.” She smiled. “Yeah. They were‌—‌are two of the good ones.”
Brice laughed. “Eljin can be a moody bugger at times. And Piran‌—‌one of these days he’s going to get such a slap for the crap he says. But you’re right, they’re good. They’re my friends.”
“And we can’t leave them behind.”
“We?”
Deva smiled‌—‌no, grinned.
“You know I don’t have a plan, right?” he said. “Siren won’t be too happy with us interfering either. And then there’s the extra ghouls.” He thought‌—‌dreaded‌—‌she’d back down, tell him she was leaving, but her grin grew with each sentence Brice spoke. “You know there’s probably nothing we can do.”
“Probably,” Deva said. “But I’ve seen you against the demons. If anyone can save your‌…‌our friends, it’s you.”






Cathal followed the one called Kesia. She walked slowly, and the pace tortured him.
He wasn’t stupid. Cathal knew the promise of freedom was a lie, and that Kesia had instructions to kill him. But it would be freedom from his suffering. It would be like Tris, back in the pit. Cathal only now understood how Brice had saved Tris by ending his life.
A thought crossed his mind‌—‌would Ryann understand, too?
He should have tried sussing to her, but there was nothing he could say. He knew her pleas for his survival were pointless, but telling her that he wanted to die would have torn her up inside. And she was already so frail.
He’d felt that, the moment she’d stepped into the room. He’d recognised her straight away, her presence burning bright and warm when he wanted the dark and cold. But she was suffering.
Would they all be better off dead, the whole crew? Ryann was a prisoner, Brice was alone once more. Cathal was being led to his execution, and Tris was already dead.
That just left Keelin.
They reached the hatch, and the grey ghoul turned. Like it was waiting for him‌—‌no, like it was waiting for Cathal to give an instruction.
He nodded. The ghoul opened the hatch, and they both stepped through.
What had the man called her? Kesia. Nice name, but it didn’t suit her.
<‍Keep walking,‍> she told him, her voice clear through his lattice.
<‍Why not do it here?‍>
<‍Keep walking.‍> This time, there was a moment of hesitation in her voice. Again, it felt like she was waiting for Cathal to tell her what to do. She brought a hand up to the side of her face and brushed something away.
He’d seen that movement before. Many times.
And, like an explosion tearing through his mind, he knew who she was.
<‍Now.‍>
The insistence in her voice was forced. Because she wasn’t used to ordering anyone around. Especially not Cathal.
But he nodded, and walked down the ramp, onto the grassy soil of the landing pad. She urged him on, and he descended the incline, then walked along the path between the trees.
<‍He wants this done as far away from the Hermes as possible, right?‍> It was easy to talk to her. It always had been.
<‍Wants what done?‍>
He stopped, turned to face her.
She towered over him, and that felt wrong. Cathal recalled climbing into the Proteus, how the top of her head would be up to his shoulder.
And he smiled as memories‌—‌good ones‌—‌rose.
<‍I know who you are,‍> he told her.
<‍I am Kesia. NuGamma Eksi.‍> Her voice was a pained monotone. <‍And you need to keep walking.‍>
Cathal shook his head. But he turned, and walked on.
<‍No,‍> he said. <‍That’s not your real name, is it? That’s not who you were.‍>
<‍Quiet. Just walk.‍>
<‍And you know me, don’t you?‍> The words came easier now. <‍Cathal Lasko. I commanded the crew. Ryann was my second. Brice was the newest crew member, and maybe I was unfair to him at times. Tris was our crew’s tech, and despite his immaturity he did a good job.‍>
The memories were bitter-sweet now, and he savoured them.
<‍And then there was the pilot. I’ve never known a pilot with such natural ability. It was an honour to have her on my crew.‍> Cathal didn’t turn, didn’t want to confront what they’d done to her. But in his mind he saw her, as she had been. <‍It was an honour to work with you, Keelin.‍>
She froze.
Keelin.
She’d know who she was, deep down. But when Cathal‌—‌her commander‌—‌sussed that name, memories flooded her.
She remembered piloting the Proteus, at one with the craft. She remembered Tris and Brice, and their stupid bickering. She remembered Cathal, how he could be stern and distant, yet she still trusted him implicitly. And she remembered Ryann.
Other memories. Alone on a Hermes, talking to Ryann via her lattice. Ryann organising an escape, as shades ran through Haven. Ryann telling her everything would be okay. Ryann racing toward the Hermes’ open hatch, firing at the shades, while Keelin prepared for take-off.
And later, Ryann hunting Daman, discovering him by Jettison. The infected beast hiding in the escape pod. Ryann pushing Daman through the open hatch.
And the creature’s fangs sinking into his neck.
<‍Is it done yet?‍>
For a moment, she thought the voice was Daman’s, that this was a flashback. But it was the other one. Murdoch.
<‍No. I’m looking for a suitable spot.‍> Her head throbbed at the lie.
<‍You’re far enough away from the Hermes. Finish him.‍>
<‍Of course.‍> Because it was what he wanted to hear. It was what he expected from her.
Cathal stood still, his arms by his side. He looked weak, already beaten. And to think how she’d looked up to him, how strong he’d been.
Her commander.
But that was in the past. Murdoch was her commander now. He had made her. He was in charge. And she must obey.
She took a step forward, and her stomach clenched. She raised her heavy arms.
This was a part of her training. She could end lives quickly. It was her purpose. The only ones she could not harm were those who had been marked.
There was no mark on Cathal.
Then she thought of that last test, when the familiar man had drawn a weapon. How she’d swiped it from his hand, and how relieved he’d looked to still be alive.
His name came to her now. Farrell. One of the survivors of Haven.
But she’d killed him anyway. Because Murdoch ordered it.
Just as he ordered her to kill Cathal.
The pain across her forehead grew, like a band tightening around her skull.
<‍Kesia, do your job.‍> Murdoch’s voice was cold and insistent. It drilled into her skull.
And she knew she must obey.
Cathal knew she could kill him with a single blow.
There was something admirable about her physicality, and Cathal felt a moment of pride. This was one of his crew, and she was part of an elite force now.
But that moment only lasted a second. Then he felt her hesitation. And her anguish.
His crew shouldn’t suffer like this.
<‍You don’t have to do this, Keelin.‍>
Her arms trembled. Her whole body shook. Her fists clenched, tight enough that her talons dug into her palms. Cathal tasted blood in the air.
There was a sound like a sob, and her voice was quiet, on the point of breaking.
<‍Yes I do.‍>
And her arm flew at him.
Her fist connected with the centre of his face, with the two holes that had once been nostrils. The pressure of the blow travelled along her arm, through her shoulder, and she automatically flexed muscles to compensate. Her fingers tingled.
His head snapped back, and he grunted. He tripped, falling onto his back.
<‍Stop playing about, Kesia!‍>
<‍I want to give him a chance.‍>
Murdoch was silent for a moment. Cathal didn’t move. She saw his chest rise and fall. She saw his snout tremble.
Her old commander, at her mercy.
<‍We don’t have time for games. Finish him.‍>
Her eyes stung, and her vision clouded for a moment. Two tears fell. Her head continued to throb.
<‍Keelin. You don’t have to do this.‍>
Her name. Her commander.
<‍Kill him now!‍>
Her boss. Her creator.
She felt her head shake.
<‍I’m sorry.‍>
As soon as the words were out, she couldn’t recall who they were for.
The grey beast, with arms that could crush the life from him, loomed over Cathal. But in his mind he saw Keelin, hair falling over the side of her face, down to the upturned corner of her mouth.
<‍I have to do this.‍>
It wasn’t a threat, but a statement.
The grey hand swept down, and Cathal twisted away. Razor-sharp pain sliced through his arm, releasing blood.
Keelin gasped, then groaned. She staggered.
Cathal blinked the pain away, and rolled over. When he put weight on his injured arm, he almost collapsed, but he managed to find his feet.
She hit him again, a fist ploughing into his stomach. He doubled over, gasping for breath.
Keelin backed away. She held her arms fight-ready, but she paused.
“No.” The word was barely audible. Then she repeated it, and her voice was harsh, cracked. She raised her hands to her head, her face contorted in pain.
Again, Cathal saw the girl as she had been, back at the bottom of the waterfall, when they’d had to flood the Proteus. When Keelin had to sacrifice her craft to the water.
She’d been strong, knowing that was the right thing to do. But Cathal had known she was hurting. To a pilot, losing their craft was akin to losing a friend.
And that was nothing compared to the agony she was suffering now.
She screamed. The sound tore through Cathal, and he realised that Murdoch must have such a strong hold over her, forcing her to act against her will. She was not Keelin as he knew her, but had been transformed by Kaiahive into a slave.
She would kill him. She must. Because there was no way she could do otherwise.
Cathal wanted her anguish to end. Just as he wanted his own suffering to end.
Just as Brice had ended Tris’ torture.
And Cathal saw a way out.
<‍Kill. Him. Now.‍>
The pain behind her eyes sent shards of light across her vision. A shape blurred at her side, and she knew it was her own arm. She felt her fingers extend and her talons elongate, each one ready to pierce through flesh. She felt her muscles tighten, felt the nerve-endings tingle as the chemicals built up, ready for the signal to strike.
She screamed.
The pain burst in her head once more, and this time it darted through her body, doubling her over.
She wanted to kill him. Not Cathal, but Murdoch. And not for the pain he was causing, but for everything that lay behind it. For using her as a tool. For having her murder Farrell. For forcing her to kill her old commander.
<‍He needs to die. By your hand or that of one of your sisters, I don’t care. But understand this, Kesia‌—‌fail me once, and you’ll never get the opportunity to fail me again.‍>
The pain receded enough that she could stand straight. She arched her back, both arms pulled back. She placed her feet firm, balancing her body. Her fingers stretched, her muscles readied themselves.
She looked to Cathal. And he nodded.
<‍Do it,‍> her commander said.






It was the only way.
<‍Do it. Kill me, Keelin.‍>
Cathal felt her hesitate, her whole body trembling.
<‍No.‍> The word exploded out. <‍Want to kill him!‍> She doubled over, both hands clutching her head.
Of course she wanted to kill Murdoch.
<‍And you can. But not if you don’t finish this.‍>
Clarity flooded through Cathal. Words and ideas meshed together to form a plan.
Keelin wanted revenge, and Cathal would be a part of that. He would help her get close to this man she hated, give her the opportunity to make him pay. When Keelin ended Cathal’s miserable life, Murdoch would welcome her back to the Hermes with open arms.
That was worth dying for.
<‍If you don’t kill me, he kills you too. Think, Keelin! You always had a good mind, and you always did what was right. You took some tough decisions. This is just another one. And I know you can do the right thing.‍>
<‍But I don’t want to kill you, Cathal.‍>
The first time she’d used his name. And it stung. He wanted to hide, to cover his hideous face.
<‍I can’t go on, Keelin. I’m a monster. I’ve done what I can, but it’s not enough. I want this to end. I‌…‌I need to die. You kill me, and you’re doing me a final service.‍>
Her head shook.
<‍If you want to have a chance to destroy Murdoch, you need to kill me. And I want you to have that opportunity. I want him to pay for what he’s done. I want this to end.‍> He crouched as he spoke, tensing for her attack.
<‍I‌…‌I can’t kill you. Not you, Cathal.‍>
<‍If you won’t do this for your commander, do it for a friend. Please.‍>
Cathal shifted, side-on, and raised one arm. He extended his claws. The residue of blood and gore from the shades still clung to them.
<‍But we have to make it look good. It has to be the slaughter he expects.‍>
And she nodded. The tiniest of movements, but it was enough.
He lunged, a hissing roar pouring from his mouth. He swung his claws round, judging where they’d strike, aiming for her throat.
He knew they’d never make contact.
She side-stepped, brought her own arm up and flung him away. He landed awkwardly, his leg gave way, and he collapsed to the ground. But he was up in an instant, and he rushed her again.
She stabbed forward with her talons, but the move was too reticent, and Cathal read it. He swerved, and those talons, so short when compared to his claws, barely grazed him. They tore through one layer of the cloth covering his body, but that was all.
<‍Call that an attack?‍> He recalled the times in Haven’s training rooms, putting Keelin and the others through their paces, pushing them to develop. <‍You’re better than that, Keelin. Stop hesitating!‍>
The harder he pushed his crew, the better they performed. He’d always been the cold commander, almost clinical and uncaring, because Keelin and the others gave as good as they got.
That didn’t mean he was uncaring, and as he realised how he needed to break through Keelin’s resistance, his stomach tied itself in knots.
But he had to do this. For her. For his crew.
He rushed her again, but this time he ducked low. One of her arms flew over his head, and he raised his claws straight up, their tips aimed at her chest. From this angle, if her internal anatomy was unchanged, he could reach beneath her rib-cage and into her internal organs.
Pain shot through his arm as she grabbed it with her free hand and yanked, hard, bringing it down on her knee. He hadn’t even sensed her leg move.
The crack was loud, and Cathal’s arm throbbed with heat. When he flexed his claws white-hot daggers ran along his nerves.
<‍Didn’t expect that.‍> Through the pain, he felt pride. <‍But you’re not finished yet, Keelin. Do it!‍>
But he had to help her.
Cathal roared, shutting out his own thoughts and emotions. He pushed with his legs, reached forward with his arms. Claws sliced through the air, aiming for the grey mass before him.
Then an arm was thrown back, and the pain increased. Something held it high, high enough that his feet only just reached the ground. Cathal ground his teeth, refusing to submit to the grinding agony running along that arm.
She was building on his weaknesses. That was good.
And then pain exploded in his chest.
Time froze.
It was like the very air in his lungs stopped, like what pathetic blood ran around his system pulled to a stand-still. And yet he could think, and he could sense everything around him.
She was close, so close his face was in her shoulder, her own head to one side. She breathed out hard, the exhaled air rushing through the cloth at his neck and into his pores, hot and angry, but also so alive. So very alive.
And her hand was inside him.
She pushed harder. The force of her attack had been enough to crack his ribs, and now her talons worked their way deeper. Cathal shook, couldn’t catch his breath, knew she’d punctured a lung, knew he was bleeding. And still her hand reached further into his chest.
And her talons found his heart.
This all happened in a fraction of a second‌—‌a heartbeat.
But he had no more use for heartbeats. He was free.
<‍Thank you.‍>
He shook, but maybe that was from Keelin, so entwined were they now. And he could feel her thoughts, feel the emotions pouring through her body. Her adrenaline swamped her system, but she controlled it. Cathal understood how she had aimed that final lunge to perfection, always knowing she would reach the target. She wanted his heart, and now she had it.
It was the perfect move to end the fight.
<‍Now finish Murdoch.‍>
He heard her cry as she pulled her hand out, ripping parts of his heart with it. When it burst from his chest there was nothing to stop his insides pouring out.
For a moment he was conscious of the spray of gore splashing onto Keelin. Then he followed his guts, crashing to the floor.
<‍I’m proud of you.‍>
Those words would have to be enough, because the world faded to a marvellous black.
Ryann struggled to remain on her feet. Her head swam, and sickness boiled in her guts.
Murdoch had forced her to watch the fight‌—‌no, the slaughter. He’d pulled the feed from Kesia’s lenses up onto the screen, and he’d stood by her side. He’d made sure she watched every moment of that execution.
But she saw the hesitation. She saw how the NeoGen didn’t kill Cathal instantly. It held back, almost like it didn’t want to attack him.
Murdoch had argued with it. Ryann hadn’t heard the conversation, but she could read his face. There was annoyance when it hesitated, and this turned to anger, his skin reddening and his jaw clenching. But then, when his monster drove its hand into Cathal’s stomach, he’d laughed.
As Cathal‌—‌her commander, her friend‌—‌died, this monster beside her laughed!
Murdoch grinned when he turned to her. “Poetry in motion.”
Ryann couldn’t respond to that. She swallowed the acrid taste in her mouth.
“You don’t see it? You don’t see the beauty in those movements?”
Her mouth was dry, but she managed to speak. “Beauty? That was an execution!”
“That was the removal of a problem. That was efficiency.”
She shook her head. “No. If it was efficient, he wouldn’t have suffered.”
Murdoch tilted his head. “You still cared for him, didn’t you? Even though he was‌…‌wasn’t what he had been.”
“He was still Cathal.”
“He was a monster!”
“Like your precious NeoGens.”
His mouth opened, then closed. Then he sighed. “I had high hopes for you, Harris. Out of everyone on Haven, you were the only one who thought clearly. You saw how those early subjects were driven by base desires rather than being creatures bent on death and destruction. You seemed to understand what was happening beneath the surface. And now, you call these wonderful creations monsters? No. That’s your emotions rising to the surface. That’s you talking without thinking.” He shrugged his shoulders. “I thought‌—‌I hoped‌—‌you were better than that, Harris.”
She took in a breath, forcing the adrenaline to work its way from her system. She wanted to close her eyes, to bite her lip. But actions like that would be admissions of guilt.
Because he was right. She had spoken without thinking, her words a knee-jerk reaction, a pathetic attempt at point-scoring.
The NeoGens were what they were‌—‌the result of Kaiahive’s dark experimentation. They weren’t monsters, no more than the shades were.
No. The real monsters were the ones who made them. The shades, the infected, the NeoGens‌—‌they were all victims.
Murdoch was the only monster here.
She didn’t turn. She didn’t respond to his words. But as her nails bit into her palms, Ryann vowed that she would make him pay. She would make him suffer for the pain he’d caused.
This monster, through his orders, had killed Cathal. And for that, Murdoch must die.






Ryann knew she couldn’t act in anger. Murdoch was stronger than her, and he wore a Preben on his hip. He could also call his NeoGens in as protection.
So she allowed one of these poor creatures to return her to her cell. When the door clicked locked, Ryann lay on the bunk and closed her eyes.
She should think logically. She should plan. But she couldn’t. Instead, Ryann let the memories come, faces in her mind, a roll-call of Kaiahive’s victims.
Cathal. Arela, Ula, Lynet. Merna, and Torrey and Turi. And Tris‌—‌alive or dead, he’d been taken by the shades, another victim.
She had to assume that Farrell was dead, and that brought up other faces and names, the rest of the survivors of Haven. Piran and Eljin. Ronat. And Keelin.
So much promise! How was it fair that someone so young, someone with so much left to give, had been taken?
Ryann brushed the dampness from her face, reminded of the way Keelin wore her hair, and how she brushed it aside so often.
In her mind, Ryann saw her young friend, seated in the bridge of her Proteus, eyes half-closed, at one with the craft. She watched the soft smile as Keelin pulled off yet another smooth yet sharp turn. And Ryann heard her voice, the slight hint of sarcasm that was instantly disarmed by her smile.
<‍Ryann.‍>
The voice came to her, welling up from her memories.
<‍Ryann, can you hear me?‍>
A single tear rolled down her cheek, both hot and cold at the same time. It hit the corner of Ryann’s mouth, pulling it up into a smile, the memories triggering happiness.
<‍It’s me. Keelin.‍>
And then she realised the voice wasn’t from her memories. She was hearing this, through her lattice.
<‍Keelin?‍> She pushed out, gently, seeking the origin of the voice.
Or was this a trick? Was Murdoch playing old feeds? Was this his idea of torture?
<‍Ryann. Yes. I‌…‌I’m sorry. He made me do it. I didn’t want to. I’d never harm him. But‌…‌I can’t disobey.‍>
<‍What are you talking about?‍> Ryann tried to imagine where the girl might be, pictured her in some medi-bay, only now waking from a drug-induced sleep. But why would Murdoch have her on the Hermes? <‍Where are you?‍>
<‍I can’t come in. He’ll notice. But you’ve seen me.‍> There was a pause. <‍Well, what I am now. They changed me, Ryann. They made me something else. But‌…‌I’m back. I’m not that thing anymore. Not inside, at least.‍>
Ryann’s stomach lurched. She brought her hands up to her head. Even with her eyes closed, the room swam and the nausea rose.
Another victim.
<‍You’re‌…‌they made you one of those things? One of his NeoGens?‍>
<‍I‌…‌yes. They made me a NeoGen, and‌…‌and I’m not proud, Ryann. I’m not proud of the things he ordered me do. And I never wanted to kill him. To kill any of them.‍> Keelin’s words cracked, and there were sobs just beneath the surface. But she kept them in.
NeoGens didn’t cry. Nothing disturbed their hardened shells.
Keelin was trapped. Just like Cathal.
But she was fighting to get out.
Ryann followed her intuition, let it make the leaps she needed in order to understand. She pushed down the swirling sickness, and reminded herself that she had been more than a tracker. In the old crew, Cathal had been commander, but she had been the one to care for the crew. She had kept things level between Brice and Tris. She was the one to talk them through their problems.
And she could do that again, with Keelin.
<‍He made you do it, didn’t he? Murdoch. It’s his fault, Keelin. Not yours. And Cathal would understand. I know he could be a bit blunt, but he‌…‌he always knew you were special.‍>
Ryann stopped herself from rambling. She had to be strong.
<‍I know. And‌…‌I tried to refuse. But Cathal said I had to do it. He said Murdoch would‌…‌would kill me if I didn’t, and that Murdoch would get someone else to take over. And I know he was right.‍>
<‍I understand.‍> Because she did. Maybe she couldn’t quantify that, but she sensed its truth. <‍I know you’d never hurt him.‍>
<‍Cathal wasn’t well. I think he was struggling.‍> There was a sound that might have been a sob or it might have been a laugh. <‍Maybe I understand that, in a way. But‌…‌I don’t think he could cope. I think he wanted a‌…‌a way out.‍>
And, somehow, there was comfort in those words. Cathal had always been determined, but he’d also been pragmatic. What was it he told her? If you want to win all your battles, know when to walk away from a fight.
<‍Yes. That sounds like Cathal. Thank you, Keelin. Thank you for helping him.‍> More thoughts came, her intuition bringing her understanding. It hurt, but she pushed the pain to one side. She’d deal with that later. <‍And he was right‌—‌if it hadn’t been you, it would have been one of the others. Enya, maybe‌—‌is that her name? At least you were able to‌…‌do it as he deserved.‍> That didn’t come out right, but Ryann could only hope Keelin understood.
It was only after a pause that she replied. <‍Thank you. He also said that it might help‌…‌help me get closer to Murdoch. So that I might‌…‌‍> There was a pained grunt.
<‍Keelin? You okay?‍>
<‍Fine. Just a headache.‍>
She was far from fine, but Ryann let that go. For the moment, at least.
<‍But it worked. You’re with Enya, right? Just the two of you.‍>
<‍Everyone else is beyond the fence.‍>
Ryann opened her eyes, sending more salty rivers down her face. Through the blurring, she saw the bland walls, the dim overhead lighting. She saw the sealed door.
But Keelin was on the other side. She had access to the man.
Murdoch had Enya, but Ryann had Keelin. That evened the odds up considerably.
<‍So…‍> Ryann took a breath. <‍How do we get rid of Murdoch?‍>






Murdoch took a sip of ice-cold water. The liquid slid down his throat, bringing cooling relief and sharpening his senses.
He couldn’t have planned things better.
<‍Enya. Have you checked?‍>
<‍You asked me to. Of course I’ve checked.‍>
Murdoch smiled. She was getting sassy. He liked that.
<‍And? Tell me what I want to hear.‍>
<‍The infected who was once Cathal Lasko is no more. Kesia did as you instructed.‍> There was a pause. <‍Despite her hesitancy.‍>
Murdoch stroked his chin. Best to deal with this sooner rather than later. <‍And what do you read into her actions?‍>
<‍She fought your command. That makes her unstable.‍>
<‍But she did what I ordered.‍>
There was no reply to this, and Murdoch smiled. As intelligent as his girls were, their logic couldn’t contend with emotions, and Enya didn’t understand exactly what he had put Kesia through.
<‍I can assure you that the execution of Lasko was the hardest test Kesia has yet faced. There was a strong possibility she would fail. That is why you were standing by. But she passed, and that shows her strength. I have confidence in her.‍>
There was silence as Enya contemplated this. It would have been easier if Murdoch could have told her about Kesia’s previous life, but that might have led to‌…‌issues. Murdoch considered his girls as beings reborn, and he didn’t need confusion over their pasts clouding their judgement. He was certain that Enya, if she started to suspect she had a previous life, would push it to one side and still serve Murdoch. But the others were not as strong as Enya, except maybe Dia.
And it had been a risk, sending Kesia out to kill Lasko. Murdoch had read the man’s file, and even though he didn’t like the whole ‘still waters run deep’ nature of Lasko, Murdoch admired the man’s results. As a commander, he understood the psychology of the crew, and used suggestions as orders in a way Murdoch almost envied.
He was another individual who, if situations had been different, would have been a strong candidate for the project.
<‍I must accept your word on that,‍> Enya eventually said. <‍But I will remain vigilant when she is around.‍>
<‍Wouldn’t expect anything else, Enya.‍>
<‍I have a request.‍>
After a beat, Murdoch prompted her. <‍Go on.‍>
<‍If she proves less than trustworthy, and if the situation arises where her presence is a hindrance, I would like to be the one to remove her.‍>
Murdoch grinned. He almost laughed. But he refrained‌—‌Enya would take that as an insult. <‍Of course.‍>
He took another sip of water.
This was going better than he had planned. He already had another task in line for Kesia, one that would possibly push her harder than Lasko’s execution had done. Murdoch believed she would succeed, but if she didn’t, Enya would take her place. And then Enya would kill Kesia.
NeoGen against NeoGen. What a battle that would be!
The trees had always been a comfort to Deva, so strong yet subtle, gentle despite their hidden strength. But now they leaned in on her, reaching out with their branches, dark and twisted sentinels encouraging the depravity and desperation that surrounded her.
But she couldn’t leave yet. Brice was right‌—‌she couldn’t abandon those who would be her friends.
They crept through the forest. Soldier was at the front, followed by Bug and Dart‌—‌Piran and Eljin‌—‌and it was clear that the pilot was struggling. His head jerked at the slightest sound. Siren, just behind Eljin, kept rolling her eyes. Every so often, she muttered under her breath. Probably cursing Axe for his absence.
Deva walked just behind Siren.
Five of them. That was all. Five, to take a Proteus from the ghouls.
It was madness, but Brice had said they needed to go through with it. And he was around, somewhere. She hadn’t caught sight or sound of him, but Deva trusted him.
She had to.
The overnight clouds had cleared by daybreak, and the sun was now high in the sky, its warmth breaking through the cover of leaves. Despite the looming intensity of the trees, Deva would rather be out here than back in the Warren’s tunnels.
She’d hidden by Siren’s office for much of the morning, listening to reports of movement throughout the forest, and of minor skirmishes between tribes. But it sounded like most were heading to the rendezvous point. Earlier than requested, but that was to be expected‌—‌none of the tribes trusted others, especially Siren, and so they rushed to get there first, and to monitor the others as they approached.
She had reported the second Proteus, as Brice had suggested‌—‌it would, he said, put her in Siren’s good books. But the woman seemed unconcerned by the news. If anything, she was pleased, as if it would only make her diversion all the more bloody.
No. As if it would ensure the total destruction of the tribes‌—‌including most of her own‌—‌while she made her escape.
Soldier held up a hand, bringing them to a halt. On Siren’s ushering, they stretched out behind the line of trees, and peered across the sunlight drop zone. Everything was calm. The crate sat like a shiny sentinel, but now Deva could see dark stains splattered on its side.
Soldier looked up at the sun. “This diversion going to work?” she asked, her voice hushed.
“Course it is.” Siren shot those words in a harsh whisper. “Look.”
The ramps lowered on both craft‌—‌Deva could see the shadows underneath. Figures appeared in their now-familiar grey uniforms, their heads almost shining in the sun’s rays. They walked away, to the far side of the clearing, in the direction of the disturbance.
Deva counted. They all did.
Six ghouls.
“That all of them?” Soldier asked.
Siren shrugged. “We need to know. Deva, go check.”
She looked at the open expanse that surrounded the craft, then to the ghouls as they approached the trees. “How?”
Siren shook her head. “Go over to the craft. Check the hatches. I don’t know. Bang on the tin cans, see if you get an answer.”
“Why me?”
“Because you’re good at sneaking round.”
And because Deva was expendable.
“What if there are more? What if they come out?”
“Then you run,” Soldier said, and she smiled. It was almost friendly.
“But not this way,” Siren said quickly. “Lead them away. Now get out there!”
Deva did. She waited for the shadows to move beneath the craft as the ramps retreated. Then she stepped into the brilliant light.
It was hot, and Deva wiped a film of sweat from her forehead. The grass whispered as her boots swept through it. In the distance birds called.
Brice was out there somewhere, too. He said he’d be watching, ready to do whatever was needed.
Deva swallowed. She wiped her forehead again.
Heat rose from the hull of the first craft. She considered climbing, then hammering on the emergency hatch. If there was still a ghoul inside, she might have a head-start then. But no way could she outrun one of those things. So she might as well make things easy, and walk round to the main hatch.
The ghouls had disappeared into the trees on the far side of the drop-zone now, and from this side of the Proteus Deva could no longer see Piran or Eljin in the tree-line, or Soldier as she peered around a trunk, her weapon raised in readiness.
The Proteus was silent and still.
“Hello,” she whispered. No response. She raised her voice, and called again.
There was still no response.
The hatch was closed. The metal was clean, and it looked like this craft had undergone a recent overhaul. There was a patch, just to the left of the hatch, that looked like it had been replaced. She could just make out the etching that held the serial number.
Deva knocked with her knuckles. “Hello. Anyone home?” After a couple of seconds of silence she opened her fingers and slammed her palm against the metal. “You in there?”
She stepped back, anticipating the hatch sliding open and ghouls rushing out. She took a breath, conscious that it might be her last.
But the hatch remained resolutely sealed.
Deva darted to the second Proteus and repeated the process. Again, there was no response.
She walked between the craft, and gave Siren a thumbs-up. She even managed a smile.
Solider came first, weapon ready. Deva thought it was a Tychon, one of those narrow two-handed things, apparently good over long distances. But she’d never liked guns. Give her a screwdriver any day.
“No sign of anything?” Soldier asked as soon as she reached Deva. Deva shook her head as the others arrived.
“Good,” Siren said, smiling. “Told you there wouldn’t be a problem. Soldier, watch to the south. Dart, to the north. Bug, do your stuff. That Proteus.” She pointed to the first one to land, and gave Piran a push.
He almost tripped, and Deva thought that he might have been as nervous as Dart. But he pulled a screen from the pack on his back, removed a couple of wires from a side pocket, and set to work.
He’d tried explaining it‌—‌something about hacking the system to insert a false identity‌—‌but Deva couldn’t follow. So she had no idea what the two black boxes were, or why he placed one just by the rear hatch and the other on the ground, attaching this to his screen by a thin blue wire.
He tapped the screen, his fingers a blur. Deva was used to this‌—‌although most of the techs on Metis used their lattices, some still preferred to interact physically, and she’d watch their digits fly over screens like this. She’d tried following them a few times, but the configuration on the screen seemed to change each time they clicked on something, and she was soon lost. And although there were things she recognised as letters and numbers, there were also obscure symbols, and sliders, and far too many other controls.
Then he swore. It was quiet, the word barely more than a muttering, but in the stillness everyone heard.
“Trouble?” Siren asked. She loomed behind him, arms folded across her chest.
Bug held up a hand and tapped away again. His brow shone with perspiration. Behind him, Siren’s foot tapped slowly.
“We need to get in there,” she said, her lips barely moving, her tone menacingly flat.
“I know.” He cursed again, and one hand curled into a fist. “Just a few issues. It’s not a problem.”
His fingers flew again. Siren huffed. Her thumb ran over her weapon. Deva was certain that was a Preben.
Eljin had a gun too, a Tychon like Soldier. The two of them stood at either ends of the Proteus, scanning the open spaces. Both had their weapons raised, the butts or whatever they were called resting against their shoulders.
Deva tapped her inside pocket, the one with the screwdriver. It was always a comfort to feel it, even if it would be no use against a ghoul.
Bug swore, louder this time. Siren stopped pacing and stood over him.
The tech stood, slowly, and looked at her. Then he dropped his eyes to his screen. “We have a problem.”






Ryann stood at the back of the room, level with one of the NeoGens. She couldn’t tell who it was, but it made no sign of recognition, so she chose to believe it was not Keelin.
“Interesting,” Murdoch said, watching the screens and tapping to change the views at regular intervals. “I think this will be a good training exercise.”
Ryann hadn’t slept. She’d held her eyes closed for hours, but her mind refused to rest. And when the door unlocked she shuffled behind the NeoGen‌—‌again, she didn’t believe this to be Keelin‌—‌and entered Murdoch’s office space once more.
And she still had no idea how to get rid of him.
He’d talked exuberantly, proud of the way his ‘girls’ were eradicating these tribes, one by one. He spoke of their efficiency, of their speed and determination. But he was sending them into caves where, in effect, people were trapped. They were being slaughtered, like the leoprides on her father’s farm, the ones he’d sent the dogs after. Ryann still recalled the hot sting of tears as the dogs disappeared down the leoprides’ holes, and the squeaky screams that rose up from the ground.
At least her father had the common decency to look sad. Not like Murdoch.
Now, Murdoch pulled up a map and tapped to highlight an area. He zoomed in, stroking his chin. A grainy image showed shapes moving beneath branches.
He turned to her. “Carras was never much of a leader, was he?”
“Why?” She didn’t appreciate how he spoke of Brice in the past tense. She would believe the young man still alive until there was evidence to suggest otherwise.
“Just thinking. Seems those reprobates behind the fence are working together.”
“Working together?” Ryann felt her spirits lift‌—‌anything that went against Murdoch’s wishes was good news.
He was silent for a moment, staring at the map.
“I think we need to be closer.” And then Ryann heard him call internally. <‍We’re moving. Kesia, I want you with me. Enya, you pilot us.‍>
There was a pause, then a response. <‍Sure you don’t want Kesia to fly? That’s her speciality.‍>
<‍No.‍> Murdoch looked at Ryann, a vague smile on his face. <‍I have something special for Kesia.‍>
<‍As you command. Where are we going?‍>
<‍Drop zone. You know what’s happening. We need to be on the ground.‍>
<‍Okay. On our way.‍>
Murdoch’s eyes never left Ryann’s, and she felt incapable of turning her head. She shuddered.
“Don’t worry,” he said. “We don’t need to put ourselves in any danger. We’ll still watch on screens. But there’s something special about being close to the action, wouldn’t you agree?”
The door opened. When the NeoGen spoke, Ryann recognised the voice.
“You wanted me?” Keelin said. “Not piloting?”
“As I told Enya, I have another job for you.” He jerked his head to Ryann. “Much as I want to trust this one, I feel it would be wise to keep her under closer scrutiny. At least, for the moment. If you could stand behind her and ensure she doesn’t do anything she might regret.”
“Of course.”
Ryann felt the NeoGen move behind her, close enough to catch the scent of freshly-laundered clothing.
<‍Don’t worry. I won’t hurt you.‍> The suss came tight to Ryann, and she straightened up.
<‍Thanks.‍>
<‍You might want to stand with your legs slightly further apart, though. I know what Enya’s piloting’s like.‍>
Ryann fought hard to keep the smile from her face.
“What ‘problem’?” Siren pushed her face toward Piran.
“They’ve added a layer of security. I can see the old system behind it, but if I try to breach I’ll trigger this new layer.” He shrugged. “Don’t know what I can do about it.”
“So you’re saying we can’t get in?”
Piran’s throat bobbed. “Not at the moment. I’ll keep working on it, but‌…‌I can’t promise anything.”
Deva saw Siren’s left hand hardened into a fist. The veins in her neck grew fat and dark.
“That is not acceptable,” she said through clenched teeth.
“I‌…‌I’m working on it.” Piran’s words choked off in a whine.
“Then work on it faster! You can’t get me in this craft, you’re no use to me.” She brought her Preben up, just to emphasise her point, then spun to the nose of the craft. “Soldier! Any signs of the ghouls coming back?”
“Nothing.”
Siren turned back to Piran. “Get it open. I don’t care how.” Then she stormed off, to where Soldier stood.
Piran tapped away, muttering to himself. There was an oily film of sweat across his forehead.
Deva approached. “No joy?”
He shook his head. “Might be able to circumvent, but not any time soon.”
Deva put a hand on his shoulder. The action surprised her, but it felt right. Maybe Piran wasn’t the easiest to get along with, and there was always tension between mechs and techs. But they were both in this together. She didn’t want to see Siren riled any more than he did.
His fingers blurred on the screen, and Deva looked away, scanning the hull of the Proteus. Despite its obvious refit, there were damage marks. Whoever had piloted this in had skimmed too close to the trees.
Her eyes settled on the new panel by the hatch. The fixings still held slithers of their covering gel. It was rare to see that on a craft that had been active‌—‌normally, any gel that wasn’t washed off through flying came away when the panel was removed for maintenance.
An idea started to form.
“Piran,” she said slowly, “what’s this extra layer stopping you doing? How’s it working with the rest of the system?”
He looked at her, eyes narrowing. “Didn’t think you were into tech?”
“Just humour me. In words I might understand.”
He breathed out, either a snort or a laugh. Then he shrugged. “Okay. It’s like a sensor. It covers the normal system, and detects any attempt to infiltrate. There should be a back-door somewhere, but I can’t find it‌—‌and I don’t want to push too hard, because even that might trigger an alarm.”
“Is it only looking for hacks?”
Piran’s brow furrowed. “Don’t get you.”
“Is it only virtual, or would a physical breach trigger it?”
“Oh, right. Far as I can tell, just a hack. Why?”
“I might have an idea.”
The screwdriver was already in her hand, and Deva reached out, running a hand over the fixings.
“Didn’t you hear me?” Piran reached out, like he was going to grab her arm. “You go attacking this thing, it senses you.”
And she wondered what sensors the Proteus already had running. There were always some operating, even on standby. And any information would surely be relayed to the ghouls.
This mission was ridiculous. Maybe Siren believed they’d be inside, with total control of the Proteus, before the ghouls returned. But who was she kidding? This would never work.
But Deva could still get everyone inside the craft. She could do that much.
She turned to Piran and grinned. “There’s always a way round. In maintenance, you wouldn’t believe the number of things we had to do behind the system’s back.” She waved her screwdriver. “That’s why we have sanctioned tools. The craft recognises the code on this, and lets it work unhindered, like it sees it as a friend. It won’t trigger an alarm.”
“This true?” Siren grabbed Piran’s shoulder, pulling him round to face her. “She can get the hatch open?”
Piran nodded, glancing at Deva. She waved the screwdriver again, and his mouth curled into a smile. “Sounds good,” he said. Then, with a glance at Siren that wiped the smile from his face. “And I’ll monitor. Any hint of things going wrong, I’ll tell her to stop.”
Siren breathed in, through her nose. But it was still loud.
“Fine. But trigger that alarm, and you’ll be first to face the ghouls when they come back. Don’t disappoint me.” Siren released Piran, and spun to face Deva. “Well? Get to work.”
Deva did.
The panel came free easily, and Deva crawled into the cramped space beyond. If she had a grapple and all the attachments, she could work from outside. But she only had the screwdriver. She needed to reach the hatch release manually.
That meant a few contortions. Deva rotated her shoulders, wincing as they rubbed against metal, then pulled her arm back. Her muscles complained, but she continued, stretching her fingers. The mechanism must be there somewhere. Maybe a fraction to the left. Maybe if she shuffled her body round a fraction and‌…‌yes‌…‌pushed with a boot to give herself a touch more reach.
This would be so much easier from inside the Proteus. There, the mechanism was a simple cog, just behind the emergency panel‌—‌and the panel itself could be snapped off. It had to be that way‌—‌this was an emergency over-ride, for those rare occasions when power died totally.
It was never designed as a way to open the hatch from outside. But Deva knew she could do this. If she could only reach.
She cursed as her shoulder rubbed against a sharp edge, but with one more push her fingers touched a cold, small ratchet bolt.
Deva curled her fingers over the metal and twisted. With a creak, the bolt turned. Only a quarter turn, but it was a start.
She adjusted her hand, gripped again, and rotated her wrist. Half a turn this time.
Another shift of position, another half-turn, and Deva felt a rush of air. She heard voices from outside, excited and surprised.
Rotation by tiny rotation, Deva opened the hatch.






Keelin was right about Enya’s piloting.
Ryann felt every move of the Hermes. When they took off, the craft whined loudly, eliciting a sharp intake of breath from Keelin. Things weren’t much better in the air. Instead of the smooth curves Keelin would take, Enya threw the poor Hermes from one side to the other. Even Murdoch supported himself against the desk a few times. He shook his head, and muttered.
But he also watched the screens. The images brought a smile to his face, but they made Ryann’s stomach turn.
The NeoGens must have planted sensors around the forest, because many of the images were from neither the creatures themselves nor the craft. The images were from slightly above eye-level. Many showed trees and not much more, but some showed action, and Murdoch flicked through them continuously.
People marched through the trees, but there was nothing regimented about them. They carried weapons both old and new, and wore mismatched clothing and hard expressions. Many had scars or open wounds.
One of the screens on the wall showed a map, and as Murdoch tapped dots appeared. It was clear to Ryann that the dots were these moving groups. And they were all in the area he had previously highlighted.
He turned to her, hand on his chin. “Tell me, Harris. What do you make of all this?”
She shrugged. “They’re congregating?”
“But why?”
She shook her head. It wasn’t any concern of hers.
“I’m not sure either,” Murdoch continued. “But it’s not something I can allow. It needs stopping.” He tapped, and a couple of the screens changed.
The new images were from the NeoGens. They ran through the forest, trees blurring past them. And on the map, six dots sped toward the highlighted area. As they grew closer, they spread out.
“And now we see once more how exquisitely my girls work.”
But Ryann didn’t see. The images moved too fast, and all she caught was blood and pain. On the map, dots danced. Some stayed motionless, many faded.
Murdoch tapped, bringing up lens feeds from his girls, and now Ryann saw faces etched in terror. She saw people being cut down, washed in crimson. She saw the forest tremble.
Another slaughter.
Murdoch smiled. He rubbed his hands together. He grunted, and at times he shouted out.
“I hope you’re paying attention, Harris,” he said, keeping his back to her, his eyes fixed on the screens. “See how they’re taking the stragglers first, always going for the ones at the back? That way, they don’t have to face their enemy, and the enemy are never sure what is happening. And here, when these idiots open fire‌—‌they’re shooting at anything that moves. They’re doing the work for my girls.”
He talked on. Ryann watched the screens, unable to turn her head.
<‍Do they enjoy this, Keelin?‍>
<‍That word has no meaning for us‌…‌for them. They carry out instructions. That is all.‍>
<‍Don’t they realise that they’re killing people?‍>
<‍Of course. But they don’t know these people.‍> Keelin was silent for a moment. Ryann heard her swallow. <‍There is no emotional attachment. It’s hard to explain.‍>
The dots on the map thinned, and many of the feeds showed the aftermath of the bloodshed. Murdoch tapped again, and one of the screens changed, showing the drop zone. This view was from one of the craft, and it showed more people.
“And now we see the reason for that congregation,” he said, a triumphant note in his voice.
Ryann watched as familiar faces approached the Proteus. They stopped by the hatch, and Piran disappeared out of view, at the bottom of the screen. He had a screen himself, a small hand-held one, and Ryann knew he was trying to break in.
It felt like good news. But she hid her smile.
Murdoch didn’t smile either. He scowled. Especially when the girl disappeared with Piran, and then they all followed shortly after.
He tapped, and one screen filled with an image of a hard-looking woman, with data scrolling to the side. It was too fast for Ryann to read, but Murdoch nodded. It must have been running through his lattice too.
“Smart.” He jabbed a finger at the woman on the screen. “If she wasn’t such a sociopathic killer, she could do very well for herself. You see what she’s done? All that killing was nothing more than a diversion. Imagine‌—‌sacrificing all those lives to keep yourself alive.” He shrugged, with a smile. “Of course, it’s not going to work.” And he waved a hand at the map.
Six dots converged, then formed a line. The line snaked away from the highlighted area.
Ryann extrapolated the route they were taking, even though she already knew the NeoGens were running back to the drop zone.
And Piran and Eljin were with the Proteus. Murdoch had another sensor feed up, from inside the craft. Ryann saw the two men, crouched over Piran’s screen.
“Not a bad idea‌—‌steal a craft and fly out. Dodge the NeoGens and escape across the fence. That is,” and Murdoch grinned, “if they can initiate the Proteus’ flight controls.” He raised his eyebrows and cocked his head, as if he were waiting for something from Ryann. Or waiting for her to understand.
It didn’t take her long.
<‍They’re not going to be able to take off, are they?‍> She didn’t want to hear Murdoch gloat, but she needed to know for sure.
<‍There’s extra security. Unless they can come up with a very sophisticated workaround, no.‍>
<‍Then they’re trapped.‍>
The words were more to herself than to Keelin, and her friend didn’t answer.
Ryann looked at the dots moving on the map, judged how far they had left to go, how long it would take them.
It wasn’t long. And if Piran and Eljin didn’t get that thing moving, or get out, soon, they were dead.
Ryann took a breath, and focused on the Hermes’ system. She called up the routines Piran had shown her, the ones she’d used before, when she’d found the footage of the crate. It was easier second time round, and she piggy-backed the system, connecting it to her lattice.
She ran through menus and subroutines, searching. And, after a few minutes, she found it.
Proteus 1, bridge speaker system.
She logged on to that particular system, and yelled through her lattice.
<‍Piran! Eljin! It’s a trap. The NeoGens are returning. You’ve got to get out of there.‍>
On the feed, both Piran and Eljin looked up, then to one another. They mouthed a word. Possibly her name.
<‍I can’t do anything to stop them. Just get out. Before they come back.‍>
They started to move, but a figure appeared at the door, the woman Murdoch admired. She held a weapon, and she shook her head.
And in front of Ryann, Murdoch turned.
Her blood chilled as a thin smile crossed his face.
Brice watched his friends enter the hatch, then close it behind themselves.
He’d climbed a tree long before they arrived, positioned himself so that he could look over the crate to the two craft. He’d seen a couple of ghouls return to the craft, and he’d seen six head away. None of them had turned back to the hatches, even before they closed. He’d seen‌—‌and heard‌—‌Deva check if the craft were empty.
And something felt very wrong.
There were four ghouls in the original Proteus. It didn’t make sense that the second only had a crew of two.
A lone cloud drifted across the sun, and Brice’s eyes focused on the coldness of the crate. It looked out of place, a malevolent obelisk. But it was only a metal crate. Brice had seen many containers like it.
Just as he’d seen the insides of many Proteuses.
The ghouls were connected to Kaiahive, and the company was not stupid. It made no sense to leave craft unguarded.
Disjointed thoughts, but he knew there was a connection.
Brice closed his eyes and concentrated.
The traces were vivid, a spider’s web of interconnected lines running around the craft, each one different. The traces were those of ghouls, although a few shades had ventured closer. Further off, he sensed the echoes of more shades, and people, faint enough that they were not a concern. Not like the activity around the craft.
He counted. There were six individual lines leading across the clearing and into the trees at the far end. He’d watched those ghouls. But there were two other traces, older by only a short while, and they headed in a different direction.
With his heart hammering, and his senses on full alert, Brice climbed down from the tree branch and headed out to meet these two traces.
No. To reach the point at which they disappeared.
He walked fast, the grass brushing against his lower legs. He could no longer see the two craft, and the crate grew larger as he approached.
The crate‌—‌the place where the traces faded.
Brice put a hand against the cold metal, and he closed his eyes. He pushed with his mind, seeking anything he could find, trying as hard as he could to push through the metal itself.
And maybe there was something.
The traces around him‌—‌human, shade and ghoul‌—‌were vibrant, like thick multi-hued strands knotting themselves tight. But there was another trace, almost like an echo, like the sound in the dark that you’re not even sure was real.
He concentrated, focusing in on the phantom trace, pushing everything else to one side.
Not one trace, but two.
Two ghouls, in the crate.
Brice swallowed.
A ladder ran up the side of the crate.
Brice grasped the cold rungs and started to climb.






Keelin burnt with a fever. Inside, she was fractured, two halves of her mind at war.
She’d killed her commander, but he wanted to die, and he wasn’t her new commander. She watched her sisters slaughter like the machines they were, and she was equally attracted and repelled by their actions. She knew she must obey Murdoch whatever he said, but she also wanted to crush the life from his body.
Her head pounded.
On the screen, she saw the group approach the Proteus, and that triggered memories too. Faces she knew, people she had worked with. Names rose‌—‌Piran Remis, Eljin Galanis. One a tech expert, the other a pilot. Like her. They’d escaped Haven when she flew the Hermes up to Metis. And they’d been with her in quarantine, before Kaiahive took her.
More memories rose, dark and disjointed but also vivid and intimate.
She saw a room, felt webbing tight against her wrists and ankles. She was on her back, the light from above blinding. The stink of antiseptic assaulted her, mixed with something else, something bitter. She heard voices, but could not make out words.
She was not alone. She couldn’t move her head, but she turned her eyes, saw someone else on a cot beside her, strapped down. Keelin recognised the face.
Ronat. It had to be. Because‌—‌yes‌—‌they had walked together, along a grey corridor that echoed with each footstep. There were guards, then a man in a labcoat who told them to relax, and that this was going to be wonderful.
And there was pain.
It started at the top of her left arm, a coldness that should have numbed her. But instead it heightened her senses, enveloping her in a crescendo of agony. She cried out, and Ronat echoed that cry.
The agony must have stopped at some point, but she couldn’t recall when. Memories faded, only to come back when she was Kesia. Being tested, being ordered to fight and to kill. And then she was taken to the Hermes, along with the others.
The other NeoGens. The ones she thought of as her sisters.
She watched the screens. They slaughtered those people, and now they were running back to the craft.
But not all of them.
Keelin reached out with her lattice, boosted through the Hermes’ system. She reached her sisters, tapped into their lattices. Enya, now swinging the Hermes round, ready to land. The six runners. And the two that lay in wait.
She focused in on those two. Treya and Tess, the third and fourth of the sisters. They talked, discussing tactics, and through their bond as sisters Keelin listened in.
They mentioned the anomaly.
The information on that individual was in their shared data files, but Keelin didn’t need that. She’d sensed him in the proving ground‌—‌the familiar trace‌—‌but she knew him before that. Her crew-mate.
And now Treya and Tess waited as he climbed up the side of the crate.
“Well, well,” Brice said quietly, and glanced at Ryann. Keelin couldn’t see the whole of Ryann’s face, but she read the movements of her head, and knew she was frowning.
<‍Brice is there,‍> Keelin told her.
<‍What?‍>
<‍Drop zone. He’s at the crate.‍>
Keelin read Ryann’s trace. Her heart raced, and the temperature of her skin rose.
<‍But it’s a trap.‍> Keelin had to tell her.
<‍Is there anything you can do?‍>
<‍Like what?‍>
<‍Talk to them. I don’t know. Make them‌…‌make them understand…‍> Ryann trailed off.
She focused in on Treya and Tess again, as they listened to him reach the roof of the crate. Keelin read their data, noted how they anticipated what they must do. Treya waiting for the right moment, Tess wanting to attack as soon as possible.
Both different. Of course they were‌—‌each of her sisters had their own personality. But‌…‌there was something about Treya, something different. It was as if the name didn’t fit her.
Because it wasn’t her real name. It wasn’t who she had been, before.
Keelin knew this, because she now knew who Treya really was.
Brice focused on the traces as he climbed. They were alert, but waiting. They were calm, but ready for action.
They were like coiled springs. And they terrified him.
He reached the top of the crate. The hatch was open, just as it had been after the drop. He could taste the trails of all those who had climbed in and out, grabbing whatever they could.
Brice wondered what the crate still contained, besides the ghouls. He wondered what weapons they had at their disposal, and what he would be staring at when he reached the opening.
He crouched and approached the black hole, ready to run. He swallowed, forcing a deeper breath, breaking the cycle of short, panicky ones he’d found himself in. His hands trembled, ever so slightly, and he pulled the muscles tighter, steadying them. Adrenaline coursed through him, and he concentrated, almost imagining he could follow it through his blood vessels, almost imagining he could alter its flow.
Just like he used to when he had a proper lattice. But this was better. This was‌…‌more complete.
He could hear two voices, his sunken lattice opening up their private conversation for him.
<‍How much longer?‍>
<‍The others are returning. We can move in soon. You know the plan.‍>
<‍Of course.‍>
<‍But these traces are intriguing, don’t you think?‍>
<‍They are weak. That is all I need to know.‍>
<‍None of them seem familiar?‍>
<‍I’ve felt them around this area. But apart from that, no. Should they be?‍>
A pause, then <‍I’m not sure. A couple are‌…‌almost recognisable from somewhere else.‍>
<‍Metis?‍>
<‍Possibly.‍> Then, quieter, <‍But I don’t think so.‍>
Brice froze as he listened. They were uncertain. Not scared, but there was wariness. Especially from the one who recognised traces.
That must mean something.
He took in a deep, slow breath, catching the musty odour from within. He could smell oil and grease, and dampness. And beneath that, the odour of the ghouls. It was nowhere near as bad as the shades, or the infected, but there was a sour note to it, like sweat. Like they’d been working out and needed a shower.
He inched forward, keeping his centre of gravity low. He moved closer to the blackness, close enough to peer down.
Two sets of eyes stared back at him, off-white orbs with pitch-black centres. And beneath one of these pairs, a line appeared. Brice saw teeth as the ghoul smiled.
“Took your time.”
Brice recognised her voice‌—‌the one who had recognised traces. And now, the face grew larger as it stood.
<‍The anomaly.‍> That was from the other one.
And it, too, rose.
<‍I’ll deal with him.‍>
The first one jumped. But Brice was already moving. He spun and pushed with his legs, propelling himself to the edge of the crate. He thrust his head forward, felt the lip of the crate under one boot, and launched himself.
Air rushed past him. And in that time, he readied himself.
His boots struck the ground, and his body absorbed the shock. Muscles tightened and contracted, tendons stretched. His mass tipped forward, one hand brushing the ground to steady himself. And then his legs pumped, and he ran.
The blood in his arteries streamed oxygen-rich. Adrenaline spiked. He raced across the grass and darted between the trees. He bounded over roots and tore through the undergrowth.
The ghoul followed.
Brice didn’t need to turn. He could feel it, alive and excited, like this was what it was made for.
But there was only one.
As he ran, Brice focused, and felt the other ghoul climb from the crate. He felt it turn its attention to the Proteus.
To those trapped inside.
Brice didn’t make the decision, but his body did. He grabbed a branch, his shoulder pulling as his feet swung round in an arc. The branch creaked.
And then his boots struck the soil, and he was running once more‌—‌but now, he was heading to the Proteus.
He sensed the chasing ghoul run on, scrambling to follow. He felt its surprise, heard it call out to the other ghoul, calling for help. There was almost panic in the voice.
<‍Deal with him. I’ll get the others.‍>
The craft was cold grey, the hatch concealed from this angle. Brice saw the other ghoul closing in to it. And behind him, the first ghoul broke from the trees, racing towards Brice himself.
There was no way he could deal with two ghouls.
But he had to do something to help his friends.
He spun, pulling up to a stop, and faced the oncoming monster.






“I think you should hear this,” Murdoch said, turning back to the screens. Then he sussed, to one of his beasts. <‍You know what to do, Tess?‍>
<‍Of course.‍>
<‍Recap, please.‍>
<‍Treya deals with the anomaly. I deal with those in the Proteus. Let them know I’m here, make out I’m having problems entering the Proteus, fill them with fear.‍>
<‍And then?‍>
<‍If they open the door, deal with them. Otherwise, wait for my sisters, and together we destroy them.‍>
<‍Perfect. Proceed.‍> Then Murdoch turned to Ryann and sighed. “I wish there were another way. There is so much potential‌—‌the woman who leads them would make a fine warrior, and your old friend Remis is, I admit, impressive with tech. But we cannot compromise the project. Those who would prevent its advances must be stopped. Permanently.”
There was an edge to Murdoch’s voice, and Ryann recalled the look he’d given her, when she shouted through the Proteus’ system to warn Piran and Eljin. She knew he’d take great pleasure in watching her die.
Murdoch turned back to the screens, where a jerky image now showed Brice running to the Proteus. Then he stopped, and turned, facing the one who chased him.
 A thought came to Ryann. <‍Keelin‌—‌the other NeoGens. Do they know who they were? Can you help them?‍>
<‍Way ahead of you. The one approaching Brice‌—‌that’s Ronat.‍>
Ryann gasped.
Murdoch spun round, his brow furrowed. But Keelin pushed down on Ryann’s shoulder, forcing her body to twist. She grimaced.
“She not behaving, Kesia?”
“Started wriggling. Wasn’t sure if she was going to try something.”
Murdoch nodded. “Very good. But no serious damage yet, please.”
“Of course.”
Murdoch turned to the screens, and the pressure on Ryann’s shoulder lifted, just enough for her to stand straight.
<‍Thanks,‍> she sussed.
<‍Have to play along for now.‍>
One screen showed a sensor feed from the Proteus, and Ryann saw Brice’s back as the beast‌—‌the one Keelin said was Ronat‌—‌approached.
<‍She know who she is?‍>
Keelin pulled in a deep breath. <‍I’m trying to convince her. It’s hard, but I’m doing my best.‍>
<‍You always do.‍>
Murdoch sussed again. <‍Treya, you having a problem? Thought I told you I didn’t want him around anymore.‍>
<‍I’m taking this like a training session. Thought I might learn something from an opponent this‌…‌interesting.‍>
<‍I applaud your dedication to self-improvement, but now is not the time. Kill him.‍>
The screen images altered again. In one, a NeoGen approached the main hatch of a Proteus, raised a fist and hammered on the metal. On the image next to this, Ryann watched those inside the craft jump.
But that image was hazy, a layer of static bristling over the top. She wondered if Piran was interfering with the signal.
Ryann reached into the system again, sending a message to the bridge speakers. <‍Don’t open that hatch! There’s one outside, and more on the way.‍> On the screen that showed the Proteus’ cabin, Piran and Eljin looked up, their faces ashen.
She couldn’t watch them die. There had to be another way out.
Recollections now. A Proteus filling with water, swimming out through the main hatch. But there was a second hatch. There always was.
<‍Use the emergency hatch!‍> she yelled.
Piran and Eljin didn’t respond, though. They returned their attention to Piran’s screen for a moment, then looked up. On another feed, the NeoGen hammered on the hatch once more.
Murdoch faced the screens, and although Ryann couldn’t see his features, she was certain that he smiled.
Brice jumped to the side as the ghoul blurred towards him. He brought up an arm to defend himself, instinct kicking in. But the arm met force, and dull pain shot through it. He staggered, took a step back, and the ghoul slipped past him.
He spun as it lashed out once more, talons just missing his throat. The beast grunted, hot air slamming into Brice’s face.
He recognised that grunt. Impossible, but he’d heard it before.
“Who are you?” he managed to ask before leaping away from the next attack, a swipe at chest height. A talon ripped through cloth as Brice pulled his stomach in tight.
The ghoul’s foot swung round, the boot slamming into Brice’s chest before he could react. The force threw him back, his legs giving way. Nausea shot through him as his back smashed into the ground.
And then the ghoul was standing over him, drool or sweat running from its face, one drop splashing onto Brice’s cheek, warm and cold at the same time.
The ghoul brought an arm back, the talons straight, the hand pointed at Brice’s chest.
The beast screamed as it rocked back. It tilted its head to the sky and opened its jaw wide. The sound bounced around Brice’s head, unintelligible words hidden in the yell.
Then one word he could decipher.
“No!”
The ghoul’s eyes dipped to his own. The beast sneered, its face ugly and deformed, fangs exposed. It raised its arm in readiness and rocked back, just a fraction, before it launched its next attack.
Everything slowed for Brice.
He knew the trajectory of those talons, knew they were aimed for the centre of his chest. He knew there was enough force behind this attack to shatter through his ribs.
The ghoul was committed to the move, but there had been a moment of hesitation.
And it reminded him of another attack, one he’d seen too often in training.
If the ghouls had once been people, Brice knew who this was one.
He screamed out her name.
Keelin wanted to cry out when Ronat lunged. It took determination to remain silent.
Brice countered. How he was able to do that‌—‌respond so quickly, and with the strength to divert Ronat’s arm‌—‌Keelin had no idea. According to the file ‘the anomaly’ had strange abilities, but this was Brice! He was hot-headed, and his lattice was screwed.
But he’d survived, over and over. He’d managed to live, the only human surrounded by shades, for months. He’d climbed the fence. He’d beaten Nyle. And now, he was defending himself against Ronat.
He couldn’t beat her though. Keelin had no doubt that Ronat was stronger.
<‍We need him!‍> she yelled at Ronat, unsure exactly what she meant, but hoping the words were vague enough to stop Ronat from killing Brice, if only for a moment. <‍You can’t kill him.‍>
There was blood on Brice’s arm, and he held it close to his body.
<‍Murdoch commands me to.‍>
Keelin glanced towards the man. He was turning now, looking at Ryann, saying something. Keelin blocked that out, focusing on Ronat.
<‍You can’t kill Brice.‍>
<‍He says the anomaly has become a problem, and must be removed.‍>
<‍He has a name.‍>
<‍He’s the anomaly.‍>
<‍He’s Brice. You know him. He saved us, back in Haven.‍>
<‍We routed Haven. We destroyed the subjects, and the infected ones.‍>
<‍Before that. You were with Ryann, and Piran, and all the others.‍> Keelin searched her mind for names. <‍Arela, and Lynet.‍>
Keelin glanced at the screen as Brice and Ronat circled each other. Her peripheral vision caught the next screen, the one that showed the Proteus’ hatch. Sun shone off the metal.
<‍They’re dead,‍> Ronat mumbled.
<‍They’re not all dead. Ryann’s here. And Piran…‍> Keelin pulled up data from the system, viewing the feed from the Proteus. <‍Piran’s alive too. He’s on your Proteus. With Eljin‍>
Ronat shook, a brief spasm. Keelin only caught the movement because she was concentrating. And she needed to push Ronat further now.
<‍And that’s Brice in front of you. He’s a friend.‍>
<‍Brice?‍>
<‍Brice.‍>
And that was when Murdoch slapped Ryann, sending her backwards.
Keelin stepped forward, catching her before she fell.
“Brice?”
He stared at the ghoul, unsure if he’d heard right. It held an attack-ready pose, like a statue. And its eyes were‌…‌unfocused. There was uncertainty behind them.
He nodded. “Yes. Brice.” But she needed more, so he repeated her name. “And you’re Ronat. We trained together.” He even managed a smile.
Her raised arm dropped, just a fraction. But the fingers remained outstretched, the talons ready to tear into flesh.
“I have orders.” She shifted her feet, brought her body side-on. Like she used to in training‌—‌extend her reach, and present a smaller target.
“What orders?” He crouched, arms out, ready for the twitch that would indicate the start of her attack.
“I can’t let you go. He wants you dead.”
“He?”
She nodded, then closed her eyes tight, blinking violently a few times. She growled. “He. They. The company.”
Brice looked into her small eyes, and they flickered.
“You have to kill me now?”
“I‌…‌I think so.”
Brice glanced quickly to either side. “Your friend, the other one in the crate. They run out on you?” It was something to say, playing for time.
The Ronat-ghoul shook her head. “By the hatch.”
He heard a thud, from the far side of the Proteus. He saw Ronat look up, a frown crossing her face.
There had been a thud before, he realised, during Ronat’s attack. “But she’s not inside yet.” His friends were still secure.
“She will be soon.”
Her head dipped forward, and she shook it, as if trying to throw off pain. But when she looked back at him, those small eyes glared. A low growl came from her throat, and her lips parted, showing her fangs.
Like the shades, and the infected. Like Cathal.
Brice brought his hands up, palms out. “You don’t have to do this, Ronat. We used to be friends.” She flexed her legs, crouched lower. “Please.”
Her arms trembled. Her head shook, so slight Brice almost missed it.
“I have my orders,” she said in a small voice.
And then she lunged.
Ryann never saw his arm move. The side of her face flared, and she staggered back, into Keelin’s arms.
Murdoch rubbed the back of his hand, his skin red. But he chuckled. He waved a finger in the air, as if scolding Ryann. “You really think I wouldn’t notice your attempts at communication?”
Ryann glanced at the screens again. The thin woman paced, a weapon in her hand. She waved it at Piran and Eljin, then returned to the hatch.
<‍Use the emergency hatch!‍> she cried out.
There was no response on the screen.
“And still trying.” He waved his reddened hand at the screen. “Doesn’t look like it’s working.”
He’d cut the connection. If Ryann concentrated, she could feel the barrier now.
“I had to try.” She stood upright, pulling away from Keelin. But one hand still rested on her shoulder.
<‍It’s what he commands,‍> Keelin told her. <‍But he only wants you held. Don’t worry.‍>
Ryann couldn’t help but worry. Piran and Eljin were going to die. “You couldn’t believe I’d watch and do nothing.” As she spoke, her breathing came back under control. Her pulse still raced, though. “They’re my friends. Not that you know what one of them is.”
The last sentence was a mistake. Ryann knew that as soon as it slipped from her lips, as soon as the sickening smile dropped from Murdoch’s face. She saw his arm tense, hand flat, ready for another slap.
It didn’t come. Instead he stepped back and shook his head. His eyes glazed as he sussed, and the door to the office opened. Ryann didn’t turn, but she heard Enya entered the room.
“You’ve become a problem, Harris. And you know how I deal with problems.”
Enya stepped forward, next to Murdoch.
“But not yet,” he said, and the smirk returned. “You deserve to see the endgame. Even though the lessons will be short-lived, you will learn the cost of meddling with me.” He shrugged. “Who knows‌—‌maybe, before I have you killed, you might even understand.”
Enya stared at Ryann, but Murdoch turned back to the screens. Ryann followed his eyes.
Four images.
Her friends trapped within the Proteus.
A NeoGen at the hatch, hammering hard.
More NeoGens racing through the forest.
Brice, staggering back as the thing that had been Ronat attacked him.
And there was nothing Ryann could do to stop the inevitable.






“Get this thing off the ground!” Siren screamed, standing in the doorway between cabin and bridge.
Deva shuddered. She’d imagined things would improve when they were all on the Proteus and the hatch was closed. She thought Piran and Eljin would only take a couple of minutes to get the craft in the air.
Siren obviously thought that too, and she wasn’t taking the delay well. She glared into the bridge, then turned to Soldier, who stood by the main hatch.
Whatever was outside hammered on the hatch once more, the metallic sound ringing round the craft.
“Go away!” Siren shouted, lifting her gun up. A film of sweat coated her forehead, and there were dark stains under her arms.
Soldier took a step back and raised her own weapon. She pushed the stock against her shoulder and tilted her head, looking along the sights.
They both ignored Deva, and that was fine by her. She stayed at the back of the cabin, near the unused sleeping pods. She glanced around‌—‌the lack of table, the benches set higher than usual and folded back against the walls, and the storage units all closed. It felt devoid of life.
Like a tomb.
Siren turned back to the cabin. “What’s taking you so long in there?”
“This extra security’s tricky,” Piran called back. From her vantage point, Deva could watch him, hunched over his screen, with Eljin over his shoulder.
“Thought you said you were good.”
“Just need more time. It’s not like this screen’s top quality.”
“I don’t want excuses. If there’s a problem, you fix it. I want this tub off the ground. Clear?”
Piran nodded, biting his lower lip.
“And while you’re at it, get that woman back on. If she’s a friend, she needs to help us.”
They’d all heard the voice that warned of the returning ghouls. Piran and Eljin had said a name‌—‌Ryann?‌—‌and frozen for a moment, eyes wide and mouths open. Of course, Siren had yelled at them to get back to work. She’d shouted at the voice to go away.
Deva had never seen Siren this wound up, and it scared her. The way she swung that gun around didn’t help matters.
Deva looked to the gun she held, the one Siren had said was perfect for her‌—‌but she’d said it with that sarcastic, bitter smile on her face. It was small, the barrel thin, although obviously designed to be held in two hands. It was light, too, like there was nothing to it. Deva had examined it, and it seemed to work on compressed air. It was pathetic. Compared to the weapons the others had, this was a toy.
Which, Deva knew, was why Siren had said it was perfect for her.
The thing outside clouted the hatch again.
“Soldier, check out what keeps banging. And get it to stop.”
Soldier looked to the hatch, then back at Siren. “You want me to open the door? Won’t that let it in?”
“Of course I don’t want that! But find some way. You’re our security, so make us secure.” Then Siren spun back to insult Piran and Eljin.
Deva turned to Soldier. “There’s always the escape hatch,” she said, pointing to the circular door in the craft’s ceiling.
Soldier considered it, her head to one side. “That open straight to the outside?”
“No. There’s a chamber, like a tube, about so long,” and Deva held her arms out, about shoulder width. “There’s another hatch-door to the outside.”
“And when that’s open, anything could come in.”
Deva shrugged. “Just a thought.”
Soldier looked at the hatch, her face screwed up in thought. Her eyes darted to Siren.
“Don’t suppose there’s any way you can find a hole.” She smiled at Deva. “Any more magic you can do with that screwdriver of yours?”
“Take too long. There’s inner and outer hull, and all kinds of‌…‌stuff between.”
Soldier turned back to the main hatch. She breathed heavily, and her fingers twitched where they held her weapon.
A shout came from the cabin. Siren’s face was red, a vein throbbing above one eye. She had one arm back, and Eljin cowered.
Soldier shook her head and muttered something that sounded like ‘bloody woman.’ It was hard to hear clearly, even though everything was quiet now.
Soldier’s brow furrowed, and she turned back to the hatch. “When was the last crash? Haven’t heard anything for a while.”
It was true. While they’d been talking, whatever was outside seemed to have halted its attack on the craft.
Siren must have noticed too, because she stepped into the cabin. “Still might be out there,” she said. “Still a problem. While those idiots get this thing working, we need to make sure. See to it, Soldier. Live up to your name for once.”
Deva wanted to laugh at that ‘for once’. Soldier took orders, did whatever Siren asked, even if it made no sense. She always led the way to a drop, and had killed more demons than any of the others.
But now she hesitated. “I don’t want to risk whatever’s out there coming in.”
Siren snorted. “That’s what you’ve got a gun for. Open the hatch, and kill anything that appears. Don’t go soft on me, Soldier.” And she brought her own weapon up‌—‌not exactly aimed at Soldier, but definitely pointed in her direction.
Soldier nodded, then turned to Deva. “Might be time to use your screwdriver again.” Then she smiled. “At least you’ll be hidden away.”
Deva nodded. She placed her pathetic pop-gun on the floor and pulled her trusty screwdriver from her pocket.
It would be easier from inside. She’d have the panel off in a matter of seconds, and then she could turn the cog to open the hatch.
But Deva hesitated. What if that thing was still out there? And‌…‌and what if the ghouls returned?
“Do it!” Siren’s spittle hit Deva’s face.
With a shudder, Deva got to work.






As Ronat lunged, Brice shifted. Muscles moved of their own accord.
Her talons sliced the air in front of his face, a warm blur brushing his skin.
And she’d over-extended. Just like she used to in training.
Brice spun, and before Ronat could recover, he ran to the Proteus. The sun beat down on him, but he focused on the shadows beneath the craft.
Ronat roared, too close behind. Brice dove to the ground, felt the back of his jacket rip, then he hit the ground and rolled.
It was cooler under the Proteus, but Brice couldn’t stop. Already Ronat was crouching, reaching her arms out. But she was too big to follow.
The underside of the craft was not smooth. There were bulges of metal, rivets, other things Brice didn’t know the name of. But they could help him.
He grabbed what he could and he pulled, kicking with his feet, propelling himself under the Proteus.
Beyond his legs, Brice saw Ronat rise to her feet. He saw her boots stomp away, then she broke into a run.
Heading round the Proteus, ready to cut him off.
She reached the nose of the craft. He pulled harder. And then the sun hit his eyes.
Brice rolled, pushing with his hands as he leapt to his feet, ready to face Ronat. He felt her trace, saw her running toward him.
And then he felt the other trace.
A grey mass blocked his view.
An arm shot out, a fist hammering at the hatch, the sound ringing in Brice’s ears. And then the ghoul turned to face him, the tiny eyes in its grey head growing wide with surprise.
Brice jumped out of the way as it swiped. He pushed off the Proteus’ hull and ducked as the ghoul swung again. He staggered forward, closer to the creature, as it brought another arm round.
He threw himself at the ghoul’s legs. He hit them hard, his body jarring.
And the ghoul staggered.
It wasn’t much, but it was enough. That movement enabled Brice to stand, and to back away.
It also angered the ghoul. It clenched its fists. Its face contorted as it snorted.
And then another ghoul appeared by its side.
Ronat.
The ghoul nodded to her, then turned to Brice. “You might be able to outrun one of us, but not both.”
Brice backed away, slowly and deliberately. The ghoul laughed. “Thought you were supposed to be tough.” It took a few steps toward him.
And away from the hatch.
That was enough to give Brice an idea.
He continued to back up, body side on, arms raised. The creature followed. Its shoulders were hunched, ready for attack, but its arms were lower than before. When Brice looked at its face, there was almost a smile. It was confident. And that gave Brice something he could use.
“I‌…‌I don’t want to fight,” he said, adding the stammer for effect and letting his voice trail off.
“You think I care what you want? And who said anything about fighting. I kill you, that’s all.” The ghoul laughed again. “The arrogance, to think you could actually fight me.”
Brice saw trees beyond the Proteus now, as the distance between himself‌—‌and the ghoul‌—‌and the craft grew. Soon, he could make that distance even bigger. But he needed the creature to follow. He needed to rile it further.
So he curled his hand into a fist, and he swung upwards. Even though he knew it would do no damage, he punched the creature on the side of its face.
The ghoul grunted, and its arm jerked round. Brice stepped back, but still the talons caught him, ripping through his sleeve. A shard of pain shot along his arm, and warmth spread. He staggered, but retained his feet.
Then he turned and ran.
He felt the trace behind him, red with anger, as the ghoul followed.
Brice’s legs burned. He couldn’t outrun this thing, but he could make these few steps count. He could get that beast away from the Proteus, give his friends a chance.
The ghoul roared. Brice dipped one foot, lurching off to his left, and he felt a rush of air as something brushed past his back. But it didn’t hit him, and he ran on.
The ghoul yelled something, and he heard its voice in his head. The words were fragmented, but it spoke of catching, of killing. At one point it sounded like it was arguing with someone.
Brice’s heart hammered. Blood raced round his system, pushed to breaking point. He knew he only had a couple more steps in him.
When the ghoul roared again, the air behind Brice rippled.
His legs buckled. He hit the ground hard. Specks of light scattered across his vision.
Air rushed over him, a shadow obliterating the sun. The ground shook as the ghoul crashed into it, beyond Brice’s head.
He had enough strength to roll over, his chest complaining as he gulped in air. He brought a hand up, shielding his eyes from the brightness. The Proteus lay in the distance. There was no movement around it.
A shadow fell on him. Brice turned his head.
The ghoul stood over him, laughing. It turned for a moment, and Brice followed its gaze.
He hadn’t heard the Hermes come in, but now he saw it land, and the ringing in his ears morphed into the whine of the craft’s engines shutting down. It towered over the two Proteuses. Displaced air flowed over Brice, hot with the smell of burnt fuel.
“Nice to have back-up,” the ghoul said. “Not that I need it.”
And the beast fell on Brice.
<‍Do something!‍> Ryann screamed. Keelin felt her friend’s body tremble through her own hand.
Keelin admired her. The emotion struck her, suddenly. Murdoch had all but told Ryann she was going to die, yet she was still more concerned with Brice.
She had always known Ryann was strong, but this‌…‌this was a special kind of strength. This was real power.
On the screen, Brice disappeared under the Proteus, and Murdoch muttered. But Keelin was impressed‌—‌he’d been quick, and it was a smart move.
But not smart enough.
<‍Ronat, get round the Proteus. Don’t let Tess get Brice.‍>
It was too late, though. Tess had seen Brice.
<‍Tess, leave him,‍> Keelin tried. <‍The others inside‌—‌they’re more important.‍> Her stomach clenched at her own words, but she had to help Brice.
<‍They’re not going anywhere. And who are you to give me orders?‍>
<‍Just trying to help.‍> But that sounded weak. It came across as the excuse it was.
She couldn’t expose herself. Not yet.
<‍Ronat, please,‍> she sussed, tight to her sister. <‍Do whatever you can to stop Tess.‍>
<‍There’s nothing I can do. And‌…‌and it hurts.‍>
Of course it did. The pain still throbbed behind Keelin’s eyes. But there was another pain, stronger, pounding in her heart.
She watched. When Brice knocked against Tess’ legs, Keelin felt her surprise. When Brice ran, she felt Tess’ indignation that he’d try to escape, and her anger. And her excitement.
Tess was looking forward to killing Brice.
<‍Ronat. Follow them.‍>
<‍Can’t. He‌…‌my instructions.‍>
<‍Ignore him. Think for yourself, Ronat.‍>
<‍I’m Treya.‍>
<‍You’re Ronat! You used to live on Haven. You trained with Brice.‍> Keelin rummage through her memory. <‍You once beat Eljin on the games table, and he sulked for a week.‍>
<‍In the past.‍>
<‍But it’s who you are. The real you. Ronat.‍>
The Hermes jerked, and Ryann fell against Keelin once more. Even Murdoch staggered.
<‍Feels like Enya’s got us down in one piece,‍> Keelin sussed, but the levity was out of place. She concentrated on Ronat once more. <‍We’re here. Don’t know if that’s good or bad. But you can’t let Brice die.‍>
<‍But what can I do? He‌…‌Tess has him.‍>
It was true. She loomed over Brice now. Through Tess’ lenses, Keelin saw Brice struggling for breath, saw the dazed look in his eyes.
<‍Ronat, please!‍>
<‍I‌…‌I can’t! It hurts.‍>
<‍Ignore the pain. You have to do something!‍>
And Tess lunged.
The strike never came.
Brice kept his eyes open, but still he only saw parts of what happened. One moment, his vision was filled with the descending ghoul, fangs dripping drool from an animal smile, one arm powering forward, talons pointed to his chest like five perfect daggers. And then it was gone, the sunlight blinding.
Two ghouls tumbled to Brice’s left, but they were on their feet in a second. They faced each other, attack-ready. The one Brice had lured from the Proteus faced him, and he knew its attention shifted from Brice to the other ghoul. The one with its back to Brice.
The one that had saved his life.
Ronat.
<‍What are you doing?‍> That was the voice of the one facing Brice, and he heard its voice as clearly as if it were talking out loud.
<‍I can’t let you kill him, Tess.‍> And that was Ronat. She sounded strong, determined.
<‍But those are our instructions.‍>
Ronat dipped her head, and even though he couldn’t see her face, Brice knew she was grimacing.
<‍He is‌…‌Brice. He is a friend.‍>
The two ghouls circled, both crouched, both with arms out wide.
<‍He’s the anomaly. The boss wants him gone. Why do you refuse, Treya?‍>
Ronat shook her head. <‍Not Treya. Ronat.‍>
The one Ronat called Tess shook with laughter. <‍You’re talking about the past. You’re Treya. The past is gone.‍>
<‍No. I’m Ronat. And you…‌who were you, before? Who are you really?‍>
Brice focused on Tess’ trace, vibrant red, shaking with anger. But there was a slither of uncertainty.
Her fingers stretch out on one hand, talons glinting in the sun.
He wanted to shout a warning, but knew there was no time. All he could do was watch as the ghoul launched itself.
<‍Shut up!‍> the one called Tess yelled. And she attacked.
But Ronat was ready. She grabbed one arm and pulled, using momentum and mass to spin Tess round.
Tess staggered. As Ronat released her grip, she pushed, and Tess reached out, one hand slamming into the ground. Enough that she stayed on her feet.
<‍You protecting that thing?‍>
Ronat shook her head‌—‌not as a negative answer, but with eyes tight, fighting off the pain inside.
<‍Get out of here.‍> The voice was stronger, and Brice knew Ronat was sussing tightly, the words for him alone. <‍She says they’ll need you at the Proteus. Keelin.‍>
The words slammed into Brice. Ronat and Tess circled once more.
<‍Go!‍>
His muscles complained when he pushed his body up from the ground. But he stood, and then he ran.
Brice heard grunts behind him, and the coppery tang of blood rose in the air. He didn’t turn, though. He had to help his friends. And‌…‌and Keelin was involved. She was here. Brice knew that instinctively. She was here, and she was doing what she could to help. Just like she had in Haven‌—‌alone, but fixing that craft.
He turned to the Hermes, equidistant from the Proteuses and the crates, forming the third point of a triangle.
And in the trees, over the far side of the drop zone, there was movement, traces moving fast.
More ghouls.
He was almost at the Proteus when he glanced over his shoulder. The two ghouls clashed again. One of them‌—‌Ronat‌—‌swung, her talons biting hard into Tess’ side. But Tess moved with the attack, her own talons powering down, sinking into Ronat’s neck. A jet of crimson shot out, and Ronat staggered.
But she wasn’t down. Her fingers still rested on Tess’ side, and now she pulled that hand back sharply, her talons ripping through cloth and flesh.
Tess roared as she thrust her head forward, mouth open.
And she clasped her mouth onto the wound in Ronat’s neck.
Brice watched, transfixed, as Tess held Ronat’s quivering body tight. Ronat’s arms flailed, her talons tearing at Tess. But the wounds were superficial, and did nothing to stop Tess draining Ronat’s blood.
Ronat collapsed to the ground in a heap.
Tess howled, and her head came round, her mouth and chin stained red. She saw Brice and smiled.






Tess laughed, but she didn’t come for Brice. He ran, scrambled up the first Proteus he came to, and lay on the roof. From here, he could see the whole of the drop zone.
To his right was the Hermes, silent and still. To his left, the other Proteus, the one with his friends. A short distance from this was the crate. And all around was the empty space of the drop zone, grass and mud, surrounded by trees.
Only it wasn’t empty. Ronat’s body lay motionless, the ghoul called Tess standing over it. She licked her lips, gave the body a kick, walked back to the Proteus.
And in the distance, even now bursting from the trees, came six ghouls. They didn’t run, but they walked fast.
Brice’s body shuddered, from adrenaline and lactic acid build-up. With every breath pain pulsed through him. His clothing clung to his skin, and he didn’t know if that was through sweat or blood.
As Tess strode across the grass, her eyes fixed on Brice. He groaned. There was no way he could defeat her. And then she’d attack his friends in the Proteus.
He could see the hatch from his vantage point, and he now noticed the dark line that appeared along one side. The darkness grew as the hatch opened a slither. A thin black tube poked out. The end flashed, and a sharp crack split the air.
Tess jerked, blood spraying from the wound in an arm. She stepped back, found her balance, and looked to the partially opened hatch. Even from this distance, Brice could hear her cold, angry snarl.
The second shot tore a wound in her side, and she roared, doubling over and twisting. But she remained on her feet.
The other ghouls sprinted. They came close, but whoever held the weapon in the Proteus opened fire on them, volleys of cracks sending the ghouls dancing, sprays of red mist erupting as they were hit. And in their traces Brice felt‌…‌not pain, but the knowledge of being wounded.
None of the ghouls fell. But as they sprinted, they altered their course.
The weapon sticking out of the hatch followed them round to the crate, spitting fire. One of the ghouls did stagger, and only a colleague stopped it from falling. But they didn’t slow down.
The weapon fell silent as the ghouls disappeared round the side of the crate. Brice looked down, saw that Tess had joined them. Seven ghouls, in a defensive position.
The Proteus’ hatch was fully-open now. Soldier stood firm, Tychon raised to her shoulder as she scanned the area. Siren was by her side, bouncing about. The Preben in her hand jerked as she took the occasional shot. The metal of the crate crunched when they hit, but they did no major damage.
Apart from those sounds, everything was quiet.
And then a dark shape caught Brice’s eye‌—‌a ghoul, moving away from the crate, heading to the trees. He waited for Soldier or Siren to take a shot, but none came.
Because they couldn’t see the runner. Brice was higher up. From the hatch, they couldn’t see the far side of the crate.
The ghoul reached the treeline, and then it disappeared into the shadows. Brice followed its trace as it moved round.
Round to where it could approach the Proteus from the rear. To where it could reach the craft without being spotted.
The cracking from the weapons wasn’t loud, but each time Soldier fired, Deva jumped. Her hand slipped from the cog too many times, and Siren yelled at her‌—‌when she wasn’t berating Piran and Eljin, or complaining about Soldier’s shooting.
But Deva opened the hatch, and Siren joined Soldier. The woman yelled triumphantly every time the Preben jerked in her hand, and when Deva peered out, she expected to see fallen bodies. But there were none.
“They’re running!” Siren screamed. “We’ve got them scared! They’re hiding. Yeah, not so tough now, are you?” Siren’s gun barked loudly as she let off a volley of shots. Over the cracks, Deva heard metallic thuds.
In the bridge, Piran and Eljin were still hunched over the screen, Piran tapping away, shaking his head.
Siren fired again, followed by more thuds. Deva craned her neck to see the crate. The closest surface was pocked.
“How much ammo do we have?” she asked.
“Enough to send these ghouls back to the hell they came from!” Siren sent more pellets into the crate.
Deva doubted that, but she daren’t say anything. Instead, she eased along the wall and through into the bridge.
“How’s it going?” she asked Piran, careful not to lean in too close. People could be protective of their work.
He shrugged. “It’s not. No way through this extra security. Not without a bit of inside help.”
“So no way to fly this thing?” She turned to Eljin. It was a pointless question, because she knew the answer even before he shook his head.
“We’re screwed,” he mumbled. “That psycho might as well turn the gun on all of us. Get the job over and done with.” There was no animation in his voice, and his face was a pale mask.
Piran took his eyes from the screen and looked at Deva. “How are you holding up?”
“Okay.” She paused as Siren let loose a string of insults, many of which Deva doubted were biologically possible. “Considering.”
That got a smile from Bug. “Yeah. At least you got us inside this tin can. Guess we all owe you.”
“It’s what I do.” The line sounded forced, and she swallowed.
“Hey, Dart! You ready to fly this thing?” Siren’s voice was far too loud.
“Still working on it,” Piran called back.
“Wasn’t talking to you. And stop distracting him, Fairy.” Siren let loose another volley of shots, punctuated by wordless yells, before continuing. “If you’re not going to pilot at the moment, Dart, get up here and make yourself useful. See anything grey, blast it away.” She laughed, like that rhyme was a great joke.
Piran put a hand on Eljin’s arm. “I’ll give you a call if I get anywhere. But‌…‌stay out of trouble, yeah? It looks like those things are coming for us, get behind something. Or someone.” He said that last bit between clenched teeth, and his eyes darted unmistakably towards Siren.
Eljin nodded. He bent down, picking up one of the two weapons on the floor of the cabin. As he rose, he clicked something on the weapon he held, just by the trigger. Deva had to assume it was a safety catch. She glanced to where she’d left her own gun, on the floor in the cabin. That toy didn’t even need a safety catch.
“You can get it working, Piran. I know you can.” Eljin’s eyes moistened as he spoke, and he swallowed, his throat bobbing. Then he strode into the cabin and took up a position on the far side of Siren. He raised his own gun, held it steady in both hands, and took a single shot. When it hit the crate the sound was explosive.
Soldier brought her hand-gun up, and it clicked. She looked at it, cursing, then threw it to the floor and swung the other weapon from her back and into her hands. She let loose a burst of shots, and the sound they made against the crate reverberated around the Proteus. It almost sounded like the craft had been hit.
There was another crash, from the roof. Then a sharp metallic grinding.
“What’s that?” Siren yelled.
Deva knew. She recognised that sound. The brute-force method of working with metal. It was the sound of something being wrenched open.
Without thinking, she grabbed Piran’s weapon from the floor. She flicked a switch by the trigger, just like Eljin had, and heard something snap into place. Then she walked into the cabin, to the emergency hatch.
Her hand shook as she reached up and unclasped the inner hatch, letting it fall back on its hinges to slam against the wall. She ignored the shouts from Siren, and with a dry throat she saw daylight leak in from above.
Trembling, Deva aimed the heavy weapon to the sky.






As soon as Brice saw the ghoul burst from the trees and race to the Proteus, he jumped. His friends were there, and he couldn’t let them get into any more danger.
He hit the ground, stumbling, his whole body aching. His legs were heavy, and he gritted his teeth, forcing himself on.
But he was no match for the ghoul. The creature tore across the open ground, and bounded onto the roof of the Proteus. Brice heard the crash when he was only half-way between the two craft.
The ghoul jumped, and Brice thought he saw the Proteus shake. Then it bent down and grabbed a section of the roof.
The emergency hatch.
Brice reached the Proteus and reached up, grabbing metal with hands that throbbed white heat. He scrambled his feet, gasping loudly, his heart hammering, and he climbed.
The ghoul was bent over, muscles bulging tightly against its jacket. Metal screeched as it pulled the hatch back, a ragged half-circle that slowly grew.
<‍Like food in the can.‍>
The words appeared in Brice’s mind, just like when he’d heard the inner thoughts of others. More followed.
<‍Just get on with it, Occia. Don’t forget you’re only a distraction.‍>
That was a different voice. It must have come from one of the ghouls hiding behind the crate.
He heard more screeching metal, but this wasn’t from the emergency hatch. This was further away.
The ghoul had mentioned a distraction. They wanted those in the Proteus away from the hatch, occupied with something else, so that they didn’t see‌…‌didn’t see the crate.
It made horrible sense.
When Brice had looked into the crate, the two ghouls hadn’t been alone. Because the drop, and the scramble for supplies, had been interrupted. The crate had not been emptied.
If the ghouls got hold of weapons, what could stop them rushing the Proteus?
<‍You can’t expect me to open this up and leave? Why can’t I have some fun too?‍>
The ghoul on the roof leaned in, bending down, resting its hands on its knees. It roared again, the sound reverberating through the metal beneath Brice’s feet.
And then it threw itself backward. The sound of rapid gunfire echoed from the hatch. There were pings as some of the pellets hit metalwork.
Someone under the hatch, firing up.
<‍Sneaky.‍> There was something close to admiration in its voice. <‍But let’s draw their fire.‍>
It shuffled closer to the hatch again, holding itself tense. It smiled.
Brice rose to his feet, unsteady, one arm out. The other dipped to his waist. The beast reached the lip of the hatch as Brice unsheathed the knife. He tightened his grip, his fingers fitting smoothly around the ridges in the soft plastic.
The ghoul leaned forward, and Brice focused on the back of its neck. He took a step, rocking on his feet.
As the beast stuck its head over the hold, Brice pounced. He aimed the tip of the knife not at the creature, but at the space just behind it. Where it would jerk back, to avoid the gunshots.
His body slammed into the creature, and he stabbed down. Metal bit deep, ripping through cloth, tearing through flesh.
The ghoul buckled. Brice’s fingers slipped from the knife as he fell.
Brice hit the roof, the metallic crash reverberating. It hurt, but he rolled, conscious of the curving edge, and he pushed up onto his feet, springing back, away from the staggering ghoul.
The grey beast looked to its own shoulder, then reached round and yanked the knife free. It let the blade clatter to the Proteus’ roof before reaching into the wound with one finger. Then it removed the finger, crimson-stained, and licked it clean.
“Lucky strike,” it said. It prodded the wound again. “Interesting sensation. Sharp. I think I like it.” Then it smiled. “Let’s see if you can cause some more.”
Brice tensed as the ghoul ran to attack him.
Deva cried out as she squeezed the trigger tight. The weapon‌—‌she had no idea what it was called‌—‌bucked in her hands, and her arms vibrated as she struggled to hold it steady. The sound was loud, and there were sharp pings from above.
She heard Siren yelling, even over the cracks of the gun and the harsh pings from above, but Deva ignored the woman. She peered up into the sky.
Someone spoke, in a rough voice. Then a grey face appeared.
Deva fired again, and fought to keep the weapon pointed at the hatch. When she released her finger, her arms tingled and her ears rang. A tendril of hot smoke rose from the weapon’s barrel.
There was more talking. She couldn’t make out the words, though. Then there was a crash.
But not from directly overhead. Deva guessed whatever was up there was over the cabin.
Deva concentrated, blocking out Siren’s yells, and the cracks and thuds that came from the main hatch. She focused on the roof of the craft, on the softer clunks as something moved about.
They were definitely over the cabin. That meant they were away from the ripped hatch.
Metal rungs in the wall led to the inner hatch, and continued along the short tube to the twisted metal. But Deva would need both hands for that climb.
She put the weapon on the ground, forcing her fingers to release it. She reached for the rungs, and her fingers curled round them.
This was stupid.
The steps above continued, followed by thuds, but definitely to the front of the Proteus.
She could do this.
Siren shouted, and that might have been directed at Deva, but she ignored it once more. She focused on the cold metal rungs under her hands, on the thin strip of metal for her feet. She climbed, and the ragged, shredded edge of the hole grew closer.
Then sunlight bathed her, and a gentle breeze chilled the sweat on her face.
And she saw the ghoul.
It was fighting, but Deva couldn’t see its opponent. She saw the beast’s back as it lunged forward, then it jerked back. A spray of red flew to one side, and there was a flash of metal.
The ghoul swung a fist, and a smaller shape crumpled to the Proteus’ roof.
Brice. Deva recognised him in an instant.
The ghoul threw itself down, but Brice was already gone. Deva didn’t see him move, but now he was on his feet, and he thrust forward with his knife. The ghoul cried out as the blade sunk into its hip.
But the backhand slammed across Brice’s face. He staggered, barely keeping his footing.
The knife remained in the ghoul’s hip. It reached down and pulled it free.
Then it laughed.
“I’m impressed,” it said, and there was no sign of pain in that voice. “But this can’t go on forever. I have work to do.”
It threw the knife lazily, and it tumbled through the air, end over end. Brice reached up, eyes on the spinning blade. Deva had no doubt that he’d catch it.
But the moment it was in his hand, the ghoul rushed forward. It slammed into Brice, and metal rang as he crashed to the Proteus’ roof.
The ghoul came down on him, hard. Deva heard a sharp crack, and Brice cried out. His hand opened.
The blade clattered as it slipped form his grip. Deva watched, breath caught in her throat, as it bounced, then disappeared over the edge of the Proteus.
Ryann couldn’t move. Not because of Keelin’s hand on her shoulder‌—‌that was a comfort now‌—‌but because she was transfixed by what she saw on the screens.
Murdoch cursed when those in the Hermes opened fire. But soon after he was laughing. He made comments about their pathetic shooting. He tapped to change feeds on the screens as one of the NeoGens ran to the Proteus.
There was a moment when the anger returned, and that was when Brice appeared. But the anger was soon submerged under enjoyment again.
The man was a monster.
<‍I need to end this.‍>
<‍He’s distracted. If you can see a way, take it.‍> Keelin’s voice sounded like it was coming through gritted teeth, and the hand on Ryann’s shoulder. The girl was in pain.
And she’d only be released from her torture when Murdoch was gone.
Ryann knew she’d only get one chance at this. Murdoch had a weapon, but it was holstered. She needed to take him down before he had a chance to react. She needed to disable him as quickly as she could.
On the screen, one of the lens feeds showed the ghouls tearing into the back of the metal crate. Murdoch laughed at that, rubbing his hands together in glee.
Ryann turned her focus to the room. To the distance between herself and Murdoch. To what the room contained.
And she knew what to do.
She’d dip down, away from Keelin’s fingers. At the same time, she’d plant one foot on the wall behind, use that to propel herself forward. She could close the gap between herself and Murdoch in a heartbeat. She’d reach out, one hand grabbing his chin and the other grasping his head.
She wouldn’t throw herself directly at him, though. She’d aim for the left. When she held him, she’d use her momentum to pull him round. As he started to turn, she’d twist her arms sharply.
It would be agony for her shoulders, but snapping that beast’s neck would make it all worth-while.
It might not be a clean snap. She might only pull him to the ground. But she’d still have surprise on her side. When he fell, she could‌…‌she could drop a hand to his hip and pull his weapon free.
Ryann swallowed. She watched Murdoch, concentrated on the way his head twitched as he sussed to his girls.
<‍I’m ready.‍>
<‍What do you need?‍>
<‍Just‌…‌release me.‍> The pressure on her shoulder lifted. <‍Thank you.‍>
She took a breath. Her thin top clung to her body, and sweat cooled on her skin. She swallowed the bile back down.
Her legs twitched as she raised one, planting the sole of her right foot on the wall. It was surprisingly warm.
Ryann took one last breath, felt her chest rise. She opened her half-closed eyes.
It was time.
The pain in Brice’s arm was sharp and precise, and he knew the bone was broken. He also knew his fingers had spasmed outward‌—‌a momentary lapse in control. He’d seen the knife fall. And he’d heard the shout of victory from the ghoul’s voice in his head.
But he had his other knife.
Brice rolled, reaching down to free the second knife from his waist. It felt uncomfortable in his left hand.
He finished his roll with a twist, and came to his feet. His thighs throbbed as he stood.
The ghoul laughed. Mocking him. Playing games.
Vision blurring, Brice launched himself at the beast. He brought his left arm back, ready to power the blade down.
But he never got the chance. The ghoul shuffled, and an arm collided with Brice’s right arm, sending white-hot pain screaming through his whole body.
He collapsed onto the roof once more, bile rising as his head struck metal.
The ghoul laughed again. “How disappointing.” It stepped closer, but Brice couldn’t focus. “I thought we’d have more fun, but it looks like you’re finished.”
It spat that last word out, and Brice recoiled. He shuffled away, hands pushing on the metal, and realised he no longer held the knife.
Light flashed in his eyes, a bright reflection from the metal object the ghoul held in its hand.
“Looking for this?” It twisted the blade. “Have to admit, you did well. You’re the first person to make me bleed.” It jerked its arm, and Brice saw the knife fly over its shoulder, over the edge of the craft. “But you’re getting tiring. He wants you dead anyway.” It crouched, took a step closer. “And I’m going to enjoy every last second of this.”






The deep, constant throbbing across Keelin’s head brought its own kind of clarity.
It was pain, but she’d known pain before. She’d lost her Proteus‌—‌something that only a true pilot would understand. She’d been thrown into a nightmare that had made her an outcast in Haven, even if it was an outcast by her own design. She’d watched people die. And now, she’d killed friends.
But pain was nothing more than synapses firing in her brain, and pulses travelling along myelin sheaths. It was all chemistry and electricity.
And when Ryann dipped down, when Keelin felt her fingers slip from that shoulder, she felt a moment of jubilation. She felt the urge to shout out in joy.
Ryann sprang forward. It happened fast, but Keelin analysed the movement, saw how she must have planned this, recalled how she had lifted her foot from the ground before, testing her idea, running through her actions before committing to them.
Murdoch turned as Ryann grabbed him. And Enya turned too.
<‍No!‍>
Keelin wasn’t sure if that was Murdoch or Enya. But both of them reacted.
Ryann’s hand slid round Murdoch’s throat, but he was already turning, and she fell to one side. At the same time Enya swung one arm in a wide arc. It struck Ryann, sending her crashing into the wall. She cried out, and collapsed in a heap.
Murdoch coughed, clutching his throat. “Finish her!” Enya stepped forward, but Murdoch held up a hand. “No. Not you. Her.” He extended a finger, and pointed it at Keelin.
Keelin looked from Murdoch to Ryann. Her old friend’s eyes widened, and her mouth fell open. Ryann pushed herself to her feet, back against the wall, and would have fallen had she not grabbed the desk.
“No. Keelin, no.” Her voice was groggy.
Murdoch laughed. “Keelin? She’s gone.” He waved a hand. “This is Kesia. Think of her as Keelin mark two. Keelin’s evolution. And you, Harris, are going to find out exactly what that means.” He turned sharply to Keelin. “I said finish her!”
Keelin’s skull tightened. Without thinking about it, her fists clenched, and then her fingers stretched out, her talons extended. His words, both angry and strangely soothing, repeated on an endless loop. Her legs moved of their own accord, and Keelin took a step forward, then another. In this small room, that brought her close enough to Ryann. Close enough to finish her.
“Keelin, you don’t have to do this. Whatever hold he’s got on you, fight it. You’ve always been strong.” Ryann’s voice was quiet, but its strength built as she continued. “You always thought for yourself. It drove Cathal mad, sometimes, but he loved you for that independence. He always knew you’d be something special. Out of the whole crew, he always said you were the one to watch.”
“Kesia, you have a job to do. Do it.”
The throbbing behind Keelin’s eyes deepened, pushing back into the core of her head, then down her spine. Her muscles flexed into a combat pose. Her knees bent to absorb any force and to give her a springboard. Her stomach tightened in anticipation of any comeback. And her arms pulled back, her talons pointed at Ryann’s chest. Keelin knew how they could puncture the sternum and crush the internal organs. Or they could go lower, slide up under the target’s ribs, squeezing and twisting the organs to prolong the agony. Or she could slip to one side, force the target to step away from the wall, and destroy her from behind.
There were almost too many choices.
“No! Keelin, you’re better than this!”
Keelin’s arm pulled back. Adrenaline coursed through her. She shifted her stance, ready to react when her strike landed.
Enya came closer, shifting so that she stood to one side but between Keelin and Ryann. Her head turned as she watched both of them, her arms crossed and her lip twisted in a sneer.
“Do your job, or you’re no use to me.” Murdoch’s voice was stronger now, and he no longer rubbed his throat.
The pounding in Keelin’s skull sounded in time with her heartbeat now, and she felt the pain pulse with the flow of her blood. It was all one‌—‌she was all one. She was perfect, a being born, evolved, and then improved. She was a machine, a new breed. She was the pinnacle of the company’s success, the breakthrough.
She was perfect. And this human was pitiable. This human was pathetic.
“Keelin, you can fight this.”
Murdoch slammed his fist into the desk. “Last chance, Kesia. Do it now!”
Heat rose inside her. Her whole body spasmed as the agony tore through her skull with a roar that never ended. Her heart pumped strong blood, her arteries bulging. Adrenaline surged. Her muscles ached where they held her arm ready.
She yelled, and her body unwound.
Deva’s heart plummeted as the second knife disappeared.
She glanced down, back into the Proteus itself. The gun she’d taken lay at the foot of the rungs, so powerful and yet so useless. There was no chance of getting it before the ghoul attacked Brice. The pathetic thing Siren had given her lay even further away‌—‌and Deva was sure a shot from that would do little to discourage the ghoul.
The creature said something to Brice, and he shuffled, rising onto one elbow. His face twisted, and Deva heard his sharp intake of breath. There was no way he could fight that thing. And when it finished with him, it would return to the hatch.
They were screwed.
But maybe she had something. It wasn’t much, but Deva allowed herself a sliver of hope. Gripping tight with one hand, she lowered the other to the pocket on the left of her jacket. She reached in, and pulled the object out.
It was comfortable in her hand, but she knew this wasn’t her job. She needed to give it up.
Deva judged the distance. It wasn’t far. She could do this. It was just like they did back in Metis, dangling above a broken craft. She was only passing a tool to another worker.
Before doubts rose, she shouted across the roof of the craft, and pulled her arm back.
“Brice! Catch!”
Both Brice and the ghoul turned, and Deva launched the screwdriver into the air.
As the object spun through the air, Brice reached up. The agony from his right arm threatened to send him to the metal once more, but he fought it, gripping his eyes shut tight, driving the pain away.
He didn’t need to see anyway. The throw was perfect.
His fingers tingled as the handle of the screwdriver brushed them, and Brice closed his fist. He pushed with his left arm and jumped to his feet, just as something crashed down behind him, close enough that he felt the air move.
As he stood, he turned. He didn’t so much pass the screwdriver across as drop it from his right hand and catch it in his left. He took a ragged breath, forced his eyes open.
The ghoul‌—‌Tess‌—‌was on all fours, where she’d fallen when Brice moved. Her whole body trembled with rage, and she emitted a low, bitter growl. Brice didn’t know how he’d moved fast enough for her to miss him, but he wasn’t going to question such good fortune‌—‌especially when her back was so close.
Brice threw himself forward as she pushed herself to her feet. He slammed into her back, powering his left arm down. The tip of the screwdriver sunk to meet her rising body.
Blood splashed across his face as her shoulder slammed into his nose. The air rushed from his lungs, and his body tipped back. Air rushed round him.
The ghoul turned as they both fell, but Brice rode her, legs locked around her midriff. He yanked the screwdriver free, then drove it back in.
The side of the Proteus flew by in a flash. Brice’s body jarred as they slammed into the ground.
His legs were still clinging to the ghoul. She lay face-down, her muscles pulsing.
The screwdriver was still in the ghoul’s body. He pulled with his arm, twisting his wrist, widening the wound as much as he could. The beast bucked, and Brice slipped from atop her. There was a new pain in his side, a blow that pushed him away.
A shadow blocked the bright sun, and Brice raised his left arm in defence as the ghoul dropped. His shoulder jarred.
Pain erupted in his chest as the ghoul’s talons tore through his jacket and into his flesh. Blood sprayed onto his hand.
Those things were not connected.
The beast shrieked as it rolled over. Blood and gore ran down its face from the hole where its eye had been.
Brice twisted, stabbed again. His aim was true, despite the rising black pit of agony. The screwdriver arced through the air, leaving a trail of blood, and bored into the ghoul’s other eye, deep enough that Brice felt the tacky skin of that grey face on the side of his hand.
The ghoul convulsed and screamed. Brice twisted the screwdriver, and the beast spasmed. Blood ran from its mouth. Its fingers clenched and unclenched. He pushed harder, the metal shaft driving down into something soft.
The spasms stopped almost as quickly as they had started.
The ghoul lay still, its ruined eyes bleeding crimson and white ooze.
As Brice and the ghoul fell, Deva heard Siren yell.
“Fairy! Stop bloody playing around.” There was a crack, and another thud of an explosion. “Give us a hand here.”
There was nothing for Deva on the Proteus’ roof now, nothing she could do to help Brice, so she climbed down. The gun she’d borrowed from Piran was gone. Deva saw it in Siren’s hands, the woman’s own weapon discarded on the floor.
Siren turned her head and screeched. “Bug?” Her neck stretched, veins showing through her sweat-covered skin. “You any closer?”
“Working on it.”
“Not what I asked! If you can’t get us off the ground, make yourself useful and help us shoot them. We’ll fix the craft when we’ve killed them.”
Siren fired again, adding another small dent to the crate. She yelled, like she’d scored another victory, and fired again.
“Fairy, you help too. Bloody useless girl!”
Deva looked around, grabbed the only weapon available‌—‌her stupid pop-gun. She stumbled to the hatch, raised the weapon to her shoulder, and squeezed the trigger.
Nothing happened.
She tried again. Again, nothing.
“You’re not helping!” Siren screamed at her, firing her own gun again. She scored another hit on the crate, and jumped, her top riding up. Deva saw the bulge in the back of her trousers, then she could make out the weapon tucked into her belt.
Deva dropped the toy, and took a step back. “I‌…‌I need a weapon that works,” she said, reaching for Siren.
“Don’t have any spare.”
“But the one in your belt…”
“Is mine! See what you can find in the storage units.”
Deva took a quick look to the crate. A patch of grey appeared from the right, and three cracks echoed around the Proteus. Soldier ducked, and Piran swore loudly.
“They’re shooting at us!” Eljin yelled.
“Tell me something I don’t know, idiot! Shoot back!”
Both Eljin and Siren fired, but the ghoul had already disappeared back behind the crate.
“Didn’t know they had weapons,” Soldier said, as another of Siren’s shots pinged off the crate.
“Must’ve got in the crate somehow,” Piran said. He’d moved next to Soldier, and raised a small weapon‌—‌Deva thought it was a Preben.
Another flash of grey caught her eye, and Deva instinctively ducked as the storage unit doors pinged and dented.
“Don’t care how they got ‘em,” Siren said, firing again. “Just shoot.”
They did, all four of them. Deva heard four distinct thuds from the crate.
And before they could fire again, ghouls appeared.
Deva flung herself to the floor as the metal around her erupted in a thousand explosions.






Ryann flinched as Keelin blurred towards her, but she refused to look away. She caught the stale air that washed from Keelin’s mouth as she cried out, the sound inhuman and tortured. She saw the hand tipped with those deadly talons as it shot forward.
The hand brushed Ryann’s hair and slammed into the wall. The wall vibrated, shock-waves rippling down Ryann’s spine.
She turned her head. There was a dent beneath Keelin’s now motionless clenched fist.
“Well, well,” Murdoch said, slowly. He half sat, half leaned against his desk, his legs crossed at the ankles. “Maybe the old Keelin is in there somewhere. You were right, Harris‌—‌she is strong.”
“Strong enough to ignore you.” Ryann nodded to Keelin, who slowly pulled her hand back, examining her knuckles like they belonged to someone else.
“Momentarily, at least. But that took a lot of effort. Didn’t it, Kesia? Effort and pain.” Keelin brought her other hand up to her head as Murdoch continued. “And the pain will only increase the longer she fights. She cannot deny her natural instincts.”
<‍Keelin, we can stop him. He’s not in control. We have to end this.‍>
Keelin trembled as she turned. Her feet shuffled as she positioned herself next to Ryann, facing Murdoch.
Murdoch raised one eyebrow and glanced at Enya. “Interesting. But the pain is still tightening around your head, isn’t it, my dear? I can see it in your eyes. And I do believe you’re sweating. So unbecoming. It’s tiring simply standing by this woman, isn’t it?” He took a step towards Keelin, almost within striking distance.
<‍Whenever you get the chance, Keelin, take it.‍>
Murdoch took another step. He tilted his head back and looked up into Keelin’s eyes. His body was puny compared to Keelin’s, but it was her who trembled. It was Keelin who struggled to meet that gaze.
Enya stepped closer, too. She watched Keelin intently, her mouth a thin, straight line.
<‍Don’t let him win,‍> Ryann sussed. Keelin’s fists clenched, the knuckles growing pale. Muscles bulged beneath the fabric of her jacket.
Murdoch leaned in, his chin almost touching Keelin’s chest. “You can’t do a thing about this, can you?”
He grinned, and slammed his own fist into Keelin’s stomach.
She exhaled sharply, and Ryann saw her muscles absorb the blow. But she didn’t step back, and she didn’t double over.
Murdoch punched her again. Keelin shook. Her jaw hardened. She looked down on Murdoch, and her arm inched back.
<‍Yes. Fight it, Keelin.‍>
Murdoch slapped her again. “This isn’t fair, is it? The perfect killing machine, and you’re letting a puny man hit you. Why don’t you do something about it?” He reached up and slapped her. The crack of flesh on flesh echoed around the room.
“Stop!” Ryann took a step forward, but Enya rammed an arm out, firm enough to hold her back.
“Stop?” He slapped Keelin again, then kicked her. “What, stop this?” He pummelled her, with both fists, moving around to her sides. Keelin stood firm, but her grey skin glistened with sweat, and her face twitched as she battled inside.
Then Murdoch did stop, and took a step back. He breathed heavily as he put his hands on his hips and smiled. “She can’t do a thing against me.”
Keelin’s head bowed. A low growl escaped her throat.
<‍Keelin? You okay?‍>
<‍Couldn’t move.‍> Her voice was ragged. <‍Wanted to, but‌…‌can’t hurt him.‍>
“Do you really believe I’d put myself in danger, Harris? Do you honestly think for one moment that I’d surround myself with such powerful weapons and not protect myself? You saw the tests, so you know she can’t harm those with marked lattices. I’ve simply insured that my marker provides a stronger layer of protection. It means that my girls will never harm me. No matter what I do,” and he punched Keelin, an upper-cut straight to her jaw, “they cannot raise a finger in anger towards me.”
Keelin’s head jerked back, and she grunted. Murdoch shook his hand, wincing. But the pain didn’t wipe that sickening smile from his face.
“Enya.” The NeoGen stepped closer. “Get rid of Harris. Permanently.”
The NeoGen raised her arms, extending her talons. She looked down at Ryann, her breath warm and stagnant, and her thin mouth turned up at the edges. “With pleasure,” she growled.
All this power, and she was impotent. These fine muscles, these deadly talons, these teeth that could tear flesh so easily‌—‌Keelin wanted to use them all to rip Murdoch apart piece by piece. She wanted to hear him scream in agony, to taste his cold, metallic blood as it flowed from the wounds she would inflict. She wanted to hear the crack of his bones and the squelch of his organs.
But she couldn’t move. The pain behind her eyes drowned her. Even breathing was a struggle, left her drained.
<‍This is how it should be done.‍> Enya’s voice bored through the pain, drilling into Keelin’s mind. The first NeoGen loomed over Ryann.
Hands grabbed Keelin’s upper arms‌—‌Murdoch, trying to pull her round, trying to force her to watch.
Because this wasn’t about giving or following instructions, not for Murdoch and Enya. They were enjoying themselves.
<‍Keelin! Please!‍>
Ryann’s voice tore into Keelin’s heart. She gulped air, the silent sob wracking her chest.
Enya move in, slowly, savouring Ryann’s terror. The steady tread of her feet echoed through the floor. She pulled one arm back as she brought the other forward, reaching for Ryann’s head.
Keelin knew this move. They’d both trained in it. One hand to hold Ryan steady, the other to rip into her chest.
Keelin’s fingers twitched as her talons extended.
Murdoch pulled at her, and this time she gave in to the pressure, allowed him to turn her.
But she didn’t look at Ryann. Through the waves of nausea, she focused on Enya. On her body, her trace, and the possibilities they contained.
Nothing was written in stone until it happened.
The invisible band tightened around her head, but Keelin knew pain. Synapses firing, chemicals raging, pulses of power.
Her muscles tensed. She felt the energy in that pain, and now she focused on it. She let it run through her, let it consume her. She welcomed it.
Because it was only physical. It would never touch who she really was.
She allowed the pain to grip her tight. Her body responded‌—‌lactic acid, adrenaline, a host of hormones all building up, ready to boil over.
Enya’s hand shot forward, to Ryann’s neck, and Keelin let the pain and those chemicals ignite. She screamed, and her body unwound.
Siren yelled every time she pulled the trigger. She swore, and shouted insults at the ghouls. Her weapon blurred in a constant heat-haze.
Soldier, Piran and Eljin fired less frequently. They cursed under their breaths.
The crate was beyond pitted now, a dark gash ripped in one of the plates. Siren shouted something about shooting them through the crate, which almost made sense to Deva.
As much as any of this made sense.
The ghouls returned fire. Hot air raced past Deva, and a storage unit door jerked open.
Soldier spun to one side, out of the open hatch-way. Piran flattened himself to the floor. There was a flash and a spark by his arm, and he flinched.
Eljin flew backwards. A red mist clung in the air as he fell, and something splashed against Deva’s arm. He thudded down on his back, arms wide. His weapon clattered beside him.
A dark stain grew beneath his body.
“No!” Piran shuffled across the floor of the Proteus and threw himself down beside the motionless Eljin. He grabbed his friend by the shoulders and shook. Eljin flopped, and when Piran pulled him tight, his head fell back, and Deva saw the pilot’s lifeless eyes.
The pilot who was supposed to fly them out of this nightmare.
She pulled her knees tight to her body, wrapped her arms around them, and pulled her head in close. As the metal around her once more came alive with gunfire, she waited for the end.
Light clouds rolled across the sky above Brice. The grass brushed against his face. The sound of gunfire blasted from the far side of the Proteus, accompanied by metallic thuds.
The ghoul didn’t move. He turned his head to watch it.
He knew he should feel something, now that it was dead‌—‌now that he’d killed it. Pride, or even relief. Maybe hope, in the knowledge that they were not invincible.
Instead he felt emptiness. The pain drained him. It was a struggle to keep his eyes focused.
There was no way he could kill another of these things. And that meant he could no longer help his friends. He could no longer protect Piran and Eljin. Or Deva.
A yell, or maybe a scream, erupted from the Proteus, and Brice shut his eyes to the images in his mind. But as shots peppered the Proteus, he couldn’t ignore what was happening.
His body complained, but Brice rolled over, then pushed up onto his knees. His right arm hung by his side at an obscene angle. He was covered in blood, large portions of it his. And every muscle screamed as he tried to stand.
The world spun, and Brice’s stomach clenched. He toppled forward, his left hand hitting the soil. He fell, the impact of his body on the ground nothing more than another sensation.
The grass was sticky, stank of blood. But Brice didn’t have the strength to move.
There was a crack as Siren fired again, and Deva looked up as the shot struck metal. Siren aimed again, looking along her weapon, and squeezed the trigger. But nothing happened. She tried to fire again, and a third time.
Soldier fired a single shot, and Deva heard a sharp metallic ping from the crate.
Siren cursed, dropped her weapon, and looked around. Then she crouched, scooting up a weapon that lay discarded on the ground.
Eljin’s.
Before turning back to the hatch, she kicked Piran. “He’s dead. Get shooting, or I’ll make sure you join him.” Then she brought her weapon up and fired out of the hatch.
To one side of Deva, Piran yelled. He left Eljin on the ground as he rushed to the hatch, his face red, veins prominent in his forehead and down his neck. He held his weapon at his waist, and as he barged Siren to one side it jerked, sparks of heat bursting from the end.
Siren stood by him, smiling manically. She fired, and there was another dull thud, another cheer exploding from her mouth. But then she lowered her gun and thrust one arm out, pointing. Sunlight glinted, light flickering into the cabin from something outside.
“What the hells is that?”






As the NeoGen’s fingers slid round Ryann’s neck, she squeezed herself back against the wall. She closed her eyes, waiting for the end.
But it never came.
There was a rush of air, a thud, then something crashed into the wall, sending tremors through Ryann.
She turned, her eyes open. She had time to take in two grey shapes fighting, then a figure ran at her.
Murdoch.
He raced forward, his face hard, his fist clenched. His other hand was flat, and he planted this on the wall as he leaned in, bringing the fist down.
But Ryann had a fist ready, too. As he stood over her she swung up, crying out.
She wouldn’t have put it past him to wear some kind of protection, like a box. But he didn’t. And as her fist ploughed into his crotch, he doubled over, his fist sliding past Ryann.
Not the most lady-like of defences, but Murdoch was no gentleman.
Ryann pushed from the wall, her head slamming into his chin. Dots swam before her eyes, but he’d cried out, and fallen back.
That gave her time to find her feet.
Murdoch straightened out, now a couple of steps back. He brought a hand up to his nose, already darkening with swelling, and seemed surprise to see blood.
But his eyes hardened when he turned his attention back to Ryann, and he rushed in once more.
Keelin knew she’d caught Enya off-guard‌—‌no way would the NeoGen have toppled so easily otherwise.
But she hadn’t fallen to the ground. She’d slammed into the wall‌—‌she was still on her feet. And now, she spun.
<‍Bitch!‍> The word stabbed into Keelin’s mind, and the band of pain tightened. Her vision blurred as Enya pushed away from the wall.
Keelin side-stepped‌—‌not enough to avoid being hit, but it was only by Enya’s elbow. And in return she swung one foot, felt the boot crunch against something solid.
Enya staggered, but rounded quickly. She stunk‌—‌Keelin was only aware of it now‌—‌a cloying combination of sweat and over-confidence.
Keelin shook her head, losing the pain, using the moment to focus.
They’d trained her. They’d taught her how to fight. They’d shown her what she was capable of.
And when Enya pushed forward again, Keelin was ready. She ducked, Enya’s talons swiping the air above her head, and at the same time she thrust one arm out, fingers straight.
They met pressure. Then there was warmth, and Enya cried out. The pain in Keelin’s head lifted, sufficiently for her to see the thick blood that ran down her own arm. It pooled at her elbow and dripped to the floor.
Enya’s cry became a gurgle, and a stream of insults poured into Keelin’s head. Keelin looked up, just in time to see Enya’s arm come round again, talons primed.
She had no time to respond, and those talons tore through the sleeve of her jacket and deep into her arm.
Metallic explosions ricocheted off metal and echoed round Brice’s skull.
He lifted his head, pushed his shoulders off the ground. The Proteus was a grey shiny blur. His friends were in that craft. He had to help them.
Brice started to crawl. The grass was warm, then cold, and when he looked down his hands were red. There was a sharp, acrid stench, and his mouth was dry. He managed to bring a hand up to his cheek. He brushed free lumps of something that was stuck there, something still warm.
He had no idea when he’d been sick.
He crawled on. Metal glinted in the grass, and Brice reached out, his hand closing round the soft grip of Deva’s screwdriver. It was messy‌—‌somehow he was aware of that‌—‌but he pocketed it anyway. Then he crawled on, heading to the cool shadows under the Proteus.
But the metal was hot, and Brice flattened himself to the ground. Harsh noise fell on him, sharp crashes, and the hull vibrated as he wriggled beneath it.
Ahead was the ramp, a dark slab blocking his view. Brice changed course, aiming to the side of this. Dangerous perhaps‌—‌the occasional shot kicked up soil and grass‌—‌but he had to know what was happening. Then, maybe, he could figure out how to help.
Brice told himself this, even though he knew it was a lie. There was no way he could help. Not against six armed ghouls.
He rested when he reached the ramp, breathing heavily, his lungs aching. The grass was still sticky. Something dripped on his cheek from above. Siren shouted.
Two more breaths, then he moved. He raised himself onto elbows now rubbed raw, and he shuffled to the edge of the ramp. With another breath, his heart pounding, Brice peered round.
The crate had grown. That was his first thought. It was plainly nonsense, but the metal stretched out longer than he remembered it.
A portion of the metal moved. Brice closed his eyes tight, shook his head to clear his vision.
When he opened them, he knew they were not deceiving him.
There was a strip of metal, taller than a person, sticking out from the crate, and it was getting closer. It moved slowly, but when Brice concentrated on its position in relation to the crate, he was certain.
It was long enough for six ghouls to hide behind.
A part of Brice’s mind still thought clearly. It doubted that the ghouls were poor shots, and so it stood to reason that they were firing on the Proteus not to kill, but‌…‌but to scare those within. And now, they were able to move closer. Then they would attack, killing with their bare hands.
The metal looked the same as the crate, Brice realised, because it was the crate. The ghouls had ripped off a strip somehow. And they were using it as a barrier.
He saw flashes as shots hit it, sparks that left imperfections.
And then holes opened up in the barrier. They were small, and as Brice watched metal tubes protruded.
He recognised them instantly. The barrels of weapons.
The barrels flashed, and the Proteus over Brice’s head shuddered, as the barrier protecting the ghouls moved closer to the craft.
Deva had no idea what Siren was shouting about, but she sensed the change in atmosphere in the Proteus.
“Barrier.” Soldier punctuated that single word with a shot, the metallic thud an instant echo. “They’re going to come closer.” Another shot, and another thud.
Deva looked out, and saw the sheet of metal that stretched from the crate. It shuffled closer. Holes opened up, and Soldier and Siren darted from the open hatch. Soldier pulled Piran back.
Shots pelted the inside of the cabin, loud and fast. A couple of the storage unit doors jerked and bent. The air was sharp and warm, the burning stink of weapons barely masking the stench of sweat.
Deva wanted to cry. This wasn’t fair! She’d managed to open the Proteus’ hatch, and she thought they’d be safe in here, behind the closed door.
That was the answer!
“We need to shut the hatch,” she yelled, throwing herself to the panel to one side of the opening.
Siren was back on her feet, running through Eljin’s ammunition as she sprayed the metal barrier. “Stupid! We’ll never be able to stop them coming closer!”
But Soldier nodded to Deva. “Leave it open a crack. Enough for a barrel.”
Deva smiled, and released the panel’s catches. As it fell with a crash, she reached inside and turned the cog.
The mechanism clunked, and she twisted her wrist, turning again. The hull vibrated with a metal-on-metal grinding sound.
The hatch started to close.
Murdoch came at Ryann fast, but instinct kicked in, and she turned. His fist grazed her stomach, forcing her to wince. She pushed, again by instinct, and he staggered.
Ryann knew she should do more. She should fight. She should attack. But she’d never been a fighter. In training, she rarely won bouts.
But this wasn’t training. This was survival.
Murdoch kicked, and pain shot through Ryann’s left thigh. Her leg buckled, and she only stayed on her feet by planting one hand on the wall.
Spittle flecked her face, and Ryann spun to find Murdoch inches from her, his jaw clenched, veins bulging in his neck. She felt rather than saw his fist racing forward.
And she let one leg go from under her.
As she fell, Murdoch’s punch sailed over her head. Ryann dropped, hitting his knee.
She reached out and grabbed a leg as she hit the ground.
Murdoch cried out. Ryann gripped the leg tight to her chest, arms squeezing it, and rolled as fast as she could.
Murdoch thudded to the ground next to her. He cursed loudly.
Ryann scrambled her legs, feet slipping on the floor. She twisted her body, brought it round, felt the man’s legs now beneath her. Still gripping tight, she twisted, put her whole weight behind the move.
Something snapped. Murdoch’s yell was high-pitched. Ryann swallowed bile.
She released his leg and shuffled away. His shiny black boot twisted at a sickening angle. The medic in Ryann knew he’d need a lot of work to fix that break.
His features contorted into a grimace. His stink of sweat hung in the air, and when he cried out his breath was warm. One hand reached for his ankle.
But beneath the grimace, his eyes shone.
His other hand slid up his leg, but Ryann only noticed when it reached the bulge on his hip.






The talons tore into muscle on Keelin’s arm, and the pain was excruciating. But it was only pain, and she could use that.
She concentrated on the heat in her arm, and that reduced the hammering around her head, gave her clarity.
Her own hand ripped free from Enya’s stomach, and in a flash Keelin saw the wound was not as deep as she first thought. To a NeoGen, it was little more than a scratch.
<‍You’re going to pay for that!‍> Enya’s voice overflowed with hatred. Keelin glanced into her eyes, and there was no spark, no life. Only a black emptiness.
Enya attacked.
She came at Keelin like a dervish, twisting and spinning, arms and talons slicing this way and that. Sweat and blood flew from her body, a mist that helped mask her movements.
But Keelin knew them. Enya’s training had been the same as her own.
Keelin let her body react, twisting to avoid each attack. She danced to keep from contact. The muscle in her arm burned, and she pushed that fire through the rest of her body.
Enya grunted. She lunged. She kicked, but Keelin was no longer where she had been. She back-handed one arm, but again Keelin had moved.
Keelin pulled in air, felt the oxygen in her muscles depleting. She couldn’t keep this up for much longer.
Enya spat wordless aggression into Keelin’s head. She attacked, relentlessly.
Enya was stronger, and they both knew that. Keelin’s injury was more serious‌—‌that arm already swung ineffectually at her side, nothing but dead weight.
But the fight wasn’t over yet. As Enya came at her, Keelin stayed in control. And when she saw an opportunity, she grabbed it.
Her talons tore into the wound she’d made before, but this time Keelin pushed her arm harder. Enya shrieked as Keelin’s hand drove upwards.
Enya’s body tipped back, and Keelin fell with it, onto the desk.
Her talons sliced through warm, pulsating organs. Enya spasmed, arms and legs flailing. Keelin squeezed her fingers, felt something rupture. She twisted her wrist, clenched her fist tight, and yanked it from Enya’s body.
Keelin opened her fingers, the soft gore slapping onto the floor. Enya spasmed once more, twice, and then lay still.
Sweat coated Deva’s fingers as she turned the cog. Her forearm felt like it was on fire. But the opening was smaller now. A few more turns were all it would take.
The gunfire was loud as Siren, Soldier and Piran fired on the ghouls, but she pushed that from her mind, tried to ignore the warmth in the cabin.
“Keep going, Fairy!” Soldier yelled. Deva didn’t respond, but she gripped harder, turned the cog until her wrist ached.
The ghouls returned fire. Deva saw Piran dive for cover, saw his foot slip on the stream of blood that flowed from Eljin. Deva saw him turn to his friend.
Piran’s face was soaked. His forehead glistened, and there were two clean lines running down from the corners of his eyes. As he looked at Eljin, those eyes hardened.
He spun, before the ghouls had ceased this barrage. He yelled, loud enough that they must surely hear him, and he opened fire. He turned in a slow arc. Pellets struck metal, too fast for Deva to count the shots. He stepped forward, into the increasingly diminishing opening, screaming curses at the ghouls.
But the ghouls still fired. When they hit the Proteus, vibrations ran up Deva’s arm.
Soldier stood. “Bug, get down!” she yelled, and she grabbed him, pulling him back.
They both fell.
Siren took Piran’s place, taking shots. But she stood half-protected by the hatch door. Deva continued to turn the cog, and finally, with a creaking thud, the hatch sealed.
“You were supposed to leave a gap!” Siren yelled.
Deva ignored her. She swallowed, and looked into the cabin. Piran and Soldier had landed just behind her, close to where Eljin lay. Piran groaned and rolled over, one hand against his head.
But Soldier didn’t move.
It was obvious what had happened, even to Deva. There was no mistaking it.
One shot had removed half of Soldier’s face, and another shot had opened up her chest.
Her blood mingled with Eljin’s as gunfire rained down on the Proteus.
Ryann lunged as Murdoch’s hand grabbed the weapon, started to pull it from its holster.
She brought a knee forward. As she dropped, it slammed into his thigh. He groaned. His fingers dropped the weapon, and Ryann snatched it up.
She stood, pulling herself up with the desk, keeping the Preben aimed at him.
And she was calm. She took in deep, steady breaths. Her heart pounded, pumping blood into her muscles, keeping her stance steady. She connected the Preben to her lattice, locking the target, and rested her finger on the trigger.
Ryann took another deep breath, and became aware of the rest of the room.
There was blood on the floor. One NeoGen lay unmoving on the desk. The other stood, breathing heavily.
“Keelin, you okay?” She didn’t take her eyes from Murdoch as she spoke.
“Fine.” But there was pain in Keelin’s voice. “Enya won’t cause any more problems.”
Murdoch glanced at the dead NeoGen, then at the desk. His breathing was fast and shallow, and he stank. Ryann could smell him from two paces back. Sweat, but also fear, and failure.
He looked at her, his throat bobbing as he swallowed. He winced as he shifted his position, raising himself so that he sat, his back against the wall. One hand held his broken ankle. He coughed.
And then he smiled. His chest shook, and a quiet sound breathed out from his bloody lips. It took Ryann a moment to realise he was laughing.
“You’ll never pull the trigger, Harris. You haven’t got it in you.”
With gritted teeth, she raised the Preben a fraction and gave the trigger a squeeze. The wall by Murdoch’s head exploded. He flinched as metal fragments shot into the room.
“You were saying?” she said, conscious of how much effort it took to keep her voice from shaking.
He snorted, coughed again. “Anyone can shoot a wall. But a person?” He shook his head. “I know you, Harris. This goes against your morals. You can’t kill someone in cold blood, not when they’re already injured.”
Ryann thought of Daman standing by the hatch into Jettison, and how much she’d wanted him dead. “Try telling that to your old friend,” she said. “Don’t see Daman round here, do you?”
“We analysed the data from the craft, Harris,” he said, his voice slowly gaining strength. “The hatch opened, you pushed him in. But you didn’t kill him. The infected in Jettison did that.” He shrugged. “If you had it in you, you would have shot him back in Haven. And you wouldn’t have let me live either. But you’re not a killer. You couldn’t do it then, and you can’t now. Your hand is already shaking.”
And it was. Not enough for him to notice, surely, but enough that Ryann felt the tremor, and the tightness in her wrist.
Because he was right. She couldn’t kill him. Maybe in a fight, if it was kill or be killed, she could protect herself with a fatal blow. But he was incapacitated. She had his weapon. He’d never run with that injury.
His NeoGen was gone, too. He was alone, and she had him captured. She should‌—‌she should take him to the authorities, make sure he paid. He didn’t deserve a quick way out, not for what he’d done. He deserved to suffer.
<‍Do it, Ryann,‍> Keelin said, her voice soothing. <‍For what he made me do to Cathal. For what he’s done to so many. You need to stop him. You let him live, and there will be others. You know it. You know what you need to do.‍>
And every word of that was the truth.
The Preben shook visibly this time. And when Ryann looked at her hands, they were covered in a sheen of sweat, grimy and discoloured.
She wanted him dead. She wanted to see the life disappear from his eyes. But she couldn’t squeeze the trigger.
Murdoch trembled, his laugh wracking his body. And he could endure the pain that was clear in his grimace, because he had won.
<‍Squeeze the trigger, Ryann,‍> Keelin said. <‍Lock your lattice in. You don’t even have to aim. Close your eyes and finish that monster. For me.‍>
Ryann trembled. Her trace fluctuated wildly, angry and fearful. Her lips twitched, and her shoulders shuddered.
Keelin looked down at Murdoch. Even in pain, he was confident. Beneath the grimace of pain he still wore that smug smile.
He still had control, just like he had from the start. He’d forced her to kill Cathal. He’d told Enya to kill Ryann.
But Keelin had interrupted that. He wasn’t in total control.
Murdoch shifted his position, wincing in pain, both hands now around his ankle. He kept his eyes fixed on Ryann, though.
<‍He’s right.‍> Ryann’s voice was weak, tearful even. <‍I can’t do it. I can’t squeeze the trigger.‍>
<‍He deserves to die. For everything he’s done, and everything he wants to do. You’ll be saving so many, Ryann.‍>
Ryann’s head shook as a single tear rolled down her cheek. And Murdoch grinned.
He pulled his leg closer, then let one hand rise to his head, mopping his brow.
Keelin thought the move too calculated. And she watched as his hand stretched up to rest on the desk.
He made no attempt to pull himself upright. Instead he laughed. “So predictable, Harris. And ultimately, so pathetic.”
Keelin watched his fingers reach under the desk. She took half a step to the left, further from the man‌—‌not ideal, but it gave her a better view. And she saw the shape.
<‍He’s got a weapon under the desk,‍> Keelin sussed to Ryann. <‍Kill him now!‍>
The Preben in Ryann’s hand shook, and her finger twitched. Her arms glistened with sweat, and her top clung to her skin.
“Neither of you can touch me. Harris, you can’t go against your morals. And Kesia,” and when he turned to her, Keelin felt her fists clench, “I control you. I always have done. I’m almost impressed with how you‌…‌did what you did to your sister. But that makes no difference‌—‌try attacking me, that pain in your head will drive you to the floor before you get within striking distance.”
But there was no pain now, at least not in her head. There hadn’t been since she’d beaten Enya. Her arm still stung, but that was different.
Keelin took a breath, and forced her fists to unclench. She felt her muscles and tendons respond to her instructions.
She stared at Murdoch, and imagined what it would feel like to rip out his insides. She pictured how she could snap his neck. Then she took a step closer.
His lip quivered‌—‌only for a fraction of a second, but it was enough.
She’d broken whatever Murdoch had implanted.
“You don’t control me,” she said, quietly and calmly.
His eyes flashed with fear, and he shot his hand under the desk.
Keelin surged. Nothing prevented her talons stabbing into his shoulder as her other hand reached round his neck. She lifted him up, his sour breath warm against her face as she leaned in close. She squeezed, felt his windpipe under her fingers, saw his eyes bulge. His arm moved, and she pulled her own arm down, her talons slicing through his flesh. He screamed, and there was a clatter as something fell to the floor.
She thought of all this man‌—‌this monster‌—‌had done, of the people he had manipulated, of the lives he had ruined. She thought of those in Haven, and those in the proving ground. She thought of her sisters.
She tightened her fingers round his windpipe, and let her talons extend. Blood ran down her hand.
“And you’ll never control anyone else,” she said.
She took one last look at the naked terror in his eyes, and then Keelin pulled her arm back as hard as she could.
His throat erupted, cutting off his final tortured scream, and she dropped his dead body to the ground.
It fell in a heap next to the Preben he’d never had an opportunity to fire.






Everything stopped.
One minute, the Proteus above him rung with the impact of gunfire, and screams and shouts from inside. The next, the shooting ceased.
Somewhere, a bird called out. The grass in front of Brice’s face bent in the breeze.
Then he heard muffled voices, as if they were behind a closed door. He assumed they were from the Proteus, as the ghouls would surely be sussing.
He peered round the ramp, and the metal barrier was unmoving. One slit was open, a lone weapon poking through. A cloud drifted across the sun, and the metal grew dull and lifeless.
A soft grinding sound forced Brice to turn his head‌—‌slowly, so that his vision didn’t swim‌—‌and he saw the Hermes. The hatch opened, and the ramp extended to the ground. The space behind was dark, but two figures emerged. One was tall, muscular, and grey, with hands coated in red. The other was shorter, dressed in simple leggings and a sleeveless top.
It wasn’t what he’d expect to see Ryann wearing, and his first thought was that she was a captive of the ghoul. But they walked side by side. There was nothing binding Ryann’s wrists or ankles, and the ghoul didn’t hold her in any way. Ryann strode down the ramp, strong and free.
Brice raised himself onto his elbows and crawled from beneath the Proteus’ ramp. It took effort, and he couldn’t hold in the groan. Maybe Ryann heard that, because when he pushed himself up so that he sat, resting awkwardly against the ramp itself, she was looking at him. Her brow furrowed, and her voice reached into his head.
<‍Brice? Is that you?‍>
If he had the strength, he would have shouted back. Instead, he raised a hand. And even that hurt.
Ryann raised hers. Then she turned to the ghoul and said something, leaning in close. Like the beast was a friend.
That worried Brice, until he remembered Ronat.
The ghoul spun its head, beady black eyes staring at Brice. Then the creature raised a hand, just as Ryann had.
<‍Keelin sends her regards,‍> Ryann sussed. <‍She’d talk to you directly, but she’s busy at the moment.‍>
Keelin!
Brice’s chest heaved, somewhere between a cough and a gasp. He peered into the open hatch, expecting to see the pilot appear. But then he realised‌—‌he was already looking at her.
He didn’t know if he should laugh or cry. The thing that stood there was a monstrous grey beast, one of the killing machines that he’d seen slaughter so many. But she stood with Ryann, and she was making no aggressive moves. If anything, she looked contemplative. She looked‌…‌as if she was communicating with someone.
The ramp against his back vibrated, and Brice turned to see the Proteus’ hatch open‌—‌he only now realised it was closed. It pulled back at a snail’s pace, far enough to allow the barrel of a weapon to poke through. It was almost close enough for Brice to reach up and grab.
<‍Keelin’s talking to the other NeoGens. Things are precarious, but I think we’re going to be okay.‍>
Ryann smiled again. Brice gave a thumb’s up, even though he wasn’t totally sure what was happening. He assumed these NeoGens were the ghouls, but how did Ryann know about them? And how had Keelin become one?
Her name rolled round his mind, and he saw her, as she had most often appeared to him‌—‌the back of her head as she sat in her pilot’s seat, the hair falling forward. But when she turned, she’d brush the hair away, and he’d see her eyes, and the thin smile she always wore when flying.
Keelin.
He didn’t understand how, but he knew she’d saved them all.
<‍It’s over.‍>
That was the first thing Keelin told her sisters, before the hatch had even opened.
Almost as soon as Murdoch’s corpse fell to the floor, she felt their uncertainty. But there was none in her own mind. <‍Murdoch is no more. His instructions are null and void.‍>
<‍Who are you to make such a pronouncement?‍> Dia sounded angry. <‍And what does Enya have to say on this?‍>
<‍Enya’s dead too.‍> No need to hide this. If they searched, they would know the truth anyway. Her trace was already cold. <‍She attacked me. I had to defend myself.‍> Keelin sensed their anger. <‍It was not something I wanted to do.‍>
<‍He ordered it?‍>
<‍He ordered her attack, but not my defence. That was self-preservation.‍>
<‍You’re a traitor, NuGamma Eski. When we have completed this mission, we will deal with you.‍>
<‍On whose orders?‍> She let that sink in, then added, <‍And my name is not NuGamma Eski‍>
<‍Kesia, then.‍>
<‍Nor that. I’m Keelin.‍>
<‍What?‍> Dia’s voice was sharp.
<‍Murdoch labelled me Kesia, but before the company changed me I was Keelin. And that is who I choose to be now.‍>
<‍No. You are NuGamma Eski, code NG6, familiar Kesia. And that is all. There was no before!‍>
<‍Yes there was. I was‌—‌am‌—‌Keelin. A pilot. I worked in Haven. I have a past, just like you‌—‌all of you. And you each have a real name too.‍>
<‍False! I am NuGanna Dyo. I am Dia. I am a perfect being. My job is to serve my master.‍>
<‍Your master is no more. You’re free, Dia. Or whoever you truly are.‍>
<‍Traitor! Sisters, we complete the mission.‍>
<‍Maybe we should think about this.‍> That was Ennis, her voice quiet but strong.
<‍You would turn traitor too?‍>
<‍Our sister’s words make much sense, and deserve contemplation. And‌…‌and I will admit that I have been troubled by dreams. If our sister’s words are to be believed, maybe there is more to those dreams.‍>
<‍I’m uncertain too,‍> sussed Pen, and Keelin couldn’t help but wonder if she had experienced ‘dreams’ too. <‍Without Murdoch, we need to decide on our next step.‍>
<‍We complete the mission!‍>
<‍But that was Murdoch’s mission!‍> Pen sussed sharply. <‍Not ours. Without a leader, we need to reassess. We need to‌…‌discuss the situation.‍>
<‍We are.‍> Dia’s anger was strong, her trace a vivid red‌—‌and that made Keelin wary.
<‍No,‍> Pen answered, calmly. <‍Not just us. We need to talk with them.‍>
<‍The NeoGens want a meeting, Brice.‍> There was some surprise in Ryann’s voice. <‍They’ve voted four-two in favour. Are you able to pass on messages to those in the Proteus?‍>
He wasn’t sure if he could even talk, but he gave Ryann another thumb’s up. He didn’t want to risk another bout of nausea if he nodded.
<‍Okay. They want to meet on open ground. They’ll drop the barrier and their weapons if you open the hatch and drop yours. Then you walk out, and they meet you. They won’t attack. They only want to talk. Can you pass that on?‍>
He gave Ryann a thumbs-up again, the reached up and tapped against the hull of the Proteus. It should have been a bang, but he couldn’t bring his hand down hard enough.
“What’s that?” Another barrel appeared, twisting left and right.
Brice recognised the voice. He coughed, and rasped. “Siren? It’s Brice.”
“Brice?” That was a different voice‌—‌Deva. “The ghoul‌…‌you’re alive?”
“Yeah. Still got your screwdriver. Thanks.” His throat was dry, and he coughed. “Piran and Eljin there?”
There was a pause, and then Piran said, “Here.” Brice waited for a sarcastic comment or joke, but none came.
“Keelin and Ryann. They’re here too. In the Hermes.” Brice had so much he wanted to say, but only sentence fragments came out. They’d have to do for now. “The ghouls‌—‌they want to meet.”
He passed on Ryann’s message, in broken words. Siren cursed as he talked, throwing insults at the ghouls.
“We can’t trust them!” she spat when he’d finished.
“Do we have a choice?” said Deva. “We’re almost out of ammo.” Her voice grew stronger as she spoke. “It’s not like we’ve got anything to lose.”
Siren muttered, Brice only catching a few words. Deva responded, and the two of them argued, quietly‌—‌too quietly for Brice to hear. If Piran or anyone else interjected, he didn’t catch them.
Then the barrels disappeared from above Brice’s head. “Okay. We’ll meet. Fairy, get this hatch open.”
Metal ground on metal as Brice turned slowly back to Ryann. He raised his hand high and gave another thumb’s up.
She waved in response, and Brice heard a voice that wasn’t hers. He recognised it, though, and it sent a warm tingle down his spine.
<‍Thanks, Brice. And sorry I had to leave you back in Haven.‍>
Keelin gave Brice a nod, and he couldn’t keep the smile from his face.
Her sisters lowered the barrier and dropped their weapons. She sensed reluctance, but only from a couple.
Keelin turned her attention to Brice, worried at the pain that was evident in his voice. His trace vibrated strangely, with a whole clash of emotions. Too many for her to deal with now. She needed to focus.
This wasn’t over yet.
The hatch on the Proteus opened, inch by inch. They must be using the manual release. Keelin had never had to do that, and she never particularly wanted to. But someone was turning that cog.
And then they exited the craft.
She automatically ran their images through the records, seeking matches. But she’d know the first one out anyway. She knew more about Piran than the facts and figures that scrolled across her lenses. But he never used to look that gaunt, or slouch so much.
Next came a small female, and the records told Keelin this was Deva Verga, a stowaway from Metis. Technically, that made her a criminal, but Keelin couldn’t help but admire anyone who had tried so hard to escape Kaiahive.
Finally, a tall female walked out. Keelin again ran through records, and found a match with ‘Siren’. There was restricted data, and Keelin scanned this too, learning of the woman’s past crimes. There were many of them, and they were bloody and violent. She was someone Keelin would not easily trust.
“Come,” she said to Ryann, and the two of them stepped down to join the discussion.
She pushed gently into the Proteus, searching for traces. And so Keelin understood that the one called Soldier was dead, as well as Eljin. A wave of emotion flooded over her, but Keelin pushed the thoughts and feelings down‌—‌she would save grieving for later. For now, she needed to concentrate.
Her sisters stood in a line, except for Dia, who stood a pace in front. In a way, this made sense‌—‌after all, she was NG2, the second of their kind after Enya. But her face was severe and her muscles tense. She would not make things easy for Keelin.
“Only three of you?” There was naked aggression in Dia’s voice as she sneered at the trio who stepped from the Proteus’ ramp.
“Four,” said the one called Deva, and she knelt down beside the ramp, reaching out to help the fourth figure climb to his feet.
Keelin almost ran to meet him. Ryann gasped.
Brice looked terrible. He hunched over, right arm hanging at an unnatural angle by his side. Keelin caught the scent of blood still leaking from his wounds. He staggered, using his unbroken hand to support himself against the pitted hull of the Proteus.
<‍Quicker we get this done, the quicker Ryann can see to you, Brice,‍> she sussed. He smiled, although that clearly took effort
“Just about four, then. All that’s left.” Dia snorted. “Tell me, why should you live when everyone else is dead?”
“Why should you kill us?” Deva stood tall, meeting Dia’s eyes, even though she was about half the size of the NeoGen. Keelin was impressed with the girl’s guts.
“We have no need,” said Ennis, from the left of the group.
“Apart from completing what we came here to do,” said Dia. She leaned down, towering over Deva. “You know there’s nothing you can do to stop us.”
Deva didn’t step back. Instead, she smiled. “Maybe not. But we haven’t made it easy for you so far, have we?”
<‍She has a point,‍> Ennis sussed. <‍Even you’ve got to admit that they’ve been worthy opponents, Dia.‍>
Dia snorted. “You’ve provided some entertainment, but opposition? I think not.”
“We held you back long enough.”
“Please! You think we couldn’t have taken you all out with a single weapon? Our shots were aimed to instil fear, nothing more. Where’s the pleasure in killing from a distance?”
“What of those you shot, then?” There was a slight tremor in Deva’s voice, but she still met Dia’s eyes.
Dia snorted again. “You don’t question me. You’re nothing! We’re here to finish you off, and that’s what we intend to do.”
“And you speak for everyone, do you?” Brice’s words ended in a cough as he pushed himself from the Proteus and stood, wavering, on his own two feet. His face was set firm, now showing no signs of pain‌—‌even though Keelin couldn’t help but notice the way he held himself, the way his body was on the verge of collapsing‌—‌and he looked from Dia to the NeoGens behind her.
“We have a chain of command, and I’m at the top. What I say, goes.”
“Not any more.” Those words were muttered, and it took a fraction of a second for Keelin to realise she’d even heard them. And when she did, the speaker was already moving.
Siren reached a hand round to the back of her trousers, then flung it forward. She brought her other hand up, steadying the Preben, as she aimed it at Dia’s head.






The place erupted in action.
Ryann heard Brice cry out, “No!” as he staggered forward, his good arm held out toward Siren.
Siren squeezed the trigger, but Dia had already lunged forward. One hand clasped round Siren’s wrist, and Ryann heard the sharp snap of bone a fraction before the weapon fired into the air. The Preben fell from Siren’s fingers.
<‍Dia, No!‍> Keelin cried out, as she raced across the grass.
Dia turned her head and smiled. She lifted Siren from the ground. The woman balled her free hand into a fist, and hammered it onto Dia’s head.
<‍This is my job, traitor.‍> Then Dia turned back to Siren, seemingly oblivious to the blow she’d struck. <‍And she needs to die.‍>
Dia shot her hand forward. Siren convulsed as Dia’s talons ripped into her stomach. Siren coughed, sending blood splattering onto Dia’s face.
The NeoGen laughed. Her arm bulged as she forced her hand further in. Siren’s back bulged, and her jacket turned red.
She coughed once more, then stopped convulsing. Dia pulled her sodden arm free and let Siren’s empty body collapse to the ground.
Dia roared, and spun to face Deva. The NeoGen brought out her arms, and rocked back, ready to attack.
<‍Stop!‍> Keelin ran fast, but Ryann knew she’d never get there in time.
“No!” Brice pushed himself in front of Deva, a bloody screwdriver in his left hand. There was agony in his expression, but also determination.
Dia flexed her fingers, and laughed.
Brice forced the nausea down. He focused on keeping his body steady, and his eyes on the ghoul.
“You don’t need to kill her. Or any more of us.”
The ghoul looked from Brice’s face to the tool in his hand. It tilted its head, and its nose twitched.
“So you’re the infamous anomaly. The freak who kills subjects and infected. The one who’s impervious to their bite. And now you think you can defeat me?”
“Frankly, I don’t want to find out.”
The ghoul’s nose twitched again. “But you’ve already killed one of our sisters. No, two. Sure you don’t want to go for the triple?” The beast smiled, and waved the fingers on one hand, beckoning Brice on.
He wouldn’t be intimidated by this thing. Nor would he be goaded into a rash move. “I only killed one, and I didn’t want to do that. It was self-defence.”
“Then how do you explain our fallen comrade over there?” The beast waved a hand. Brice didn’t turn, even though others did. He knew what they’d see‌—‌Ronat’s body, between the two Proteus craft.
“She was protecting me. She saved my life.”
The ghoul’s body shook with mirth. “You expect us to believe that? Why would one of our sisters have any consideration for a pathetic thing like you?”
“Because we were friends.” Brice paused, and glanced behind this obnoxious creature. The grey faces turned to one another. They appeared unsettled.
“Friends?” The ghoul spat the word like an insult.
Brice nodded, once‌—‌and even then his vision blurred. “Before she was changed, we trained together in Haven. Back when she was called Ronat. And the one over there,” and he pointed the screwdriver at Keelin, “is a very good friend. She’s the best pilot I know. She risked her life to save others. And she even put up with the old me, back when I was a jerk.” He took his eyes off Dia now, and turned to his friend. “Good to see you again, Keelin.”
Keelin bobbed her head, and the corners of her mouth turned up. That seemed to cure some of Brice’s nausea.
“And you,” he said, turning his attention back to the ghoul. “Dia.” He let that sink in, and knew from the shuffling of the ghouls that they were trying to figure out how he’d heard the name. “But that’s not your real name. You had another one, before someone turned you grey and messed about with you, inside and out. You used to be someone else. And that person’s still in there. Dive deep enough, and you’ll find her.”
Brice coughed, the convulsions almost collapsing his legs. But he didn’t move his gaze from Dia’s eyes.
She took a deep breath. He waited, gave her time.
“No. I am what I am. And I have a job to do.”
But the ghoul didn’t move.
Keelin took a step forward. “He ordered us to do things. They weren’t jobs, but commands. But now he’s gone. There’s nobody to tell you what to do.”
Dia glanced at Keelin, disgust on her face. <‍Maybe not. But he killed our sister. He should pay for that.‍> The ghoul’s arms rose, just a fraction. Her mouth opened, baring her teeth. She leaned in, closer to Brice.
He lifted his own hand, the one in which he held the bloody screwdriver. Then he turned, slowly and deliberately. Deva stared at him, eyes wide.
“Sorry I haven’t cleaned it.” He held the screwdriver out to her, and she took it, her hand grasping the metal shaft, one finger stretched out. It was warm where it touched his thumb, and she nodded.
Brice turned back to the ghoul‌—‌to Dia‌—‌and raised his empty hand, palm out. “Do what you feel is right.” He pulled in a deep breath, and his body shuddered.
He fought the urge to close his eyes.
“I remember,” came a new voice, and one of the ghouls behind Dia stepped forwards. The words came through the air, not internal, and Brice knew that was important‌—‌she was speaking to everyone, not only the other ghouls. “You call me Pen, but I was once Brianne. I remember laughing as I ran. I can’t recall why I was running, but I know I was happy.”
Then another ghoul stepped forward and spoke. “I remember someone calling me Mal. Don’t know if that’s a pet name, but it feels‌…‌right.”
“Because it is.” This was Keelin again. “When Kaiahive turned us into NeoGens, they gave us new names. But they are only labels. We still have our old selves, deep down. Even you, Dia. Or whatever your real name is.”
Dia moved her head, left and then right, first to the other ghouls behind, and then to Keelin and Ryann.
“Maybe,” she said.
“Tell us.”
Dia closed her eyes and swallowed. She took a deep breath. “I remember.”
Nobody moved. The ghouls watched from behind, Keelin and Ryann stood on the Hermes’ ramp. Deva held the screwdriver loosely in her hand, and Piran stood to one side of her. All eyes were on the ghoul.
“I remember pain.” Dia’s voice was quiet, but it grew stronger as she talked. “I remember injections, and the world shifting for a while. I remember euphoria.” He eyes opened. “But only for a while. Then it was back to the agony of existence.” As if on cue, a cloud rolled across the sun. “I stole. I sold myself. I killed. And I let others use me. All I lived for were those few moments of narcotic bliss.” She turned to Brice, took a step forward, and her lip bent into a snarl. “I was less than nothing. But now‌—‌now, I’m strong. Now, I’m in control. And I can do whatever I want.”
Dia crouched. The muscles in her arms tightened, ready to attack.
“Giving in to urges isn’t being in control,” Keelin said. “Being in control means doing what is right, regardless of the consequences. Like Deva, standing up to you. Like Brice, putting his weapon down and offering you peace. Find that control, Dia. Do the right thing.”
Dia’s hands flexed, her fingers moving from fists to outstretched daggers. Her arms trembled. Her eyes darted from Brice to Keelin and back again.
“You don’t have to follow Murdoch’s orders anymore,” Keelin continued. “You don’t have to do what Kaiahive says. They turned us into NeoGens, and they designed us to be their tools. But we can think for ourselves. We can push through the doubts and‌…‌and the headaches. We can be who we are‌—‌who we want to be.”
Keelin turned her head as she talked, her words for the other ghouls just as much as for Dia. And as Brice listened, he knew Keelin was still working through all these issues herself.
“This is a new beginning, for all of us. And I include everyone in that. Ryann, Eljin, Brice and Deva,” and she nodded to each of them as she spoke their names. “What happens now is up to us. There’s nobody to tell us what to do.”
Dia’s hands balled into fists. The greyness paled on her knuckles. Her eyes closed, and she bowed her head.
Somewhere, a bird called. The tree-tops rustled in the breeze, and the air was soothing as it flowed over Brice’s forehead. He wanted to close his eyes, but he forced them to remain open. Even though his vision was blurring, he needed to see this through.
Dia’s head bobbed, twice. Her hands relaxed, and she looked up.
“We’re free,” she said.
It was like a valve being released. Everyone breathed out, and through the haze Brice saw shoulders relax and mouths turn into smiles.
At the same time, his limbs grew heavy‌—‌not just the broken arm, but all of them.
As the cloud moved from the sun, and the beautiful rays bathed his face, Brice closed his eyes to stop the world spinning.
A grey shape rushed at him as he fell, but he wasn’t worried. And before he hit the ground, he felt the strong arms of Keelin protecting him.






The ghoul called Keelin took Brice into the Hermes. Deva wanted to help, but it was hard to move. Besides, she still held her bloody screwdriver.
Piran offered to clean it for her, but she shook her head. It was too precious for that. Instead, she found a cloth in one pocket, wrapped the gory metal in that, and placed everything in another pocket.
Keelin emerged from the Hermes‌—‌and although it felt strange calling one of these ghouls by a name, this one was, she knew, a friend. She told them that Ryann was seeing to Brice’s wounds. Dia stepped forward, said she needed a moment of contemplation, and strode into the Hermes too. Keelin rested a hand on her shoulder as she passed, and Dia patted that hand. Then Keelin said what needed to be done.
Everyone obeyed. Not because it was an order, but simply because things needed to be done, and someone needed to be in charge.
There were tools on the Hermes; picks and shovels. Deva and Piran helped, but the ghouls did most of the digging, and soon they had five graves‌—‌two large, three smaller.
There was some discussion about the third human-sized grave, but Ryann was adamant‌—‌whatever Siren’s faults, she no longer had a chance to make amends, and her body deserved to be treated with respect.
When they placed Eljin’s body in his grave, Piran’s cheeks were damp. Deva placed a hand on his arm. He gave her a smile, the slightest of nods, and bit his lower lip.
Then he bent down, moving Eljin’s arms, positioning him so that it looked like he was sleeping.
“So long, mate,” he said. “And thanks for everything.”
Piran tipped the first shovel of earth into the grave, and Deva tipped the next. The ghouls stood back, letting them fill in half the soil, before finishing the job in silence.
When they turned to Soldier, Piran looked at Deva, as did the ghouls. She crouched down, and placed a hand on the woman’s chest. The blood was only slightly tacky now, and there was enough of a sensation of warmth that Deva could almost believe Soldier was merely resting.
“I never got to know the real you,” she said. “But you were one of the good people. You never treated me like a kid. You did what you had to. And at the end, you saved Piran. You helped save us. Thank you.” It was the best Deva could manage.
When she dropped the first shovel of soil onto Soldier’s body, a tear rolled from the corner of her eye.
Nobody spoke when they buried Siren. They covered her corpse as quickly as they could.
Dia and the person called Ryann appeared from the Hermes. Ryann’s clothes were smeared with blood, but she gave Deva a nod and a smile. Deva understood‌—‌Brice was going to be okay.
Then they buried the two dead ghouls. No words were spoken, although Deva was sure the ghouls were sussing. Maybe Ryann was too, because a couple of the ghouls turned to her and nodded.
Afterwards, they all stood in a circle, a few steps from the graves. Deva was between Piran and a ghoul. She didn’t know this one’s name, and it felt like the wrong moment to ask. It wasn’t important anyway. Names were only labels.
“What now?” Dia asked. Everyone turned to Keelin.
Keelin glanced across to the craft. “Your choice,” she said. “But I doubt if any of us want to hang around here.”
“Two craft,” Dia said‌—‌the Proteus Deva and the others had been in would need too much work to make it flight-worthy. “We want to stay together, or split?”
Heads turned, and Deva got that old sensation of being the odd one out. But heads started nodding, and there were smiles. Even though she knew the ghouls were sussing again, she knew they weren’t insulting her.
“Piran, Deva,” Ryann said after a few minutes. “The girls want to stay together. It makes sense for them to use the larger craft. So we get the Proteus. If you’re both okay with that.”
Deva nodded. Piran said, “Sure.”
“And I’ll be joining you.”
When Keelin spoke, the ghouls all turned. Deva spotted the signs of fast sussing, but Keelin held up a hand.
“They need a pilot,” she said. “And‌…‌and it’s what I choose.”
Dia shrugged. “That’s as good a reason as any.” She reached out and placed a hand on Keelin’s shoulder. “Good luck. And thanks.”
Keelin nodded, and then she grabbed Dia, pulling the ghoul in for an embrace.
Deva felt a spark of jealousy‌—‌that was something she’d never experienced. She’d never had a true friend before.
Then she looked at Piran, and at Ryann. She saw Keelin, the grey giant catching her eye and nodding. She thought of Brice. And she smiled.
Ryann wanted to carry Brice into the Proteus, but Dia insisted. Ryann knew it would be more diplomatic to allow the NeoGen to do what she felt she had to.
She followed, though. Brice was still unconscious, mainly because of the drugs Ryann had given him, so they secured him in one of the bunks.
Then Dia and the other NeoGens left. Ryann watched the Hermes take off, standing with the others. When the craft had disappeared from sight, they headed up the ramp and into the Proteus.
“First time I’ve done this for real,” Piran said, sliding into the seat next to Keelin, up at the front of the cabin. It made perfect sense that he sat in the tech’s chair.
“Just like the simulations,” Keelin said. “Only you’ll have to use that screen. Until we get your lattice sorted.”
“You think we will?” He turned to Ryann. “There are places, right? Outside the company?”
“Bound to be. Might not be totally legit. But I can’t see you having a problem with that.” Then she turned her attention to the seat in front of her, the position she used to hold those long months ago before this nightmare started. The tracker’s position. “You okay, Deva?”
The girl beamed, and ran a hand over the craft’s inner hull. “Never thought I’d get a chance to be in the cabin when one of these things flew.” She twisted her chair. “Although whoever sat here last time damaged the bearings. Could do with looking at that?”
She’d turned that into a question, and Ryann nodded. “Whatever you think needs fixing, just do it. But wait until we’re at level flight. Keelin, you ready to take her up?”
“Already done it.” She turned, head to one side. “Didn’t you notice?”
Ryann used her lattice to connect to the craft’s sensors, and saw the trees beneath them. If she concentrated, she could feel movement now.
“Smooth. Best take-off you’ve done, Kee.”
The pilot beamed. “Thanks.” Then her eyes darted to the empty chair. “Brice going to be okay?”
“He’s tough. He’ll be fine.” And that wasn’t bluster. Already, his wounds were healing. Even without Ryann’s work, she suspected he would have pulled through.
She couldn’t avoid the fact that he was different now. But they all were. Keelin’s change was the most obvious, although she’d matured too. As had Piran. And Ryann herself…
She rested her hands on the arms of the chair, the one at the back of the cabin. The commander’s chair. Cathal’s chair.
But what was it Keelin had said, back on the ground? This was a new beginning.
This was a new crew. Ryann’s crew. A part of her didn’t like the thought of being in charge, but she had to accept it‌—‌that was her role now. They’d chosen her to lead them. And she wanted to do the best for them.
“So,” Keelin said, now facing front as she brought them high above the forest. “Where to?”
“Piran, you able to access any data on this area?” Ryann asked. She felt giddy‌—‌her first decision as commander.
“Sure.” He tapped at his screen. “What am I looking for?”
“Somewhere far enough away from this place that the company isn’t involved. Somewhere that we can enter without raising questions. And somewhere we can rest.” She took a breath. “I could do with a long soak in a bath.”
“Sounds good.” His fingers tapped. “Think I’ve found just the place. Keelin?”
“Sure. Plotting course. Details in the system if you want to check, Ryann. Deva, the screen next to you should do the same job. Just ask Piran if you have any problems.”
Ryann smiled at that‌—‌Keelin would make a wonderful second.
She pulled up the external sensors once more, and both saw and felt the Proteus tilt as it turned. The sun hit them from the side, and they sped toward the hills that rose in the distance, leaving the forest behind.
The data in the system gave a flight-time of three hours. It would be getting dark by then, but for the first time in what felt like forever that didn’t bother Ryann.
There was finally nothing to fear from the shadows.



  
“So that’s it, then?” The young man leaned in to the desk.
The old man shrugged. “With this mess, there’s no way it can continue. The process is still flawed, and the testing regime was not sufficiently rigorous. The results of our misunderstandings are too grave to risk repetition.”
The younger man shook his head. “Years of work gone, just like that. What a waste. And all because bloody Murdoch Kollias couldn’t do his job.”
The older man held up a wrinkled hand, veins bulging. “Don’t be too hard on the man. He was fully committed, and he did everything he could. Yes, he made mistakes, but his reasoning was sound.”
“Mistakes like keeping Ryann Harris so close.”
“Ultimately a mistake, but he saw great potential in her, and I agree. She was‌—‌is‌—‌an incredible woman. But her will was stronger than he imagined.”
“And she’s still alive. As are others. It’s a risk.”
The old man shrugged once more. “Is it?”
“There’s a Hermes full of NeoGens out there!”
“And we’re tracking it. You think we’ll allow them to come into contact with others?”
“But I read the reports. That bloody hacker did something to the tracking system on the Proteus. You can’t tell me the situation is under control!”
“The situation is not ideal. But it’s a big universe out there. If they keep their heads down, they are no threat to us. And if they start talking‌…‌well, who would believe their story? And it’s not as if they know everything.”
The younger man opened his mouth, then thought better of whatever response he was about to make.
“And so the project is gone,” the old man said. “No records exist, and that means we have to trust you, my young friend.”
The younger man looked startled for a moment, then regained his composure. “Of course. I know nothing about this.”
“I’m glad we have an understanding.”
There was no more to be said, and the younger man departed the room. But the old man sat for a while longer, wrapped in his thoughts.
Officially, the project never happened. Previous projects had never officially happened either, yet this project had been built on their findings. Over the years, they had learnt so much, and knowledge could never be erased.
Knowledge never stayed still, either. It had a nasty habit of evolving. But it could never be allowed to evolve unchecked.
Kaiahive‌—‌and especially the old man’s department in the company‌—‌still had a job to do.



What next?
Thank you for spending your precious time in reading this book. I hope it’s been a fun ride.
If you’ve enjoyed it, I'm going to assume you’ve read the first two books in the Shadows series, but if you haven’t, they are Shadowfall and Shadowsiege.
But there’s something else you might like. Deva has met the monsters before, and you can read about this encounter in Shadowlair (A Shadows Prequel). This exclusive novella is only available to readers who sign up to my newsletter at twiain.com.
I’d love to know what you thought of Shadowstrike. The most direct way to do this is to e-mail me at twiain@twiain.com. Alternatively, you could let not only me but the whole world know, by leaving a review.
Reviews are important. They let others know the truth about a book. They give potential readers the information they need to decide if that book is for them. And they help books reach more readers.
Anything you can do to help others find my books is appreciated. Thank you.
 
TW Iain



Shadowlair (A Shadows Prequel)

When Haven’s long-range sensors reported unfamiliar signals out on the rim, there was no immediate panic. It was probably nothing more than a glitch. But protocol demanded an investigation, so a crew was dispatched.
The crew never returned.
The rescue mission found their abandoned craft a few days later, but the storm stopped them probing any further.
And so they never found evidence of the stowaway. They never followed the trail into the gully.
They never discovered if the crew lived or died. Or if something worse happened.
 
But you can read their story. Join the mailing list, and you can download Shadowlair, a free, exclusive novella that uncovers more of the secrets of the creatures.
Click here, or visit twian.com. 
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